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SESSION OVERVIEW
What emerges when consumers and objects interact?  How do 

these emergent relationships impact consumers’ lives? This special 
session draws on the far-ranging, diverse apparatus of assemblage 
theory (Canniford 2015; Delanda 2016; Price and Epp 2015), as well 
as Hodder’s theory of entanglements (Hodder 2011; 2012; 2014), to 
examine the complex relational patterns that unfold as objects and 
humans interact.

Prior theory and research has highlighted object performativity 
and the role objects play in the socio-material ordering of consum-
ers’ lives (c.f. Epp and Price 2010; Kozinets, Patterson and Ashman 
2016; Latour 1996; Verbeek 2004). The four papers in this session 
focus on the assemblage relationships that emerge as objects, be they 
analog or digital, interact with humans as they go about their analog 
or digital consumption pursuits. 

The first paper by Godfrey, Price and Lusch (“Ambiguity, Am-
bivalence and Fragility in Human-Object Relationships”) exam-
ines how ambiguity emerges from material forces that integrate or 
disintegrate an assembled object. Through in-depth ethnographic field-
work, online research and consumer interviews involving shoe repair, 
the authors find the extent of a shoe’s durability or fragility is always 
uncertain, leading to both ambiguity and ambivalence in the relation-
ship between shoe, consumer, and repair service provider. This triadic 
service relationship extends conventional dyadic models by including 
the focal objects that define many service exchanges. Situated in a low 
technology context, the object-oriented ontological perspective of this 
research presents important implications for considering the life trajec-
tories of things, including high technology objects.

Next, the paper by Humayun and Belk (“Being Dumb in the 
Age of Smart: Analogue Object Entanglements”) explores why 
consumers are drawn to analog objects, even as our lives become 
more Internet-connected. Drawing on consumer narratives of using 
film cameras and paper notebooks, they find that analog objects let 
consumers disengage with the digital world at the same time that 
they create further object-on-object entanglements.

The third paper, by Schau and Luri (“Enhancing Wellness: 
Melding Humans and Objects with Common Purpose”) inves-

tigates wearable technology use by three discrete app-related fitness 
communities over-time. The authors’ findings highlight how wear-
able technologies are networked into consumers’ technology and hu-
man relations. Importantly, extended interaction between the wear-
able technology and the user evolves and codifies relational norms. 
The power of these objects in the production of a wellness regime is 
illustrated, as is the relative omnipotence of the object in this perfor-
mance, and the vulnerability of the regime to object fragility. 

In the concluding paper (“Consumer-Object Relationship 
Styles in the Internet of Things”), Hoffman and Novak offer a con-
ceptualization of the range of consumer-object relationship styles 
that have the potential to emerge when consumers interact with In-
ternet-connected objects with sophisticated capacities of their own. 
Set in the smart home domain, the paper analyzes four broad classes 
of consumer-object relationship styles defined by the interpersonal 
circumplex model (Kiesler 1983). In this model, dimensions corre-
spond to the agentic and communal expressive roles of the consumer 
and the object. The model reveals important implications for the role 
and evolution of communion and agency in object-human relation-
ships.  

Ambiguity, Ambivalence and Fragility in  
Human-Object Relationships

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
A material turn in social sciences over the past three decades 

brought non-human objects into examinations of social life. The 
work of Appadurai (1986), Kopytoff (1986) and Miller (1987), in 
particular, fueled multiple productive streams of consumer research. 
In this conceptualization, objects produced and consumed by people 
have social lives, interdependently tied to personal, collective, and 
societal uses and values (Appadurai 1986). This perspective aided 
development of a vital body of consumer research oriented toward 
symbolic properties of material objects (e.g., Wallendorf and Ar-
nould 1988; Belk, Wallendorf, and Sherry 1989; Lastovicka and Fer-
nandez 2005) and constantly changing and contingent human-object 
relations that make up social life (e.g., Epp and Price 2010;  Canni-
ford and Shankar 2013; Martin and Schouten 2014). 

Objects are part of every human practice, and material things 
shape and give meaning to consumers’ lives as much as consumers 
shape and give meaning to things (Miller 2010). However, theory 
focusing on the symbolic importance of objects abstracts away from 
the uniquely material value and characteristics of things. While ma-
terialist assemblage theories move beyond meaning-based models 
of human-object interactions to emphasize the interconnected, re-
lational nature of social and material life (Law 1992; Latour 1996; 
DeLanda 2006), they also too easily hide or lose sight of the material 
essence of the object itself within a vast network of connections and 
effects. 

