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Summary / Abstract

The question Awho am |6 is especially pertiner
to understand identity construction among youngsters aged between 13-17 in a changing

media landscape. The rise of social networks and other new internet applications supports

online social interactions and conversations with peer groups. Youngsters, especially pre-

adults, are increasingly living their lives in a virtual context. Hence, the question: to what

extent is the online identity of youngsters similar to their offline identity? What role do

social networks, peers, brands and products have in the expression of their identities

today?

In this paper, we introduce a new, more intimate approach for studying this research
guestions combining user generated ethnography by means of web 2.0 tools and
nethnography. By ceding control to research participants, we will show how to obtain
additional insights. The new intimate relationship between researcher and respondent will
also lead to more qualitative data and analysis. This 360° ethnography will be illustrated by
means of the case study about identity construction.
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Introduction

Nowadays, phrases i ke
6connecting with the
(Trevaskis, 2000). Marketers try to enhance their
bond with the customer by actively involving them in
the development of products, communications, etc.
The demand for a closer relationship with customers
has also changed the market research industry.
Thanks to the rise of web 2.0 tools, a new relationship
between market researchers and participants has
been established (Schillewaert, De Ruyck and
Verhaeghe, 2008). Respondents get the chance to
interact with each other on online bulletin boards and
communities. They brainstorm together with the
market researcher about the answer options in a
guestionnaire and are involved in coding their own
open ended questions. At the end of surveys,
respondents are asked if they have anything else to
say about the company, product, brand that is not
related to the subject of the questionnaire. This
6Connected Researcho
equal and interactive relationship  between
respondents and researchers. In this paper, we want
to outline how researchers can also get more intimate
with the consumer by making use of web 2.0 research
tools and nethnography. More specifically, we will
introduce a user generated way of conducting
ethnographic research. The new philosophy will be
illustrated by means of a case study about identity
construction.

The case study : me, myself

and |

The question fiwho am | o i
adolescence. Erickson (1968) described adolescence
as a period where young people must overcome their
uncertainty and become aware of their strengths and
weaknesses. Through interactions with peers and
caregivers, teenagers search for and decide upon
their values, future occupation and sexual identity.

Although identity formation has been thoroughly
discussed in the past, MTV Networks wanted to
understand identity construction among youngsters in
a changing media landscape. The rise of social
networks and other new internet applications supports
online social interactions and conversations.
Youngsters, especially the teenagers, are increasingly
living their lives in a virtual context. The anonymity of
the internet makes it an ideal place for identity

S

experimentation. Some theories claim that youngsters
will have a tendency to represent themselves in an

0 cidea way fBaumeisted, £9983. nTdey £dn pretend to
c u st demdderpof aaliffesent gemdameicn Otherstudies havey
effect:

found a -dnghe-t amngabd
audiovisual information is available on the internet in
comparison with real life, people are expected to
reveal more information online. They thus will share
more intimate details than they would in real life
(Valkenburg, Schouten, Peter, 2006). Finally, virtual
communities are fuzzieodthan offline social networks. It
is therefore easier to engage in deviant social
behavior without getting negative feedback. Offline
and online identity have so far been studied in
isolation. Hence, the first research question is to get
more insight in how youngsters experiment with their
identity online and to what extent this identity is
similar to their offline identity.

Next, there is a great deal of agreement on the role of
consumption in defining, forming and maintaining an

p hi | ddertity (Bgumana2801; Van45drp, 2005). Xoungserse

choose those brands and products that are relevant to
their individual selves and that represent those
aspects of their identity that they want to accentuate.
Products have symbolic value and are not solely used
as O6thingsé but
understand the role of
is important to think of identity as a multi-layered
construction consisting of the following elements:

e Personal identity: the identity that a person
believes he/she has.

e Social identity: the identity a person has in
his/her social group.

would like to have
e Non identity: the identity a person rejects

So far it is unclear what role brands play on each
level. In the literature, the role of brands in the
aspirational self has been stressed (Schau and Gilly,
2003). Product and brand consumption is thought to
reveal more about the person one would like to be
rather than the person one really is. There is however
also a social danger: if the expectations of peers
deviate too much from the brand and product
consumption, the social self risks being damaged.
Brands seem therefore also important on other levels.
The second research question is therefore to assess
the role of brands and products in each layer of the
self.

