Food for Thought: Weaning and the Socialisation of Consumption Choices on Mumsnet    


ABSTRACT
Important forms of online consumption legitimisation now occur outside the brand sphere. This study examines underlying socio-psychological processes that underpin consumption legitimisation in ephemeral, diverse SNS; outlining socialisation and adaptive behaviours of members who use virtual reference groups to identify legitimate consumption choices.
Adopting a netnographic approach, this paper reports on an investigation of selected Mumsnet interactions over a three month period. Analysis of social interactions on a thematic reference group on baby weaning offered insights into unique socialisation cues that influence consumption legitimisation practices arising in mundane conversations.
Group rules associated with consumption are frequently implicit in member posts, notable in consumption confessionals when un-approved consumption choices are reported. The Bookmark
consumption codes embedded in member narratives are multi-layered, often enacted through social performance and self-referencing. Powerful narratives centred on babies who ‘eat absolutely everything’, as a form of member self-affirmation, lead to social anchorage with this thematic virtual reference group. 
Marketers need to a) fully recognise the complexity of online consumption codes and pay greater attention to the social psychology that underpins online consumption referencing; b) acknowledge that consumption advocacy occurring in ephemeral SNS is less about brand consciousness and more about search for social anchorage. 

Introduction
Brand consumption choices linked to motherhood and the importance of peer influence have been the subject of many studies. Davies et al (2007), Prothero (2002) and Thomsen & Sorensen (2006) highlight the intensity and complexity of mother’s social learning; Sevin & Ladwein (2008) have examined the influence of both direct and indirect role models (encountered through various media sources) on consumption behaviours. The link between consumption and social exchange in online parenting communities has been noted in the work of Phillips & Broderick (2014), with a focus on sense-making consumption debates and by Schau, Muniz & Arnould (2009), whose work focuses on practices of value co-creation in brand communities. Though there is plenty of evidence that communities can and do coalesce around brands (Cova & Pace , 2006; Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001, Muniz & Schau, 2005) much consumption-related discussion online, particularly amongst ‘new users’, occurs outside of the “brand sphere” (Dahl 2015 p162) and may not even be about brands at all. 
Thus the emphasis on the brand as a source of social identity, in-group bias, oppositional brand loyalty and ritualistic consumption in brand community theory  (Muniz & O’Guinn 2001) may have limited application to more diverse online communities of interest or practice (Beverland, Farrelly & Quester, 2010). Recent research suggests that consumption references that occur on SNS are more ambivalent; whilst brands may reinforce collective identity they also are props to social performances (Phillips & Broderick 2014) in which the processes that underpin consumption advocacy or expressions of brand choice may be more complex.
Our understanding of the underlying process of consumption legitimisation that occur in SNS  may be limited due to over-emphasis on brand-oriented consumption. This study seeks to address the limitations of earlier research by considering the nature of socio-psychological processes that underpin consumption legitimisation in more diverse SNS. Important forms of consumption legitimisation now occur in virtual reference groups, where the online medium facilitates their formation and dispersal (Kozinets, 1999), enhancing the fluidity with which individuals navigate between groups, or simultaneously experience multiple group memberships. Mumsnet is a singular example of just such a context. Rather than one community, it is a platform for the formation of multiple, ephemeral groupings. In this study, when examining virtual reference groups that form organically around an important theme in motherhood (on Mumsnet), we can expect a similar degree of complexity to that noted by Davies et al (2007) in their work on consumption choices in motherhood, as we seek to untangle consumption ‘codes’ (tacit and procedural knowledge, meanings and ideologies) that are shared among members. 
