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�.1 IntroDuctIon

in the previous chapter different facets of identity con-
struction have been outlined. we went from individual 
and group identities to brand identity and fashion and 
dress as means of expressing identity. this chapter 
broadens the theoretical scope towards different mod-
els of socialisation. first, i will introduce a number of 
critical parameters in the context of consumption be-
haviour. after that, i will explain how, in recent decades, 
we have moved from more narrow to relatively diverse 
and pluriform social structures, and in what way this 
development has had an impact on contemporary 
(clothing) consumption behaviour. in sections 3.2 and 
3.3 self-concept will be introduced as a variable which 
negotiates individual and group identity in a consump-
tion context. here, the focus will be on the relays that 
run back and forth between individual and collective 
identities and their linkage to purchase behaviour. in 
close connection, section 3.4 will introduce consumer 
involvement as a measure for the different types of re-
lations consumers establish and maintain with their 
preferred brands. section 3.5 will specify the different 
goals and aspirations of ‘fashion’ and ‘clothing’ and re-
late them to some of the currents that were introduced 
in the preceding sections. section 3.6 will explain dif-
ferent models of socialisation and group behaviour 
in an effort to demonstrate how they can be instruc-
tive to recognise the forces that govern consumption 
behaviour. after defining the field, section 3.7 and 3.8 
will introduce the concept of style groups as a model 
to account for the dynamics between individuals and 
groups in a fashion context. by establishing a link be-
tween clothing and identity, the concept helps us to 
develop an understanding of how style can facilitate 
a site of group identification. section 3.9 extends that 
knowledge by describing how the model informs differ-
ent degrees of consumer involvement. lastly, in section 
3.10 i will expound the concept of co-creation in order 
to present a marketing approach which embraces mar-
ket knowledge as a means to build long-term relations. 
the theories, fleshed out on the following pages, seek 
to provide analytical tools that help us come to terms 
with the complex ways in which brands and consumers 
are interconnected and develop an understanding of 
different levels of consumer involvement for different 
types of brands.

�.� selF-concept

since my study explores the different factors govern-
ing purchase behaviour and patronage it is important 
to understand the relation between individuals, collec-
tive structures, and brands. one key concept in this 
regard is self-concept. rosenberg (1979) defines the 
term as the total amount of an individual’s emotions 
and ideas about himself as an object and the relation 

to other objects. loudon and della-bitta (1984, cited in 
evans 1989: 10) specify this proposition, stating that 
‘although a consumer’s motive structure varies over 
time due to changes in situation, roles and lifestyles, 
there remains a central theme or organisation to the 
structure. one factor influencing this organisation is 
the individual’s self-concept’. the argument suggests 
that the self-understanding of consumers constitutes 
an important variable in the purchase decision-making 
process as well as in terms of post-purchase evalua-
tion. Consumption is determined by the extent to which 
goods are perceived as a match or a complementing 
factor in the construction of personal identity. specific 
product preferences are explained by their use value as 
well as by their symbolic congruence with the identity 
concepts of consumers. the more a product is consid-
ered a manifestation of the self, the more consumers 
will be involved with it. similarly, the more a product is 
perceived as an affirmation of the self (through post-
purchase evaluation), the higher product and brand 
loyalty will be in the long run (o’Cass and Julian 2001).
 although, after a certain age, our social identity is 
more or less developed and fairly consistent, we tend to 
emphasise different facets while we traverse changing 
social contexts. in other words, our identity is situated 
in, and enacted across, different social environments 
(gordon and gergen 1968; tomlinson 1990; laverie 
et al. 2002). the production of self, then, is subject to 
circumstances and requires different kinds of social 
performances. by way of example, a football match is 
a different social terrain than a formal dinner, so both 
are subject to different behavioural codes. similarly, the 
way people dress, behave, and socialise at work tends 
to differ from a convivial environment among family 
and friends. in other words, different occasions usu-
ally call for distinct repertories due to behavioural and 
stylistic conventions. fashion products, in this reading, 
are appropriated to specifically emphasise those dif-
ferences and help enact social performances (shields 
1992: 11), so we slip in and out of styles in an attempt 
to give meaning to ourselves or to create the impres-
sion of being professional, seductive, creative, or in-
conspicuous.

�.� symbolIc consumptIon: 
 enhancIng the selF-concept

one widely-used model to research self-concept in re-
lation to brand-specific purchase behaviour is dolich’s 
self-congruity theory (1969). simply put, the theory 
suggests that consumption interests are precipitated 
by individuals comparing their self-concept with the 
general image they attach to a brand, as reflected in 
the stereotype of a typical user of the brand (mulyane-
gara and tsarenko 2009: 358; cf. also birdwell 1968). 
early research in this field produced two important 
findings. first, it is assumed that the prevalent image 
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 consumers associate with a brand, allows them to ex-
press and enact different dimensions of their self-con-
cept (belk 1988). second, it is claimed that consumers 
start to develop a relationship with a brand once they 
identify consistencies between their identity constructs 
and the primary characteristics of a brand (aaker and 
fournier 1995: 391).
 as an extension of the self-congruity theory, allen 
(2002) proposes the values-brand congruence model 
which assumes a positive relationship between certain 
values endorsed by individuals and the values symbol-
ised by a brand. this model finds further application in 
azoulay and kapferer’s concept of ‘brand personality’ 
which is defined as ‘the unique set of human personal-
ity traits both applicable and relevant to brands’ (2003: 
151). in a recent study Piacentini and mailer (2004: 251) 
indicate that self-concept has a strong influence on 
brand-related behaviour when it comes to clothing con-
sumption. by examining potential connections between 
brand personality and different consumer types, this re-
search seeks to further contribute to an understanding 
of fashion-purchase behaviour and the moderating role 
of personal and/or group values as variables of brand-
specific consumption interests.
 the idea of brand personality and brand values is 
useful to understand the symbolic function of fashion 
products across different social spheres. tucker (1957; 
cited in sirgy 1982: 287) proposes that in a consump-
tion context, the different performances of self can be 
accounted for in terms of product choice and product 
use. as he maintains, ‘there has long been an implicit 
concept that consumers can be defined in terms of ei-
ther the products they acquire or use, or in terms of 
the meaning products have for them or their attitudes 
towards products’ (ibid.). Consumer goods, then, are 
not only defined by material properties but represent 
stimuli for cueing and strengthening the self-concept 
of consumers. identification with specific products or 
brands is therefore not exclusively based on functional 
attributes, but it creates symbolic connections that 
transgress the use value. in that way, fashion consump-
tion serves a number of different functions, the most 
important being the affirmation and enhancement of 
the self. grubb and grathwohl (1967: 25-6) sum up 
these findings as follows:

1. self-concept is of value to the individual, and be-
haviour will be directed toward the protection and 
enhancement of self-concept.

2. the purchase, display, and use of goods communi-
cates symbolic meaning to the individual and to 
others.

