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126 / Servicescapes: Spaces of Representation and Dispute in Ethnic Consumer Identity Construction 

individuals of Roma ethnicity in a particular space, the global city. 
Sociologist Saskia Sassen (2006) has argued that global cities play 
a profound role in enabling migrant consumers to create a tenuous 
visibility and establish a meaningful presence. We build upon her 
theoretical insights by investigating the role of public and private 
servicescapes on migrant consumer identity construction. More spe-
cifically, we develop the construct of ethnic entrepreneurship as an 
underrepresented mode of producerly-consumption through which 
an array of servicescapes found in global cities is transformed into 
an assemblage of deliberative relationships and resources allowing 
migrant individuals to leverage their ethnicity and expand their eco-
nomic and social possibilities. 

To illustrate ethnic entrepreneurship, we conducted a multi-
sited ethnographic and netnographic (Kozinets 2002) investigation 
of Roma individuals in Toronto, Berlin and Pisa. The study inten-
tionally spans three cities for the purpose of interpretive triangula-
tion. Couched in participant observation and historical research, 70 
in-depth, semi-structured interviews were completed with Roma 
individuals, local citizens and city officials. Roma informants were 
solicited through non-profit organizations and personal recommen-
dations. During our conversations with the Roma, everyday living 
activities were discussed (e.g., housing, working, education, health-
care, food, clothing, and entertainment). In order to better understand 
the overall sociocultural and political environment of the respective 
cities, we also interviewed national citizens, which were solicited 
from anti-Roma websites and online discussion forums, as well as 
public officials across the social services, immigration, child welfare, 
education, and public shelter sectors. The data set was completed in 
the winter of 2010 and subsequently analyzed using a hermeneutical 
approach (Thompson 1997).  

Our findings reveal how ethnic identity construction is mediated 
through the global city’s public and private servicescapes.  For ex-
ample, we found that our informants strategically use and creatively 
combine all available servicescapes in the global city’s network in 
order to reinforce their identity and the core values of their ethnicity. 
All of the Roma informants demonstrated an extraordinary capacity 
to develop and utilize personal networks not only in their narratives, 
but also by attempting to recruit us (in the role of researchers) to 
translate documents, to assist in employment search, to recommend 
new hospitals for long-term care, etc. We discuss these findings in 
detail and compare the limitations of servicescapes in a small town 
(Pisa) versus a global city (Toronto). 

The contributions of this research are threefold. First, it advanc-
es consumer acculturation research by exploring the lucrative role 
of a particular space, global city servicescapes, in ethnic consumer 
identity construction. Second, it contributes to the research on ser-
vicescapes by analyzing the relationship between ethnicity and both 
public and private servicescapes. Third, this study contributes to the 
sociology of globalized spaces literature by interrogating ethnic en-
trepreneurship as the migrant consumer’s contribution to reinforcing 
and advancing the global city theoretical construct.  

How Marketplace Performances Produce Interdependent 
Status Games and Reconfigurations of Identity 

Resources: The Case of Rural Migrant Service Workers  

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
This study investigates how socio-cultural differences between 

consumers and service workers are mediated by the institutionalized 
power relationships and asymmetrical interdependencies that operate 
in a servicescape context. These socio-cultural dimensions of servic-
escape interactions and institutional identities have fallen in a theo-

retical blind spot that exists between the respective analytic orienta-
tions of the service relationship (Arnould 2005; Berry 2002; Vargo 
and Lusch 2008) and sociology of servicework paradigms (Hoch-
schild 1983, 2003; Sherman 2007). This oversight is particularly 
glaring because, in the global service economy, these occupations 
are increasingly being filled by workers matriculating from deeply 
impoverished rural areas (Sassen 2006). Indeed, one of the most sig-
nificant trends impacting global economic development is a massive 
population shift from rural to metropolitan areas (Meng 2005). Nu-
merous studies of developing economies have documented that rural 
inhabitants have considerably less access to educational resources 
and, a higher proportion of households headed by individuals with 
little or no formal education, than their socio-economic counterparts 
in urban areas (Ferreira and Walton 2006). 

These socio-economic shifts also create a structural mismatch 
between the socio-cultural backgrounds these service workers bring 
to the urban glamour zones and the aptitudes needed to effectively 
perform aesthetic labor (Witz, Warhurst, and Nickson 2003). Al-
though many forms of service work fall on the low end of the income 
and occupational status scales, they are by no means a province for 
unskilled or deskilled workers. Many of these service jobs are highly 
interactive, requiring specific forms of cultural knowledge, practical 
skill, and interpersonal acumen that generate symbolic and aesthetic 
value for a metropolitan and well-educated clientele. 

