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SESSIOn OVERVIEW
This special session is unified by a focus on women managing 

significant life transitions. Each of the four papers examines how 
women struggle across diverse life stages, the successful and unsuc-
cessful use of goods and services during this transition, and how gen-
dered roles constrain action as women negotiate to create spaces in 
which they can maneuver and thrive. The papers traverse across the 
life stages of virginity, motherhood, and middle age (van Gennep 
1960).

Linda Scott examines the problem of retaining girls in second-
ary education in economically developing countries. In three field 
studies, she explores the viability of providing girls sanitary men-
strual products to increase their attendance. Feminist discourses have 
traditionally argued that the same social structures oppressing wom-
en also dominate nature (Plumwood 1993). Thus, ecofeminists argue 
that researchers should align to dismantle the underlying dualisms 
(e.g., masculine/culture/developed vs. feminine/nature/developing). 
Ironically, global discourses in this context force a false choice be-
tween either protecting at-risk young women or the environment, 
all the while ignoring the environmental contradictions of Western 
women’s practices.

Shifting to the challenges of motherhood, Amber Epp and Suna-
ina Velagaleti explore how Western women who have an abundance 
of opportunities manage motherhood through outsourcing. Mothers 
face new services aimed at families that extend beyond the tradition-
al dilemma of selecting childcare to more nontraditional services. 
Mothers create assemblages of care that seek to balance control, in-
timacy, and substitutability as they explore the boundaries between 
private family life and public marketplace exchanges.

The final two papers explore later life stages as women transi-
tion through menopause and into the life stage of old age. Given 
the negative stereotypes and stigmas associated with being an older 
woman, these stages are associated with the assertion of new posi-
tive identities. Canan Corus and Bige Saatcioglu explore how meno-
pausal women construct the meaning of womanhood and beauty as 
they go through this transitional life stage. Highlighting the relation-
ship between women’s consumption practices and these constructed 
meanings, they find that women evolve new identities aided by con-
sumption practices in the domains of beauty, health care, and leisure.

Emily Moscato and Julie Ozanne examine the brand community 
of the Red Hat Society, which is a group of women over fifty who 
meet socially for friendship, fun, and laughter. The ‘red hatters’ are 
best known for their outlandish costumes of red hats, purple dresses, 
and dazzling accessories, as well as their penchant for shopping and 
dining out. Yet a deeper analysis suggests that, consistent with situat-
ed learning and theories on communities of practice (Wenger 2000), 
these women use this social support to learn and practice the skills 
needed for aging.

This session highlights diversity by examining the negotiation 
of gender both across life stages as well as across developing and de-
veloped economies. This session should be of relevant to researchers 
interested in consumer socialization, aging, rites of passage, feminist 
theory, gender, and issues of discrimination and social justice.

Red Flag: Inadequate Sanitary Care derails the 
transition to Secondary School in Africa

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Retaining girls in secondary school is thought to be key to solv-

ing problems that block economic prosperity in poor nations: high 
fertility rates, high infant and maternal mortality, and rapid spread 
of disease, for instance (Hausmann et al. 2007). Yet drops in female 
enrollment after puberty continue to be dramatic and often prove in-
tractable in the face of NGO and government efforts to encourage 
girls’ education (World Bank 2011).

Local custom often takes a “coercive pronatalist” stance (Fol-
bre 2009), even where official exhortations discourage early mar-
riage and large families. Among other practices, habits and attitudes 
surrounding the onset of menstruation, such as unhygienic care and 
limited personal privacy, push girls into early motherhood even when 
they wish to continue in school. At the same time, menstrual taboos 
inhibit frank discussion of the problem, while rites of passage trum-
pet the sexual “ripeness” of even very young post-pubescent girls 
(Buckley and Gottlieb 1988; van de Walle et al. 2001).

