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We investigate how individuals who adopt a new consumption ideology and are thus characterized 
as deviant from the norm, reconstruct their social identity at the individual and collective levels. 
We find that consumers employ different rhetorical and behavioral tactics to negotiate newly 
adopted consumer practices with similar others, members of their in-group, and the wider 
community. If these tactics are unsuccessful, consumers recategorize their in-group.

IN A NUTSHELL

SOCIAL IDENTITY THEORY
Different contexts can cause temporary shifts in social identity, leading the individual to categorize 
the self in terms of one group membership, e.g. as 'a sister'. (Tajfel and Turner 1986)

People strive for a positive social identity and distinctiveness from out-groups. (Jackson et al. 1996)

CONSUMER DEVIANCE
Deviant consumers are perceived as maladapted and tend to belong to the out-group. 
(Fullerton and Punj, 1998; Sarason, 1972)

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Shift in ideology of food consumption, i.e. long-term change 
of dietary practices: gluten-free eating.

CONTEXT

MAINSTREAM
If consumed in moderation […] all foods can fit 
into a healthful diet. (American Dietetic Association, 2002)

DEVIATING CONSUMER PRACTICES
28% of Americans have eliminated gluten from 
their diets without having Celiac disease. 
(White, 2013; National Foundation for Celiac Awareness, 2014)

Systematic observation and participation in the discussions of ten 
enduring online communities (blogs and discussion forums, 
Facebook pages and groups) founded between 2003 and 2010 by 
consumers, authors of dietary books, or medical practitioners.

METHODOLOGY
2012

Participant observation and in-depth interviews with 
17 consumers (phone and face-to-face) in the U.S.A. 
and Canada; ongoing data collection.

2014

Informal observation of online consumer narratives, 
interactions, and group forming.

2005

FINDINGS DISCUSSION

“ I just want to feel good and 
eat all the bacon I can. ”

(Eddy, 25, photographer)

SOCIAL IDENTITY by demonstrating that

temporary shifts and recategoriza-
tions are also possible for others 
(rather than self), and

these shifts are based on consumers’ 
own dominant group membership 
(dominant identity project).

Our findings expand the prior work on:
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CONSUMER DEVIANCE by showing that

deviance may help form a positive 
image (e.g., expertise), and

that consumer deviance does not 
necessarily mean maladaptation but 
can rather have positive 
consequences (e.g., wellbeing).
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Further research may examine in which situa-
tions and for which types of consumers a 
way of eating becomes the dominant part of 
their identity.

CONTACT

ana.babic@hec.edu?

” I hopefully will live a little bit 
longer, and I don’t want to start 

soiling myself now. ”
(Carrie, 61, retired, 

Celiac patient)

” I want to become a nutritionist, 
so I can help others and enjoy 

the rest of my professional life. ”
(Michelle, 39, HR manager)

” I want to spread the word in the 
medical community and help my 

son overcome depression. ”
(Nadine, 59, nurse)

The new ideology of (food) consumption becomes an 
integral part of consumers’ identities and identity projects.

IDENTITY RECONSTRUCTION
PHASE 1

NEGOTIATION: BEHAVIORAL TACTICS
PHASE 3

NEGOTIATION: RHETORICAL TACTICS
PHASE 2

DISCOURSE OF EDUCATION
” The only thing that is different on my mother is […] that she’s not eating 
gluten-containing foods anymore. […] I said [to the doctor] ‘You may 
wanna research it ‘cause that might be an avenue for some of your pa-
tients, maybe they have to take less medication. “ 
(Nadine, about her mother’s doctor, July 2014)
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DISCOURSE OF EXAGGERATION
” I just tell them that I have a gluten allergy. “
(Todd, about dining out, October 2014)

DISCOURSE OF IDEALIZATION
” 124 pounds down after eliminating grains, high-sugar fruits and 
starchy veggies. Tell me again how I need 'healthy whole grains'? ” 
(Linda, about a confrontation with a dietitian, October 2012)

SOCIAL IDENTITY RECATEGORIZATION
PHASE 4

DETACHMENT

BEST
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EXCOMMUNICATION

RESIGNATION

” My problem [...]  is this: resentment. Right 
now WW I (Wheat Wars I) is going on in 
my house. When I try to help and tell [my 
family] that the food they are eating is the 
cause of their maladies […], they turn on 
me: 'Don’t tell me what to eat! I will eat 
what I want.' [...] The Wheat War is raging 
in my house. “
(Steve, about his family, March 2013)

DRAMATIC 
REALIZATION

SPACE PURIFICATION

” Sometimes I will buy the gluten-free Ezekiel 
bread, and I’ll have that for a couple of days, so 
then they see me eating bread, and they go ‘Oh, 
you’re back to that!’ So, then I explain it’s 
gluten-free bread. “
(Olivia, about her eating with her co-workers, September 2014)CONSPICIOUS 
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