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34 / Disposing: Constructing and Structuring Consumption

also usually produced during the weekend meals and moved along 
during the weekday dinners. Therefore the leftovers “are moved hor-
izontally” from a weekday dinner to another weekday dinner and are 
“moved vertically”, down, in the weekly structure of the meals from 
a higher position to a lower one “weekend meals-weekday dinners”, 
“weekday dinner- weekday lunch”. 

A second finding confirms that disposal is an act of affiliation 
to the family. Participants perceive leftovers consumption as a sac-
rifice, a thrift practice (Miller 1998), consisting of saving resources 
to be donated to an object of devotion. Indeed participants describe 
their consumption of leftovers as a sacrifice wherein hybrid food is 
transformed and re-used for a meal. This concept of ‘hybrid food’ en-
capsulates food that is neither clean nor dirty (Douglas (1984 [1966]) 
having been displayed previously, but not yet been cast out. Con-
sumption of this hybrid food requires a higher degree of affiliation 
to the family than clean food. Resources (such as time, effort and 
money) saved in reusing leftovers are then invested in extraordinary 
food consumption, such as family celebrations, wherein the family 
is celebrated as an object of devotion. As others point out, in such 
extraordinary occasions, intimate and non intimate guests are admit-
ted to celebrate the family. What has not been underlined is that it is 
not only in extraordinary food consumption that family is celebrated; 
rather it is in the everyday sacrifice of consuming leftovers that the 
affiliation to the family is reinforced and perpetuated. 

This paper contributes to the current consumer research on dis-
posal in two ways. Firstly it highlights how divestment practices are 
incorporated in the circular process of domestic food consumption. 
Moving leftovers along reveals not simply the participants’ week-
ly hierarchical pattern of the meals but also the circular process of 
saving resources in ordinary meals and spending such resources in 
extraordinary meals. Indeed the sacrifice of consuming leftovers by 
family members is addressed to produce excess value which will be 
spent in extraordinary food occasions wherein the family as a whole 
entity is celebrated. Secondly this paper highlights that consuming 
leftovers requires a high degree of affiliation to the family, and only 
family members are admitted to a meal based on leftovers. Thus it is 
not only in extraordinary food occasions that family members reaf-
firm their affiliation to the household, but it is also in their everyday 
sacrifice that they reconstitute their object of devotion, which is the 
family itself. 

Recycling: Yes but caring for my loved ones first! 
Exploring Identity Conflicts amongst 

“Green” Working Mothers

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Researchers have documented that professional working moth-

ers experience conflicting personal and social expectations. On the 
one hand, they strive toward self-directed accomplishments such as 
professional development; and on the other hand, they try to preserve 
traditional motherhood values for care of the children (Thompson 
1996). In managing these conflicting expectations, these super-
mothers often opt for unsustainable consumption practices such 
as convenience consumption (Reilly 1982; Reilly and Wallendorf 
1987) or buying pre-processed foods (Thompson 1996). As these 
women experience accelerated time frame, they do not often have to 
time and energy to integrate sustainable waste management in their 
lifestyle (Godbey et al. 1998). 

This research considers the notions of juggling lifestyles and 
identity conflicts for professional working mothers who, with the 
goal of consuming in a more sustainable fashion, had recently dimin-
ished the amount of waste they generate and had integrated recycling 

as their main disposal practice. This group typically has multiple 
roles and identities, such as mother, wife, homemaker, employee, 
and friend. We conducted in-depth interviews with six middle and 
upper class, professional working mothers, who lived in Toronto 
and moved away from wasteful practices, deliberately lowered their 
household waste generation and integrated recycling into their lives 
as a daily chore. By studying this group and probing on reasons for 
changing their practice of disposal, insights were gained into how 
recycling and sustainable waste management are performed and how 
such practices are influenced by self and social positions. Our analy-
sis revealed how sustainable disposal (lower waste generation and 
recycling) is achieved by assimilation, negotiation or rejection. 

