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ABSTRACT 

 

Previous research indicates that the meanings reflected in possessions stem from the fulfillment 

of two broad consumer motivations: the need for autonomy and affiliation. However, current 

conceptualizations of identity construction tend to stress consumers’ interaction with symbolic 

artifacts effectively devaluing consumers’ desire to competently enact practices with increasing 

mastery and legitimacy. Taking a practice theory perspective, identity construction as a practice 

is an ever-unfolding process of learning how to manage the multitude of identities an individual 

may enact by assembling the appropriate resources and possessions in a legitimated manner, 

while still allowing for personal expression. An interpretive analysis of over 200 possessions 

reported by 21 consumers reveals possessions reflect a previously unaccounted for third need—

competency—when they evidence a desire to modify practice enactments in an effort to 

demonstrate mastery over an identity dimension.  
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Practice Makes Perfect: Conceptualizing Identity Construction as a Practice 

 

 

“This picture frame over here on my night stand also means a lot to me because it was taken 

right after I made the University pom squad, right after my sister made her dance team and it 

was the first time we ever got to wear our uniforms together. Um, it’s also taken on the historic 

town square in our hometown of Barryville, Tennessee. You can see the historic train back there 

that no longer runs, but it’s a big town monument. Um, it was also my dad’s first time to use his 

new camera, which he bought to start his own photography business. So this was one of his test 

shots that he did and it helped launch his career. He now does athletic portraits and things like 

that and so, it means a lot to him too, to see his little girls in that picture and know that we both 

accomplished our goals by making the pom teams of our respective schools. Um, it also means a 

lot to me because my sister gave it to me right before I left for University. It was the first time 

that we were gonna be living apart for an extended amount of time and so every time I see it, it 

obviously reminds me of her and it means a lot that she had it framed in a cute picture frame and 

that she gave it to me.” – Angela, Photo   

 

Previous research has indicated that the meanings reflected in possessions stem from the 

fulfillment of two broad consumer motivations: the need for autonomy and affiliation. An 

autonomy indicating possession reflects a consumer’s desire to enact a unique, personal identity 

or, in other words, to distinguish themselves from others. An affiliation indicating possession 

reflects a consumer’s desire to be connected to or in a relationship with others (Kleine, Kleine, 

and Allen 1995; Schultz, Kleine, and Kernan 1989). In many cases, objects symbiotically reflect 

multiple needs simultaneously; for example, as Angela’s excerpt above indicates a photo may 

represent a proud achievement, like making a team; it may represent a connection with another 

person, such as a sister; or an object, such as a city. 

It is our contention that the current conceptualizations of identity construction within 

consumer research are largely understood via symbolic artifacts a consumer interacts with (Lam 

et al. 2010; Murray 2002), often based on social identity theory principles (Stets and Burke 2000; 

Tajfel and Turner 1979). Such conceptualizations stress the transfer of symbolic meaning 

rendering them ill-prepared to address enacted identities that reflect personal, localized meanings 
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as well as the motivation required to demonstrate and enhance practice or identity competency. 

Drawing on practice theory (Reckwitz 2002), identity construction as a practice is 

conceptualized as an ever-unfolding process of learning how to enact an identity by assembling 

the appropriate resources and possessions in a legitimated manner, while still allowing for 

personal expression. In framing identity construction as a practice we extend on Kleine et al.’s 

(1995) typology to investigate the totality of identity dimensions reflected in possessions. 

First, we introduce practice theory and discuss the role of possessions as resources 

enrolled into practices. We then consider consumers’ self-recorded videos wherein they describe 

possessions central to their identity, as the context of which to investigate possession attachment. 

The interpretive analysis (Beverland and Farrelly 2010; Thompson, Locander, and Pollio 1994) 

of over 200 possessions reported by 21 consumers evidence a symbiotic relationship between 

personal motivations and shared, social meanings within possessions. Moreover, in presenting 

the findings we revise the autonomy and affiliation dimensions reflected in possessions identified 

by Kleine et al. (1995) and extend their typology to include competency needs. 

