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Abstract 


The omnipresent technology is facilitating the communication between individuals through various channels 
 represented by diverse features of modern mobile phone devices that enables interaction of people across 
 time  and  space.  The  purpose  of  this  thesis  is  to  explore  the  underlying  reasons  why  Danish  adolescents 
 increasingly comprise technology into their daily routines. This thesis seeks to understand the relationship 
 between  identity  construction  and  symbolic  consumption  with  specific  reference  to  Smartphone 
 consumption among adolescents. While John’s (1999) conceptual framework for understanding Consumer 
 Socialization is applied to account for children’s cognitive and social development, the conceptualization of 
 Identity Construction and Symbolic Consumption is adopted to render an in-depth exploration of the effects 
 Smartphones have on adolescents relevant for their functioning as consumers in the marketplace. Based on 
 an interpretive research philosophy, and carried out as a qualitative study, this thesis provides an empirically-
 rich account for the experiences adolescents have with Smartphones in the ongoing process of acquiring 
 symbolic  possessions  to  reflect  identity.  Findings  suggest  that  Smartphones  enter  adolescent’s  reflective 
 processes  of  identity  construction  based  on  the  experiential  and  symbolic  values  it  provides.  When 
 adolescents  increasingly  integrate  Smartphones  into  their  sense  of  self,  it  is  because  they  have  become 
 dependent on the habitual behavior of utilizing Smartphones in every aspect of their lives. For marketers, 
 this thesis is relevant as it reveals significant aspects of adolescent’s Smartphone consumption that influence 
 how they encounter the product, providing marketers with an understanding of the concepts and dynamics 
 related to how adolescents eventually integrate and consume Smartphones. 


Keywords: Adolescents, Smartphone consumption, identity construction, symbolic consumption, consumer 
socialization
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1.  Introduction 


“Today, Smartphones are really an inevitable product because you use it all the time. Wherever you are or 
 whatever you do, you always have your Smartphone with you.” 


      (Respondent 4, Appendix 5, L. 91-93, 2019) 


Smartphone  ownership  continues  to  increase  across  the  world.  Everyone  under  a  certain  age  in  affluent 
 industrial nations has, or wants, a Smartphone – iPhone, Android, BlackBerry. Add to this how the reality of 
 postmodern society has changed the circumstances under which identity is constructed (van Raaij, 1993). 


Especially the technological development has radically changed the way we direct our lives, with modern 
 social  existence  gravitating  towards  increasing  digitalization  of  everyday  routine  (Liadi,  2016).  The 
 omnipresent technology facilitates communication between people through various channels represented 
 by diverse features of modern mobile phone devices that enables interaction of people across time and space 
 (Agger,  2011).  Now  more  than  ever,  the  Internet,  computers  and  Smartphones  are  standard  objects  for 
 people around the world, and it would be mistaken to neglect its contribution to human behavior (Abu-
 Shanab & Haddad, 2015). Particularly Smartphones are increasingly perceived by consumers as one of the 
 basic  needs  in  the  modern  life,  because  it  functions  as  a  key  device  for  sharing,  creating  and  accessing 
 information as well as engaging in social relationships. The widespread use of the Internet, having access on 
 the go, news, navigation, websites, listening to music, and trading e-mails reflect the growing behavioral 
 pattern of consumers today (Deloitte, 2017). In Denmark, possession of Smartphones in a typical family home 
 has increased from 33 percent in 2011 to 88 percent in 2018 (Appendix 1). This indicates the many new ways 
 in which the Danes begin to use and integrate their Smartphones into their everyday life. The many features 
 and applications Smartphones possess are what makes it an essential possession for people, as convenience 
 is  the  ultimate  currency  in  today’s  hyper-connected  world  (Nielsen,  2018).  Consumers  are  feeling  more 
 strained than ever before, in which they increasingly search for convenient solutions that help to simplify 
 their  busy  lives  (Ibid.).  Because  of  this,  consumers  are  typically  observed  to  be  depending  on  their 
 Smartphones because the increasing digitalization makes it a “cultural norm” to own or want a Smartphone 
 (Leep et al., 2013; Agger, 2011). Yet, as highlighted by Agger (2011), Smartphones also have the property to 
 yield  us  to  their  compulsive  rhythms  and  demanding  our  attention  (Agger,  2011,  p.  119).  Because  these 
 devices are always around one’s person and in one’s personal sphere, Smartphones can also be associated 
 with a degree of powerlessness, because it is difficult to ‘switch off’ and not be interrupted (Economist, 2004). 


In  this  context,  especially  the  young  generation  living  in  developed  nations  have  adopted  the  world  of 
technology (Allen et al., 2014; Kalogeraki & Papadaki, 2010). Because they have grown up in a digital age with 



(6)various immediate demands for their attention, they are more inclined to appreciate stimulating forms of 
 communication  (Deloitte,  2017).  The  barriers  to  learning  new  applications  or  operating  systems  are 
 significantly lower for young consumers (Ibid.) Subsequently, Smartphones have achieved great importance 
 among adolescents, where they make up a large part of their daily activities in various contexts, including 
 family, social settings, and entertainment. A large portion of adolescent’s time is spent using a Smartphone, 
 and everyday discourses are frequently focused on acquiring new, appropriate possessions to communicate 
 sense of self. Given the centrality of Smartphones in consumer’s lives, it seems useful to ask what meanings 
 and experiences this type of possession has and why it is so appreciated. 


Previous  literature  has  shown  that  Smartphone  adoption  can  impact  a  sense  of  self,  acting  as  a  form  of 
 fashion accessory for adolescents in contemporary culture (Foley et al., 2007). While different adolescents 
 have own needs and predilection when buying a new Smartphone, the emphasis on stylish design and elite 
 status is expected to be part of the reasons why adolescents strive to achieve certain Smartphones. This idea 
 is supported by companies increasingly positioning Smartphones as exclusive fashion and trend-setting style 
 items (Katz & Sugiyama, 2005). The Smartphone industry has long sought to make sure the public world 
 understands the technology to be socially desirable, with Smartphone providers influencing public meanings 
 with aesthetic commercials and purposive communication messages (Ibid.). In this context, the concept of 
 identity construction is significant to consider, since Smartphones provide young consumers with a sense of 
 security  beyond  what  would  have  been  possible  prior  to  their  use  (Foley  et  al.,  2007).  The  direct 
 communicative channel between adolescents and peer groups as well as family enhances social interactions 
 and bonding. The importance of meaningful relationships has been incorporated into a variety of theories 
 related to identity construction. For example, authors write about self-presentation (Fiske, 2004) and self-
 determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1991), arguing that relatedness encourages motivation and the ability of 
 adolescents  to  relate  themselves  authentically  to  others  and  to  internalize  the  values  recognized  by 
 significant others (Allen et al., 2014). Specifically about adolescent socialization process, emancipation from 
 the  familial  sphere  highlights  the  impact  Smartphones  have  on  the  transition  from  child  to  adolescent. 


