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Using the "translation" concept from actor-network sociological theory, we propose and illustrate the concept of rhetorical alignment,

exploring how our informants used the canonical narrative of aging gracefully to create multiple authentic self-narratives portraying

Botox consumption as a heroic gesture of expressive care while combating accusations of family/ network betrayal.
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or deemphasize the consumption behavior they display to others.” 
Goffman (1956) sheds light on the potential motivations behind this 
masking behavior in his discussion of the presentation of self. He 
notes how misrepresentation, or a “discrepancy between fostered 
appearance and reality,” can occur when the performer is not “au-
thorized to give the performance.” (1956, p. 59). That is, men may 
engage in masking behavior with regard to certain consumer goods 
because they feel they are not “authorized” to give a performance 
which may be perceived as outside of the boundaries of traditional 
heterosexual and masculine behavior. In fact, recent scholars have 
identified some men as culturally vulnerable in terms of their identi-
ties when they consume fashion and grooming products (Tuncay and 
Otnes, 2008). This is attributed to the fact that shopping in general 
is still deemed by society as a feminine pursuit (Miller, 1998). In-
deed, past research (Belk et al., 1982, p. 4) has shown that individu-
als make inferences with regard to other’s consumption patterns and 
that this phenomenon can lead to “prejudicial stereotyping.”

But what roles do social networks play in this masking behav-
ior? This research explores how men’s social networks simultane-
ously constrain and sometimes facilitate consumption of fashion and 
grooming products. To explore this research question, a qualitative 
study was conducted with fifteen men in their 20s and 30s. Most 
of the informants were college-educated, working professionals 
and lived in urban settings. This research utilizes three qualitative 
methods: collage construction, in-depth interviews, and shopping 
with consumers. These methods have been used effectively in past 
consumer research. For example, Belk et al. (2003) uses collages 
in the exploration of consumer desire. Moreover, the shopping with 
consumers technique is paired with in-depth interviews in the explo-
ration of ambivalence experienced by women during wedding dress 
shopping (Otnes, Lowrey, and Shrum 1997). Using these methods, 
over 180 pages of textual data were generated from the transcripts 
and field notes. 

Findings suggest that men feel constrained in the performances 
they give with regard to masculinity and consumption, particularly 
in the presence of other men. Alternatively, men may be “freed” to 
experiment with new forms of consumption due to the influence 
of female others. For example, some men discussed shopping for 
clothes, using anti-wrinkle creams and getting pedicures and mani-
cures at the urging of female significant others or female friends. 
However, they were hesitant to share that information with male oth-
ers due to the potential stigma of femininity or “gayness” that was 
associated with those consumption practices. These findings suggest 
that social networks play a powerful role in men’s consumption prac-
tices. Even as gender roles are shifting in today’s society, traditional 
gender ideologies still persist and may cause tension among male 
consumers of fashion and grooming products because they are con-
cerned with what others may think, particularly male others. On the 
other hand, female others may open up consumption possibilities for 
men as they urge their male partners or friends to try out new prod-
ucts and services. 
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How Consumers Rhetorically Align the 
Interests of Multiple Social Networks 

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
The idea that consumption is “embedded” in networks of social 

relations is of great and growing importance to marketing theory and 
practice (e.g., Iacobucci 1996; Fischer, Otnes, and Tuncay 2009; Epp 
and Price 2008). This research proposes that consumers’ individual 
preferences and decisions are profoundly influenced by the specific 
norms and beliefs that structure their immediate social environment. 
For instance, it is likely to assume that a woman will not use cos-
metic Botox when such a move stands in sharp symbolic contrast 
to the ways in which an important social network (e.g., her family) 
defines the process of bodily aging. However, consumers are never 
part of only one social network. For example, although the woman’s 
family may categorically reject Botox, her Botox-using girlfriends 
may perceive her family’s Botox rejection as a disempowering tra-
ditionalism. Little theoretical attention has been devoted to the ques-
tion of how consumers navigate these competing network interests. 

