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Young Consumers and Identity Project  

Young people increasingly construct their identity by 

consuming (e.g. Miles 2000) 
 

The media and the visual imagery has a significant role in 

that process (e.g. Appadurai 1998, Livingstone 2002) 
 

The icons of „successful‟ life in media (e.g. TV-series, 

internet, print & social media, music videos)  

 visual „signs of success‟ – good looks, wealth, and power 

 huge apartments and villas and luxury brands 
 

Finnish consumer culture: the puritan and modest model 

dominant (Wilska 2002, Autio 2004) 

 



Data and methods 

86 essays collected in two different regions in 

Lapland 

consumer stories written by 13-14-year-olds 
 

A non-active role-playing method: 
 “If I were rich...” Imagine that you suddenly had a lot of 

money at your disposal. Describe what you would do, 

where you would go and what you would buy with this 

money – and why? 

- Gender was not brought out in any way  

 

Method produces stereotypes 

Reveals thought patterns and objects of appreciation 

influential in our culture 

Tradition of cultural research (Moisander & Valtonen 2006) 

 

  



Gender-related consumerism 

Female – Mrs. Consumer 

uncontrollable sentiments, shopping, wants, desires and 

pleasure (e.g. Rappaport 2000) 
 

Male – Mr. Breadwinner 

sensible, needs, sport/technological consuming 
 

Gender tourism: men practice consumer roles more 

typical for women (Thompson & Holt 2004)  
 

Gender-neutral: especially in youth culture, e.g. jeans, 

foods styles, unisex culture 



The Finnish modest story 
 [boy] 

 If I were rich, I wouldn‟t change my life a lot. I‟d live in the 

same place. I‟d go to the same school. I‟d save most of 

the money, but I‟d buy my mum a new car and pay her 

debts. I‟d buy myself a moped and the license for it this 

summer. I‟d go on a long summer holiday trip to Paris 

and Rome. I‟d buy an off-road motorbike because I‟ve 

always wanted one. I‟d save up for living on my own. 

(Peter, 14-year-old boy) 

 



The Finnish modest story 
[girl] 

 If I suddenly had a great deal of money at my disposal 

I would spend it on something sensible. I like 

animals very much so I would probably buy myself a 

horse and one, maybe two dogs. (…) If I still lived at 

home when I got the money I would buy my family a 

bigger house (...) I would buy myself a fancy and big 

house and my own mini bike (...) The rest I would 

give to charity and buy my friends all kinds of cool 

things and give money to the poor and to my family. 

I would probably also take a major trip abroad. 

 (Anna, 13-year-old girl)  



Hedonist materialist story [girl] 

 If I were rich I would try to cure world hunger 

because I hate to see people suffer for poverty, as I‟d 

have so much money. I‟d move to New York and buy 

a fabulous penthouse in the middle of Manhattan. 

I‟d buy Prada, Armani and Michael Kors, because 

who doesn‟t want a Luxury life like that. I might also 

found a “home” for the homeless and really poor, 

where they could live and get food and clean clothes, 

somewhere in India. I might also adopt a child in 

some developing country. I can‟t really think of 

anything else, but there‟s always something you 

want to buy. (Jane, 14-year-old, girl) 



Hedonist materialist story [boy] 

 If I were rich, I‟d buy a moped, a snowmobile and a digital 

Set Top Box. In the summer I might go on holiday with my 

family for a couple of weeks. I might buy myself new football 

boots, shinguards and football socks ... I might also get some 

top player to teach me shooting techniques. I might also get 

some exercise gear so I could get in better shape. I‟d also get 

my team a proper bus to get around in ... I might buy the 

Oulun kärpät ice hockey team (team from Northern Finland), 

and get them Teemu Selänne (he is one of the most successful 

Finnish ice hockey player in NHL) and other top players. (Jan, 

13-year-old boy) 



Conclusion 

Girls and boys produce new stories of hedonistic, even 
show-offish consumerism where shopping, luxury cars, 
houses, clothes, international lifestyle are central elements 
non-active role-playing method 

 

A lot of consuming in the stories could be labeled as 

traditional and gendered 

 Girls: beauty, fashion etc., Boys: sport, technology 

 

Young people are generous / also charity 

They pay for holidays, cars and apartments for their family: 

parents, siblings etc. 

Generosity is partly gendered 

- Girls‟ generosity is beyond immediate circle of friends and 

family 

- Boys‟ generosity is for family, friends and team mates 
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