The research concludes by detailing its important contributions and implications. We 

conceptually develop and empirically distinguish competency needs from autonomy and 

affiliation needs. Possessions reflect competency needs when they evidence a desire to modify 

practice enactments in an effort to demonstrate mastery over an identity dimension, often 

addressing cognitive, motor-skills, spiritual/well-being, health, and bodily appearance. 

Methodologically, these findings demonstrate the value in empowering research participants to 

self-direct their interviews using technology driven devices. Overall, the article identifies three 

universal archetypes for understanding identity construction: the fulfillment of competency, 

affiliation, and autonomy motivations. 
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THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Adopting a practice theory perspective, the practice of identity construction is defined as 

an ever-unfolding process of learning how to manage the multitude of identities an individual 

may enact by assembling the appropriate resources and possessions in a legitimated manner, 

while still allowing for personal expression. A practice is way of doing that structuralizes an 

individual’s discourse, actions, and objects they interact with (Reckwitz 2002). As mental 

structures, practices exist as memory traces of prior enactments that individuals learn to 

(re)invent (Feldman and Orlikowski 2011; Shove and Pantzar 2005). It is at this level where the 

socially determined nature of practices interact with personal motivations and desires inserting 

personal identity dimensions into their accommodation of social structures (Reckwitz 2002; 

Wenger 2000). Therefore, learning how to competently and legitimately enact a practice through 

participation in social systems plays a central role in identity construction within practice theory 

(Lave and Wenger 1991; Orr 1996). 

As Lave and Wenger (1991) state, learning to enact a practice is more than acquiring 

specific facts, rather, learning a practice entails “both absorbing and being absorbed in” the 

practice (95). This is an important distinction from social identity theory, which emphasizes 

individual feelings of belongingness to a group (Stets and Burke 2000; Tajfel and Turner 1979). 

Moreover, practice theory allows for motivation to increase displays of competency in identity 

enactment, whereas social identity theory stresses the symbolic meaning transferred to the 

consumer. For example, practice theory suggests an individual gradually becomes a musician as 

their activities consistently and more accurately represent those of a musician; social identity 

theory suggests an individual becomes a musician when they feel they belong or relate to the 

musician group. Accordingly, investigating the identity dimensions reflected in consumers’ 
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possessions through a practice theory lens is appropriate, as it captures the social component of 

legitimately enacting an identity with increased competency, as well as allowing for personal 

expression through variations in possession or resource selection and arrangement, despite social 

structures.  

It is important to note that identity construction as a practice addresses an individual’s 

global identity or overall sense-of-self (Kleine and Kleine 2000). According to practice theory, 

an individual’s specific identity is determined by understanding the practice(s) they are enacting 

within socially-situated situations. Identity construction as a practice includes the overarching 

activities that coherently tie an individual’s multiple identities together. An individual’s global 

identity is also their most salient identity. This is their default, universal identity and whose 

dimensions are intertwined with other identities. Identity construction as a practice is a highly 

reflexive and personal process of learning how to stage and assemble resources that may need to 

convey legitimacy across a diverse range of social situations while achieving personal objectives.  

 In order to enact a practice, individuals must draw upon resources. Resources are any 

things an individual uses to enact a practice, such as material possessions, concepts, language, 

past experiences, and emotions (Feldman 2004; Feldman and Orlikowski 2011; Feldman and 

Worline 2011). This research narrowly focuses on one type of resource: material possessions, 

which through use can represent both personal and social knowledge. Personal knowledge is 

localized and stems from interpreting private and shared experiences (Polanyi 1962). Social 

knowledge is shared across individuals, ranging from dyadic relationships to social institutions, 

such as nation/states, religion, and language. Despite the presence of social knowledge reflected 

in material possessions (brands, serial numbers), mass produced objects can become 

individualized. They become distinct from their mass produced replicas as they are known by the 
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characteristics of their owner combined with past, present, and future interactions (Orr 1996). 