This talk will focus on three studies, two completed and one 
ongoing, in east and west Africa, that investigate sanitary pads provi-
sion in educational settings, within the context of girls’ transition into 
adulthood.  However, sources and experiences from other develop-
ing nations will also be brought to bear on what is believed to be a 
widespread problem (for instance, El-Gilany et al. 2005; Mahon and 
Fernandes 2010; Nabar et al. 2006).

Two completed investigations of the impact of free sanitary 
pads provision will be described, one in Ghana and one in Uganda. 
Initial data, collected in Ghana, show that providing ordinary dis-
posable sanitary pads increases not only attendance in school, but 
the ability to concentrate, levels of confidence, and engagement in 
activities from sports to household chores. An extension of this work, 
among a larger sample and with a longer time horizon, is now under-
way in Uganda.

After years of silence, menstrual provision has now emerged 
as a topic of keen interest in Africa, with nations such as Ghana and 
Kenya leading initiatives to guarantee adequate sanitary care, in or-
der to protect girls’ rights to equal education (for instance, Cherono 
2011). Yet this welcome attention to a long-neglected problem has 
brought new challenges: toilet facilities are woefully inadequate and 
disposable pads may cause costly backups. At the same time, West-
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ern environmental activists, who are often unaware of the nature of 
the material constraints, are pushing against the provision of dispos-
able pads, arguing instead for menstrual cups and cloth pads (see, for 
instance, “Danish Company Gets Sida Grant to Sell Menstrual Cups 
in Kenya” 2011; Oster and Thompson 2007).

Thus, the third study, expected to conclude in July 2012, looks 
into the acceptability of various eco-preferable alternatives in the 
secondary and primary schools of a remote community in Uganda. 
Three locally sourced cloth pads are being tested alongside a paper 
pad made from papyrus in local cottage factories. In addition, an 
innovative incinerator for disposables (including the papyrus pad) 
is being tested. This incinerator burns without fuel at medical waste 
temperatures and can be attached directly to a latrine closet.  The 
reasons for omitting menstrual cups, which pose a substantial public 
health threat, will also be outlined.

Distributing free sanitary pads may help improve girls’ atten-
dance and, perhaps, their performance and retention. But the world 
community also balks at giving girls these consumer products, par-
ticularly because of environmental concerns surrounding disposal of 
pads. Thus, this talk will end by describing the conflicting agendas of 
women’s rights activists and environmental advocates in the context 
of puberty and education in the developing world.

Outsourcing Motherhood:  
Managing Assemblages of Care

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Increasingly, mothers are choosing to outsource some of their 

most intimate parental practices to the marketplace. Outsourcing re-
fers to “the transfer of intimate tasks historically or normatively seen 
as being performed within the family and by family members to for-
mal commercial establishments located outside of the family” (Lair 
2007, p. 32-33). Although questions about whether to enroll children 
in daycare or place an elderly parent in a nursing home have long 
been at the center of public and academic debates, examples of out-
sourcing everyday family life have begun to proliferate in the media. 
Services exist for everything from teaching your child to ride a bike 
to taking your kids on college tours (Leider 2009). These emergent 
services blur the boundaries between family and the marketplace, 
and prompt new questions about what is acceptable to outsource and 
how families make these sometimes contentious decisions. 

Family life incorporates a range of everyday practices of care, 
which range from daily rhythms to our most sacred milestones (Epp 
and Price 2008, 2010). Beyond acknowledging that “consumption is 
a moment in every practice” (Warde 2005), some scholars argue that 
the marketplace has become too close to family life. Prior research 
sets up an oppositional dichotomy between the realms of love/fam-
ily/sacred and money/market/profane (Hochschild 2003). This strict 
dichotomy positions the marketplace as an intrusion in family life, 
propagated by overbooked lifestyles that force families to substitute 
paid care for family-produced practices (Hochschild 2003). Rather 
than accept this dichotomy as given, we allow families to reveal their 
own assumptions about how the marketplace should or should not be 
integrated into family life. This alternate perspective examines how 
intimacy and the marketplace coexist and draw upon one another in 
both conflict and partnership (Thompson 1996; Zelizer 2005). 