Scholars argue that adolescents’ new “interactive and wearable technologies” have caused “a tectonic shift 
 in the contemporary formation of adolescent identity.” (Holmes and Russel, 1999, p. 69). From being mainly 
 family oriented to being more oriented towards their peer groups, Smartphones contribute to adolescents’ 


transition and identity construction by enhancing their sense of independence and autonomy as they become 
emancipated from their parents (Katz & Sugiyama, 2005; Kleine et al., 1995). Moreover, an extensive body 
of consumer research has focused on aspects of identity and documented that consumption objects and 
practices are filled with symbolic meanings that may play a role in the construction of identity (e.g Solomon, 



(7)1983; McCracken, 1986; Belk, 1988, Richins, 1994; Askegaard and Firat, 1996). In the context of adolescents, 
 such works are exceedingly appropriate, since adolescents are a group of consumers who are particularity 
 concerned  with  their  appearance.  When  they  possess  certain  Smartphones,  the  decision  contributes, 
 intentionally or unintentionally, to express their individual value system and cultural references (Khallouli 
 and Gharbi, 2013). This requires an understanding of the interplay between Smartphone consumption and 
 identity construction, as I cannot begin to comprehend the symbolic meaning of Smartphones without first 
 gaining  a  basic  understanding  of  their  behavioral  patterns  and  the  experiences  they  associate  with  such 
 products. A key to understanding what Smartphones means for adolescents in the process of creating and 
 maintaining identity is recognizing whether, knowingly or unknowingly, adolescents regard Smartphones as 
 part of themselves. However, while literature on Smartphone adoption among adolescents is growing as 
 global mobile ownership trend increasingly shift in this direction, most are concerned with the effects of 
 extensive  Social  Media  use  on  health-related  issues  (e.g.  Lemola  et  al.,  2015;  Allen  et  al.,  2015)  or  how 
 adolescents increasing dependency on Smartphones can consequently lead to addiction (e.g. Wang et al., 
 2017; Seo et al., 2016). At the same time, literature on symbolic consumption in adolescence and its impact 
 on identity focus more on a general view to the symbolic virtue of products (e.g. Levy, 1959; Chaplin & John, 
 2005), typically with emphasis on products with more obvious symbolic characteristics such as clothing (e.g. 


Piacentini & Mailer, 2004; McCracken & Roth, 1989). Yet, given that adolescents now acknowledge mobile 
 technology more important than ever, it seems significant to research whether this has any implications for 
 how they construct and maintain identity in an ever-changing society. 



1.1  Research Question and Objective 


As  demonstrated  above,  research  on  Smartphone  adoption  and  identity  construction  asserts  that  social 
 connections are embedded in the way youth develops. Yet, in the era of mobile technology, it is necessary 
 to understand the extent to which these experiences are affected by the symbolic virtue of consumption 
 products.  Therefore,  based  on  the  increasing  complexity  of  our  consumer  society  and  the  premises  it 
 provides for adolescents to construct identity, the purpose of this research is to examine how adolescents 
 navigate and incorporate the complex set of meanings associated with Smartphones in the modern consumer 
 culture.  Thus,  inspired  by  the  challenges  as  well  as  opportunities  facing  adolescents  in  their  identity 
 construction, this research takes point of departure in the following research question:  


How do adolescent’s construct their identity through the symbolic choice of Smartphones? 



(8)In order to better explore the different perspectives and ambiguity of the phenomenon as well as enable a 
 more sophisticated and structured level of analysis, the research question is decomposed into three sub-
 questions:  


2  How do adolescent’s subjective experiences with Smartphones affect their identity construction? 


3  How do adolescents understand the symbolic meanings attached to Smartphones?  


4  How do adolescent’s express their identity through their individual choice of Smartphone? 


The aim of the research is to contribute to existing literature within the field of marketing communication. 


More specifically, its objective is to examine the relationship between identity construction and symbolic 
 consumption with specific reference to Smartphone behavior among Danish adolescents. I strive to uncover 
 some of the reasons why adolescents increasingly embrace mobile technology into their daily routines and 
 to identify the underlying symbolic characteristics of Smartphones to understand how, or if, such products 
 are used to create and maintain identity. This will evidently provide Smartphone providers and marketers 
 with valuable insights into how adolescents utilize their Smartphones in everyday behavior, subsequently 
 contributing with knowledge that can potentially strengthen their marketing efforts by composing even more 
 personalized and relevant communication messages to this specific consumer segment. 



1.2  Research Approach 


To  ease  the  reading  of  this  research,  the  following  figure  1  outlines  the  structure  of  the  thesis.  This  will 
hopefully provide the reader with a better overview of the different chapters included. 
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2.  Theoretical Framework 


The theoretical framework is structured in six main parts. The first part (2.1) addresses the field of children’s 
 social and cognitive development. The second part (2.2) accounts for the theoretical perspective of Identity 
 Construction, followed by an assessment of Consumption and the Self (2.3) before turning to Sørensen and 
 Thomsen’s (2006) theory on The Lived Meaning of Symbolic Consumption and Identity Construction (2.4). 


The fifth part (2.5) accounts for Levy’s (1959) conceptualization of Symbolic Consumption, from which I 
 address Consumption as Social Action (2.6). 



2.1  Consumer Socialization and Adolescents as Research Objects  


Children and adolescents are important actors within the market as they are perceived to be consumers in 
 their own right, influencing the consumption in the family as well as being future consumers themselves 
 (Ekström & Tufte, 2007). This is especially apparent with technology, where young people often possess a 
 greater  knowledge  than  their  parents  (Martensen,  2007)  because  they  frequently  interact  in  different 
 technological and social spheres that make them more attentive to tends and new technology (Ekström, 
 2010). Additionally, adolescence is about a standby moment in life that society allows for youth to choose 
 their  path  and  identity  (Khallouli  &  Gharbi,  2013).  Khallouli  and  Gharbi  (2013)  argue  that  adolescents’ 


personal abilities are less matured in this period, consequently striving for endorsed product attributes to 
 reflect  and  express  themselves  through  deliberate  consumption  choices.  For  adolescents,  uncertain  and 
 insecure about fitting in, brand names offer the irresistible promise of instant belongingness (Leonhardt & 


Kerwin,  1997),  as  children  this  age  often  interpret  having  the  right  “stuff”  as  the  fleeting  route  to  social 
acceptance (Kantrowitz & Wingert, 1999). Yet, while brand consciousness is apparent from an early age, 
younger  children  are  more  attuned  to  brands  on  a  perceptual  level,  which  makes  adolescents  the  most 
pertinent age group to consider in this study since they can relate on a conceptual level, allowing them to be 
driven by a deeper sense of the symbolic properties embedded in branded products (Achenreiner & John, 
2003). Consequently, adolescents are especially important when exploring the interplay between product 
symbolism and identity construction, because they often develop self-brand connections as they begin to 
incorporate specific brands into their self-concept (Chaplin & John, 2005). Overall, studying adolescents in 
this context is essential due to the insecurity associated with rites of passages from childhood to adolescence, 
as  well  as  their  desire  to  be  more  vigilant  about  the  social  implications  of  owning  certain  consumption 
objects. Since most existing research in this area has been concerned with adults, it cannot be directly applied 
to  the  study  children.  Thus,  the  following  section  contains  a  thorough  assessment  of  children’s 
developmental stages in the socialization process. 



