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Adolescent Girls’ Evaluation of Brands during
Liminal Life Stages

Dong Dong and Kara Chan

Abstract—Liminality denotes the sense of moving from one
life stage to another. A well-known liminal period for identity
construction is the teenage years. A survey study was conducted
to examine the concept of liminality and its influence on
adolescents’ relationships with global brands. Altogether 603
adolescent girls in Hong Kong and Shanghai completed a
guestionnaire with questions on female gender role perception
and attitudes toward six global brands. Liminal life stages of
adolescence, proxied by year in school, emerged as a stronger
predictor of brand evaluations than cultural background,
socioeconomic status or the girls’ perceptions about female
gender roles. The findings support the homogenization of
consumer culture within the context of globalization.

Index Terms—Liminality, adolescents, consumer-brand

bonds, brand evaluation, global brands.

I. INTRODUCTION

Everyone’s life involves various stages, which are usually
indexed by age. As one of the most primary and universal
demographic parameters in consumer studies, age, however,
should not be understood from a chronological perspective
only [1]. In this research, life stages are constructed and
investigated from an anthropological perspective. It is argued
that age differences are signified by rites of passage, rites that
assign different roles and allocate different resources to our
lives [2]. For example, the passages from infant to toddler,
from tweenage to teenage, from childhood to adulthood, all
exhibit a lifelong pattern of identity exploration [3]-[5].

More specifically, the concept of liminality is used to
indicate the “ambiguity and paradox” [6] of a transitional life
stage that people experience. Liminality denotes the sense of
being “betwixt and between” [6], [7]. A person is in the
transition from one role to another [8]. A well-known liminal
period for identity construction is the teenage years. Many
regard the teens as a time full of tension between self and
society that is intensified and lessened by continued role
experimentation [9].

How, then, do such liminal stages interplay with teenagers’
roles as consumers? Research on adolescent consumption has
blossomed since the mid-1970s [10]. Scholars have then
argued that their consumption patterns may change during
the transitional periods of their lives, such as from tweens to
teens [11]-[14]. The patterns may also be influenced by the
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social contexts in which they live [15]. This research
therefore had two objectives. The first was to demonstrate the
significance of adolescent liminality in defining teenagers’
roles as consumers. The second was to compare the
importance of adolescent liminality with other social,
economic, and cultural variables in determining adolescents’
brand evaluations.

Il. LITERATURE REVIEW

A. Liminal Consumption among the Young Consumers

Liminality, an anthropological term, means threshold. In a
liminal stage people can experience detachment from
previously accepted roles and social structures without
having yet acquired the attributes of a future state [8]. For
example, the transition from girlhood to womanhood is a
period during which “personal identities are suspended” and
“significant psychological consequences” ensue [8].

Scholars today have begun to recognize the utility of the
concept of liminality for explaining their observations of
young consumers [12]-[14], [16]. Studies have illustrated
how children mediate their liminal status with good
ownership and other consumption practices in the context of
global consumerism. [16], for example, reviewed the history
of commercialization and sexualization of the images of
preteen girls in the American mass media and the fashion
market. They discovered that it is particularly difficult to
construct and maintain preteen girls as an age-delineated
marketing category since they cannot be simply acculturated
into the sexual personae as the market anticipated. Rather,
blurring of the age identity boundaries for young girls has
allowed them to appropriate various cultural models of
girlhood and experiment with sexuality, race, ethnicity and
class. This has created an ambiguous and dynamic space in
which they can act out trial identities.

B. Liminal Status and Self-Brand Relations

The significance of consumer-brand relation has been
observed among young consumers [17]. A greater
understanding of the self, together with social pressures to
“fit in> a symbolic group encourages adolescents to own
certain brands [17]. Studies have demonstrated that many
individuals use brands as symbolic resources to create and
communicate their identities [18] through both lived and
mediated channels [19]. Such symbolic consumption also
helps consumers to establish and exhibit themselves as
members of certain cultural categories such as gender and
class, and adherents of certain value systems [19]. As
McCracken [20], [21] has remarked, brands have value
because they add value, and they add value because they add
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meaning. The meaning transfers between brands and
consumers through lived and mediated experiences often
become more sophisticated during the process of
socialization [22]-[24]. Adolescence is a period when
socialization is intense and also one of the critical periods
when consumers often become very sensitive to certain
brands and develop deep meanings attached to them [25].

