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How does synchronicity matter to energy demand?

Gordon Walker

Rhythms of various forms pervade everyday life, providing temporal structures that organise and order
repetitions within the complex, ongoing flow of the social world. Lefebreve (2004), in developing his
account of the analysis of social rhythms, argues that ‘everywhere there is interaction between a place, a
time, and an expenditure of energy, there is rhythm’. Whilst his sense of ‘energy’ is not necessarily the
resource-focused meaning that we are taking in DEMAND, his statement still suggests the close relationship
between the timing of instances of energy use and the timing of practice performances. Shove (2009), goes
as far as to argue that ‘practices make time’ (p17), such that the observable social patterns of repetition that
we classify as rhythms are essentially patterns in the routinized or habituated doing of practices at similar
times (eating, sleeping, washing, for example), and/or a functional coordination of different practices into
connected sequences (waking, then dressing, then eating, then travelling, then working and so on)
(Southerton, 2012). The rhythms of society as a whole can thus be observed at an aggregate level, but they
are made up or constituted by the many practices of people and organisations reproducing, over time,
similar patterns of coordinated activity.
Notions of rhythm and synchronisation are closely related and are typically worked with at similar temporal
scales (daily, weekly, seasonally). Synchronicity however is concerned with the relationships between
rhythms, how they are matched or free running, locked together or disconnected, synchronous or
asynchronous. As with rhythm, questions of synchronicity have been seen as fundamental to the relation
between time, everyday life and the reproduction of social order. Adams (1990) notes that “all social life is
timed. It has a time-based order. Synchronisation and ‘time structuring’ are fundamental to any collective
order” (p 108) and as with rhythm synchronisation emerges through practices, and crucially their social
sharing “the rhythmic structure of the day is not merely individual but collective and relies upon the
synchronisation of practices that become part of how ‘we’ get things done” (Edensor, 2010) p8.
Such forms of social synchronization are important to the time profiles of energy demand, but the
synchronisations between natural and social rhythms are also increasingly significant to the reworking of
energy systems. Both will therefore be considered in this piece of thought.
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Social synchronisation
Social synchronisation is about practice rhythms that are to some degree happening together in time, within
and across their dispersal over space. Classic examples of such synchronization would be meal times, where
the combination of people eating together in the same space together with shared conventions of when
breakfast, lunch or dinner happen during the day, mean that eating is to some degree synchronised across
society (Warde et al., 2007). Time use studies have shown how such patterns of synchronisation vary
internationally, being stronger and weaker and/or taking on a different character for particular practices
from society to society, and also how they have been shifting over time. In relation to meals and eating for
example, Southerton et al (2012) compare eating practices in the UK and Spain, finding clear differences
between the two countries in the temporal patterns of food consumption, relating these to ‘the relationship
between personal and institutional timings of daily activity’. Internationally they also note that temporal
patterns of eating practices have changed significantly over time, but with much continued differentiation
between countries and cultural groups (Warde et al., 2007).
In energy terms patterns of synchronization matter because of the way that they generate aggregate
patterns of rhythmic load on grid infrastructures and in particular peaks in energy demand. The classic
aggregate temporal pattern of electricity demand over a typical weekday, has a morning peak and an
evening peak. These recurrent peaks are produced through the social synchronisation of energy demanding
practices (across multiple spaces) into the same time periods. This might mean the synchronisation of the
same practice (e.g. cooking) into the same peak time period, or the bundling of multiple interconnected
practices into the same peak period. For example, cooking, watching TV, using computers, having lights on,
running dishwashers, doing the hoovering all happening during the evening peak when there is much home
based activity. Each separate practice is not necessarily precisely synchronised (everyone washing the dishes
at the same time) but there is a shared pattern of energy consuming practices of various forms happening
during the same early evening peak period – a shared pattern that might be integral to the understanding of
the practice itself as well as to its temporal positioning in relation to other practices. Other classic more
precisely timed energy demand peaks would include the ‘everyone boiling the kettle’ at key moments during
socially shared patterns of TV watching.
There are energy-related research questions here that relate both to how patterns of synchronization (and
therefore peak loads) are changing, and may change in the future and also to the realisation of ‘peak
shaving’ objectives. If, as for example suggested by research on eating practices discussed earlier, temporal
patterns of meal times are becoming more varied, fragmented and less synchronised what does this mean
for the changing nature of energy demand related to the various practices that come together before, during
and after eating a meal? For patterns of watching TV (which are not disconnected from patterns of eating)
there is also much change underway in that there are now multiple options for exactly when TV programmes
are watched, with ‘1+’ channels and on-line catch-up or on-demand options. Does this mean that the specific
energy demand peaks associated with social shared synchronisations of TV watching will increasingly
dissipate? Also significant in relation to the peaks and troughs of demand are the changing use of battery
powered devices and the specific temporalities between when batteries are charged (and electricity drawn
from the grid), and then when that electricity is used to perform ‘work’. It may be that laptops and tablet
devices are being more used at certain times of day, or that electric car driving takes place predominantly in
the morning and evening commuting rush hours, but in electricity load terms it is when they are plugged in
and drawing from the grid that matters. Hence for the electrification of automobility in particular, given the
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scale of energy demand that could imply, the patterns of temporal and spatial relation between use and
charging that emerge from driving practices, and how these are bundled and sequenced with much else are
absolutely crucial to future load profiles.
In such ways therefore patterns of synchronisation between both practices and practice performances are
profoundly relevant to current and future patterns of energy demand. Synchronisations with natural
rhythms are also though important.
Natural- Social Synchronisation
Adams (1990) argues that ‘rhythmicity is the key to the time world of nature’, with the ever-present solar
rhythms meaning that for her ‘the sun is the root of all rhythmic organisation’. Whilst through its regulation
of light in particular the sun does generate an important sense of rhythmic patterning to light-demanding
social practices (as well as to bio-rhythms), the use of energy has been integral to enabling the disconnection
of such practices from natural solar rhythms. As Lefebvre (2004) comments ‘As if daytime were not enough
to carry out repetitive tasks, social practice eats bit by bit into the night’ (p74) and the generation of artificial
light has been obviously essential to that progression. In relation to light, and also to warmth and cooling as
energy services, it follows that the degree of synchronisation between natural and social rhythms is
significant for the patterns of energy demand that are generated. Thus the notion of a 24 hour economy or
city, in which the timings of practices are purposefully delinked from solar rhythms has evident implications
for the 24hr demand for light and heat.
A key example here is how the embedding of daylight saving or ‘summer time’ into the clock-time structure
of different societies has generated debate over the significance of the energy demand consequences of
better synchronising daily patterns of practice with the availability of natural light (Hill et al., 2010). Summer
time clock shifting it is argued better matches activity and natural light, hence reducing energy demand.
Patterns of working hours and their relation to the natural air temperature at different times of the day are
another example, with the siesta an illustration of a matching between the social rhythms of practice and
the natural rhythm of the temperature in the middle of the day. As the siesta as a social institution has all
but disappeared in countries such as Spain and Mexico in the face of the progressive international expansion
and coordination of what are thought of as ‘normal’ siesta-less working hours, so energy intensive air
conditioning has become increasingly dominant as a means of enabling working practices to be sustained
through the hot middle of the day (Shove, 2003).
A second form of natural-social synchronization is also becoming increasingly integral to smart grid and
smart energy system imaginaries. As electricity supply becomes progressively decarbonised (at least as it is
intended to) one of the significant potential challenges of a supply system that involves any large scale
dependency on renewable sources, is the intermittency of the energy that is generated and available to
meet demand. Whilst not all renewable energy sources are intermittent through being dependent on natural
cycles and patterns over time (biomass for example), and some have more predictable intermittency than
others (tidal, for example, compared to solar), the possibility of increasingly aiming to match energy demand
to the available supply at any point in time, rather than the other way round as conventionally understood,
is very much on the table. Such matching has been talked about at different scales, from the household with
solar PV panels which seeks to maximise its use of electricity at times when the panels are actively
generating electricity; to businesses that similarly seek to regulate their use of energy from day to day and
hour to hour to best utilise their own on-site generated electricity; through to system scale management at a
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grid level in which forms of load shifting and regulation are applied. At each of these scales the question is
again raised as to what extent there can be better synchronisation between natural and social rhythms.
Which practices are more or less malleable? What are the institutional conditions under which demand
response management of this form might be achieved? Some predictably information driven and
individualised behavioural initiatives are underway – such as the ‘WattTime’ web site in California
(WattTime, 2014) that aims to ‘empower you to lower your carbon footprint by shifting when you use energy
to time when the grid is green’. Given much that has already been said though, the much bigger task here is
to envisage forms of intervention which work at the level of practice dynamics, rather than those of
individual energy consumers.
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Response – Frank Trentmann
Gordon has succinctly outlined some of the major and complex issues we should be concerned with when
thinking about the temporal ordering of energy-hungry practices in everyday life. His thoughts could not be
timelier, as energy providers and grid operators are now openly worrying about black-outs and temporary
inability to meet demand during peak hours. My reflections are mainly meant to extend his analysis further,
adding some dimensions and raising a few additional questions.
1. Gordon’s focus is almost exclusively on households, that is private end-users. His main examples are
eating, cooking, watching TV and using computers. While domestic energy use has come to be a significant
and rising portion in rich developed societies – mainly since the 1960s --, the peak problem is really a
problem that arises from its relation to industrial and commercial use. At a macro-level, then, the
overarching task of synchronisation is between work/industrial consumption and domestic/private
consumption. There is no single strategy by which societies have confronted this tension. Industry could be
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prioritised over households – or not. Arguably, there has been a shift in the late twentieth century where
temporary shortages have become politically unacceptable, at least in the rich North; interestingly it was
also the case in socialist East Germany which ordered heavy energy users such as chemical industries to
introduce additional night shifts and smaller industries to temporarily stop work altogether rather than
interfere with citizens’ domestic routines during peak hours in winters; in England today, SSE (and perhaps
other energy suppliers too) charge organisations higher rates during peak hours on chosen winter day.
It might be worth asking whether the modernist dream of uninterrupted service at the flick of a
switch is still worth it and viable – there are social and generational as well as environmental costs involved
in the pursuit of synchronicity. There are trade-offs to consider: robustness comes at a price (both money
and efficiency). There are engineering aspects to these trade-offs but it also deserves more consideration
from social and democratic perspectives. If rich societies were prepared to live with temporary disruptions,
the intermittent supply of energy from renewables would become less of a problem.
2. Rhythms of consumption and rhythms of work: we might want to think more about their dynamic
interplay. The two peaks (morning and evening) emerged as the historical product of the industrial workday
in the course of the twentieth century, when long lunch breaks (and trips home) were replaced by shorter
meals in the company canteen. The lunch peak declined. What has been the effect of computerisation,
flexible hours and the return in recent years of part-time and also full-time work on weekends? Laptops and
smart phones are switched on at home for work as well as leisure-related practices. Conversely, the rise of
mass unemployment in Greece, Italy and Spain must have had a huge impact on the temporal order of social
practices. If we want to think about points of intervention, it would be useful to know more about aspects of
fragmentation which are mainly endogenous to leisure and consumer culture (e.g. fitness and music crazes)
and those that respond to exogenous developments, such as changing norms and routines at work. One key
source for the fragmentation of social practices has been the rise of “busy” lifestyles – but this in itself is
playing out the cult of busyness in professional and organisational culture discernible since the 1950s. There
are class and generational dimensions here. Busyness, mobility patterns and the challenge of
synchronisation are unevenly distributed across society – and this means that any intervention in the
coordination of practices raises questions of social interests and fairness – who will be more affected: those
with more or less fragmented lifestyles?
3. There is no reason why we should treat the challenge of rearranging energy-hungry practices across time
as a new problem. Electricity companies have long played an active role in doing this. Initially, in the interwar years and the mid-twentieth century this was about filling troughs as well as shaving peaks – with
special rates encouraging households to use energy-demanding appliances like electrical ovens and hovers,
to make better use of capacity – night-storage radiators were a later example. Are there lessons to be learnt
from such earlier interventions? Indeed, should energy providers take some responsibility for the temporal
ordering of practices that such interventions encouraged? It would also be interesting to hear from
colleagues at EDF about the impact of the 35-hour week on domestic practices in France – travel data points
to an increase in longer weekend trips (Friday to Monday), presumably shifting energy use to second homes
to holiday regions more generally; on the other hand impressionistic evidence suggests that it led to a revival
of more sustained (and less fragmented) leisure practices on Saturdays.
4. Shifting use: We might want to distinguish further between the different kinds of temporal shifts which
practices undergo. In his Paris journals in 1784, Benjamin Franklin complained how wasteful the French
were, getting up so late in the day only to then stay up late into the night and burn lots of candles. Gordon
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alludes to the decline of the siesta in recent years – another example of the spill-over from changes at the
work place, together with the diffusion of air-conditioning. There is no indication, that the shortening of the
mid-time nap has made Mediterranean societies less nocturnal and finally go to bed early as Franklin would
have liked. In other words, practices (sleeping in this instance) might be moved to a different time slot, but
equally they might be compressed or spread out. For energy, their temporal density matters as well as their
timing and sequence. Since we are dealing with synchronisation, there are presumably knock-on effects
from meddling with one practice on others that affect the degree of density overall.
5. Daily life is full of practices. This raises the inevitable question whether there are some bundles of
practices that should matter more to DEMAND than others. Of course, it depends on what we are after. For
conceptual or theoretical purposes, it could be very interesting to follow the temporal divergence between
when mobile phones are charged and used. From an applied perspective of intervention, it might be less so.
I was intrigued by the list of practices highlighted by Gordon: eating, cooking, watching TV. (Eating,
incidentally, has become more structured in some societies like Germany with a documented rise in the
hours family eat together. 1) These are all interesting from a practice point of view, but from an energy point
of view the really intensive practices are those connected to heating space and water – washing bodies,
washing up, washing clothes, and heating and cooling space. The temporal redistribution of a single one of
these would probably make it unnecessary to worry about all the gadgets being constantly “on” or being
charged at the same time in the evening.
6. Natural and social rhythms. I am especially glad that Gordon included this relationship in the discussion. In
the light of climate change, it deserves greater attention – although it should be said that nature was not
entirely pure or untouched by human activity before industrial times. The annual equivalent of the 24-hour
society is the society without seasons. This means several things: that produce and seasonal services should
be available at all times during the year; that formerly seasonal practices should be available on demand out
of season (ice-skating in Southern California; Christmas holidaying in the sun); and that levels and
expectations of comfort lose their fluctuations (raising of indoor temperatures during winter months in the
Northern hemisphere). There are other indirect side-effects, however, that come from the revenge of
nature. More erratic weather patterns, shifts in seasonal climates, extreme droughts and flooding – all those
have a knock-on effect on social rhythms, and thus energy use. Residents in flooded Somerset currently do
not need to coordinate their outdoor walks and football practice. The millions who had their flights cancelled
in recent blizzards on the East Coast of America had a lot of unexpected synchronisation to do. Inevitably,
the literature on rhythms has been focused on repetitive and fairly stable patterns – perhaps too much so?
7. Let me end by linking back Gordon’s paper to the previous discussion of needs. Are there temporal needs
of synchronicity? California has a “baseline electricity allowance”, that establishes the electricity necessary
to supply a significant portion (50-60%) of the “reasonable needs” of the “average” residential customer.
Such an approach allows for interventions above that baseline and Southern California Edison has
introduced several plans that directly tackle temporal problems of demand for peak and seasonal use. These
include residential schedules in four bands (rising rates with rising use) and money-back plans for saving
energy – the main advice here consists of: “Use your washing machine, dryer and dishwasher during offpeak hours. Use timers on your electric water heater. Use timers and photocells on lights and sprinklers.” It
also includes hands-on intervention, such as a “Summer Discount Plan” which gives qualifying customers an
1
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annual discount of up to $ 200, for allowing SCE to “temporarily shut off their central air conditioner
compressors, without advance notice, for a limited number of hours throughout the year.” 2 Such
intervention might not change the collective practice of cooling the home, but it does set out to tackle the
temporal strain arising from this practice. There is no reason why we could not envisage practice-oriented
approaches that work with interventions such as these that target individual consumers.
What it does raise is fundamental questions about the social and environmental consequences of
collectively synchronised practices. One is empirical – how much does the fragmentation of practices matter
for energy use? Have Scandinavian countries, where eating happens throughout the day, less of a peak
problem than Mediterranean societies where the structured social lunch and dinner remains the norm? But
the question also has a normative and political aspect. Fragmentation of practices might be bad from a
republican or social democratic ethos which sees the general good as acted out through shared collective
action in a shared time and place. But this can also be oppressive, and perhaps it is not such a bad thing from
an energy and environmental point of view, if washing, cooking and media use were to be more scattered
across time. How much do we want to be in synch?

Responses from DEMAND
Mike Allen
Although I am by no means qualified to make much of a response, both pieces raised interesting issues that I
had not previously considered. Gordon’s point about the use of battery powered devices and their effect on
the energy load stood out particularly for me as it is concerned with the effect that an already extant
technology (the battery) is having now and how it may change future energy load profiles if its use is greatly
expanded in the facilitation of travel. I also think that Frank Trentmann raises some very interesting points,
especially that there has been a shift to the political unacceptability of temporary shortages in the late
twentieth century whilst later he points to the potential problems of consistent supply associated with
renewable energy. It is interesting to me that the unacceptability of supply disruption arose just before a
time in which the acceptability of disruption to the energy supply would have been politically beneficial for
securing a greener energy supply.

