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1 INTRODUCTION

Handbags are a key merchandise assortment of ac-
cessory in the luxury fashion world and their market 
value is significant and still continues to rise. For 
consumers, a handbag is more than a luxury acces-
sory or fashion item. It might represent something 
significant in one’s life that with strong attachment 
(Belk, 1988; Karanika & Hogg, 2012). After all, there 
is a value that individual holds for these brands or 
possessions found inside the handbag, for the pur-
pose of utility, enjoyment, representations of inter-
personal ties, or identity/self-expression (Richins, 
1994).
Therefore, in this project, further to a conventional 
interpretive study for thick description, a new intro-
spective research method is introduced—informants 
were asked to take out all the “little things” inside 
their handbags and share their stories with the ob-
jects. In recalling the associated experience along 
with these mundane possessions, we discover how 
the consumers internalize and express a sense of 
social concern in negotiating their self and social 
identity in symbolic luxury consumption, which dis-
closes the innovative potential of a humanistic rumi-
nation of handbag design.

3 METHODOLOGY

1. Existential-phenomenological framework 
with guided introspective exercises: to under-
stand consumer lived experience along with their be-
longings (Wallendorf & Brucks, 1993; Woodside, 
2004). 
2. 20 in-depth interviews; 3 months in Beijing; aged 
25-35 middle-class randomly-recruited female infor-
mants (to avoid gendered impact). Venues: coffee 
shops, bars, etc, suggested by the informants-
lifestyle disclosure. 
3. 1.5 hrs-2 hrs/interview; semi-structured without a 
set of priori questions concerning the topics—only to 
encourage their more extended, detailed and com-
prehensive description of the lived experiences. 
4. The informants were asked to take out all of the 
things inside their bags one by one, and talked about 
any experiences with the possessions including per-
sonal stories and relationships with others. 

All the interviews were audio-taped, transcribed, and analyzed through the inter-
pretive group methods (Thompson et al., 1989). Photos were taken with infor-
mants’ permission, and objects were taken separately/selectively due to some 
security issues or individual private concerns’ or space limits.

The choice of the handbag was more than just maintaining 
congruence with her personality for self-expression pur-
pose. Jasmine expressed a social concern to purchase 
things that were culturally appropriated to assert her 
social position, especially in her mundane consumption ex-
perience (Hsu, 1972; Wong & Ahuvia, 1998). Her response 
reflected the first dimension of an outside-in dialectic of 
choice in her symbolic consumption decision (Liu, 2008) 
with two levels of consideration: 1) conceived the social 
norms and expectations matched with her social position; 
2) unconsciously internalized these set of values and devel-
oped her personal preference to distinguish from others in 
her self-identity construction.

Both informants claimed that these “clutters” were memorable be-
cause of the recall of experiences they had along with the posses-
sion, even they might go “invisible” and blended into the context 
after putting into handbag setting (Coupland, 2005). The two 
quotes demonstrated two levels of meaningful phenomena: 1) as in 
Penny’s case, consumers would actively re-construct their lived 
history through re-organizing insignificant objects (i.e. symbols of 
single event happened) to the structuring of a significant lived 
theme throughout lifespan. 2) However consumers might also un-
consciously overlook some significant object that reminds a flash 
back of their memorable experience in the past relating to the ev-
eryday experience in present as in CC’s case. 
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2 OBJECTIVES

Through introspecting the experiences a 
person had along with the possession 
found inside the handbag, have a glimpse 
of how individual ascribes different and in-
consistent social and cultural meanings to 
a product depending on the extent to 
which they share the collective imagina-
tion (Ritson, 1996)

If objects found inside the handbag were “conscious exer-
cises of freedom in making consumption choice” (Elliott, 
1999), the organization of the possessions in the bag re-
flected a conscious exercise of “manipulation” over the ex-
perience of a person’s self-identity construction. Apart from 
a practical utility purpose that the informants tended to or-
ganize their “clutters” into several small bags, the infor-
mants tried to match up the value of things and the small 
bags. Since the utilitarian character and its economic value 
in exchange were derived from its meaning (Richins, 1994), 
the partitioning of selves could be referred as a space-
separation of goods inside the handbag context, and the 
 values are defined for informants’ mundane consumption
 choices and organized according to the social meanings they
 ascribed to

Consumers experienced a sense of control over themselves and the 
context they were in, and to prevent situation that it may go out of 
control (Thompson et al., 1990). This sense of overcoming 
future insecurity could be found inside the handbag context as 
many possessions found inside the handbag that the informant did 
not often use. It was something that they could always exercise a 
control over their appearance in front of others, and over-
come any uncertainty in emerging situations. 
The meanings of products inside works similar to Coupland’s (2005) 
idea of “invisible brands” that the locus of meanings of these 
products were tied to the habits of the socialization process in every-
day life; our finding contributed to address the main drive for “invis-
ibility and camouflage in the everyday life process” was the over-
coming of social uncertainty that threaten presentation of self in the 
near future, including the emerging social context or immediate 
others.