Research on the relationship between adolescents and
consumer brands indicates great potential for developing a
theory of liminal consumption, but there are two major
problems. First, the “structural simplicity” [7] of the concept
of liminality makes it difficult to use it to characterize
adequately the culturally complex phenomenon of adolescent
brand preferences. The liminal status of adolescents is often
compounded by other factors, such as gender, cultural, and
socioeconomic variations, which may result in very different
brand-related behaviors. Second, even though some previous
studies have applied liminality as a theoretical lens, they
focused on the micro-level, using qualitative research
methods such as personal diaries, accompanied shopping
trips, and in-depth interviews. Much less is known about the
social structures and the cultural values adolescents
encounter and the influence of encountering them during
liminal periods.

This research was designed to address these two problems.
It applied quantitative survey research to explore the
significance of liminality in adolescents’ brand evaluations.
More specifically, it asked: how does the sense of liminality
make itself salient when adolescences’ brand evaluations
interact with social structures such as socioeconomic status,
gender roles and social values?

I1l. METHODS

A. Questionnaire and Sample

Adolescent girls were surveyed in Hong Kong and
Shanghai, two cosmopolitan cities that share a lot of cultural
similarities. The questionnaires used in Hong Kong and
Shanghai were almost identical and were both phrased in
Chinese. A convenience sample of female students was
drawn in each city. In the Hong Kong survey, the
questionnaire distributors, who were students from a local
public university, were asked to recruit female secondary
school students via their personal social networks. In
Shanghai, five local secondary schools (including one
vocational training school) coordinated the survey by having
their students complete the questionnaire during a normal
class period. The Hong Kong survey was carried out in
November 2011 and the Shanghai survey in March 2012. All
participation was voluntary and anonymous.

B. Independent Variables

The independent variables were the location (city), the
liminal stages the respondents were experiencing, family
economic status, and the respondents’ perceptions of female
roles.

Location—The cultures of Hong Kong and Shanghai are
both regarded as a mixture of the West and the East. Hong
Kong, however, still maintains a patriarchic social structure
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while women in Shanghai seem to suffer less from gender
inequality [26], [27]. Economically, Hong Kong is a
well-developed region with a notable economic take-off in
the 1970s [28] while Shanghai did not start its economic
transformation until the 1990s [29].

Liminal stages—In this study, “schooling” was regarded
as a critical indicator of different liminal stages that a teenage
girl may have experienced. Year in school was therefore
chosen as a baseline indicator of adolescent liminal stages.
The grade structures of the secondary schools are slightly
different in Hong Kong and Shanghai. The former has 7
grades and the latter has 6. Grades secondary 1, 2 and 3 were
grouped as “younger teens” and secondary 4, 5, 6 and 7 as
“older teens”. This facilitated exploring the nuances of the
girls’ consumption patterns in two liminal periods of
adolescence.

Economic status—The respondents’ economic status was
measured in terms of monthly family income and housing
status. Due to the real income differences between the two
cities, the variable “family income” was regrouped into
“Low”, “Middle”, and “High” based on the original
responses. The housing structures are different in the two
cities as well. Therefore the variable “housing status” was
regrouped into “Rental” and “Owned” based on the original
responses.

Perceptions of female identities—Thirty-six statements
about gender roles and social values were used to assess the
elements the teenage girls used to construct their identities
[30]. The statements were derived from those used in a
qualitative study of perceptions of gender roles among girls
aged 15 to 18 in Hong Kong [31]. Sample statements
included “Females should appreciate their own strengths”,
“Females who bear children enjoy a complete life” and
“Females should not pursue a slim body at all cost”. Each
statement was evaluated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Principal
component analysis (PCA) was employed to reduce the
perceptions of female identities to a smaller set for analysis.