3. the consuming behaviour of an individual will be 
directed toward enhancing self-concept through 
the consumption of goods as symbols.

the reasoning suggests that the acquisition of goods 
plays an important role in identity performances in that 
it helps to illustrate and strengthen the self-concept of 
consumers. accounting for the extent to which posses-
sions make up part of the self-concept, involvement is 
a measure for exploring different levels of attachment 
to brands and products. according to sirgy (1982: 289), 
it is possible to identify congruities between different 
brand/product images and the self-concept of con-
sumers. as he claims, the level of identification with 
goods is defined by key stimuli which activate mental 
concepts connected to the identity constructs of con-
sumers.
 if, for instance, mr. browne develops the associa-
tions ‘fashionable’, ‘understated’, and ‘typically english’ 
with a particular brand, finds them congruous with how 
he sees himself, and would like others to think of him 
the same way, he will most likely develop a positive at-
titude towards that brand. Congruity with his desired 
self-concept is key in that regard: the connection can be 
either positive (‘i want to present the image of a fash-
ionable understated englishman…’) or negative (‘i do 
not want to present the image of a fashionable under-
stated englishman…’). on the one hand, the way those 
connotations come into being has to do with individual 
product perceptions. on the other hand, the socio-cul-
tural context plays an important role in defining the 
symbolic value of products for different audiences. in 
other words, product connotations are contingent upon 
different situations and social or professional contexts. 
at work, mr. browne wants to look professional, so he 
dresses in smart and formal clothes. in his free time, 
however, he expresses his personality in a different way 
and feels more comfortable wearing an unbuttoned 
shirt and a pair of jeans. the two different images he 
presents of himself do not necessarily imply a qualifica-
tion or preference. there is of course a chance that mr. 
browne might prefer the casual variant as he considers 
it closer to his ‘real self ’. however, it might just as well 
be the case that he likes both looks equally well and en-
joys switching between them.
 as the example makes clear, different facets of the 
self-concept are enacted in different social contexts and 
consumer goods can play an important role in moder-
ating those differences. their symbolic value stretches 
to different dimensions, whereby the purchase act and 
possession of products are turned into sites of both 
symbolic identification and interaction. as grubb and 
grathwohl (1967: 25) point out,
 ‘Purchase and consumption of goods can be self-

enhancing in two ways. First, the self-concept of an 
individual will be sustained and buoyed if he believes 
the good he has purchased is recognized publicly 
and classified in a manner that supports and match-
es his self-concept. […] Because of their recognized 
meaning, public symbols elicit a reaction from the 
individual that supports his original self-feelings. 

Self-enhancement can occur as well in the interac-
tion process. Goods as symbols serve the individual, 
becoming means to cause desired reactions from 
other individuals.’

self-concept, then, is negotiated in a tripartite relation-
ship between products, individual consumers and their 
reference groups. a product’s symbolic value is the sum 
of its brand and marketing image and the value con-
nections attributed by individuals and their reference 
groups. Consequently, buying motivation is dependent 
on product and brand image and on the way(s) they 
work within different social contexts. following Zai-
chkowsky (1985: 342), the appeal of different brands/
products can be linked to their level of relevance for 
the individual consumer; i.e., the extent to which ‘the 
receiver is personally affected, and hence motivated, 
to respond’. for example, mr. browne buys a suit by 
Paul smith ‘just because he likes it’. this is true to the 
extent that his purchase is a confirmation of how he 
likes to see himself. still, it would be wrong to assume 
that his choice is exclusively based on product-intrinsic 
features. even if the suit fits exceptionally well, the label 
Paul smith has a specific trademark style as well as rec-
ognition value, both of which have symbolic relevance 
in a collective context. what the example illustrates is, 
that mr. browne’s suit purchase is an endorsement of 
his self-concept since it reaffirms his own self-image 
and is connected to a particular audience he aspires 
to. the symbolic value of brands or products, then, is 
produced across different sites of identification. their 
relation can be visualised in the following way:

as we can see in FIg �.1, a product or brand has intrin-
sic and extrinsic value, both of which enhance the self-
concept. the intrinsic value is indicated in the figure 

by arrow a while the extrinsic values are represented 
by the arrows b, c, and d. intrinsic value is the sym-
bolic meaning a brand or product has for individual a. 
through a goal-directed product purchase individual 
a wishes to enhance his self-concept and emphasise 
certain facets of his identity. even though the values 
attached to the product are to some extent subjective 
and personal they are nevertheless based on discursive 
meanings which are collectively produced. when indi-
vidual a presents the purchase to audience b the value 
becomes extrinsic. in this case the symbolic function 
is no longer limited to the meanings individual a com-
municates to himself. the arrows b and c indicate how 
both individual a and audience b attribute symbolic 
value to the product. if symbol X has a commonly un-
derstood meaning the process of symbolic transaction 
can take place. individual a is able to communicate 
with audience b and deliver the desired message. as 
arrow d indicates, self-enhancement takes place based 
on the fact that audience b shows the desired reaction 
to individual a (cf. grubb and grathwohl 1967: 25). 
symbolic communication between the individual and 
his reference group is consequently based on a shared 
set of meanings. to be fair, the process described here 
is somewhat theoretical. in actuality we do not know 
whether our purchases evoke the desired reaction 
in others. for my part, that is, i will hardly talk about 
my clothing purchases with friends or colleagues and 
whether they attribute the same values to them as i 
do. in effect, it is an imaginary mechanism which leads 
us to believe that we have a common perception of a 
brand or product.

�.� the Involvement construct

in the previous section we have seen how individual 
and collective identities are interrelated in a consump-
tion context and what different drivers play a role in 
the purchase decision-making process. to make this 
knowledge compatible with my study’s original re-
search questions, the following pages will define the 
involvement construct as a measure that enables us to 
account for different consumption patterns and devel-
op an understanding for different types of relationships 
between brands and consumers. involvement enables 
us to not only look into the general nature of attach-
ment, but to identify gradual differences and work out 
what factors play a role in the process. this, in turn, 
provides helpful insights when trying to identify differ-
ent style groups, their level of attachment, and buying 
motivations. 
 most generally speaking, the term describes the 
way brands have relevance for different audiences in 
terms of their meaningfulness; in other words, the ex-
tent to which they match the consumers’ self-concept 
and outlook on life. furthermore, involvement defines 
the degree to which certain brands or product groups 
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FIg �.1 ConsumPtion triangle: 
goods as symbols to the self-ConCePt

(adaPted from grubb and grathwohl 1967: 25)

Symbol X
product 
brand or 

Store

audience b
parentS 

peerS 
partnerS

individual a

desired reaction to 
enhance individual’s 

self-concept

d

b c
a



constitute engaging and focal activities (o’Cass and 
 Julian 2001: 2), thus signalling ‘a person’s perceived 
relevance of the object based on inherent needs, val-
ues, and interests’ (Zaichkowsky 1985: 342). in litera-
ture, the concept is mostly referred to as consumer 
involvement which can be classified according to four 
different dimensions (ibid: 347-8; laurent and kapferer 
1985: 45 ff.). Product Knowledge refers to the extent to 
which consumers gather information about products, 
evaluate purchases, and show high levels of interest 
in the actual product. as a rule, the more knowledge 
consumers are eager to obtain about a given product 
group, the higher their involvement and connection 
with it. Alternative Evaluation refers to the extent to 
which consumers search for competing alternatives 
in the same market segment. the more consumers 
are involved with a product, the more likely they are 
to compare different brands and products prior to the 
buying act and make them subject to post-purchase 
evaluation. Perception of Brand Differences refers to the 
extent to which consumers actually perceive differenc-
es between brands and turn them into dependent vari-
ables of the purchase decision-making process. in this 
case higher levels of involvement are tantamount to 
greater scrutiny and stronger beliefs in specific brands 
within a given product group. Brand Preference refers 
to the likelihood and degree to which consumers are 
committed to one or more brands in particular or buy 
a larger number of goods from one and the same label. 
the higher the level of involvement is, the stronger the 
level of brand patronage will be.
 rothschild (1979: 75) further distinguishes between 
three different types of involvement: situational (SI), 
response (RI), and enduring involvement (EI). unlike SI 
and RI, which reflect temporary states of involvement, 
EI is cognitively based and intrinsically motivated. as 
this research aims at exploring different levels of brand 
loyalty and buying behaviour, only the last one is of 
importance and it will be used synonymously with the 
general terminology in the following. enduring involve-
ment is defined as ‘an individual difference variable rep-
resenting the general, long-run concern with a product 
that a consumer brings to a situation’ (richins, bloch 
and mcQuarrie 1992: 143). the concept describes how 
consumers connect personal needs, aspirations, and 
value systems to goods as stimulus objects. Celsi and 
olson (1988: 211) further specify this argument, main-
taining that ‘a consumer’s level of involvement with an 
object, situation, or action is determined by the degree 
to which s/he perceives the concept as relevant. (…) 
[t]he personal relevance of a product is represented by 
the perceived linkage between an individual’s needs, 
goals, and values and their product knowledge’. ac-
cording to this definition, involvement is a stable char-
acteristic which reflects and sustains values over time. 
needless to say, temporary and situational changes 
do occur. according to bloch and richins (1983: 71), 