Therefore, possessions not only reflect individual identity dimensions but these dimensions have 

temporal ordering as they may reflect past, present, or future identity dimensions.  

METHODOLOGY 

As we were concerned with meanings assigned to possessions, an interpretive study was 

undertaken (Beverland and Farrelly 2010; Thompson et al. 1994). Similar to prior studies (Arsel 

and Bean 2013), participants provided biographical narratives on possessions central to their 

identity. Unique to our study, participants self-directed their interviews using various 

technological devices (mobile phones, tablets, laptops). This research design was preferred as it 

freed participants to discuss possessions in their words and at their pace. Idiosyncrasies were 

observed among the video biographies with regards to structure, style, and editing techniques. 

While some participants incorporated a highly structured format, wherein objects were discussed 

via a pre-written script, others adopted a more nonchalant approach. For example, one participant 

notably filmed and edited his biography to parody Cribs, a television show that features 

celebrities guiding viewers through their mansions. The inability to probe responses reduces the 

quantity and depth of identities, practices, or meanings discussed in relation to each possession, 

however this design enhances validity as a potentially leading or biased interviewer is 

eliminated.  

The participants consisted of 21 students (8 female) enrolled in an upper-level marketing 

course at a large university, located in a southern state, as an alternative to a graded assignment. 

The participants were afforded one month to create a video, at least 10 minutes long, wherein 

they were asked to discuss 8 to 12 possessions central to their identity and fill out a form 

capturing basic information on the possessions (gift, brand name, length of ownership). 
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Including a minimum number of possessions to discuss motivated participants to contemplate 

which and how specific possessions were important to their overall sense-of-self, as opposed to 

selecting one or two items that reflected one specific identity. Given the dynamic life trajectories 

of emerging adults (Arnett and Tanner 2006), college students were purposefully selected to 

build on Kleine et al. (1995), whose design was unable to offer comments on future orientated 

possessions. We expected more discussions of future orientated possessions, as students are in a 

life stage of identity negotiation and are thus more likely to be focused on their upcoming 

graduations, potential relocations, and careers. In total, 211 possession biographies where 

collected and analyzed. 

Based on our interest in possession attachment, we first consider Kleine’s et al. (1995) 

‘affiliation versus autonomy’ and ‘stability or change’ typology. They assert that throughout an 

individual’s development one is broadly motivated to establish relationships with others and 

draw distinctions between themselves and others. Factors such as life stage, gender, and cultural 

background impact to what degree and motivation level individuals pursue affiliation and 

autonomy needs (Schultz et al. 1989; Wallendorf and Arnould 1988).  

The typology (see Table 1), however, served as our point of departure as we challenged 

classifications relying only upon evidence provided in the video biographies. Videos were 

viewed and coded both independently and jointly using online document and video sharing 

programs. A thematic analysis sheet was created and shared between the researchers to facilitate 

independent discussion and to locate attachment themes that extend beyond Kleine’s et al. (1995) 

typology. Specifically, we sought to empirically establish whether competency dimensions are 

reflected in possession as well as affiliation and autonomy dimensions. 
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  Table 1: Identity Archetypes and Examples Reflected In Possessions 

Autonomy 

 

Definition: An autonomy indicating 

possession reflects a consumer’s desire to 

enact a unique, personal identity or, in other 

words, to distinguish themselves from 

others. 

 

Discursive Strategies: 

1) Reflect social or personal meaning 

embedded into possession. 

2) Materialize a consumption ritual. 

 

“In swimming in high school, I was a swimmer, we couldn’t drink pop during the 

season. So, I just remember going nuts not being able to drink Dr. Pepper. But, I 

followed through! And, I remember once the season was over the feeling of finally 

being able to drink Dr. Pepper, it was literally the best thing and made me really, 

really happy.” – Liz, Dr. Pepper 

 

“These are my white high-top Converse. These have really become a staple in my 

wardrobe….Like if I’m walking around campus, my friends will be like, “Oh I saw 

white high-top Converse, so I knew it was you.” I mean I wear them with everything. 