We follow Harman’s (Harman 2010, 2013, 2016) object-orient-
ed philosophy by foregrounding the material life of the object within 
its social relations, rather than focusing on these relations themselves. 
Although material life drives and is driven by these relations, fore-
grounding the object itself enables a more precise conceptualization 
of the end of object life and of interventions such as repair, which 
attempt to alter an object’s life trajectory. These are crucial aspects 
of an object’s social and material life that have yet to be examined 
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in consumer research. While prior research has touched on aspects 
of object disposal (Price, Arnould, and Curasi 2000; Lastovicka and 
Fernandez 2005; Türe 2014), few studies have fully examined the 
“radical act” (Marcario 2015) of consumer repair. 

By examining an object’s materiality against the backdrop of its 
relationships with other actors, we can understand the nature of both 
materiality and social life more fully. Further, we use the concept 
of material fragility to extend Harman’s object-oriented ontology, 
enabling a more precise and empirically grounded conceptualization 
of the end of object life than his philosophy currently provides. Our 
research demonstrates empirically that the ambiguity inherent in an 
object’s integrated, dynamic essence emerges from material forces 
that serve to integrate or disintegrate the assembled components of 
the object. An object-oriented ontological perspective allows us to 
uncover the processes and relationships that create a desire among 
human beings to intervene between the material forces of fragility 
and durability that shape objects’ life trajectories. 

Our study explores the context of consumer shoe repair, in 
which cobblers provide an inherently material service to consumers 
through their shoes and boots. We conduct in-depth research that in-
cludes ethnographic fieldwork in shoe repair shops, interviews with 
consumers, and analysis of online data including consumer reviews, 
blogs, and discussion forums. We find that shoes have a powerful 
yet ambiguous physical singularity that emerges from the tension 
between the material forces that hold the shoes together and those 
that threaten to disintegrate them. The extent of a shoe’s durability or 
fragility is always uncertain, leading to both ambiguity and ambiva-
lence in the relationship between shoe, consumer and repair service 
provider. External material forces of fragility act on shoes’ internal 
durability, resulting in inevitable aging and decay but also personal-
ized form and meaning. Through these ambiguous and ambivalent 
relationships, however uncertain, decisions about repair emerge. Re-
pair punctuates the relatively stable essence of a shoe and irrevers-
ibly alters its life. When successful, cobblers magically bring shoes 
back to life; when unsuccessful, shoes may face an early death. 

Adopting an object-oriented ontological perspective changes 
how we conceptualize service exchanges by foregrounding the cen-
tral role of focal objects in defining many exchanges. We move from 
a traditional conceptualization of a consumer-service provider dyad 
to a triadic relationship between consumer, service provider and ob-
ject. The inherent opacity of a focal object’s material essence expos-
es the vulnerability of service exchanges in the face of materiality, 
a tension resolved temporarily and ambiguously through a magical 
service provision. In this way, triadic service exchanges such as re-
pair more closely resemble a physician-patient relationship than a 
conventional seller-customer transaction. Although a patient or a 
shoe might have a common ailment, the unique essence of each pa-
tient or shoe necessitates tailoring every service. This requires learn-
ing and adapting during the process of service provision itself, as 
new information about the object emerges. In this way, our research 
has broad applications for managing the material forces of fragility 
and durability that shape objects’ life trajectories in diverse realms 
beyond shoe repair including healthcare, technology, housing and 
system infrastructures.

Being Dumb in the Age of Smart: Analogue Object 
Entanglements

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
We are constantly entangled with the digital world (Belk 2013). 

And yet, even as our possessions and identity projects move on-
line and become digitized, there is a strong movement of analogue 

consumption which is on the rise. From the unplugging ethos of 
“#digitaldetox” to rising sales of vinyl records: the materiality of 
the disconnected analogue objects seems to be steady (Magaudda 
2011; Sax 2016; Bartmanski and Woodward 2016). Nokia recently 
re-booted the original 3310 touting it as the “dumb phone” that can 
accompany you on your holidays and provide the very basic func-
tionality of making a call and offer limited internet access (Bogost 
2017). With concerns about data privacy, even the Kremlin has in-
vested in analogue typewriters (Irvine 2013). Negroponte (1998) ar-
gued that the digital would be felt by its absence, not its presence. We 
could even be said to be living in an era that is ripe for “postdigital” 
consumption (Berry 2015; Cramer 2015). 