 however, even alternative buying patterns eventually re-
flect and confirm the general value system of individual 
consumers or an entire group for as long as the system 
as a whole remains unchanged.
 added to that, a distinction is made between two 
variants of consumer involvement: brand involvement 
and product involvement. while the former defines a 
brand-specific kind of involvement the latter describes 
involvement with entire product categories (e.g. cloth-
ing, computer games, cars). theory tends to treat them 
individually, whereas in a day-to-day context they can 
sometimes overlap. more often than not, product in-
volvement is connected to brand involvement. if, for 
example, mr. browne is deeply involved with fashion 
clothing, it would be rather unlikely for him to not have 
any favourite brand(s). the other way around, howev-
er, the principle does not apply so easily. mr. browne 
might very well have a preferred jeans brand because 
he likes the fit of a specific model or the price/perform-
ance ratio. yet, this does not automatically entail that 
he has a vested interest in fashion in general. in this 
case, traditionally the use value of a branded product 
takes precedence over its symbolic function (kim 2005).
 according to Perez Cabañero (2006: 75), involve-
ment is connected to an assessment of the importance 
of the stimulus but it also produces certain types of 
behaviour and agency. the concept mediates between 
self-image and product image and constitutes a rela-
tional factor for predicting purchase motivation (evrard 
and aurier 1996: 128). brand and product involvement, 
then, refer to motivational states of interest and arousal 
which are evoked by internal factors (e.g. values, ego) 
and external factors (e.g. product design, situation, com-
munication). the argument assumes that consumers 
will be the more involved with a brand, service, or pro-
motional message, the more they match personally held 
values, goals, or needs (engel et al. 1993). kim (2005: 
208) claims that ‘different types of product involvement 
may emanate from the importance of purchasing the 
“right” product for a particular situation or when certain 
product characteristics are symbolic of one’s identity’.
 as we can see, involvement is linked to different 
referential frameworks. similarly, different levels of 
involvement can be identified when it comes to pur-
chases of either utility-based or symbolic goods. values 
in this context are seen as general representations of 
needs and goals in the lives of consumers that guide 
brand- and product-related consumption interests and 
help communicate those values to others (kim 2005: 
210). the better a good represents this referential 
framework, the more consumers will be involved with 
it. also, the more brands and products are perceived 
as an affirmation of the self, the higher the likelihood 
of repeat purchases of the same brand (o’Cass and Ju-
lian 2001).
 Changes in the level of involvement are usually 
caused by shifting values and needs (o’Cass 2000: 

549). research into the contributing factors has found 
that age frequently brings about changes in the world-
views and priorities of consumers, which in turn have 
an impact on the level of brand and product involve-
ment (mittal and lee 1988: 45; 1989: 370-72). for ex-
ample, in a fashion context it is understood that the 
target market between 15 and 25 years is tradition-
ally the most free-spending because at a younger age 
consumers tend to be more prone to follow the latest 
trends. furthermore, peer pressure and brand-driven 
consumption are stronger than in other age groups 
(michon et al. 2007: 491; Phau and lo 2004: 399-401). 
beyond a certain age, however, in the majority of cases 
the frequency of purchases winds down due to product 
saturation and a different outlook on life. Consumption 
interests and shopping behaviour change with increas-
ing age, which leads to lower degrees of fashion in-
volvement (and usually higher degrees of involvement 
in alternative product categories).

�.5 lookIng gooD vs. beIng FashIonable

in the previous section the involvement construct was 
discussed according to its main constituents. Peculiar-
ly, when it comes to product involvement, it is neces-
sary to make an additional distinction in a fashion con-
text: clothing involvement and fashion involvement. in 
chapter � we learned about the dynamics of fashion 
and its function as a carrier of identity. i argued that it 
can signal time and place in a given cultural context, 
as well as represent a flexible medium for expressing 
individual and collective identities. the following sec-
tion specifies these insights and extends the scope of 
analysis towards the difference between fashion and 
clothing, in relation to product involvement.
 in popular discourse the terms clothing and fash-
ion are frequently used interchangeably. in actuality, 
however, it is not quite correct to attach one and the 

same meaning to both words. while the term clothing 
primarily refers to covering the body, the term fashion 
is more time-specific and reaches beyond functional 
attributes. fashion not only serves the purpose of cov-
ering the body or looking right for a certain occasion. 
the concept describes seasonally changing looks that 
resonate with popular taste and it usually involves the 
production of meaning through magazines, blogs, and 
other media (lynge-Jorlén 2009; moeran 2006; re-
ponen 2009), thereby seeking to catch a certain zeit-
geist by translating cultural climates into visual means 
of communication (barnard 2002: 38). in other words, 
whereas clothing is more stable in character (wilson 
2003) fashion has a kinetic persona and changes its 
face according to circumstance and temporary whims 
(evans 2003).
 a further exploration of the phenomenon, Jacobs 
(2010) makes a division between two purchase moti-
vations: they can be either based on the objective to 
‘look good’ or to ‘be fashionable’. the former prima-
rily corresponds to the functional attributes of clothes 
(e.g. tried and tested fit, reliable quality, durability, and 
affiliation with specific occupational or social groups). 
in this case purchases are not so much driven by the 
ambition to follow the latest trends, but rather by a 
desire to look appropriate for a certain occasion or to 
purchase products that flatter the shape of the body. 
for example, mr. browne knows that a levi’s 501 has 
the right fit and suits a wide variety of situations be-
cause the model has a timeless cut and looks good in 
various combinations. to him, it is largely unimportant 
whether his pair of jeans follows the latest fashion. it 
does what it is supposed to do, namely cover his body 
and make him look good in an uncontroversial way. 
‘being fashionable’, by contrast, describes the ambition 
to synchronise one’s wardrobe with national or interna-
tional trends. here, the focus is not actually on decent 
looks alone. Clothing purchases are driven by the de-
sire to reflect contemporary taste. whether or not the 
clothes actually look good is a different discussion alto-
gether. the difference between looking good and look-
ing fashionable is that in the former case the purchase 
decision-making process is largely driven by product-
intrinsic features; whereas in the latter case purchases 
are prompted by the ambition to conform to commonly 
shared tastes within a specific cultural group.
 a third axis needs to be taken into account in 
this regard, namely that of branding, resp. the mean-
ing some brands take on within certain groups. the 
fact that group-specific values are connected to cer-
tain firms, cuts across the other two dimensions and 
influences the way consumers relate to brands and 
products. for example, one of mr. browne’s favourite 
brands is a fashion firm that tries to distinguish itself 
by promoting the exclusive use of sustainable and 
eco-conscious yarns and fabrics. it is possible that this 
aspect influences mr. browne’s level of attachment, 
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FIg �.� Consumer attitudes 
towards Clothing (JaCobs 2010: 587)

looking good

being fashionable



 because to him, it is not only important that his clothes 
look fashionable but also that they are sourced and 
produced according to eco-friendly standards. howev-
er, it might just as well be the case that the company’s 
business approach and branding strategy are of no im-
portance to him, because he only cares for the clothes’ 
great look and their tactile qualities. in fact, if he is not 
at all into fashion and only cares that the clothes suit 
him well, he might not even know about the branding 
message. Clearly, the dichotomy presented here is not 
as straightforward in actuality. more often than not it is 
a matter of degree, so either the brand-aware or brand-
unaware frame will be more strongly pronounced. 
nevertheless, what the example is meant to illustrate is 
that in a branding context we are dealing with different 
regimes of identification. FIg �.� visualises the differ-
ent consumer attitudes according to the axes fashion, 
functionality, and brands.

based on this model Jacobs (ibid.) identifies what he 
calls ‘three extreme ideal-type consumer groups’:
• First people for whom the functionality of clothes 

is the most important aspect. In a way they don’t 
bother too much about how they look and they also 
don’t want to spend too much money on it. 