Our analysis highlights the commercially-mediated power re-
lations that create a new class of aesthetic laborers and also bind 
customers’ and workers’ identities in a network of asymmetrical 
interdependencies known as figurations (Elias 1978).  Our research 
context is the hairdressing industry in metropolitan regions of Tur-
key. Much like their North American and European counterparts, 
Turkish hair salons tend to foster long-term relationships between 
hairdressers and customers. These relationships also represent an 
intersection between the rural, socio-economic periphery of the glo-
balizing economy and its consumer-oriented socio-economic center 
points (Sassen 2006). 

To gain insights into the relational dynamics of this services-
cape context, we interviewed 9 hair salon-owners, 11 staff at varying 
stages in their careers, and 11 middle or upper-middle class women 
who patronize such salons. The interviews were conducted in Turk-
ish and ranged from 1 ½ hour to 2 ½ hours in length. All interviews 
were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim (and translated into 
English). Each interview began with general questions about the 
participants’ background, personal interests and life goals, and then 
proceeded with queries about their specific experiences as salon 
workers or customers. In keeping with the conversation with a pur-
pose of depth interviewing (McCracken 1988), participants largely 
set the flow of the interview, with the first author asking follow-up 
questions and probing for more descriptive details. In making sense 
of the interview data, we used an iterative, part-to-whole process of 
hermeneutic analysis (Thompson 1997). Initially, we first indepen-
dently analyzed the entire set of transcripts and formed provisional 
understandings of emergent thematic commonalities. 

Our analysis reveals that these servicescape figurations play out 
through an intricate system of interpersonal strategies and alliances. 
Salon owners become the de facto enforcers of customers’ institu-
tionalized authority through their actions in creating an appropriate 
salon aesthetic and socially conditioning (through sometimes heavy 
handed methods) their employees in the prevailing middle class 
norms. Owing to the fact that the salon is, indeed, a path for attain-
ing economic and cultural resources, rural migrant and urban under-
class men accept these modes of governance and internalize them as 
forms of self-improvement and in turn gradually become distanced 
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from their rural or squatter social networks and cultural heritages. As 
these men build their professional reputations as hairdressers, they 
also begin to believe, and not without some practical justification, 
that they can wield subtle forms of influence over their middle class 
clientele. For customers and hairdressers, the structural realities of 
class stratification, become less relevant to their interactions than 
their respective perceptions of who is being placed in a position of 
greater dependency over the course of the relationship. 

Accordingly, customers and hairdressers’ servicescape interac-
tions are oriented toward managing and recalibrating the asymmet-
rical interdependencies which bind them together.  In many cases, 
these relational practices are conventional aspects of the services-
cape script. These standardized conventions enable customers to 
experience their class-based advantages as self-evident entitlements 
which can go without saying and that need no justification. For ex-
ample, customers’ expectations of empathy and indeed anticipatory 
emotional responsiveness become one of the de facto means through 
which they implement their class privileges over hairdressers and 
other salon workers. 

In contradistinction to the repressive portrayals of emotional 
(and aesthetic) labor advanced by the sociology of servicework para-
digm, we show that hairdressers (and their young apprentices) view 
servicescape figurations as an empowering means to pursue their 
own consumer-oriented identity projects, rather than as an alienating 
disciplinary regime. Seen in this light, the Turkish hairdressers are 
strategically deploying the cultural and economic resources gained 
through their subordinated position in these servicescape figurations 
to circumvent other pressing socio-cultural limits on their consumer 
identities.  

Our analysis also brings into sharper relief how confluences of 
class and gender positions are manifested and negotiated in the in-
stitutional positions, interaction norms, and shifting power relations 
of a servicescape. On the hairdressers’ side, their reconfigured iden-
tity positions demonstrate that patriarchal advantages are not equally 
distributed across class strata (or even geographic region as social 
actors move from rural to urban settings). As these working class/
squatter men seek to gain higher class standing by entering the met-
ropolitan hairdressing profession, they also abdicate some traditional 
forms of patriarchal authority. In effect, they are trading a subcultural 
species of gender capital, having currency in a socio-economically 
marginalized social sphere, for forms of capital (e.g., economic, so-
cial, and cultural) (Bourdieu 1990; Holt 1998) which provide more 
utility in metropolitan and middle class status systems.

