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SESSION OVERVIEW
The objects we call our own increasingly exist in digital form, 

a trend that has been well documented (Belk, 2013; Denegri-Knott 
& Molesworth, 2010; Lehdonvirta, 2012; Molesworth & Denegri-
Knott, 2012; Siddiqui & Turley, 2006). Scholars have observed the 
‘dematerialisation’ of objects such as photographs, books, and music 
recordings as they develop digital counterparts, whilst we are wit-
nessing the emergence of an ever broadening array of digital con-
sumption objects that lack a direct material equivalent, such as social 
networking profiles, text messages, blogs, apps, avatars, and wish-
lists. As consumers accumulate growing quantities of such digital 
items consumer researchers are faced with the task of theorising this 
new form of consumption object. 

Scholars have drawn attention to the importance of theorising 
materiality – i.e. articulating the assumptions made about subjects, 
objects, and their interrelation (see Borgerson 2005, 2013; Miller 
1987, 2005, 2010) - and Borgerson (2005) has discussed the im-
portance of explicitly conceptualising the ontologies of consumer 
subjects and consumption objects within consumer research. Subse-
quently studies of consumption have become increasingly concerned 
with the role of consumption objects (e.g. Epp & Price, 2010; Wat-
son & Shove, 2008; Shove & Pantzar, 2006), including emerging 
discussion of their ontology (e.g. Badje, 2013; Zwick & Dholakia, 
2006). Digital consumption objects open up new avenues for explo-
ration, presenting significant distinctions from the material consump-
tion objects that consumers and consumer researchers have become 
accustomed to. In this session we present four papers that begin to 
tackle the task of theorising these entities, exploring the materiality 
of digital consumption objects, examining their distinct ontological 
characteristics, and discussing implications for consumer-object re-
lations in terms of both the meaning and value digital consumption 
objects may come to hold and their role in extending consumers’ 
capabilities.

The first paper draws from an empirical study of ‘digital pos-
sessions’ in order to conceptualise the ontology of digital consump-
tion objects. Whilst material consumption objects are typically 
conceptualised within consumer research as singular, stable, inert, 
and spatiotemporally fixed, in this paper Watkins demonstrates that 
digital consumption objects, in contrast, can be transient, fluid, and 
unstable, discussing ways in which these characteristics may shape 
consumer-object relations. In the second paper Kedzior further ex-
tends our understanding of digital consumption objects. Drawing 
from data gathered during a four-year immersion within online vir-

tual world Second Life this paper presents phenomenological themes 
in consumers’ experiences of dealing with digital materiality and in 
doing so demonstrates the importance of explicit conceptualisations 
of digital materiality for consumer research.

The third paper raises questions surrounding the value and 
meaning of digital consumption objects. Belk proposes that the digi-
tisation of film, photos, and music leads to an abundance that erodes 
their value in comparison to their physical counterparts. Finally, 
Denegri-Knott, Jenkins and Molesworth draw from the notion of the 
extended mind to examine ways in which acts of comparing, remem-
bering and even desiring can be delegated to digital consumption ob-
jects such as apps and websites, extending consumers’ capabilities. 
Particularly salient is the question of what happens if these digital 
platforms fail and such hybrids are broken down (particularly given 
the instability illustrated in Watkins’ paper).

This special session contributes to consumer research by theo-
rising key aspects of digital consumption objects and exploring re-
sultant shifts in consumer-object relations, noting consequences for 
consumers and for consumer culture. Our intention is to stimulate 
broader discussion of digital consumption objects and the ways in 
which they prompt us to revisit and re-consider established under-
standings and assumptions within consumer research, and between 
them the four papers presented establish an agenda for future re-
search aiming to theorise digital consumption objects. 