Matt Watson
Unsurprisingly, the combined intellectual powers of Gordon and Frank mean so much pertinent to this topic
is already covered. This response is therefore tentative, and reflecting first, my role in project 3.1, focusing
on the relation of (supply) infrastructures with (demand) practices; second, my work on a project with PV
(photovoltaic) scientists; and, finally, my domestic life in a property lacking particular common
infrastructures, notably mains gas, and the endless labour of coordination and synchronisation which follows
from trying to find a economic and environmentally responsible mix of technologies, skills and routines, of
keeping it adequately warm.
The focus of Gordon’s and Frank’s pieces of thought are centred around the synchronisation between
demand and supply. This is understandable, this being where the challenges of peak load and the purposes
of peak shaving and trough filling, the issues with the intermittency of renewables, all lie. Within this the
focus is properly on the synchronicity of practices in relation to how they generate aggregate demand and
the challenges that follow from it. This undoubtedly covers the central ground of worrying about the
2
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synchronicity of practices and energy demand, but leaves in the shadows other pertinent issues.
First, is appears to lead to some unreflectively on the extent to which both Gordon and Frank appear to be
talk almost overwhelmingly about electricity, rather than energy (apart from Frank’s mention of candles).
This is understandable, but worth bringing to light and thinking through, as it shows the importance of the
specificities of the materialities of the particular ‘vectors’ through which primary energy ends up as the
useful energy that end up being part of practices. Electricity (around 20% of UK final consumption) is unique
in the specificity of its synchronicity between supply and demand. Essentially, most of the vectors of energy
that end up coming through infrastructures to ‘final consumption’ are in forms that can be stored cheaply,
relative to their value. Solid fuels – coal and wood – need only a dry and more or less secure volume of
space: oil and gas need considerably more investment, limiting the extent to which they are stockpiled, but
their ‘storability’ (and portability as stored energy) are part of course part of their value. The problem with
electricity is that forms of storage are generally not currently cost effective unless in off-grid situations, or to
enable portability. It is this that underlies the challenges energy suppliers face with situations of peak
demand: whatever the temporal properties of the fuel for electricity generation, electricity demand has to
be met by more or less simultaneous generation – whether that’s through fission of uranium or hydro
turbines turning on water pumped up hill in times of electricity surplus. The issue with peak electricity
demand is providing the generation and distribution capacity for peak demand, hence the prioritisation of
shaving the peaks rather than worrying about total demand. Electricity is unique in terms of the demands of
synchronicity between demand and supply.
In writing this for the DEMAND centre, I am aware I am sounding dangerously supply-side oriented. But the
specific temporalities of supply matter for how we think about the way demand matters. First, it means that
one kWh of energy is not equivalent to another. Of course this is plain when it comes to different forms of
energy – a kWh or electricity is a lot more versatile than a kWh or wood, for example. However, it also
means time, as well as material, matters for comparing one kWh to another. This is implicit in topics touched
on by Gordon and expanded by Frank in terms of suppliers’ attempts to shave peaks and fill troughs with
pricing and technological interventions. But it has implications also for the details of synchronicity between
demand and supply, and who does it when and where.
In Gordon’s and Frank’s discussions, blunt cost interventions like Economy 7 (E7) pricing and troublesome
technologies like night storage heaters appear cast as historical. For those of us living away from mains gas,
E7 and night storage heating can be entirely contemporary. Indeed, without mains gas, households
economics play out in such a way as to make domestic energy storage more or less necessary, as the only
alternative is to pay for electricity at the rates it comes at the time the heat is needed. Electricity is hard to
store but heat is easier, so as long as the useful energy you want is heat (electricity makes heat rather easier
than heat makes electricity). It can be stored in night storage heaters, or a thermal store, or in the thermal
mass of a solid floor with heating pipes. Or homes have other forms of energy storage for heating – in LPG
or oil tanks, or coal stores or wood sheds. Such households have other forms of synchronisation to deal with
– whether just ensuring the tanks or stores do not get too depleted, or the more complex and finer
synchronicities of managing wood piles and the rhythms of fuelling and re-fuelling stoves, determined by the
way different fuels and stoves burn and purposes of burning. For some, the rhythms extend to the weekly
and seasonal patterns of cutting and carrying wood (Jalas & Rinkinen, 2013). In the absence of specific
infrastructures (principally mains gas), householders typically have to do more of the work of synchronising
energy supply and heat demand.
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The additional costs of E7 in the UK mean it is only likely to make sense where electricity is being used for
space heating through some sort of heat storage (standing charges and standard tariff are both higher on an
E7 contract so it only makes sense if a household can use a large proportion of all electricity during the
reduced tariff). Once committed though, the low unit price of electricity during the 7 hours of reduced tariff
means it is worth the effort of intervening in other technologies and routines to better synchronise demand
with the specific temporalities of the electricity supply: such as plugging through or wiring in timers to shift
the energy demand of laundry, dishwashing and battery charging to the night time.
So, under current regimes, a minority of households take on a significant share of the labour of better
synchronising rhythms of energy demand with those of supply (in ways echoed by more novel changes to
household practices touched on by Gordon in relation to the less predictable temporalities that arise from
PV panels giving free electricity when the sun is shining).
Gordon touches too on the additional challenges of synchronising demand and supply in relation to
renewables. Indeed, critical attention to the dynamics at stake here is worth pursuing. The rhythmicity of
renewables is not entirely given by the flows of energy that renewable technologies convert: the details of
the technology matter too. With the rapid growth of PV, the mismatch between the scientific and economic
conditions of technology development and the routines of demand are telling. PV development, whether in
labs, in technology development or in roll out to maximise returns on state incentive structures (the feed in
tariff) lead towards maximising total electricity production – technological progress is measured principally
in total efficiency of converting sunlight to kWh of electricity: and incentives reward based on (theoretical)
total kWh of electricity produced. The problem, especially in higher latitude countries like the UK where
energy is used far more for keeping warm than keeping cool, is that maximising electricity generation from
PV means PV produces most electricity almost exactly when it is needed least – on sunny summer days. If PV
was developed and installed to maximise useful electricity generation under cloudy skies and when the sun
is low in the skies, it could be developed to convert different parts of the light spectrum and be installed at
different orientations, in ways that better synchronise supply and demand, reducing the total kWh
generated but maximising the useful kWh provided.
So many contemporary dynamics of supply as well as consumption could play out in radically different ways
for future patterns of synchronicity – whether in coping with the load shedding (planned power cuts) already
characteristic of many electricity grids around the world, or enjoying the benefits of available electricity
storage. When it comes to considering synchronisation, the inseparability of demand from the technologies,
infrastructures and economic and political structuring of supply is, once again, clear.

Jacopo Torriti – Industrial vs Residential in demand response management
Gordon asks under which institutional conditions demand response management might be achieved. There
is a size issue which has traditionally led demand response management to focus on industrial rather than
residential demand. Interruptible programmes have been applied to large industry for decades following the
rationale that high synchronisation within this group (large energy consumers) counts more to the grid than
small (energy consuming) residential users. It might be that, in addition to the size rationale, an assumption
that activities are more planned and predictably sequenced in industrial buildings than in residential ones
has always been made when prioritising industrial over residential demand for interruptible programmes.
This observation leads to another thought associated with demand response management. Existing
incentives to reduce loads for industrial and commercial demand (like the Short Term Operating Reserve in
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the UK) have brought about very little power turn down and much more use of decentralised forms of
energy generation (renewables but also diesel generators). This reinforces the continuous and mutual
dynamics between demand and supply and the potential for policy and market arrangements to change
some of the rhythms and patterns of demand.
Perhaps the distinction between residential and non-residential is not too useful here if the aim is to identify
flexibility through synchronicity of practices. The solid lines which have marked the work place in terms of
space and time over the past two centuries have also played a role in shaping peak demand and
synchronicity. This phenomenon might have been calcified with the widespread use of fixed energy tariffs
under monopolies first and regulated tariffs later on. However, the move alone to dynamic tariffs may
decalcify some of peak demand, but will not per se bring about flexibility. For this reason, the direction taken
by Gordon and Frank on synchronicity seems extremely promising.

James Faulconbridge - Synchronicity as the cause and solution to issues of demand?
Gordon and Frank do an excellent job of outlining a range of important ways that synchronicity affects
demand. In this response I want to consider through some very speculative thoughts (!) how, through their
review, Gordon and Frank highlight but perhaps don’t fully reflect upon the inherent contradictions that
exist as far as synchronicity and demand creation/management/reduction are concerned.
Cutting across the discussion is recognition that the synchronisation of practices can be problematic, for
instance if it creates excessive peak loads, but potentially also a solution to energy demand management, for
example if we can resynchronise certain practices so that they occur at ‘off-peak’ times or in line with
‘natural’ rhythms such as daylight. And this is the contradiction I want to explore further: should we see
synchronisation as something to encourage or discourage? I suggest this is a contradiction because there are
numerous examples of how synchronisation has both benefits and costs for energy demand. Issues
associated with the synchronisation of work are interesting in this regard.
The commute and rush hours are problematic because they create peaks in demand that transports systems
have to be engineered to handle, but are also beneficial in that they minimise the per capita use of energy (a
full bus/train is most efficient). The 9-5 working day is similarly problematic because of the spikes in energy
demand created (both for commuting and in terms of use of electricity in offices), but again is also beneficial
as it means homes do not need to be heated in this period (assuming all occupants work) and lighting and
heating energy consumption in offices can be restricted to a set period. So is synchronisation to be
encouraged or not? It seems to depend if you are concerned with peak load or overall energy use.
One way of addressing this apparent contradiction is to reframe questions of synchronicity by focussing not
on the timing of individual practices, such as working, but on the temporal relationships between several
synchronised practices. As such, the question becomes ‘how does the synchronicity of multiple synchronised
practices affect demand’? We see, however, similar contradictions in relation to this form of synchronicity.
Continuing with the example of working, the synchronisation or not of work hours in relation to other
practices, such as schooling, socialising, shopping etc affects energy demand. 3 This is particularly pertinent in
relation to questions of mobility. For instance, it could be argued that de-synchronised work practices can
3

It is probably misleading to refer to schooling, socialising, shopping etc as practices themselves, but for analytical
convenience this simplification is used here.
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help reduce energy demand for mobility because flexibility of start/end times allow people to use lower
carbon modes such as walking or catching the bus thanks to the greater freedom created to arrive/depart
around bus timetables or take extra time to get to work after, for example, dropping the kids at school.
However, such low carbon commuting is probably only possible if other practices are de-synchronised
around flexible working times. If we all start work at different times, schools, social clubs, healthcare
providers and others must desynchronise the timing of the delivery of their services, as we all need to
‘consume’ at slightly different times. To some extent this has happened, although less so in terms of public
services likes schools and healthcare.
One answer might be, then, that we should desynchronise all of our practices, this potentially removing the
peak load dilemma. But, doesn’t that then create the 24 hour on demand society Frank notes is so energy
intensive? So, maybe the answer is the opposite: to re-synchronise everything in a more regimented way; no
flexible working, school times setup around the predictability of parents’ working hours, shops that are open
after work hours but not indefinitely as other practices are synchronised to occur after shops close, etc etc.
Such regimented synchronisation of synchronicity would allow more effective coordination of collective
mobility (by bus, train etc) as we would all need to be at similar places at the same time (so mass transit
organised by employers becomes possible, shared rides to social activities etc), and energy to run the
buildings used for certain practices might be reduced due to limited hours of operation. Such regimented
synchronisation of synchronicity might also help address disconnects between natural rhythms (work can be
synchronised around daylight and/or cooler hours). But, does this mean closing-down night time industry
that offsets peak loads but uses a lot of energy for lighting? Synchronisation of synchronicity would also
create severe peak load issues. So the same dilemma returns.
The above are just some speculative thoughts and underdeveloped examples. But I do think they highlight a
fundamental dilemma, which Dale Southerton’s work on the timing of everyday life brings into clear view: in
many ways de-synchronisation underlies many of the energy intensive practices such as driving and
heating/cooling we now recognise as problematic. But simply synchronising existing practices would create
such significant peaks in energy demand that infrastructures could not cope. So maybe the discussion needs
to be about the intersection of practice dynamics and synchronicity: changing practices that are less energy
intensive might co-evolve with forms of resynchronisation, addressing peak load issues to some extent
through the emergence of less demanding ways of achieving everyday life?

Ben Anderson – Synchronicity, Storage and the Flexibility of Demand
In responding to both Gordon’s piece and Frank’s response it is worth noting that ‘peak demand’ for energy
in the UK domestic context is essentially an electricity problem due in large part to the inability to store
electrical power and the non-switchable nature of most generation methods. Gas on the other hand can be
stored ‘in the network’ and overall system management is largely driven by forecast fluctuations in
temperature due to its predominant use for space (and water) heating. That said the increasing use of
electricity as a primary source of heat via heat pumps and the realisation that a substantial part of current
electricity usage is to generate ‘additional heat’ (or cooling) complicates the picture. We do not yet know
how people’s heating practices (if I may) will evolve. Currently storage heaters, as Frank notes, generally go
together with lower priced night-time electricity and may have a structuring effect on practices carried out in
a home that is warmest in the morning. However it is unclear if this approach holds for heat pumps either
from a ‘technical efficiency’ point of view or from a ‘habits and practices’ point of view – ‘peak heat’ like
‘peak cool’ in other locations may yet become an issue in UK homes.
11
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However the ‘smoothing’ of demand to enable overall system balancing in the face of near-zero storage is
not the only reason to think about the synchronisation of domestic practices that demand electrical energy.
Electricity distribution networks were designed to distribute power from central sources in radial fashion
with sufficient ‘headroom’ at each level to allow for assumed temporal peaks in demand. Emerging loads at
the edges of this network (such as domestic generation through photovoltaic cells) are forcing the
distribution network operators to think about investing to upgrade their infrastructures precisely because as
Gordon notes, local peak generation (around mid-day on sunny days) is generally not matched to local
consumption (morning and especially evening peaks). Conversely whilst the overall system effects of
overnight charging of electric vehicles might help to smooth demand at the national level, and indeed to
store energy for use at other times, local street level distribution networks are not engineered to deliver the
kinds of simultaneous loads envisaged with potentially dire consequences for local power delivery. 4 Thus the
spatial distribution of synchronised practices is also of critical interest. Since spending money upgrading local
networks is a highly capital intensive task, the prospect of shifting demand through flexing practices to
better match demand and supply, is extremely attractive and is a microcosm of the larger problem of
balancing a system with near zero storage when synchronised temporal demand and fixed level and/or
intermittent supply are major features.
What then are the practices that constitute such demand and can they be shifted? Whilst part of the work of
Theme 1 is to pursue these questions we do already have some indicators of the temporality of appliancelevel electricity demand. As an example the DECC/DEFRA/EST ‘Powering the Nation’ study 5 revealed much
about the composition of electricity loads, if less about the practices which generate them, in the home.
Thus (Figure 1) we can see how lighting at each end of the working day (directly reflecting comments about
the extension of the ‘day’ through the use of artificial light) together with early evening cooking and audiovisual use contribute to ‘peak’ demand. Figure 2 (‘holidays’ – i.e. weekends) shows a marked contrast with
two distinct peaks. The morning peak appears to be generated by additional washing/drying loads and
additional lighting driven, perhaps, by higher active occupancy of the home in contrast to work/school days.
These charts therefore give us a first view of the practice and thus demand ‘structuring’ nature of weekday
work/school constraints. Were we to be able to select only those households with 100% full time (day)
workers and school children the effects may be even more apparent. As both Frank and Gordon note, these
meso level structures are to a large extent outside the scope of action of energy users but clearly point the
way towards non-energy energy policies. Indeed they are right to raise empirical questions about the extent
and degree of change in demand due to the flexible timing of activities such as work, eating and leisure as
well as the ability to work from various locations – including the home.