rat her as
brands

S i

6si

ees pAspiratiandl lidgntityy e¢he tidentitg a tpersdru r i n g

g
i



As is clear above, identity construction can never be
studied in an isolated context. In a similar manner as
with the different layers of identity, different social
groups can be identified. The concepts of
identification and distinction are key here. In order to
obtain the desired identity, youngsters act in
accordance with the lifestyle of their social and
aspiration groups. At the same time, they need to
distinguish themselves from groups they do not want
to be member of. This is especially the case for non
groups but to a lesser extent also for groups that are
different but still acceptable. MTV Networks was
interested in learning which social groups are
prevalent a mo n g todayds youn
studies distinguished among the following subcultures
in Belgium in the past: skaters, snobs, johnnys and
Marinas, gothics, alternos and punkers (Geuens and
Mast, 2002). As a third research objective they
wanted to get insight into the pattern of distinction and
identification between the different social groups.
What are the differences and similarities among the
various groups? What are the non-groups, aspiration
groupscemt abl e oandsoadabgrogps
from each subculture or lifestyle? Which lifestyles are
more popular among youngsters today?

Get intimate

The traditional qualitative answer to a research
question about identity construction would be
ffet hnographyo. | nverviewdktre
different social groups, it is important to assess the
entire context of the par ti ci p arderity
construction is also a personal topic to discuss with
adolescents: it is typical for youngsters to refer to
themsel ves as
willing to label and categorize their peers. The social
sensitivity of the topic, therefore, demands an
ethnographic approach.

In traditional ethnography, the researcher observes
the participants in their natural environment.
Researchers spend time with their customers in their
day-to-day lives. They accompany customers to work,
observe them preparing dinner etc. in order to get a
broader perspective on their lifestyle and to better
understand their needs and problems. They write
down carefully what they see and ask respondents to
give explanations (Mariampolski, 2006). One great
advantage of real life observation is that researchers
have direct access to behaviors which might differ
from what participants voluntarily and spontaneously

self-report.  Unlike focus groups, ethnography
demands less language skills from research
participants (Cook and Hess, 2007). Interviewing
respondents in their own environment also helps
respondents remember certain needs or problems
faster and more accurately, a phenomenon referred to
as the O6recall into

Ethnography is far from a new method in market
research. Despite its advantages, however, it is not
commonly practiced because it is too time and cost
intensive. The technique has also been critized
because of the Hawthorne effect: it is assumed that

g ghe presance of the lRge@ocher willirsfluence people in

their environment. Consequently the researcher
receivesst ar téadd 6 p i .cMoteover,
results of the study are

This simply means that the observation is biased
because of the researcher6 sown background, the
objective of the study, interests, etc. (Pink, 2007).
Finally, ethnography only studies offline behavior.
With the rise of social networks and other new

0 unfermet applications, consumers live their lives to a

greater and greater extent on the internet. This online
environment is ignored in traditional ethnography.

360° ethnography

Instead of using the traditional ethnographical
approach, we propose an alternative and innovative
tapprogch t thah cambimed principles from visual
ethnography, nethnography and research 2.0.
Il i ves.
e User generated ethnography. Using pictures for
observing an individual in his environment is at the

6 n or mach orew h i Icare of isealy ethrography. In the early days of

visual ethnography, pictures were mainly taken by
the observer instead of making notes of his
observations. A new approach within visual
ethnography has shifted the control towards
participants who take their own (self-relevant)
pictures (Pink, 2007). In line with this new
approach, we ceded full control to the research
participants.

The user generated ethnography took place in two
phases. First, participants got the general
instruction to take pictures of all aspects of their
life that they believed that we should know about
in order to get a better understanding of who they
were and to get a sense of their daily lives. Next,
at several times during the field, they received

contexto
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6speci al taskso. These
to make sure that we
observations?©d in order
research questions. Based on the input of focus
groups, we created a set of assignments for every
identity layer. When creating the special tasks, it
was important not to mention the topic of the study
directly. Instead we asked each participant to
photograph the context where his or her identity
manifests itself. An overview can be found in
figure 1.

We assigned a special role to clothes and peers.
Clothes are one of the main product categories
that youngsters use to express their identity.

Participants were therefore asked to take pictures

of clothes that they wear on several different types
of occasions:

- Clothes that they wear at home as a
reflection of their personal identity. Although
we realize that home is also a social context,
we believe it is the place where youngsters
are most free to express their real selves.