C. Dependent Variables

Brand evaluations—The respondents’ evaluations of
“youth brands” and “adult brands” were surveyed. Previous
studies have confirmed that children’s perceptions of brands
change as they mature and develop more sophisticated
information processing abilities and skills [32]. Adolescents’
reactions at different stages of development would vary when
they encounter youths’ or adults’ brands. The respondents
used a 10-point scale (1=dislike a lot, 10=like a lot) to
indicate their attitude toward six global brands — Coca Cola,
Google, McDonald’s, Disney, Apple and Samsung. Coca
Cola, McDonald’s and Disney were classified as “youth
brands” while Google, Apple and Samsung were classified as
“adult brands”. These brands were selected from the 2011 list
of the top 20 global brands [33].

D. Hypothesis Testing

Two groups of hypotheses were generated based on this
reasoning.

Hla: Teenage girls’ evaluations of youth brands can be
predicted based on their perceptions of female identity, their
liminal stages, and the cultural and economic factors of their
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living environment.

H1b: Teenage girls’ evaluations of adult brands can be
predicted based on their perceptions of female identity, their
liminal stages, and the cultural and economic factors of their
living environment.

H2a: The importance of survey location as a predictor of
the teenage girls’ evaluations of youth brands will diminish
as other predictors, especially the liminal stages of
adolescence, are taken into account.

H2b: The importance of survey location as a predictor of
the teenage girls’ evaluations of adult brands will diminish as
other predictors, especially the liminal stages of adolescence,
are taken into account.

IV. RESULTS

A. Respondents

The survey questionnaire was completed by 285 teenage
girls in Hong Kong and 318 in Shanghai. The respondents
were all aged between 13 and 18 and studying in middle
school or high schools. The average age was 15.4 (Hong
Kong girls 15.5; Shanghai girls 15.3). More than half of the
respondents studied at a middle school (54.4%) and were
regarded as “younger teens”; the rest were high school
students (45.6%) and regarded as “older teens”. Most of the
girls were from low or middle class families, based on the
reported monthly family incomes. In total, 41.1% of the
reported incomes were categorized as low, 51.2% as middle,
and only 7.7% as high. Because of the public housing policy
in Hong Kong, a much larger proportion of the Hong Kong
respondents lived in rental properties than the Shanghai ones
(48.1% versus 13.9%). Table | summarizes the descriptive
characteristics of the respondents.

TABLE I: PROFILE OF THE RESPONDENTS

Hong Kong Shanghai T'otal
(N =285) (N=318) (N =603)
Mean age 15.5 153 154
Liminal stages
Younger teens 138 (48.4%) 190 (59.7%) 328 (54.4%)
Older teens 147 (51.6%) 128 (40.3%) 275 (45.6%)
Family income”
Low 119 (41.8%) 126 (40.5%) 245 (41.1%)
Middle 138 (48.4%) 167 (53.7%) 305 (51.2%)
High 28 (9.8%) 18 (5.8%) 46 (7.7%)
Housing
Rental 125 (48.1%) 39(13.9%) 164 (30.4%)
Owned 135 (51.9%) 241 (86.1%) 376 (69.6%)
Notes:

a. Self-reported. For the Hong Kong sample, “Low™ = under HK$20,000/mo.. “Middle” =
HKS$20.000-50,000/mo., and “High” = over HK$50,000/mo. For the Shanghai sample,
“Low” = under RMB10,000/mo.. “Middle” = RMB10,000-40,000/mo., and “High” = over
RMB40.000/mo.