4

Neaimeh, M., Hill, G., Blythe, P., Wardle, R., & Taylor, P. (2013). Integrating smart meter and electric vehicle charging
data to predict distribution network impacts. In IEEE PES ISGT Europe 2013 (pp. 1–5). IEEE.
doi:10.1109/ISGTEurope.2013.6695238
5
Zimmermann et al (2012) Household Electricity Survey: A study of domestic electrical product usage.
http://randd.defra.gov.uk/Document.aspx?Document=10043_R66141HouseholdElectricitySurveyFinalReportissue4.pdf
The report provides further breakdowns by ‘household type’ and also for those who use electricity as a primary heat
source.
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Perhaps as interesting however are the patterns of ‘not known’ demands during weekdays which appear to
concentrate and further heighten the evening peak. The study report speculates that this may represent the
charging of a range of battery-powered devices. We can of course profer plausible explanations – these
devices may be taken out of the home during the day and thus require re-charging on return. At weekends
by contrast these ‘not known’ demands are more evenly spread throughout the day.
The question remains therefore: what are the practices that (appear to) prevent the time-shifting shifting of
the practices that create these patterns demand and how then to engineer flexibility?
Recent experiments in Ofgem’s Low Carbon Network Fund projects have found that even very large price
‘signals’ have a fairly moderate average effect on evening peak demand and may have the unintended
consequence of sharply increasing load at the end of the high priced period 6. Further analysis suggested that
participants were avoiding ‘laundry, chores, dish washing and in some cases are cooking differently within
and around the 4-8 period’ (p53) 7. ‘Price’ is of course not the only game in town and a fascinating Danish
study 8 designed to test the ability to flex demand in the extreme situation of a zero-wind week produced
notable reduction in and shifting of demand but in the context of a ‘state emergency’ where normal service
would resume a week later.
Given that the ability to flex one’s demand is likely to be some function of the extent of one’s commitment
to tightly interlocking systems of practices, one’s circumstances and one’s motivation it may be that that
some people (or groups of people) are more able to flex than others. In a recent paper, Gareth Powells 9
suggested that we view such flexibility as a capital that could be deployed through market or non-market
exchange. Not unlike a carbon trading system, redistributable milk quota or time-banking approach Powells
et al point to the potential to invert ‘normal’ distributions of advantage. Thus those who are most
economically advantaged may in fact, and partly as a consequence, have the least ‘flexibility’ capital.
Conversely those with the most flexibility capital may tend to be the least economically advantaged. In
Gordon’s future imaginaries, they may therefore be the most able to progress to a ‘directly solar’ way of life.
Whilst this in turn provokes intriguing possibilities for the development of a ‘flexibility exchange’ system that
speaks to Franks’ normative and political aspects, it also leaves open a number of empirical questions about
the extent and distribution of flexibility, questions that DEMAND is an excellent position to address.

Mike Hazas
Distinguishing from rhythm and synchronisation, Gordon helpfully explains that “Synchronicity however is
concerned with the relationships between rhythms…” [emphasis added]. Spurred by Gordon and Frank’s
examples of watching TV and charging mobile phones, this got me thinking a little more about how rhythms
of digital media and IT are bound up and implicated with other rhythms (like cooking or travelling; see Røpke
et al. (2010)), and what bearing the timing and repetition of media and IT-reliant practices have on energy
6

A doubling of the price of electricity from 16:00 – 20:00 together with a 31% reduction after 20:00 produced a 14%
reduction in electricity during this period and a noticeable spike after 20:00. See ‘Initial Time of Use Trial Analysis’,
http://www.networkrevolution.co.uk/industryzone/projectlibrary
7
CLNR-L037 CLNR Social Science Interim Report 2, http://www.networkrevolution.co.uk/industryzone/projectlibrary
8
Sara Bell, Personal com. I am trying to access the research report.
9
Powells, G et al (2014) Prospecting for Flexibility? Socio-Technical Capital and Smart Electricity Demand Management.
Paper presented at ‘Spatial Variation in Energy Use, Attitudes and Behaviours: Implications for Smart Grids and Energy
Demand’, Policy Studies Institute, Friday, 7 February 2014, London, United Kingdom
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demand. I’m afraid I don’t have many answers here, but as someone on Theme 2.1 “Domestic IT”, I’d be
remiss if I didn’t offer what little I do have.
1. What aspects of IT’s demand should we care about? Frank points out that from “an applied perspective of
intervention”, following the use and charging of mobile phones is perhaps less impactful than following
practices involving hot air and hot water. In empirical work with a small number of undergraduates, one of
my PhD students has found that the energy demands of things like mobile phones, tablets and even laptops
can be vanishingly small compared to other digital media and IT devices (desktop computers, monitors,
televisions, games consoles, “home cinema”), let alone things like space heating or showering. Taking into
account devices’ “embodied” energies for manufacturing and transport, there is also strong indication (from
the life cycle assessment literature) that mobile phones and tablets are not such a big deal, e.g. replacing a
laptop every four years is about five times as energy intensive as replacing a smartphone every year.
But, we should certainly not abandon smartphones and tablets altogether. These things are quite ready-tohand for practitioners, and have an astonishing capacity to spew and suck data. For me, an outstanding
issue is to understand the energies marshalled to maintain these always-on, high-speed networks, and to
keep digital content “in the cloud” forever safe and available. And more crucially, to identify the ways of
being and doing that tend to rely more heavily on such connectivity, delivery, and storage. Can we envision
rich societies prepared to live with temporary disruptions, as Frank suggested? (Triad warning: Between 8
and 10pm today, Sherlock and House of Cards cannot be streamed in high definition. Standard definition will
simply have to do.)
Finally, however small IT’s direct or embodied energy, we should also look closely at how IT’s support of,
enhancement, and displacement of other practices may be in turn increasing/shifting/reducing the demands
of those practices.
2. What use is it to understand charging as a practice? I recall this being raised in past discussions with at
least a few DEMANDers, and I wanted to flag it briefly here, borrowing on Matt’s rephrasing of the question
on mobility in Pieces of Thought #1. Gordon brought up the temporalities of electric car driving and charging
as being particularly relevant to load profiles. While it’s hard to say if tablet and laptop charging would ever
have significant effects on peak load (effect on “trough” load may be more relevant), I do wonder if there
are any parallels between how IT devices are charged, and how other things like electric cars are charged.
Perhaps not. Certainly at the moment, electric vehicles can only be charged at specific places. There is
arguably more temporal and spatial flexibility for charging phones and laptops, because of the
infrastructures in place and the speed at which the small batteries in these devices can charge. And where
there are parallels, is it even useful to understand “charging” as practice-as-entity, across such diverse
infrastructures and appliances? In some exploratory work, we’ve observed diversity in how smartphones are
charged. As a rule, some participants have only charged their phones by plugging in at the bedside table
before going to sleep; the phone lasts throughout the next day. Others carry a charging cable with them,
and plug into the nearest computer or mains socket when they notice the battery is low. But in all cases,
charging was made to nestle in and amongst existing practice, and was malleable enough to withstand fast
changes to match the dynamics of other practices, rather than disrupting those practices. Instances of
complete smartphone discharge, on the other hand, were quite disruptive.
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Giulio Mattioli
Gordon’s piece highlights key issues about synchronisation and, as such, it is very useful to frame our work
for Theme 1, where we are trying to approach similar questions from a quantitative empirical perspective.
However, as Frank noticed, the piece refers mostly to domestic practices such as eating, cooking and
watching TV. In my response, I try to develop some reflections on how these issues might apply to
(passenger) transport.
Also, in both Gordon’s piece and Frank’s response the emphasis is predominantly on the “realisation of ‘peak
shaving’ objectives”, based on the realization that renewable energy sources, partly because of their reliance
on natural rhythms, have an “inability to meet demand during peak hours”. In a nutshell, it looks like peaks
are the problem, and less social synchronisation – but more natural-social synchronisation – is the solution.
Coming from a transport studies background, this did not sound quite right to me. What follows is an
attempt to clarify, to myself as well as to you, why that is the case.
My impression from transport literature is that, all other factors being equal, it is easier to provide public
transport alternatives to (more energy- and carbon-intensive) car use for practices that are more socially
synchronised. A typical example is frequent public transport services during peak commuting hours, which
can usually be quite competitive. A high modal share of public transport for this travel purpose & time of day
means less energy consumption and carbon emissions. Therefore, in this case, more social synchronisation is
positive for energy/carbon reduction.
It is instructive to think about why public transport results in less energy consumption. The question is one of
occupancy rates. A single public transport vehicle is generally more energy consuming than a single car on a
given trip, but it carries around more people. In turn, high occupancy rates for a public transport journey are
possible if practices are relatively synchronised in time (as well as concentrated in space). In a nutshell: the
more social synchronisation, the higher the occupancy rate, the better the energy efficiency.
Also, from an economic perspective, public transport is less economically viable when occupancy rates are
low. To be competitive with the car in terms of travelling time, i.e. to attract users, public transport must
provide a frequent service. In off-peak times, however, frequent service results in low occupancy rates and
lower economic return. This is one of the reasons why in England, where local bus service is deregulated
(outside London), bus operators tend to concentrate services on major commuting routes and peak hours,
while off-peak services are the first to be cut when budgets are tight.
Overall, I expect public transport to struggle coping with a scenario where practices are significantly less
synchronised than today (but still rather dispersed in space 10) and travel peaks are ‘shaved’. Even if it was
able to maintain the same modal share, its operation would probably be more energy intensive, thus
reducing its environmental advantage over the car.
The same arguments apply to recent developments in car-based mobility. Car-pooling / car-sharing is widely
promoted as an environmentally beneficially solution because it increases occupancy rates. However, ridesharing clearly also requires a certain synchronisation of practices to be viable. One of the main findings of a

10

Of course, the considerations made here make sense for public transport, but not for walking and cycling, which are
individual transport modes. Active travel modes, however, are considerably less competitive over longer distances.
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recent French research project on sustainable mobility in rural areas 11 is that "non-traditional hours (for
working and leisure alike) lead to solo-driving and are a major barrier to ride-sharing". They go on to suggest
that the practice of variable end of the working day (common among executives) should be contrasted, and
workers should be encouraged to leave the workplace at the same time, and to continue working at home if
necessary.
From a more theoretical / historical perspective, mass motorisation and increasing car dependence have
probably resulted in fragmentation / disembedding of activities not only in space (a very thoroughly
researched topic) but also in time – although this is probably less pronounced. In a 2003 paper
(http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/staff/shove/choreography/rushingaround.pdf) Elizabeth Shove argues that the
temporal flexibility of the car leads to a fragmentation of the sociotemporal order, resulting in a situation
where individuals ‘need’ the car in order to coordinate their activities with others. She concludes that there
is a “rather direct relation between individual and collective modes of sociotemporal coordination, a decline
in one almost always leading to an increase in the other”. The problem for the environment is that, in the
transport sector, motorised individual modes are significantly more energy- and carbon-demanding than
collective ones.
Overall, it seems to me that the relationship between social synchronisation and energy demand / carbon
emissions is quite different for transport, as compared to domestic electric / heating appliances. Notably,
questions of mode choice 12 and occupancy rates are considerably more crucial for transport. When washing
or cooking at home, people do not usually have different appliances (with different energy/carbon impacts)
available. When travelling, people usually do have different options, and the degree of synchronisation at
different levels (household, society, etc.) has an impact on which one they end up using. For this reason,
‘travel peak-shaving’ would probably have undesired consequences for total energy demand.
With regard to occupancy rates, I suspect that the same issue exists for domestic energy consumption,
although it is probably less important. Of course for many practices, such as showering, it is difficult to
imagine energy reduction benefits arising from synchronising & sharing energy consumption between
household members. However, the situation is different for example for tea-drinking: while a societally
synchronised rhythm of ‘5 O’clock tea’ might be a problem because of a ‘peak kettle’ in electricity demand
(problematic for renewable energy supply), it might actually be a good thing for total energy demand, as the
higher ‘occupancy share’ of the collectively used kettle means better energy efficiency.
Overall, it seems to me that there might be trade-offs between the imperatives arising from the transition to
renewable and less carbon-intensive sources – for which peaks are bad and social de-synchronisation is good
– and those arising from the need to reduce overall levels of energy demand – for which social desynchronisation might have perverse consequences.

11

Research Project MOUR (MObilité et Urbanisme Rural), UMR CNRS-CITERES, Université de Tours (http://citeres.univtours.fr/spip.php?article1812)
12
‘Mode choice’ is the standard term used in transport studies to indicate that people generally have the option to use
different modes of transport. I do not mean to suggest that framing the question in terms of individual choice is
inherently the best approach.
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Neil Simcock
I found both Gordon and Frank’s essays extremely interesting and raised lots of good points for debate. I’d
like to quickly highlight some thoughts I had in relation to the concerns of project 4.1, energy and justice. I
was glad that Frank raised the issue of the uneven distribution of impacts, as it seems to me that any effort
to ‘manage’ the synchronicity of practices may well have impacts that affect some groups more than others,
and so will have to confront justice issues which will shape the feasibility of implementing any such policy. I
remember a few years ago when there were calls by some campaign groups to introduce 'single-double
summer time' in the UK (i.e. GMT + one hour from October to March and GMT + two hours from March to
October) so that there would be more daylight hours in the evening. The rationales for this change ranged
from improvements people’s health, boosting the economy, fewer road accidents
(http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-11643098), and as Gordon notes reductions in energy use and
carbon emissions (Hill et al., 2010). But despite all these proposed benefits, such proposals have been
consistently rejected in parliament because of concerns and claims of injustice – that it would lead to uneven
impacts on the natural-social synchronization of everyday practices, and so was unfair. This uneven
distribution was both by economic group (farmers would have to contend with longer morning darkness),
and geographically (northern Scotland would be ‘worst’ affected, as many places would be dark until 9 or
10am), among others. One particular concern was that children in Scotland would end up having to walk to
school in the dark, leading to claims there would end up being more cars on the road as more parents
decided to give lifts, and so actually higher carbon emissions. So even in cases where the ‘net’ benefit of a
policy is argued to be positive (overall reductions in carbon emissions), its tolerability is still very much
shaped by whether it is seen to have unjust and unacceptable impacts upon a minority. In this case, the scale
of the proposed intervention seems important, in that attempting to create change across the entire of the
UK was difficult when the contexts of different areas, and consequently the ‘natural-social synchronization’
of practices, were very different.
The discussion also got me thinking about ideas of need. The normative meaning attached to particular uses
of energy, e.g. as ‘needed’ or conversely ‘wasteful’, will be contextual in time. Practices that are useful and
‘necessary’ at one point in the day are ‘wasteful’ at others – leaving lights or heating on at night are typically
defined as waste, even if there’s a clear rationale for doing this, yet heating multiple rooms in your home to
21 degrees during the evening (when a lower temp might be fine in terms of one’s health) doesn’t carry the
same negative connotations. It is interesting to think about how such ideas and judgments are reasoned and
constructed, and how open or malleable they are to contestation and change. Noting that part of the value
or ‘need’ of a practice comes from the time it is conducted, and how it is patterned in relation to other
practices, is also significant in terms of evaluating the consequences of change and choosing areas of
possible intervention. It might be less easy, or less just and fair, to try and scatter the timing of those
practices that gain part of their normative value from being socially synchronized or from being conducted at
certain times of day. For example, altering social patterns of cooking and eating, as Frank touches upon,
might be ‘bad’ from the perspective of family life, social cohesion, affiliation or collectivist ethos.

Elizabeth Shove - What kinds of synchronicity matter for energy demand?
Gordon says synchronicity (in general) is an outcome of multiple rhythms, and that it is a relation between
rhythms. At first sight this seems ok, but just what is it that has rhythm? E.g. does the term refer to the
temporal ordering of moments of performance (a single practice rhythm); the experience of a day from an
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individual’s point of view, the recurrent combination of many practices in a day, week, year; or the timing of
blocks of practices that are somehow linked? Lefebvre would say all of the above, and it is true they are
related - but how does this conclusion help in thinking about synchronicity and energy demand?
Demand depends on which practices are synchronised, and with what, not on the fact of synchronisation
alone. For example, energy demand is lower in the middle of the night when many people are
simultaneously sleeping; we know that morning and evening peaks in demand are constituted of different
practices, and we know that Sunday and Monday peaks are not made of the same activities. In addition,
peaks in demand occur when many people are engaged in different energy consuming practices at roughly
the same time. – see the matrix we produced as part of the presentation that Theme 1 gave at DECC).