It is clear that the findings can be effectively represented and 
understood using a framework of identity conflicts and strategies 
used to manage these conflicts (Swann 1987, Murray 2002, Ahu-
via 2005). The mothers demonstrated a high level of knowledge and 
commitment to performing a wide range of sustainable behaviors. 
As well as being aware of the general concerns about the state of the 
ecosystem, they talked in detail about specific environmental issues 
such as greenhouse gas emissions, rubbish disposal and pollution in 
air, water and food.  They also discussed what they saw as the con-
sequences of these issues, with global warming and health problems 
attributed to specific concerns. It was also common for a clear link to 
be made between environmental concerns, the potential consequenc-
es of this and their motivation to act (based on their identity as moth-
ers).  Interestingly, few mentions were made about wanting to reduce 
overall consumption levels, though informants did want to reduce 
the impact of this consumer lifestyle and dispose accordingly. It was 
clear that the informants want to remain within the current consum-
erist society but also want it reformed. For the informants, one of the 
most accessible changes toward sustainability was to modify their 
practice of disposal. All informants integrated practices of recycling 
and reduced the household waste production. It was issues surround-
ing motherhood such as pregnancy, birth of a baby or pressure from 
their children that motivated these changes.

Each informant discussed how within their daily lives they 
performed several different roles; which contributed to a range of 
different social positions. It is conflict between the behaviors and 
values inherent within social positions and the subsequent manage-
ment of this conflict that, it is argued here, can help explain change in 
disposal practices: moving from heavy waste generation and throw-
ing away to limited waste generation and recycling. When exploring 
the conflicts and how these working mothers manage to integrate 
recycling in their daily routines, we did not find Ahuvia’s (2005) 
“Demarcating,” “Compromising” and “Synthesizing” strategies. 
Rather, when managing conflicting social positions between mother, 
professional worker and green consumer, our informants’ interviews 
expressed an “assimilation” strategy. Sustainable disposal by “as-
similation” is a process of rejecting, accepting or modifying the new 
disposal practice where rather than leading to the negotiated merg-
ing of the conflicting identities (as present in Ahuvia’s synthesizing 
approach), values and meanings of sustainable disposal, are assimi-
lated into prominent “core” identities without changing them. This 
allows respondents to reduce their amount of waste and the adop-
tion of recycling to occur within personally and socially acceptable 
boundaries. 

The respondents described how despite disposing of modes of 
behavior that they had performed for many years and then adopted 
different practices, they had not changed to become other identities 
such as radical conservationists nor had their identity as a mother 
changed. For example, Katherine talked about stopping the waste 
linked to using strong chemical household cleaners. In order to mod-
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ify her waste production, she started using vinegar and baking soda 
but in doing so, the meaning of this sustainable disposal practices 
was assimilated into her conceptualization of herself as a mother 
without changing it.  Here we have an example of sustainable dis-
posal without disposing of the meaning of the practice; instead some 
of the meaning is transferred on to a new behavior that does not 
cause conflict between her multiple roles. Assimilation appears to 
occur because of the hierarchical nature of the conflicting identities 
and the central importance of motherhood to these women’s sense of 
self.  These properties do not exist in Ahuvia’s examination of loved 
objects (2005) or Mick and Fournier’s (1998) technical paradoxes. 

REFERENCES
Ahuvia, Aaron. C. (2005), “Beyond the Extended Self: Loved 

Objects and Consumers’ Identity Narratives,” Journal of 
Consumer Research, vol.32, 171-84.

Albinsson, P. and B.Y. Perera (2009). “From Trash to Treasure and 
Beyond: The Meaning of Voluntary Disposition”, Journal of 
Consumer Behavior, vol.8, 340-353

Alwitt, L.F. and Ida E. Berger (1993), “Special Session Summary: 
Consumer Behavior Processes as Bases to Segment the 
“Green” Marketplace: Applications to Solid Waste Disposal”, 
Advances in Consumer Research, vol.20,188

Cappellini, B. (2009) “The Sacrifice of Re-use: The Travels of 
Leftovers and Family Relations”, Journal of Consumer 
Behavior, vol.8, 365-375

Cherrier, H. (2009). “Disposal and Simple Living: Exploring 
the Circulation of Goods and the Development of Sacred 
Consumption”, Journal of Consumer Behavior, vol.8, 327-339

DeBell, M. and R. Dardis (1979). “Extending Product Life: 
Technology isn’t the Only Issue”. Advances in Consumer 
Research. vol.6, 381-385

Denegri-Knott, J and M. Molesworth (2009).“ I’ll Sell This and I’ll 
Buy Them That : eBay and the Management of Possessions as 
Stock” Journal of Consumer Behavior, vol.8, 305-315

Douglas, M (1984 [1966]) Purity and Danger: an Analysis of the 
Concept of Pollution and Taboo, London, Routledge. 

Epp, Amber M. & L.L. Price (2010). “The Storied Life of 
Singularized Objects: Forces of Agency and Network 
Transformation”. Journal of Consumer Research, vol.36, 820-
837

Gregson, Nicky (2007) Living with Things: Ridding, 
Accommodating, Dwelling. Sean Kingston Publishing: UK 

Gregson N., A. Metcalfe and L. Crewe (2007) “Moving Things 
Along: the Conduits and Practices of Divestment in 
Consumption”, Transactions of the Institute of British 
Geographers, vol.32, 187-200.