B. Perceptions of Female Gender Roles

A principal component analysis (PCA) was employed to
reduce the measured perceptions of female identities to a
smaller set of key components. The respondents’ evaluations
of the 36 statements on gender roles and social values were
firstly examined separately in order to assess the stability of
the dimensions across the two groups. Variables that had a
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low correlation with other variables and low loadings on the
factors were removed. As a result, 13 perception variables
remained. An eigenvalue greater than one was selected as the
criterion for determining the number of components to be
extracted. The varimax rotation procedure was performed.
Four principal components with eigenvalues greater than one
accounting for 66.9% of the total variance were extracted.
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for each component ranged
from 0.66 to 0.85, which indicates moderate to high internal
reliability for each component. Table Il summarizes the
results of the analysis. The four types of female identity
emerging from the respondents’ evaluations were labelled as
1) Be natural, 2) Be modern, 3) Be traditional, and 4) Be
responsible.

TABLE II: PCA OF THE STATEMENTS ABOUT FEMALE GENDER ROLES
ltems Means Loading

Component 1. Be Natural
(33.04% of variance explained; a = 0.66)

Females should not seek cosmetic surgery 35 .86
Females should not wear heavy makeup 35 .86
Component 2: Be Modern

(13.32% of variance explained; a = 0.85)

Females should be truthtul to themselves 42 .86
Females should pursue their dreams 4.3 .79
Females should have courage to express their views 4.1 7
Females should appreciate their own strengths 4.2 71
Component 3: Be Traditional

(10.58% of variance explained; o = 0.73)

Females should be responsible for housework 2.6 .85
“Men are breadwinners; women are homemakers™ is 25 77
appropriate

Taking care of children is the sole responsibility of mothers 22 .76
Component 4: Be Responsible

(8.00% of variance explained; o = 0.78)

Females have a responsibility to protect the environment 4.0 .84
Females should participate in volunteer work 38 .76
Females should be knowledgeable in money management 39 .68
Females should be kind-hearted 4.2 .67

Note: S-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree).

C. Hypothesis Testing

To assess the importance of each independent variable,
especially the importance of differentiating adolescents’
liminal stages when predicting their brand evaluations, a
multiple-step regression model was employed. The model
also aimed to test the two groups of hypotheses; that is,
whether the independent variables have an impact on the
dependent variables (Hla & b), whether survey location is
less important when other predictors are taken into account
(H2a & b).

Four-step multiple regression was conducted with the
teenage girls’ evaluations of the “youth brands” and the
“adult brands” as dependent variables. In each analysis the
survey location was entered at step one of the regression, the
liminal stage of adolescence was entered at step two, the two
economic status variables (family income and housing status)
came in at step three, and the four female identities at step
four. The variance inflation factors (VIF) for each variable in
the four analyses varied between 1 and 2, indicating that the
assumption of no multicollinearity was met.
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D. Impact on the Evaluations of Youth Brands

Table I summarizes the results of the multiple-step
regression predicting respondents’ evaluations of youth
brands. The regression revealed that the survey locations
contributed significantly to the observed responses, F (1,
517) = 3.758, p < 0.05. But that variable accounted for only
0.7% of the variation in the teenage girls’ evaluations of the
youth brands. Introducing the three other predicting variables
to the model step by step, the variance explained increased
significantly at each step, indicating that all four variables
had an impact on the dependent variable. In other words, the
respondents’ evaluations of the “youth brands” were
influenced by the cultural differences between the two cities,
the liminal stages of adolescence, their families’ economic
status, and their perceptions of gender roles. Therefore, Hla
was supported.

TABLE Ill: MULTIPLE-STEP REGRESSION ANALYSIS PREDICTING
RESPONDENTS’ EVALUATIONS OF YOUTH BRANDS

Stepl-f  Swep2-p  Step3-B Step4d-p

Locations

Hong Kong or Shanghai 0.09* 0.07 0.05 0.05
Liminal stages

Younger or Older teens -0.14%* S0 15%EE () |5k
Economic status

Family income 0.09* 0.10%

Housing status 0.06 0.05
Perceptions of female identities

Be Natural -0.06

Be Modern 0.03

Be Traditional (.13%#

Be Responsible 0.07

Vanance explamed (R:) 0.01* 0.03%%* 0.04%*#* 0.06%%*

AR’ 0.01* 0.02%* 0.01* 0.02*

Notes:

a. Locations: Hong Kong = 0, Shanghai = 1

b. Liminal stages: Younger teens = 1, Older teens = 2
c. Family income: Low = |, Middle =2, High=3

d. Housing status: Rental = 1, Owned = 2

#p<05, ¥5p< 01, ¥**p<.001.