I’ll wear them with nice outfits, I’ll wear them with jeans, or Nike wind shorts, it’s 

just– I mean they’re fun to wear. I don’t necessarily think they look good with a nice 

outfit, but my friends just kind of accept it. And so I just go with it. I mean, they’re 

super comfortable. And also, I like to wear them, because I know a lot of girls will just 

go for the typical running shoe when they’re walking around campus, but I like to be 

unique and kinda differentiate myself, so, I go with these. Sometimes I’ll wear high 

socks with them. I’ve tried other colors, but honestly, the white ones are my favorite, 

because they get dirty and nothing is cooler than a perfectly dirty pair of Converse, so. 

Um yeah, I mean, I’ll probably own a pair of these for the rest of my life.” – Kaitlin, 

White Converse  

Affiliation 

Definition: An affiliation indicating 

possession reflects a consumer’s desire to be 

connected to or in a relationship with others. 

 

Discursive Strategies: 
1) Transfer symbolic meaning from 

possession to individual. 

2) Materialize a relationship. 

 

 

“Nike, I guess, is kind of one of the brands I identify with a lot. The athletic nature of 

my identity. I really like Nike and I like their products. I play basketball, like, at least 

three times a week if not more if I can. I really enjoy playing and it is something fun, 

for me. And I am really good at it.” – Chad, Nike 

 

“I don’t drink that much. I am an athlete. I might have a couple of beers at dinner at 

night. But, I am pretty loyal to Shiner. It is my favorite taste wise. I want to move to 

Texas when I am older. Shiner is made in Texas. Every time I go to a restaurant it is 

what I order.” – Tommy, Shiner 

 

“The object that I would say is definitely most central to my identity would be my car. 

It is a 2004 Jeep Liberty and it’s blue. It has a hog sticker on the back because I am a 
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Razorback fan, and a Chi-O sticker to represent my sorority and obviously my 

Tennessee license plate because I am proud to be from Tennessee…I would also say 

that the Jeep brand is very central to my identity. I think the Jeep brand is very rugged, 

very American and I’m an outdoorsy kinda girl. I identify with that part of the Jeep 

brand. I also think that the liberty is the more girly car in the Jeep line and I also 

identify with that….I think that the Jeep Liberty represents me well because it is an 

outdoorsy car, but it’s also very girly and very, very small and very feminine and I love 

it.” – Angela, Jeep Liberty 

Competency 

 

Definition: Possessions reflect competency 

motivations when they evidence a desire to 

modify practice enactments in an effort to 

demonstrate mastery over an identity 

dimension.  

 

Discursive Strategies: 

Address five broad identity dimensions:  

1) Cognitive abilities  

2) Motor-skills 

3) Spiritual/Well-being 

4) Health 

5) Body appearance. 

“Some things on the MacBook that are very important to my life. Some of these 

albums here. Dream Theater. As you may very well notice, I am wearing a Dream 

Theater hoodie today, actually. Very cool. Dream Theater albums, okay. These are like 

worth more than gold to me. Especially this new one that came out here. It is self-

titled. Very good one. It has their new drummer on it. This new drummer he is so good. 

His name is Mike Mangini. He is so good it blows my mind. Absolutely blows my 

mind. I am a drummer myself and it is important to me to have music that is always 

challenging me. That album is absolutely no exception. That is the most challenging 

stuff I have ever seen in my life. And, he does it all backwards. He does everything with 

his left foot with his right foot and everything with his left hand with his right hand. I 

am like “you are crazy.” So, it is a project for me. And that is how I learn. I just got a 

lot to learn from that album. I would pay a thousand dollars for any of these albums. It 

is they just happen to be ten. That is very nice.” – Ben, Dream Theater 

 

“My other one is, my Gatorade. So, as you can tell, I have my stockpile of Gatorade. I 

always have multiple flavors. They are my source of energy for when I am working out 

or when I am feeling dehydrated and everything, or when I am getting sick. My 

favorite for when I am sick is the Lemon-Lime. It definitely helps with my stomach and 

everything.” – Kelly, Gatorade 
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IDENTITY DIMENSION THEMES 