Conceptualising the Ontology of  
Digital Consumption Objects

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Material objects punctuate studies of consumption, featuring 

prominently in discussions of consumption rituals, marketplace cul-
tures and consumer identity projects. Consumer research has long 
been concerned with the ways in which consumer-object relations 
unfold post-acquisition, in particular the ways in which material con-
sumption objects are appropriated as possessions, become recepti-
cles of private and public meanings and assist in constructing, main-
taining, and expressing consumers’ identities (e.g. Belk, 1988, 1991; 
Ahuvia, 2005; Kleine et al., 1995; Kleine & Baker, 2004; McCrack-
en, 1986; Richins, 1994). Within such work consumers are seen to 
form enduring attachments to material possessions, which become 
enduring identity anchors that give permenance to the self. There 
has been some recognition that consumers may form different types 
of relationships with possessions based on their age (Csíkszentmi-
hályi & Rochberg-Halton, 1981), gender (Dittmar, 1992), and life-
style (Bardhi et al., 2012), yet we hold little understanding of how 
various consumption objects themselves might invite, encourage or 
prevent particular types of possession. Indeed, Zwick and Dholakia 
(2006) argue that existing theories of consumer-object relations are 
limited in that they fail to conceptualise the ontology of consump-
tion objects. Responding to Zwick and Dholakia’s (2006) call to turn 
theoretical attention to the ‘object’ in consumer-object relations, and 
speaking to Borgerson’s (2005, 2013) broader call for consumer re-
searchers to turn their attention to materiality based assumptions, this 
paper explores the ontologies of digital consumption objects.

This paper demonstrates that our understanding of possession 
is grounded in an understanding of possessions as material con-
sumption objects, which are typically assumed to be ontologically 
singular, stable, inert, and spatio-temporally fixed. With digital con-
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sumption objects becoming increasingly important to consumers 
(see Watkins & Molesworth, 2012; Denegri-Knott et al., 2012; Wang 
et al., 2009; Odom et al., 2011) they present a compelling area of 
study for consumer research, in particular because they challenge 
such assumptions. This paper draws from empirical data to extend 
our knowledge of the ways in which digital items are enacted as 
consumption objects. Informed by central principles from the actor-
network theory tradition (see Latour, 2005; Law, 2004; Law, 2008) 
this research draws from multiple in-depth interviews with 20 UK 
consumers conducted over a two year period, followed by an in-
terrogation of relevant actants identified (e.g. software, hardware, 
contractual agreements). Reflecting on the findings of this study 
the paper draws a series of conclusions surrounding the ontological 
characteristics of digital consumption objects. 

Drawing from the actor-network theoretical principle of rela-
tional materiality this paper conceptualises consumption objects as 
enacted; the characteristics of consumption objects are not inherent, 
but an effect produced by networks of actants. This understanding 
raises the question of whether digital consumption objects and mate-
rial consumption objects are enacted in similar ways, and this paper 
presents an analysis of three distinct ontological characteristics of 
the digital consumption objects observed in this study: (1) transience 
(2) fluidity, and (3) instability. 

1. Transience: Digital consumption objects are enacted by 
particularly complex actor-networks, requiring software, 
accounts, contractual agreements, hardware, a power sup-
ply, data, and in many cases internet infrastructures (each 
complex actor-networks in their own right) in order to be 
accessed and used by the consumer. For instance, during 
their interviews participants needed to retrieve their de-
vices, turn them on, open a series of folders or web brows-
ers, launch software, and in some cases enter passwords, in 
order to access these items. Although participants tended 
to make these complex actor-networks absent in their ac-
counts, much ongoing work must be ‘done’ by a range 
of actants in order for digital consumption objects to be 
enacted. Their enactment was typically transient – when 
not in use their enactment ceased and digital consumption 
objects disappeared from view (e.g. closing an app, shut-
ting down a laptop, logging out of a social media account). 
This transience is particularly attractive to marketers since 
it requires a continued engagement with the market in 
terms of hardware, software, and online platforms owned 
and controlled by companies. 

2. Fluidity: Unlike the singular material consumption objects 
documented in prior literature the digital consumption 
objects identified in this study were enacted in multiple 
networks and in differing ways (in different places, on 
different devices, in different forms, by different people), 
in many cases simultaneously, and here we can observe a 
degree of ontological fluidity. Unlike many material con-
sumption objects, digital items needn’t be tied to a single 
spatiotemporal location, device or form at any one point 
in time. Digital consumption objects stored online ap-
peared to participants to be non-spatiotemporally bound, 
accessible from any device with an internet connection, 
producing the sense of ‘placelessness’ previously noted 
by Human-Computer Interaction scholars Odom et al. 
(2014). However many digital consumption objects also 
exhibited fluidity in their movement between consumers, 
with transfer of singular items replaced by the duplication 
of infinitely reproducible items. Such ‘fluidity’ is not sim-