The timing of mobility is also complicated. The temporal synchronisation of journeys creates jams and
(extra) energy demand, but to go back to the first piece of thought, should we see such journeying as part of
doing one or more practices, or as a practice in its own right? The travel might happen at the same time but
it might then enable a raft of practices – spread across the day – that are not themselves synchronised.
In this piece I suggest that more thought is needed about types of synchronicity and related concepts of
coordination, timing, duration and scale. The next few points represent a step in that direction.
A first observation is that synchronisation can be a necessary feature of the conduct of specific practices: e.g.
office working hours, live events, Christmas dinner.
Second, while some forms of synchronisation occur in many sites (e.g. many separate homes), others
generate forms of spatial proximity –congestion is a spatially significant form of synchronicity.
Third, as Frank says, institutional schedules are crucial but again in different ways. Working hours, school
days and holidays and opening hours, coordinate and synchronise at the same time. They reflect the fact
that people do things together, and have to be simultaneously involved. Other kinds of synchronisation
relate to timing, but not coordination – many still watch TV at peak time, or eat breakfast at 7am, and many
do so alone.
Fourth, multiple forms of synchronisation co-exist. Central heating systems often come on at the same
moment (October), and many are ‘set’ to operate for the same fixed periods during the morning and the
evening; but settings also respond (en masse) to the weather. This hints at two co-existing types of
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synchronisation: one with institutionally timed events (the working day) and one with natural patterns (the
weather).
Some further points come from thinking about practices and sets of practices that are not synchronised. For
example, do unsynchronised practices have any features in common? Scale is relevant (not enough people
go swimming for this to be detectable as a societally synchronised activity); so is duration (practices that can
be slotted into spare moments, - checking messages/email) are perhaps less likely to be evidently or
noticeably synchronised at a societal scale. There are further issues of not only of scale but of social
distribution. Easter, Chinese new year, Bonfire night, New Year’s eve – capture different cohorts of
practitioners, resulting in synchronisation for some, but not for all. Note that some people, e.g. the retired
can exploit the synchronised working activities of others: moving around and doing things in the middle of
the day and in ‘off-peak’ times. Others, like babies, force parents out of synchronised patterns of sleep and
wake.
Finally, the temporal ordering of practices that are not synchronised has to fit in around those which are,
meaning that the relation between synchronised and not-synchronised arrangements is important for both.
Does this exercise in differentiating forms of synchronisation help in thinking about energy demand?
Flattening options
Frank writes about the challenge and the politics of re-arranging energy hungry practices over time – which
made me wonder: can we imagine a ‘flat’ society, that is one which has no ‘peak’ load at all? IF so, what
would that look like?
Building on the points made above, various fanciful scenarios are possible. Flatness might occur if different
individuals woke, slept, worked, ate, and watched TV, etc. at totally different times. In such a society there
would be no strong distinction between week-day and week-end, or even between day and night
(asynchronicity run wild). Alternatively, flatness might arise if there was some strong sociotemporal shiftarrangement: so that, say, a quarter of the population got up at a certain time, went to work etc., and then
some hours later the next quarter of the population did the same (each fraction is highly synchronised but
only with itself). This is already what happens if we take a global view of energy demand and temporality –
e.g. Australians wake up when we go to sleep. Another pathway to flatness would be to distinguish between
those energy-related practices which are already ‘flat’ (refrigerating/freezing) and those which are
coordinated, institutionally timed, or synchronised for some other reason. Not all practices matter in the
same way for synchronised energy demand (Frank’s point 5). Focusing only on those that do, there might be
ways of introducing more asynchronisation than is the case at present. From the points made above there
might be scope for (someone, somewhere, deliberately??) modifying the type of coordination or timing
involved, extending or shortening the duration of the practice/s in question, reducing the scale of
participation, or increasing variation in how and therefore when that occurs. There may also be scope for
reconfiguring the temporal relation between the synchronised performance of certain practices and
potentially less synchronised forms of energy management (e.g. storing hot water for the shower; filling the
car with petrol or electricity, storage of oil, wood etc.). Again the possibilities clearly differ from one practice
to the next.
To end, I think differentiating between types (bases, scales, forms) of synchronisation is important, as is
recognising the ongoing, constantly shifting relation between that which is strongly synchronised and that
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which is not. I think these distinctions help specify the challenges involved in reducing peaks in different
areas of social practice and in the patterning and timing of energy demand associated with them.

Nicola Spurling – Infrastructure, technology and synchronicity
Project 3.1 is, in part, about the relationship between different scales of infrastructure and technology, and
their relationship to demand. So, in this context, I’ve been pondering: how do different scales of
infrastructure and technology matter to, shape, or make possible different forms of synchronization? I’ve
never thought about synchronisation from that particular starting point before, so what follows is a bit of a
mishmash – some initial pieces of thought about how that question might be answered. As a first port of
call, I looked at the issues raised by Gordon and Frank, and reflected on how infrastructure and technology
are implicated in their comments.
Gordon points out how technology related time shifts, such as multiple options for when TV programmes are
watched, and the changing use of battery powered devices will have implications for peak demand. These
potential time shifts are similar to those enabled by the freezer and its relationship to food preparation and
cooking. However, technology does not only provide the potential for de-synchronisation, it also enables
more synchronisation too.
This is apparent if we think about how current patterns of synchronisation have come to be as they are.
Frank points out that “The two peaks (morning and evening) emerged as the historical product of the
industrial workday.” That is partly the case, but it’s not the whole story. The synchronisation of practices has
also been made possible by technology. So for example, practices like cooking, doing the laundry (both
washing and drying), doing the dishes, would once have had less synchronisation associated with them. For
example, before modern washing machines existed, laundry was allocated to a particular day of the week,
and multitasking – doing the laundry alongside cooking, or washing the dishes – was not possible (this was
also to do with the domestic division of labour – there was only one pair of hand to do these jobs – domestic
technologies made multi-tasking possible). So the point is that technology both enables de-synchronisation,
but also makes more synchronisation possible.
It is not only the domestic technologies that made this multi-tasking possible, but also the change in energy
provisioned to the home. So increasing the capacity of electricity provision – for example so that devices
with higher energy requirements can function - also has the (possibly unintended) effect that more things
can be ‘switched on’ at once, synchronisation of practices that were previously de-synchronised becomes
technically possible. The provision of multiple fuels – such as gas and electric – to the home has a similar
effect. There are others in DEMAND who will have much more to say about that than I do. The point can be
useful in thinking further about the implications of domestic charging of electric vehicles. There are places
(I’ve heard that Brisbane is one example), where making such domestic charging possible would require
large scale rewiring of domestic electricity provision. Improving such provision in this way might enable the
de-syncing of EV charging and use that Gordon points out, but it also might mean that the overall capacity
to do things at once is increased. It might become part of a pattern of increased overall demand .
On another point, Frank highlights that historically, electricity companies have actively played a role in
rearranging energy-hungry practices through charging different tariffs at different times of day. He mentions
night-storage radiators, and makes the point that there is perhaps more scope for intervention by energy
companies in that respect. Developing his point, what is interesting these days is that the potential for deFor the moment this document is intended for INTERNAL DEMAND DISCUSSION – please do not circulate
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syncing practices in the home perhaps exists more than it ever did (e.g. timers mean multiple activities can
be delayed without a complete rearrangement of individual time-use), and yet it hasn’t happened. Why is
that the case? (perhaps one answer is that the potential for synchronisation is equally available).
Although Gordon talks about electric vehicles, his piece of thought is about energy, rather than mobility
demand. But we might also think about mobility. This plays out a bit differently. For example Frank notes
that “The two peaks (morning and evening) emerged as the historical product of the industrial workday”. For
mobility that is partly true, but the patterns and places of the peaks are also connected to planning and landuse, and the visions and realities of the relationship between working and non-working life.
As part of my initial research on planning I came across this advert for Welwyn Garden City – a new town
built at the start of the 20th Century. I’ve included it here as it highlights three different conceptions of the
relationship between working and non-working life, all of which have different implications for mobility, and
which, when combined with the industrial work-day noted by Frank, would produce different kinds of peak
demand.

Staying with the new towns, but coming back to practices in the home, one idea that was circulating around
these developments was that of collective living. The first garden city of Letchworth, in Hertfordshire
included the utopian development of Homesgarth. This was a collective courtyard development with no
individual kitchens and all food collectively prepared. Not all synchronisation is communal like this, but it is
certainly one kind of synchronisation, a form that has actually been built into the environment, at particular
times and places, and which has played a part in community-led eco-housing developments. Perhaps we can
say that some designs have particular forms of synchronisation (or de-synchronisation) built into them? Or
at least make certain forms easier than others.
The idea of collective living was discarded from subsequent garden cities in the UK – at that time the idea
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was unpopular with the public, in particular because of the parallels to the Soviet Union – the idea had been
taken up in the new towns there (the Narkomfin Building - a prototype in Moscow Park is the most famous
example - which provided, amongst other things, collective kitchens, laundrettes, cafes and a gymnasium for
tenants).
Frank’s piece ends by asking ‘How much do we want to be in synch?’. With regards to the latter example I
think this is an important question, and I would also supplement it by asking ‘and in what ways?’. Within
Demand our primary focus will be on synchronisation and energy demand, and as noted above,
understanding this relationship will be challenging enough. However, it is also important that other
questions about the extent of synchronisation that is desirable, and the means by which it is achieved, do
not fall completely from view.
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CRAIGJ. THOMPSON*
This articleexplores the meanings that consumption experiences hold for professional
working mothers engaged in the culturallyprominent lifestyle known as "juggling."
A discussion is given to prior research documenting the cultural and historical processes that gave rise to this lifestyle pattem. These analyses suggest that "jugglers"
of the baby boom generation have been socialized in a common system of conflicting
cultural ideals, beliefs, and gender ideologies. A hermeneutic research approach is
used to explicate the emic consumer meanings that arise in relationto the participants'
salient life concems and their sense of personal history. An etic framework is then
derived that further analyzes these perceptions in the context of issues related to
the social construction of feminine identities and culturalconceptions of motherhood.
The conceptual and methodological implications of the emic and etic frameworks
for consumer research are discussed.

SometimesI go throughguilt tripsbecause
I work. I think women are getting out of
this cycle, but I am still of the school that
feels women's responsibilities are to be
mothers and to be homemakers. I think
that's changing. Unfortunately it's not
changingfor me. I hope that it's changing

stream of social discourse (Gerson 1985; Venkatesh
1980). As adults, these women continued to grapple
with an array of conflicting social expectations, gender
ideals, cultural values, and interpersonal demands
(Grossman and Chester 1990; Hirschman 1990). This
series of cultural conflicts, in turn, symbolized yet another cultural icon of femininity, the "supermom" who
effortlessly could do it all.
Although the supermom icon has been widely criticized for being unrealistic and disillusioning (Rabiner
1990), it does call attention to an experience shared by
many women of the baby boom generation who must
find ways to "cobble together a compromi'se" between
the competing cultural ideals of traditional motherhood
and career-oriented professionalism (Douglas 1994).
For many women, this compromise entails a demanding
juxtaposition of competing life goals, responsibilities,
and emotional orientations commonly described as
"juggling" (Crosby 1991).
Researchers have documented that married working
women retain the vast majority of "traditional" responsibilities for care of the household (which includes
most forms of shopping), child care (Berg 1986; Bielby
and Bielby 1988; Crosby 1991; Hochschild 1989), and
routine financial activities such as paying bills and balancing financial accounts (Bobinski and Assar 1994).
These studies also portray this time-pressed lifestyle as
an emotionally demanding one often marked by experiences of guilt-as in the case of Sarah-frustration,
and feelings of being overwhelmed. These psychosocial
conditions have given rise to a vast array of advertising
and product-promotion images and messages that
promise to ease the demands of the juggling lifestyle
(Bartos 1989; Douglas 1994).

for my children . . . but I'm the genera-

tion wherea lot of us still carrythose guilt
feelings around if your family can't come
home to homemadebreadand a hot meal
every night. I know that's unrealistic,but,
I still sort of feel like that's my responsibility. (SARAH,age 41)
S

arah'sgenerationalreferenceis to women born in

the post-World War II baby boom era. In the immediate postwar years, middle-class American society
redefined itself around traditional ideals of family life,
motherhood, and femininity: a social transformation
symbolized by the contrasting images of the World War
II icon Rosie the Riveter and 1950's icons such as June
Cleaver and Harriet Nelson (e.g., Ehrenreich and English 1979). As this generation of women reached adolescence and early adulthood, this gender ideology had
become the focus of intense criticism, and feminist calls
for dramatic changes in gender roles entered the main*CraigThompson is assistantprofessorof marketing,School of
Business,University of Wisconsin-Madison. This article evolved
from a dissertationwrittenat the Universityof Tennessee.I extend
muchappreciationto my committeemembers-William B. Locander
(chair),HowardR. Pollio, RobertWoodruff,and MichaelJohnsonfor their supportand-advice.I also owe a word of thanksto Russell
Belk, ElizabethHirschman,and the reviewersand editors for their
constructivecomments.
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The function of marketing in this cultural complex,
however, has not been simply to reflect and serve the
existing lifestyle needs of working mothers. Historical
analyses have documented that the marketing of consumer products and services has played a constructive
role in shaping gender roles, conceptions of motherhood, and, consequently, the structure of contemporary
family lifestyles (Cowan 1983; Fischer and Arnold 1990;
Matthews 1987; Strasser 1982). This process of social
construction occurred through a series of influences
such as the diffusion of consumer products that increasingly "individualized" housekeeping tasks and the
appropriation of home economics by marketing strategists (Cowan 1983; Jackson 1992).
Through the implicit assertion of superior knowledge
and authority, expert prescriptions (and warnings over
improper housekeeping behaviors) became commonplace in marketing promotions for household goods
(Matthews 1987; Strasser 1982). This institutional alliance between "domestic experts" and marketers has
contributed to the increasingly higher standards of
household cleanliness that emerged in concert with the
diffusion of household consumer technologies and
cleaning products (see Cowan 1983; Ehrenreich and
English 1979; Matthews 1987; Strasser 1982). Furthermore, this alliance also contributed to a long history of
promotional strategies that associated the use of particular brands or products with the ideal of being a good
mother, and mass media portrayals that largely paralleled advertising images of family life and motherhood
(Douglas 1994).
These cultural conditions set the context for the current hermeneutic analysis of the personal meanings and
symbolic values that consumption experiences hold for
baby boom generation women engaged in a juggling
lifestyle. Hermeneutic research focuses on the symbolic
meanings and processes by which individuals construct
a coherent sense of self-identity (i.e., a life narrative)
under conditions of throwness, that is, the existential
condition of living in a world of preexisting cultural
meanings and social conditions (Heidegger [1927]
1960).
From a hermeneutic perspective, throwness operates
on both sides of the structure/agency dialectic. It presents the social structures in which life experiences unfold and a wide range of interpretive possibilities (via
existing cultural meanings, values, arid ideals) for constructing a life course and narrative history of self (Ricoeur 1981). A paradigmatic assumption is that individuals interpret their experiences in a manner that
creates a coherent narrative of self-identity. Accordingly, the meaning of a given experience is seen as
emerging in relation to other meanings that constitute
a person's life narrative (Mick and Buhl 1992; Thompson, Pollio, and Locander 1994; Widdershoven 1993).
For women of the baby boom generation, throwness
entails a complex system of cultural meanings, many of
which are related to the sociohistorical construction of

gender.1A pivotal moment in this historical legacy is the
"cult of domesticity" that flourished among middle- to
upper-classhouseholds in the late 1800s (Matthews 1987).
Despite the changing socioeconomic and political circumstances, this ideological system nonetheless has exerted an enduring influence on cultural conceptions of
femininity and motherhood. One of the most prominent
influences is the sacralization of domestic life and its fundamental association with the conception of motherhood
(Strasser 1982). In this cultural nexus, the social category
of motherhood has historically been rendered as the primary source of emotional labor and child care in family
life (see Hochschild [1983] for a discussion on how this
association has also structured conceptions of masculine
and feminine occupations). As noted by Lakoff (1987),
this background of meanings underlies the cultural currency given to the concept of "working mother," which
denotes a blurring of well-established social distinctions,
such as private versus public labor and commitment to
motherhood versus full-time career pursuits.
The hermeneutic exploration of women's relationships
to these cultural circumstances offers several points of
contribution to research on both working mothers and
the experiential and cultural dimensions of consumption.
A hermeneutic orientation complements the focus on sociological influences and processes that are predominant
in research on the juggling lifestyle. This research stream
has placed less emphasis on phenomenological considerations such as personal meanings, life goals, and the
symbolic significance that events hold in the context of
one's personal history. For example, Hochschild's (1989)
sociological analysis of two-career households highlights
the conflicts between traditionaland contemporarygender
ideals that pervade the experiences (and interpersonal
tensions) among informant couples. Particular emphasis
is given to the interpersonal strategies and family myths
used to rationalize and sustain the pattern of behaviors
that composed the "second shift," in which the working
mother assumed the major burden of household responsibilities (also see Crosby 1991; Shreve 1987).
Such studies provide a richer understanding of the
social dynamics and gender issues involved in the juggling lifestyle (Bielby and Bielby 1988; Coltrane 1988).
However, research that places more emphasis on phenomenological meanings is needed to more fully understand the experiential and symbolic dynamics that
emerge between working mothers and these social
structures. For example, Jackson (1992, p. 168) noted
that the historical and sociological research on
women's involvement in housework and domestic
technology has not adequately addressed the "complex
'This theoreticaloverviewhas been informedby the resultsof the
investigation.Ratherthan attemptingto providean exhaustiveaccount of genderideology, the goal is to highlightsome prominent
culturalnarrativesof genderthatareparticularlyrelevantto the consumptionmeaningsexpressedby the womenwho participatedin this
investigation.
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emotional aspects of women's domestic labor" and
that "the time and energy invested in housework need
to be understood in relation to the nature of the work
itself and the meanings it has for women." A similar
point can be made in regard to women's relationships
to the meanings of consumption in a juggling lifestyle.
Further, little research has focused on the meanings
that consumption experiences assume in the life worlds
of professional working mothers. Rather, consumption
issues have:been treated as background issues to other
facets of the life world (e.g., Crosby 1991; Hochschild
1989; Schwartz 1994) or analyzed as a sociohistorical influence on lifestyle patterns (Cowan 1983; Jackson 1992;
Matthews 1987; Strasser 1982). An explicit focus on the
meanings and symbolic significance of consumption informs the literature on the juggling lifestyle by providing
a different point of entry into the field of life-world relationships. To use a figure/ground analogy, the focus on
consumption offers a different interpretive configuration
from which to explicate the patterns of meaning and psychosocial dynamics that compose the juggling lifestyle.
From this interpretive orientation, several important
res,arch questions remain unaddressed by the existing
literature:(1) What functions do products and consumption activities serve in the construction of professional
working mothers' lifestyle and self-conceptions? (2) How
do consumption experiences relate to other life goals and
priorities? (3) What are the interpersonal contexts and
meanings that meaningfully situate these consumption
experiences and choices? (4) How do women who are
aware of gender equity and inequity issues negotiate the
cultural conditions into which they are thrown? (5) What
are the personal meanings, desires, goals, and motivations
for those who are engaged in a juggling lifestyle? (6) To
what extent are these higher-order motivations and
meanings manifest in their everyday consumer behaviors?
(7) What broader theoretical implications can be derived
from this hermeneutic account of consumer meanings?
As will be shown in the emically focused analysis, the
exploration of these questions offers a holistic conceptualization that highlights the levels of embedded meaning
implicit in key psychosocial dynamics of the juggling lifestyle and, conversely, that demonstrates important symbolic linkages between consumption and salient facets of
the participants' life worlds, such as family concerns, careerpursuits,and their own self-conceptions. This analysis
also extends consumer research on the desire for control
(Hirschman 1992; Schouten 1991; Thompson, Locander,
and Pollio 1990), the extended self (Belk 1988), and life
themes (Mick and Buhl 1992) by showing how these phenomena coalesce in a particular life-world setting.
In the etically focused analysis,2 consumption experiences provide a context for drawing theoretical linkages

2Theterms"emic"and "etic"areintendedto capturea differencein
emphasisratherthanpresentan absolutedistinction.In an
interpretive

between the emic themes and a broader array of sociocultural meanings that have structured cultural conceptions of femininity and ideals of motherhood, particularly
those related to interpersonal connectedness (Chodorow
1978, 1994; Gilligan 1982; Gilligan, Lyons, and Hanmer
1990). In a classic existential sense (Sartre 1956), the abstract conception of cultural meanings and ideals related
to motherhood is realized concretely through everyday
consumption activities. Reciprocally, the meanings of
these activities emerge in relation to these broadercultural
conditions. The etic conceptualization holds implications
for recent proposals on the constituent relationships between emotionally charged, interpersonal meanings and
consumer behaviors (Ahuvia and Adelman 1993; Belk
and Coon 1993).