N=519.

Starting from Step 2, when the liminal stage of
adolescence was added as a predictor, the beta weight of
survey location became non-significant. The importance of
survey location remained non-significant during the next two
steps of the analysis. This means that importance of location
as a predictor of the respondents’ evaluations of youth brands
declined immediately as soon as other factors, especially the
liminal stage of adolescence, were taken into account.
Therefore, H2a was supported.

E. Impact on the Evaluations of Adult Brands

Table IV summarizes the results of the multiple-step
regression predicting respondents’ evaluations of adult
brands. The four-step multiple regression revealed that the
survey location contributed significantly to the first three
regression models and accounted for 1.7% of the variation in
the first stage. Adding the other three predicting variables
increased the variance explained significantly at each step,
which indicates that all four variables had an impact on the
dependent variable. Therefore, H1b was supported.
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TABLE IV: MULTIPLE-STEP REGRESSION ANALYSIS PREDICTING
RESPONDENTS’ EVALUATIONS OF ADULT BRANDS

Stepl - Step2-p  Step3-f  Stepd-f

Locations

Hong Kong or Shanghai 0.13%* 0.11* 0.11* 0.08
Liminal stages

Younger or Older teens -0.14%% =), ] 5% -(). ] 5%
Economie status

Family income 0.1 3%* 0.14%*

Housing status 0.01 0.01
Perceptions of female identities

Be Natural -0.03

Be Modern 0.02

Be Traditional 0.09

Be Responsible 0.17**

Variance explained ®R) 0.02%* 0.04%%% 0.05%** 0.09%%%

AR? 0.02%* 0.02%# 0.02%* 0.03***
Notes:
a. Locations: Hong Kong = 0. Shanghai = |
b. Liminal stages: Younger teens = 1, Older teens = 2
¢. Family income: Low = 1, Middle =2, High=13

d. Housing status: Rental = 1, Owned = 2
#p<,05, #¥p<01, ¥¥p< 001,

N =318

At step 2 and 3, introducing the variable of liminal stages
of adolescence to the model did not immediately eliminate
the significance of location, though location had the smallest
beta weight among the significant predictors. Only at step 4
did survey location lose its predictive power and become
non-significant. Therefore, H2b was supported.

Overall, the liminal stage of adolescence apparently was
one of the most important predictors. At step 2, that variable
accounted for an additional 1.9% of the variance in brand
evaluations, and the change in R? was significant, F (2, 515)
=9.487, p < 0.001. At steps 2 and 3 the beta weight of the
liminal stage variable exceeded that of all the other
predictors, indicating its independent contribution to the
variance in the respondents’ evaluations of adult brands over
and above other predictors.

V. DISCUSSION

This study had two main objectives. Theoretically, it was
designed to test the importance of adolescents’ stages of
liminality in influencing their roles as consumers. The
predictive power of the liminal stage of adolescents was
compared with those of other cultural, economic and
psychographic factors in predicting brand evaluations. The
results of the hypothesis testing supported the argument that
liminal stage (proxied by year in school) is a powerful
predictor.

Due to cultural differences, girls from Hong Kong and
Shanghai would be expected to have different evaluations of
the six global brands no matter whether they are marketed to
children or the adults. And this was indeed evident in the
data. However, such geographical variations should not be
regarded as absolute. As soon as the factor of liminal life
stages was taken into account, geographical differences
became much less important or even disappeared. The data
show that when assessing global brands, middle school girls
differ more significantly from their seniors in high school
than from their contemporaries in another city. Hence,
cross-cultural differences in brand evaluation can be offset
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by the differences associated with cross liminal stages of
lives. What is more, in most conditions the predictive power
of the liminal stage of adolescence surpassed even that of
economic status and perceived gender identity, both of which
are often thought of as very critical determinants of brand
evaluations [34]. The question is, why?