In this paper, we analyze why consumers still seek out “dumb” or 
analogue objects in a time where everything is “smart”. In particular, 
what object entanglements do such analogue objects create or undo? 
Objects have been of interest to researchers for decades (Levy 1959; 
Belk 1988; Belk, Wallendorf, and Sherry 1989; Fournier 1998; Belk, 
Ger, and Askegaard 2003; Miller 1987; Latour 1992). In recent years 
there has been an emphasis on understanding the materiality of objects 
in and of themselves (Borgerson 2005). Objects have been studied for 
the connections they invoke in the lives of a family, they have been an-
alyzed in the process of becoming fetishes, they have been explored as 
heirlooms being passed down and even as souvenir objects and objects 
of value (Epp and Price 2010; Lastovicka and Fernandez 2005; Türe 
and Ger 2016; Decrop and Masset 2014; Marcoux 2016; Figueiredo 
and Scaraboto 2016). However, thus far the role of entanglements that 
objects create, maintain or truncate is yet to be fully examined.   

Using Hodder’s theory of entanglements, we explore the no-
tion of how things and objects depend and co-constitute each other 
and are immersed in various entanglements (Hodder 2011; 2012; 
2014). Entanglements represent how humans and things are bound 
together in interrelationships of “dependence and dependency” 
(Hodder 2012, 89). For example, we have a dependence on social 
media networks to connect us: these dependences can be co-creative. 
Dependency on the other hand might run the risk of an asymmetric 
relationship and be constraining or disabling. For example, not being 
able to consume dinner until food photos are uploaded to Instagram. 
Objects and humans depend on each other to extend what they can 
do (Belk 2014; Hodder 2012).

We explore these ideas through the context of two brands that 
symbolize analogue consumption, Moleskine paper notebooks and 
Leica film cameras. While both brands have digital alternatives, our 
focus is on their analogue models that are not as seamlessly digi-
tized. Based on consumer interview narratives from eight interviews, 
archival data from newspapers and online news publications and 
blogs and a netnography lasting from 2013-2015, we analyze how 
humans depend on these analogue objects that in turn are entangle 
them with connections to nostalgic and distant others. Our findings 
reveal that the use of such objects provides avenues of paradoxical 
entanglements and disentanglements from the digital world. Some 
consumers feel that the use of an analogue object allows them to 
be more mindful and present in their consumption as they invoke 
more intense labour and engagement. The material nature of the ana-
logue objects also adds a sense of concreteness that the digital world 
sweeps away. We seek out some human-on-human entanglements 
which are mediated via these analogue objects as they in turn are en-
livened by the connections they maintain to past others, be it famous 
writers or artists who used such objects. These objects allow for a 
sense of continuity to human existence. 

These disconnected objects also provide a means of disen-
tanglement from the corporations that create them and allow for 
avenues of escaping controlled consumption where all our data is 
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curated by algorithms that stare back at us in the forms of things we 
want. We also found that while these analogue objects provide the 
chance to disengage with the digital world, they also invoke other 
entanglements which perhaps these consumers are complicit with. 
Paradoxically, the analogue nature of such objects creates further 
object-on-object entanglement that is difficult to undo. Our findings 
reveal how asymmetric dependencies between objects and humans 
emerge and are maintained. To summarize, we find that we seek out 
dumb/analogue objects that depend on us more and that entangle us 
more in an age where smart objects may not need us as much. Our 
findings also have implications for material aesthetics of analogue 
objects and issues of consumer privacy and creative authenticity. 

Enhancing Wellness: Melding Humans and Objects with 
Common Purpose

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Everyone is bio-tracking. Tracking their steps, their miles, their 

heartrate, their speed, their flights climbed, and their calories. Wear-
able technologies permeate the mainstream marketplace and are 
touted as the most valuable assets in healthcare innovations (Collier 
and Randolph 2015). Surprisingly little consumer research focuses 
on wearables’ wellness potential, specifically their wellness, medical 
diagnostic and treatment compliance capacity.