Godbey, Geoffrey, Reid Lifset, and John Robinson (1998), “No 
Time to Waste: An Exploration of Time Use, Attitudes toward 
Time, and the Generation of Municipal Solid Waste,” Social 
Research, vol.65, 101-15.

Heisley, Deborah D.  (1997), “Special Session Summary: the 
Intergenerational Flow of Wealth in the Family”, Advances in 
Consumer Research, vol.24, 242-243

Hetherington K. (2004) “Secondhandedness: Consumption, 
Disposal and Absent Presence”. Environment and Planning D: 
Society and Space, vol.22, 157-173.

Holbrook, M.B. (1987). “What is Consumer Research?”, Journal of 
Consumer Research, vol.14, 128-132

Jacoby, Jacob, Carol K. Benning and T.F. Dietvorst (1977). “What 
about Disposition?” Journal of Marketing. vol.41, 22-28

Lastovicka, John L. and Karen V. Fernandez (2005), “Three Paths 
to Disposition: The Movement of Meaningful Possessions to 
Strangers,” Journal of Consumer Research, vol.31, 813–823

Lee, S.N. and M.A. Strahilevitz (2004), “Special Session Summary: 
Feeling Badly Helps: Negative Affect and Giving Behavior”, 
Advances in Consumer Research, vol.31, 27-27

Marcoux, Jean-Sebastien (2001). “The ‘Casser Maison’ Ritual: 
Constructing the Self by Emptying the Home”. Journal of 
Material Culture. vol. 6, 213-235 

Miller, D. (1998) A Theory of Shopping, Ithaca New York, Cornell 
University Press. 

Mick, David G. and Susan Fournier (1998), “Paradoxes of 
Technology:  Consumer Cognizance, Emotions and Coping 
Strategies,” Journal of Consumer Research, vol.25, 123-143.

Munro R. (1995) “The Disposal of the Meal”, in Food Choice and 
the Consumer, ed. D. Marshall, Glasgow: Chapman&Hall, 
313-325. 

Murray, Jeff B. (2002),”The Politics of Consumption: A Re-inquiry 
on Thompson and Haytko’s (1997) “Speaking of Fashion”, 
Journal of Consumer Research, vol.29, 427-440.

Norris, Lucy (2004). “Shedding Skins: The Materiality of 
Divestment in India”, Journal of Material Culture. vol. 9, 
59–71

Ozanne, Julie L. (1992), “The Role of Consumption and 
Disposition During Classic Rites of Passage: The Journey of 
Birth, Initiation, and Death,” Advances in Consumer Research 
Volume, vol.19, 396-403.

Parsons E. and P. Maclaran (2009) “‘Unpacking Disposal
: Introduction to the Special Issue” Journal of Consumer 
Behaviour, vol.8, 301-304. 

Price, Linda, E. Arnould, and C. Curasi (2000). “Older Consumers’ 
Disposition of Valued Possessions”. Journal of Consumer 
Research, vol.27, 179-201

Reilly, Michael D. (1982), “Working Wives and Convenience 
Consumption,” Journal of Consumer Research, vol.8, 407-418.

Reilly, M. D. and M. Wallendorf (1987), “A Comparison of Group 
Differences in Food Consumption Using Household Refuse,” 
Journal of Consumer Research, vol.14, 289-295.

Schouten, John W. (1991),”Personal Rites of Passage and The 
Reconstruction of Self”, in Advances in Consumer Research, 
vol.18, 49-51.

Swann, William. B (1987), “Identity Negotiation: Where Two 
Roads Meet,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
vol.53, 1038-51.

Thompson, M. (1979) Rubbish Theory, Oxford, Oxford University 
Press. 

Thompson, Craig J. (1996), “Caring consumers: Gendered 
consumption meanings and the Juggling Lifestyle,” Journal of 
Consumer Research, vol.22, 388-407.

Wallendorf, M., and Young, M. M. (1989) “Ashes to Ashes, Dust to 
Dust: Conceptualizing Consumer Disposition of Possessions”, 
Marketing Theory and Practice, AMA Winter Educators 
Conference, 33–38

Wallendorf M. and E. Arnould (1991) “We Gather Together: 
Consumption and Rituals of Thanksgiving Day”, Journal of 
Consumer Research, vol.18, 13-31. 