Consumer researchers have only recently entered the academic 
debate on outsourcing and they tend to focus on major family deci-
sion contexts such as daycare or eldercare (Bradford and Sullivan 
2010; Huff and Cotte 2011). Our study extends this research by in-
vestigating how mothers make choices about outsourcing everyday 
practices, where boundaries about what is acceptable to outsource 

are challenged. Practices of care are not limited to major life deci-
sions, but rather manifest in a range of everyday activities such as 
grocery shopping and preparing dinner, often heralded as sites for 
the expression of love and sacrifice (Miller 1998; Thompson 1996). 
Mothers express guilt and anxiety over outsourcing certain activi-
ties to make time for others (Daly 2001; Leider 2009), especially 
when there is fear of missing milestones or questions about whether 
the market can provide the same personalization of care (Hochs-
child 2003). Other mothers express pride in being able to provide 
their children with rewarding experiences delivered by professionals 
(Thompson 1996), but perhaps all practices are not equally up for 
negotiation. The potential for tension exists as practices considered 
sacred to some might be traded off for other practices (Epp and Price 
2010, 2011). 

We adopted a grounded theory approach based on in-depth in-
terviews with 25 couples with children. Participants varied in their 
views, practices, and constraints related to outsourcing based on fac-
tors such as income or social class, availability of kin networks, and 
family structure. In order to ensure diversity with regard to access 
to outsourcing services, we interviewed families in multiple cities. 

Our primary contribution is a framework for how mothers make 
decisions about outsourcing everyday practices of care. Specifically, 
mothers generate complex assemblages of care that incorporate het-
erogeneous resources to assert control, preserve intimacy, and ap-
proximate substitutability. Clear tensions exist around how and when 
to enlist outside resources that move beyond considerations of ex-
pertise. For example, following Hochschild (2003), mothers often 
expressed desires for service providers to customize care for their 
children to mirror the care she would provide herself. This might in-
clude sharing details about birthday traditions or rewards given dur-
ing potty training. However, despite the sense of control and peace 
of mind gained from being able to customize, it also presented draw-
backs. Facilitating perfect substitution engendered feelings of irrel-
evance: “if it could be substituted by any other adult, then what sets 
you apart as a parent?” (Lorna, Mother). Instead, care assemblages 
must include at least some practices that are “just ours,” even if the 
meanings of practices or what these accomplish shift from some 
practices to others. That is, mothers weigh the entire assemblage of 
care when making outsourcing decisions, rather than thinking about 
a particular service in isolation. Further, attempts to substitute focus 
mostly on the child’s experience, but mothers find it difficult to miss 
out: “Tara [care provider] has those memories [firsts], and I won’t” 
(Allison, Mother). In addition to customization tensions, many ser-
vice providers attempt to preserve intimacy by making children’s 
experiences more accessible. Examples such as texting updates, on-
line video feeds, or reports on the child’s activities were prevalent. 
Tensions also surfaced with this strategy, as mothers who missed 
milestones attempted to redefine them (“it’ll be a first time for us 
when we see her walk, too... that will be our first… We’ll count that 
one, not the other one”—Allison, Mother). Mothers found it more 
difficult to reframe the milestone when providers tried to include 
them (“She [care provider] caught her steps with her camera”—Al-
lison, Mother). Across families, we observed variation in the extent 
to which mothers’ assemblages of care were intentional or emergent, 
but considering questions of control, intimacy, and substitutability 
often shaped which resources mothers incorporated. 
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the Social Construction of Womanhood in Middle Age:  
Menopause as a Rite of Passage

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Middle age is considered a prominent rite of passage in a 

person’s life whereby physical appearances change, new roles are 
adapted, and identities are negotiated (van Gennep 1960). Much of 
consumer research on aging focuses on the elderly (Price, Arnould, 
and Curasi 2000; Bonsu and Belk 2003; Schau, Gilly, and Wolfin-
barger 2009), even though middle age is a major life transition that 
poses multiple physical, psychological, and social challenges (Hol-
lis 1993). Middle age is experienced very differently by women 
than by men since the physiological change of menopause marks 
the beginning of midlife. As they become middle-aged, women not 
only undergo bodily and emotional changes but they also are at 
times subject to negative stereotypes related to aging, beauty, and 
their sexual attractiveness.