ply inherent in digital consumption objects but is enacted, 
for example data storage devices (e.g. USB flash drives 
and CDs) and cables enable movement between devices, 
whilst more recent movements toward cloud computing 
enable more ubiquitous fluidity. However, such fluidity is 
not desirable characteristic for companies and effort has 
been made to reduce the fluidity of digital consumption 
objects, employing mechanisms (for example, Digital 
Rights Management technologies) which restrict move-
ment between devices and people.

3. Instability: I observe a significant departure from material 
possessions as enduring, stable anchors for consumer iden-
tity. Many digital consumption objects continually unfold-
ed over time, some drawing parallels with the epistemic 
consumption objects described by Zwick & Dholakia 
(2006). However further instability emerged in instances 
where relations within complex actor-networks broke 
down (for instance, passwords were forgotten, internet 
connections lost, devices lost or broken, accounts suspend-
ed) and consequently digital consumption objects could no 
longer be enacted. Furthermore, where items are enacted 
in multiple networks other actants may have the capacity 
to shape these entities, most notably other consumers and 
companies (e.g. software updates disrupted consumers’ 
organisational systems, Facebook friends leaving the plat-
form resulted in depleted profiles as ‘tagged’ photographs 
disappeared). Thus digital consumption objects demon-
strated a tendency to shift, fluctuate, and break down.

In documenting three broad ontological characteristics of digi-
tal consumption objects this paper demonstrates that these objects 
are distinct in many ways from the material consumption objects that 
have been the focus of prior studies of possession within consumer 
research. However it is argued that the ontological status of digital 
consumption objects is not inherent but is enacted, and in particular 
I observe the role of the market in attempting to enact realities that 
best serve companies’ interests. The paper presents a discussion of 
the consequences such digital consumption objects hold for consum-
er research, outlining ways in which these ontological characteristics 
may produce distinct consumer-object relations.

Digital Materiality - A Phenomenological Exploration

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
With the proliferation of digital goods and services, social net-

working and other digital technology-based phenomena, consumer 
researchers have become increasingly interested in various aspects 
of digital consumption (Molesworth & Denegri-Knott, 2012; Belk & 
Llamas, 2013). Despite the fact that consumer behavior in online and 
digital contexts has been studied for almost two decades (e.g. Hoff-
man & Novak, 1996; Kozinets, 1999; Schau & Gilly, 2003; Gielser, 
2006), many researchers still treat the digital world as unchartered 
territory and examine Internet-related phenomena as discrete areas 
of consumer action. In other words, the Internet is presumed to be 
just a distinct context. 

However, as some scholars have posited (e.g. Garcia et al., 
2009; Denegri-Knott & Molesworth, 2010, Jurgenson, 2012), the 
problem with such approach is that it ignores the fact that consumers 
do not abandon their offline lives when they are online, but remain 
embedded in their existing material realities, choices, and decisions. 
Furthermore, given the wide-spread use of the Internet-enabled mo-
bile technology, it is even hard to draw a distinction between con-
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sumers being either online or offline at any given moment (Llamas 
& Belk, 2013). 

One possible remedy for such false binary oppositions and 
reductionist dichotomies (i.e., online/offline, virtual/real) is to fo-
cus on materiality of consumption rather than its context (Sherry, 
2000; Vannini, 2009; Shove et al., 2007). The nature of material-
ity, in fact, is a critical factor in current conceptualizations of con-
sumption (Borgerson, 2005, 2013; Miller, 2005; Slater, 2002). This 
is especially true for digital consumption where traditional notions 
of “material” are challenged by processes such as dematerialization, 
rematerialization or digitization (Magaudda, 2012). So far consumer 
researchers have acknowledged the significance of digital material-
ity for understanding consumer behavior. For instance, extant litera-
ture examines how the consumption of digitally material objects may 
be guided by different norms of reciprocity (Slater, 2002; Giesler, 
2006), or how a phenomenon such as sharing evolves in the digital 
world (Belk, 2010, 2014a) and may be conditioned by access (Bardhi 
& Eckhardt, 2012). Yet, despite these efforts, existing conceptualiza-
tions of digital materiality in consumer research remain fragmented 
and context-specific. 