METHODOLOGICALOVERVIEW
The term hermeneuticsrecentlyhas begun
to appearin a varietyof discussionswithin
psychology,psychoanalysis,and the social
sciences at large where it has been given
variousdefinitions,some broad and some
narrow. Our characterizationof hermeneutics is that of a family of related approaches . . . that encompasses the views

of thinkerswho have attemptedto provide
philosophical or methodological alternatives to the quantification,naturalism,objectivism,ahistoricism,andtechnicismthat
have increasinglyattemptedcome to dominate the modern Weltanschauung.
(WOOLFOLK,SASS, AND MESSER 1990,
p. 2)

The preceding commentary is quite applicable to the
ways in which the term "hermeneutics" has been used
in the consumer research literature; a family of meanings that encompass methodological, epistemological,
and ontological implications (Fischer and Arnold 1994;
Holbrook and O'Shaughnessy 1988; Thompson et al.
1994). In keeping with the metaphor of narrow-to-broad
definitions, this article presents a middle-range usage
that concerns a specific research tradition that has arisen
from the cross-fertilization between contemporary herin the works of
meneutic philosophy-exemplified
Heidegger, Gadamer, and Ricoeur-and phenomenological psychology (Giorgi 1970; Valle and Halling
1989; van den B&rg1970; Van Kaam 1966).3

thesystemofmeaningsthatcompose
emicanalysis,thegoalisto articulate
the worldviewsof the participants,whereasetic interpretivecategories
seekto link theseemic meaningsto moreglobaltheoreticaltermsand/
or structuralpatterns(Geertz1979).The relevanthermeneuticcaveatis
categories,whetheremicallyoreticallyfocused,necthatall interpretive
who foressarilyreflectthe perspectivesand interestsof the researcher
mulatesthe interpretation.
3Analysesof the broaderepistemologicalimplicationsof hermeneutic philosophy for consumer researchare offeredby Holbrook
and O'Shaughnessy(1988) and Arnoldand Fischer(1994).
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The genealogy of hermeneutic-phenomenological
philosophy is a complex one that has been influenced
by several currents of Continental thought (Ihde 1971).
Accordingly, this research tradition has incorporated
insights and theoretical constructs from a number of
related philosophical schools and research programs
including Husserlian phenomenology, existential philosophy, Gestalt psychology, structural semiotics, and
clinical theory (particularly existential reformulations
of Freudian theory; e.g., Lyotard 1991; Ricoeur 1981).
Given this complexity, my background discussion can
only touch upon a few of the major theoretical innovators and themes that have structured the development
of this research tradition. More comprehensive discussions on this historical legacy are offered by Barrell et
al. (1987), Ihde (1971), Lyotard (1991), McCall (1983),
Ricoeur (1974, 1981), and Spielgelberg (1972).
A reasonable starting point to this story is the nineteenth-century philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey, who argued that the methods of hermeneutic analysis should
not be restricted to their then-conventional usage: attempting to reconstruct the meanings intended by the
authors' of literary texts (Ormiston and Schrift 1990).
Dil-they argued that hermeneutics could serve as a general methodology of the human sciences that would enable a researcher to understand the nature of another's
lived experience. One of Dilthey's most enduring proposals is that lived experience is constituted in a specific
sociohistorical setting. To understand the lived experience of another is then to understand his/her "expressions of life" in relation to the broader set of cultural
and historical conditions in which that person exists
(Dilthey [1910] 1977).
From Dilthey, the story of hermeneutic-phenomenological philosophy assumes the trappings of Russian
novel, with its intricate web of philosophical and methodological dialogues, critiques, and countercritiques
among theorists who differentially emphasize psychological or sociohistorical levels of analysis. My abbreviated version of this history focuses only on the aspect
most relevant to the objectives of this study; the role of
hermeneutic considerations in broadening the interpretive scope of existential-phenomenological (e-p)
research.
Existential-phenomenological research is characterized by the goal of transcending the subjectivist-objectivist dichotomy by analyzing intentionality (i.e., the
meanings a person ascribes to the world of experience)
in relation to a system of intersubjective structures
(Giorgi 1986). This goal is the logical outgrowth of phenomenological critiques of romanticism, which privileged the view that individuals are encapsulated in a
private, subjective realm of experience, and of empiricism, which ignored the constructive, meaning-imputing qualities of human consciousness (Valle, King,
and Halling 1989). Existential theorists- particularly
Sartre (1956) and Merleau-Ponty (1962)-proposed
that this intersubjective foundation was composed of a

fundamental set of existential dilemmas and categories
that structure the course of human life.
The resulting research program sought to provide a
rigorous description of how individuals cope with the
core questions and paradoxes of human existence (Dillon 1988; Romanyshyn 1982; Thompson, Locander,
and Pollio 1989; van den Berg 1970; Van Kaam 1966).
These theorists also held, however, that these "existentials" underdetermine the nature of lived meanings.
That is, individuals have the interpretive freedom to
forge unique life projects and to ascribe personally
unique symbolic meanings to their daily activities. This
assumption follows from the phenomenological tenet
that the meanings individuals impute to the material
conditions of their existence and life experiences need
not correspond to typical cultural categories or conceptions (Merleau-Ponty 1962). In sum, e-p research
grants primacy to the life world of the individual while
also recognizing that these lived meanings exist in relation to a culturally constituted realm of language, established social conventions, and interpersonal relationships. Nonetheless, e-p interpretations remained
closely aligned with a psychological interest in explicating the personal meanings and symbolic associations
that individuals construct in their life-world settings
(Giorgi 1970; Polkinghorne 1989; Valle et al 1989; Van
Kaam 1966).
The push toward a greater hermeneutic emphasis in
e-p research emerged in conjunction with the growing
influence of social constructivism on psychological
theorizing and the corresponding interest in exploring
the sociohistorical conditions underlying psychological
processes (e.g., Gergen 1991). Although e-p research
has borrowed quite liberally from contemporary hermeneutic philosophy (Thompson et al. 1989), its interpretations of lived experience typically do not pursue
the hermeneutical (i.e., sociohistorical) dimiiensions of
human understanding. Rather, e-p research accounts
highlight the meanings that operate in the participants'
field of awareness while leaving as an unstated background the historical and cultural processes that shape
not only the life world but also the frame of reference
from which the socially situated person understands his/
her experiences. This interpretive focus facilitates a nuanced understanding of the symbolic values and thematic meanings that specific experiences assume in the
life worlds of research participants. An e-p orientation,
however, remains open to the criticism that it fails to
provide sufficient historical and social context to the
reported lived meanings. This criticism is a particularly
salient issue among feminist critiques of existentialism
(e.g., Bristor and Fischer 1993; Dinnerstein 1976; Flax
1990; Hirschman 1993).
A hermeneutic direction has been embraced by a
number of theorists as a means to ameliorate this ahistoric tendency and to also productively expand the
theoretical scope of e-p research's life-world analyses
(Dreyfus and Wakefield 1988; Faulconer and Williams
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1985; Packer 1985; Sass 1988). Ricoeur (1974) originally characterized this transformation as a process of
"grafting hermeneutics onto phenomenology." In these
terms, the phenomenological problem of understanding
the life world of the subject becomes a matter of interpreting the texts of human expression and then analyzing how these meanings are formulated in the symbolic
field of language. At the center of this hermeneutic reformulation is the work of Martin Heidegger (1960),
who contended that language is an embodiment of cultural history and, hence, to speak a language is to have
one's life experiences fundamentally contextualized in
a sociohistorical field.
Owing to its phenomenological legacy, hermeneuticphenomenological philosophy retains a focus on describing the various conflicts, paradoxes, and symbolic
relations that emerge within the life world of a given
individual. Therefore, the key analytic questions are
What unique personal meaning does this event hold for
the person? and How is this event related to other salient
experiences and lived meanings existing in his/her life
world? In keeping with the hermeneutic influence,
however, these lived meanings are seen as personalized
narratives that express a broader system of cultural values, meanings, beliefs, and often internal conflicts that
exists within this cultural network. In other words, this
background of cultural narratives provides the conditions of possibility for the personalized meanings constructed by a given person (Packer 1985, 1989; Widdershoven 1993). This hermeneutic orientation imbues
conventional e-p interpretations with greater historical
depth by drawing on literatures that offer insights into
the sociohistorical meanings, ideals, and beliefs that
underlie phenomenological themes.
In this study, the interpretation of the participants'
reflections on their consumer experiences emerged
through a circular interplay between a developing understanding of phenomenological interviews (Thompson et al. 1989) and an ongoing immersion in several
key literatures relevant to the participants' reflections:
(1) consumer research related to gender dynamics and
the deep meanings of consumption, (2) feminist analyses of gender ideologies, (3) sociological and historical
research on the juggling lifestyle, (4) historical analysis
on the evolution of consumer culture, and (5) cultural
studies concerning the social construction of gender and
the cultural category of motherhood. This hermeneutic
logic resembles the constant comparative method in
which the thematic issues identified in the textual data
guide the course of the literature review (Belk and Coon
1993; Strauss and Corbin 1990). The resulting interpretation seeks to articulate a theoretical interplay between cultural analysis of sociohistorical structures that
transcend the exigencies of individual lives and phenomenological d-escriptionsof the meanings that events
and experiences assume in the life worlds of particular
individuals.

TABLE 1
DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE OF THE RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS

Elsa
Susan
Lisa
Sarah
Jean
Amy
Betty

Age

Education

Occupation

Number
of children

38
35
37
41
40
32
40

M.S.
B.S.
M.S.
M.S.
M.B.A.
B.S.N.
M.B.A.

Manages own business
Engineer
Educator
Social worker
Securities broker
Nursing supervisor
Corporate manager

3
2
3
4
3
2
1

RESEARCH PROCEDURES
At the outset of the investigation,a list of potential
participantswas developed from a membershiproster
of a local churchgroup and throughpersonalreferrals
madeto the researcher.Purposivesamplingcriteriawere
that each participantbe employedin a professionaloccupation,belong to the babyboom generation,and live
in a two-income household. These criteriaprovided a
specific set of social circumstancesin which to situate
the study'sfindingsand, hence,respondto callsfor more
in-depth and localized accounts of consumption phenomena (Sherry1991). Second, this contextualizedapproach has been advocated as a strategyfor deriving
theoretical constructs and relationships that are
groundedin the socialdynamicsof everydaylife (Strauss
and Corbin 1990).
Individuals were contacted by phone and asked if
they would be willing to participate in a universitysponsoredresearchprojectseekingto gain a better understandingof the consumerexperiencesof professional
working mothers. All those contacted stated that the
topic was personallyrelevantand expressedenthusiasm
in regardto participatingin the study. A demographic
profile of the seven participantsis presented in Table 1.
This particularstudy follows in a tradition of consumer researchthat emphasizesdevelopinga more indepthanalysisof the life storiesexpressedby a relatively
small number participants (Levy 1981; McCracken
1988; Mick and Buhl 1992; Thompson et al. 1990).
The logic of this samplingstrategyis well expressedby
McCracken(1988, p. 17), who states, "The purposeof
the qualitativeinterviewis not to discover how many,
and what kinds of people, sharea certaincharacteristic.
It is to gain access to the cultural categories and assumptionsaccordingto which one construesthe world
. . . qualitative researchdoes not survey the terrain,
it mines it. It is, in other words, much more intensive
than extensive in objectives."This rationaleis particularly relevant to the aforementionedresearchobjectives of hermeneutic-phenomenologicalresearch.
Verbatim transcriptsfrom audiotaped depth interviewsservedas the primarytexts on whichthe following

This content downloaded from 148.88.244.110 on Wed, 01 Apr 2015 11:10:47 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

CARING CONSUMERS

393

interpretiveaccount is based. Each participantwas assuredof full anonymity and signed consent forms that
explainedthe purpose and intended use of the investigation.The interviewdialoguesrangedfrom 90 minutes to two hoursand generatedverbatimwrittentranscriptsfrom 30 to 45 single-spacedpages.The majority
of the interviewsoccurredat the participants'homes,
althoughsome were held at their places of professional
work.
All interviewswere conductedby the researcherand
followed the conventions of phenomenologicalinterviewing(Thompsonet al. 1989, 1990). Interviewquestions were formulated as each participant described
their experiences.As such, the course of the dialogue
was largely set by each participant, with follow-up
questionsdirectedat attainingclarificationand/or further elaborationof the experiencesbeing described.
The interviewsessionsbeganwith the question,"Can
you tell me about a productthat is importantto you?"
In each interview,this question inspireda far-ranging
dialogue that encompassed all aspects of the participants' daily lives. Their reflectionsexhibited a gestaltlike qualityin whichexperiencesof productacquisition
and consumption, family, and careerwere fundamentally interwoven.
A second set of interviews was then conducted to
enrich the description of this life-world gestalt. The
methodologicalrationale for this second series of interviewswas that the firstdialoguesprovideda point of
common understandingfrom which meanings and issues importantto each participantcould be furtherilluminatedand explicated.Furthermore,the second interview provided an opportunity for participants to
expressother meanings and life concerns that had remained in the backgroundof their awarenessduring
the firstinterview.
While participantsset the primarycourse of this second dialogue, the researcheralso had a list of issues
fromthe previousinterviewsthat requiredfurtherelaboration. In many cases, these issues arose within the
natural flow of the dialogue and did not require any
directelicitation.Wheneverbreaksoccurredin the dialogue, however,the researcherwould inquire about a
follow-up issue that had not yet been addressed.
Throughthe two interviewdialogues,each participant's
networkof lived meanings were sketchedwith greater
depth and clarity.
The interpretationproceededby means of a hermeneutic logic (Arnold and Fischer 1994; Thompson et
al. 1994).In practicalterms,this logicentailsan iterative
processof reading,documenting,and systematizingthe
interviewtranscripts.For each interview,the transcript
is closely readto gain a sense of the whole. Duringthis
initial reading,however,the interpreterbegins the process of noting key phrases,metaphors,and patternsof
meaning.Througheach iteration,the interpretationis
developedand an effort made to graspthematic simi-

larities and meaning-basedlinkages among the experiences being described.
This processis undertakenfor each participant.After
the researcherfeels that an internal structurehas been
derived for one participant,attention is turned to another, wherethe processis repeated.In this stageof the
interpretiveprocess,an effortis made to note points of
similarityto and differencefrom the previously interpretedinterviews.As the iterativeprocesscontinues, a
largerpattern of thematic relationshipsis derivedthat
attempts to capture essential dimensions common to
all the participants' interviews. Throughout the interpretiveprocess,the developingthematic structureis
continuously challengedand modified by returningto
the concrete experiencesdescribedin each interview.