Clothes that represent their social identity.

a s s i Thhesenare dlothes whatrtrey wear evhen ¢hey
c ol | e arte godbut kdo activiges with thedr friendsa n t
t -0 Clothds hat give insights ste their aspiratienal

identity. These are their favorite clothes, the
ones that they most want to wear.
Clothes that they do not want to wear.

We applied a similar reasoning for peers. We
asked participants to take pictures of their friends
and people they find important (social identity),
youngsters with whom they are not friends but
with  whom they would like to be friends
(aspirational identity), adolescents who they would
not like to be friends with (non group) and
teenagers that are different than themselves but
still socially acceptable. This last group was
included to get a more detailed view on all social
groups. To get a better understanding of personal
identity, participants were also invited to take
pictures of objects that were typical for
themselves. Finally, we asked participants to take
pictures of the place where they could really be
themselves.

Figure 1

Non me
Pictures of..

Clothes you do not
want to wear
Youngsters where
You so not wantto be

friends with

Pictures of..

Social me
Pictures of..

Important persons
Inyour life
Clothes you wear
To go out
Youngsteryou are
friends with

Aspirational

Pictures of..

Favorite clothes
Youngsters where
You would like to

Places where you can
Really be yourself
Clothes you wear athom
Objects that are
Typical for me

me

Other groups

Pictures of..

Other youngsters
Thatare OK
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We also combined visual ethnography with a
connected research philosophy. The new
internet revolution (web 2.0 and beyond) creates
many opportunities to communicate more
directly with consumers via blogs, communities,
chat, etc. We used a 2.0 tool for communicating
with  participants during the field period.
Respondents were able to upload all of their
pictures to a research blog. On this blog they
could give comments about the pictures by
placing tags (positive, negative, neutral) on the
photos. By giving the participants the opportunity
to verbalize aspects of the picture, we wanted to
combine the traditional realistic-scientific
approach of ethnography with the more
reflective approach favored by ethnographers.
Without going too deep into this distinction (a
good overview can be found in Pink, 2007), the

realistic approach claims that all pictures should
be articulated in words before starting the
analysis. The reflexive approach states that it is
impossible to completely report all the
information contained in a picture and demands
more attention to the context in which the picture
was taken. With the aid of the research blog,
respondents verbalized only those parts of the
pictures that they found sufficiently important in
their world. The language that the youngsters
used was also a reflection of their world. An
example of the research blog with tags can be
found in figure 2.

Figure 2

@ InSites Consulting
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U bent hier: Home

Opdracht 1

€/04/2008 21:47:38 door @aron

de plek waar ik het liefst zit, ook alser vrienden zijn is mijn kamer*

ick to edit

ice tea
ben verslaafd aan icetea

Beschrijf de foto door met de rechtermuisknop te klikken en vervolgens 'Add Tag' te klikken!

Reacties  Egerichten
Dashboard

Pas profiel aan

Plaats nieuw bericht
Nodig commentator uit
Manage blog

Persoonlijke info

aaron

Archief

April 2008
March 2008

Categorie

Mijn foto dagboek(0)
Opdrachtjes(3)
Websites(0)
MSN(0)

Rianciny
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Nethnography. As the internet is a place where
people and especially youngsters spend an ever-
increasing part of their lives (they participate in
social networks, meet each other in chat rooms,
mailing groups or bulletin boards and keep close
track of their own personal life on weblogs,
Twitter, Facebook, etc.), we also conducted
nethnography (Puri, 2007). At the beginning of the
study, we therefore asked participants to become
our 6friendsd i n
During the course of the study, we observed their
actions in their online environment. We studied
their nickname, profile and their profile pictures.
Social identity was also captured by looking at
clan membership (i.e. in many social networks,
participants have the opportunity to become a
member of social groups). In some cases, this
clan membership also represented the non-
identity since different kind of anti- or hate clans
are also present on the internet. Finally, we also
studied the online conversations of the
participants to get a more complete picture of their
social interactions. Although participants gave us
their permission to follow them online, we tried to
interfere as little in order to observe their real
online behavior. Since online behavior is not
strictly limited to social networks, we tried to also
capture a glimpse of the rest of their online

their

activities. Therefore, we invited respondents to
report via the research blog which websites they
had visited. We also asked youngsters to install a
piece of software that kept track of the search
terms that they were using in online search
engines. By looking at the keywords, we were
able to get additional insights into the online
interests of the teenagers.