To rectify it, in this paper we first systematically and critically 
review such conceptualizations as well as other relevant interdisci-
plinary literature (e.g. Leonardi, 2010; Kallinikos et al., 2010) to of-
fer a thematically organized framework of issues pertinent to digital 
materiality. We then proceed with a presentation of the findings from 
our study on consumer experiences of digital materiality. Based on 
our phenomenologically-oriented analysis (Thompson, 1997) of the 
data gathered during a four-year immersion in a community of an 
online virtual world we discuss three emerging themes: 1) Integra-
tion/Separation (e.g. ways in which tensions between different log-
ics of physical and digital materialities are resolved on the level of 
consumer Self); 2) Ephemerality/Persistence (e.g. ways of relating 
to, and coping with artifacts that traverse both regimes of materiality 
); 3) Augmentation/Realism (e.g. ways in which consumers exploit 
the unique affordances offered by each regime of materiality). We 
conclude our paper with a discussion about the significance of ex-
plicit conceptualizations of digital materiality for digital consump-
tion studies and offer a host of recommendations regarding possible 
avenues for new research projects dealing with digital materiality.

Image and Sound in a Digital Age: The Inflation of 
Symbols and the Erosion of Value

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Excess money circulating results in inflation; it costs more to 

buy the same goods; money is cheapened – it is worth less.  Klapp 
(1991) argues that all kinds of social symbols are subject to inflation 
due to abundance, weakening their power to “purchase” meaning 
in the social marketplace.  In part, this is a question of supply and 
demand.  After a race without start, finish, or fixed course, the Dodo 
in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (Caroll 1930, p. 34) proclaimed: 
“Everybody has won, and all must have prizes.”  Yet if everyone has 
something it brings very little prestige.  Some scarcity is needed for 
symbols to create distinction and desire (Belk 1995; Lynn 1992; Thi-
erry 1992), even if it is artificial scarcity (Xenos 1989).

In addition, with abundance, adaptation leads to satiation and 
something more is needed in order to achieve the same effect.  A 
recent example is what has been called pornography-induced erectile 
dysfunction.  Because so much pornography is so readily available 
on the Internet, several studies suggest that many men (as many as a 
third of men in their early twenties) are unable to achieve an erection 
(e.g., Capogrosso et al., 2013; Mialon et al., 2015).  Pornography, 

which was once a “secret museum” of tangible images (Kendrick 
1997), is now a seemingly limitless trove (or trough) of virtual im-
ages available at the click of a mouse.

What then is the effect of having a virtually limitless supply of 
downloadable or streamable music, film, and photographs available 
online?  Once-ephemeral performances, events, thoughts, and scenes 
were previously made more tangible by wax and tape recordings, 
film, print photographs, magazines, books, and audio and video cas-
settes. But with digitization they are not only more ubiquitous and 
less costly, but are once again more ephemeral.  Downloaded files 
stored in digital form are more vulnerable to loss from file corrup-
tion, device crashes, and format obsolescence.  With smartphones 
and social media, photographs and self-created videos have changed 
from keepsakes to facilitate future recollections, to become instanta-
neous messages – postcards of what we’re doing this very moment.  
They have also become part of a nearly infinite digital archive.  

The Internet digital archive also makes the material it contains 
less of a personal possession and more of a co-constructed entity that 
thwarts feelings of individual ownership.  Individual collecting be-
comes collaborative accumulation (Belk, 2014b; Sklar, 2008).  And 
because digital copies are identical, even when we appropriate an on-
line object as our own, it is less uniquely singular (Appadurai, 1986) 
as well as more difficult to show off than its physical counterpart.  As 
Belk (2014b) notes regarding singularity, “The soiled vinyl album 
cover and the particular hisses and pops in the recording personalize 
the listening experience; something that cannot be duplicated in a 
CD or MP3 file.  …we may be losing feelings of the authenticity and 
the aura and authority of the original.”  Digital objects are “almost 
the same, but not quite” (Belk, 2013).  Both for the self and for dis-
play to others, they seem a little “less there,” less subject to owner-
ship, and less in our control.

