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Abstract

This article argues that taking a practice theoretical approach is useful for obtaining a

nuanced understanding of transnationally mobile persons’development of place affiliation

through their adoption or rejection of locally available consumption practices. In this way,

we engage in the ongoing discussion about practice theory and in how to understand the

co-constellation of things, bodies and mental activities in relation to consumption.

Focusing on newcomers to a particular geographic setting highlights possibilities and

constraints for practice retention and adaptation, as well as reflection upon such choices.

Additionally, we argue that the employed data collection techniques, involving a combin-

ation of volunteer-employed photography with participants’ comments on their own

photos and information about their socio-demographic profile, constitute a particularly

apt approach for shedding light on evolving consumption practices in the face of geo-

graphic mobility, and how such practices may lead to the development of place affiliation.
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The place in a globalizing world

This article emanates from a research project designed to develop a nuanced under-
standing of transnationally mobile persons’ development of place affiliation; there-
fore, part of the conceptual framework for the project was to investigate the
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complexities of processes of globalization. Hence, the article is based upon a view of
globalization which regards it as a multi-directional process, leading to global con-
fluences as well as serving to preserve or even produce local particularities. This
conceptualization of globalization is also the reason why we refer to our research
participants as ‘transnationally mobile persons’ rather than ‘immigrants’, because
the latter term seems to indicate a unidirectional move, placing the burden of adap-
tation entirely on one party. In the context of consumption research, this approach
also means that we position ourselves within a postassimilationist consumer accul-
turation tradition (Askegaard et al., 2005), as will be discussed further below.

Furthermore, the study is premised upon a conception of ‘place’ which regards
places as socially produced (Bærenholdt and Granås, 2008) – as locations in which
the social may be enacted in variable ways. Massey (2005) argues that ‘what is
special about place is precisely that throwntogetherness, the unavoidable challenge
of negotiating a here-and-now’ (p. 140). As argued by Jafari and Goulding (2013),
at the micro-level, the processes of change involved in globalization are more vis-
ible in citizens’ everyday life experiences, including their consumption practices and
lifestyles. From these stepping stones, the ambition in this article is to illuminate
how consumption, in Goodman et al.’s (2010) words ‘is one of the key relational-
ities actively constructing and changing spaces and places which in turn recursively
affect consumption practices’ (p. 13). We argue that studying how place, space and
material goods are perceived, consumed or potentially rejected leads to insights
into how places are co-constituted and made sense of through such consumption
practices. As argued by Cresswell (1996), ‘spatial structures and the system of
places provide historically contingent but durable ‘‘schemes of perception’’ that
have an ideological dimension’ (p. 16). To understand how this works, we have to
study the emplaced practices, because, as Cresswell puts it ‘people read places by
acting in them’ (Cresswell, 1996: 16).

The specific place in question was the region of North Denmark, which has
disparagingly been labelled part of ‘peripheral Denmark’ and ‘the rotten banana’
in Danish media and political debates (Christensen and Pristed Nielsen, 2013;
Svendsen, 2013). However, places that are constructed as peripheral need not
necessarily be ‘passive recipients’ of global processes, as Nagar et al. (2002)
write. Freeman further argues that ‘global processes are simultaneously shaped,
limited and redefined by these very sites and actors, even if in small ways’
(Freeman, 2001: 1014), thereby, underlining that places, conceived as peripheral
or not, continuously reshape themselves, and are reshaped, due to changes in the
global economy and this layers on to existing social and economic relations and
cultural meanings that have particular contours and effects.

Inspired by the above considerations, we approach the issue of people’s physical
or geographic location in the world as an open signifier, attempting to open up for
new interpretation of its significance in relation to people’s consumption practices.
Despite our constructivist notion of place, however, we do not reject their onto-
logical nature, but would rather point out with Bærenholdt and Granås (2008) that
‘places are not constructed out of nowhere but involve materialities, politics and
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imaginations, comprising people’s engagement with their physical-material envir-
onment’ (p. 3). This means that although we, like Massey, understand place as
fundamentally open, ‘unfinished business’ (Massey, 2005: 131), and as constella-
tions of processes rather than things, we hold that places are also characterized by
their physical–material environment, although how people engage with this envir-
onment cannot be predetermined.

Practising and consuming the place

The above considerations pave the way for a practice theoretical approach to
studying developments of place affiliation through consumption of places, spaces
and their inherent materialities. Reckwitz (2002) explains that ‘A practice is [. . .] a
routinized way in which bodies are moved, objects are handled, subjects are trea-
ted, things are described and the world is understood’ (p. 250). In Reckwitz’s (2002)
approach, the implications are that ‘Practice theory ‘‘decentres’’ mind, texts and
conversation. Simultaneously, it shifts bodily movements, things, practical know-
ledge and routine to the centre of its vocabulary’ (p. 259), and – perhaps more
radically – ‘subject-subject relations cannot claim any priority over subject-object
relations, as far as the production and reproductions of social order(liness) is con-
cerned’ (Reckwitz, 2002: 253).

This means that Reckwitz’s approach to practice theory may be regarded as a
fundamental foregrounding of objects and the material–physical world, whereas
the individual or the subject is relegated more to the background. As Postill (2010)
explains, there is a very precise place for the individual (as distinguished from the
agent) in Reckwitz’s account of practice theory: every agent carries out a multitude
of different social practices, so the individual is the unique crossing point of prac-
tices (Postill, 2010: 11). Hence, the single individual acts as the carrier of a practice –
in fact of many different practices which need not be connected with one
another (Reckwitz, 2002: 250). This means that ‘the ‘‘individual’’ consists in the
unique crossing of different mental and bodily routines ‘‘in’’ one mind/body
and in the interpretative treatment of this constellation of ‘‘crossing’’’ (Reckwitz,
2002: 257).