Perhaps more interesting is that wearable technologies have 
been inspiring wellness innovations for centuries (Rubenstein et al 
1992). Even those that vehemently oppose the notion of alternative 
healthcare options as ancient practices, cite a specific window when 
these treatments entered Western culture as 1800-1850, now a cen-
tury and a half ago (Mosley 2010). Depending on how we define 
wearables, they may even have been around since the first tools were 
used to craft the first jewelry (Calinescu 1996, Ogden 1982). Early 
jewelry was often fashioned to enhance spiritual and physical well-
ness and ward off negative fates. This talisman functionality of body 
adornments is not unlike wearable technology that monitors bodily 
activities with a purpose of promoting wellness as well as for orna-
mentation. Many organized religions continue to utilize jewelry as 
part of a spiritual health regime and to promote physical robustness 
(e.g., rosaries, crosses, Stars of David). These talismanic amulets 
shield the wearer from negative mortal outcomes, promote viril-
ity and enhance welfare in the afterlife. Precious stones have been 
mined since ancient times, treated and made into jewelry primarily 
to grant the healing power of the gems to the wearer (Kunz 1971). 
Stones and metals still comprise wellness amulets as complementary 
care options (Rao et al 2003). In essence, wearables are not new.

Using a process theoretic approach (Giesler and Thompson 
2016) and an assemblage theoretic lens (Deleuze and Guattari 
1987), we investigate the current use of wearable technologies as 
part of a networked wellness assemblage. Specifically, we focus on 
wearables’ wellness capacities and their agentic properties as bodily 
adornments over time. We identify wellness wearable users as a sub-
set of the larger US culture, and three discrete app-related fitness 
communities. We selected people beginning their journey with wear-
ables to those with an extended history of use. Further, our data are 
longitudinal as we track the people’s wellness assemblage over one 
year via digital diaries and multiple interviews, augmenting this data 
set with online forums dedicated to the use of wellness wearables 
(Nike+, MyFitnessPal and FitBit). Thus, our inquiry is the exami-
nation of change within a health centered assemblage connected to 
communities devoted to health promoting wearables. More specifi-
cally, our sampling frame consists of people who opt to adopt a wear-
able for a wellness regime and even at the onset make a commitment 

to an extended trial. While these consumers may not achieve ex-
tended use, that is their stated goal which accompanies other com-
mitment markers: weight loss goal, discrete fitness level, physician 
recommended lifestyle change, and treatment regimes. We focus on 
the relational ties, agentic roles and evolving capacities within the 
networked health assemblage.

Our preliminary results suggest that with extended use, the hu-
man object relationships change, becoming codified into wellness 
centered lifestyles. The key here is extended use and there is consid-
erable attrition from wearable trial to extended use with most con-
sumers’ use fizzling out long before the one year mark. For those 
whose relationships endure to the year mark and beyond the human 
object relationship becomes simpatico. Extended use is seldom if 
ever casual. It is characterized by a sense of dependence. Wearable 
consumers wear the device multiple hours a day, often accounting 
for all conscious hours, and rely on the wearable to track critical 
success measurements in their wellness goal attainment. The wear-
able data is archived and at times shared with friends, family, goal-
oriented coaches and physicians. Consumers with extended use pat-
terns imbue the wearables with a sense of omnipotence bordering on 
magical, where the wearable is the arbiter of truth with the power to 
evidence for reward or punishment. Not far from the roots of sacred 
talismans, consumers afford these wearables perfect perception and 
moralize these results. Loss of an extended use wearable is tanta-
mount to loss of a sacred object. Unmoored from their omnipotent 
object, consumers experience loss not only of the object but of the 
efficacy in the regime.

Our study contributes to the examination of wearables as well-
ness objects. We examine compliance to the health regime via the 
perceived omnipotence of the wearable object as record keeper. In 
perfect symbiosis, the human and object can achieve the greatest 
success. Breaking the established bond via loss or damage causes 
the user to experience loss and doubt their ability to succeed at their 
goals through regime compliance. In summary, we contribute to our 
understanding of extended human object relationships.