There is evidence that, as with inflated money, awards, and 
pornography, the value of images and sound is eroded with the 
abundance of digital copies (e.g. Giles et al., 2007; McCourt, 2005; 
Styvén, 2010).  Dibbell (2000) laments that his digital music collec-
tion lacks the gravitas of his former collection of CDs.  Digital music 
files or on-demand access are seen as okay for exploring new music, 
but more tangible vinyl or CDs are preferred for favorites (Brown & 
Sellen, 2006).  Similarly, we are less attached to digital photos, greet-
ing cards, and books than to their print counterparts (Hadincová, 
2014; Petrelli & Whittaker, 2010; Siddiqui & Turley, 2006).  Lack of 
control of digital collections undermines their value and the motiva-
tion to collect (Watkins et al., 2015).  All of these findings reinforce 
the conclusion that digital inflation leads to an erosion of value. 

Perhaps the proliferation of online content is leading to an ero-
sion of the value of possessions more generally.  When we privilege 
access over ownership (Chen, 2009), we effectively increase the 
supply by allowing access to a much broader array of objects than 
could be individually owned.  But we also decrease pride of owner-
ship and attachment to these objects, as Bhardi and Eckhardt (2012) 
found with those accessing automobiles through the collaborative 
consumption venture, Zipcar.  The consumer-multiplier effect of 
access-based models for tangible goods is still limited, albeit to a 
lesser degree than individual ownership models, by the finite supply 
of such goods (e.g., only so many users per car are possible if Zipcar 
is to provide access when it is desired).  But with intangible goods 
like digital copies of music, books, films, and photos, the supply is 
infinite.  Walter Benjamin’s (1936/1968) concern with the loss of 
the aura of original artworks in an age of mechanical reproduction 
is magnified and deepened by the fate of the value we place on cor-
responding objects in an age of digital reproduction.  The inflation 
of symbols inexorably erodes their value.  With nearly infinite avail-
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ability and nearly zero cost, the value of such objects approaches 
zero.  This is an ideal picture that ignores intellectual property rights 
legislation and other efforts by the film, music, and publishing in-
dustries to safeguard the scarcity of their products.  But such efforts 
do not negate the underlying principle of the inflation of symbols nor 
the direction of change that seems to have been set in motion toward 
a post-material society.

Human/Digital/Material Hybrids as  
Consumer Mind Extensions

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
In this paper we reflect on and apply the ‘extended mind’ con-

cept (Clark, 2010a; Clark, 2010b; Clark & Chalmers, 1998) to ex-
plore how consumers’ ongoing use of internet enabled laptops, tab-
lets and smart phones, potentially extend cognitive capacities and in 
doing so transforms consumer practices.

Similar to Latour’s (1993) notion of hybridization, Clark & 
Chalmers (1998) talk about external entities (objects) and humans as 
‘coupled systems’. This coupling can create an extended sociocultur-
al cognitive system (see Hutchins, 2001). When successful, reliable 
coupling between an individual and an external feature occurs they 
become “part of the basic package of cognitive resources that I bring 
to bear on the everyday world” (Clark & Chalmers, 1998, p.11). 
When external components are reduced or removed a de-coupling 
results in disruption to the practice 

Various online apps, linked to databases (digital objects), and 
accessed via hardware (material objects) potentially extend the mind 
in different ways that are little understood.  By ‘extending’ we mean 
that these ‘hybrids’ are active in driving the cognitive process that 
augments cognitive capability itself (see Clark & Chalmers, 1998; 
Menary, 2010). This can also be seen as a form of epistemic action 
(Kirsh & Maglio, 1994), which demands that links or ‘couplings’ 
between mind and external object are first made to constitute a new 
cognitive system that in turn enables or enhances specific practices. 
As many of these apps are commercial, and as hardware is also a 
consumer good, our focus is consuming practices. 

These hybrids can augment the cognitive resources mobilized 
in decision making, for example based on access to online informa-
tion and reviews, including from smartphones (for example, Holmes 
et al., 2014; Kowatsch & Maass, 2010; Lee & Benbasat, 2010; Von 
Reischach et al., 2009). Elsewhere Denegri-Knott and Molesworth 
(2013) have also highlighted how various aspects of competence in 
and commitment to desire construction, maintenance and actualisa-
tion are distributed between subject and machine code.

