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ABSTRACT
Using Bourdieu’s three forms of capital (economic, social,

and cultural), we demonstrate how in a short period of time these
forms become part of the ritual of inclusion and exclusion in golf.
Because golf on its face is not a highly masculine activity (i.e.,
lacking physicality, machismo, and endurance), more benign meth-
ods are used to include or exclude same gender players. The
transformation of power happens quickly through four stages: the
greeting, the feeling out, the chest pounding, and acceptance/
rejection. It is through these stages that one either becomes part of
the capital elite or excluded.

INTRODUCTION
In this study, we formulate an understanding of how three

forms of capital (Bordieu 1986) become ritualized in a round of
golf, which is considered a ritual performance in and of itself
(McGinnis, Gentry, and Gao 2008). Through observations with
male golfers, we show how cultural, social, and economic capital
weave their way through golf’s ritual stages in establishing either
inclusion or exclusion. In-group inclusion is evident in several
consumption subcultures. Knowing the group’s norms, under-
standing how to conduct oneself intellectually, and having appro-
priate economic resources and proper social connections all interact
to create a hierarchy of inclusion or exclusion within the in-group.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Bourdieu (1986) provides three types of capital: economic,

social and cultural. Economic capital is maintained through domi-
nation of cash, assets, property, and other forms of currency that
give certain individuals power. Those with high economic capital
but not necessarily high cultural capital tend to have consumption
patterns that are reflective of middlebrow tastes (Trigg 2001).

Social capital is using the influence of friends and social
networks to maintain or establish power and significance. Having
such capital is important not only for achieving social status, but can
also have an impact on earnings (Kim 2009). Furthermore, Bourdieu
(1986) indicates that such capital is linked to the possession of a
durable network of institutionalized relationships with mutual
acquaintances. In this case then, social capital acts upon those social
relationships that are perceived as prestigious and commonly
known throughout a given social sphere or community. It can also
be imparted through membership in a group, whether it is a common
last name, a class, or school. Social capital gains its strength through
shared understandings and limits of relationships, which are repro-
duced through unceasing efforts of sociability (Bourdieu 1986). It
follows from this account that those are who well known are worthy
of being known due to more widespread capital.

Cultural capital presents itself in terms of the skills, knowl-
edge, and attitude that parents or other significant influences pass
onto their children or others. Cultural capital in the United States
creates a divide in terms of taste, with those having high cultural
capital enjoying a privileged life in terms of occupations, the arts,
and cosmopolitan consumption, while those with low cultural
capital consume objects that have more mass appeal and therefore
are considered less cultured (Holt 1998). The power of cultural
capital in terms of acquiring such things as extreme success (Gladwell

2008) and scholarly advantage (Sacks 2007) has been well ad-
vanced in popular literature.

Bourdieu (1986) speaks of three types or states of cultural
capital: embodied, objectified, and institutionalized. The embodied
is so called because of its direct link to the body, which often implies
a sacrifice of the body itself in terms of physical exertion, mental
labor (e.g., an education) time, and money. In the objectified state,
capital can be transmitted in terms of ownership, such as when one
takes over ownership of artwork or some other cultural artifact. The
institutionalized state infers that a standard can be made with capital
thus allowing for shared meanings of its value.

Rituals are symbolic behaviors or performances that tend to be
repeated over time, which include as well as exclude participants
(Rothenbuhler 1998). Rituals provide social order, transformation,
and community (Driver 1991), all of which can be advantages or
disadvantages to participants and non-participants alike. Rook
(1985) suggests that there are four components of ritual: artifacts,
a script, performance roles, and an audience, all of which can be
present in a round of golf (McGinnis 2002).

