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SESSIOn OVERVIEW
This session brings together four papers that examine an impor-

tant but neglected area in consumer research: gender roles and family 
identity. Because the growth of non-traditional families frequently 
violates traditional gender roles and norms as defined by society, in-
vestigating the interplay of gender identity and family identity is of 
crucial importance in understanding consumption in modern fami-
lies. All of the papers in the session take a consumer culture theory 
(CCT) perspective and use ethnographic data, specifically interviews 
and observation, to examine these nuances of gender and family 
identity.

The first paper in the session (Schau, Russell, and Crockett) in-
vestigates how family and gender representations within television 
narratives are appropriated by consumers and linked to their con-
sumption choices. The second and third papers in the session ex-
amine unique challenges to family identity for mothers (Huff and 
Cotte) and for fathers (Bettany, Kerrane, and Hogg). The final paper 
(Schau and Connell) investigates how gender roles within families 
influence intergenerational transfers between mothers and fathers 
and their children. 

Collectively, the papers’ findings should have broad appeal for 
attendees interested in consumer culture. The session will be of par-
ticular interest to researchers examining the roles family identity and 
gender identity play in consumption. In addition, given that several 
of the papers in the session examine constraints consumers face or 
conflicts within families, the session will also have appeal to mem-
bers of the transformative consumer research community.

This session is particularly well-suited for the conference’s mis-
sion on appreciating diversity. The research not only examines gen-
der roles and unique identity challenges faced by both female and 
male consumers, but also includes changing family roles and nontra-
ditional families. Furthermore, attendees to this session will be ex-
posed to consumer perspectives from Canada, the United Kingdom, 
and the United States. The four papers in this session offer completed 
work by scholars who are esteemed for their work on family and 
gender identity

Gender and Family Identification in Television 
narratives: Homophilization and Appropriation

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
We explore how family and gender representations within tele-

vision narratives are appropriated by consumers and linked to their 
consumption choices. In contemporary culture, family and gender 
have multiple, highly contested meanings (Spigel 1992). Television 
instantiates reigning cultural logics; it is a prime medium for ac-
culturation (Morley 1988), where consumers observe and adopt the 
cultural logics and consumption practices depicted in the narratives. 
Consumers must engage and reconcile polysemic texts as they con-
struct and communicate their family and gender identities (McKinley 
1997). We posit that television viewing is uniquely important in ad-
dressing questions about how family and gender take on meaning 
and impact consumption. 

We asked 137 young adults (19-39 years) to create a collage 
centered on a TV-based character’s consumption choices and to com-
plete an online semi-structured questionnaire about their collage. A 
subset of these collage creators (N = 22) also participated in an in-
terview about their collage: using the collage in a manner analogous 
to Heisley and Levy’s (1991) autodriving, participants were asked to 
walk the researcher through their collages discussing the meanings 
they attributed to the brands, the significance of their inclusion and 
placement within the collage, and how the collages related to the 
participants’ own consumption constellations (Solomon and Englis 
1992) and identities.

Our data reveal that consumers identify with television narra-
tives through a process we term “homophilization”: they actively 
envision various features of television narratives as similar to their 
own lived experience, even if the similarities are not readily apparent 
to a casual observer. The data show that homophilization is enacted 
primarily by customizing the narrative, or textual poaching (Jenkins 
1992), where consumers insert themselves into the narrative, at times 
bending both the narrative and their own lived experience to achieve 
resonance, and further that consumption choices serve as primary 
mechanisms for poaching. Interestingly, our data show that the con-
sumers relate to the media text primarily through the lens of family of 
origin (their childhood family), rather than as a family of procreation 
(romantic partner and children), friends, colleagues, or neighbors. 
The consumers consistently draw on gendered roles within families 
of origin to anchor their identification. 

Our informants describe the myriad narratives available in the 
mediascape and the lengths they go to identifying with the characters 
as members of their family of origin. This may best be shown us-
ing a specific data example. One informant described a void in the 
mediascape to explain her choice of a classic television program, 
The Cosby Show because, “I love the premise: a strong black up-
per middle class family talking about morals, education, ethics and 
music.” When asked if she was like the characters in the show, she 
responded, “Well, no… I’m a 34 year old black woman… I’ll never 
be a doctor like he was on the show, or a lawyer like Clair, his wife 
on the show. I’ll just never be. My family was not middle class. We 
lived pay check to pay check. We still do… It kept me in school.” She 
notes her gender difference from Bill Cosby, as well as a wide social 
class gulf between family life as she experiences it and as portrayed 
on The Cosby Show. Yet, she indicates that when she watches the 
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show she identifies Cosby as a father figure. She cites the exceptional 
nature of the depiction of middle class black family life as her main 
motivation for watching the show which she still accesses to fuel 
her identification. She credits the show’s emphasis on education and 
Cosby’s father figure depiction with encouraging her to remain in 
college, to consume higher education.