Consumer-Object Relationship Styles in the  
Internet of Things

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The consumer Internet of Things (IoT) has the potential to 

revolutionize consumer experience. Previous research (Hoffman and 
Novak 2017) has developed an assemblage theory conceptual frame-
work that details how consumer experience and object experience 
emerge from interactions in the consumer IoT. In that conceptual-
ization, consumer experience, through its emergent properties and 
capacities, has two broad facets: extension experience and expansion 
experience. Hoffman and Novak (2017) also developed a parallel 
conceptualization of the construct of object experience, arguing that 
it can be perceived by consumers through the mechanism of anthro-
pomorphic metaphorism, an object-oriented approach to anthropo-
morphism perceptions. 

In this paper, we build on this conceptualization to examine 
the consumer-object relationship styles that emerge when consum-
ers and objects interact in the assemblage. We consider emergent 
expressive roles of assemblage components in terms of distinctions 
along the agency and communion orientations in relationships with 
others (Kurt and Frimer 2015). Habitual interactions between con-
sumers and smart objects are likely to reflect these orientations, with 
agentic interactions characterizing effectance and independence, and 
communal interactions emphasizing integrating with close others 
(Guisinger and Blatt 1994). 
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We propose that consumer-object relationship styles can be 
represented on a circumplex model by dimensions corresponding 
to the agentic and communal expressive roles of the consumer and 
the object (Horowitz, et. al. 2006; Kiesler 1983; Wiggins 1991). We 
believe this is the first application of Kiesler’s (1983) circumplex 
model of interpersonal complementarity in the consumer behavior 
literature.

The interpersonal circumplex (Pincus and Ansell 2003; Wig-
gins, Trapnell and Phillips 1988) identifies four broad classes of rela-
tionship styles (Kiesler 1983). The styles are dynamic and evolving 
over time. The horizontal axis of the circumplex displays the degree 
of communal orientation, from indifferent on the far left (Horowitz, 
et.al. 2006) to warm and agreeable on the far right. The vertical axis 
represents agentic orientation, with dominant at the top and submis-
sive at the bottom. The four styles specify interpersonal patterns be-
tween two entities according to their degree of complementarity on 
the dimensions of agentic and communal orientation (Kiesler 1983): 
a) complementarity, b) isomorphic acomplementary, c) semimorphic 
acomplementary, and d) anticomplementary. 

Complementarity patterns involve reciprocity (i.e. opposite 
values) on agency and correspondence (i.e. similar values) on com-
munion, representing balance in the regulatory system defining the 
relationship (Pincus and Gurtman 2006) and promoting interaction 
stability. Complementarity patterns (panel a) reflect master-servant 
relationship styles that are either trusting (high communal) or in-
different (low communal). In general, the object servant-consumer 
master relationship style occurs when the consumer agentic role is 
high and the object agentic role is low. If communal expression is 
high for both consumer and object, the object is a trusting servant 
of its consumer master, but if communal expression is low for both, 
then the object is an indifferent servant. Consumer servant-object 
master relationship styles are also possible when the consumer agen-
tic role is low and the object agentic role is high. 

Isomorphic acomplementary relationship styles are defined by 
nonreciprocity of agency and correspondence of communion, and 
involve identical agentic and communal expressions by consumer 
and object (panel b), are less stable than complementary styles, and 
motivate behaviors that increase separation of agentic roles (Horow-
itz, et.al. 2006). For example, consumers and objects are active part-
ners in the relationship when agentic and communal expression is 
high for both (upper right of circumplex in panel b), but detached 
interactors when expression is low across the board (lower left of 
circumplex in panel b). 

Semimorphic acomplementary relationship styles are recipro-
cal for agentic expression but do not correspond in communal ex-
pression (panel c). These styles are also less stable and motivate 
behaviors that encourage convergence of communal expressions. 
The final set of relationship styles are anti-complementary, involv-
ing non-reciprocal agentic expressions and non-corresponding com-
munal expressions (panel d). These are the most unstable styles; they 
are minimally rewarding and present few opportunities for sustained 
interaction. 

We address four research directions, including 1) measurement 
and validation of the relationship styles; 2) how the assemblage 
processes of territorialization and coding impact the emergence of 
different relationship styles; 3) the impact of relationship styles on 
consumer behavior outcomes such as task performance, and 4) the 
dynamics underlying the “relationship journey” (Ring and Van de 
Ven 1994) of consumers and objects.
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