The role of rituals and ritual behavior in marketing has been
explored in advertising (Otnes and Scott 1996), college-aged drink-
ing (Treise, Wolburg, and Otnes 1999), hair grooming (Rook
1985), baseball viewing (Holt 1992, 1995), Thanksgiving
(Wallendorf and Arnould 1991), and sacred consumption (Belk,
Wallendorf, and Sherry 1989). Ritual use has also been noted in
skydiving (Celsi, Rose, and Leigh 1993) and whitewater rafting
(Arnould and Price 1993). Gainer (1995) showed how consumers
use rituals in performing arts to construct themselves socially.

In this study we use golf as our context because it has been
noted to involve rituals capable of producing communitas, to have
symbolic behaviors and artifacts, and to have explicit and implicit
rules for behavior (McGinnis 2002). Golf, too, has been referred to
as an activity that is not necessarily replete with masculine markers
(McGinnis, McQuillan, and Chapple 2005). We contend that male
golfers must find ways to make their domain more rugged in a world
and atmosphere that Holt and Thompson (2004) argue has become
emasculated. Confusion as to what it means to be a man in Western
society has increased greatly in past decades (Garcia 2008; Lemon
1995; Pleck 1981; Salzman, Mathathia, and O’Reilly 2005; Seidler
2006; Thompson and Fletcher 2006).

METHOD
Observations for this study were conducted over the spring

and summer of 2008. We chose golf because of its public accessi-
bility, ritual enactments, and elitist perceptions. The primary au-
thor, who himself has 30 years of avid golf experience, observed
approximately 25 rounds of golf (either 9 or 18 holes) to determine
the ritual activity that might be occurring in exclusive domains, and
from there developed preliminary working categories from the etic
perspective (see Holt 1995). The primary author played golf prima-
rily with foursomes, where he was often the fourth person added or
the “outsider,” which provided him with firsthand experience of the
different ways in which in-group participation is formed. He also
played with some groups and single golfers multiple times in which
singles or twosomes were added. In these latter cases, the primary
author was able to see in-group movement from the “insider”
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perspective. Management would often place a single or twosome in
the group in order to improve time efficiencies and profitability.

We used a grounded theory method (Glaser and Strauss 1967)
to establish the major themes involved in the ritualization of in-
group formation. Specifically, we started with open coding to gain
an idea of how the concepts fit the data (Strauss 1987). For example,
examination of our early notes indicated that in the beginning of
each round, participants would often demonstrate their intricate
knowledge of the game by showing a sound pre-shot routine.
Conceptually stepping back from the data, a common practice in
open coding when one may know too much experientially about the
phenomenon of interest (Strauss 1987), and reading the literature
indicated that this might be considered an element of the cultural
capital. At this point, we became aware of other forms of capital that
might be present and observed them more acutely in our data in the
different stages of in-group inclusion. We then used an axial coding
process once we discovered that elements of capital were prevalent
in establishing in-group acceptance. Axial coding can be used to
show the conditions around which a process occurs (Strauss 1987).
In doing so, we noticed that exchanges of cultural, social, and
economic capital were prevalent in forming relationships, and that
the usage of these different forms was considered the major con-
straints in establishing these barriers.

FINDINGS

Stage I: The Greeting
Our results indicated that cultural capital is used primarily in

the beginning stage of the ritual to demonstrate one’s knowledge of
proper manners and the intricate knowledge and formalities of golf
(see table 1). Demonstrations not necessarily unique to golf include
the handshake, eye contact, and forms of salutation. This is where
the “sizing up” of the fellow golfer or competitor was initialized. A
failure in this impression management exercise (Goffman 1967)
could negatively set the tone for the rest of the round, where if an
unfamiliar player did not extend his hand in the round or failed to
introduce himself properly to others he would be treated somewhat
coldly. Greetings (i.e., handshakes) are considered serious forms of
ritual (Rook 1985).

