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For young people, consuming is an act of constructing identity, where goods, services and styles are important
parts of signifying who they are. Our study focuses on young people who are living in restrictive environments,
such as special boarding schools. They have been placed there because of social and educational reasons. Al-
though aspects of education and health of young people in out-of-home care have been studied, their consumer
behavior has been given limited attention. Our study shows that young people openly report the use of addictive
substances such as cigarettes, alcohol, drugs as well as gambling. They also build up their consumer identity by
appreciating symbolic goods, such as clothes, music and sport. Spending on expensive clothes serves their favor-
able self-image. The fact that the schools provide all their essential needs makes the learning of consumer skills
challenging although the schools reinforce management skills such as planning the use of money. Young people
strugglewith their identities at the borders of their school environment (i.e. education, school discipline) and the
temptations of consumer culture. Even if theymanage to break their damaging life path, they will be consumers
throughout their life, meaning their consumer skills need to be strengthened by special education.

© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

When I was a 9 or 10-year-old schoolboy, I started delivering adver-
tisements after school on Wednesdays and Mondays. With the money,
they paid me I would buy comic books and ice hockey cards. At about
age 12 I started selling World Wildlife Fund pins and other items:

[…] I would usually spend the money straight away on sweets, slot
machines, cigarettes and junk food. Between the ages of 13 to 16, I
spent all of my money on drugs or other narcotics. I got the money for
my daily narcotics by either stealing it or by selling stolen goods or
drugs. – 17-year-old male.

This individual gives us one version of the life path of a young man
unable to fit into the norms of society, and he sells, trades and steals
to fund his addictive lifestyle. The story also includes the tale of a boy
entrepreneur who funded his expenditures. He is not on his way to be-
coming a legal entrepreneur, instead he makes money selling stolen
goods and drugs. This young man's development as a consumer has
followed the norm up till puberty, when drugs began to consume his
money, leading to stealing and increasing marginalization. The young
man speaks of his consumer habits and the self-destructive phase of

his life in the past tense, as the story waswritten at a residential institu-
tion (i.e. reform school), where he has been placed in accordance with
the Child Welfare Act.

In order to prevent the increasing marginalization of young people
inmany countries children are placed in special institutions, such as fos-
ter care, municipal children's and juvenile homes (Thompson, Greeson,
& Brunsink, 2016; Nybell, 2013; Hyde & Kammerer, 2009; Jahnukainen,
2007; Jones & Lansdverk, 2006; Barber & Delfabbro, 2005; Bryderup,
2004) or special boarding schools (Terpstra, 2006). Although young
people rarely consider their placement in residential institutions to be
necessary, the intervention may halt a damaging cycle in their life
paths and at the same time provide them with life management skills
(Barber & Delfabbro, 2005; Jones & Lansdverk, 2006), which presum-
ably includes their expenditure as well. As Ridge (2011, p. 80) has
noted, these schools are some of the services that have the potential
to make a significant contribution to the well-being of children
experiencing problematic life situations. As Skattebol (2011, p. 529)
has pointed out disadvantaged young people are at greater risk of not
having money management skills. As we can read in the young man's
consumer narrative quoted above, his lifewas based on the illegal econ-
omy with a rather ‘wasteful’ and addictive (e.g. drugs) consumer
behavior.

Several studies have shown that young people compensate for low-
income (poor), ethnic, and/or difficult life situations by consuming (or
stealing) designer clothes and iconic branded goods (e.g. Skattebol,
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2011; Ridge, 2011; Diversi, 2006; DeCastro, 2006; Nayak, 2006; Elliott &
Leonard, 2004). According to Ridge (2011, p. 75) ‘not having enough
money’ creates considerable material, social and familial tensions for
children. Yet, as Gianneschi (2012) has pointed out, also middle class
young consumers negotiate and compensate for any limiting aspects
of their life situations by making use of symbolic artefacts in consumer
culture. Thus, it can be argued that it is not unusual for young people
to have problems and tensions in their life, which they solve by consum-
ing. Also Miles, Cliff, and Burr (1998) point out that through everyday
experience young people constantly seek the stability that social struc-
tures can offer them. Thus, they grow up to become economic agents
and acting as a consumer is one of the key positions of today's youth,
where consumer skills play an important role when young people are
coping with tensions in their lives.

Although aspects of education (poor educational outcomes), health
(mental care) and reintegration (counselling services) of young people
in out-of-home care have been studied (e.g. Thompson et al., 2016;
Geiger, Hayes, & Lietz, 2014; Trout & Epstein, 2010), their consumer be-
havior and growing up as consumers have been given limited attention.
Thus, we are examining the identity work of young consumers in out-
of-home placement (i.e. reform schools) in a Nordic country, Finland.
It is important to have some insight into how these young people under-
stand themselves as consumers in order to strengthen their life man-
agement skills and develop supportive services and mentoring for
them in future (Trout & Epstein, 2010; Thompson et al., 2016). The po-
sition of being a consumer is lifelong. Even if they manage to break the
habits of using drugs and they find a place in work and family life, they
still need to strengthen their skills to be competent actors in contempo-
rary consumer culture.