Byl iintrddecinge mger-gemerated aethnognaphly wamd k s .

nethnography to study identity construction, we tried
to overcome some of the drawbacks of traditional
ethnography. As shown in figure 3, the perspective of
the research has changed. Since the researcher is
not present, we obtain less socially desirable
answers. Instead, the pictures are taken from a
customer perspective: observing what the participant
has photographed or not, what he or she has
depicted centrally in the picture and what is on the
borders are all useful sources of information. The
study is therefore conducted from a respondent
perspective rather than from a researcher
perspective. Because youngsters and researchers
only communicate via the research blog, the
Hawthorn effect is reduced. Finally, online life was
also captured by introducing nethnography which
allowed us to obtain a 360° perspective of the
participant.

Figure 3

Traditional ethnography

360° ethnography

o 90

~ context
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The participant as co-
researcher

An important aspect of the study was the personal
6xpl orer . Al l
6exploreré6, a
would form a team for the duration of the research.
Researchers and participants worked together on
three levels. Before the actual field, youngsters were
invited to a Kkick-off meeting where they were
introduced to their
explorer) and got further information on what they had
to do as a research participant. During this meeting,
the adolescents were personally invited by their
explorer to be the eyes on their environment. We
explained that we wanted an accurate image of their
lives and it was therefore of no use for us to get
pictures of cleaned up houses, pictures with special
effects, etc.

During the study, participants were in continuous
interaction with their explorers. The ethnographic
approach also required specific moderation skills.
Each explorer involved in the study was asked to
respect the following rules and guidelines:

1. From pure observation to participant
observation.
In traditional ethnography, the distinction is often
made between pure observation (where there is
no real contact between researcher and
respondent) and participant observation (where
both parties interact with each other)
(Sunderland and Denny, 2007). In order to leave
the youngsters as free as possible in their
observation, the explorers here were asked for
every topic to start with pure observation and to
only move on to participant observation in a later
phase. This meant that they would always first
let the youngster describe the picture rather than
start asking for more information right away.
Similarly during the nethnography, the social
networks were first observed before asking the
participant for more explanation.

2. Get acomplete picture of your participant
In ethnography, the context is key. In order to
fully understand the par t i ci p an tlfos
important to get an idea of what the person does
in daily life, his/her hobbies, the family and best
friends, etc. There is therefore no irrelevant
information. Even if the information does not

respondent s
g u with iwhoantthey e

6gui de

directly relate to the objective of the study, it can
provide interesting information to understand
certain behavior o r t he
Similarly, the information gathered via user
gerenated ethmcgiaphy eattd  bethnogeaphy

r sheuddde corhbned.

Spontaneous behavior
Explorers were asked to stimulate spontaneous
behavior and avoid rationalizing or consumer

f jory effects @s muchuas pdssiblet Researcherp er son a

tried not to make respondents too aware of their
own behavior. This was done, for example, by
not asking overly direct questions. When
additional information was asked about a
picture, respondents were asked to describe
what was in the photo rather than probing for the
reasons they took the picture. The description of
the picture revealed a great deal of information
about the deeper motivations to upload each
specific picture. Moreover, again respondents
decided themselves what was important to
describe and what was not.

Be honest

The new intimate relationship between observer
and adolescent, also required some ethical
guidelines. Since the youngsters shared a great
deal of information about themselves with the
researchers, they also expected to get some
information back about the personal life of the
explorer. It was therefore crucial that the
researcher was completely honest with his/her
participant which meant e.g. that researchers
had to make a profile page on different social
networks with their profiles, pictures from his/her
life, etc. Of course, the objectivity of the study
had to be kept in mind as well. Researchers
needed to be cautious about influencing the
results of the study.

Think in categories and patterns

Ethnography is far more than only observing
p e o p bahdvisr. It is essential to also look for
patterns, rules, routines and language use. What
are ther e s p o n tabits? \Which language is
he/she using during which occasions (e.g.
diakect witht friends, normal language with
parents). Are there any rules that youngsters
need to obey to that determine their behavior?
What different themes are present in the life of
youngsters? Is the observed behavior

participantd



spontaneous or is it a performance (e.g. the
respondent is acting differently because of the
presence of others)?