Context specific forms of the greeting (i.e., those that are
unique to golf) included establishing order of play, partners, and in
some cases betting games. The cultural capital being displayed here

was that of insider knowledge, which is gained through years of
playing golf. As Allen and Anderson (1994) argued and found in
our data as well, the cultural capital earned here is achieved through
a “comfortable familiarity” with the game and not some special
knowledge that is naturally bestowed upon the cultural elite. It takes
on the embodied form because the owner through years of time
investment earns it. It is used in the same vein one might be weeded
out in other consumption groups for being pretenders or wannabes
(Fox 1987; Schouten and McAlexander 1995). Establishing order
of play among strangers was often done through the tossing of a golf
tee, whereupon the sharp end of the tee indicated first to play. It was
in this stage, too, that participants commonly gained knowledge of
others’ capital by throwing out such betting terms as “skins,”
“presses,” and “two-two-two.” Failure to understand or use these
terms correctly could create barriers to ritual inclusion. Not under-
standing bets or formats of play could also indicate low cultural
capital, such as when one would call a game a “best ball” (when
each player plays his own ball and best score net handicap is posted
for the pair or group) when it was actually a “scramble” (when all
players hit from the spot of the most optimal shot in the group).
Insider knowledge of the more obscure games indicated knowledge
that Bourdieu might term as ideationally difficult to obtain (Holt
1998) and would therefore signify in this realm high cultural
capital. Lack of rules knowledge could doom the new player,
especially when violations occurred in league play or times when
competition was more serious. Golf rules are quite rigid and are
generally followed, though many foursomes will bend them to
some extent. Determining the magnitude of that extent can create
awkwardness when the members of the foursome do not know each
other well.

Although participants in golf used the greeting as a way to
determine unknown or relatively unknown participants’ worthi-
ness, the next aspect of this stage determined whether one could
“walk the walk.” The first shot on the tee signified one’s savvy in
terms of play, where those who demonstrated knowledge of the
game had to match their game with a sound pre-shot routine (i.e.,
perfected practice swing and alignment). Players of all levels when
matched with unfamiliar others could be seen as nervous.

Etiquette and rules of the game were vital on the first tee.
Taking a prolonged period of time in the pre-shot routine (e.g.,
excessive practice swings and standing too long over the ball) could
set a negative tone, with the other participants giving each other

TABLE 1
Capital Usages Displayed During Ritual Formalization in Golf
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incredulous looks behind the primary actor’s back. Lacking cultural
capital in this case meant the existence either of self-awareness of
one’s wrongdoings or of inconsideration by not helping others
establish a rhythm and flow. This would be akin to a person talking
excessively about oneself in a social setting or simply being
unaware.

The greeting stage, too, was when players would first discover
the extent to which they could get away with informal play, such as
using “mulligans” (an extra tee shot, usually on the first tee),
“winter rules” (i.e., preferred lies), and “gimmes” (putts given
within a certain distance). Each of these forms of cultural capital
represents violations of the rules of golf, but were often altered
when poor conditions warranted such actions, when players had
marginal skill, when it took a while to “warm up,” or, and perhaps
more importantly, when one was trying to gauge latitude. Each form
also represented a way to establish rapport, as if the reaction to the
violation was a way to test the waters of serious play, and because
the one asking usually presented the requests in a half-joking
manner, it allowed him to “save face” (Goffman 1967) if the other
person were more serious.

Betting seemed to be a harbinger as to what other activities one
might expect (e.g., drinking, risqué jokes, derogatory conversation,
etc.). If a bet were on, or if play occurred during serious competi-
tion, liberal bending of the rules could dampen future relations.
Usually, however, newcomers to the group would know from the
first tee the expectations of serious play. Liberal gimmes were used
during league play, even though play was serious, as the format (i.e.,
match play) usually permitted such action under the rules. How-
ever, length of the gimmes seemed to vary with the seriousness of
the competition, with friendlier pairings giving longer putts. Wa-
gering appeared to be hugely symbolic of the relationship. Though
many bets were extremely nominal, where the loser might end up
paying $10 at the most, the act itself signified the nature of the
competition and relationship. How one responded to such an act
was clearly a difference maker in the first step toward invitation to
join the in-group.

