
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
“Shall We Share Our Clothes?": Understanding Clothing Exchanges With Friends During Adolescence

Elodie Gentina, University Lille Nord de France, France 
Marie-Hélène Fosse-Gomez, University Lille Nord de France, France 

 
Using an interpretive approach, this research investigates consumption practices to understand different forms and rules of exchanges

among adolescent girls. Adolescent identities (i.e., individual, relational, and group) evolve differently depending on positions on a

social friendship scale (just/good/close friends). The results help revisit the question of materialism during adolescence.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
The concept of exchange has long been of interest to market-

ing researchers (e.g., Alderson 1957; Houston and Gassenheimer 
1987). According to Bagozzi (1975), any type of human intercourse 
is a form of exchange. Such reflections have prompted a stream of 
research on exchange theory in marketing, from which two opposi-
tional perspectives emerge. The economic perspective stipulates that 
exchanges are valued for their economic worth, as determined by 
factors outside the dyad, including the monetary price (Belk 2009). 
Thus, the term “exchange” implies that each party to the exchange 
gives and receives something simultaneously (Bagozzi 1979; Sahlins 
1972). A more social view of the phenomenon points to the (mostly 
non-economic) benefits available to consumers who engage in ex-
changes. Scholars subscribing to this social perspective understand 
exchange as an expressive act, not an instrumental response (Belk 
and Coon 1993). They investigate, for example, emotional bonds en-
joyed by consumers who engage in exchanges within their family 
network, such as parents and their children (Belk 2009; Ozanne and 
Ozanne 2011), siblings (Tinson and Nuttall 2007), or couples (Belk 
and Llamas 2011).

What is lacking from both perspectives though is a consum-
er-centric understanding of what people seek when they engage in 
exchanges outside the family, such as with friends. Consumer re-
searchers thus far also have not sufficiently explored exchanges 
during a crucial time in consumers’ lives: their adolescence (Belk 
and Llamas 2011). Research in this area is particularly necessary 
because exchange transactions pervade the everyday lives of mod-
ern adolescents and are woven tightly into the matrix of their social 
lives (Gianinno and Crittenden 2005). During adolescence, children 
emerge from their family setting and begin to achieve independence 
from parents (Youniss and Smollar 1985). To support this process, 
adolescents increasingly rely on their friends to help construct their 
social identity (Mangleburg, Doney, and Bristol 2004). 

With this research, we examine whether and how different 
forms of exchanges with friends contribute to define adolescent iden-
tity and explain the dynamic interplay of individual, relational, and 
group identities. Accordingly, we study the experience of exchanges 
in a field particularly relevant to adolescents: clothing. Clothing 
symbolizes adolescents’ connections to their peer group and enables 
them to “fit in” with this group (Auty and Elliott 2001). Moreover, 
we focus particularly on adolescent girls, for whom, relative to ado-
lescent boys, exchanging clothes with friends is a common practice 
(Lurie 1981). 

An interpretive study of 20 adolescent girls (ages 13–18 years) 
provided a stronger understanding of the experience of clothing ex-
changes between friends. We combined photographs of the most of-
ten exchanged clothes by adolescent girls with in-depth interviews, 
conducted in the adolescent girls’ bedrooms, to ensure an apprecia-
tion for their intimate and living space. The data set includes 382 
pages of interview transcripts and 60 pictures. Each interview was 
analyzed for thematic categories, following an emic and bracketing 
approach (Thompson, Locander, and Pollio 1989).

Why do adolescent girls exchange clothes so often with their 
friends? Clothing exchanges are a practical way to minimize costs 
and enlarge their wardrobes with no additional expenditures. Beyond 
these economic benefits, adolescent girls exchange clothes to interact 

with their friends and manage their multiple identity projects. Instead 
of defining a sharp distinction between economic exchange and so-
cial exchange though, our results call for a more gradational contin-
uum of clothing exchange that highlights a social scale of friendship, 
from most to least intimate (“just friends,” “good friends,” and “close 
friends”). The clothing exchange continuum guides different forms 
of exchanges, including balanced reciprocal exchanges with just 
friends, loans without any expectation of a reciprocal act with good 
friends, and unbalanced exchanges with close friends. It also deter-
mines rules for exchanging (e.g., time periods, place) (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: The clothing exchange continuum

Three of the four metaphors identified by Holt (1995), namely, 
classification, integration, and play, provide a theoretical frame for 
understanding different processes that underlie the different forms 
of clothing exchanges. Our findings reveal that adolescent girls use 
clothing exchanges with just friends as classification, to build affili-
ations with some adolescent groups and enhance distinctions from 
others, in an instrumental way. With good friends, adolescent girls 
exchange clothes through an integration perspective: Clothes serve 
as resources to interact with significant others and mimic friends’ 
behaviors or attitudes. The analysis further reveals that adolescent 
girls use clothes sharing with close friends as play, to socialize and 
preserve existing social bonds. These three consumption practices 
(following Holt’s definitions) contribute to three dimensions of iden-
tity construction. That is, by exchanging clothes, adolescent girls 
define or enhance their individual identity, their group identity, and 
their relational identity. 

Our discussion provides insightful accounts of the status of ado-
lescents as materialistic consumers. Social scientists argue that mod-
ern adolescents are “the most brand-oriented, consumer-involved, 
and materialistic generation in history” (Schor 2004, p. 13). Consum-
er researchers also posit that materialistic values develop strongly 
in adolescence and that adolescents need to acquire material goods 
to develop positive social identities (Chaplin and John 2007, 2010). 
Concerns about the rising level of materialism in adolescents are thus 
increasing among consumer behavior researchers. Unlike previous 
accounts, our research revisits the very question of whether adoles-
cents are materialistic beings in a marketplace that is increasingly 
oriented toward them as consumers. Because adolescents, who exist 
in a period of significant uncertainty, count on the symbolic property 
of clothes (Piacentini 2010), clothing exchanges offer a way to con-
sume more. However, the social scale of friendship offers a different 
view that reveals how adolescent girls manage multiple identity proj-
ects, depending on the form of their clothing exchanges with friends. 
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Their purpose is not merely to “have” but rather to “be” or even to 
“become.” Thus, adolescent girls seek, express, and ascertain a sense 
of being through the act of exchanging. With this finding, we provide 
a more nuanced conceptualization of materialism as a means to un-
derstand adolescents’ world.
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