Consumers revise, or retrofit media narratives to coalesce with 
their own lives, seamlessly merging the depictions and their idiosyn-
cratic lived experience. In the example, this occurs even though the 
defunct The Cosby Show narrative is quite different in family and 
gender depiction from her own family of origin which contained a 
single mother and a mostly absent father. Here, our informant, as a 
34 year old woman with two children of her own could have identi-
fied with the narrative as a family of procreation (she in the role of 
mother). Instead she draws discrete comparisons between the media 
text and her life, and actively identifies with the television family the 
Huxtables as members of her family of origin.

At times the homophilization may be attributed to aspirations 
(as in the above) but need not be. For example, a 21 year old infor-
mant sees Monica of Friends as a “mother” to the rest of the group. 
As such, she references the brands that symbolize, based on her 
family experience, an inviting home. She imagines Monica would 
use Kitchen Aid, stating “One of my first memories regarding this 
product is when I was 10 years old and my father bought me my first 
mixer, it [the one in the Monica collage] was the one that he got me.” 
The informant’s own family experiences shape how she envisions 
both Monica and motherhood. Here, the homophilization occurs, 
consumption is implicated, and the textual poaching to make that 
happen bends both the narrative and her own experience of family: 
Monica is not a mother in the narrative and the informant’s experi-
ence with the consumption object is actually through her father. The 
same informant also imagines Monica uses a specific brand of cof-
fee, Maxwell House, though it is never depicted on the show because 
her parents served it to household guest.

Our data reveal consumers engaging in active homophilization 
through textual poaching that bends the narrative and/or their lived 
experience until there is a tenable perceived similarity and impli-
cates consumption as a tangible signifier of identification. Consum-
ers consistently opted to identify with the narrative through the lens 
of family of origin as opposed to a family of procreation, or no fa-
milial identification at all (friends, colleagues, neighbors) and cite 
gendered roles within the family as explicit points of connection. 

Gender norms, Family Identity, and the Performance of 
Motherhood Using Commercial Childcare

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Gender and identity are heavily implicated in consumption. 

Prior research has established that consumption can facilitate gen-
der performance and identity work by providing symbols and re-
sources to enact gendered identity (e.g., Holt and Thompson 2004; 
Thompson 1996). More recent work has revealed that consumption 
can complicate gender performance and identity work, particularly 
for consumers in a period of transition; competing discourses, ide-
ologies, and gender norms can create new tensions for consumers as 
they engage in identity projects (The VOICE Group 2010a, b; Zayer 
et al. 2012). Consumption can also be problematized by gender dis-
courses that are no longer dominant (Fischer, Otnes, and Tuncay 
2007), which raises questions about how traditional and contempo-
rary gender roles shape and are shaped by consumption.  Further, 
questions remain about how family identity – a family’s subjective 
sense of itself – is influenced by individual members’ identity work 

and consumption practices (Epp and Price 2008). In this research, we 
focus on mothers’ experiences using commercial childcare as they 
pursue careers. Our goal is to understand how childcare consump-
tion facilitates and problematizes mothers’ identity work, influences 
how motherhood is performed in relationships between mother and 
children, and is co-constituative of collective family identity.

Much of the current consumer research on gender and family 
identity focuses on the consumption of products, particularly those 
of importance, such as the integration of a special heirloom into 
a family home (e.g., Epp and Price 2010; Thomsen and Sørensen 
2006). We build on this body of research by exploring the consump-
tion of a service in everyday life. In foregrounding the routine use of 
a service, we are able to examine the ways that motherhood is both 
produced and consumed, and the ways that the marketplace influ-
ences family identity at individual, relational, and collective levels 
(Epp and Price 2008; Hogg, Curasi, and Maclaran 2004). 

Motherhood plays a prominent role in women’s gender perfor-
mance (Christopher 2012). We focus on mothers with careers be-
cause these women are likely to experience strong tensions between 
the dominant logic of the marketplace, which emphasizes productiv-
ity and self-interest, and the dominant logic of motherhood, which 
emphasizes selflessness (Friedan 1963/2001; Hays 1996; Zelizer 
2005). On a daily basis, these women encounter competing gender 
norms, including norms for contemporary working women, and 
more traditional norms associated with motherhood (Collins 2009). 
Consequently, mothers need to reconceptualize how they perform 
motherhood, because the daily caregiving of their children is out-
sourced to a service provider (Christopher 2012). 