• Another extreme are the people who just want to fol-
low the latest fashions. It does not matter whether 
clothes are functional or ‘wearable’, as long as it is 
clear that they are in sync with the prevailing style 
code.

• The third group is constituted by strong brand fans. 
For these fans the most important element of their 
clothes is the brand label.

as it is presented here the separation between the dif-
ferent consumer attitudes is rather straightforward. 

 unlike the example above, in reality the differences are 
not as clear-cut however. while extreme cases where 
only one dimension applies do exist, a hybrid which 
emphasises one dimension more strongly than the 
others is much more common. arguably, that does not 
lessen the fact that certain combinations are more usu-
al than others. Provided that mr. browne puts a pre-
mium on the wearability and functionality of clothes, 
it is rather unlikely that he will purchase cutting-edge 
fashion pieces. that, however, does not make him im-
mune to the lure of brands. if a certain outdoor brand 
has proved to be a good choice in terms of quality, 
wearability, and functionality, he is likely to buy other 
products from the same brand rather than choose for 
a no-name private label. turning the argument around, 
if mr. browne is heavily involved with fashion and wish-
es to always look smart or dress with great panache, 
the functionality of his clothes is probably not the first 
thing he looks at. that does not mean that his clothes 
would be unwearable. it rather indicates that his priori-
ties are different. applied to a branding context, the dif-
ference between the two examples is significant when 
it comes to branding preference. if functionality is key, 
consumers will first and foremost make a brand- relat-
ed decision depending on inherent product qualities. in 
case an outdoor brand produces garments of superior 
quality and with an exceptionally comfortable fit, these 
are the characteristics consumers will look for because 
they help to improve their performance. true fashion 
brands, by contrast, are above all recognised for a cer-
tain signature style and look. the clothes might still be 
of great quality and good fit. nevertheless, these con-
stitute additional incentives rather than the main driv-
ers in the purchase decision-making process.
 the distinction between looking good and being 
fashionable helps us to understand different buying 

motivations that define choices for certain brands and 
products. FIg �.� shows the different dimensions of 
brand value and clothing and fashion involvement. the 
middle axis represents the distinction between looking 
good and being fashionable. the closer brands are to 
the middle axis, the more they are hybrid; the further 
they are removed from it, the clearer they belong to 
only one category. going counterclockwise: top left we 
find Zeeman (or any other cheapskate brand, for that 
matter) as an extreme case of utilitarian clothing. Peo-
ple who source their clothes from this firm will hardly 
pay attention to either the symbolic meaning of their 
clothes or the branding messages. a brand like C&a 
can be considered utilitarian in the sense that it is nei-
ther heavily branded nor extremely fashionable. still, 
these are surely clothes that make the average wearer 
look good.

further down, on the left we find brands like Just b. 
which are slightly more fashionable than the average 
highstreet brand but not actually valuable brand names 
in their own right. further to the right, orson+bodil 
represents an almost couturier-driven fashion house 
in the sense that it is neither advertised nor branded. 
the primary ambition of consumers who shop there 
is to look fashionable while the brand name itself is of 
not too much importance.1 moving on further, we find 
brands like yamamoto or dior. they, too, are fashion 
companies in a rather pure sense. at the same time, 
they are commercialised enterprises whose leverage is 
monetised through distribution lines, collaborations, li-
censes, and perfumes. also in the middle, further up are 
brands like armani or g-star, whose brand image is de-
fined by a combination of use value and reasonably fash-
ionable looks. here, the emphasis lies on product- and 
brand(ing)-related aspects. in other words, brand name, 
signature look, and use value are in good balance.
 on the right-hand side we find the strongest ‘brand 
tribes’ – i.e., style groups with high levels of involve-
ment and loyalty. the brands inside the circle all are 
defined by a recognisable signature style and high me-
dia and branding profiles. on the fashion side, the Paul 
smith label is known for quirky britishness, diesel for 
the use of denim and its trademark oddball advertis-
ing campaigns, and burberry for more sophististicated 
britishness like the trenchcoat and the ‘burberry check’. 
across the middle axis, a rather utilitarian firm with 
a cult following is lonsdale that has been discussed 
shortly earlier. in various countries the brand is known 
as a symbol for skinhead culture, so functionality is 
a rather abstract concept in this case. obviously, the 

1 nb: the brand name in this case is not that important inso-
much as the design value takes precedence over the actual 
name. still, for those ‘in the know’ it is a valuable asset. Pre-
cisely because it is a small niche firm it might be considered a 
more avant-garde choice compared to the big fashion houses 
with a high-profile brand identity.

clothes are functional in the sense that they cover the 
body. in the subcultural context where they traditionally 
surface, however, brand history and original purpose 
are largely irrelevant. instead, involvement pivots on 
the company’s brand name and logo which represent 
markers of identity for a particular social group. in oth-
er words, the level of involvement is based on symbolic 
attributes that do not belong to the brand.2 
 ralph lauren or marlboro Classics stand for a 
casual and versatile type of clothing with rather high 
recognition value and a well-known brand idenity. 
still, they occupy a middle position: both brands have 
loyal consumers but it is doubtful whether their level 
of involvement is of an emotional kind. lee and levi’s 
are jeans brands that are known for classic cuts and 
a largely uninnovative product portfolio. most of the 
products are tried and tested formulas and the brand 
name reflects this market position. Purchasing one of 
their products is a safe bet rather than a fashion state-
ment because they stand for timelessness rather than 
the latest fad. lastly, we find companies like gaastra 
or the north face. while both are originally outdoor 
brands, nowadays they can be considered hybrid en-
terprises that cater to the sportswear segment as well 
as to the everyday leisure-wear consumer. these firms 
are neither heavily branded nor exceptionally fashion-
able, but stand for a type of product that functions in a 
casual-wear context as well as in their original outdoor 
domain.
 it is obvious that the brands mentioned here are 
just examples of a more general image that we prob-
ably find in most countries with a well-developed fash-
ion culture. details apart, worth remembering are the 
differences between the three dimensions and how the 
concepts ‘fashion’ and ‘clothing’ are related to brand-
ing. based on these insights we will be able to develop 
an understanding of the ways consumers relate to their 
preferred brands and to identify what value connec-
tions produce different degrees of involvement. what 
level of identification is the strongest? how is the re-
lation between consumers and brands constructed? 
what are the aspects consumers are most attracted 
by? Can we identify different degrees of involvement in 
different segments?

�.6 not neo-trIbes...

for many decades the primary sources of identifica-
tion were families and ideologies, and maybe working 
environments. nowadays, however, citizens (in the 
western world, that is) have become more emanci-
pated, which prompted the mode(s) of socialisation 
to become more open, diverse, and flexible. it is not 