Autonomy Dimensions 

According to Kleine et al. (1995), possessions reflect a desire for autonomy when an 

individual references resourcing the possession to indicate “individual accomplishments, 

distinctiveness, uniqueness, independence, self-control, or other aspects of individual integrity” 

(328). When engaging in identity construction, consumers may resource possessions that reflect 

autonomy and independence. For example, Table 1 highlights Liz referencing past self-control 

when discussing Dr. Pepper. The passage below illustrates Maria’s desire for autonomy through 

a fashion accessory: 

My next item, I bought it in Chicago, because I was always wearing these coats and jeans, I was 

like, okay, I’m bored of what I’m using everyday. So I needed to wear something different in 

order to make myself like cooler, or just like different from other days. And I bought this hat from 

Forever 21 in Chicago. I really liked it because when I was wearing this coat, I was like, okay 

I’m bored of how I’m wearing this coat always and like this could be, I mean, this is better 

because you can see yourself different. And it is warm. It’s not as warm as North Face or 

Columbia or whatever but it’s way cheaper, and I think it’s really pretty. – Maria, Forever 21 hat 

 

Maria perceived that her brown jacket made her feel boring, which motivated her to purchase a 

hat from Forever 21 that made her feel “cooler” and “different”. The importance of establishing 

autonomy is further evidenced by her recognition that although the hat was not as warm as other 

brands, its uniqueness makes it important to her identity.  

Identity construction, as a practice, views autonomous desires as those associated with 

acquiring identity dimensions based on personal motivations making them unique as they 

demonstrate individual integrity (Kleine et al. 1995; Schultz et al. 1989). Prior research has 

focused on the symbolic meaning embedded within autonomous possessions, such as hard-work 

represented in a photo or in a certificate of achievement. This study reveals that autonomous 
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identity dimensions also stems from how possessions are resourced into the identity construction 

practice. Some possessions reflect entire rituals that support autonomous dimensions:   

The next item is my robe. Here it is. It has got some, like, lumberjack colors going on 

with it. I got it, um, I don’t know, like, 10 years ago. I have had it for a really long time. It 

got washed for probably the first time today in that time span. But, yeah, I love breakfast. 

I do enjoy getting up in the morning and wearing my robe and cooking breakfast. I am a 

connoisseur of bacon and egg and coffee and what not. So every morning I get up, 

thrown on my robe and make myself a good breakfast and think that is very central to my 

identity. – Michael, Robe  

 

Michael’s robe does not reflect autonomy on its own, rather, it reflects the entire breakfast 

experience. From Michael’s perspective having a “good” breakfast experience more accurately 

reflects his autonomous desires than does the robe in and of itself. Therefore, possession may 

reflect symbolic meaning or the possession may serve as a material artifact for its consumption 

ritual. 

Affiliation Dimensions 

Through storytelling, possessions and material objects resourced into our social 

interactions are incorporated into our life narrative (Kleine et al. 1995). Consumers express 

affiliation desires when their possession biography references “connections with others, with 

one’s heritage or tradition, or with occasions spent with important others or reflect being in touch 

with or cared for by others” (328). Our analysis reveals two discursive strategies consumers 

employ when discussing affiliation dimensions reflected in possessions that relate to symbolic 

meaning and materialized relationships. Firstly, consumers form relationships with specific 

possessions in an attempt to transfer meaning from the possession to the owner (McCracken, 

1986). Kaitlin demonstrates this discursive strategy and highlights the source of advantage 

favoring brands with strong symbolic values: 
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This is my Ray Ban collection….When I went shopping for glasses, I went straight to the 

Ray Ban section. I’m pretty brand loyal. I buy this brand because I like the image that 

comes with it. The image of cool, laid back, and somewhat mysterious. This brand helps 

me express the way I think of myself. I’m so connected to this brand that when my first 

pair sank to the bottom of the ocean, I actually felt like a little part of me sank. Um, the 

next day I was actually out buying a new pair, which is, uh these ones right here. So, um, 

if for some reason a pair of my sunglasses isn’t with me when I’m outside on a sunny day, 