1. Seek to understand an owner’s subjective lived experiences with the ordinary possessions, which can be re-
garded as something dear or as mundane choices in everyday life, so as to consider handbag design as a design 
of organizing the experience and meanings. 
2. Through introspecting the experiences a person had along with the possession found inside the handbag, 
have a glimpse of how individual ascribes different and inconsistent social and cultural meanings to a product 
depending on the extent to which they share the collective imagination (Ritson, 1996)
3. Initiate more humanistic rumination of the handbag design: apart from functional and aesthetic perspectives, 
the handbag design should be further considered as design of symbolic carrier that enhances the interaction be-
tween the owners and the world they live as "being".

(left: Jasmine’s Lanvin; right: Jasmine’s Longchamp)

(left: Gloria’s Longchamp handbag and 1. camera bag, from a hand-
made boutique in Beijing; 2. cosmetic bag, from Lamer; 3. bag for 
others, no brand.
middle: Joanne’s Cosmetic Bag, from Goyard.
right: Fiona’s handbag from MCM and 1. wallet, from Balenciaga; 2. 
namecard holder, from Come de Garson; 3. cosmetic bag, from Balen-
ciaga)

(left: Claire’s iphone and the earphones; three tissue bags; wallet from Fendi; 
cartoon bag for others;
middle: Wendy’s scarf, from Vivviene Westwood in her handbag, from Goyard;
Right: Kinki’s cosmetics in her cosmetic bag, from Issey Miyake)

(left: Penny’s movie ticket found from her Miumiu’s wallet in her Marc Jacobs 
handbag; right: Penny’s movie diary booklet)

(CC’s objects taken out from her Balenciaga’s handbag: Wallet, from Vivviene 
Westwood; Sunblock Cream, from Shiseido; Key ring, prize from Sweden com-
petition; Adaptor for Apple)

Please refer to the appen-
dix handbook for the de-
tailed information of the 
informants and key finding 
data retrieved from the in-
terviews.

Seek to understand an owner’s subjective 
lived experiences with the ordinary posses-
sions, which can be regarded as something 
dear or as mundane choices in everyday 
life, so as to consider handbag design as a 
design of organizing the experience and 
meanings. 

Initiate more humanistic rumination of 
the handbag design: apart from functional 
and aesthetic perspectives, the handbag 
design should be further considered as 
design of symbolic carrier that enhances 
the interaction between the owners and 
the world they live as "being".

1.1 The outside-in dialectic of choices

1.2 The partitioning of sel(ves)

2.1 Re-producing experience in memories at present

2.2 A present security by overcoming future uncertainty

6 REFERENCES
Belk, Russell W (1988). “Possessions and the Extended Self,” Journal of Consumer Research, 15 (September), pp. 139-168.
Coupland, Chang J. (2005). “Invisible Brands: An Ethnography of Households and the Brands in Their Kitchen Pantries,” Journal of Consumer Research, (32) June, pp. 106-118.
Elliott, Richard (1999). “Symbolic Meaning and Postmodern Consumer Culture,” in Rethinking Marketing, Douglas Brownlie and Mike Saren and Richard Whittington and Robin Wensley, eds. London: Sage Publications.
Hsu, F. L. (1972). Americans and Chinese: Reflections on Two Cultures and Their People. 
Karanika K, Hogg MK. (2012). Trajectories across the lifespan of possession-self relationships. Journal of Business Research, doi:10.1016/j.jbusres.2011.12.010.
Liu WS. (2008). The First Little Emperors in the Postmodern(East) Mall- China (Doctoral Dissertation). UK: University of Exeter
Richins ML. Valuing things: the public and private meanings of possessions. Journal of Consumer Research 1994; 21(3): 504-21.
Ritson, M., & Sue, E (1996), "Reframing Ikea: Commodity Signs, Consumer Creativity and the Social/Self Dialectic," AAdvances in Consumer Research, 23, 127-31.
Thompson, C. J., Locander, W. B., & Pollio, H. R. (1989). Putting consumer experience back into consumer research: the philosophy and method of existential-phenomenology. Journal of consumer research, 133-146.
Thompson, C. J., Locander, W. B., & Pollio, H. R. (1990). The lived meaning of free choice: an existential phenomenological description of everyday consumer experiences of contemporary married women. Journal of Con-
sumer Research, 346-61.
Wallendorf, M., & Brucks, M. (1993). Introspection in consumer research: implementation and implications. Journal of consumer Research, 339-359.
Wong, N. Y., & Ahuvia, A. C. (1998). Personal taste and family face: Luxury consumption in Confucian and Western societies. Psychology and Marketing, 15(5), 423-441. 
Woodside, A. G. (2004). Advancing from subjective to confirmatory personal introspection in consumer research. Psychology & Marketing, 21(12), 987-1010.

JASMINE