2 nb: these days lonsdale tries to get away from the skinhead 
image and reposition the brand based on its heritage in box-
ing sports.
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FIg �.� a sPeCtrum of brands: from ‘Just Clothes’ to ‘fashion’ (JaCobs 2010: 588)
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necessarily the case that we find orientation by one or 
two primary sources of identification. Just like we build 
our identities from a range of possible options our so-
cial behaviour is dependent on different contexts and 
life-worlds. in recent years scholars have suggested a 
number of approaches to account for the changes and 
they offer possible explanations for the current state of 
affairs. one of them is michel maffesoli’s concept of 
‘neo-tribes’. a contemporary reprise of the traditional 
ethnic tribe, in his book The Time of the Tribes (1996) 
he defines them as small agglomerations of people 
whose meeting ground are shared social, economical, 
or political values, similar tastes (e.g. sports, clothing, 
music), or lifestyles. neo-tribes can be seen as taste 
or interest communities in the sense of affinity-based 
networks. the process of socialisation in this context is 
realised through the sum of multiple temporary identi-
fications which are based on, for example, ‘wearing par-
ticular types of dress, exhibiting group-specific styles of 
adornment and espousing the shared values and ide-
als of collectivity’ (ibid: xi-ii). the group setting creates 
a sense of ‘commonness’ that needs not to be limited 
to the level of outward characteristics, but might just as 
well pertain to similarities in the value systems and self-
understanding of people. in short, neo-tribes are socially 
heterogenous groups that are bound by shared interests 
or a passion for a specific activity or product type.
 Crucial to note is the aspect of plurality, as people 
participate in a variety of these communities through-
out the day – for a shorter or longer period of time and 
with stronger or weaker connections to its members. 
for instance, mr. browne meets the same people at the 
bus stop every morning. over time, he might sympa-
thise with some of them. he and his remote acquaint-
ances start establishing rituals like greeting each other 
or having a short conversation. that way, they share a 
familiar, if ever so perfunctory and temporary, common 
ground. at work, however, mr. browne spends a much 
longer period of time and his contacts are likely to be 
more intense. he knows the names of his colleagues, 
has a more direct and intimate connection, and relates 
to them on a professional and sometimes even per-
sonal level. Provided he sees himself as an accepted 
and appreciated member of the group, we may assume 
that his sense of familiarity reaches beyond the level of 
professional ethos towards a type of bond that is based 
on affinity and emotional identification. after work, he 
practises with his football team twice a week, where he 
performs as a member of a fixed social group. here 
his level of identification is not related to professional 
aspects but to team spirit and competitiveness. what 
this example is supposed to show is how in all these 
instances mr. browne becomes a temporary member 
of a social group that is based on individual codes of 
recognition. throughout the day he enacts different 
facets of his identity according to the social context he 
is part of.

a similar concept, dubbed ‘communities lite’, is sug-
gested by duyvendak and hurenkamp (2004). while 
maffesoli’s theory is mainly based on shared senti-
ment and common interests, the authors extend that 
idea towards goal-driven groups with a shared sense 
of agency. enacting their ‘plural identities’, people form 
short-term alliances in order to reach a specific goal. 
for instance, people who stick up for smoking preven-
tion, safe streets in the neighbourhood, or a ban on 
alcohol for underaged persons have a common ob-
jective. duyvendak and hurenkamp (ibid: 219) argue 
that those ‘weak ties’ to a certain extent have replaced 
‘strong ties’ that last for a lifetime. at the same time, 
they conclude that the emotional intensity of commu-
nities lite is not comparable to traditional settings like 
the family or a religious community. in their view, the 
main difference is pluriformity and variation, i.e., citi-
zens are enabled to become temporary members of a 
number of loose networks where participation is not 
binding. People can become members and withdraw 
from a group at any moment, which increases their 
flexibility and ease to participate in different commu-
nities (ibid: 220). it is true that the general idea, to a 
certain extent, resembles that of neo-tribes; with the 
very important difference, however, that affinity is only 
to a lesser extent a necessary precondition for their 
emergence. it is possible for communities lite to take 
the shape and function of expedient alliances. in that 
sense they can be seen as interest groups for which en-
gagement rather than shared affinity is a prerequisite. 
in other words, they emerge as a result of commonly-
shared values and may or may not disband once the 
ambition is realised.3 
 each in their own way, those positions are distin-
guishable from subcultures. according to hebdige 
(1979), one of their primary features is the subversion 
of normalcy. in other words, the value systems within 
the group differ from those of the social majority or a 
received, unquestioned world-view. at least in theory, 
members of a subculture will take an antagonistic 
stance towards accepted social standards and adopt a 
critical attitude towards them (gelder 2007). in some 
cases that is certainly true. Punks, for instance, not 
only share a number of common markers of identity 
like dyed hair, combat boots with red laces, and stud-
ded waistcoats made from leather or jeans fabric, but 
also a specific attitude towards the establishment and 
an ‘anarchic’ stance. the mods, by contrast, whose ori-
gins lay in the working-class england of the 1950s, tried 
to lower the impact of class and social origin through 
scintillating elegant looks. by adopting an ‘upper-class 
style’, members tried to distinguish themselves from 

3 the study of the book ‘kiezen voor de kudde’ was limited to 
the dutch national context. still, i believe that the conclusions 
which the contributors arrive at apply to other contexts as 
well.

the social majority and define their own social terrain. 
also, the mods were connected to a specific musical 
style (british rhythm and blues from bands like the 
who, the small faces, or the smoke) as well as the 
scooter as a social signifier. nonetheless, their attitude 
was largely non-ideological. the aim was not to actu-
ally subvert existing norms, but connect to a different 
social class and lifestyle by means of a flamboyant out-
ward appearance (hebdige 2006: 72).
 as the two examples demonstrate, resistance 
alone does not qualify as a mark of distinction. the dif-
ference between subcultures and neo-tribes and com-
munities lite is that, according to theory, subcultures 
usually encompass an entire world-view, comprised of 
value systems, political views, a certain taste in music, 
an identifiable style, and sometimes even a distinct lin-
go or argot that twists the meaning of certain words or 
phrases. that holistic view has received some criticism 
because in reality subcultures were often not as clear-
cut as was frequently theorised. still, the fact remains 
that subcultures are a more uniform concept than neo-
tribes and communities lite insomuch that the latter 
two are more temporary and diverse (i.e., participa-
tion in a number of communities) whereas the former 
tends to be more monolithic. that does not mean all 
members subscribe to a subculture’s lifestyle in equal 
measure, of course. some might be heavily involved 
while others are moderate followers. Participation and 
membership, therefore, are always a matter of degree. 
neo-tribes and communities lite, by contrast, are tem-
porary social constructions that emerge and disband 
within a rather short period of time. none of them will 
be equivalent to an entire world-view actually. in fact, in 
the majority of cases they are micro collectives, inde-
pendent of class and ideology, that share some sense 
of commonality. unlike subcultures, then, it is the 
sum of those microcosms that makes up a certain life 
concept or mindset rather than one of the individual 
components (even though some might be more pro-
nounced than others).
 it is important to note that none of these examples 
completely supplants the traditional model. friends 
and family are still important sites of identification. 
each of the positions presented above marks an exten-
sion that widens the scope and possibilities of social 
identification, and each one is enmeshed with its own 
set of rituals and different degrees of attachment. seen 
thus, neo-tribes and communities lite constitute aux-
iliary sites, the sum of which defines different social 
milieus. also, we need to take into account that not all 
of these groups are based on intentional membership 
or a conscious sense of belonging. at the bus stop, it 
may not be a conscious choice that mr. browne greets 
the people he meets on a daily basis. he might do so 
out of politeness, not because he wants to forge a link. 
at work, he has no other choice than to accept that he 
is part of the environment, so, to some extent, he is 

 required to abide by the codes of conduct. in both cas-
es we might say that belonging is not a conscious de-
cision. at the bus stop mr. browne’s behaviour might 
be the result of intuition or respect, whereas at work a 
certain level of professional ethos is demanded, as part 
of the working environment. what the example means 
to show is that affiliative behaviour is not a conscious 
choice at all times. the processes guiding our actions 
are subject to circumstance and convention. we are 
taught to do things a certain way and we do not always 
question our behaviour. even though, ultimately, the 
result might be a sense of familiarity or commonness, 
the ambition was perhaps more prosaic and not at all 
directed by a specific goal.