Middle-aged women are an understudied population in 
consumer research (see, for exceptions, Hill 1991; Thompson 
2004; Ustuner and Holt 2007). Understanding women better 
and exploring their changing marketplace practices as they enter 
midlife is important for several reasons. First, women constitute a 
fairly large consumer segment with diverse needs and expectations 
(Huddleston and Minahan 2011). Second, women take an active 
role when it comes to consumption; for example, they are often 
the primary decision makers in much of the familial consumption 
practices (McIntosh and Zey 1989). In addition, exploring the depth 
and richness of the female world would contribute to the research 
on diversity and marketplace inclusion (Williams and Henderson 
2012). 

The purpose of this study is to explore middle-aged women’s 
social construction of womanhood as they go through menopause. 
We study menopause as a transition that triggers changing defini-
tions of self and womanhood. We seek to address questions regard-
ing women’s identity construction as they experience this transition: 
How are women’s experiences of menopause colored by specific 
cultural and contextual constructions? What are the roles of social 
others (e.g., family, healthcare staff) in women’s construction of 
their experiences? How do women’s interpretations of their bodily 
changes shape their identity negotiations? We explore the ways 
menopausal women construct the meaning of womanhood and 
beauty as they go through this transitional life stage. Further, we 
try to understand the nature of the relationship between women’s 
consumption practices and these constructed meanings.

Menopause is a rich context to explore the shaping and nego-
tiation of womanhood in midlife for several reasons. First, meno-
pause is a unique transition in that it is “strictly a female passage” 
that marks the beginning of several changes, challenges, and transi-
tions in women’s lives (Coulbrooke 2002, p. 170). As compared to 
men, women’s bodies are more central to their social interactions, 
negotiations of power, and self-definitions. As such, there is much 
to learn through examining transitions in the way women’s bodies 
are treated and imagined. Second, women who enter the meno-
pausal period experience bodily changes that trigger different health 
and self-care consumption practices (Herrick, Douglas, and Carlson 
1996; Lyons and Griffin 2003). Finally, menopause is often viewed 
as a woman’s loss of her attractiveness and sexual appeal; in a 
society that worships youth and beauty, these perceptions highlight 
the challenges faced by midlife women (Martin 2001).

Although menopause is a natural hormonal transformation, 
it is sometimes treated as a “process of breakdown, failure, and 
decline” (Martin 2001, p. 43). In this definition of menopause, the 

female body is seen as a system that breaks down and loses its 
reproductive capabilities (Martin 2001, p. 42). Within this narrow 
and largely negative depiction of the female body in transition, 
menopause is described as a problem of hormone deficiency, a 
pathological state, which needs to be treated (i.e., the medicaliza-
tion of menopause) [Conrad 2007]. In opposition to the medical 
discourse, feminist discourse constructs menopause as a natural 
physiological transformation that brings along new roles and free-
doms in women’s lives (Kaufert 1983). 

Preliminary findings based on in-depth interviews with women 
across menopausal phases hint at multiple distinct constructions of 
menopause and middle age. For example, while few of our infor-
mants perceive menopause as a medical condition that needs to be 
cured via medical procedures (e.g., hormone replacement therapy) 
and thus, adhering to the medical discourse, others see it as a posi-
tive transition that motivates new beginnings (i.e., engaging in new 
hobbies, negotiating roles, and challenging societal norms about 
womanhood). Consistent with van Gennep’s (1960) and Schouten’s 
(1991) descriptions of rites of passage, we find that our informants 
go through the “separation” phase during which they distance 
from their previous social construction of womanhood. Meno-
pause becomes the triggering event to start this separation phase. 
However, our initial findings highlight more complex versions of 
the two subsequent phases of rites of passage (i.e., transition and 
incorporation) than the ones conceptualized by van Gennep (1960) 
and Schouten (1991). Furthermore, our findings point to a variety 
of coping strategies with menopause and midlife transitions as well 
as newly acquired consumption practices in various domains such 
as beauty, healthcare, and hobbies. As such, our data highlights the 
diversity in both individual and social identities of women going 
through midlife. 