This study examines the nature of consumption code sharing as a form of social exchange for one virtual reference group on Mumsnet.  A discussion sub-topic focussed on weaning (supporting babies through the transition from milk to solid food) offers a data-rich case permitting in-depth exploration of consumption legitimisation processes as they occur in a natural discussion setting (with limited prior brand affiliations). The aim of this research is to explore how consumption references that occur in relation to patterns of peer influence and self-verification are manifest in member discussions. In particular, the study seeks a) to examine the nature of virtual ‘thematic’ reference groups and their characteristics; b) to decipher consumption codes embedded in diverse member narratives and c) to explore adaptiveness in member use of consumption references and how such references may/may not fulfil social exchange goals
Literature review
Social influence theory: Kelman’s (1961) seminal theory of opinion change distinguishes three qualitatively different process of social influence; compliance, identification and internalisation. The model was originally conceived in the context of persuasive communication activities, but Kelman’s later work (Kelman, 2006) underscores the linkages between an individual and the social system illuminating the socio-psychological motivations that may underpin consumption legitimisation processes manifest in SNS. Kelman (2006) identifies interests, relationships and identity as three central issues for individuals and groups in negotiating their social environment and in so doing emphasises the concerns that underpin different forms of social influence and the means by which individuals may be socialised. Kelman (2006) notes the importance in compliance of the social effects of behaviour (adherence to rules); in identification, of a concern with the social anchorage of behaviour (involvement in roles); and in internalization, of the value congruence of behaviour (sharing of values). In this research, we are particularly interested in examining how individuals who contribute to SNS might engage in a form of virtual social anchorage[footnoteRef:1].  [1: Social anchorage describes the degree to which an individual feel comfortable with their own social role/feel  anchored within formal/informal groups  (Kelman, 1961)] 

Reference groups and social learning: A reference group may be defined as “an actual or imaginary group conceived of having significant relevance upon an individual’s aspirations, actions and behaviour” (Burnkrant and Cousineau, 1975 p 207). In consumer psychology, a primary reference group is ‘characterised by the possibility of direct and permanent contact between members’ (Dubois, 2000 p14). Secondary groups have more diffuse patterns of interaction, broader membership and may include sub groups; such as online communities to which we belong. Within reference group theory we are familiar with the concepts of social norms and of social learning (Bandura, 1986; Kelley, 1952).  Bandura (1986) notes how we learn socially through imitation of a role model, through direct observation or indirectly via media (Bandura, 2002).  Reference group theory (Park & Lessig, 1977; Bearden & Etzel, 1982) distinguishes three forms of reference group influence i) informational (seeking information) ii) utilitarian (normative influence closer to Kelman’s compliance process and iii) value-expressive reference group influence (relating to an individual’s motive to enhance or support his/her self concept). As Bearden & Etzel (1982) note, all three forms of influence require the opportunity of social interaction and/or public scrutiny of behaviour.  
We might therefore anticipate at least four key ways in which SNS may facilitate consumer socialisation processes (Ahuja & Galvin, 2003) i) through the ease of use of communication tools (text, images, video, links, emoji and abbreviations) ii) the amount / accessibility of available socialisation agents (Taylor, Lewin & Strutton 2011) iii) by enabling each of the three key social learning processes (modelling, reinforcement and direct interaction) to occur simultaneously (Lueg & Finney, 2007) and iv) the performative nature of the environment that renders the consumption of even private necessities more conspicuous. The distinctions between informational, utilitarian and value-expressive motivations for reference group interaction are well-established; less research has addressed how individuals navigate between multiple reference groups. It is proposed here that the more ephemeral, thematic groupings that emerge on mumsnet.com can be regarded as virtual reference groups in which consumption references that occur are closely linked to consumer socialisation.
The role of self-construals in social influence:  Social identity is a person’s sense of who they are based on their identification with a particular social category. Tajfel & Turner (1979) and Turner (1985) argue that self-esteem motivates self-categorisation, involving some discrimination against outgroups and alignment of the individual’s perception of themselves with the group’s direction and fate (Tajfel, 1982). From the social identity theory perspective therefore it is the group that shapes feelings about the self.  By contrast, the literature on self-verification and identity negotiation (Swann, 1987; Swann & Bosson, 2008) emphasises individual agency in seeking out interaction opportunities most likely to result in self-confirmatory feedback from others. According to Swann et al (2004), individuals work pro-actively to ensure their experiences in groups support self-construals by engineering self-confirmatory experiences; systematically communicating self-views to others and selectively interpreting self-validating information. 
