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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
A stigma “refers to an attribute that is deeply discrediting” 

(Goffman 1963, 3). The stigmatized characteristic labels the pos-
sessor as different from what is considered “normal” in some way. 
Furthermore, in order for stigmatization to occur, the attribute must 
be connected with a negative stereotype. This paper explores Afri-
can-American women’s lived experiences with stigmatization. More 
specifically, I address the following research questions: (1) How does 
stigmatization affect African-American women’s identities? and (2) 
How do African-American women manage stigma? Specifically, how 
do African-American women use consumption to manage stgima?

 I employed qualitative data collection methods to tap into 
African-American women’s experiences with stigma. I conducted 
23 depth interviews. Informants also constructed collages depict-
ing their identity as African-American women. All informants live 
in a small city in the Midwest. They come from a variety of social 
classes and are between the ages of 19 and 56. All interviews were 
audiotaped and transcribed, yielding more than 650 pages of text. 
In analyzing both the collages and the written text from the depth 
interviews, I searched for emergent themes while also engaging in 
dialectical tacking (Strauss and Corbin 1998). 

I argue that stigma significantly affects African-American 
women’s identities and can create identity gaps. The Communica-
tion Theory of Identity (CIT) argues that there are four frames of 
identity: (1) personal, (2) enacted, (3) relational, and (4) communal 
(Hecht, Collier, and Ribeau. 1993). The personal identity frame is 
how individuals view themselves while the enacted frame is how 
people communicate their identity to those around them. The rela-
tional frame is others’ perceptions of an individual’s identity. In the 
communal frame, society ascribes individuals an identity based on 
group membership. Because different discourses govern the various 
identities, discrepancies among the frames can occur, which results 
in an identity gap (Hecht et al. 1993). Hecht et al. (1993) identify 11 
potential identity gaps between frames. Research shows that identity 
gaps can lead to increased feelings of depression (Jung and Hecht 
2008). Identity gaps can also engender feelings of perceived discrim-
ination (Wadsworth, Hecht, and Jung 2008).  

In this study, the first identity gap to emerge is the personal-
communal gap. None of my informants believe they personify the 
stereotypes associated with their race and gender. As these women 
reject the stereotypes society attempts to impose on them, there is a 
disconnect between their personal identity frame and the communal 
identity that society ascribes to them. These informants also describe 
experiencing a communal intra-frame identity gap. While Hecht et 
al. (1993) explore inter-frame identity gaps (gaps occurring between 
frames), they fail to consider intra-frame identity gaps (gaps occur-
ring within one identity frame). African-American women can be 
subjected to two opposing communal identities—one by mainstream 
society and the other by the African-American community. Intra-
frame gaps can be just as problematic for African-American women 
to manage as inter-frame gaps. 

In order to eliminate or reduce the identity gap, individuals can 
manipulate one of the four frames of identity. 

PErSOnAL IdEnTITy FrAME
One way to eliminate an identity gap is for African-American 

women to accept the stereotype. The existence of the ascribed com-

munal identity actually results in its internalization into the personal 
identity frame. This coping strategy is one of the biggest dangers of 
stereotypes. While none of my informants feel that they fit the stereo-
types, they note that constantly fighting stereotyping is difficult and 
they have been tempted to just accept the identity society ascribes to 
them. They also discuss how other African-American women they 
know have internalized the stereotypes. While consumption is not 
generally used as a management strategy when changing this iden-
tity frame, it can be used to facilitate the process. For example, one 
informant discusses that she has considered if she should accept the 
gold-digger stereotype and travel to professional basketball games to 
try to find a rich husband.

COMMunAL IdEnTITy FrAME
African-American women can also attempt to eliminate an 

identity gap through the communal frame. With these strategies in-
dividuals are trying to eliminate the stereotype, thus changing the 
communal identity. Generally, in order for this to be effective, mul-
tiple people must work together to change the stereotype. A notable 
example of this is the Civil Rights Movement. Attempts to change 
this frame can be made at the local and national levels. Similar to the 
personal identity frame, while consumption is generally not the main 
focus of this management strategy, it can be a part of the strategy. 
Informants discuss organizing events to educate people on African-
American culture in hopes of eradicating stereotypes.

rELATIOnAL IdEnTITy FrAME
The strategies associated with this frame allow African-Amer-

ican women to distance themselves from the stereotypes associated 
with their race and gender. The dominant strategy that informants 
discuss is letting people get to know them as an individual. Through 
this process those around the individual will realize that she does 
not fit the stereotype. Individuals can use consumption to help this 
process. For example, they might have coffee with others while be-
coming acquainted.  However, it is important to note that is not al-
ways possible for individuals to get to know every person who may 
stereotype them. Furthermore, in some cases, an individual might 
not have the time to get to know the person stereotyping her because 
of the short duration of the encounter (e.g., during a job interview). 

EnACTEd IdEnTITy FrAME
The strategies associated with the enacted identity frame are 

consumption laden. African-American women deliberately use con-
sumption to disassociate themselves from particular stereotypes. For 
example, a common stereotype is that if African-American women 
have natural hair, they are militant or anti-white. In order to combat 
this, informants report either processing their hair or wearing a wig, 
especially in professional contexts. Other women report dressing a 
particular way to distance themselves from stereotypes. 

In this paper I present a theoretical model of how stigma af-
fects identity. I explore how stigmatization affects identity and how 
consumption is utilized as a management strategy. I hope this paper 
encourages scholars to revisit the construct of stigma and its impor-
tance to the field of consumer behavior.
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