�.7 ... but style groups!

taking fashion’s malleable and kinetic nature into ac-
count, shortly after the research had started i realised 
that the defining features of neo-tribes and communi-
ties lite were not fully resonant with the goals of my 
research. the aim of the research is to look into the 
relations and value constructions between a number 
of dutch clothing brands and their main audiences. 
subcultures did not appear to be an appropriate con-
cept because they don’t not lend themselves to the 
subject of the study. although certain brands might be 
synonymous with particular lifestyles, it seemed rather 
unlikely that they would attract a complete subcultural 
following. neo-tribes looked interesting from a theoret-
ical point of view but they did not fully account for the 
rather practical nature of the study. their fleeting nature 
seemed too ephemeral to comprehend the nitty-gritty 
between consumers and brands. Communities lite felt 
like an interesting approach in the context of consumer 
agency and the active stance certain collectives take 
towards their preferred brands. still, the concept ap-
peared less suited for exploring the value connections 
between brands and consumers, specifically when try-
ing to identify gradual differences between them, be-
cause in many cases brand communities are probably 
superlite.
 because of that reason i decided to distil cer-
tain aspects from maffesoli’s and duyvendak and 
hurenkamp’s ideas and mould them into a similar 
category that is more directly related to fashion: style 
groups. not unlike neo-tribes and communities lite, 
style groups are based on shared codes of recogni-
tion. my assumption is that different types of fashion 
consumers have similar stylistic preferences that lead 
to commonness and a sense of familiarity. People who 
adopt a similar clothing style might have a number 
of other characteristics in common, such as profes-
sional background (e.g. banking profession, creative 
industries, legal profession), product preferences, or 
life concept. by extension, a particular style or fashion 
can take on symbolic meaning within certain social or 
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professional groups and comes to represent a signi-
fier of collective life-worlds. that, in turn, allows for the 
possibility to explore different consumption contexts 
and identify the drivers that motivate purchase behav-
iour. most brands do indeed stand for a certain type 
of clothing. some are more versatile than others, but 
most of them are connected to some kind of trade-
mark look. Consequently the question is whether a 25 
year-old woman looks for the same characteristics in 
a product as a woman of 45 years. does the garment 
have the same meaning for each of them? is it pur-
chased for the same reasons? do they try to express 
the same message with the product?
 my account differs from neo-tribes and communi-
ties lite when it comes to the basis of their existence. 
style groups do not emerge from shared sentiment or 
agency. they are based on common style and brand or 
product preferences. to be sure, none of that rules out 
the possibility of emotional attachment between con-
sumers. still, the primary ambition is to study fashion 
clothing as a carrier of audience-specific meanings, 
which allows for the possibility to study the relation be-
tween consumers and certain brands. to some extent 
style groups are an arguably virtual concept and i freely 
admit that in day-to-day fashion retail it would be im-
possible to make such clear-cut distinctions. audiences 
are hardly ever entirely uniform, so we need to think in 
terms of degrees rather than cut-and-dried categories.
 Provided, for instance, mr. browne has an expen-
sive taste in clothes and spends substantial amounts 
of money on formal items like suits, shirts, ties, shoes, 
and accessories it is not very likely he will buy his lei-
sure wear from a random cheapskate shop on the high 
street. he would presumably not even dare to enter. 
instead, he might be partial to a style like ‘smart casu-
al’. Products in this category are part of the leisurewear 
register but they exhibit features that are distinguished 
from sportswear-related casual clothing in terms of 
fabric, manufacturing quality, and message. also, they 
come in a style and are inscribed with meanings (e.g. 
stylish, understated, upmarket, exclusive) that make 
them attractive for a more conservative clientele. mr. 
browne’s preferred clothing style, then, stretches from 
formal to casual. while formal attire and casual cloth-
ing by default are subject to different stylistic conven-
tions, his choices are linked by a similar stylistic regis-
ter and a particular way to wear and contextualise the 
clothes. what i want to illustrate with this example is 
that, despite apparent differences, mr. browne has a 
rather uniform visual identity. that not only allows us 
to study the spectrum of his consumption interests, 
but also the wider social context in which they are situ-
ated. the following sections will explain how the sym-
bolic function of brands and products serves to study 
the nexus between individual and collective consump-
tion patterns. 

�.8 style groups anD symbolIc meanIng

objects get inscribed with symbolic value once the 
meanings and interpretations attached to them tran-
scend visible and physical characteristics. following 
elliott (1997: 287), ‘the functions of the symbolic mean-
ings operate in two directions, outward in construct-
ing the social world – social symbolism – and inward 
towards constructing our self-identity: self-symbolism’. 
the level of attachment with a specific brand is conse-
quently negotiated between the individual, the group, 
and the wider cultural surroundings. to the extent that 
socialisation can be linked to form, it serves mutual 
recognition and reaffirms belonging to the group (ma-
ffesoli 2005: 205). 
 developing an understanding of meaning-based 
purchase behaviour, Percy et al. (2001) suggest that it 
is important to study the interplay between individuals, 
collectives, and organisations. it is recommended not 
to focus exclusively on attitudinal or behavioural pat-
terns, but to study brand-related behaviour in terms 
of the wider socio-cultural experiences of consumers. 
according to algesheimer and gurău (2008: 228), ‘in-
dividual behaviour is determined by the specific struc-
tural context(s) in which people live and act (such as 
national and local culture, their reference groups, etc.), 
and by their specific position and role in various social 
collectives and organisations’. okleshen and grossbart 
(2001: 384) suggest a definition of consumer commu-
nities based on shared values and experiences, includ-
ing activities and lifestyle-related events that are or-
chestrated by changes at social, economic, and market 
level.
 seeking to develop an understanding of the com-
plex processes underlying brand-related consump-
tion in connection with fashion clothing, style groups 
are seen as consumer communities that correspond 
to different experiential contexts in the life-worlds of 
consumers. within this research a complementary 
perspective is adopted that takes into account both 
the subjective behaviour and communal structure of 
consumers. i draw here on holt’s model of market-
place cultures, which treats social collectives as being 
not formally organised but constituted and sustained 
through social interaction, and in which membership 
is not necessarily conscious (holt 1997: 328; cf. alge-
sheimer and gurău 2008). by adopting a broad theo-
retical perspective this study tries to develop an under-
standing of consumption experiences that connects 
individual behaviour to a wider contextual framework. 
an exploration of the relations between dutch fashion 
brands and their main audiences, the research adds to 
the existing body of knowledge in the field of consumer 
research and collective retention strategies.
 how is this knowledge usefully applied to the 
concept style groups? earlier, it was stated that most 
fashion brands are synonymous with some kind of 

signature look. that does not necessarily mean that 
they stand for only one look. nevertheless, more often 
than not a firm’s different product lines are unified by a 
number of basic aesthetic principles that streamline the 
product proposition in its entirety. a brand like dolce 
e gabbana, for instance, offers a wide variety of prod-
ucts, ranging from t-shirts and jeans to lounge suits 
and fashionable evening wear. diversity notwithstand-
ing, most of the products are relatively similar in style 
(e.g. sexy, outgoing, provocative, slightly extravagant) 
and they are likely to attract an audience that shares 
certain commonalities. depending on how narrow or 
broad the scope of consumers actually is, their com-
mon ground will be more or less uniform. therefore i 
shall use the concept throughout this dissertation as 
follows: style groups represent a frame for studying 
purchase behaviour in connection to the life-worlds of 
a number of audience groups. i will investigate to what 
extent consumers have a number of aspects in com-
mon, like social and professional background or even 
lifestyle-related activities. as indicated before, style 
groups can be seen as a theoretical framework that 
leaves room for variation. in that way, it is an analytical 
tool to cluster consumer types in a certain way and de-
velop an understanding for their consumption interests.

