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Adult siblings with unique preferences, involvement and resources play an ambivalent role by both generating and tempering the

stress associated with choosing long-term commercial elder care for a parent. These decisions are shaped by a number of factors

including family dynamics, family identity, and the interplay between siblings.

 
 
[to cite]:

Aimee Huff and June Cotte (2011) ,"The Ambivalent Role of Adult Siblings in Family Decisions About Elder Care", in NA -

Advances in Consumer Research Volume 39, eds. Rohini Ahluwalia, Tanya L. Chartrand, and Rebecca K. Ratner, Duluth, MN :

Association for Consumer Research, Pages: 243-244.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1010080/volumes/v39/NA-39

 
[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/1010080/volumes/v39/NA-39
http://www.copyright.com/


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. 
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Using depth interviews, we uncover the ambivalent role that 
adult siblings play in shaping the consumption experiences of in-
dividuals. We then link these individual experiences to the role of 
consumption in family transitions, and the ways in which family 
identity both guides and challenges choice and use of elder care. We 
find that individuals hold unique sets of preferences (e.g., interpreta-
tion of what is best for the parent), involvement (e.g., willingness to 
participate in the decision process), and resources (e.g., time, money) 
in regard to their parents’ need for elder care. When siblings combine 
their unique perspectives to make a family decision, discrepancies 
amplify the stress for each individual and for the family as a whole. 
Interestingly, however, the existence of siblings also seems to facili-
tate coping with the stress. Siblings, then, play an ambivalent role by 
both generating and tempering the stress associated with choosing 
long-term commercial elder care for a parent. The ultimate choice is 
further shaped by the underlying family dynamics, family identity, 
and the interplay between siblings. We compare and contrast the ex-
periences of adult siblings with only children in this context, and find 
further support for our model; when an adult child has no siblings, 
decision making appears to be less complicated but the ongoing con-
sumption appears to be more emotionally burdensome. 

This research contributes to our understanding of family deci-
sion-making, the dynamic and sometimes volatile nature of sibling 
relationships in the family consumption process, and the ways in 
which family identity can both challenge and facilitate consumption. 
Our unit of analysis is the relational group of adult siblings, which is 
a novel perspective in consumer research. 

Helping or Hindering? The Ambivalent Role of Siblings 
as Socialization Agents within Family Consumption

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Sibling relationships have been largely overlooked within exist-

ing consumer research into the role of the family within consumer 
socialization (Cotte and Wood, 2004). The family has been repre-
sented as the most important consumption unit (Commuri and Gen-
try 2000) because it plays a significant role in the consumer social-
ization of children (John, 1999). So far, research attention has largely 
focussed on the role of parents in socializing their children into being 
consumers. Current research has explored the socialization styles of 
parents (Carlson and Grossbart, 1988) or the communication patterns 
that parents adopt (Carlson, Walsh, Laczniak and Grossbart, 1994) in 
facilitating the acquisition of consumption knowledge for children. 
In contrast the role that siblings may play in teaching one another 
consumption skills has been relatively neglected (Cotte and Wood, 
2004). In this paper we specifically explore the role that siblings play 
within the context of consumer socialization. We focus on under-
standing sibling relationships (‘sibship’) and how such relationships, 
as one component of the family environment, shape the consumer 
socialization of children. 

A series of in-depth interviews were conducted with six families 
in our exploratory study, capturing the stories of twenty-nine fam-
ily informants. Following calls for family research that capture the 
dynamics of family life (Hamilton and Catterall 2006; Tinson and 
Nancarrow 2005) interviews were conducted with both children and 
their parents. Consent was sought from parents and guardians to ap-
proach their children in order to then seek the children’s consent to 
be involved in the data collection process (Mandell 1991). Methods 
by which valid consent can be obtained from children were adhered 
to (Mason 2004). The interviews were conducted in the family home, 
usually in the kitchen at the dining table. Each family was visited 
between three and five times and interviews were conducted over 

a period ranging from four to twelve months. The interviews with 
family members were conducted in three stages and explored themes 
such as family history, intra-family relationships and how family 
members got their own way. 

Our exploratory study highlights that sibling relationships were 
far from static, and were often ambivalent and volatile in nature. Our 
family stories show how the siblings discussed consumption issues 
with each other. Siblings were often children’s first point of contact 
when considering consumption issues and choices. This is significant 
as the children studied suggested that they would rather lose face 
with their siblings, who appeared to vet selected brands and products, 
before they ran the risk of losing face with their peers. In this case, 
the family provided a safe and private environment in which to seek 
and update their consumer knowledge about products and brands. 
Consumption choices, and in particular brand selection, were often 
shaped by siblings who were important filters, as well as sources, for 
market-place information. 

However, given the ambivalent nature of sibling relationships 
each child did not have equal access to this consumption advice or 
approval process. We identify both supportive/co-operative and hos-
tile/aggressive dimensions of sibling relationships. Such relationship 
types had implications in terms of the consumption and consumer so-
cialization of the children studied. Where relationships were support-
ive siblings would lend each other help in influencing their parents 
to buy them products, with siblings openly discussing consumption 
issues and brand choices with one another. Where relationships were 
hostile and aggressive such information and advice sharing was not 
apparent, but rather siblings would deliberately withhold their opin-
ions or consumption help, or offer incorrect opinions in the hope that 
this would subsequently tarnish their brother’s/sister’s image and 
reputation with their peers. As such although siblings had the poten-
tial to be important socialization agents for children, unlike the so-
cializing actions of parents the children studied did not always have 
good and constructive consumer socialization intentions in mind. 

Intergenerational Transfer of Consumption 
Practices within Families

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Our research examines intergenerational transfers of consump-

tion practices (ITCP). We recognize ITCPs as socially embedded 
in the consumption practices of families which contain multiple 
and sometimes conflicting identity projects across units of analysis 
(the individual, intra-family coalitions and the family collective). 
Through in-depth interviews with sixteen members of five families, 
we examine this complex interplay of identity projects in a given 
ITCP and demonstrate how identity interplay affects synergy and dis-
cord within the transfers.

Our investigation departs from prior research in three key ways. 
First, we examine consumption practices rather than special objects 
and brand preferences. Consumption practices are central to creat-
ing, sustaining and passing forward individual and collective identity 
(Gregson, Metcalfe and Crewe 2007; Warde 2005). However, prior 
research has focused on the transfer of special objects, heirlooms 
(Belk 1988; Curasi, Price, and Arnould 2004; Price, Arnould, and 
Curasi 2000), brand preferences (Cotte and Wood 2004; Fourni-
er 1998; Hoyer 1984; Moore, Wilkie, and Lutz 2002), and wealth 
(Brandford 2009) without much consideration of the practices that 
surround them and within which objects and brand preferences are 
implicitly embedded. The foregrounding of objects and brand prefer-
ences is useful in understanding how their meanings are transferred 