There are several possible explanations. It is well
understood that when children grow older they become more
sensitive towards brands and process brand information in
more sophisticated ways. For example, [35] discovered that
while children 12 or older may associate brands with
symbolic meanings such as prestige and success, younger
children simply use the brand to identify a certain product or
product category. [36] further revealed that symbolic
consumption based on branding begins in early adolescence
(age 12 or 13) and is accompanied by increasing materialism.
Materialism then declines again in late adolescence (age 16 to
18). This may explain why the younger and the older teens in
both cities showed such a significant differences in their
brand evaluations, and even why the difference was
negatively associated with age (i.e., the older teens showed
less fondness for both child and the adult brands than the
younger teens in both cities).

Second, age is considered an important determinant in
marketing research, but “chronological age itself is an
‘empty’ variable” [1]. The importance of age is located in the
things that it indexes, such as the degree of cognitive
maturation. At the same time, Marcia [30] has pointed out
that “One difficulty in studying adolescence is the definition
of the period itself”. Conventionally, “teenager” refers to
ages 13 to 19, a broad span of seven years. But the significant
cognitive, psychological, and physical changes during this
period indicate the importance of differentiating stages of
adolescence [37]-[39]. Therefore, we propose to use the
concept of liminality as a crucial theoretical lens for such
differentiations.

Liminality signifies the continuously transitional status of
human life. The teenage years are usually regarded as a
transitional stage from childhood to adulthood, but the
individual variation in the rate of change along biological,
social, or psychological dimensions within the seven years
should not be overlooked. Adolescence should not be viewed
as a homogenous period of time, but the lack of precision in
the typical early, middle or late categorization makes it less
useful than it could be. It is probably more useful to define
several liminal stages which take in crucial turning points for
identity construction, such as schooling, the family’s
situation, illness, etc. This study focused on schooling
because in many societies the beginning of adolescence
coincides with the start of secondary education [40]. During
the transition into adolescence, teenagers increasingly spend
more time with their peers than with their parents, and thus
the parents’ influence on adolescent behavior and
development becomes less significant [41]. However, not
only does adolescents’ susceptibility to peer influence vary
according to age [42], the peer culture and the pressure it
exerts can be rather different between middle school and the
high school [38]. That is one of the reasons why year in
school (a proxy for liminal stage of adolescence) showed
such a strong and significant relationship with the
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respondents’ evaluations of the brands.

It is tempting to speculate that the relatively weak
significance of cross-cultural differences in predicting brand
evaluations could reflect the homogenization of consumer
culture in today’s global society. As some scholars have
pointed out, globalization has increased the commonality of
consumer behavior across countries while reducing the
homogeneity within countries [43]. The results of this study
tend to support such assertions. Although Hong Kong and
Shanghai have followed different paths in their social,
economic, and cultural development, as world-class
metropolitan cities, both of them have been acculturated by
similar advertising content and practices through the
marketing of international brands. Therefore it is not difficult
to understand why the teenage girls’ evaluations of the six
global brands varied more within than between the two cities.

This suggests that we need to re-think the unit of analysis
in consumer research. Almost two decades ago, [44] argued
that consumer segments worldwide can be identified through
applying “a common ethos” regardless of their native
cultures.

At the same time, the limitations associated with this
research should not be overlooked. First, the utility of the
findings is limited by the non-randomized sampling process.
Second, the two cities under examination were both Chinese
cosmopolitan cities. Future research might fruitfully sample
more culturally distant populations. In addition, the
operationalization of the concept of liminality could be
further developed. A longitudinal cohort study might be more
effective for this purpose. Finally, future research might
study richer dependent variables that might more effectively
exhibit the conceptual power of liminality.

VI. CONCLUSION

A study was conducted to introduce the concept of liminality
and examine its impact on adolescent girls’ brand evaluation.
The results of this study suggest that in today’s era of
globalization, individuals, rather than countries or regions,
should be regarded as the unit of analysis for consumer
studies.
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