�.9 FashIon consumptIon: 
 Involvement across the contInuum

in an attempt to account for the multiple ways con-
sumers express themselves and enact their identities, 
this research suggests a relation between brand iden-
tification, buying behaviour, and involvement. the un-
derlying assumption is that purchase behaviour can be 
accounted for in terms of brand identification and dif-
ferent degrees of commitment. the higher the level of 
attachment with a firm, the stronger brand loyalty and 
consumption behaviour will be. the question is what 
factors contribute to their emergence and whether they 
are intrinsic or extrinsic. we remember the example of 
mr. browne, purchasing products from an eco-friendly 
brand that prides itself on the exclusive use of sustain-
able materials and corporate social responsibility. mr. 
browne’s attachment to the firm can be motivated by 
different aspects of the brand proposition. it could be 
that:
1. he just likes the clothes and is neither interested 

nor even informed about the branding message;
2. he chooses this particular brand because sustain-

ability and Csr are crucial values for him, and he 
prefers to buy from brands that share and reflect 
these values;

3. it’s a combination of both; i.e., he has a number of 
favourite brands but it is the firm’s corporate poli-
cies that make the difference. in other words, the 
policies might not be the main driver in the pur-
chase decision-making process but they constitute 

an added value in comparison to other firms with 
a similar product proposition.

as these positions show, mr. browne’s sense of attach-
ment could be motivated by different factors. it might 
be that he chooses for product-intrinsic attributes, like 
manufacturing quality and fit of the garment (possibil-
ity 1) or that his decision is strongly marketing driven 
(possibility 2), or that he has an informed view about 
what a particular brand stands for and therefore makes 
his decision based on product and brand values (pos-
sibility 3). in each of these instances the question is to 
what extent consumers respond to marketing-related 
aspects of the brand proposition and whether these ac-
tually prompt purchases.
 more than many others, the fashion market is 
prone to rather fickle consumption habits, which makes 
the quest for loyalty both vital and challenging. it takes 
well-adjusted and intelligent formulas to bind consum-
ers in the long run and convince them of the value of a 
firm’s offerings. in section 2.5 we saw that brand identi-
ty can be a powerful means of securing patronage and 
a strong position in the market. at the same time, not 
all kinds of branding strategies work out the same way 
and, even if successful for some time, branding is not 
static but has to be sustained, renewed, and adapted to 
a zeitgeist and changing consumer needs. in the previ-
ous sections i fleshed out style groups as an analyti-
cal tool for clustering audiences in a way that not only 
takes into account their fashion or style preferences, 
but also makes a link to their life-worlds. the ambi-
tion is to identify different consumer types and get an 
idea of what the average audience looks like and which 
aspects of the brand proposition they mostly identify 
with. Clearly, not all members of a brand’s audience 
are of the same kind, so it would be wrong to assume 
that it is possible to come up with monolithical catego-
ries. that, however, does not rule out the possibility to 
define an average level of involvement and explore the 
contributing factors. 
 the research is structured in an attempt to account 
for the different positions and develop a measure for 
the way different audiences relate to their preferred 
brands. in order to realise that ambition, the idea is 
to conceive of brand involvement and consumption 
behaviour along a continuum. on the one hand, the 
approach will serve to develop a discriminating and 
comprehensive perspective that allows the study of the 
relation between consumers and brands in a complex 
way. on the other hand, it might give us the chance 
to study variations and points of convergence between 
the different cases, and find out whether they are 
caused by the same factors. 
 based on a number of case studies, my study 
seeks to explore different kinds of relationships be-
tween brands and consumers and tries to develop an 
understanding for different kinds of interaction. the 
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continuum in this context is a model which defines dif-
ferent levels of involvement. Paired with the concept of 
style groups, we are talking about a frame ranging from 
‘light communities’ to ‘tight communities’ or ‘brand 
fans’. in an effort to conceive of different conceptual 
models that can be related to the ways dutch fashion 
firms appeal to, and interact with, their audiences, my 
research seeks to explore gradual differences between 
different audiences and their respective level of brand 
identification.

�.10 co-creatIon between branDs 
  anD consumers

in a study on fashion innovation and self-concept, 
goldsmith et al. (1999: 9) suggest that consumers 
choose particular brands (or their brand persona, for 
that matter) based on assumed congruence with their 
self-concept. also, the research points to the fact that, 
when it comes to purchase behaviour, self-concept is 
not only a crucial variable, but it serves as a critical 
reference point for the way ‘consumers view advertis-
ing, brands, salespeople, and the ways they interact 
with these stimuli’ (ibid.) as well. similarly, Phau and 
lo (2004: 402-3) suggest that the loyalty of fashion 
consumers is largely dependent on a quick response 
to emerging trends and the degree to which these re-
sponses are capable of incorporating the consumers’ 
identity constructs. the study claims that especially 
consumers who show high levels of fashion involve-
ment (‘fashion innovators’ or ‘tastemakers’), prima-
rily define and communicate image(s) of themselves 
through the codes of fashion.
 according to the findings, self-concept not only 
transmits individual and collective values but it also de-
fines interaction with firms. seen thus, it represents an 
interactive relay that moderates between brands and in-
dividual and collective belief systems. in its capacity to 
interactively and collectively shape relations, self-con-
cept involves a sense of agency: since congruence with 
commonly shared values represents a decisive factor 
in the purchase decision-making process, consumer 
collectives turn into active forces in the market with 
the power to exert influence on companies and their 

 product and marketing strategy. according to disney 
(1999: 491), ‘organisations become increasingly cus-
tomer focused and driven by customer demands, [so 
that] the need to meet the customers’ expectations and 
retain their loyalty becomes more critical’. the more 
consumers are loyal towards a certain brand, the more 
critical they are towards it. as a rule, the higher the level 
of involvement is, the more influence a group will have 
and the more prone it will be to actually take action. 
by way of example, when in october 2010 american 
casual-wear brand the gap introduced a new logo, it 
was immediately met with general disdain and resulted 
in numerous complaints from consumers across the 
firm’s facebook site and twitter account. it took less 
than a week for the gap to rescind the logo and revert 
back to the old look. beyond the media buzz it created, 
the incident resulted in sardonic acts of agency by an-
gry consumers who used the old and new brand aes-
thetics to ‘redesign’ the logos, using the word ‘Crap’ 
instead of gap (pIctures �.1 & �.�).

one of many examples, the case makes clear that con-
sumers nowadays have moved from the position of 
passive recipients towards collectives that sometimes 
take an active stance. Provided they are sufficiently in-
volved, consumers are actively engaged with their fa-
vourite brands and have a collective voice that has the 
power to actually influence or change market perform-
ances. in their attempts to forge ties with their desired 
target market, one result of this is that companies have 
started to create multiple points of connection and 
added value in the form of shared life-worlds. ‘lifestyle 
brands’ represent much more than just products or 
brand images because they embody experiences that 
reach beyond material aspects towards brand-specific 
and commonly shared symbolic values.
 the bilateral relationship between between con-
sumers and companies is often referred to as ‘co-
creation’. generally speaking, the term describes the 
multiple ways companies try to account for interests or 
consumption behaviour of their main audience groups 
based on consumer intelligence. incorporating audi-
ence-specific values into retail concepts and marketing 
decisions, the goal is to appeal to the identity concepts 

of consumers and develop a joint experiential frame-
work (forsström 2005). in that way, co-creation serves 
to establish brand loyalty, which, in turn, increases the 
likelihood of future (repeat) purchases and long-term 
relations (edmonds 2008: 2). mittal and lassar (1998) 
found that, in many cases, brand loyalty is based on 
customer satisfaction. instead of introducing ready-
made and relatively unaccessible profiles, co-creation 
promotes the active integration of consumer input in 
the value proposition.
 Practically speaking, such an effort could involve ex-
plicit methods like interviews, questionnaires or open-
contest marketing, each of them aimed at exploring the 
identity, general interests or emotional drivers govern-
ing the consumption behaviour of one or more groups 
of consumers (Prahalad and ramaswamy 2002: 3-4). 
importantly, though, not many consumers are actually 
willing to collaborate unless they get something in re-
turn. therefore, a more likely method of data collection 
would be an implicit approach in the form of tapping 
into internet fora or web 2.0 technologies, where con-
sumers freely share and exchange opinions about the 
benefits and weaknesses of certain brands or products 
(Prahalad and ramaswamy 2004: 7). it might also be 
the case that brands actively seek contact with key con-
sumer groups and reward their input with either finan-
cial allowances or payments in kind (e.g. beta versions 
and computer games or programmes are classic exam-
ples of this strategy). being able to base their strategies 
on consumer-specific insights and actual needs, the 
desired outcome for brands is to be able to cut back 
on expenses for marketing and advertising budgets. 
for consumers satisfaction is likely to increase, on the 
one hand because their opinion is respected or even 
integrated into developing new products and services, 
on the other hand because they feel the brand values 
are closer to (or, ideally, congruent with) their own.
 it is claimed that competitive advantage can be im-
proved by high-quality interactions that allow consum-
ers to co-create ‘unique experiences’ (Prahalad and 
ramaswamy 2004). mascarenhas et al. (2004: 494) 
found that the involvement of consumers can be used 
as an effective strategy in substantiating the goal of 
the marketing concept by turning consumer input into 
the ‘central and primary concern of an organisation’. 
by providing tailored experiences like exclusive music 
events, sports competitions or leisure-time activities, 
firms strive to create emotional bonds and added value 
beyond the point of value exchange during the act of 
consumption (rowley et al. 2007: 140-41). an inter-
esting example in that regard comes from the sports 
brand salomon before it introduced of a new series of 
inline skaters to the french market. in contrast to di-
rect competitors like fila or rossignol, whose market 
approach was based on traditional marketing strategy 
(i.e., starting to penetrate the market with direct prod-
uct offers), salomon approached its desired target 