In this presentation, we draw from actor-network theory in soci-
ology (e.g., Latour 1992; Callon 1986) to develop a common process 
model of rhetorical alignment that explains how consumers bring the 
competing interests of multiple social networks together. Actor-net-
work theory proposes that the acceptance of a certain practice (e.g., 
Botox consumption) presumes a network of interested actors - actors 
who perceive this practice as indispensible for attaining their own 
interests. We demonstrate how consumers draw from cultural value 
systems to create self-narratives that effectively translate strategic 
definitions of one social network (e.g., the community of Botox us-
ers) into the interests and identities of the other social network (e.g., 
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the family), combating recurring accusations of betrayal and expand-
ing the overall agentic horizon.  

To illustrate the process of rhetorical alignment, we investigate 
the consumption of cosmetic Botox on two mutually constituted lev-
els. First, we review the larger network of cultural norms and be-
liefs that motivates multiple (dis-) authenticating interpretations of 
cosmetic Botox and similar anti-aging solutions in a given social 
network. We find that these interpretations are steeped in a well-
documented ideology of embodied aging (e.g., Hurd 2010; Bludau 
2010) that produces multiple, competing interpretations about what 
constitutes a gracefully aging self and how to best accomplish it. Af-
ter that, we analyze the gracefully aging self-narratives our sample 
of middle-class Baby Boomer women created to strategically align 
their Botox consumption with the goals and interests of their Botox-
critical families. The latter analysis is based on in-depth interviews 
with 32 middle-class Baby Boomer women from Toronto (Canada).

The contributions of this presentation are threefold. First, it in-
troduces actor-network theory to the study of networked consump-
tion to demonstrate how consumers consolidate the exigencies of 
multiple social networks. Second, it demonstrates changes in the 
co-constitutive relationship between a given social network and the 
market-mediated interests of individual members. Finally, this pre-
sentation contributes to the discussion about the role of sovereign-
ty in social networks. From a conventional theoretical standpoint, 
consumers are forced to resolve the tensions among multiple social 
networks by taking a side (e.g., with my family priorities) or by con-
cealing an incompatible choice. However, we demonstrate how con-
sumers create tenuous agentic space by creating self-narratives that 
combine seemingly competing network interests in culturally reso-

nant ways. At the same time, however, we also provide important 
theoretical boundary conditions, such as the existence of a culturally 
shared protocol of norms (here, the cultural identity model of aging 
gracefully). 

REFERENCES 
Bludau, Juergen (2010), Aging, But Never Old: The Realities, 

Myths, and Misrepresentations of the Anti-Aging Movement. 
Santa Barbara: Praeger.

Callon, Michel (1986) “Some Elements of a Sociology of 
Translation: Domestication of the Scallops and the Fishermen 
of St Brieuc Bay,” in Power, Action and Belief: A New 
Sociology of Knowledge, ed. John Law, London: Routledge 
and Kegan Paul.

Epp, Amber M. and Linda L. Price (2008), “Family Identity: A 
Framework of Identity Interplay in Consumption Practices,” 
Journal of Consumer Research, 35 (June), 50-70.

Fischer, Eileen, Cele C. Otnes, and Linda Tuncay (2007), “Pursuing 
Parenthood: Integrating Cultural and Cognitive Perspectives 
on Persistent Goal Striving,” Journal of Consumer Research, 
34 (December), 425-40.

Hurd Clarke, L. (2010), Facing age:  Women growing older in anti-
aging culture.  Toronto: Rowan and Littlefield.  

Iacobucci, Dawn (1996), Networks in Marketing. Thousand Oaks: 
Sage Publications. 

Latour, Bruno (1983), “Give Me a Laboratory and I will Raise the 
World,” in Science Observed, ed. K. D. Knorr-Cetina and M. J. 
Mulkay, Beverly Hills, CA: Sage. 