Stage II: The Feeling Out
Social and economic capital displays were dominant in the

feeling out stage. Using social capital as a basis for ritualization,
participants in this study used name-dropping, banter, and nostalgic
ties as ways to either include or exclude, the tone of which was
determined by felt commonality with the new golfer. It was incum-
bent among groups where members were new to each other to show
their cards in terms of common acquaintances. In some cases, the
common people were used to further connections within the group
with benign intent while other times it was used to demonstrate
superiority. The ritual would usually begin with a question of what
do you do for a living or where do you normally play golf.
Narratives of power connections took place when the participants
connected themselves to head golf professionals, tour players, and
other superior players. At this stage, participants were feeling the
others out in mostly a socially compliant way in order to establish
influence parameters, pecking orders, and willingness to recipro-
cate. The name-dropping displays indicated a sense of network
vitality and to determine whether the person with whom the
exchange was taking place was worthy of being known (see
Bourdieu 1986). Many of the informants demonstrated their knowl-
edge of other golfers both at the club to which they belonged or in
the larger golfer community in the city or region. This showed
currency in the field, much like an academician citing notable
authors and scholars. Social capital was also exchanged when
participants would gain knowledge of where one went to college or

high school, or membership in civic organizations or church affili-
ations.

Banter also provided a means toward acceptance. Usage of
profanity was common, as was making light of one’s masculinity or
lack thereof. Not going for long shots or being too tentative was
often an invitation for giving one the “business” for lacking man-
hood or masculinity. Indicating that one must have suffered a
castration or lacking testicles was a common expression. Retorting
with customary f-bombs was also common. These forms of banter
showed a willingness to participate and thus encouraged further
engagement, indicating his belonging to the group (Lennox Terrion
and Ashforth 2002).

Social capital would often be displayed in terms of nostalgia
as well, especially when the players wanted to demonstrate to the
outsider in the group how long they had known one another.
Oftentimes, golfers could alienate younger newcomers by discuss-
ing items that were unique to their age cohort, thus creating a barrier
to entry for the younger golfer by demonstrating “membership” in
an age group. If the younger golfer tried to relate, the conversation
could end abruptly, could result in the older golfers laughing off the
younger golfer’s act of entry, or “code switching” (Goffman 1981)
could occur where the older golfers altered their language to
references hard for the younger golfer to understand. This act of
having “been-there” represented a pilgrimage of sorts in which
those with common experiences could only relate, such as that
found after white water rafting (Arnould and Price 1993) or in
skydiving (Celsi et al. 1993).

Stage III: The Chest Pounding Stage
Displays of economic capital usually prevailed after social

capital or in conjunction with it in the “chest pounding stage.” At
this stage, the participants would often brag of equipment, courses
played, and sometimes careers and cars. These occurrences seemed
to increase when play was more serious or when a player was not
performing well. They would also become more prevalent if the
relationship had taken a turn for the worse, or if disparities occurred
between levels of either cultural or social capital. For example, if
one player displayed cultural capital that was superior to his new
acquaintance in terms of knowledge, skill level, or etiquette, the
deficit holder (in terms of the form of equipment and/or places
played) would often seek redemption. In this sense, the deficit
holder would often attempt to “buy his game,” an expression
commonly known in golf for those who are unskilled, lazy, or too
time-deprived to develop a game “legitimately.” Oftentimes, in
order to thwart this perception, golfers with high cultural capital
(Holt 1998) carry in their bags old, unique, or special clubs, clubs
that had been “around the block” and had unique stories attached to
them. Buying a game among lesser players is often seen as uncul-
tured, thereby an expression of low cultural capital (Holt 1998).

