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Contemporary family life is practiced across distances and through technologies, raising new questions about what happens to brands

embedded in family activities. Defying the power of sacred activities, it is the everyday, coalitional activities that typically survive

separation. Brands can act as simple prompts, “pieces of sacred,” or elaborate templates for connecting coalitions.
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SESSION OVERVIEW
Prior research documents the significance of family and kinship 

networks in brand loyalties (Cotte and Wood 2004; Fournier 1998; 
Hoyer 1984; Moore, Wilkie, and Lutz 2002), consumer socializa-
tion (Carlson and Grossbart 1988; John 1999; Moschis 1985, 1987), 
decision-making (Commuri and Gentry 2000) and intergenerational 
transfers (Curasi et al 2003 and 2004; Ekerdt and Sergeant 2006; 
Lastovicka and Fernandez 2005). However, very little research has 
investigated coalitional or collective consumption processes within 
kinship networks (Epp and Price 2008). Epp and Price (2008, p.55) 
argue that we might better understand consumption processes “by 
examining how particular brands are embedded in family and rela-
tional identity enactments.” By family and relational identity enact-
ments, they refer to the interplay among the rituals, narratives, social 
dramas, intergenerational transfers and everyday interactions that 
make up family life. They theorize that brand loyalties, consumer 
decision-making, consumer socialization, and intergenerational 
transfers often implicate multiple identity bundles in dynamic inter-
play within a family’s social interactions and consumption practices. 
Specifically, they emphasize that family identity (i.e., “who we are 
as a family”) is contingent on shared interactions among relational 
bundles within the family that engage in both complementary and 
competing consumption practices. For example, individuals, vari-
ous coalitions (father/sons; mother/daughters; siblings; couple, etc), 
and the collective family instantiate and negotiate identity through 
consumption and other practices. Empirical research supports that 
the level of synergy and discord among individual, relational and 
collective identity goals is consequential for object meaning and con-
sumption activities (Epp and Price 2010; 2011). Moreover, research 
shows that siblings play an important role in shaping coalitional and 
family consumption practices (Cotte and Wood 2004). Despite this, 
few studies explicitly focuses on coalitional influence. This session 
contributes to the emerging literature on family identity by investi-
gating how coalitional and collective dynamics inform brand loy-
alty, decision-making, consumer socialization and intergenerational 
transfers.

This session tightly coalesces around uncovering how coali-
tional identities and practices interplay with family life: Epp et al 
uncover the role of coalitions in how family life is practiced across 
distances and through technologies with implications for brand loy-
alty. Huff and Cotte examine coalition dynamics evidenced in navi-
gating emotionally stressful decisions about elder care for parents. 
Kerrane and Hogg investigate the dynamic and often volatile role of 
sibling relationships in consumer socialization. Connell et al demon-
strate how synergy and discord among identity projects within a fam-
ily impacts the intergenerational transfer of consumption practices. 
All four papers share an emphasis on sibling and other coalitional 
relationships within families. All papers touch on member roles and 
member identities as they intersect with the family collective iden-
tity. In addition to theoretical cohesion, the papers share a method-
ological focus, using depth interviews with multiple family members 
to reveal family consumption. Although further iterations of data 
analysis are possible, each of the presentations is based on completed 
data collection and writing is expected to be completed by the time 
of the conference.

We anticipate our session will have broad appeal drawing re-
searchers interested in social and collective identity, family brand 
loyalties and decision making, consumption practices, consumer 
socialization and intergenerational transfer. In particular, although 
all four papers bring different perspectives all four papers engage 
practice theory and social identity theory with family as the focal site 
for investigation. As longitudinal investigations are still relatively 
rare and collective depth interviews are an emergent data collection 
method, this session will also engage the interest of interpretive re-
searchers more generally. 

Connected Coalitions: Preserving Brand 
Loyalty across Distances

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Today’s consumers operate in a dynamic, global environment 

in which family life is practiced across distances and through tech-
nologies in ways unimaginable in the past. Our study investigates 
the implications for marketers of “doing family” through technolo-
gies. Researchers tend to focus on culturally loaded and normatively 
shaped activities families consider sacred such as dinner or holiday 
traditions (e.g. Epp and Price 2008; Gibbs 2006; Wallendorf and Ar-
nould 1991). It is not uncommon for brands to become caught up in 
our meaningful family practices (Brady 2007; Warde 2005). Given 
that families are quite mindful of enacting traditions, we anticipate 
that families would strive to hold on to these when confronted with 
separation. 

We collected longitudinal data from 23 families experiencing 
a physical separation (e.g. college, commutes, divorce, military) to 
address this question: what conditions shape brand loyalties during 
separation? Phase 1 included in-depth, family interviews to identify a 
range of practices and embedded brands central to defining the fam-
ily and its coalitions (e.g. siblings, parent-child). Phase 2 included 
participant diaries to track the evolution of these practices. Phase 3 
consisted of follow-up family interviews, using the diary entries to 
attend to changes in practices, brands, and technology use. 

Paradoxically, very few families performed sacred activities 
while separated. Although the challenge to preserve centrally-held 



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 39) / 243

practices resonates, the ability to hold on to these traditions in a tech-
mediated form requires tremendous creativity, mindfulness, and 
commitment. In contrast, everyday, coalitional activities were car-
ried across distances more easily by the available modalities. Simple 
traditions that may involve only subsets of the family such as sisters 
sharing their favorite snack (Potter Family), mother-daughter shop-
ping outings (Duncan Family), or brothers playing their guitars to-
gether (Thomas Family) can be important for constituting relational 
identities (Epp and Price 2008, 2010, 2011). These activities typical-
ly are considered profane, defined as “ordinary and part of everyday 
life” (Belk et al. 1989, p. 6). Simple coalitional activities establish 
a “shared world” among family members, are playful and naturally 
emergent, idiosyncratic, and may be less intentional or conscious. 
Among the families we interviewed, simple practices often were not 
recognized as important until they were missed during separation. 