(11)2.1.1 The Socialization Process 


It is widely believed in behavioral science that childhood experiences are significant in shaping patterns of 
 cognition and behavior later in life. In this respect, consumer socialization can be defined as “processes by 
 which young people acquire skills, knowledge and attitudes relevant to their functioning as consumers in the 
 marketplace” (Ward, 1974, p. 2). Research in consumer socialization requires an understanding of learning 
 processes,  both  those  directly  related  to  the  acquisition  of  consumption-related  skills,  knowledge  and 
 attitude and those by which children obtain social motivations that consequently influence consumption 
 behavior  (Ibid.).  Riesman  and  Roseborough  (1955)  contemplate  that  children  learn  “consumption 
 necessities” from their parents, but “affective consumption” from peers. This is particularly interesting for 
 this  study,  as  adolescence  is  associated  with  children  moving  away  from  their  parents  as  the  primary 
 socialization agent towards spending an increased amount of time around their peers (John, 1999). Thus, the 
 socialization process has significant importance for this study, since it contributes to a thorough assessment 
 of  how  developing  more  sophisticated  social  and  cognitive  skills  allow  adolescents  to  learn  affective 
 consumption that impacts their ability to comprehend the symbolic properties embedded in brand items 
 (Ibid.). 


The  period  from  childhood  to  adolescence  carries  fundamental  developmental  changes  in  cognitive 
functioning and social maturing (John, 1999). As children go through different stages, they grow into more 
sophisticated consumers with age-related improvements that contribute to the development of consumer 
knowledge,  interpersonal  understanding,  and  decision-making  skills  (Ibid.).  John  (1999)  presents  a 
socialization framework that is partially based on Piaget’s acknowledge theory on cognitive development (for 
a thorough assessment see Ginsburg & Opper, 1988). However, John (1999) takes this conceptualization a 
step  further  and  discusses  several  relevant  areas  of  social  development  that  are  similarly  significant  in 
understanding  the  socialization  process  children  experience  as  they  mature  into  adult  consumers.  For 
example, social perspective taking is an essential aspect of the framework, involving the ability to acquire 
information processing skills that allow children to see the world through multiple perspectives, which, in 
turn, is strongly related to purchase influence and negotiation skills (John, 1999). Particularly interesting for 
this  study  is  Selman’s  (1980)  apt  description  of  how  children’s  stage-progressive  ability  to  understand 
another person’s perspective contributes to acknowledging another person’s perspective, as it relates to the 
social group he or she belongs. Likewise, impression formation is strongly related to understanding the social 
aspects of products and consumption (Ibid.). It involves the ability to make social comparisons on a more 
sophisticated level, eventually enabling children to describe people in less absolute terms and instead feature 
more adult-like impressions of people (Barenboim, 1981). Thus, acquiring cognitive and social skills allow 



(12)children to go beyond the perceptual appearance to appreciate the abstraction in their environment (John, 
 1999). This is a decisive aspect of understanding product symbolism and using it in identity construction, 
 which makes the socialization process a useful framework for understanding central aspects of this study.  


Children at the first stage, the perceptual stage (ages 3-7), are characterized as having a general emphasis 
 toward  the  immediate  observable  perceptual  features  of  the  marketplace  (John,  1999).  This  means  that 
 children’s knowledge is based on unidimensional attributes and concrete details. Moreover, children at this 
 stage exhibit constraints in encoding and organizing information in which individual experiences are rarely 
 integrated  into  general  knowledge  structures  (Ibid.).  Consequently,  the  perceptual  child  often  makes 
 decisions based on very limited information, with the orientation being described as simple and egocentric 
 (Ibid.).  Although  children  at  this  stage  may  be  aware  of  other  people’s  perspectives,  they  have  limited 
 adaptability, subsequently causing difficulties for the child to contemplate on own and others’ perspectives 
 simultaneously (Ibid.). 


The  second  stage,  the  analytical  stage  (ages  7-11),  emphasizes  major  cognitive  and  social  changes  in 
 children’s development because it demonstrates the beginning of operational thought (John, 1999; Ginsburg 


& Opper, 1988). Children at this stage mature from merely perceptual thought to more symbolic thought, 
 developing  the  ability  to  think  more  analytically  and  take  multiple  dimensions  into  consideration  (John, 
 1999).  A  more  complex  set  of  knowledge  structures  leads  children  to  discriminate  based  on  multiple 
 dimensions (Ibid.). This is an important improvement in consumer socialization in setting the stage for future 
 capabilities  to  recognize  the  symbolism  attached  to  brand  items.  As  children  begin  to  exhibit  more 
 thoughtfulness  in  their  decisions,  they  develop  the  necessary  ability  to  consider  more  than  just  a  single 
 perceptually salient attribute. Moreover, thinking and reasoning proceed at a more abstract level, which 
 enables children to be more adaptive and responsive (Ibid.). This implies that children at the analytical stage 
 begin  to  understand  the  relationships  between  different situations,  including  information  about  abstract 
 concepts that help them navigate in the marketplace. 


In  the  last  stage,  the  reflective  stage  (ages  11-16),  children  reach  further  levels  of  cognitive  and  social 
development characterized by even more nuanced and complex considerations of marketplace concepts as 
they develop more refined processing and social skills (John, 1999). What characterizes the reflective stage 
is a more distinct shift in orientation to a more reflective and abstract way of reasoning (John, 1999). When 
children  enter  adolescence,  they  become  more  focused  on  the  social  meaning  of  products.  Consumer 
decisions  are  here  made  in  more  adaptive  manners,  depending  on  the  specific  context  along  with  a 



(13)heightened attentiveness on other people’s perspectives (John, 1999). Likewise, children at the reflective 
 stage  also  emphasize  the  need  to  construct  their  identity,  which  consequently  leads  them  to  pay  more 
 attention to the social meanings, making consumption decisions in compliance with other people’s group 
 expectations  (Ibid.).  This  stage  is,  of  course,  the  most  relevant  for  this  study,  since  these  developments 
 promote a greater understanding of similarities and differences among brands and product categories (Ibid.). 