I’ll squint instead of borrowing a pair of sunglasses that someone offers me because I 

don't want to project the wrong image. These glasses are classic in design, and unique in 

marketing techniques. They’re also expensive, so I get value in the prestige. In summary, 

these glasses encompass qualities that my friends use to describe me, which are cool, 

laid-back, mysterious and unique. They have really just become a way for me to express 

myself, and I think they’re cool. So cool. – Kaitlin, Ray Ban  

 

The second strategy materializes and stresses the importance of relationships with others. 

Tommy (see Table 1) illustrates how a possession can reflect a future affiliation. In this case, 

Tommy drinks Shiner beer because he wants to move to Texas after graduation. Also note that 

Tommy proclaims an affiliation with athletes and actively dis-identifies with drinkers. These 

findings do not, however, imply that consumers always intend to transfer social meanings 

through the possession, as is Kaitlin’s intention with her Ray Bans, rather affiliation needs may 

also be reflected in the significance of the relationship represented by the possession. For 

example, Liz comments on her pirate cell phone charm that hangs on her refrigerator door: 

The important thing here is this little skull bones – this was – I got this when pirates were 

really big. I got it from a gift – it was a gift from [friend] actually. I never used him for a 

cell phone, but for me, um, I don’t know, I’m bad about calling, I guess is where I should 

go with this. People will text me and then I’ll be like, “Oh I haven’t talked to them in a 

while”, and then I’ll call. Otherwise I always forget. So, this is, as you can see, on my 

refrigerator and so every single time I walk in here it kinda gives me that memory of her 

and to go like, “Hey, maybe I should call”.– Liz, Cell phone charm 

 

Thus, the cell phone charm does not reflect an affiliation with pirates, but is emblematic 

of the affiliation she has with her best friend. To offer an additional example, the Apple brand 

(MacBook, iPhone, iPad) was (unsurprisingly) mentioned by multiple participants, however, not 

all participants indicated a desire for transferring brand values as brand managers would lead us 
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to expect. Rather, participants indicated specific features or applications on their devices that 

satisfy individual desires, such as relationship maintenance. Therefore, we find that consumers 

tend to employ two discursive strategies when reflecting affiliation needs in possessions: to 

symbolically transfer wider brand or social meanings to the consumer and/or to materialize 

relationships between the consumer and others.  

Autonomy and Affiliation Dimensions 

 Evidence of possessions simultaneously resourced for autonomy and affiliation 

dimensions was also revealed. Michael, for example, discussed his fraternity member certificate 

in terms of how “it’s helped me from day one,” denoting a fulfillment of autonomous needs via a 

social organization. However, he also notes that his “[d]ad was a Sigma Phi Epsilon at Arkansas 

State and um, so there’s a lot of like family ties and uh, pretty much everyone in my family was 

Greek, so uh, it really means a lot to me to be a part of an organization that my family was a 

member of,” indicating fulfillment of an affiliation need as well. The revelation that possessions 

have multiple meanings demonstrates that differences in meaning do not always indicate the 

enactment of different practices or identities. This is important as it challenges the idea that 

individuals have a singular, core identity by suggesting that an individual’s global identity is a 

multi-dimensional, symbiotic composition of differing motivations and desires.  

