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This study examines how consumers create and communicate their identity through the use of socially-visible brands. Drawing on

social psychology and consumer culture theory, the Boundary Negotiation Framework is presented, and used to illustrate how
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[to cite]:

Heather Schulz and Patricia Stout (2011) ,"Negotiating the Boundary Between the Self and the Other: Individuation and

Association Through Socially-Visible Brand Use", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 38, eds. Darren W. Dahl,

Gita V. Johar, and Stijn M.J. van Osselaer, Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/15919/volumes/v38/NA-38

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/15919/volumes/v38/NA-38
http://www.copyright.com/


594594 Advances in Consumer Research
Volume 38, © 2012

Negotiating the Boundary between the Self and the Other:  Individuation and Association 
through Socially-visible Brand Use

Heather Schulz, University of Texas at Austin, USA
Patricia Stout, University of Texas at Austin, USA

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Recent research in consumer culture theory has focused on 

the role of the brand as an instrument in the interpretation of social 
interactions. In this paper, we expand this stream of research be 
examining how consumers use socially-visible brands to create 
and communicate their identity. Here we define a socially-visible 
brand as a brand located on or near an individual’s body that is 
visible to another individual in the public atmosphere. Socially-
visible brand use is centered on the everyday and even mundane 
brands all consumers use during their daily routines. It is argued 
that socially-visible brands are a strategic tool consumers can use 
for impression management. Socially-visible brands offer identity 
cues to others about one’s self-concept, but they also assist in the 
bonding relationships one has with others. Overall, socially-visible 
brands serve in the identity negotiation process between an indi-
vidual and society.

We briefly explain how three social psychology theories, 
namely social identity theory, self-verification theory, and impres-
sion management theory, juxtapose with consumer culture theory 
in general and self-extension theory in particular. The goal is to 
impart a framework for understanding the interaction of people, 
their possessions, and society. Every individual faces the conflicting 
task of connecting with other individuals in pro-social interactions 
(i.e., association), while at the same time maintaining a comfortable 
boundary so the individual self remains intact (i.e., individuation). 
The individuation side of this self-other boundary negotiation has 
been discussed in previous consumer research literature topics 
such as a “consumer’s need for uniqueness,” “counter-conformity” 
(Tian, Bearden, and Hunter 2001), and “identity signaling” (Berger 
and Heath 2007). The association side of this self-other boundary 
negotiation has also been discussed in several ways, but can best be 
described as communal consumption. This can occur at the dyadic 
level (Argo and Main 2008; Ramanathan and McGill 2007; Tan-
ner, Ferraro, Chartrand, Bettman, and Van Baaren 2008) and at the 
reference group level (Epp and Price 2008; Escalas and Bettman 
2005; Luna, Ringberg, and Peracchio 2008; White and Dahl 2007).

Social identity theory argues that one’s personal identity (the 
individual self) and one’s social identities (the collective selves) 
combine to form one’s total identity (Hogg 2003). Through the 
process of identity negotiation, people maintain social group mem-
bership and distinctiveness. Swann (1987) argued that people engage 
in identity negotiations in order to obtain “existential security” (p. 
1039). Individual self-concepts are the lens people use to under-
stand their world and their place in the world. They desire stable 
self-concepts, and engage in activities that will provide them with 
feedback from others confirming their self-concept. He called this 
process “self-verification.” One technique utilized by individuals 
during times of incongruence is impression management (Goffman 
1959). During this process, individuals attempt to exert control over 
the perceptions others may have of them. Using a theatric metaphor, 
Goffman explained how people put on shows for one another by 
managing their impression through the use of social cues. 

Self-extension theory describes the items used during impres-
sion management, which can include setting, clothing, appearance, 
words, and nonverbal actions. In terms of mass communication, 
self-extension theory looks at how consumers use the possession 
of specific brands in order to express their identity (Belk 1988). 

The symbolic meanings attached to brands are cultural markers. 
Therefore, if one is able to possess that brand, one can indirectly 
possess that cultural meaning. Therefore, during impression man-
agement, socially-visible brands are a tool utilized to create one’s 
identity for the self and to communicate one’s identity to others.

Forty-one informal face-to-face interviews were conducted 
with graduate and undergraduate students at a university in the 
southwestern U.S. Most of the interviews lasted about 30 min-
utes. The structure for the interview protocol consisted of asking 
respondents about the individual and social aspects of their identity, 
top-of-mind brand awareness, the specific brands they own for 
socially-visible items such as clothes, shoes, sunglasses, etc., and 
the socially-visible brands the respondent was currently wearing.

From these interviews, a Boundary Negotiation Framework is 
presented that can be used as a guide to gain a better understanding 
of how individuals use socially-visible brands in order to develop 
their self-concept and various levels of social identity. The results 
show how people use socially-visible brands in order to associate 
with other individuals, reference groups, and society as a whole 
during interpersonal interactions. Using this Boundary Negotiation 
Framework, individuation and associations interactions can be 
analyzed at the dyadic, reference group, and societal level. This 
Boundary Negotiation Framework can be utilized in the future to 
analyze post-purchase behavior of consumers with their socially-
visible brands. In addition, advertisers can use this framework while 
crafting their branding and communication strategies. 
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