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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The aim of this study is to explore the role of friendship groups 

as the context of socialization and to provide an account of the actual 
use of fashion goods in the consumer socialization process. It draws 
on recent reviews in socialization (Harris 1999), which suggests a 
re-examination of the role of the environment in consumer social-
ization. This work suggests studying what consumer knowledge, 
skills, and competence means for consumers in different contexts 
(Cook 2004) and that the actual use and consumption of goods need 
to be featured in consumer socialization studies (Ekström 2006). 
It also suggests that talking and emotional sharing is a significant 
part of women’s friendships and that these friendships take place 
against the backdrop of an activity (Sheehy 2000). In light of this 
recent work, this thesis studies consumer socialization in the female 
friendship groups’ by qualitatively inquiring about their consump-
tion and use of fashion. 

As Wooten (2006) pointed out, consumer culture theory 
(CCT) (Arnould and Thompson 2005) approaches to consumer 
socialization have the potential to “advance knowledge of consumer 
socialization by illuminating aspects of social life that influence the 
acquisition of consumption motives and values” (p.196). As CCT is 
proposed as a framework to help study socio-cultural, experiential, 
symbolic, and ideological aspects of consumption, this approach 
could prove useful in the study of consumer socialization, whose 
symbolic, experiential, and ideological aspects have more or less 
been understudied.

Furthermore, Ekstr?m (2006) points out the insufficient cover-
age of the use and consumption of goods in consumer socialization 
studies. John’s (1999) review of 25 years of consumer socialization 
research provides insight into the categories of findings in the bulk of 
these studies. The findings are generally about children’s advertising 
knowledge, transaction knowledge (products, brands, shopping, and 
pricing), decision-making skills and strategies, purchase requests 
and negotiation strategies, and consumption motives and values. 
One of the more insightful studies is Peracchio’s (1992) study which 
examines learning abilities and concludes that young children are 
able to gain knowledge equivalent to that of older children when 
the experiment materials and response formats are congruent with 
their encoding and retrieval abilities. Others include John and 
Whitney’s (1986) study which suggests that older children use more 
sophisticated processing skills and strategies than younger children 
as they get more information and experience in the marketplace, 
and Belk et al.’s (1982) study which dealt with the development 
of consumption symbolism in children. These three studies have 
adopted experimental methods. Hence, with the exception of Banister 
and Booth’s (2003) study on the formation of children’s likes and 
dislikes, the consumer socialization literature has mainly adopted 
quantitative studies. Especially thick descriptions of how young 
consumers gain symbolic skills, knowledge, and competencies are 
missing from the children’s and adolescents’ accounts of consumer 
socialization (see John 1999). 

Cook’s (2004) discussion of commodification of childhood and 
the transformation of the child into the individualized consumer is 
noteworthy in that it reflects a summary of the accumulated research 
in consumer socialization: “Consumer socialization studies need to 
consider what competence means for consumers in different contexts 
and should not be limited to focusing on utilitarian outcomes and 
effectiveness. There is a need to feature social as well as market 

relationships in consumer socialization research. In other words, to 
show how people use products and services in negotiating relation-
ships with others as well as how the market is incorporating these 
relationships” (p.149).

Finally, Webley and Lea (1993, p.461) note that researchers 
should not focus on “how do children come to understand the eco-
nomic world of grown-ups” but that rather they should ask “how 
do children solve the economic problems they are faced with” 
(Webley and Lea 1993, p.461). Together, Cook’s (2004) sugges-
tion that researchers need to explore what competence means for 
young consumers in different contexts, and that there is a need to 
take into account social relationships when studying consumption 
and Webley and Lea’s (1993) suggestion that researchers should 
ask how do children solve the consumption-related problems they 
are faced with constitute the gaps that warrant attention in order 
to advance the consumer socialization studies. Hence, non-family 
environment or the outside-of-home context needs to be taken into 
account and the research question is: What is the role played by the 
non-family environment, particularly in the form of a friendship 
group, in consumer socialization?

Analysis and interpretation of the data collected through focus 
groups and interviews with 12 to 16 year-old adolescents revealed 
that the information flow in friendship groups leads to communica-
tion, which serves as the key catalyst of consumer socialization. 
The friendship group, furthermore, emerged as the site where the 
socialization process took place, as suggested by Harris (1995; 1999). 
Adolescents are able to strengthen both rational and symbolic skills 
within their friendship groups by participating in the background 
act of ‘going shopping’ and by talking about consumption related 
issues, hence enabling them to operate as successful consumers in 
the marketplace. The gendered consumer identity is also negotiated 
within the context of shopping, consuming fashion, and marking 
individuality versus belonging in one’s friendship group. Finally, 
the data analysis revealed that the adolescents surrealize the images 
in fashion communications as a way to resists such advertisements.