Competency Dimensions 

To introduce competency motivations, we start with Patrick’s discussion of his iPad: 

And my third item that is very vital to me everyday is my iPad. Now this is my iPad. This 

is how I keep up with my current events everyday. This is probably the most vital object 

to my day-to-day life because this is how I keep up with all my social media throughout 

the day. It’s the main way that I keep in touch with all my family, via Facebook and 

Twitter. This is how I keep up with all my current events. You know I’m able to grab my 

Mr. Coffee coffee, if you will, and sit down and catch up on my news. You know, I’m able 

to come here to some of my folders and go to the Drudge Report, catch up on the daily 
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news – there’s some Olympics news there for ya. And this iPad is really just an 

incredible, incredible tool. It is, like I said, probably the most vital object to my day-to-

day life. This is how I do my homework throughout the day. I take this iPad to class. I’m 

able to take notes on it. I’m able to pay my bills from it. I can keep up, like I said, with my 

current events. And most importantly, the thing I love most about the iPad, is it really 

allows me to keep current in my hobbies. One of my hobbies is cooking. I do a lot of 

cooking and you know this iPad helps me keep in touch with a bunch of chefs out there, 

see what they’re cooking. I’m able to watch tons of videos, and just cool little websites 

with tons of recipes on it. Cool little, you know, ways to really just keep on edge with my 

hobbies. And there’s tons of different hobbies out there as well that you know, you can 

kinda keep up with. But this iPad really is just a vital tool for my day-to-day life, like I 

said, it is really amazing, an amazing product here, with just tons of different features 

and, like I said, it’s just something that keeps me going everyday. – Patrick, iPad 

 

Herein it is evidenced that iPad functions and applications satisfy both Patrick’s 

autonomous (completing homework, paying bills) and affiliation needs (keeping in touch with 

family). However insofar as the possession also reflects his desire to strengthen his mastery over 

cooking and his efforts to be absorbed into the cooking practice, it also fulfills a competency 

need, which has yet to be identified by the previous literature. Thus, we find that possessions 

may satisfy competency motives in addition to affiliation and autonomous ones.  

The influence of social identity theory is evident in Kleine’s et al. (1995) typology, which 

only includes two identity motivators; specifically, humans either desire to join others or draw 

distinctions from them. Practice theory recognizes these two motivations, but also suggests 

humans desire to develop mastery and improve displays of competency. Learning how to engage 

in social systems is critical to successful identity construction (Kates 2002; Wenger 2000), 

thereby motivating individuals to improve practice enactments in order to be deemed legitimate 

and actualize personal goals. Accordingly, we extend Kleine’s et al. (1995) typology to include 

competency motivations. Possessions reflect competency motivations when they evidence a 

desire to modify practice enactments in an effort to demonstrate mastery over an identity 

dimension. While Patrick focuses on cognitive enhancements, there are other resource areas 
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wherein individuals direct their competency needs, for example, Blaire’s gratitude jar helps her 

improve her sense of well-being or self-worth: 

[T]here’s a book that goes along with it, it’s called The Christmas Jar. And, basically 

what a Christmas jar is you put all of your loose change or like extra dollars or anything 

that you have – all your change for the year and at the end of the year, you –  around 

Christmas time, usually a couple weeks before, you’ll pick out somebody, someone, or a 

family in need that’s going through a real hard time, or is just either financially 

struggling or having some other kind of issues whether it’s medical issues or if, just 

anybody who’s going through a real hard time in their life right then. What you do is you 

give them your jar that you decorated with all the money in it, and then you also give 

them a copy of the book and it’s just meant to help people know that someone is thinking 

about them, and it’s just, I don’t know, to restore their faith in mankind, because a lot of 

times, at that point, people are just pretty down on themselves and on other people. We 

usually do them as a family, but this year I decided to do a personal jar instead, because 

I don’t know, I just felt like it would be a good thing to do my own.  – Blaire, Gratitude jar 

 

Our analysis reveals five broad areas in which competency motivations are directed. 

First, like Patrick, consumers can focus on improving their cognitive abilities by enhancing their 

knowledge base. Second, consumers may use resources to enhance motor-skills or body 

movements; musical, athletic, and gaming possessions, represented the bulk of possessions in 

this area. Third, like Blaire, consumers can focus on achieving an actualized self; bibles and 

other guidance artifacts represented many of these possessions. Fourth, some consumers 

discussed their possessions in terms of improving their health; water, over-the-counter (OTC) 

medications, and Gatorade top the list of these possession. Fifth, possessions may be resourced 

to modify personal appearance; grooming/hair products were commonly classified in this 

category.   