6. Play the naive outsider
Explorers had to set aside their own knowledge
and attitudes and to act as curious and unbiased
as possible. The adolescents were asked to help
the explorers to understand the world of
youngsters as well as possible. It was made
clear to the participants that their explorers really
needed help in this research because the
researchers themselves did not know enough
about youth culture. Playing the naive outsider

was also useful t o
patterns that are so common to youngsters that
they often forgot to mention them
spontaneously.

At the end of the field, participants were invited to a
closure interview where the explorer shared his
results and analysis with the participants (Grant,
2006).Respondents were asked to give feedback on
the analysis and to elaborate on some pictures as
well as findings. In this phase, openness towards
participants was very important. The respondent was
considered as a sort of consultant giving guidelines to
the researcher in order to make the analysis even
better. We also showed participants profiles of other
participants in the study and asked them to indicate in
which social group or subculture they would place
each person. This analysis provided some additional
information since many youngsters claimed not to
belong themselves to a subculture but were very good
in telling us which group other adolescents were part
of.

Procedure and sample

The pretest. We conducted four traditional focus
groups in a pretest to create the special assignments
(13-15 year old boys, 13-15 year old girls, 16-17 year
old boys, 16-17 year old girls) for the user generated
ethnography. The goal of this prestudy was to analyze
the context of identity construction: the places,
product categories, events, occasions that are
important to youngsters with regards to their different
identity layers: self-development, social interactions,
differentiation and belonging. All participants for these
groups were recruited via telephone.

360° nethnography. Forty youngsters, ages 13-17,
were followed for six consecutive weeks. Youngsters
were equally spread across age and gender and
came from different regions in Belgium. They were
recruited via telephone and participated in a kick-off
meeting, visual ethnography, nethnography and a
closure interview as described above.

Analysis

The analysis of the data was conducted in
accordance with the guidelines set out by Collier
(2002) and Brace-Govan (2007).

di s ceo v Buring tthe dieldmeaah eexplérer bmadeoau cage

study per participant by collecting and analyzing
all pictures and text via an observation guide.
The observation guide contained all posts and
observations from one respondent. In a second
step, each researcher clustered the information
per person in order to reconstruct the identity of
the person which resulted in a mapping of both
the offline and online identity of a person. The
result of this exercise was shared with each
youngster who was observed. Based on his/her
comments and addendums, the case study was
finalized.

e In a second step the information was structured
per research question. For each participant, we
formulated an answer on all questions based on
his/her case. For the final results, we grouped
the different findings. In order to identify the
different dynamics between the social groups, it
was also important to take the social group as a
unit of analysis. In cooperation with all explorers,
all participants were assigned to one or more
subcultures that had the most similarities with
their own profile and behavior.

e The next stage consisted of a structural analysis
of the photographs uploaded by all respondents.
Several techniques were used for analyzing the
pictures.

o First of all, we looked at the tags each
individual made on his/her pictures. Two
broad groups of tags could be determined:
one group of tags (often neutral) sketched
the context of the picture. They provided
information about where the picture was
taken, who was in the picture, when it was



taken, etc. A second group of tags
revealed information about the attitudes
and emotions of the participants. In
general, it was important to see which
objects were tagged and therefore of
importance to the respondent and which
objects were not tagged.

Looking for similarities between the various
pictures was crucial for the analysis. By
comparing pictures of a given individual,
pictures from youngsters with the same
gender or age, or pictures made by members
of a certain subculture, we were able to
detect patterns (Pink, 2007). Two examples
can be found in figure 4. A great number of
youngsters photographed their bedroom as
the place where they could really be
themselves. As is shown in figure 4, we
discovered that adolescents decorated their
rooms  with  symbols of personal
achievements: medals from sports
competitions, certificates, paintings that they
had made themselves, poems that they
wrote, etc. were given a special place in the
room. The descriptions in the tags, on the

blog and during the closure interview made
clear that they were
and being abl e toe ptoi
without the help of adults. The second
example shows a couple of desks where
teenagers did their homework. In almost all
occasions, this was tagged with a sad smiley
and accompanied by tags referring to stupid
homework, boring, etc. Surprisingly, they
were also negative about their computers
although we had assumed that they would
like their pc since it is their gateway to the
outside world: social networks, internet, etc.).
But in other pictures we found that many
youngsters had positively tagged another
computer in the house that was most often
placed in the living room, shared with
sibingsand under d6soci al
It turned out that although the bedroom for
youngsters often was their favorite place,
they had negative feelings about their desk
and computer in their rooms because the
latter is only used for studying (office
applications) and not at all for fun or
entertainment purposes.