The  ability  to  discern  among  brands  is  a  central  aspect  of  this  study,  as  young  consumers  must  possess 
 symbolic knowledge to provide insightful information into product and brand preferences beyond the mere 
 physical composition of the products. Thus, children’s perspective-taking skills and knowledge is fundamental 
 in setting the stage for this study. 



2.2  Identity Construction 


Central to this study is how adolescents utilize Smartphones to express parts of their identity. The assessment 
 takes point of departure in Giddens’ theory about identity construction in late modern society because he 
 strongly emphasizes the young and modern self in a complex world (Giddens, 1991). According to Giddens, 
 identity is constructed through reflective processes that occur both consciously and unconsciously. Here, the 
 interconnection  between  the  self  and  the  outside  world  is  exhibited  through  what  Giddens  refers  to  as 
 extensionality  and  intentionality,  that  is,  the  interplay  between  global  impact  and  personal  dispositions 
 (Giddens,  1991,  p.  2).  Such  processes  provide  individuals  with  social  positioning,  giving  them  important 
 experiences  about  themselves.  This  implies  that  the  construction  and  reconstruction  of  identity  are  not 
 predetermined, but a reflective and ongoing process characterized by unprecedented possibilities for the 
 individual (Giddens, 1996). Individuals today are presented with choices in all situations, and regardless of 
 their size and importance, they all somehow subsequently impact identity. Because of this, every decision 
 must be carefully deliberated as it is inevitable to make a choice without also making a deselection (Ibid.). 


Thus, according to Giddens, everything we choose to do constitutes who we are as individuals (Giddens, 
 1991). Add to this the notion of ideal self, in which Giddens contends that the ideal self is a key part of self-
 identity, as it forms a basis of positive aspirations from which the narrative of self-identity is composed (Ibid.). 


This  conceptualization  is  important  for  this  study  because  it  is  interesting  to  explore  how  the  reflective 
 process of identity construction in the late modern society influence adolescents to strive for certain products 
 consistent with who they want to be. In this way, it may be possible to account for how the underlying effects 
 of choosing one particular Smartphone over another influence adolescents sense of self. 


Several  other  theorists  have  also  examined  identity  development.  For  example,  Erikson  (1968;  1974) 
presents a psychological approach, proposing that life-span development consists of eight stages, each of 



(14)which contains a psychological or social crisis individuals must encounter and successfully resolve to proceed 
 with  development.  Like  Giddens,  Erikson  recognized  the  influence  of  culture  on  personal  development, 
 illustrating how the social world exists within the psychological nature of each individual (Erikson, 1968). 


Accordingly, individuals and society are dynamically related in a continual change in that individuals cannot 
 be understood apart from their social context (Ibid.). This is especially applicable to the fifth stage (identity 
 versus role confusion) which occurs during adolescence (Sokol, 2009, p. 140). This is because adolescence is 
 characterized as a developmental period in which individuals struggle with challenging adaptions and their 
 effort to achieve a sense of identity (Magner & Hill, 2017). Erikson claimed that a common and universal 
 concern in adolescence is addressing questions such as “Who am I?”, “What am I all about?”, and “What 
 makes me unique?” (Erikson, 1968). This entails going through a progressive state of evaluating and defining 
 who  they  have  become  during  childhood  and  who  they  desire  to  become  in  the  anticipated  future  to 
 eventually achieve a sense of identity (Ibid.). To achieve an articulated identity, adolescents must strive to 
 balance how they perceive themselves, how they believe others perceive them as well as what they believe 
 others expect of them (Magner & Hill, 2017). Thus, identity development involves considerations of both the 
 self and the community, in which all successive identifications from childhood comes in conflict with the new 
 identifications made through engagement in new spheres (Ibid.). 


Finally,  Elliott  and  Wattanasuwan  (1998)  agree  that  the  search  for  self-identity  is  a  key  determinant  of 
postmodern consumption. Consumers are driven by the ‘looming threat of personal meaninglessness’ as 
they strive to construct and maintain an identity that will remain stable through a constantly changing society 
(Elliott & Wattanasuwan, 1998, p. 131). In fact, central to postmodernism is the appreciation that consumers 
do not make consumption decisions merely from products’ utilities, but also from their intangible, symbolic 
attributes (Belk, 1988; Giddens, 1991; McCracken, 1988). Self-identity is here conceptualized not as a given 
product of a social system nor as a static entity which an individual can simply adopt; rather, it is something 
the  individual  actively  creates,  partially  through  consumption  of  certain  products  (Dittmar,  1992).  Thus, 
consumers  exhibit  a  free  will  to  form  their  self-image  consistent  with  who  they  want  to  be  although, 
paradoxically, Elliott & Wattanasuwan argue that ‘free will’ is directed by values that are probably also a 
social product (Elliott & Wattanasuwan, 1998, p. 132). In a similar vein, Markus and Nurius (1986) suggest 
that individuals visualize themselves according to the imagined possibilities of the self and that individuals 
are free to create any variety of possible selves; however, the groups of possible selves derive from the 
categories made prominent by the individual’s particular socio-cultural and historical context. Thus, since we 
live  in  a  symbolic-rich  environment,  the  nature  of  self-identity  is  complex,  with  consumers  using  these 
symbolic meanings to construct, maintain and communicate their identity (Elliott & Wattanasuwan, 1998). 



(15)This strongly implies why it is important to take into consideration the notion of symbolic consumption when 
 studying identity construction during adolescence. The concept of symbolic consumption will, therefore, be 
 dealt with in more depth later. 



2.3 Consumption and the Self  


In this section, attention is given to theories investigating the relationship between consumption and the 
 self. I will begin by employing the theory presented by Belk (1988) concerning personal possessions as an 
 extension of the self, followed by an elaboration on various degrees of attachment between possessions and 
 the self through Kleine et al.’s theory about how possessions can be “me” or “not me”. 