Culturally and Linguistically Appropriated 
Servicescapes: The Making of Ethnicity in the 

Context of Healthcare Services

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
“Shoppers are not anonymous, historyless individuals when 

they walk in the door, and stores are not monolithic spaces that affect 
all who enter in uniform and predictable ways (…). In the confron-
tation between historically situated people and socially constructed 
spaces, people are repeatedly reconstructed as particular people in 
that place.” (Chin 1998: 612).

Since the pioneering work of Tuan (1974) and the foundation 
of the servicescape concept (Booms and Bitner 1981), space in the 
marketplace has represented a key part of our mundane experience 
as both shoppers and consumers. Scholars in the field have variously 
defined servicescape. Tighter elaborations set the boundaries of ser-
vicescape to the built-environment and the physical components of 
the context in which the seller and the customer interact (Booms 

and Bitner 191; Bitner 1992). Within such tangible space, the ser-
vice allows for sociality but the focus remains on the “language of 
the objects” (Bitner 1992: 62), including ambient conditions, spatial 
layout, and material artifacts.  

Recent positions extensively interpret the servicescape, for ex-
ample by highlighting its social dimension (Tombs and McColl-Ken-
nedy 2003). More radically, Sherry (1998: 6) draws from Relph’s 
(1976) idea that spaces may include intentions, attitudes, purposes, 
and experiences. Venkatesh (1998) further expands this notion to 
comprise the imaginary of the cyberspace. Again, Chin (1998) ar-
gues that servicescape implies also the planning and design of physi-
cal space, and thus the intentional, purposeful making of the service 
model as fulfilled by its spatiality.  

Our research adheres to this comprehensive formulation of ser-
vicescape. In fact, our inquiry combines the tangible and the im-
material, the functional and the symbolic components of healthcare 
servicescapes. In particular, we focus on the ways in which migrants 
are transported, accompanied, served, and assisted by healthcare 
services in Italy. Within these services, the aim is to investigate the 
role of space in the representation, making, contestation, negotiation, 
rejection, and socialization of ethnicity. This project is grounded on 
the evidence that health inequalities against ethnic minorities are 
perpetrated (Ibrahim 2003; Rosenbaum and Montoya 2007), due to 
intentional and unintentional mistakes committed along the process 
of service design and supply. 

Empirically and methodologically, our interpretations emerge 
from a meta-analysis (Hunter and Schmidt 2004) of the projects we 
have conducted, or supervised, during the last ten years in Lom-
bardy, Italy. One of the researchers holds a Ph.D. in marketing, and 
has analyzed particularly the logics, intentions, and implications of 
the servicescape design. The other researcher has a Ph.D. in cultural 
psychology and has taken part to the elaboration and testing of alter-
native forms of servicescape for migrant patients. Data are generated 
from quite an extended set of methods, including ethnography, ac-
tion research, observation, participant observation, researcher intro-
spection, questionnaire collection, group discussion, short and depth 
interviews with patients, doctors, and medical staff in various service 
settings (first aid, pediatrics, psychiatry, proximity health-services, 
maternity wards, etc.) and contexts (within the service, at school, at 
home, etc.).

Our analysis shows four main forms of servicescape, which 
we label: i) undifferentiated; ii) assisted; iii) ad hoc, and iv) trans-
cultural. Undifferentiated servicescapes put forward a biomedical 
approach, which assumes that the constructs of body, health, and 
illness are not cultural specific. The homogenizing frame of these 
services, which is erroneously proposed as universalism, is detect-
able from physical and ideological components of the servicescape: 
monolingual banners and flyers, Westernized space design, presence 
of traditional medical personnel, and willingness to treat all cus-
tomers the same regardless of their ethnic/national origin. Assisted 
servicescapes acknowledge the higher barriers that ethnic patients 
usually have to access and properly consume the service. Here, the 
built-environment reveals an attempt to facilitate ethnic customers 
by means of multilingual communications and the presence of pro-
fessional facilitators (i.e., linguistic and cultural mediators). Third, 
ad hoc servicescapes are meant to meet the exclusive and distinc-
tive needs of ethnic patients, and thus result in the complete revision 
of the physical, social, and conceptual dimensions of the services-
cape. Communications are often in the languages of the customers, 
environments are more welcoming and informal, treatments can be 
alternative and conscious of cultural traditions, and the service de-
sign is frequently ethno-specific (Nathan 2001). At the same time, 