In the SNS context, the ‘systematic communication of self-construals to others’ may appear to represent a challenge (in what is essentially an asynchronous, text-based discussion board). Walther (1993;1996) has written extensively on the conditions under which computer mediated communication may become ‘hyperpersonal’; noting how, in the absence of face to face cues and prior personal knowledge, the subtle identity symbols or socialisation signals that are used (including brand/consumption references) may assume special significance. As individuals access a wider range of thematic reference groups, in which there is a greater facility to screen and select interaction partners, the generation of consumption references may epitomise new socialisation signals leading towards a form of virtual social anchorage that is particular to SNS. 
Methodology
One online context in which consumption narratives might be expected to reflect both the linking value of consumption practices within the community and individual socialisation is www.mumsnet.com, the UK’s busiest online network for parents, generating around 70 million page views and 14 million visits per month (Mumsnet, November 2015). Mumsnet discussions cover a wide range of topics and capture a broad spectrum of lived experience of motherhood.  Analysis of the social interaction of a specific thematic reference group on baby weaning offers insight into how the computer mediated environment generates unique socialisation cues that influence consumption legitimisation practices arising in mundane conversations between members. 
Adopting elements of a netnographic approach, (Kozinets, 2002), this paper reports on a focused investigation of selected Mumsnet interactions in a virtual reference group over a three month period (part of an ongoing community ethnography). Ethnographic research methods are particularly appropriate for collecting data about social processes as they enable insight into critical sociocultural patterns (Arnould & Wallendorf, 1994). An initial familiarisation phase centred on the identified sub-topic area of weaning within mumsnet.com talk. Analysis of the most socially interactive discussions in this category led to identification of specific brands, products and practices (including baby-led weaning) that enabled further relevant threads to be identified via a keyword search of the entire talk archive.  
Detailed observation of selected threads took place over a further two month period using a theoretical sampling approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), in order to gain rich evidence of experiences where socialisation practices and consumption legitimisation were visibly interlinked. As interpretation progressed, threads offering insight into members’ authoritative social performances, alignment of identity goals with self-expressed consumption practices and evidence of critical social learning were sought (observation continued until no further new insights were obtained). The netnographic approach resulted in field notes that documented interactions between members and one researcher’s (a mother) own understanding of the social processes taking place. The data analysis followed three stages of a content analysis approach (Spiggle, 1994) with an initial open coding, the establishment of relationships between codes and a final contextualization of the codes to reflect the various experiences being shared by members (Goulding 2002).
Findings 
Forms of social influence evident in ‘Consumption confessionals’ In Kelman’s (1961) typology, three different processes of peer influence suggest different means by which individuals may be socialised; compliance – adherence to rules, identification – involvement in self-relevant roles, internalisation – sharing of values.  Whilst group rules/values associated with weaning consumption choices are rarely explicitly stated they are frequently implicit in member posts, particularly those that serve as consumption confessionals when an un-approved consumption choice is reported to the group for example: “A banana and savoury muffin used to be my default [breakfast] - maybe ds [darling son] was a bit older! A lump of cheese and sometimes God forbid a pouch”. Here there is a clear distinction between approved choices (unprocessed foods) and those ‘forbidden’. The tongue-in-cheek confessional tone acknowledges behaviours that contravene group rules sending a clear negative legitimisation signal to newcomers. In the extract below, a processed cheese purchase is reported: “DS1 is 3.3yo… rather inconveniently he doesn't like cheese. However the other day I bought some cheese strings and he likes them. I feel bad for falling into the "special kids food" trap but am trying not to be too precious”. The member notes the ‘the trap’ of buying special kids food, potentially risking some of her acceptance in a socially significant group (the ‘savvy shopper’ reference group) but she justifies this by not being ‘precious’ (a well-established Mumsnet code).  