To address our research goal, we conducted depth interviews 
with four women who have young children in childcare and who 
classify themselves as professional. The interviews were conducted 
face-to-face in informants’ homes, and lasted approximately 90 min-
utes. We sampled purposively for mothers who were eager to return 
to work after taking maternity leave from their careers. Our data in-
cluded 93 single-spaced pages of transcripts and field notes. We used 
a hermeneutic approach to analyze and interpret the data (Thomp-
son, Pollio, and Locander 1994), and engaged in peer debriefing.

In our sample, each informant is married, a loving mother, and 
has a career that required post-secondary education and a profes-
sional designation. Informants are very pleased with the quality of 
childcare they are currently using, and note that their children enjoy 
going. Further, each informant reveals that they did not enjoy their 
maternity leaves (ranging from 1 to 12 months) as much as they had 
expected; they found themselves unfulfilled by the mundane tasks 
of full-time childcare, and sought the feelings of achievement and 
productivity that came from their careers. 

Following the framework of family identity put forth by Epp 
and Price (2008), we examine the intersection of gender and family 
identity in the context of commercial childcare consumption. We be-
gin by revealing how mothers’ individual identity work is shaped by 
competing conceptions of fulfillment, which plays a prominent role 
in the lives of professional women. Our informants reveal that fulfill-
ment can be conceptualized in traditional ways, wherein fulfillment 
is achieved through intensive mothering and domestic work, and in 
more contemporary ways, wherein fulfillment must include some de-
gree of productivity in the marketplace. These opposing perspectives 
of fulfillment complicate women’s gender performance (Tropp 2006; 
Zayer et al. 2012).

Next, we demonstrate that the use of commercial childcare 
reframes our informants’ relationships with their children. This re-
lational identity is reconstructed as mothers outsource daily child-
care. Our informants demonstrate gender fluidity as they draw on 
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traditional and contemporary norms to perform motherhood in the 
time they do share with their children. Unscripted, child-focused 
leisure time takes precedence over domestic labour, and women re-
conceptualize motherhood to involve managing childcare rather than 
providing it (Christopher 2012; Epp and Price 2012; Johnston and 
Swanson 2006), which has implications for the identity enactments 
of this relational group. 

Last, we uncover the ways that family identity is shaped by use 
of childcare. Our data are somewhat limited in this regard, but we 
sketch out how families enact collective identity when young chil-
dren are in commercial care during regular working hours. Our in-
formants contrast their own families’ activities with those of families 
with stay-at-home mothers, and reveal that nonmaternal childcare 
challenges and reinforces the family’s sense of itself (Epp and Price 
2008).

This work contributes to our understanding of gender, family 
identity and consumption. We begin to tease apart the traditional and 
contemporary gender roles, and reveal how they influence moth-
ers’ identity, mothers’ relationships with their children, and collec-
tive family identity. By foregrounding childcare consumption, we 
are able to shed some light on the ways that routine, everyday con-
sumption facilitates and complicates gender performance and family 
identity. 

negotiating “the new Father”: the Consumption of 
technology Within the Contemporary Family

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
In consumer research, the negotiation of the relation between 

fatherhood and masculinity as expressed and reproduced through 
consumption practices and processes has been identified as a re-
search area in need of further investigation (Gentry et al., 2003; Da-
vies et al., 2009). In this research we undertake such an investigation 
using the specific case of fathers engaging in their first transition 
into fatherhood. We focus on the inextricably linked negotiation pro-
cesses of first time fatherhood and masculinity around the choice, 
consumption, and use of technological consumption objects typi-
cally purchased during this period.  