The idea of coupling is useful as it brings into focus efforts that 
are needed in linking consumers to hardware and software objects, 
and then other people in a configuration of practice around consump-
tion. In other words, the sustained use of specific online databases, 
supported by specific hardware, externalizes the mind within human-
software-machine networks and that these hybrids become respon-
sible for various aspects of consumption. In doing so they may also 
shape consumption. We draw attention to the possible ways in which 
these hybrids interact with peoples’ ability to think about, feel about 
and do consumption. We may recognize these coupled systems by 
considering the cognitive and affective effort that is now delegated 
to them.

For example, consider the consumer who is an established 
signed-up member of a large shopping site such as Amazon, and ac-
cesses it via a smartphone app. Firstly we see that the profile and app 
are worked on over time to expand their functions. The more the app 
is used, the more data on the consumer is held and the more accu-

rate recommendations are. The app is also able to alert the consumer 
to relevant offers and deals, using the smartphone’s mobile inter-
net access and messaging systems (sounds, lights and vibrations). 
As the consumer responds to the app, attending to some messages 
and not others, the coupled systems improves its efficiency. Further, 
the app can impact on external activity, for example it may be re-
ferred to when in physical stores for reviews and price comparisons. 
It may also be used to store virtual representations of desired goods 
once identified, augmenting memory and desiring functions of the 
hybrid. Through algorithms and reviews it also connects this con-
sumer to others as cognitive and affective resources become shared. 
The phone and app coupling is maintained - nurtured even - by the 
consumer as part of the self, an externalized, extended and coupled 
‘mind’. A related service, Camelcamelcamel, allows consumers to 
monitor changing prices on Amazon. The site also extends the mem-
ory of a consumer, allowing Amazon’s catalogue to be monitored 
over time with changes in price ‘remembered’ and alerting the con-
sumer to price drops. An eBay account also works in a similar way 
to Amazon, although the nature of cognitive and affective work may 
vary. For example, eBay may also recommend potentially desirable 
purchases, and allow for price comparisons, including a search that is 
historic and can therefore allow consumers to ‘remember’ very large 
numbers of previous auction prices. But through the attachment of 
‘sniping’ software, it can also monitor external auctions on the con-
sumer’s behalf, continuing their will to bid up to specific amounts.  

In these short illustrations we see how coupling can extend 
memory, information processing and re-distributing desire by con-
necting consumers with databases (including dynamic ones linked 
to other consumers) through hardware. Cognitive work on finding, 
comparing, wanting, reminding and remembering are taken on by 
this coupled system hybrid, whilst consumers work at maintaining 
the coupling (building accounts, installing and updating apps, and 
maintaining hardware). Indeed, a consumer may link all of these 
systems and more through their smartphone, connecting and switch-
ing between them as each extends the consumer’s cognitive abilities 
such that the phone becomes a focus of consuming activity.

Extension is not always experienced positively.  The promise of 
decision-making optimization afforded in consumer-device coupled 
systems does not necessarily mean more effective decision-making 
or improved consumer experience. Focus on coupling work may de-
tract emotional investment and attention from consumption objects 
themselves. In addition to this the promise of potentially better deals 
or more expert sources to inform decision-making may be paralyz-
ing- as decisions are postponed indefinitely or undermine decisions 
made. Coupling may happen through the use of preferential apps and 
online sources, which themselves could be undermining, rather than 
extending decision-making. 

By shifting attention to the sociocultural cognitive systems in 
practices we are able to see how people combine with external de-
vices or ‘environmental supports’ that highlight new configurations, 
the kind of work required in maintaining them as coupled and oper-
ating as a system, and what happens when they fail. This offers an 
additional account to those reported for other ‘immutable mobiles’, 
(like writings, documents, manuals, shopping lists and illustrations) 
which may provoke discussion and further research on how such 
hybrids transform consumption.  A critical inquiry into the direction 
and nature of those transformations in concrete empirical contexts 
is pressing given the increasing complexity and prevalence of con-
sumer/device hybrids in consumption. 
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