group by providing experiences. during the start-off 
phase the firm engaged in ‘ethnomarketing’, i.e., en-
countering the milieu, engaging in participant observa-
tion, and being present at important events (e.g. con-
tests). during the following phase the brand sought 
direct contact with opinion leaders to work on the 
‘design of products in collaboration with skaters; work 
on the distinctive features of products with skaters [as 
well as] product tests by a team of skaters suppoted 
by salomon’ (Cova and Cova 2002: 20). by introducing 
and sponsoring group-related activities and passions, 
the brand finally turned into an engaged actor with 
the skating community during the last phase. in so far 
as the company had forged direct interaction with its 
main consumers, they successively became ‘part of the 
company network’ (ibid.). in the end, salomon’s efforts 
were rewarded by giving the firm direct advantages 
over competitors and establishing the brand as a mar-
ket leader in the lifestyle sports sector.
 Clearly, the salomon case is a rather sophisticated 
example of co-creation in the field of product develop-
ment. having said that, it shows how a well-considered 
appeal to consumer values and their successful inte-
gration into a market approach can help forge bonds 
with consumers and sustaining a comparatively stable 
buying behaviour. moreover, the case demonstrates 
how feedback loops can produce competitive advan-
tage and trigger product innovations that follow the 
actual needs of consumers.
 within the framework of this research, the ques-
tion is what mechanisms dutch fashion firms use to 
appeal to the identity concepts of their desired audi-
ence groups or, rather, to which extent they actually 
succeed in doing so. some firms might pay less atten-
tion to marketing and focus on service or quality con-
trol instead. others might have a very clear image of 
the life-worlds of their consumers and try to appeal to 
values and lifestyles through marketing strategies and 
sales promotions. here the questions are, what mech-
anisms they employ, to what extent they are used, and 
how market knowledge is integrated into the brand and 
value proposition.
 across a number of case studies, the ambition is 
to look into the retention strategies of dutch clothing 
brands and identify similarities and differences in the 
way brands and audiences interact with each other. in 
the next two chapters i will clarify that the case studies 
were chosen with the aim to study the dutch fashion 
landscape in its diversity, i.e., across different segments 
and consumer types. do high-street brands work with 
a different set of retention strategies than small and ex-
clusive ones? in what way do they integrate consumer 
feedback and what are the effects thereof? are con-
sumers more strongly attracted by product-intrinsic as-
pects? to what extent are brand persona and marketing 
strategy of importance?
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pIcture �.� adulterations of 
the logos by brand fans

pIcture �.1 gaP: the old logo (left) 
and the new logo (right) 



�.11 conclusIon

chapters � and � summed up the main currents 
and concepts that inform my research and its practi-
cal components. i started out discussing the notion 
of identity in different ways. next, the concepts iden-
tity and fashion were linked in an effort to explain how 
the term is understood throughout this study and to 
what extent it can function a.) as a carrier of individual 
and collective meaning in the wider cultural circuit, and 
b.) represent a site of symbolic identification. we have 
seen that the function of clothing in many cases reach-
es beyond covering the body, thereby turning it into a 
signifier of individual and more collective value attribu-
tions. the very way clothing items get their meanings 
is not a unidirectional process. Collective meanings are 
actively produced, shaped, and altered between groups 
and individual agents. in that way, they are neither sta-
ble nor universally defined. although certain brands 
and clothing products may have similar meanings in 
different cultural contexts that is not necessarily the 
case – more often than not they are country- or even 
group-specific.
 to develop an understanding of these interplays 
in a consumption context the concept of style groups 
was defined as a virtual consumption collective whose 
members consciously or unconsciously share similar 
values and life concepts based on their stylistic prefer-
ences and consumption interests. since my research 
attempts to explore the value constructs that govern 
purchase behaviour in the dutch fashion industry 
it is important to understand how the processes of 
identification and buying preferences are interrelated. 
self-concept was fleshed out as a critical component 
governing the dynamics between the symbolic value of 
consumer goods and individual and collective values. 
we saw that consumer goods can take on the function 
of intermediaries between different levels of identity, in 
that they reinforce belonging to, and acceptance by, rel-
evant groupings.
 next, the involvement construct was defined as a 
measure to explore buying behaviour in relation to con-
sumer values. the concept represents a critical variable 
for this research because, on the one hand, it stretches 
to a number of dimensions that are to do with the ma-
terial and symbolic function of clothing and, on the 
other hand, it defines their value in relation to other 
brands or even entire segments. when researching 
consumer loyalty in the dutch fashion industry, in-
volvement represents a variable to measure different 
degrees and develop an understanding of the mate-
rial and immaterial values consumers connect with a 
brand. we saw that product involvement in a clothing 
context can either signify clothing involvement or fash-
ion involvement. each defines different ambitions and 
desires. added to that, each defines a different purpose 
the clothes are supposed to serve (looking good / 

 being fashionable). one ambition of this project is to 
find out how these different levels interconnect and 
what role clothing plays in different style groups.
 with the term co-creation i specified a marketing 
approach that makes active use of consumers’ intel-
ligence. the idea is important for this study, in order 
to understand in what ways a company tries to retain 
loyalty and to find out about the factors that connect 
them with their audience groups. the majority of cloth-
ing firms are branded nowadays and employ various 
retention strategies to bind consumers in the long run. 
Co-creation adds an interesting dimension to the re-
search, as it envisages consumer communities as ac-
tive agents in the market who interact with their pre-
ferred brands in such a way that they actually can exert 
an influence on their economic performance.
 in an effort to explore the connection between con-
sumers and brands and look into buying motivations 
and consumer loyalty, this research will explore the re-
lationships between a number of dutch fashion brands 
and their audiences. the ambition is to define differ-
ent degrees of involvement and illustrate the relation 
between consumers and a number of dutch fashion 
firms on the basis of four case studies. needless to say, 
my research cannot claim to be exhaustive in any way, 
simply because it is impossible to research the field in 
its entirety. making a foray into dutch fashion culture 
with respect to consumer values and branding/reten-
tion mechanisms, my research will focus on the follow-
ing questions:

• what are the different value systems that govern 
the brand-consumer relationship and is there 
something typically dutch about them? my re-
search attempts to connect the question to the co-
creation of values between brands and consumers, 
seeking to explore what different value systems 
govern the connection between supply and de-
mand.

• what level holds strongest when it comes to the 
purchase behaviour of dutch consumers: indi-
vidual identities, group identities, national or in-
ternational sites of identification? are collective 
identities such as style groups relevant and what 
do they tell us about the consumption mentality 
(or habitus) of dutch consumers?

• how do different audiences relate to their preferred 
brands? do those ties have an impact on the buy-
ing behaviour of dutch consumers?

in the next chapter i will precisely clarify how the re-
search is structured and on the basis of what methodo-
logical framework it was carried out.
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