With respect to sharing of values, tentative evidence that value-congruence may underpin some aspects of consumption legitimisation is manifest in discussions exemplified in the following extract: I bought DS some Organix Goodies Gingerbread biscuits… He doesn't normally have stuff like that [code 1] but we were going on a long train journey so I got some treaty, snacky bits that I thought might keep him distracted. I didn't expect them to be healthy .. being biscuits after all, but they did say 'no junk' and 'organic' etc [code 2] so I (stupidly) bought into the marketing message…  so was really surprised to see they are full of Palm Oil, which doesn't strike me as sitting with the wholesome, 'no junk' spin they put on stuff. … nothing on the website to suggest this palm oil is sustainably sourced…. I felt a bit duped [code 3]. 
The consumption codes are complex here. There is an initial ‘confessional’ about a ‘processed’ food choice [code 1], then an implied justification for that choice on the basis of it being an ethical (brand) [code 2] and finally a reporting of a lack of congruence with the value system (sustainability) that she is fully aware the group has adopted [code 3].  What the above extract conveys is the pervasive use of consumption codes, readily interpreted by that particular reference group, occurring as part of normal social exchange. The post is also a polished performance – a careful presentation through confessional tones, enough background narrative [train journey] to set the scene; the brand name is in capitals but the whole episode is about the mother’s need to affirm her sense of being a good mother who has been ‘duped’.        
Weaning the Mumsnet way – evidence of consumption legitimisation. The strongest evidence of consumption legitimisation emerges from discourse around a particular approach known as baby-led weaning (BLW); where babies from six months old are encouraged to eat ‘adult’ food with their fingers. This is seen as distinct from offering purées/mashed food, referred to as spoon-feeding. Strong support for BLW emerged – the suggestion on one thread that a blender might be used prompted a flurry of responses advocating baby-led weaning (no puree). In terms of the ‘ideology of consumption’ (Hirschman, 1988) portrayed in member narratives, several consumption references occur in which ‘good eaters’ are the consequence of adherence to BLW practices, as noted below:  We have 4 amazing non fussy eaters. I always ate with them and gave them what ever we were eating as a family. Always let them eat as little or as much as they liked. We don't do 'kiddie food' or processed stuff and they've never developed a taste for it. Obviously, the focus on adult food here is significant, but another advice-giving extract takes the social advocacy element further: She doesn't need…... yet. Food is only really for fun until they're 1. Don't worry about her not eating it. My little one has always eaten whatever I've had, never puréed a thing on my life. Don’t worry about her not being able to chew… she will gag, but that's normal as she's learning to swallow. I try to make most meals from scratch… My little one is 14 months, will eat absolutely anything and is very healthy. 
A strong advocacy of consumption choice(s) can emerge in some member narratives. The child who can ‘eat absolutely everything’, offers a powerful sense of self-affirmation- being faithful to BLW, such members have a strong sense of social anchorage with this thematic baby weaning reference group. However, there is no one size fits all social goal here. In the extract below, a member responding to a newcomer’s query, offers deliberately neutral comments, including a ‘health warning’ about peer pressure. “MN [mumnset] is very pro blw [baby led weaning]and that's great if your baby is interested. Mine absolutely wasn't so we had to purée things for quite a while. She had zero interest in picking food up and feeding herself for many months. Irl [in real life], most people I know do a mix of some purées and some finger food anyway. By disclosing her own difficulties and illuminating the discrepancy between consumption representation of BLW on Mumsnet and in real life, she encourages the initial poster to resist peer pressure and choose what she feels is right for her.
The nature of high chair references in weaning-related conversations is noteworthy. Two brands in particular were regularly favoured: The Stokke Tripp Trapp (premium) and Ikea Antilop (very affordable). Both choices were considered legitimate, but the variation in language used is telling. A: Oh but do look at the Stokke highchair otherwise, it lasts until adult if you like”Bookmark
Bookmark
 B. “I found the ikea antilop high chair to be easy to clean (and v cheap). We could even fit the seat and tray in our dishwasher if it got too filthy.” C. “I had an ikea antilop one at grandparents and it was perfect for skinny DS, we had a Stokke Tripp Trapp at home and it was also fab but very different”. 