Crones, Hags, and biddies:  
How I became a burlesque Queen at Seventy

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
The stigmas of aging–unattractiveness, frailty, and dependen-

cy–are often amplified by gender expectations for women. For in-
stance, looks are traditionally a source of social capital for women 
and, thus, women are judged harshly as their “looks fade.” Women 
grow old while men become distinguished; men are seldom accused 
of “sagging” (Calasanti 2005). Against this backdrop, the members 
of the Red Hat Society (RHS) perform gender by parodying tradi-
tional expectations that women look pretty and act demurely. The 
RHS encourages its members to wear gaudy attire, buy branded 
merchandise, and consume loudly and hedonistically. The Red Hat 
community provides an opportunity to enhance our understanding of 
how older women negotiate culturally embedded standards of aging 
and beauty.

The Red Hat Society is an organization for women fifty years 
and older dedicated to celebrating aging through “fun, friendship, 
and freedom.” The RHS boasts 80,000 registered members embrac-
ing the advice from Jenny Joseph’s poem, Warning: “When I am an 
old woman, I shall wear purple, with a red hat that doesn’t go…” 
They attend local chapter meetings at restaurants wearing their rega-
lia of red and purple and accessorizing with feathers, flowers, beads, 
and sparkles. RHS members are known for their loud laughter, spon-
taneous singing, and frequent playing of red and purple kazoos. RHS 
is a brand community heavily focused on buying and consuming 
from their outlandish costumes to their monthly feasting rituals in 
which cocktails and desserts are consumed before the main meal. 
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Corporate headquarters states that “the official sport of Red Hat So-
ciety is shopping.” 

Emergent findings, based on interviews and fieldwork, suggest 
that beneath the surface silliness, these women both support and 
challenge traditional notions of what it means to be an older woman. 
The RHS highlights the dynamic tensions between conformity and 
resistance in consumption communities of marginalized individu-
als seeking mainstream recognition without assimilation. The RHS 
members coalesce around consumption of the RHS brand, sharing 
rituals, traditions, and a sense of responsibility to community mem-
bers and potential members (Muniz and O’Guinn 2001). RHS prides 
itself on contradicting traditional gender roles. Publically, members 
are loud and boisterous and they focus on themselves and pleasure 
(rather than attending to family or social obligations). They support 
other gendered roles such as shopping, gift giving, and being beauti-
ful. Yet, ironically, their performance of beauty is over-the-top like 
the garishness of burlesque queens as they don feathered boas, velvet 
dresses, and plenty of bling. “I saw this hat and I was just flabber-
gasted by it... it was so great I just had to have that hat so I bought 
it... and immediately wore that one and it was a hoot. Everybody just 
oohed and awed over it and it was great. I loved it” (Dana, 12/17/11). 

Their focus on having fun and drawing attention is also a direct 
challenge of societal norms about appropriate behavior and appear-
ance of older women, who are expected to “fade into the woodwork” 
(Stalp, Williams, Lynch, and Radina 2008, 247). Violating social ex-
pectations introduces RHS members to a new type of social perfor-
mance, as one informant stated, “it’s okay to laugh and be silly and 
make noise in a restaurant and do things that I’ve been socialized 
and condition not to do all these years” (Macey 10/24/11). Consis-
tent with situated learning and theories on communities of practice 
(Lave 1991; Wenger 2000), RHS members acquire knowledge and 
skills for coping with the aging process through their community in-
volvement. Through sharing, laughter, and community these women 
reframe their discomfort over growing old and affirm their worth and 
entitlement in a culture focused on youth, speed, and independence. 
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