Several factors account for the ease of transferability of every-
day coalitional practices as opposed to sacred family traditions. First, 
sacred activities tend to have strict minimum requirements (e.g. par-
ticular members, brands, contexts, materials, and meanings). Fur-
ther, the time dependent, rigid structure and emotionality of sacred 
traditions are difficult to simulate with existing technologies. For 
example, the Foster family provided a detailed account of family 
dinner, but when their son Michael left for college, dinner conversa-
tion tapered, parents often read at the table, their daughter texted 
friends while eating, and many associated restaurants/brands were 
abandoned until Michael returned home. Unlike sacred family activ-
ities, coalitional activities tend to require fewer elements necessary 
for their performance, so contextual factors are easier to replicate. 
Given this, many families adapt these activities across distances rela-
tively effortlessly (e.g. couple co-views their favorite TV shows by 
calling during the commercials—Moore-Mason Family). Technolo-
gies have made us more asynchronous, so time-independent, coali-
tional activities are better able to survive in this harsh environment. 
Lily Potter explains how this emerges organically among sisters: 
“we would open a can of condensed milk and eat it right out. So, 
when I do that by myself, I might text her…‘I just opened a can of 
condensed milk!’” These nods to a once face-to-face activity accen-
tuate the absence of another person; they prompt a previously shared 
world and attempt to recapture a piece of it. 

Second, even in families who are motivated to maintain elabo-
rate activities, shortcomings or differences in preferred technologies 
can derail their efforts. For instance, when asked what could save 
family dinner, the Fosters responded: “We could put a computer 
screen on the table and Skype you [Michael] in while we have din-
ner; that would be too weird though” (Jed, Father). Partly, this is a 
problem of mixed modalities. Although Michael is open to Skype, 
his parents characterize themselves as low-tech (“I hate email…I 
don’t like to text, cell…it’s just a huge intrusion” Jed, Father). Each 
family exists within its own technology ecology. The communica-
tion patterns both prior to and during a separation determine how, 
if at all, each modality is used to preserve activities and embedded 
brands. In comparison with elaborate activities, simple coalitional 
activities are likely to survive the mixed modalities dilemma. No 
matter which technologies comprise the family’s ecology, members 
readily found a combination that worked. For example, co-viewing a 
favorite TV show could be facilitated by phone (as above), via text, 
or using Skype, among other modalities. Providing families with 
templates for how elaborate activities could be translated from face-
to-face to technology-mediated could help families who have trouble 
envisioning such shifts and/or who view this as foreign or strange, 
given its absence from cultural templates for “doing family.”

Third, the very structure of technology has prompted a shift 
from uniting families to connecting coalitions. Technology frequent-
ly favors dyads (or small coalitions), rather than facilitating family-
level interactions, and this has a profound impact on the activities/
brands that survive separation. Turkle (2010) echoes this point as 
she quotes Winston Churchill, “We shape our buildings and then 
they shape us” (p. 19). The technologies that dominate today can 
be isolating for distant families. Even when the intent is to involve 
a missing member—such as when Lily texts her sister to include her 
in the Potter family’s movie night, but mom views this as excluding 
because texts are dyadic—technologies can fall short.

Our study suggests that firms should focus on embedding their 
brands in simple, coalitional activities rather than strive to find sanc-
tuary in elaborate family traditions. Coalitions improvise these prac-
tices while separated, but companies could prompt this transforma-
tion. Minor improvements to technology, ads that depict “sharing the 
day,” or basic templates may serve as a catalyst for families who are 
willing, but do not see the bridge that allows them to preserve simple 
activities. Managers also could provide mechanisms for translating 
the sacred. To do so, companies must deconstruct elaborate tradi-
tions into their various components and generate imaginative ways 
to repackage and transfer the sentiment. We have diverse examples 
in our data: sending picture texts of a life-sized cutout of a distant 
sister doing fun things with her family (Potter); calling to include 
a son in prayer time before dinner (Marino), posting videos of the 
family at the dog park on YouTube to include the husband (Powell), 
or sending postcards marked with stories of the family’s travels to an 
absent son (Norris). These simple, yet meaningful actions initiated 
valued connections among coalitions. Firms could easily generate 
models for how brands could carry these meanings and be involved 
in the pieces of sacred that move across distances.

The Ambivalent Role of Adult Siblings in 
Family Decisions about Elder Care

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
This paper explores the experiences of adult siblings making 

choices about elder care for their parents, with a particular focus on 
the ways in which adult siblings can generate ambivalence in con-
sumption. Decisions about elder care are rarely made by a single 
family member, and usually involve the family’s adult children. As 
a result, adult siblings find themselves having to negotiate with each 
other and rely on each other for emotional support, because this 
context is typically marked by stress and tension within the fam-
ily. Further, family transitions, such as the need for long-term elder 
care, can threaten family identity, thereby complicating consumption 
behavior.

Prior research has shown that family identity shapes consump-
tion enactments within the family (Epp and Price 2008, 2010, 2011), 
and that siblings can play an important role in shaping each other’s 
consumption practices (Cotte and Wood 2004). We extend this re-
search by studying adult siblings who are faced with an important 
family decision yet who are no longer contained within the same 
household, and we pay particular attention to the ways that stress-
ful consumption decisions are approached. Specifically, we are 
concerned with understanding how siblings, as a relational group 
within the family, reconcile discrepancies between their individual 
preferences and those of the group, how the consumption process is 
influenced by siblings, and how the family’s collective sense of itself 
shapes and is shaped by elder care consumption for senior family 
members. 