These extracts are socially and personally self-conscious, in line with Swann et al (2004), who distinguishes between personal self-views (unique properties of individuals) and social-self views that are based on membership of particular communities. In the extract above, phrasing is suggestive of affluence … “do look at the Stokke highchair”. By contrast, Ikea’s ‘budget option’ is advocated by a poster who acknowledges that hers got filthy [the implication that she’s a practical, sleeves rolled up kind of parent]. Acknowledgment of the functional role of the highchair is present in both consumption references but implicit social and personal identity cues vary. For the Stokke brand, we see echoes of prestige-seeking behaviour (Vigneron & Johnson, 1999), where reassurance is gained through craftsmanship associations (a perfectionist motivation in Vigneron & Johnson’s framework).  The budget option emphasises a ‘savvy shopper’ identity and a more pragmatic choice. Thus, consumption legitimisation is occurring here through diverse consumption choices rather than any conformity to a group choice. Either high chair is legititate, dependent on the situation. Each choice has self-expressive value corresponding to individual member identity projects as they engage in consumption practices that offer a form of social recognition and reassurance.
Discussion
This paper has enhanced our understanding of how online SNS may facilitate socialisation processes. The more ephemeral, thematic groupings that emerge on mumsnet.com can be regarded as virtual reference groups in which the human referents (members) engage in the exchange of codified consumption references, not as brand endorsement per se, but as a form of social exchange that can, for the individual members in that (liminal) period of belonging, lead to virtual social anchorage.
Two characteristics can be noted in the consumption codes embedded in member narratives above; the codes are self-referencing mechanisms for being a good mother that has [largely] adopted the principles of BLW. They are, secondly, about social performance (in line with Kelman, 1961) enacted for a specific virtual reference group. The consumption codes that are embedded in diverse member narratives are accessible to both active participants and more passive ‘lurkers’ on the site. This points towards a level of complexity in their use - members are not just engaging in baby food discussions between diverse members. Through Bookmarkmember narratives that are full of multi-layered experiences, enacted through social performance and self-referencing and adopting salient consumption codes, individual consumers are able to recognise something of themselves in the shared experiences of others [but not all others].  
From the findings, we have noted how consumption references are driven by social motivations; evident in member posts that engaged in a) self-verification as a mother who understands good child nutrition; b) social comparison in terms of matching what able baby weaning mothers achieve and c) the adoption of ‘legitimate’ consumption codes as a form of social exchange. As seen in this research, advocacy of consumption choices is produced through a complex sequence of reference group interaction - what emerges strongly is a pattern of adaptive socialisation that occurs as the member uses the relevant thematic group as a filter for their own ongoing self-identity adaptation as a mother.  
For marketers, three implications arise. First, there is a need to fully recognise the complexity of online consumption codes. In virtual reference group exchanges, increasingly complex and highly nuanced consumption codes (including symbolic meanings associated with brands and consumption) are embedded in user generated content that is the sediment of online socialisation processes. These digital traces of consumption legitimisation are more diffuse, and perhaps less directly accessible to marketers than traditional UCG (customer reviews, brand communities or fan sites) – consumption references are often indirect, occurring as part of consumer-consumer social exchange. 
Secondly, findings on consumption advocacy that occurs on SNS highlight that it is not derived from a unifying brand consciousness – as noted above, no clear consensus thinking emerged.  Arsel & Thompson (2010) argue against the idea that consumers are attracted by marketplace myths and form communities on this basis. They see consumption choice expressions as part of an incremental process of building social connections and cultural capital. In line with Arsel & Thompson (2010), in this study, the strong social value that underpins a drive to adopt what is best in baby weaning practices, leads towards the articulation of legitimate consumption choices that are related to the social connections being formed as members share those choices. 
Thirdly, marketers need to consider the social psychological elements that may underpin any online consumption referencing. Swann et al (2014) argue persuasively that in diverse groups, individuals can confirm more distinctive self and social views. What a member may achieve through this is a form of ‘social anchorage’ (Kelman, 1961); not as loyal members of one distinct community – but as users of varied thematic reference groups that are salient to their own social development as mothers. In such (ephemeral) groupings, it may be limiting to concentrate on collective consciousness and more valuable to trace the socialisation processes, examining the adaptive behaviour of members as they use virtual reference groups as a place to explore their own understanding of legitimate consumption choices.
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