This article is structured as follows. In section two we discuss con-
sumption as an arena to construct identity and how it reflects the con-
sumer habits of young people in restrictive environments. In section
three we present data, the research question and a method for analysis.
In section four we build up our arguments based on empirical data ob-
tained by close reading. Finally we present our conclusion and reflec-
tions of the narrative method as a tool to promote consumer self-
comprehension.

2. Young People's consumption and living in restrictive
environments

2.1. Consuming as a tool for identity work

Branded goods and services are seen as constitutive elements of
young people's lives in post-industrialWesterns cultures. Young people
are surrounded by commercial products, which aremade andmarketed
especially for them (Nayak & Kehily, 2013). Thus, themarketplace has a
fundamental influence on their everyday life experiences (Miles et al.,
1998). In latemodern societies youth culture symbolizes enjoyable con-
suming and leisure time, and young people's lives are often depicted in
terms of playing with identities (Featherstone, 1991) where consump-
tion is seen a fundamental arena for identity work. According to
Giddens (1991, p. 198) identity work means that the project of the
self becomes translated into one of the possession of desired goods
and the pursuit of artificially framed styles of life.

Both traditional and (post)modern theories claim that people try to
symbolize certain group-identities by consuming and at the same time
distance themselves from others through their consumption and visible
lifestyles (e.g. Bourdieu, 1984[2010]); Featherstone, 1991; Slater, 2003).
Thus, consumers differentiate themselves fromothers (e.g. group, class)
and at the same time assimilate themselves into their own reference
group and its norms by consuming (Bourdieu, 1984[2010]; Simmel,
1900[1982]). This behavior has been seen to be distinctive for young
consumers and it is also known as peer group pressure (Elliott &
Leonard, 2004). As Miles et al. (1998) have pointed out, young people

establish reference groups, which provide a ‘sounding board’ for ideas
and personal meanings.

The presupposition that people do identity work or construct their
identities by consuming is discussed in relation to young people's con-
sumption (e.g. Wilska, 2003; Lundby, 2012; Gianneschi, 2012). For ex-
ample, the action of young people choosing or using certain brands is
interpreted as their practicing identity work (Gianneschi, 2012). Yet,
there is also consumption, with which people – neither young nor
adults – donotmake distinctions. For example, when consuming in spe-
cial circumstances, like in prison by prisoners and in the army by sol-
diers, consumption serves other functions than distinction. These
kinds of consumption activities can be interpreted as symbolic escape
from rules and discipline and thus, resisting institutionalization. As
Godderis (2006, p. 255) argues prisoners use consumptive spaces to ne-
gotiate and contest the power inequalities resulting from the prison's
highly regulated environment. Also so-called comfort-eating (e.g. choc-
olate, junk food),which are not healthy practices have been interpreted,
not as identity construction, but ‘identity maintenance’, when it takes
place in prison (Smith, 2002). According toGodderis (2006), consuming
(food) in prison acts as a site of contention where struggles over power
and identity (de)construction and maintenance can be played out.

Behaving in an addictivewaymight be seen as a ‘refusal to be obedi-
ent’ to the norms or ideals of rationality and moderation; for example,
eating-practices in prison have been interpreted as such (see
Godderis, 2006; Smith, 2002). These kinds of refusal are not necessarily
reflective and addictions typically serve regressive impulses, and the
axis regression-progression could surely be seen in relation to identity
work. Reith (2004) pictures addictive consumption: “Rather than con-
suming to realize the self, in the state of addiction, the individual is con-
sumed by consumption; the self-destroyed.” Yet, Gilbert (2007) has
pointed out that for young people deciding to smoke is related to iden-
tity formation, which at least serves identity formation in the beginning
and may later develop into addiction.

2.2. Problematic behavior and consuming in restrictive school
environments

As noted, children and youths under the age of 18 are placed in res-
idential institutions because social and educational reasons
(Jahnukainen, 2007). In other words, either the circumstances they
are in, or their own behavior (e.g. being aggressive, out of control, anti-
social behavior, see McCrystal, Percy, & Higgins, 2007), is endangering
their healthy development. Other reasons for placement may include
a lack of success at school, learning difficulties and an inability to
adapt to normal school education. Thus, these residential institutions
are specialized in workingwith young people whose behaviors are con-
sidered to be generally inappropriate and problematic. As Jahnukainen
(2007, p. 638) has pointed out, institutional care is often labelled as a
last-resort intervention: it is used when no other options are available.
In other words, if individuals are unable to control themselves, then in-
stitutions will do it for them (Reith, 2004, p. 290).

Interpreting consumption as distinctive identity work (Giddens,
1991; Miles, 2000; Gianneschi, 2012) and identity (de)construction is
controversial if we think about the behavior of young consumers in a re-
strictive institution, such as a reform school. Young people are living in
relative isolation, where their growing up into (reflective) consumers is
challenging because of their circumstances and backgrounds. They
might be lacking healthy parental supervision (Trout & Epstein, 2010;
Terpstra, 2006; Barber & Delfabbro, 2005; Jahnukainen, 2007), and
their economic, social and cultural resources (Bourdieu, 1984[2010])
are not necessarily at the same level as ‘ordinary’ young people
(Skattebol, 2011). In addition, young people in reform schools are alien-
ated from ordinary consumer society because they are not freely
allowed to spend their free time and money with their peers and in
their home environments (i.e. private spaces).
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