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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Can a manageable sense of self-coherency co-exist with iden-

tity multiplicity and internal fragmentation? Through immersive/
interpretive research, we discover multiplicity extending to life proj-
ects and themes; ideological fragmentation resulting in a sense of 
incoherent moral self; and a compelling meta-life project directed 
towards a coherent moral self.

Prior CCT research conceptualizes the ‘self’ as an integration 
of many aspects, including multiple identities, relationships, pos-
sessions and other various symbols that enable the individual to 
construct themselves in ongoing processes (Bardhi, Eckhardt, and 
Arnould 2012; Schouten 1991). In this state of identity multiplicity, 
the consumer is constantly assessing (consciously or subconscious-
ly) which identity should be activated in a given situation to guide 
their behavior (Brewer 2001; Schouten 1991). The multiple identi-
ties coalescent in the construction of self, however, are not always 
in alignment, and this divergence results in a self that is fragmented 
(Ahuvia 2005; Bahl and Milne 2010; Firat and Venkatesh 1995; Tian 
and Belk 2005). Fragments of self that are in conflict are expressed 
in contradictory consumption choices when influenced by competing 
identities that are momentarily clashing in the marketplace (Ahuvia 
2005; Bahl and Milne 2010; Ustuner and Holt 2007). 

In prior research, we discover two dominant framings of iden-
tity multiplicity: liberated multiplicity and manageable multiplicity. 
One perspective, liberated multiplicity, takes an optimistic view of  
the fragmented self (Goulding, Shankar and Elliott, 2002), arguing 
that consumers are “content to live with the paradoxes” (Firat and 
Venkatesh 1995) arising from multiplicity (Firat, Dholakia, and Ven-
katesh 1995; Firat and Venkatesh 1995). Indeed, that postmodern 
consumers have been liberated from the constraints of a unified sense 
of self, and are free to weave multiple identities into the complex 
tapestry of their life’s narratives (Firat and Dholakia 2006; Schau, 
Gilly, and Wolfinbarger 2009). This optimistic view, however, is 
not the only lens through which multiplicity and fragmentation are 
viewed (Goulding, Shankar, and Elliott 2002).  A second perspec-
tive acknowledges the tension created by conflicting identities and 
takes the view that fragmented consumers manage this tension by de-
ploying coping strategies such as compartmentalizing the discordant 
fragments of self  (Ahuvia 2005; Goulding et al. 2002) or engaging 
in dialogue between competing identities (Bhal and Milne, 2010). 

We note, however, that these consumer studies are predomi-
nantly contextualized within the domains of the aesthetic and hedon-
ic – such as high-end automobile purchases (Luedicke et al. 2010; 
Bahl and Milne, 2010), weekend rave parties (Goulding et al. 2002; 
Goulding et al. 2009), cherished possessions (Ahuvia, 2005), and 
global elites (Bardhi et al. 2012). Moreover, though many studies 
of consumer identity projects and communal consumption contexts 
recognize the ideologically charged nature of consumers’ life worlds 
(Canniford and Shankar 2012; Kozinets 2002; Luedicke, Thompson, 
and Giesler 2010), fewer explore the personal, internal, tensions 
that consumers experience from contradictions when the ideological 
frameworks guiding their consumption experiences clash. Thus, we 
argue that existing theory has stopped short of exploring the iden-
tity conflict that is played out in ideologically charged consumption 
arenas.

Our primary research question, therefore, asks whether consum-
ers are less willing to tolerate discordant multiplicity when the result-
ing conflict is waged on ideologically charged consumption stages 
in which contradictory choices impinge on their moral frameworks. 
In this sense, moral values are inherently ideological, informing the 
consumer’s worldview and filtering their perceptions of acceptable 
choice (Luedicke et al. 2010; Monroe 2009).  Second, to what layers 
or levels of abstract self does multiplicity and conflict extend? Con-
sumer research has tended to present a disjointed account of multi-
plicity (e.g. Belk 1988; Gould 2010). Third, what processes of trans-
formation enable consumers to dynamically re-align their multiple 
identities with their integrated moral beliefs and transition to an ideo-
logically coherent self? The context specificity of current consumer 
multiplicity research limits our understanding of the contingencies of 
liberated fragmentation and related consumer struggles.

The contradictory consumption of ethically-minded consum-
ers is a well documented site of ideologically charged consumption 
(e.g. Chatzidakis, Hibbert and Smith, 2007; Carrington, Neville and 
Whitwell, 2010), presenting a potent context from which to develop 
theory about the multiplicity of identity and discordant selves in tran-
sition. Taking an ethnographic approach, we immersed in the daily 
lives of 13 ethical consumers over a nine month study to explore the 
construction of the ethical-self in the midst of everyday consumption 
practices (Newholm and Shaw 2007). We employed multiple meth-
ods including semi-structured interviews, photographic and written 
diaries, video interviews, projective interviews, and extended partici-
pant observation in a range of personal and social activities. 

TAbLE 1
data summary

Activity/data Format details/Volume
Duration of Study Nine Months
Transcribed Material 445 pages
Photographic Material 34 images
Video Footage 63 minutes
Field Notes 49 pages
Coded Observations 2605

Aligned with the aims of the study, the data were analyzed using 
an interpretive, grounded approach (Corbin and Strauss 2008). To 
enhance trustworthiness of the study, we strategically combined tri-
angulation of methods, sources and data; member checks; persistent 
immersion; and regular researcher debriefing sessions (Wallendorf 
and Belk 1989). 

In contrast to previous researchers’ suggestions that identity 
multiplicity may be liberating (Firat and Venkatesh 1995) or man-
ageable (Bahl and Milne 2010), our data analysis reveals that mul-
tiplicity becomes an unmanageable problem for some consumers 
when the conflict is ideological. We discover that the presence of a 
dominant moral life theme compels these consumers to seek coherent 
moral selves. We also discover that multiplicity and conflict extend 
beyond identity to the clashing of life themes reflected in conflicting 
life projects. Finally, we reveal a dynamic and purposive overarching 
consumer transition to a more coherent ideological self, a process 
of alignment that we call a meta life project. Meta life projects are 
guided by a single dominant moral life theme that act as a pathway 
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to moral coherence. We show that through meta life project work, 
fragmented life projects and identities, discordant extended selves 
and inconsistent consumption choices are progressively aligned with 
informants’ sense of moral self. Our study integrates and develops 
multiple threads of extant consumer research – multiplicity (Belk 
1988; Goulding et al. 2002; Luna, Torsten, and Peracchio 2008; 
Schau and Gilly 2003; Thompson 1996), fragmentation (Bahl and 
Milne 2010; Firat and Venkatesh 1995; Goulding et al. 2002), mor-
al conflicts (Luedicke et al. 2010), and identity conflict resolution 
(Ahuvia 2005; Bahl and Milne 2010; Murray 2002). – to offer an al-
ternative lens through which to view the consumption contradictions 
and purposive life transitions of fragmented selves in the ideological 
domain.
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