A HERMENEUTIC INTERPRETATION
As a generaloverview,the interviewssuggestthat the
workingmothersparticipatingin this studyare situated
in a similarset of culturalcircumstances,sharea common set of life concerns, and have been socializedin a
common set of culturalbeliefsand imagesaboutgender
and motherhood. Furthermore,the participants'focal
awareness of cultural conceptions of motherhood
seemed closely relatedto their perceptionthat theyalong with others of their generationalcohort groupwere forging new paths in their efforts to balance
professionaland domesticroles. Havingbeen socialized
in a traditionalvalue system, they reachedearly adulthood duringa time whentraditionalgenderconceptions
were being seriouslycritiquedand challengedby large
numbers of American women. All described a life
course in which they were energizedby the goals of the
feminist movement and then came to adapt these
"idealistic"conceptions to the demand$of balancing
careerand family.
All participantsdescribedbeing focally awareof the
culturally typified views of motherhood from June
Cleaver types to modern-day supermoms and noted
specificwaysin whichthis systemof competingcultural
models were relevantto their self-conceptionsand everydayexperiences.Throughoutthe interviews,for example, participants spontaneously compared themselves to these variousculturalimages of motherhood.
They also noted being highly attuned to what may be
an ideologicalcounterpointto the supermomicon: media analysis of whether the juggling lifestyle is detrimental to the well-being of children as well as detrimental to the psychologicalwell-being of jugglers(see
Crosby [1991] and Epstein [1988] for a discussion of
the ideological implications of this news media orientation).4
4Asnotedby one reviewer,recentmediareportshavecalledattention to the prospectthatwomen'sparticipationin the workforcemay
have positive consequencesfor their psychologicalwell-beingand
that of their families (Schwartz 1994). This media development,
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In presenting the following hermeneutic account, my
goal is to retain the holistic quality that characterized
the participants' descriptions while still providing a
sense of analytic clarity. To this end, I will first discuss
the general structure of the thematic framework that
emerged from the hermeneutic analysis of the interview
transcripts. This overview is intended to provide readers
with a frame of reference for better understanding the
lived meanings and the pattern of interrelationships
being highlighted.
Figure 1 portrays the system of thematic relations
emerging from the interpretation of the interview texts.
The far left of the figure presents a vertical continuum

rangingfrom experiencenear to conceptuallyabstract.
Conceptually, this continuum suggests that concrete
experiences and specific behaviors manifest or embody
broadly diffused, abstract sociocultural meanings and
processes (Geertz 1979). Methodologically, the continuum represents the interpretive movement from different levels of emic meanings to an etic framework
that situates participant perceptions in a broader system
of sociocultural meanings.
The emic nomenclature was derived from the participants' own vernacular. Although these meanings are
intended to characterize the frame of reference of the
participants, an interpretation is necessary to identify
that a specific emic term expresses an important global
meaning or pattern of relationships common to all participants. The emic interpretations are structured by
three levels of abstraction: (1) the participants' perception of a specific experience, (2) the reflective meanings
of the experience, and (3) the meanings which emerge
through interpreting larger patterns discerned across all
interviews.
The emic meanings are presented in terms of two
interrelated thematic dimensions. One dimension
highlights consumer meanings emphasizing interpersonal issues. The other highlights consumer meanings
emphasizing issues related to the experience of time.
At the experience-near level, the participants' awareness
of time and their relatedness to others coalesced around
issues of having control (or trying to gain) control over
their hectic daily routine:
Jean:I use the CD playerat night.I playclassicalmusic
when I am tryingto get the kids calmed down. There is
a transitionperiodat night when everybodywantsto rip
and roarand I find that music soothes everybodya little
bit. I use it everyday.It is entertaining,it's mind-control
I guess to a degree.
Previous consumer research has described the psychological importance that control themes assume in

however,does not underminethe largerpoint that these participants
expressedmanystrongpersonalconcernsandanxietiesoverthe effects
thattheircommitmentsto a professionalcareerhadon theirchildren
and the overalllevel of stressin their lives.

the context of consumption experiences (Hirschman
1992; Schouten 1991; Thompson et al. 1990). This hermeneutic interpretation extends these discussions by
showing how the desire for control (and the opposing
concern over being out of control) is intimately related
to a broader field of life-world concerns and an anticipation of the future. That is, their ongoing actions and
concerns were directed toward creating a desired future-a vision that encompassed the legacy of memories
that they would leave to their children. In hermeneutic
terms, this interrelationship highlights an experiencenear manifestation of the historical horizon; a hermeneutic term that refers to the mutually supportive interplay among one's sense of the past, one's actions in
the present, and the future toward which present-centered acts are directed (Gadamer 1976; Heidegger 1960).
The following sections will demonstrate how this field
of lived meanings is manifested in consumption phenomena and, conversely, how consumption phenomena
are meaningfully situated in the participants' historical
horizon. After presenting the emic account, an etic
model will be described that links these consumer perceptions to a broader system of cultural narratives and
psychosocial structures. This model also offers a framework for conceptualizing a caring consumer orientation
motivated by concerns over maintaining the integrity
of one's social networks. It is further proposed that this
orientation offers a feminized form of utilitarianism that
is pervaded by feelings of interpersonal responsibility
and a sense connectedness to others.5

Staying on Schedule
Lisa: My whole life is centeredaroundtryingto stay
on scheduleand tryingto be there for everybodyand be
able to do the things that I know need to be done and
get those things done and still be able to do any of the
thingsthat come up unexpectedly.You know, it's a juggling act.
This theme highlights the focal meanings and experiences that participants expressed toward time. Key
experiences described in relation to this theme were organizing activities to be more efficient, forming (and
adhering to) routines and habits, feeling the stress of
trying to fit in everything that "needs to be done," and
finally, pervasive feelings of fatigue. Although participants frequently evoked the juggling metaphor to characterize these experiences, a close reading of the interviews suggest that "staying on schedule" better captures
the spirit of a lifestyle premised on the control of time:
Jean:I have to get in time for exercise,I'm also taking
a study programthrough [universityname] which is a
5Here,the term "feminine"is being used in a sociallyconstructed
sense that refersto a system of culturalpractices,roles, and interpersonalorientationsthat have become historicallyassociatedwith
culturalconceptionsof the female sex (Epstein 1988).

This content downloaded from 148.88.244.110 on Wed, 01 Apr 2015 11:10:47 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

395

CARING CONSUMERS
FIGURE1

LEVELSOF ABSTRACTIONIN THE INTERPRETATIONOF THE CONSUMER EXPERIENCESOF PROFESSIONALWORKINGMOTHERS

TheSocial Constructionof Femininity& Motherhood

CONCEPTUALLY
ABSTRACT

4

CARINGCONSUMPTION
*the relational self

Etic-focused

Interpretation

HISTORICAL
HORIZON

Holding it Together/
Falling Apart

Envisioned Ideals/
Practical Concessions

Emic-focused

J

,

Interpretation

4.)0

ow

(4.4

gcontrol

issues

0

14)e

EXPERIENCE-

Negotiating

Staying on

Compromises

Schedule

SpecificConsumerExperiencesin theJugglingLifestyle

NEAR

home studyprogramand I've got to carveout some time
for those two activities. Then of course, there'smy husband in there somewhere (laughs) so it's very, very
scheduled.I guesseveryaspectof my life is thatway right
now. I don't necessarilyenjoy that, but I know that it is
temporary.I have found that being very time conscious
has helped me accomplish a lot more for me and my
family.
For these participants, the schedule is a prominent
source of control whose major purpose is to organize
the flow of their lives into a smoother and less stressinducing routine. The following passage illustrates the
significance that consumption routines acquire in a
lifestyle that is ordered by the clock:
Betty:Since I like to get up and have quiet time to sort
of clean my brain, I get up at five-thirtybecause I walk
for a half an hour. I've got some time just when it's quiet
and the house is mine. . That's when I like to read

the paper, assuming that the paper has come, I have a
constant ongoing battle with the newspaperbecause I
feel that my paper should be deliveredbefore seven in
the morningand they don't alwaysthink so . . . if it's
not thereby seven,thatmeansthatI eitherhaveto change
my morning routine in terms of when I eat breakfast,
when I get [daughter]up, when I make my lunch . . .
and that'sthe time that I usuallycall them instantlyand
complain.
This passage reveals a common paradox that arose
in the interviews. Attempting to reduce stress by adhering to an efficient schedule often magnifies the
stressfulness of unplanned occurrences or changes in
the routine:
Sarah:I have no time. I have absolutelyno disposable
time at all. I shoppedat that Kroger'sfor probablyseven
or eightyears,and I knowwhereeverythingis and I don't
have to spend any time searchingfor things. In fact it's
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real frustratingto me when Kroger's rearrangeseven
small areasin their store, because I don't want to have
to go hunt for things. There are certain meals that I fix
a lot, and so, when I go to the grocerystore, I usually
pick up the things that I need for those meals. So those
things I just automaticallybuy. After twenty-fouryears
of groceryshopping,thingsjust kind ofjump in my basket
as I go along. (Laugh.)
Sarah's metaphor of not having disposable time offers
an apt expression of the participants relationship to
time. Each described their routine as being motivated
by a sense that no moment should be wasted. In this
context, the acts of planning, organizing, preparing, and
anticipating upcoming events consumed a large amount
of each participant's available time. As such, the present
was often experienced as being fully consumed by the
ever-shifting demands of the schedule and the preparation for future ones:
Amy: It seems like human nature is hard to predict,
and you feel like you got things organizedbut then its
like there'salwayssomethingthat comes up that throws
the scheduleoff. Plus I think I'm "Type A" personality
becauseI alwaystry to do one morething and sometimes
that makes me late doing somethingelse. But you have
a certainnumberof things that have to get done, so you
try to get as much done before they next thing occurs.
Interviewer:Whenyou say you're a "TypeA" personality, what do you base that on?
Amy: Well, I guess because I'm always doing something, or alwaysfeel like there'ssomethingthat needs to
be done, even if I'm sitting there trying to relax, I'm
thinkingof all this stuff I need to do or should'vedone.
Although Amy characterizes her tendency "to always
be doing something" as a personality trait, this concern
over anticipating future needs and utilizing every spare
moment was commonly expressed in all the interviews.
The concern with speed and expediency of action was
described as thoroughly interwoven into the daily experiences of these participants and, indeed, their entire
way of being in the world. "Rushing," "running,"
"racing," and "pushing" are but a few of the metaphors
of embodiment that were continuously evoked to describe the experiences of living the schedule. This sense
of living at an accelerated tempo manifested itself in
their physical actions and thought processes:
Amy: Like I'll leave my car and go walking into the
officeto get somethingdone and they'll [coworkers]say,
"Whoa,is therea firebehindyou, or something?"because
I'll be walking real fast and I don't really consciously
think of it. It's just "got to hurryup and get there and
do this and that." So, I feel like I'm in a rush most of the
time, becausemost of the time I am. As soon as I get off
fromwork,I rushover to get the kids, and rushover and
do this.
Sarah:I never walk anywhere.I run. I mean literally.
The other day I went to lunch with a friend and I bet
you I waswalkingten feetin frontof her,she said,"Where
areyou going?"(laugh)but I get my mind on thingsand

I just start going but I never do anything slow . . . I feel

like my insides are running,even, I feel like I'm running
right now, even now just sitting here talking with you,
my mind is going a mile a minute thinking about the
things I need to do at work today, and, what I'll have to
do this afternoon,and this weekend.
For these participants, cooking was one routine consumer activity where the rushed nature of their lifestyle
became particularly salient. A cogent example is offered
by Elsa, who noted that she relied heavily on precooked
and preprocessed foods because she did not have time
to cook. This gain in time and efficiency, however, also
served as a persistent source of guilt:
Elsa: The poor kids have to make do with you know,
cannedravioli,or fish sticksor whateverI can roundup.
I run into the guilt type thing I guess. Like I should be
performing what my mother did, cooking the good
wholesome meal with the potatoes and the green vegetables and the meat. But if I can manageto defrost the
meat and get it in the crockpot whereit's doing its thing
whileI'm at work,then you know,we mighthavea decent
dinner.
Over 30 years have passed since the marketing researcher/consultant Ernest Dichter (1960) identified a
powerful symbolic association between cooking and
women's conceptions of motherhood. Although Dichter
explained this symbolical association by appeal to a
psychoanalytic framework, historical and cultural
studies document that cooking has been central to the
social construction of motherhood in American consumer culture (Matthews 1987; Strasser 1982). In the
context of this cultural framework, products such as
crock pots, pressure cookers, food processors, and, most
important, the microwave oven assumed a symbolic
significance by enabling the task of traditional cooking
to be compressed into a more bounded and accelerated
time frame. For these working mothers, this symbolic
meaning was quite resonant and it coalesced with a
larger life meaning that pervaded the participant's descriptions: the desire to create and sustain a sense of
balance between competing demands, responsibilities,
personal desires, and the desires of significant others.

Negotiating Compromises
Jean: Kids are sneaky.They'll put more stuff in there
[shoppingcart]. Everythingis up for negotiation from
produceto cookies and when I have a verysmall, a finite
amount of time, I am very much in the gearof "I'vegot
to get this done, got to get this done." And when somebody wants to discuss somethingat this particulartime,
I tend to snap and then thatjust makesa bad experience
for everybodyso I just say "no, I don't need that extra
stress."I don't have time or the temperamentafterwork
to do that,not withthreekids.I'm not goingto put myself
through that. That adds another layer of stress to this
whole thing so I just avoid that situation.
This consumer situation offers a prototypical representation of a general pattern that emerged in the par-
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ticipants' perceptions; moderating between their plans
(such those embodied by Jean's shopping list) and the
competing desires of other family members. From their
perspective, their plans-which often incorporated a
series of interrelated time contingencies-were
constantly being accommodated to the demands of other
family members, who seldom recognized the full gamut
of consequences and inconveniences posed by these
unexpected demands.
For these participants, another salient experience of
negotiating compromises related to their efforts to gain
more assistance in running the household:
Susan:I told him [husband],"I don't like the example.
I don't wantthe boys to see mommy does the housework
and daddydoesn't do it." I even told him I wanted him
to cook supperat least one night a week. Not only would
it giveme a breakfromcookingsupperbut the kidswould
see daddydoing it. But he cooked spaghettievery single
Saturdaynight for three months. I mean there wasn't
even a salad with it, it was just blob. (Laughs.) I think
he didn'tlike cookingand I thinkhe didn'tlike me asking
him to do that and this was his way of doing it but not
doing it.
Each participant described processes of discussion,
negotiation, compromise, and conflict by which they
sought to shift the balance of these responsibilities in a
more egalitarian direction. As in the case of Susan, each
described a perception that this quest to create a more
egalitarian balance of domestic responsibilities usually
prompted interpersonal tension and, in some cases,
overt acts of resistance. Further, they described a feeling
that, even when they did receive assistance from spouses
and children, these responsibilities remained fundamentally their own. As stated by Sarah, she was the
caregiver of "last resort" whenever her spouse could or
would not undertake a task of child care. Although each
participant acknowledged that their actions contributed
to a problematic cycle (i.e., their spouses ultimately did
not have to assume more responsibility), interpersonal
and psychosocial dynamics made it difficult to break
this cycle. There was only so much conflict and emotional stress that they were willing to endure. As Betty
noted with some resignation, "After a while it is just
easier for me to do it than to have to keep nagging at
him [husband]."
Consumption experiences were a prominent and recurrent context in which this experience of negotiating
workable compromises was concretely manifested:
Lisa: Most of the time if it's a Saturdayafternoon, I
usually end up doing it [going shopping]with the kids.
4 take the kids with me. You know as much as they hate
to go shopping,they also hate for me to say, "I'm going
over to the mall to go shopping."Then they want to go,
it's when they get therethat they hate it, and the conflict
starts.But they kindafeel like we shouldbe together.We
shouldbe doingthings,or, let's all do somethingtogether,
so we end up, we end up going out and havinga terrible
time at the mall. (Laugh.) No, it's not that bad, we'll eat

or look at the toy store. I'm the one that really has the
terribletime.
Interviewer:What happensfor you?
Lisa: I want to go home. I just don't want to be there.
I'm usuallyexhaustedwithin thirtyminutesof [youngest
son's] wanting to go immediately to the toy store and
[oldestson] doesn't want to be in the storewe'rein, and
[daughter]will say, "Whydo we have to have them with
us?" After about thirty minutes, I'm about ready to go
home.
In the following passage, consumption is situated in
the thematic context of creating a more pleasant
mother-child experience, which, somewhat paradoxically, contributes to another source of interpersonal
conflict:
Amy: I can clean the house up and five minutes later
it looksjust like it did beforeI started(laugh).But,they've
just got too much junk. I think that's the problemwith
working mothers, you buy them stuff that they don't
reallyneed. . . . I've startedthrowingthingsawaywhen
they'renot looking, and things like that.
Interviewer:How come you think that's a problemof
workingmothers?
Amy: Well, I think that they don't have a lot of time
to spend with their kids, or just a lot of time for themselves,andtheydon'twantthattime that'stogether,being
a time where there is a war in the camp. So ratherthan
to make a confrontation,you sort of make up for it by
giving them what they want.

. .

. Then you wind up

with all this clutter.
Interviewer:So is that true for you?
Amy: Yeah, I've got a lot of clutter. I have a lot of
storagespace and shelves to hide the clutter,you know.
Implicit in this self-interpretation is a culturally pervasive assumption that a conflict exists between working
outside the home and devoting time to children (Gerson
1985; Greenberger et al. 1988). In this c6ntext, the accumulation of clutter is the material symbol of her anxiety and guilt over not always being there with her children. These symbols of mollified guilt, however, further
contribute to her frustrations by posing further impediments to maintaining a well-kept household. In this
context, hiding (or secretly disposing of) clutter can be
read as acts that symbolically dispose of the problematic
feelings and practical tasks that she experiences as engulfing her free time.
The women in this study did discuss the personal
rewards that came from work. However, these statements were invariably expressed in concert with references to the benefits offered to their children and the
sense of satisfaction that they gained from providing
their children with rewarding experiences (i.e., music
lessons, private schools) that would not be affordable
without their income. This narrative pattern suggests
that these consumption choices functioned as symbols
of maternal devotion and indicants that their juggling
lifestyle provided unique benefits to their children. As
such, these consumption choices symbolically trans-
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formed the time devoted to career pursuits into, a means
of extending maternal care:
Susan: My mom was home all the time which was the
norm when I was growing up. Looking back I realize that
we were really lucky to have that. I don't know how
Daddy, how they made ends meet with all of us, without
her working but they did. A lot of things that I do for
my children they couldn't do for me with only Daddy
working. Like gymnastics lessons and cub scouts and stuff
like that, those were like luxuries that we didn't have that
I am happy I can give to my kids.