It has been documented in the wider social sciences and con-
sumer research that the relation between masculinity and fatherhood 
is contested, complex and contentious (Davies et al., 2009; Gentry 
et al., 2003; Miller, 2011). Specifically, the discourses which frame 
men’s transitions into first time fatherhood sit uneasily between more 
traditional expressions of hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 1995) 
(for example, father as breadwinner and economic provider), and 
more recent articulations of the involved and nurturing fatherhood 
(Gatrell, 2007; Wall and Arnold, 2007).  Hegemonic masculinity, the 
ability of the dominant group to obtain consent from those being 
subjugated, frames fatherhood within certain conceptions of mascu-
linity (Williams, 2008) as bound up in the breadwinner model. Such 
cultured stereotypes of masculinity are suggested to inhibit care-
giving or nurturing behaviour (Russell, 1986) in favour of economic 
fatherhood alone (Townsend, 2002). Whilst some maintain that there 
has been relatively little change in the input of fathers into family life 
(see, for example, Demos and Acock, 1993; Jamieson, 1999), oth-
ers argue that men are becoming more involved in family life, chal-
lenging traditional notions of hegemonic masculinity (O’Brien and 
Shemilt, 2003; Warin et al., 1999). At the nexus of these conflicting 
discourses, the important contemporary cultural figure of “the new 
father” has emerged.  

The new father emerges, it is argued, as an effect of a range 
of policy, economic, demographic and cultural shifts, rendering this 

figure as both responsible financially for his offspring (Townsend, 
2002) and, in addition, as an important and (ideally) equal caregiver 
and nurturer within the family dynamic (Miller, 2011). Implicated 
and entwined in this emergence of “the new father” are both repro-
ductions of, and challenges to, gender norms, including the nego-
tiation of what masculinity and fatherhood means, reproductions of 
hegemonic masculinity and the emergence of new, competing mas-
culinities (Connell, 1995).  

Utilising Laclauian discourse analysis, we examine how “the 
new father” emerges as an “empty signifier” within the field of dis-
cursivity around the transition to fatherhood; and how chains of 
equivalence emerge and are maintained within the family setting 
which allow for the simultaneous challenging and reaffirmation of 
hegemonic masculinity within the negotiations of consumption (and 
other) family practices and processes during this transitional period.  

Laclauian discourse analysis has been used to examine the in-
tersections of culture, politics and cultural identity and to examine 
the formation of hegemonies within cultural and political settings. 
As such, we suggest, it is well positioned to provide a theoretical 
framework and toolkit to examine the multiple articulations of mas-
culinity implied in this study (Carpentier and Spinoi, 2008). The 
power dynamics of familial relations at this specific time in family 
formation, and the implications for gendered identity formation, util-
isation and reinforcement suggest the requirement for a theoretical 
framework that can not only explain identity formation but also ex-
pose the complex political machinations and power struggles within 
the family that ultimately conclude in the reproduction of common 
sense of “what it is to be a man” at this crucial transitional time.  

Utilising ethnographic data, we examine how three “must have” 
technological consumption objects, “the baby buggy”, “the baby 
monitor” and “the baby car seat” emerge as important nodal points 
around which power and gender relations within and around the fam-
ily are negotiated, and hegemonic gender norms are simultaneously 
challenged and reaffirmed. We found key episodes around the con-
sumption and use of these products where these processes of “gen-
der trouble” are played out. We conclude that although the purchase 
and use of technological products provide a refuge for new fathers 
within this challenging transitional period, allowing expressions of 
hegemonic masculinity, that the figure of the new father allows the 
expression of newer discourses of caring masculinity and nurturance 
to be appropriated. We demonstrate how these technology-suffused 
products become symbols of masculine power and domination over 
women and nature within the family but, in addition, how they si-
multaneously become important nodes for contestation of patriarchal 
gender relations.

The Influence of Gendered Interfamily Coalitions on 
Intergenerational transfer

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Intergenerational transfer is a pervasive yet poorly understood 

consumer behavior. The small amount of research in the field has ac-
knowledged and/or observed gendered patterns of intergenerational 
transfer. For example, Fournier (1998) finds evidence of brand pref-
erences that are passed down from mother to daughter. Similarly, 
other research has observed disposition of special possessions to 
subsequent generations in gender-stereotypic ways, such as fishing 
poles to male family members and dishes to female family members 
(Curasi, Price, and Arnould 2004; Price, Arnould, and Curasi 2000). 
Perhaps recognizing the impact of gender in intergeneration transfer, 
Moore, Wilkie and Lutz (2002) conducted their study on intergenera-
tional transfer entirely within the context of mother-daughter dyads. 
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However, gender roles have not been the focus of this research, leav-
ing a major gap in understanding this widespread phenomenon. 

Because one’s gender is a culturally persistent part of one’s 
identity, we believe it plays a profound role in how intergenerational 
transfers manifest themselves within families. Epp and Prices (2008) 
describe how family identity operates at individual (each person 
within the family), relational (interfamily coalitions), and collective 
(the entire family) levels. We believe that gender roles within the 
family are likely to particularly influence the nature of intrafamily 
coalitions as they relate to intergenerational transfers. Thus, in this 
research we specifically examine how coalitions within families are 
formed around identity-centered consumption that is passed down 
from one generation to the next. 

