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We examine how the built environment mediates family life, and particularly relational identities within the family. We conceptualize

the relationship between two main dimensions: spaces (firstly for wandering e.g. consumptionscapes; and secondly, for enclosing e.g.

domestic places); and relational identities (firstly, maintaining the status quo and secondly, changing identities).
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Our paper addresses two key questions: firstly how does the 

built environment, both public and private, mediate family relation-
ships; and secondly, how are certain spaces used to re-create family 
life whereas others allow altered relationships between family mem-
bers to emerge? We use empty nest families as our empirical site for 
investigating how consumption is employed in order to maintain a 
sense of family as family life moves increasingly outside its tradi-
tional setting of the domestic household to a variety of new places 
(e.g. children’s new homes; wider urban spaces and consumption-
scapes) as children move away from home.

This paper draws on two sets of literature: firstly about space 
and place; and secondly about the family. There are two main streams 
of research on place: firstly the servicescape literature about the built 
environment which includes studies on shopping malls (Sandikci 
and Holt 1998); flagship brand stores (Kozinets et al. 2002; Peñaloza 
1999; Sherry 1998a); retail outlets (McGrath 1989; Otnes 1998; Ma-
claran and Brown 2005), and leisure venues (Kozinets et al. 2004). 
The second strand of literature on place relates to the built place 
of the home, for instance homes as part of the extended self (Belk, 
1988); creating ‘homeyness’ (McCracken, 1989); and the material 
culture of the home (Miller 2001; Marcoux 2001a; 2001b; Gregson 
2007). Alongside the literature on place and space we also draw 
on the family literature, most notably Epp and Price’s (2008) work 
which identified that family identity comprises individual, relational 
and collective aspects. 

In our study we concentrate particularly on the relational identi-
ties within families and, most notably, the mother/child dyad as an 
important site for generating relational identities within family via 
activities and consumption practices. We chose to track the changes 
in family life via mothers’ perspectives because women have been 
identified as having the primary responsibility for the creation of 
family life in households via nurturance, socialization, relationality, 
and emotionality (De Vault 1991; Hochschild 1975; Hochschild and 
Machung 1989; Lorber 2000). It is women’s relational identities as 
mothers that are particularly destabilized as they undergo dislocation 
and disruption in the context of empty nest households. The home 
traditionally represents the socio-spatial embeddedness of women’s 
mothering identities; and this dislocation of their relational identities 
(as mothers) from its recognized spatial location (the home) is crucial 
to our examination of how space and place mediate the reconfigura-
tion of social-spatial relationships. 

For our data collection, accordingly, we focused on empty-nest 
mothers’ experiences and feelings during the 18 months just after 
their adult child left the parental home, in order to study, first, how 
mothers work to recreate a sense of family life diffused from the 
fixed physical space of the original family household; and second, 
how both private and public spaces are appropriated (or re-appropri-
ated) as family formation changes and relational mothering selves 
are reconfigured. We collected two data sets: firstly we undertook 27 
in-depth interviews with women whose children have just left home 
(within the last 18 months); and secondly we used participant ob-
servation (netnography) on empty nester bulletin boards (this phase 
lasted for 6 months). As an interpretivist study that falls within the 
Consumer Culture Theory programme of research (e.g. identity 
projects, Arnould and Thompson 2005) we tacked back and forth 

between our qualitative datasets and the literature to analyze and in-
terpret the data, identify themes and conceptualize our findings as an 
early stage in theory building. 

Our conceptualization (Figure 1) flows from our findings 
which we map in relation to two main dimensions: spaces (firstly 
for wandering e.g. consumptionscapes; and secondly, for enclosing 
e.g. domestic places); and relational identities (firstly, maintaining 
the status quo and secondly, changing identities) into four quadrants. 
The first quadrant deals with reifying consumption practices where 
enclosing spaces are private, domestic & inward focused. Here there 
is a strong sense of rootedness and relational attachment; activi-
ties are directed at maintaining the status quo; children’s bedrooms 
are used to freeze time and to tempt children to return home; and 
the materiality of the space physically anchors women’s identities 
as mothers. The second quadrant mediates relational consumption 
practices, and here the child’s new apartment/house acts also as a 
hestial space which means that it can exclude the parents and thus 
represent a threatening time for mothers. Mothers therefore seek  to 
influence their children’s strategic decisions about what to take from 
home and what to leave behind, and thereby try and emplace a sense 
of family life in the child’s new space. The third quadrant is about 
reconfiguring relational consumption practices, and here there is a 
temporary appropriation of public spaces for family life. These are 
hermetic spaces that encourage temporary stays: dwelling by wan-
dering versus dwelling by residing; they are outward rather than in-
ward looking, de-centered rather than centered. These spaces tend to 
be unfamiliar, and invite exploration. In these spaces mothers seek 
ways of adjusting to different types of corporeal engagement and 
explore new ways of being with their children. The fourth and final 
quadrant relates to stabilising relational consumption practices by 
emplacing a continued sense of family life to reinforce the habitual, 
for instance by re-enacting familiar family routines away from home. 
Here we can see that consumptionscapes may have hestial qualities 
(cf. Sherry et al.’s work (2001) on American Girl; and Kozinets et 
al.’s (2002) paper on the ESPN zone). In this case, mothers look for 
more neutral environments in which to meet their children and stabi-
lise existing relations. 

Figure 1: nature of Family relational Consumption Practices 
Across Public  & Private spaces
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In conclusion our study shows firstly, how relational identity 
changes over time and space, and the use of implacement practices 
(e.g. defending, maintaining or changing the relational self in dyads) 
by mothers to maintain a sense of family life; secondly  the embed-
ded nature of power relations and  how they change over time and 
space, and how the balance tips between mother and child; and third-
ly, how relational identities operate across public and private spheres 
and how space is used strategically with respect to relational identity.   
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