This symbolic resolution intertwines two major cultural narratives of feminine identity. As noted by Shreve
(1987), few concepts are more culturally sanctified than
motherhood. As such, it would constitute a social taboo
for a woman with children to not place motherhood at
the center of her identity (Greenberger et al. 1988).
Throughout the twentieth century, however, the social
influences of mass marketing and advertising have
drawn a close association between motherhood and
consumption choices, such that being a good mother is
equated with choosing the "correct" brands of household goods (see Ehrenreich and English 1979; Forty
1986; Matthews 1987). By justifying career pursuits in
terms of consumer benefits to one's children, primacy
is granted to the role of motherhood and the pursuit of
a career outside the home is reconfigured in terms more
consistent with the traditional association between
motherhood and management of the family's domestic
(and consumer) affairs. Thus, public work becomes a
means to provide their children a more enriching consumer lifestyle.

Envisioned Ideals/PracticalConcessions
Betty: I feel guilty, I mean there's still that part of me
that says I ought to be Super Mom, I ought to be able to
do it all. I mean, you know, it's an ego blow to acknowledge to myself that I can't do it all. I've learned over the
years to deal with that better. To not let it get me in
depression or . . . spinning my wheels just because I
can't do everything.

This emic theme highlights lived experiences where
cultural ideals of motherhood, family life, and household management most explicitly had an impact on the
participants' self-perceptions. During the interviews,
participants described a fairly recurrent and often
bothersome sense of disparity between an envisioned
ideal and the actualities of their everyday experiences.
The term "practical" has been incorporated into the
thematic nomenclature to highlight that these were not
abstract ideals or detached impersonal outcomes that
were at issue. Rather, these meanings largely concerned
ways of being and doing that fully engaged the participants in a nexus of social relationships and activities.
For these participants, the perpetual divergence of
their practical engagements from an envisioned ideal

often evoked emotionally charged meanings. Their ideal
referents encompassed an array of normative commitments (i.e., deep-seated feelings of what should be done),
idyllic conceptions of family life, a sense of what could
be accomplished if other constraints were not in force,
and finally, the desire to always be "there" whenever
needed by their children. The following passage illustrates how this constellation of ideals could form an
experiential gestalt and also how the social world could
be interpreted as a reminder of their practical concessions:
Elsa: A lot of times my mother'sgenerationjust doesn't
understand. She thinks that you don't have to do this

[work outside the home]. And you say, well that's my
living;to providefor the danceclasses,piano lessons,the
house and all this kind of stuff, you've got to be at work
and . . . you have to put up with this kind of schedule.

If I had all day long, maybemy house would be in better
shape and I'd have dinnerreadywith, with a little apron
with lace all around it on, waiting for my husbandbut
it's just not the way it is. Sometimes,I wish I didn't have
to work.I would get this done and I would get that done,
and, everythingwould be fine,just like when I was a kid.
Mom was alwaysthere. But you deal with it the best you
can and if sometimesit getstoo hardyou takea parenting
class. (Laugh.)
In a more broad sense, all these participants were
aware that their routines greatly differed from cultural
ideals of motherhood, either the traditional stay-athome icon or the contemporary ideal of the supermom
who has the boundless energy needed to do it all:
Susan: It is just impossible.You can't be (pause). My
motherand husband'smotherwere full-timehomemakers and if you make that your full-timejob you can do
a real good job at it. My husband never wore a pair of
underwearthat hadn't been ironed, underwearand undershirts.I mean the sheets were ironed, the baseboards
were dusted. He had never eaten a cake made from a
mix, they were always made from real scratch. If you
make that your full-timejob you can do an excellentjob
and it can take all of your time if you put that level of
effortinto it. But you can't work full-time and do that.
I mean they both take time and you arejust human and
that's where a lot of this superwomanstuff is false. So
that's why I think it is just crap. It seems to me like it is
men'swishfulthinking.You know,let her do everything.

In commenting on commercial portrayals of working
mothers, Elsa also notes the extreme differences she
perceives between her actual situation (and more generally of being a working mother) and the ideal of the
well-kept, well-organized, and calm supermom:
Elsa: Some of them [commercialportrayals]arepretty
realistic.The one that'sscurryingaroundin the morning,
trying to get the kids off to school, and the kid doesn't
want to eat breakfast. That's real. Most of them I'd say
aren't very real. The woman who's all pulled together,
just out of the salon, and, looking like a million dollars.
I mean is her zipper never unzipped, or does she never
run out the house because she's forgotten to give the kids
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theirlunch?[Husband]was talkingabout all the women
thatgo down the highwayputtingon theirmake-up,what
dangerousdriversthey are. Now that's true. Why don't
they portraythat?The woman that is runningdown the
interstatebecausethat's the only time she's got to put it
on. That'sthe way it reallyis.
For Elsa, "the way it really is" is characterized by
being perpetually harried, unorganized, forgetful, imperfect, rushed, engaged in multiple activities, and, most
of all, stressed. In these terms, her reference to putting
makeup on while driving offers an interesting symbolic
parallel: that is, a hectic and harried lifestyle that is
always on the verge of careening out of control.
Several participants had become aware of the stress
that ensued from attempting to coerce everyday experiences into a more idealized form. In moments of reflective assessment they sought to become more accepting of their practical concessions.
Lisa: I used to feel guilty but it doesn'tbotherme any
more, because I just don't have the time or the energy
or the sanity.If you come home and you've got so many
things to do, and you've workedall day and you see all
these things still ahead, you gotta cut back somewhere,
or else I lose my patience, I end up turninginto a witch
with the kids. I just have to let it go somewhere.And
they love pizza or KentuckyFried Chicken,and that's a
real treat. That'swhat they look forwardto. So, it's not
reallya punishmentfor them, and it helps me out.
Interviewer:When you were feeling guilty, what were
you feelingguilty about?
Lisa: That I wasn't making the home cooked meals,
the nutritiousmeals that I grewup on. But as more children have come along there'sjust been less time. ...
And,whenI do fix a good meal,the boys they'reso picky,
they don't appreciateit, not yet. I'm suretherewill come
a time when they'll appreciatea home cooked meal, but
rightnow, if I fix a big home cooked meal Sundayafternoon with, roast and vegetablesand all, they don't like
it. They'rereallyinto the hot dogs and the hamburgers.
Interviewer:How do you feel about that?
Lisa: Not so bad, anymore. They have green beans
(laugh)almosteverynight.I open up a can of greenbeans,
and it's the only green vegetablethat they'll eat, so they
can have their hot dog but they eat a vegetabletoo. It's
just not the elaboratemeal, that I might have been used
to when I was growingup.
Although Lisa has a degree of emotional commitment
to the idealized notion of the traditional mother, she
has come to accept that not striving for this ideal creates
a more preferable interpersonal dynamic. In this context, green beans serve as a symbolic relic of the traditional meal-and its idealized nutritional qualitythat garnishes and, to some extent anoints the less ideal,
but less stress-inducing, convenience foods she now
routinely serves.
All participants described routinely enriching fast
food meals by adding a more traditional and presumably nutritious item (typically a green vegetable). This
practice resembles a holiday consumption ritual

whereby the addition of special ingredients is used to
transform commodified (i.e., branded or prepackaged)
foods into a more homemade and hence ideal form (see
Wallendorf and Arnould 1991). In a similar spirit, these
working mothers used this consumption practice to negotiate a disparity between a traditional home-cooked
meal and the use of commercially processed food.
However, their described intentions were not to transform (or even disguise) the use of commercially produced convenience food. Rather, this supplementing
practice seemed to be a manifestation of the balance
metaphor that permeated their reflections. The use of
fast food was a compromise that helped them balance
the demand of their lifestyle and similarly the addition
of a special ingredient (the vegetable their children
would willingly eat) symbolically balanced the meal.
Implicit in this perception is a longstanding cultural
construction of the women s identities as consumers/
shoppers (Ehrenreich and English 1979; Fischer and
Arnold 1990). This cultural system of meaning portrays
a woman's self-worth as a function of her shopping skills
and the astuteness of her consumer choices (Douglas
1994). When viewed in the context of this meaning system, redeeming coupons is much more than a financial
decision; it symbolizes the traditional ideal of being totally engaged in the domestic realm. For Lisa, the act
of not redeeming coupons becomes implicated in the
larger issue of whether some important aspect of
motherhood is being compromised and periodically
emerges as a source of guilt.
In the following passage, Jean describes a series of
events that have enabled her to better accept a practical
concession without feelings of guilt. This event centered
on a sharp disparity between her actual experience with
the housekeeping service and the more idealized conceptions that motivated its employment:
Jean:Probablythe one common denominatoramong
working mothers is guilt and you think "I have got to
createmoretime forthe children."'.. . Againthis vision
that we could all just sit around and be one big happy
familyand you know have poetryreadingsbut it doesn't
workout that way. I tried a maid serviceand . . . I am
not fastidious by any means, but I just felt like they
weren'tcleaning like I would clean. I don't think I am
overly critical either but I just felt like that for that
amount of money you should get one heck of a shine on
things. . . . I just didn'tthink I wasgettingmy money's
worth. And I had all these misconceptions.I thought if
I had a maid service, they would come in for one day
and it would stay clean for five days. I was so fussy with
the kids, "Oh, don't touch this or that." It's their home
but I kept telling myself for 40 bucks I should be able to
retain this for a long time. Now housecleaninghas become less importantin my life. I'll cleara path from the
front door to the kitchen. I don't make any apologies
for it.
In this description, the explicit motivation for hiring
a professional cleaning service was to create more quality time. This motivation was also intertwined with a
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desire to symbolically impose a lasting sense of order
on a turbulent world. Accordingly, Jean idealized the
actions of the cleaning service as having a lasting effect.
In trying to protect the ideal of a professionally cleaned
house, Jean assumed a fastidious demeanor with her
children that inspired interpersonal dynamics that further contradicted her envisioned ideal of warm and enriching family encounters. Along with abandoning the
cleaning service, Jean-like Susan, Lisa, and Sarahis also abandoning the stress-inducing ideal of an immaculate- household.

Holding It Together/Falling Apart
Elsa: I meanthis kindasoundscliche,but, somebody's
got to hold it together.He's [spouse] got more responsibilitiesat work.But somebody'sgotta tie it all together
and I guess I feel like, "OK, you'rethe woman, children
are your charge."You know, Dad has the number one
job. And it boils down to what you've been ingrainedfor
years and years and years. That your place is with the
childrenand your home is your castle, and you take care
of it.

The "holding it together" aspect of this theme captures a series of higher-level meanings that are manifested in the participants' experience-near concern with
staying on schedule. In one sense, this theme stands as
a major motivation, and in some cases justification, for
tolerating the stressful nature of their juggling lifestyle.
The above passage from Elsa offers a clear expression
of this sentiment. Her qualifier of "I know this sounds
cliche" and the reference to cultural norms of traditional motherhood suggests an awareness that her orientation is very much a product of cultural and situational factors that cannot be readily ignored. In a classic
existential sense, Elsa, much like the other participants,
is aware of making choices within a field of constraints
(Thompson et al. 1990).
These constraints, however, are not understood as
abstract or even objective conditions. Rather, they are
seen as a series of interpersonal obligations and responsibilities toward which each participant was emotionally vested. As implied in the juggling metaphor,
each participant had thoroughly internalized an ethos
of personal responsibility, but this perceived responsibility was directed at maintaining the integrity of their
social networks. Although each described specific ways
that they had sought to gain more assistance from
spouses and children, all described a strong sense of
being ultimately responsible for holding the household
together:
Susan: He is in the categoryof very helpful husband
but at the same time you have to ask for that help. . ..
[Husband]is a least twice as good as most of whatI hear,
but you do wonderwhy you haveto ask. Whyis this your
responsibility?Like if I am going to go somewhere[on a
businesstrip] I will talk to him and make sure he knows
where the kids are to be and what they will need. If he

goes somewherehe just says, "Bye, I'm gone." It is an
unequal kind of equality. (Laughs.) It's like it is the female's responsibility.
Interviewer: Do you feel that kind of responsibilityfor
keepingthe householdgoing?
Susan: Yeah, that is partof my job. It goes with being
a mom. It would be nice if it went with being a dad too
but it definitelygoes with being a mom. So I just keep
tryingto fightentropy.Sometimeson weekends,I try to
keep things picked up and that's the way I do it in my
mind. If I can pick up one thing and keep it in it's place,
I have made a dent. I just try to make more and more
dents and get things put back wherethey belong.
One explanation for this intense feeling of responsibility is the enduring influence of traditional gender
conceptions that can be seen in the participants' selfconceptions and also in their descriptions of their
spouses' tendencies to remain aloof from the details of
running the household. This cultural explanation, while
clearly relevant to their interview texts, does not fully
address the phenomenological and symbolic dynamics
that render these gender conceptions as experientially
significant. An important phenomenological dynamic
is implicit in Susan's feeling of fighting against forces
of entropy. This feeling speaks to the concern that the
alternative to actively holding it all together is to let
things fall apart (also see Hirschman 1990). This concern arose most explicitly in regard to the organization
of the routine and its concrete manifestations in the
ordered (or disordered) state of the household:
Lisa: I feel like I need to get myselfbackon a schedule
again[aftersummerrecess].It'slike I'vebeen hibernating
or hiding. I need to get myself organizedagain. So I'm
readywhen it's time to go backto work.It's a nice break
but I just feel that need to stay organized.During the
summer,things around here fall apartmore than when
I'm on a routine. Dishes don't get washed like they do
during the year, and, even though I haye more time, I
tend to stay behind in the laundry because during the
year I know it has to get done or I'll go crazy. Things
stayprettyorganizedduringthe year.Duringthe summer
they don't. Gettingbackto workgets me organizedagain.
As illustrated in the following passage, the loss of
order that characterized this thematic aspect was not
confined to the physical conditions of the participants'
household; rather, these experiences of disorder could
extend to the very integrity of one's self-concept:
Jean: I stayedat home for about six months after my
twins were born because,well I was forcedto becauseof
the day care situation. I had to wait that long before I
got a placefor both of them at the same time, at the same
place, as my olderchild. So duringthat six monthsit was
100 percenthome and hearthand I felt like I lost touch
with computertechnology,with advances,you know, in
other partsof the globe. My husbandwould come in off
the road and I'd say "Whathappenedout there?"
Interviewer: What was it like for the six months you
were at home?
Jean: Oh, daysand nightsrantogether.I neverthought
it would be like that. I thoughtif I was home all the time,
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the house would be just immaculate.It would all be spicand-spanand just, you know, the model family and it
wasn'tlike that at all. We were in the house all the time
and nothing ever got done.
These passages illustrate the close association between
order and vitality that pervaded the participants' reflections. The fully engaged orientation of holding together, while stressful and demanding, also evoked positive meanings of being organized, active, and in touch
with the world. As described by Sarah, the salient alternatives-were far less palatable:
Sarah: What alternativesare there? You can't stop
being a mother, I guess I could quit work, but I'm a
professionalperson, and it would be reallyvery difficult
for me to be just, well not just, but being a homemaker,
exclusively,because I enjoy the challengesof what I do.
So, I just keepon tryingto juggleit, and hope that nobody
suffersand that my childrengrowup fairlywell adjusted.
The sense of being the one who must hold it together
also evoked strong feelings of responsibility and a pervasive concern over what might occur if they somehow
failed (even momentarily) to fulfill this role. Implicit
in this perception is a dialectic of autonomy and dependence. On the one side, participants saw their families as being dependent on them in several fundamental
ways. While these responsibilities were seen as rewarding and meaningful, they also afforded feelings of being
constrained, guilt, and anxiety.
An alternative manifestation of this dynamic was expressed by Betty, who described the experiential dilemmas posed by her explicit realization that those in her
social network could carry on without her. Acknowledging the potential independence of those who had
been depending on her had two major phenomenological effects. First, it undermined the unquestioned sense
of personal importance afforded by the perception of
being essential to the lives of others. Betty described
this realization as a major "blow to her ego" that led
to a serious questioning of her self-identity and overall
life direction. Once she had come to terms with this
existential issue, however, she attained a feeling of profound liberation:
Betty: Basicallyit's been more of a realizationthat I
am dispensable,not indispensable.It's a realizationthat
I can acknowledgethat to others and make them aware
that they can do without me (laugh) and there's sort of
a freedom in that. . . . At work, I had all kinds of ideas

last August,when we knew I was going to be leaving in
a year. I was going to have all "I's" dotted and "T's"
crossed,and everythingall readyand packagedup. And
I've come to the realizationthat the job will continue
when I'm gone. . . . The office is not going to fall apart

just because one person leaves and hasn't left a list of
whereall the files are. I've realizedthat on a professional
level and I've realizedthat on a personallevel too. If I
shouldbe hit by a carand deadtomorrowmy familywill