In the spirit of discovery-oriented consumer research to develop 
new theories (Wells 1992), we used depth interviews to draw on key 
themes that emerge from the data (Glaser and Strauss 1967). Depth 
interviews allow us to gain emic understanding through detailed dis-
cussion and probing the informant about complex inspirations and 
experiences (McCracken 1988). To locate relevant field sites and 
recruit informants, we opted for theoretical sampling (Glaser and 
Strauss 1967; Miles and Huberman 1994). We interviewed 27 in-
formants about practices they had either adopted from their parents 
or had passed along to their children. Sixteen of these informants 
belonged to one of five families where we interviewed multiple fam-
ily members that represented different generations within the fam-
ily. Three key patterns emerged from our data: (1) a parent tended 
to favor engaging in intergenerational transfers with same-sex child 
in gender-stereotypic ways that exclude opposite-sex children, (2) 
a parent tended to disengage from intrafamily identity projects that 
were aligned in gender-stereotypic ways with their opposite-sex 
family members, even if they supported these identity projects, and 
(3) a parent tended to engage in gender-neutral intergenerational 
transfer with opposite-sex children if same-sex children were not in 
the household. 

We will first examine the instances in which a parent tended 
to favor engaging in intergenerational transfers with same-sex child 
in gender-stereotypic ways that exclude opposite-sex children. We 
observed this pattern in nearly all of our interviews that involved 
dyads or networks of individuals within families that belonged to 
the same sex. As gender is a pervasively salient part of one’s identity 
in Western culture (Eagly and Wood 1999), it is not surprising that 
parents would seek to instill those aspects of their gender identity in 
their same-sexed children. When intergenerational transfer attempts 
were well-received by same-sex children, the frequent result was a 
synergistic relational family identity project involving the parent and 
his/her same sex child(ren). We observed that even with consump-
tion that could be construed as gender-neutral (e.g., collecting Dis-

ney movies and merchandise or sports), this was often defined along 
gender lines (e.g., Disney “princesses” among mother and daughter 
or football among father and son). Thus, opposite-sex children were 
excluded from these intrafamily coalitions. We observed that these 
consumption coalitions, while facilitating relational family identity 
among same-sex family members, often created tension between the 
coalition and opposite-sex family members. Sadly, these tensions 
that often involved feelings of isolation, jealousy, and resentment 
were seldom recognized by members of the coalition. Interestingly, 
excluded family members seemed less concerned about their in-
ability to participate in the consumption in question, but rather felt 
that it served as an impediment to building family identity with their 
opposite-sex family members. We did observe exceptions where 
opposite-sex children chose to engage in the coalitional practice any 
way (e.g., a daughter playing sports when it was clearly identified 
in the family as a male activity). When this was the case, it often 
resulted in open conflict among the parent and the opposite-sex child 
that potentially drove them farther apart. 

Next, we will examine when a parent tended to disengage from 
intrafamily identity projects that were aligned in gender-stereotypic 
ways with their opposite-sex family members. In contrast to the situ-
ation when a child was excluded from gendered intergenerational 
transfers, we did not observe cases where a parent felt resentful or 
envious of such consumption in our data. Rather, the parent was 
often supportive of these identity projects if they felt it facilitated 
relational family identity-building among their spouse and opposite-
sex child(ren). However, in cases where intergenerational transfer 
attempts strongly encouraged by the spouse but were met with re-
sistance from the child(ren), then support for these intergenerational 
transfers among opposite-sex parents began to wane because they 
no longer viewed the consumption as facilitating family identity-
building. 

Finally, in many families a parent does not have any same-sex 
children, and is not content with merely playing supporting role 
to their spouse’s gendered intergenerational transfers to the fam-
ily’s children. In this case, the parent tended to engage in what they 
viewed as gender-neutral intergenerational transfer with their oppo-
site-sex children. For example, one informant described wanting to 
share his love of Lego building blocks with his daughter because 
“Legos are for everyone.” 

While intergenerational transfer is a pervasive behavior, and is 
clearly influenced by gender, research on this phenomenon has been 
practically nonexistent. When it has been addressed in the literature, 
it has typically been relegated to the sidelines. We hope that our re-
search, as the first in-depth investigation into the influence of gender 
roles on intergenerational transfers within families, will spur addi-
tional inquiry into this important phenomenon. 