2.3.1  Extended Self  


The premise that people regard possessions as a part of themselves is not new. In fact, William James (1980) 
 laid the foundation for modern conceptions of self by asserting “a man's Self is the sum total of all that he 
 CAN call his (…)” (James, 1990, p. 291-292). While prior research on consumer’s self-concept (see Sirgy, 1982 
 for a review) is relatively underpinning of the assertion that possessions are incorporated into self-concept, 
 Belk (1988) contends that such research methods have generally underestimated the extent to which this is 
 true. According to Belk, it is not adequate to find a correspondence between perceived characteristics of 
 consumption objects and perceived characteristics of the self (Belk, 1988, p. 140). Instead, the concept of 
 self is not seen to be limited to mere external objects and personal possessions, but it also encompasses 
 persons,  places,  group  possessions  as  well  as  possessions  such  as  body  parts  and  organs  (Ibid.).  What 
 determines whether objects are perceived as part of the self depends on people’s ability to exercise power 
 or control over them (McClelland, 1951). This implies that people can infuse possessions as part of their 
 identity, yet possessions themselves may also impose their identities on people. Thus, the greater the control 
 people exercise, the more closely connected the self and object should become (Belk, 1988). 


Objects can be either literal or symbolically extending the self (Belk, 1988). The latter is when objects allow 
people to convince themselves and perhaps others that they can be a different person than they would be 
without  them,  whereas  literally  extending  the  self  enable  people  to  physically  do  things  one  would  not 
otherwise be capable of (Belk, 1988). This demonstrates that having certain possessions can contribute to 
people’s  capabilities  of  doing  and  being,  a  research  area  further  elaborated  upon  by  psychologist  and 
philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre. Sartre (1943) suggests that people’s motivation for acquiring new possessions 
is to enhance sense of self, and that the only way of knowing who we are is by observing what we have, 
making having and being distinct yet inseparable (Belk, 1988). In other words, people seek, express, confirm 



(16)and ascertain a sense of being through acquiring and integrating possessions into the self. This evidently 
 makes having, doing, and being integrally related to creating and maintaining a sense of self-definition (Ibid.). 


Sartre (1943) further suggests three primary ways through which people learn to regard an object as part of 
 the self. One way is to appropriate or control an object for own personal use similar to the view previously 
 presented by McClelland (1951). Another way of having and assimilating objects into self is by creating it 
 (Belk, 1988). Here, the premise is that whether the created object is  a material or abstract thought, the 
 creator maintains an identity in the object as long as it retains an association with the person who brought it 
 into existence (Ibid.). This is evident, for example, through copyrights and patents, yet Sartre (1943) believes 
 that buying an object is merely another form of creating it since the underlying buying power of money adds 
 to the sense of self. Finally, a third way of incorporating objects as part of self is by knowing them (Ibid.). 


Only when objects are known passionately they become desired and part of the extended self regardless of 
 whether the object is known as a person, place or a thing (Sartre, 1943; Belk, 1988). Overall, Belk’s research 
 demonstrates  how  possessions  can  become  an  extension  of  self  and  how  perhaps  the  most  basic  and 
 powerful fact of consumer behavior is that people are what they consume. Thus, findings in this area may 
 help  to  establish  whether  Smartphones  are  the  type  of  possession  that  adolescents  prefer  and  value  as 
 extensions of their self. 


2.3.2  Types of Material Possession Attachment  


In continuation of Belk’s (1988) conceptualization of possessions as part of individuals extended self, Kleine 
 et al. (1995) provide an additional aspect to the description of self-definition. The premise of their research 
 is understanding the relationship between a specific person and a specific object reflected in possessions to 
 which there is an attachment to help narrate a person’s identity and life story (Kleine et al., 1995). 


Identity development occurs through different life stages which, in turn, provides fundamental dimensions 
 of attachments that constitute an individual’s life story (Erikson, 1968). Kleine et al. (1995) contend that 
 identity  is  reflected  in  people’s  life  narrative,  seizing  various  roles  comprising  past,  present,  and  future 
 anticipated selves. There are two typical modes of human behavior that motivate the development of self: 


(1) affiliation versus autonomy seeking and (2) temporal change versus stability management (Kleine et al., 
1995, p. 328). In the first mode, possessions reflect autonomy seeking when they signal individual integrity 
such as individual accomplishments, uniqueness, and independence. Likewise, affiliation seeking is evident 
when possessions reflect connections with others or with one’s heritage (Schultz et al. 1989). In other words, 
if  possessions  to  which  there  is  an  attachment  reflects  identity  development,  then  they  should  display 
affiliation  and/or  autonomy  seeking  (Csikszentmihalyi  and  Rochberg-Halton  1981).  The  second  mode  is 



(17)characterized  by  its  evolutionary  character  of  life  stories.  The  tension  between  stability  (i.e.  maintaining 
 aspects  of  identity)  and  change  (i.e.  acquiring  or  neglecting  aspects  of  identity)  is  perceived  as  another 
 motivator  of  development  of  self,  and  should  further  be  reflected  in  possessions  to  which  there  is  an 
 attachment (Kleine et al., 1995; Belk, 1988; Schultz et al. 1989). 


The conceptualization of attachments proposed by Kleine et al. (1995) presents an understanding of several 
 distinct  types  of  material  possessions.  The  idea  is  that  people  possess  groups  of  attachments,  with  each 
 attachment reflecting a different composition of affiliation, autonomy seeking, and past, present, or future 
 temporal orientation in the different facets of the life narrative (Kleine et al., 1995). When investigating how 
 people  use  their  relationship  to  certain  possessions  to  infer  meaning  of  the  self,  this  perspective 
 demonstrates that the utility of people’s life narrative is a more useful conceptualization to the question of 
 me-ness compared to the conventional view of person-possessions relations portraying the self as an inner 
 core enclosed by layers of decreasing authenticity (Ibid.). Accordingly, they found that no single aspect of the 
 narrative  is  more  authentic  than  another  because  people’s  life  story  is,  indeed,  identity.  Consumers 
 distinguish between possessions based on whether they are coherent with how they perceive themselves, 
 suggesting that consumers view possessions as “me” or “not me”. Here, a possessions effectiveness for self-
 significance arises indirectly via its link to a meaningful life narrative episode, meaning that possessions are 
 not literally the self, but an artifact of the self (Ibid.). Thus, when consumers use possessions, events, or 
 places to infer the meaning of self, such entities are then related to a developmental stage in the life story 
 (Ibid.). Overall, this conceptualization is employed to attain an understanding of how adolescents distinguish 
 between various consumption objects based on their symbolism in relation to present, past and anticipated 
 future selves. 