CARING CONSUMPTION
The major emic meanings and life concerns expressed
by the participants are highly consistent with theoretical
proposals regarding the gendered nature of interpersonal orientations and self-conceptions. Chodorow
(1978) provides one of the most influential theoretical
accounts of the gendered self. She posits that at a very
early age, males and females pursue fundamentally different paths of identity formation. Male identities are
structured by themes of differentiation, separation, and
autonomy, whereas female identities are structured by
themes of identification, connectedness, and forming
relationships. (For a more extensive discussion on the
sociocultural conditions that contribute to the developmental differences in gender socialization see Chodorow [1978]; Epstein [1988]; Lerner [1993]; MeyersLevy [1989].)
This model of feminine identity has served as a conceptual foundation for several theoretical accounts regarding the unique qualities of female experience, such
readers' relationships to cultural texts (Press 1991;
Radway [1984] 1991), the use of language in everyday
and formal speech settings (Lakoff 1990), the formation
of social networks (Gilligan et al. 1990), gender-based
differences in information processing (Meyers-Levy
1989), approaches to interpreting and resolving moral
dilemmas (Gilligan 1982), and women's decision-making experiences of birth or abortion choices (Patterson,
Hill, and Maloy 1995).6 This latter application has also
provided what has become the quintessential term to
characterize this relational/feminine orientation: "the
ethics of care" (Gilligan 1982). This orientation describes a way of living one's life and resolving personal
conflicts that is driven by feelings of responsibility for
enhancing the well-being of others and a sensitivity to
the interpersonal consequences of one's actions and
choices. Three characteristics of this caring orientation
seem particularly relevant to the consumer experiences
of these participants.
First, a caring orientation reflects a relational conception of the self in which one's sense of personal
identity is formed and sustained in relation to the activities and the interpersonal relationships that compose
the person's social network (Crosby 1991). As noted by
Meyers-Levy (1989, p. 244), a substantial body of empirical evidence supports the notion that women are
more predisposed toward a communal outlook that
emphasizes "interpersonal relationships, affiliation, and
attachment of self and other," whereas males are predisposed toward a "self-focused and autonomy-driven
6Severalcritics have arguedthat Chodorow'smodel of feminine
identityis most applicableto the experiencesof women socializedin
the conventionsand moresof middle-class,Anglo culture(see Press
1991).For purposesof this study,however,this critiquesupportsthe
relevance of this frameworkto this set of professional working
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orientation."7 One implication of the relational conception of the caring orientation is that the worth of
one's life projects is not defined by the body of "objective" accomplishments that are accumulated but,
rather, from the positive effects that these actions have
on the lives of others, particularly those in one's immediate social network (Hirschman 1990).
This perspective coheres with the participants' efforts
to balance career and motherhood. Several participants
noted that maintaining this balance necessitated passing
up opportunities for career advancement that entailed
more extensive time commitments, travel obligations,
and so on. To place this life narrative in perspective,
an alternative logic could have been far more egocentric,
such as "what is best for my career is best for my family." Preserving a balance of career and family interests,
however, is the life project that most strongly resonates
with a self-conception that entwines feelings of personal
satisfaction and accomplishment with a desire to enhance the well-being of others.
This relational sense of self affords a highly embodied
and fully engaged experience of involvement. The
women in this study repeatedly described being fully
engaged-in a physical, emotional, and intellectual
Ssense-in the interpersonal responsibilities of family
life. Their descriptions also suggest that this engagement
was not controlled or calculated in an explicit, conscious
sense. That is, the household presented an array of
practical and interpersonal needs and demands toward
which the participants were particularly attuned. They
described being more aware of household needs than
their spouses and, once recognized, they found these
sites of disorder nearly impossible to ignore. This described pattern is congruent with research suggesting
that a communal (e.g., feminine) orientation lends itself
to a style of information processing characterized by a
focus on contextual detail and the processing of multiple
cues, whereas an egocentric (i.e., masculine) style of
information processing tends to simplify environmental
complexity through heuristic processing that "entails
minimal processing of understated detail" (MeyersLevy 1989, p. 243). These participants described this
differential awareness of current and impending household responsibilities as often placing them in a de facto
position for redressing the domestic need or encouraging someone else to do so. In the words of Lisa, this
cycle inspires a fatiguing sense of "always being the one
that has to make things happen."
This cycle also speaks to the second major characteristic of a caring orientation: a feeling of responsibility
7Whendiscussinggenderdifferencesin relationto cognitivestyles
and generalizedinterpersonalorientations,a question arises as to
whether the proposed differencesreflect innate, genetically based
characteristicsor patternsof socializationbeginningalmost at birth
(Costa 1994;Epstein 1988). Meyers-Levy's(1989) analysissuggests
that these differenceshave a strong socioculturalcomponent. This
socialconstructionistaccountof genderdifferencesis also consistent
with the perspectiveadoptedin this article.

to maintain the network of relationships that composes
one's social networks. As noted by Gilligan (1982), this
responsibility of care inspires creative responses to constraints and potential trade-offs. Through these creative
acts of adjustment, compromise, and, in some cases,
personal sacrifice, the agent of care seeks to create a
situation in which no one's needs are unduly compromised and conflicts are minimized. As noted by Jackson
(1992), however, these acts of creative flexibility can
result in the caregivers' own desires and preferences
being compromised. In the flow of family life, the caring
individual becomes the institutionalized source of accommodation.
The participants' relationships to consumer products
and services also reflected this dynamic. For example,
valued consumer goods were used to help them effectively juggle schedules, adopt to unplanned occurrences,
and overcome time constraints. Second, the participants
all described positive feelings of accomplishment and
control that arose from these acts of accommodation.
Nonetheless, they also noted that the constant press to
be accommodating contributed to feelings of being
overwhelmed and having no personal time.
This experience of ambivalence-which was often
marked by a pernicious emotional mix of frustration
and guilt over feeling frustrated-highlights the boundary problem that can ensue from the caring orientation.
Whereas a more autonomous (and masculinized) selfconception readily lends itself to a sharp distinction
between doing for oneself and doing for others, this
dichotomy becomes much fuzzier in the context of a
relational self-concept (Gilligan et al. 1990). For these
participants, their understandable desire to "get away"
and do something for themselves signaled a problematic
conflict with their ongoing involvement in the social
network of their families. As such, these acts of "selfindulgence" were often marked by feelings of guilt,
whereas actions that were seen as explicitly sacrificing
their own preferences to the needs of others were
marked by frustration. In this symbolic context, the
participants' quest for balance can be seen as an effort
to find some workable compromise (through yet another
act of accommodation) that would moderate this emotional tension.
The caring orientation described by these participants
bears a notable resemblance to the agapic love model
of gift exchange recently advanced by Belk and Coon
(1993). As they note, agapic love offers a feminine orientation toward exchange that is motivated by feelings
of altruism and unselfish love. Belk and Coon also suggest that agapic love is likely to be relevant to consumer
experiences that fall outside the context of their original
inquiry: the role of gift giving in romantic relationships.
The present study supports this theoretical assertion.
Most prominent, the focus of the participants' everyday
consumption choices was not on the object but rather
on the person (or persons) toward whom the consumption act was directed. In figure/ground terms, con-
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sumption behaviors were background considerations to
the more focal concern with maintaining the integrity
of their social network. As such, their everyday consumption behaviors and choices were embedded in a
field of interpersonal care.
However, the caring orientation that pervaded the
participants' everyday consumer experiences harbored
some noteworthy differences from the agapic love paradigm. As described by Belk and Coon (1993), this
paradigm evokes several classic dualities-rationalemotional, instrumental-expressive, and pragmatic
idealistic that did not cohere with the manner in
which participants expressed unselfish love through
their consumption behaviors. Their rational evaluations
of consumer needs and their efforts to schedule time
efficiently were charged with emotions ranging from
guilt to joy. While participants described themselves as
planned, controlled, and utilitarian shoppers, their
"utilitarianism" was grounded in feelings of care and
concern and a plethora of related emotions. Further,
this utilitarianism was an expression of their care and
the much-valued ability to juggle effectively a wide array
of competing demands. The participants' pragmatic
orientation did not present an opposition to idealism
so much as it offered a way to incorporate some aspects
of their valued ideals into a time-pressed lifestyle. Further, their practical compromises were often directed
toward the goal of creating a more ideal future.
This last point relates to a third characteristic of this
caring orientation: an anticipation of future consequences. As originally discussed by Gilligan (1982),
moral judgments that follow from a caring orientation
are driven by an anticipatory focus on the likely consequences that different courses of action will have on
relevant parties. This anticipatory orientation was a
pervasive aspect of the lived experiences described by
these working mothers. Their attention was continually
directed toward upcoming needs, organizing for the next
day, and attempting to stay ahead of impending consumption needs, such as children's need for clean (or
new) clothes and food staples essential to the family's
routine meals.
These experience-near forms of anticipating the future seemed grounded by a more global set of concerns
and hopes. In this regard, the existential philosopher
Heidegger-who also espoused a relational conception
of selfhood-proposed that care toward one's historical
horizon was a fundamental aspect of human existence.
For these participants, memories of their own childhood
were salient reference points from which they assessed
the state of their current lifestyles. They were aware
that their actions were creating a course for their future
lives and simultaneously would serve as the basis of
childhood memories for their own children. In this
meaning context, their juggling lifestyle can be seen as
an effort to attain a more temporally expansive form
of control. Their ongoing actions and concerns were
directed toward creating both a positive legacy of mem-

ories for their children and a future life that would not
be marked by feelings of regret over chnices that had
been made.
The inverse of this desire was the participants' selfdescribed feelings of guilt over making compromises to
the demands of the juggling (e.g., not cooking, not being
a thorough shopper, letting the house go). This feeling
was grounded in the broader concern that their lifestyles
necessitated sacrifices that would eventually become an
irrevocable source of regret. In a related vein, the participant's other salient alternative-abandoning career
pursuits-also held problematic implications for their
conceptions of the future: unfulfilled personal potential,
loss of personal satisfaction, and loss of an identity separate from the family sphere. For these participants,
the life metaphors of balancing and juggling-despite
their corresponding stresses and emotional demandsoffered a viable means to avoid unduly sacrificing the
cherished ideals of their childhoods, their feelings of
family connectedness, and their sense of personal direction and fulfillment.

DISCUSSION
This article has sought to situate the meanings of specific consumption experiences for professional working
mothers in relation to a field of personal and interpersonal considerations that pervade their life worlds. The
background of these perceptions was composed of the
common system of cultural meanings, ideals, and conceptions of motherhood in which the participants were
socialized. Their metaphors ofjuggling, balancing, and
fitting it all in expressed a broader life project of negotiating an endless array of competing demands, obligations, personal perceptions, and cultural ideals. Despite the stresses and self-doubts that it afforded, their
juggling lifestyle was an invigorating one that provided
feelings of accomplishment and a sense of constructing
a satisfying life history. Each participant sought to interject the cherished ideals from her own childhood
recollections into family life while adapting to the exigencies of contemporary society. Further, they sought
to construct an acceptable balance between self-directed
accomplishments and extending care to their families.
The future horizon toward which these activities were
directed is one that is free of personal regret and where
their children have a legacy of warm familial memories.
Consumption was squarely situated within this nexus
of personal and cultural meanings, and its symbolic
meanings frequently paralleled the participants' selfperceptions. These women saw themselves as being the
facilitators and, indeed, the connective force, that held
the family together. Similarly, they desired products and
services to be facilitators of their own life projects. Satisfactory products were those that remained in the
background of their concerns but, nonetheless, existed
as a material support system; a support that was not
always forthcoming in their social networks. Con-
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versely, products and services "stood out" as focal concerns when they broke the flow of the schedule and
demanded attention and/or creative adaptations to the
routine. Finally, many of the most salient meanings of
products and services were lived in relation to interpersonal concerns, such as using consumption to create
more ideal family settings.
The etic portion of the analysis expands on previous
research on the relationship between consumption and
the desire for control (Thompson et al. 1990). Rather
than being a foundational consumer construct, this
analysis suggests that "control" has a higher consumer
meaning that is grounded in existential concerns, such
as the historical horizon, interpersonal relations, and
one's life projects (Sartre 1956). This set of textual evidence suggests that control issues can reflect a caring
orientation in which one feels responsible for maintaining the integrity of social network. Finally, this
analysis also suggests that the control/consumption
complex is projected toward a future horizon of possibilities and the uncertainty about present-day actions
will be regarded (by oneself and significant others) in
the future.
This investigation also contributes to a growing
stream of research on the socially embedded nature of
consumption activities and meanings (Sherry 1991). For
these working mothers, the meanings of consumption
and the realized and unrealized goals that motivate
consumer behaviors are interwoven into a field of personalized social relationships, gender ideals, cultural
beliefs, and emotional ties. The consumer orientation
that arises in this social context transcends the theoretical distinction between utilitarianism and emotionally driven consumer motivations (e.g., Holbrook and
Hirschman 1982). For these participants, everyday
consumer tasks-making purchase decisions, grocery
shopping, preparing meals-often evoked emotionally
charged meanings that were grounded in a historical
legacy of cultural ideals pertaining to motherhood,
family life, and the participants' own evolving life narratives. For these participants, a deeper meaning of
utilitarian, task-oriented consumption was extending
care to their families and creating a support network of
reliable products and services that also served their own
needs.

Limitations and Future Directions
This hermeneutic account sought to highlight certain
experiential issues and meanings that were significant
in the consumption activities of professional working
mothers and to link these lived meanings to relevant
psychosocial inflwences. Although these interpretations
are offered as plausible and textually supportable, there
is no pretense to have developed an exhaustive account.
The present interpretation is attuned to the reflective
and symbolic dimensions of human experience rather
than characteristics that arise in situ. It also focuses on

the experiences and perceptions of working mothers,
situated in a particular configuration of sociohistorical
and social class factors. Furthermore, it has focused on
how gender issues and meanings emerge in the context
of consumption behavior, rather than on the related
topic of gender differences among the consumer meanings expressed by men and women.
Ethnographic methods could supplement this account by providing an action-oriented, in situ perspective on the meanings of consumption in the juggling
lifestyle, particularly in regard to interpersonal dynamics and the constellation of routinized behaviors undertaken by members of the household. Related techniques such as "autodriving" (Heisley and Levy 1991)
could be used to explore how specific consumption activities become sites of negotiation (and perhaps conflict
and power dynamics) among family members. Finally,
this research orientation also offers a means for exploring both the correspondence and differences among
family member's perceptions of their participation and
involvement in domestic responsibilities and the
meanings of specific consumption situations.
A set of issues that transcend methodological orientations are concerned with differences that exist
among individuals situated in different sociohistorical
contexts. As discussed by many leading feminist theorists, the interplay of economic class and ethnic tradition construct unique cultural spaces marked by distinct
narratives of feminine identity, patterns of gender socialization, and family dynamics (Costa 1994; Epstein
1988; hooks 1989). The socioeconomic conditions faced
by women living in impoverished circumstances and/
or by single mothers are far different from those implied
by the June Cleaver archetype or the more contemporary supermom archetype (see Douglas 1994; Hochschild 1989; Press 1991). An implication is that different
relationships to the aforementioned cultural narratives
of motherhood, femininity, and family life would
emerge across these diverse gender settings. Therefore,
different systems of cultural meaning may be most relevant to women consumers' life narratives.
Men's relationships to the social conditions that underlie the juggling lifestyle represent another major
constellation of issues. These changes in social conditions have also unsettled longstanding cultural conceptions of manhood and fatherhood. It seems likely that
this transformation would be highly salient to men of
the baby boom generation who-like the present set of
participants-were socialized in a traditional gender
ideology. A burgeoning field of men's studies literature
is now exploring the psychosocial consequences related
to transformations in cultural representations of masculinity (Craig 1992) and conceptions and experiences
of manhood and fatherhood (Haddad 1993). One specific question suggested by this study is the extent to
which a caring orientation-which historically has been
associated with feminine identities-is relevant to fathers' perceptions of family life and the attendant con-
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sumer meanings. Although "care" runs counter to traditional conceptions of masculinity (emphasizing
individuality, emotional reserve, and the primary obligation of being the family "breadwinner"), it is consistent with more contemporary gender narratives concerning egalitarian marriages and the ideology of the
new male (e.g., Jump and Haas 1987; Pleck 1987;
Schwartz 1994). Furthermore, research is needed on
the role that consumption activities play in helping men
negotiate competing (and potentially conflicting) gender
ideals and. adjust to the changing social dynamics of
family life (also see Fischer and Gainer 1994).
In closing, Bristor and Fischer (1993) have persuasively argued that in-depth research on the gendered
nature of consumption phenomena can enrich understanding of the psychosocial and institutional dynamics
that shape consumer practices and preferences. This
study offers one set of voices and a contextually
grounded interpretation that will, I hope, contribute to
this emerging disciplinary conversation.
[Received November 1994. Revised August 1995.
Brian Sternthal served as editor and John F. Sherry,
Jr., served as associate editor for this article.]
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