Several of the respondents donned hats, clothing, and equip-
ment that provided lead-ins to “been-there” type stories. The stories
began with a logo on a hat, a bag badge, or club that had a long
history of either great performances or experiences. The golfers
would normally wait for some other golfer to respond to the display
in a “funny-you-should-ask” humility, which would then lead to a
series of questions and answers that allowed the holder of the item
to demonstrate his cultural capital.

Stage IV: Acceptance/Rejection
The next stage of the capital establishment is the make it or

break it stage of in-group inclusion, or the stage in which exclusion-
ary practices were either heightened and players just tolerated one
another or when players welcomed each other and developed closer
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ties. If players welcomed the outsider, friendly banter increased and
displays of economic capital seemed to lessen. For example, in-
group participants would often give the outsider golf tips, make fun
of poor shots, make noise during shots, or include him in jokes or
some other form of banter to indicate group inclusion. If, however,
the relationship worsened, capital displays often increased. If an
outsider was obviously left out of the in-group, any misstep with
cultural capital could be heightened. Being overly sensitive to
etiquette infractions was common, such as being ridiculed for
standing in a golfer’s line of site during a putt, talking during a pre-
shot routine, or casting a shadow in a golfer’s peripheral vision.

Inclusion into the in-group would often result in discussion of
drinking or getting drinks at the 19th hole (i.e., the clubhouse), from
the beverage cart, or at the turn (i.e., between the ninth and tenth
holes). Outsiders given the green light would often be included in
this ritual by being offered a drink. Though most of the drinking
commenced after the round was completed, a few of the participants
engaged in moderate to heavy drinking at the midway point or
during the round when the beverage service arrived. Drinking was
given the same latitude on the course as it is in bars, where excessive
consumption was allowed. Some respondents tied golf and the
ritual of drinking so closely that disposing of or changing the nature
of this ritual artifact (see Rook 1985) would be nearly impossible,
similar to the rite of passage of binge drinking among college
students when they turn the age of 21 (Treise et al. 1999). Lack of
drinking in golf appeared to be more mocked than drinking itself.

DISCUSSION
The findings in this study can be applied to many consumer-

to-consumer contexts where initiation into the in-group happens in
a short period of time and where different forms of capital are
present in making an impression. For example, the same process
might be found in hunting trips, girls’ nights out, white-water
rafting, group aerobic exercises, and even motorcycle clubs. This
process may be present anytime entry into a consumption subcul-
ture is marked by superior knowledge of the activity’s rituals, where
above average financial resources is needed, and where peers value
such activities. Service providers need to be more sensitive to
exclusionary processes involved in customer-to-customer interac-
tions, as their own efforts to attract customers may be undermined
by those C2C exchanges.

We find that the Bourdieu forms of capital appear to happen
primarily in sequence and are used to establish worthiness of peers
in a very systematic way. If one happens before the other (e.g.,
enactments of economic capital before cultural capital), the actor
doing so may either be stigmatized (Goffman 1963) and be forced
to redeem himself or save face (Goffman 1959). Early faux pas in
the cultural capital stage can render subsequent displays of social
and economic capital useless.

Economic capital enactments are often seen as displays of
desperation and can be perceived as boorish or uncultured, pre-
served for those lacking in the other two forms of capital. Future
studies may determine that those resorting to economic superiority
displays tend to be the least satisfied with their golfing lives (i.e., or
general lives, for that matter), and turn to economic displays when
dissonance occurs in other capital areas. Burroughs and Rindfleisch
(2002) have found similar relationships between materialism and
general well being.

We contend that the cultural capital stage is the most important
step in this ritual sequence because of first impression management
(Goffman 1959) and that it should be the focus among managers
seeking to reduce churns or retain customers, thereby helping to
establish community and perhaps communitas, which may ulti-

mately lead to enduring involvement (McGinnis et al. 2008).
Knowledge of game rules, local rules, etiquette, and other subtle
nuisances establish confidence and open the doors for cultural and
social capital to be honed, developed, and demonstrated. Managers
should take an active role in creating better customer-to-customer
relationships.
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