2.4  The Lived Meaning of Symbolic Consumption and Identity Construction  


Within  interpretive  consumer  research,  a  fundamental  concern  is  that  consumption  has  communicative 
 aspects,  since  consumption  objectives  and  practices  are  contained  with  symbolic  meanings  that  enable 
 consumers to integrate this as part of their identity construction (Sørensen & Thomsen, 2005; McCracken, 
 1986;  Belk,  1988).  Sørensen  and  Thomsen  (2006)  propose  a  theoretical  framework  for  investigating 
 consumer’s  lived  experiences  of  identity  in  relation  to  consumption.  The  framework  recognizes  that 
 consumption can support identity construction in multiple ways, building on the notion that consumers not 
 merely express symbolic consumption in easily recognizable ways, but also in more marginal private symbols 
 (Sørensen & Thomsen, 2005, p. 6). Hence, consumption objects can play a significant role in consumers’ 


identity construction, either through a signal value embedded in the product or through the experiential 



(18)value that the consumers attain from it (Ibid.). Contemporary with this, the values inhabiting in the object’s 
 meaning can be positioned in either a private- or common domain (see figure 2). The meanings encompassing 
 the objects, in turn, are what make them applicable in construction consumers’ identity (Ibid.). 


From  an  analytical  point  of  view,  it  is  important  to  make  such  distinctions  to  avoid  concentrating  on 
 conceivably the most obvious source of identity construction carried in objects, which is their common signal 
 value (Sørensen & Thomsen, 2005, p. 7). While commonly shared cultural meanings of consumption objects, 
 for instance, stereotypes are widely acknowledged to have significant implications for consumer identity, the 
 private, experiential meanings of consumption are equally important to consider (Ibid.). 


2.4.1  Signal versus Experiential Value  


Consumption  objects  ascribed  with  symbolic  meanings  that  go  beyond  their  utilitarian  character  enable 
 consumers  to  communicate  cultural  meaning  about  their  identity  to  their  surroundings  as  well  as  to 
 themselves (McCracken, 1986). On the other hand, consumption may also communicate something to the 
 individual. That is, through auto-communication, consumers enhance and reconstruct the self by ascribing a 
 distinctive communicative meaning to the consumption object (Belk, 1988; McCracken, 1986). In this way, 
 consumption of specific objects can communicate something from and to oneself (Sørensen & Thomsen, 


Figure 2: The lived meaning of symbolic consumption and identity construction.


(Source: Sørensen and Thomsen, 2005, p. 7)



B A



C D


I
 SIGNAL


I
 EXPERIENCE


COMMON
 PRIVATE


I see myself according to 
 my own understanding of 
 the consumer product


I see myself according to a 
 generalized understanding 
 of the consumer product


I experience myself 
 through the consumer 
 product according to my 
 own appreciation of it


I experience myself through 
the consumer product 
according to generalized 
evaluations of it



(19)2005). Thus, regardless of whether the meanings residing in objects are privately or commonly understood, 
 these meanings undertake a value termed signal value (Ibid.). 


In contrast, there also exists a more experiential value of consumption objects. The experiential value is 
 based  on  consumer’s  general  evaluation  of  the  consumption  object  (Sørensen  &  Thomsen,  2006),  with 
 evaluation  embedded  in  the  consumer’s  cultural  norms,  history,  and  conventions  (Holt,  1995).  This  is 
 conspicuous when consumer’s experience themselves according to experiential meanings in objects derived 
 from  the  way  in  which  they  affect  consumers  emotional  or  sensual  reactions  (Ibid.).  This  reaction 
 subsequently contributes to consumer’s construction of identity due to the way it makes them feel about 
 themselves. Thus, when consumption objects’ cultural meaning provides consumers with a certain sense of 
 self (Askegaard & Firat, 1996), the objects’ meanings are defended as being of experiential value (Sørensen 


&Thomsen, 2005).  


2.4.2  Private versus Public Meanings  


According to Levy (1959), consumers own objects for the symbolic value they provide. Yet, while Richins 
 (1994) agrees that both private and public meanings play a role in fully comprehending consumption objects 
 meaning, she further argues that it is necessary to make a distinction between the public and the private 
 meanings. Public symbolic meanings are subjective meanings ascribed to an object by outside observers of 
 the  object,  that  is,  by  members  within  a  larger  culture  or  society  (Richins,  1994,  p.  505-506).  In  some 
 instances, outside observers are likely to vary in how they understand and assign meaning to objects, but for 
 public  meanings  to  exist,  there  should  be  a  certain  degree  of  consensus  among  members  regarding  the 
 meaning of an object as being part of a culture’s common knowledge (Richins, 1996; Sørensen & Thomsen, 
 2006). These agreed upon components of meaning are what constitute the object’s shared public meanings 
 (Richins, 1994). 


Apart  from  the  public  symbolic  meanings,  meanings  may  also  be  ascribed  to  objects  as private  symbolic 
meanings. The private meanings are the sum of the subjective meanings that an object holds for a particular 
individual (Richins, 1994, p. 506). Such meanings stem from individual interpretations of an object’s symbolic 
meaning, which is typically embedded in personal history with the object (Ibid.). Hence, an object’s history 
plays an important role in shaping the meaning assigned to it, since the use of objects after acquisition often 
encompass idiosyncratic elements (Sørensen & Thomsen, 2006). Although the private meanings consumers 
who own similar objects are likely to be distinctive, Richins (1994) further expresses that because private 
meanings are based in part of shared meanings, it is expected that some similarities will exist by different 



(20)consumers  (Richins,  1994,  p.  506).  In  addition,  a  key  distinction  between  private  and  public  meanings  is 
 further that they are likely to differ in their spheres and influence. That is, because of the consensual nature 
 of public meanings, they encourage the type of products that consumers choose to communicate aspects of 
 their  identity  to  others,  whereas,  in  contrast,  private  meanings  are  more  significant  in  determining 
 consumer’s feelings about things they already possess (Richins, 1994). 


2.4.3  Symbolic Consumption and Transitional Transitions  


In most literature within personal role transitions, a central view is that life status changes involve movement 
 into  new  roles  as  well  as  leaving  old  roles  behind  (Sørensen  &  Thomsen,  2005).  These  transitions  are 
 specifically apparent when transcending from one role to another which have a particular effect on a person’s 
 future life, for instance, the transition into motherhood (Fischer & Gainer, 1993) or the transitions of going 
 away to college (Noble & Walker, 1997). Here, the central idea is that role transition is symbolically reflected 
 through certain consumption behaviors, with consumers concentrating on acquiring new products along with 
 the disposition of old possessions associated with the former role (Noble & Walker, 1997; Price et al., 2000). 


This perspective is essential for this study since adolescence is often associated with uncertainty and role 
 confusion (Erikson, 1968). 