a sig
osnoam el h
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Figure 4
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0 When studying visuals, it is important to also
look at the focus and perspective of the

of this phase was to make sure that results of
the analyses fitted with the personal experiences

piccureof t en referred to as obeachindivid@lceypirer( Br ac e
Govan, 2007). Objects, places or persons

photographed from a distance or in a special  RES ults

composition are generally a sign of

emotional distance. On the other hand, if the
picture focuses on a special object, this
refers to intimacy with this object. For
example, in the identity study we found that a .
great number of participants who took a
picture of their bedroom zoomed in on their
beds. The bed was also often in the middle

of the picture. User generated tags and
descriptions made clear that sleeping and
relaxing in or on their bed is a very important
occupation for many teenagers. In small
bedrooms, the bed often also serves as a
sofa where they have a chat with friends,
make phone calls, read, listen to music, etc.

o Finally, we gave special attention to what
was absent in pictures or tasks that were not
completed by certain groups of youngsters
(Brace-Govan, 2007). For example, when
investigating the intergroup dynamics of
distinction and identification, we noticed that
some youngsters took pictures of their
friends, their non-group and youngsters who
are different but socially acceptable.
However, the aspirational group (youngsters
with whom you would like to be friends) was
al ways
profile of the respondents who did not fulfill
this assignment, we found that they were all
youngsters who could clearly be assigned to
a certain subculture. Based on the
discussions afterwards, we found out that
they were already 061l i vi
and practicing their future roles (gender/age)
in life. Therefore they did not idealize other
groups of youngsters but rather idealized
their own direct peer group of friends, who
were better 6exempl arso
other words, their only aspiration was to
improve their status in their own social
(subculture) group.

In a final phase of the analysis, the findings were
shared with all explorers in the project. Since
each qualitative explorer had created a special
bond with each of the respondents, the purpose

Identity construction. Identity construction was
studied by looking at the different layers of the self.

Personal identity: For the majority of the
adolescents, their own bedroom is the place
where they can really be themselves. The
second place where youngsters feel at ease is in
nature. Teenagers love hanging around in parks,
gardens, etc. Both places represent a clear
escapism from daily boredom and are places
where youngsters can take a break from the
stresses of daily life (school, parents,
overwhelming media and continuous peer
evaluation). One participant (girl, 15 years old)
described it in this way:

61 t placs whare | can really be myself, | can
take a step back from the fashion show that is
the worl do

As pointed out before, their bed is the most
important object: it is not only a place to sleep
and rest, it also has a social function (use it as a
sofa, tell secrets to friends, etc.). Other
youngsters attached a similar meaning to the
sofa in their bedroom. Within their bedroom,

6forgottend. Wh e they hhtedahkii dasg and dheir pcthdtause these

objects are related to school. They however
valued the gadgets on their desks that they use
as pleasant distractions from their school work.
Central in their bedroom, we often spotted an
object symbolizing what they had achieved or

hogd hehewer easwerryatd womisqued i n
other people (medal, certificate, music
instrument, paintings, poem, etc.). Their

sleeping room could be considered as their own
me-seum (O6museumd) . It is a ¢
has fhappehed iinr theig lifeo 90 (fas. .1t cdntains
elements from childhood (teddy bears, board
games they loved when they were kids, etc.)
often hidden in a corner of the room and
references to their relatives and people with
whom they are close. With the tagging it was
also often stressed if something was made by
the mother or father, was very old etc. A
number of youngsters literally have their own



little 6 s h r ianskelf central in their room
containing souvenirs that they had collected
during their lives from holidays, events, etc. The
bedroom is not only a symbol of who they are
but also a collection of links to the people close
to them and their origins (parents, grandparent).
When looking at brands, we learnt that both
places where youngsters spend time (bedroom
and outdoors) are almost a brand free place:
youngsters did not tag any brands in these
areas. There were in fact almost no brands
visible in the pictures.