The competency identity dimension has important implications for the conceptualization 

of stability. Practice theory’s rejection of dualism means as practices are re-invented the 

structures that guide enactments are also re-invented (Shove and Pantzar 2005). Therefore, 

stability in terms of enacting an exact replication is an impossibility. Instead, stability reflects an 
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individual’s intention or perception of resourcing a particular possession into the same practice 

with no intended modification to the practice’s enactment. Stable-competency driven possessions 

are particularly evident among the uses of grooming products and OTC medications. Mark 

explains:  

If I am experiencing pain in a certain area and on top of the Advil, I go with Icy-Hot. If it 

is in a really specific spot. This Icy-Hot here is a spray form of the product. But, I also 

use the Icy-Hot cream and the Icy-Hot patches. Which I am definitely a fan of as well. I 

trust Icy-Hot to remove the pain and soreness and I can feel it working as soon as I put it 

on. – Mark, Icy-Hot 

 

Even though Mark is changing his body, he desires to stabilize an identity resource—his body—

for use in other practices. Finding that stability may in fact require change (Feldman and 

Orlikowski 2011), this research demonstrates that identity construction as a practice involves an 

identity management component. This component strategically plans for future identity 

deployment and attempts to prep and stage resources to enhance their sense-of-self and achieve 

future objectives. 

Change is reflected in one of two ways. Firstly, the possession may reflect a life narrative 

break, typically epiphanies, peak experiences, and other events of significance, such as 

graduations, death, job changes, and relocations (McAlexander, Schouten, and Koenig 2002; 

Press and Arnould 2011). Secondly, the possession may be resourced as part of a purposeful plan 

to improve or enhance another resource. For example, a laptop received as a gift for completing 

an internship reflects narrative break change; however, if the laptop is discussed in terms of 

allowing the user to improve their cooking skills the possession reflects resource enhancement 

change.    
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GENERAL DISCUSSION 

This research suggests that possessions reflect competency needs in addition to affiliation 

and autonomy desires. Possessions reflect competency needs when they evidence a desire to 

modify practice enactments in an effort to demonstrate mastery over an identity dimension, often 

addressing cognitive, motor-skills, spiritual/well-being, health, and bodily appearance. We 

further assert that conceptualizing identity construction as an ever-unfolding process of learning 

how to manage the multitude of identities an individual may enact by assembling the appropriate 

resources and possessions in a legitimated manner, while still allowing for personal expression is 

better suited to investigate possession meaning in social situations, than understanding identity 

construction via interactions with symbolic artifacts.  

The construction of an individual’s global identity requires them to draw upon resources 

that enable them to achieve their goals across the wide range of identities enacted in daily life. 

Future research should be directed at understanding the identity management process in identity 

construction. Schouten and McAlexander (1995) suggest that individuals who maintain a 

consistent identity tend to have higher social capital within that subculture of consumption than 

individuals who display more frequent and visible variations in identity construction. 

Understanding the process of identity management, such as why consumers choose to maintain 

multiple identities instead of a singular identity, despite potential advantages deserves further 

consideration.   

Methodologically, empowering research participants to self-direct their interviews using 

technology driven devices may offer a novel approach to addressing consumer practices. For 

instance, our research design elicited future oriented possessions from respondents, which has 

been a struggle with prior designs (Kleine et al. 1995). Future orientated possessions tended to be 
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materialized representations of an actualized way of living (Bibles, quotes, personal reminders) 

or anticipated migrations (shirts, hats, products with a city, state or sport’s team connection). Our 

study investigated global identity construction, but future research is encouraged to utilize 

mobile devices to capture the practices of specific identities. Tracing resources as identities 

become more or less salient can further our understanding of consumer rituals and their decision-

making process. Overall, conceptualizing identity construction as a practice provides a socially-

situated framework for deepening our knowledge on consumer behavior and details the three 

main personal motivations driving identity construction—the desire for competency, affiliation, 

and autonomy. 
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