The central idea about role transition stems from van Gennep’s work on “rites of passages” (van Gennep, 
 1960). Van Gennep (1960) asserts that significant life transitions typically comprise three distinct phases: (1) 
 the separation from a former role or identity, (2) the transitions marked by adapting and creating a new role 
 or identity, and (3) incorporation in which individuals integrates the new role into the self. In continuation 
 hereof, Sørensen and Thomsen (2006) developed a tool for analyzing the symbolic meaning of transition-
 related consumption in more detail. They propose that symbolic consumption can support life role transitions 
 in four distinct ways due to “its value as a ‘signal’ versus an ‘experience’ and its meaning residing in a ‘private’ 


versus a ‘common’ realm” (Sørensen & Thomsen, 2005, p. 11; table 1). In short, the table illustrates the types 
of identity-related meanings consumption can take during “role maintenance”, “role acquisition”, and “role 
disposition” consistent with the framework presented above. Hence, the meanings consumers ascribe to 
consumption objects depends on how the consumer encounters object (Ibid.). 



(21)Given that the point of departure for this study is adolescents who are moving from the role of being a child 
 into a more adult consumer, the presented framework is considered applicable to apply due to its holistic 
 approach to symbolic consumption and identity construction combined with the notion of role transition. 


Elements of the framework provide an essential opportunity to investigate the lived experience of meanings 
 of the adolescents as fundamental for the forthcoming analysis. It is noteworthy that the framework also 
 allows me to explore whether the same consumption object, i.e. Smartphone, may carry several consumption 
 meanings, resulting in gaining multiple perspectives to the research of how adolescents utilize Smartphones 
 in construction and maintaining the self. 



2.5  Symbolic Consumption 


Ever since Levy’s (1959) seminal paper “Symbols for sale” entered the arena of marketing research, attention 
 has been giving to the symbolic qualities of consumption objects (Sørensen and Thomsen, 2005). According 
 to Levy, products are not merely acquired for their functional value, but also for what they mean (Levy, 1959). 


The modern assumption is that people are confronted with alternatives, which evidently has led behavior in 
 the marketplace to become increasingly elaborated and in consequence also increasingly symbolic (Ibid.). 


This has caused a transformation from a rational type of consumer to a consumer who is more driven by 
 emotions, making consumption decisions primarily based on products’ intangible assets (Ibid.). Levy notices 
 that consumers hardly use practical considerations in determining their consumption choice, but instead 
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(22)increasingly refer to convenience, family pressures, other social pressures, complex economic reasoning, and 
 advertising as determinants for their decisions (Ibid.). In fact, consumers try to satisfy many feelings, wishes 
 and circumstances through consumption, with the more important questions being “Do I want it?” or “Do I 
 like it?” rather than “Do I need this?” (Levy, 1959, p. 119). 


This development is characterized by today’s modern consumers taking the definition of goods into new 
 realms based on the language of symbols (Levy, 1959). Consumers now recognize that the things they buy 
 have personal and social meanings in addition to their functions, depending on the consumer’s ideas and 
 feelings towards the good. Levy contends that to disregard the symbolism of consumer goods does not affect 
 the importance of the fact; rather it is merely a query whether the goods are to be symbolized thoughtfully 
 or thoughtlessly (Levy, 1959, p. 119). From this perspective, goods are acknowledged as a psychological thing, 
 symbolically portraying personal attributes, goals, social patterns, and strivings (Ibid.). When choosing or 
 rejecting  a  good,  consumers  assess  it  according  to  individual  standards  established  based  on  what  is 
 important or potentially important to the consumer. Consumers implicitly and explicitly assess the symbolic 
 character  of  objects  to  evaluate  and  decide  whether  it  is  perceived  appropriate  (Levy,  1959).  The 
 appropriateness of symbols is determined by whether it joins with, meshes with, adds to, or reinforces the 
 way the consumer perceived oneself (Levy, 1959, p. 119). This strongly supports the notion that individuals 
 aim to enhance the self and behave in ways that are consistent with his or her self-image by employing 
 symbolic goods. When choices between objects are made based on which objects are most symbolically 
 harmonious with goals, feelings, and self-definition, consumers learn to make choices more easily because 
 the difference between objects is big enough to dictate a constant direction of preference for one good over 
 another (Ibid.). 


Levy’s thoughts on product symbolism are profoundly applicable for this study, as transitioning into new life 
roles  (i.e.  adolescence)  is  often  facilitated  by  symbolic  consumption  (Noble  &  Walker,  1997).  Today’s 
adolescents  are  characterized  as  modern  consumers  who  frequently  manipulate  the  self  through 
consumption  of  certain  objects  that,  in  turn,  help  them  complete  the  transition  to  new  roles  and  the 
redefinition of self (Noble & Walker, 1997). According to Elliott (1995), the function of symbolic meanings 
operates in two directions: outward in terms of social-symbolism and inwards in construction people’s self-
identity (Elliott, 1995). As consumption plays a central role in providing meaning and values for the creation 
and  maintenance  of  the  consumer’s  personal  and  social  world  (Elliott  &  Wattanasuwan,  1998),  it  seems 
obvious to grant the importance of symbols when exploring individual’s modes of thought given to choosing 
between Smartphones during adolescence. 



(23)
2.6  Symbolic as Social Action  


The  following  section  elaborates  on  the  significance  of  products  signal  value  and  their  impact  on  social 
 interaction.  Emphasis  is  on  how  products  contribute  to  consumer’s  motivation  and  reasoning  behind 
 consumer  behavior  in  structuring  their  social  reality  and  self-concept.  Applying  this  theory  supports  the 
 understanding of how adolescents adopt different consumption practices they perceive to be appropriate 
 and coherent with their social roles. 


Solomon (1983) explores the role of products in consumer’s everyday social life. He presents a theoretical 
 perspective  about  how  consumer’s  subjective  experiences  imparted  by  the  consumption  of  different 
 products often rely on the social meanings inherent in products as a guide to the performance of social roles. 


The premise is that consumption does not occur in a vacuum; instead products are integral aspects of social 
 life in which individuals are both the maker and the user of objects (Solomon, 1983). The perspective further 
 emphasizes that the social meaning embedded in products is what enables consumers to associate them to 
 certain  roles,  behaviors,  and  values  (Solomon,  1983;  McCracken,  1986).  Thus,  Solomon  proposes  that 
 consumption of product symbolism is best understood by placing it within a broader social context, and that 
 consumers rely upon the social meaning inherent in products to shape self-definition and to orchestra their 
 social roles (Solomon, 1983), especially when transitioning into new and unfamiliar roles affiliated with a 
 certain degree of insecurity (Noble & Walker, 1997).  