When asking for pictures of objects that were
typically for themselves, similar themes came
back. Again escapism and social contact were
represented in MP3 players (to cut oneself off
from the daily world by listening to music),
games for boys (to be a hero in a virtual world),
books for girls (to enter the new world in the
book) and mobile phones for girls (to have
connections with peers anywhere, at any time).
Some objects referred more to their social
identity: the desire to look good for their peers
was shown in make-up (for girls), perfume and
hair spray (for boys). Some participants even
took pictures of objects that are typically for
membership in certain groups: entrance
bracelets for festivals, youth movement scarves,
group entrance tickets for clubs, etc. Almost all
typical objects were branded. Teenagers
however hardly mentioned any brands
themselves. For them it was far more important
to indicate what the object stood for or
represented: mp3 player equals a collection of
my music, my Nokia mobile phone is a collection
of my friends and memories, etc.

Social _identity: Although we had expected to
receive pictures of sneakers or favorite clothing
items when we were looking for their typical
personal objects, not a single garment picture
was provided. The specific clothing assignments
revealed why. Teens are
They take over the colors, patterns, and styles
from the social group to which they belong.
Since being different carries a social risk, they
therefore express their unique personality in
smaller (and safe) accessories or details. The
clothes that they wear at home are often outfits
that are also too risky to wear outside: clothes
that they used to like when they were younger,
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childish clothing, t-shirts with big labels and
brands that could be a source of criticisms to
peers, etc. We observed the chameleon
behavior mainly among youngsters who did not
belong to a specific subculture.

We also learnt about the social context of
adolescents. Youngsters referred in many cases
to their family. They reported a great deal on
their parents, sisters, brothers, grandmothers,
nieces, etc. The father was considered to be a
particularly special person: a great number of
young people do not have as much contact with
their father since he is more out of house or
because their parents are divorced. A girl (aged
16) in the study phrased it as follows:

6l have two bedrooms b
The participants often had a special bond with
the youngest family member. They loved to be
the older nephew or niece and to take care of
them. In their social identity, a special role was
also reserved for the BFFE, the best friend
forever. This friend is generally somebody they
know since kindergarten. In a world where
parents get divorced, families split and are
recomposed, in transition from primary school to
high school, from kids to adults, BFFEs are a
stable component in their life. The BFFE is in
some occasions really considered as a family
member. Youngsters even refer to them as
brothers and sisters. In the study, we also
discovered what makes somebody a best friend.
Girls like to have a best friend with whom they
can still have fun and even act childish. Boys
prefer a friend with the same hobbies. In general
teenagers look very much like their best friends.
They even fancy the same boys/girls.

Aspirational identity: In general, youngsters

ut

are looking up to older teenagers who a r e yeH t

behaving like adults (and could still act crazy

om rtimectd tomie)h Ehe appeal of 6 b e iolndgye r 6

was also reflected in the clothes they were wear
to go out. We observed that many girls picked
very feminine clothes with low necklines, skirts
or dresses. Boys often chose more business
type of clothes like a neat and proper shirt with a
collar. It seems that they practice their gender
and age roles when going out.



In the pictures of youngsters with whom they
would like to be friends, we observed a great
number of groups of smiling friends. In the
tagging it became apparent that an aspirational
person was often popular but also very tolerant
and open towards to other or unknown people.
Aspirational persons rarely belonged to a
subculture. As mentioned before, we also
discovered that the young people who admitted
belonging to a subculture systematically ignored
this exercise. They were already practicing their

aspirations which were to become 6 g o o d 6 Gothias, Emos, metals, punks,

(more representative of) their own subculture.

e Non identity: Young girls often rejected boys in
general or youngsters who showed tough
behavior. Authenticity appeared to be a key
element: teenagers of their own age who acted
older (e.g. wearing make-up, drinking alcohol)
than they are, were often disliked. Adolescents
who draw too much attention and were always
negative about life were also often placed in the
group of 6 y 0 u n gwdtht wdhansyou do not want

to be friends. We also found many subcultures
in this group, which was not a surprise since
some of them are perceived as not authentic.

Distinction versus identification. The results so
far have sketched the findings for a participant in
general. (Flemish) youngsters, however, are not one
homogeneous group: they are composed of a number
of different lifestyles. In this study, we identified the
following tribes in Flanders: Showgirls & fashion boys,
breezersluts & jumpers, Nerds, Seutjes (Nerd girls),
hippies, rockers,
tektonics, alternatives, skaters and rappers. Although
teenagers generally believe that everybody else
belongs to a subculture except themselves, they
always show more affinity for one subculture and
often reject another one. It seemed that some
subcultures grouped together. This brought us to the
idea that the different subcultures could be mapped
onto two different dimensions which could explain the
pattern of identification and differentiation. An
overview can be found in figure 5.
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