An essential perspective underlying Solomon’s theory is symbolic interactionism. It focuses on the process 
 by which individuals understand their world, assuming people interpret the actions of others rather than 
 simply reacting to them (Solomon, 1983, p. 320). Here, the prompted response is a function of the meaning 
 attached  to  such  actions,  which  is,  in  turn,  conveyed  heavily  by  symbols.  This  strongly  indicates  that  a 
 substantial  part  of  consumer  behavior  is  actually  social  behavior  and  that  consumers  employ  product 
 symbolism to define social reality as well as to ensure that behavior appropriate for that reality will follow 
 (Ibid.).  Thus,  identifying  with  a  specific  social  role  or  group  implies  determining  just  which  certain 
 consumption behaviors are necessary to uphold a sense of self within a social context. Subsequently, the 
 usefulness of this approach is evident in that it allows me to explore how adolescents see themselves as 
 others sees them (Solomon, 1983).  


The theory furthermore challenges the more traditional marketing perspective, which, according to Solomon 
(1983), tends to view products as responses to behavior, thereby neglecting the importance of products as 



(24)causes  of  behavior.  Issues  relate  to  the  processes  that  affect  the  ultimate  decisions  and  less  upon  the 
 processes by which consumers use what they purchase. From this perspective, products can undoubtedly 
 play a significant role in satisfying a need, however, it can also play a priory role which is antecedent to 
 behavior (Solomon, 1983, p. 322). In fact, consumption is not merely a response to a need or strategic goal; 


instead, products used by individuals can be a potent information source from which to draw inferences 
about that individual (Belk, 1978; Solomon, 1983). Implicitly this implies that certain consumption objects 
contribute with information regarding an individual’s occupation of social roles, with social roles verified 
through the various products accompanying them. Based on this, Solomon concludes that the symbolism 
embedded in several products is the primary reason for their acquisition and use; because we as individuals 
are being evaluated and systematically positioned in a social reality based to a significant degree by the 
products which surround us (Solomon, 1983, p. 326). 



(25)
3.  Methodology 


A qualitative research method has been applied to answer the research question. Data has been collected 
 through five semi-structured interviews and one focus group interview, subsequently analyzed in relation to 


the applied theory. This chapter guides the reader through each step of the research. From the underlying 
 Philosophy of Science (3.1) to the Research Design (3.2) and Data Analysis including the process of 
 transcribing and coding (3.3). Finally, a section about Data Quality and Limitations is presented (3.4). 



3.1  Philosophy of Science 


The following section presents the beliefs and research assumptions about the development of knowledge 
 that shape all aspects of the research. These include epistemological assumptions about what constitutes 
 acceptable and valid knowledge as well as ontological assumptions about the realities I encountered in my 
 research (Saunders et al., 2016, p. 127). Such assumptions inevitably form the basis for how I eventually 
 understand my research questions, the methods I use and how I interpret data findings. 


This research incorporated subjective assumptions, asserting that social reality is made from the perceptions 
 and consequent actions of those social actors concerned with their existence (Saunders et al., 2016, p. 130). 


Ontologically, subjectivism embraces that reality is constructed through social interactions in which social 
 actors continually create partially shared meanings and realities (Ibid.). This implies that it was necessary to 
 study  the  present  phenomena  in  detail  to  understand  what  was  happening  or  how  realities  were  being 
 experienced by the respondents (Ibid.). As such, the purpose was not to discover universal facts leading to 
 particular  social  behavior;  instead,  it  was  a  genuine  interest  to  explore  the  different  opinions  and 
 perspectives  that  could  help  to  account  for  the  different  social  realities  of  the  respondents  (Ibid.). 


Epistemologically  this  implicated  that  knowledge  was  seen  as  a  social  development  involving  several 
 perspectives and influences on various types of meanings determining the individual’s knowledge of reality. 


Accordingly, the respondents in this study would predictably interpret the situations in which they found 
themselves as a consequence of their own perception of the world. Such distinct interpretations were likely 
to affect their actions and the nature of their social interaction with others, in which the respondents both 
interact with their environment and make sense of it through their interpretations and the meaning they 
attract from these situations (Ibid.). Thus, it was my responsibility as a subjectivists researcher to sought to 
understand the different realities to make sense of and understand their motives, actions, and intentions in 
a meaningful way (Ibid.). 



(26)Following the discussion above, the philosophy of science advocated for this study is interpretivism. This is 
 because  the  nature  of  reality  is  rich  and  complex,  which  required  a  focus  on  individual  perceptions  and 
 interpretations to create acceptable knowledge (Saunders et al., 2016). Within the interpretive paradigm, 
 interpretivists emphasize that individuals are different from physical phenomena, as they create meanings 
 that  can  be  studied  (Ibid.).  The  argument  is  that  different  people  have  different  social  backgrounds  and 
 circumstances,  which  leads  people  to  create  and  experience  different  social  meanings  and  realities. 


Therefore, an essential concern of this research was to understand the fundamental meanings attached to 
 the respondent’s life views. I believed that these rich insights into adolescent’ perceptions of the world would 
 be lost if such complexity was reduced entirely to the purpose of discovering definite, universal “laws” that 
 can apply for everyone (Ibid.). Instead, the purpose here  was to create new, deeper understandings and 
 interpretations  of  the  studied  phenomena  to  avoid  losing  the  richness  of  the  differences  in  experiences 
 between  the  respondents  and  their  perceived  reality.  Thus,  interpretivism  was  perceived  to  be  most 
 applicable for this study, simply because it brought the discourse of the social being into context. 


Moreover, this research applied predominant deductive reasoning to theory development (Saunders et al., 
2016). Accordingly, it began by discussing the theory that was most compelling and applicable for this study, 
in which I worked from the more general to the more specific. However, most deductive research approaches 
are designed to test and confirm a specific hypothesis, yet this study was more open-ended and exploratory 
in  nature  and  therefore  it  also  involved  components  of  inductive  reason  processes  (Ibid.).  In  fact,  a  less 
structured  approach  with  a  small  sample  of  subjects  was  perceived  to  be  most  appropriate  because  it 
enabled me to work with qualitative data, which could reveal alternative and unexpected explanations of the 
identity-symbolism relationship denied by a stricter definition of how identity is constructed (Ibid.). While 
this  clarified  the  inductive  reasoning,  the  more  deductive  approach  was  apparent  in  that  prior  to  data 
collection, theory was developed and subsequently “tested” to assess whether the data collection supported 
the  applied  theory.  The  aim  was  to  collect  data  to  explore  the  phenomena  and  identify  themes  among 
adolescents in relation to Smartphones, subsequently contributing to existing theory (Ibid.). Thus, this study 
employed both research approaches in combination, often referred to as “abduction” (Saunders et al., 2016, 
p. 145). Overall, this research was interpretive and hermeneutic in nature; it was heavily focused on the data 
analysis, as new knowledge was created through the perceptions of the respondents. This was an important 
determinant for the forthcoming research design, as it enabled me to take more informed and deliberate 
decisions. 
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