Schatzki is another key figure among second-generation practice theorists.1 His
conceptualization of practices differs somewhat from Reckwitz’s: ‘a practice is a
‘‘bundle’’ of activities, that is to say, an organized nexus of actions. Any practice,
consequently, embraces two overall dimensions: activity and organization’
(Schatzki, 2002: 71). Schatzki’s emphasis on how actions or activities must neces-
sarily be organized to constitute practices may be seen as a vindication of human
agency in comparison with the role of the individual in Reckwitz’s account.
Schatzki further explains, ‘In my account, practices are open, temporarily unfold-
ing nexuses of actions [. . .] the point of the qualifiers ‘‘open, temporarily unfolding’’
is that fresh actions are continually perpetuating and extending practices tempor-
ally’ (Schatzki, 2002: 72). In other words, innovative practices are a distinct
possibility within Schatzki’s framework.
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Schatzki argues that sociality is centred on material and nonhuman objects, but
this does not mean that sociality is tied to or mediated by such material and
nonhuman objects: ‘That objects play this role [of sometimes being the centre of
sociality] is due to the practices concerned, not something that objects force on
humans’ (Schatzki, 2002: 113). He continuously defends this ‘residual humanism’,
speaking about ‘a special constitutional, causal, and prefigurational significance of
human activity in both human life in general and social existence in particular’
(Schatzki, 2002: 116), calling his text a ‘vindication of the unique richness charac-
teristic of human agency’ (Schatzki, 2002: 116).

In tandem with his vindication of human agency, Schatzki also foregrounds the
role of social order: ‘Practices, as I have described them, are social phenomena [. . .]
participating in them entails immersion in an extensive tissue of coexistence that
embraces varying sets of people’ (Schatzki, 2002: 87). Schatzki also names such
‘extensive tissues of co-existence’ ‘sites’, which to him are where things exist and
events happen, but sites are also co-constituted with events (Schatzki, 2002: 64–65).
In our reading, this means that Massey’s understanding of place as a fundamentally
open, ‘unfinished business’ (Massey, 2005: 131), and our own insistence that places
are also characterized by their physical–material environment, are compatible with
Schatzki’s approach to practice theory.

In sum, we agree with Reckwitz (2002) regarding the usefulness of centring
subject–object relations, but we hold that practices must also be understood
within their localized context or ‘contexture of social order’ (Schatzki, 2002) –
that is, within their ‘site’ or ‘place’. Different place practices and ways of engaging
with or consuming (in) a place are a major interest in our research, and in particu-
lar, we are interested in uncovering new and emergent forms of place practices, as
well as investigating which forms of consumption practices may be enduring in the
face of mobility across national borders.

Goodman et al. refer to Mansvelt for the point that consumption may be
regarded as situated social practice and as part of the practice of geography
(Mansvelt, 2005 in Goodman et al., 2010: 30). In our effort to understand how
newcomers to a particular place attempt to make sense of their new surroundings
and potentially develop a sense of affiliation with their new setting, it became clear
how this partly developed through their mundane consumption patterns. However,
different from consumer acculturation literature, which Luedicke (2011) describes
as concerned with ‘the ways in which migrants adapt to foreign cultures via con-
sumption’ (p. 223), we do not regard these processes as something which ‘happens
to’ (Berry, 1997: 5, quoted in Luedicke, 2011: 223) migrants or newcomers, but
rather as practices in which the individual newcomer exerts his or her agency in
picking up and making sense of newly encountered practices, rejecting, adapting
and subverting practices available in the new site or place. This is what Halkier
et al. (2011) refer to as ‘the subtle dance between practices as individual perform-
ances and practices as embedded in a cultural structure’ (p. 9). Hence, one of our
main concerns is to expose the level of innovative practice adaptation and how
introducing ‘place’ as a category of relevance in studying practices and modes of

784 Journal of Consumer Culture 16(3)



practice adaptation may be a fruitful avenue for obtaining new insights into how
consumers are influenced by the presence of material objects and cultural structures
in their individual performance in/of the geographic place. As Shove and Pantzar
(2007) argue, ‘the metaphor of wholesale transplantation’ of practices is mislead-
ing, because ‘the characteristics of the existing soil are important, as is the
deliberate work of cultivation’ (p. 163).

The suitability of photography for studying place and
consumption practices

Despite North Denmark’s national reputation as part of ‘peripheral Denmark’,
some people actually do arrive from abroad to settle in the region. Being curious
about these people’s perceptions and practices of the place, we handed out cameras
to 26 new residents (13 men and 13 women of foreign origin having settled in North
Denmark within the last 2½ years at the time of taking the photographs), asking
them to document through photos what made them feel at home or not within the
region. We argue that one way of unfolding a practice theoretical approach is to
study people’s photographic renderings of their surroundings. Hence, we employ
photography as ‘an alternative route to knowledge’ as suggested by Pink (2012: 35).
Our ensuing analysis addresses how the place is understood and appropriated as
‘home’ through a series of emplaced consumption practices documented through
photography.

The use of visual methodologies in consumption research is not new (see, for
example, Cheetham and McEachern, 2013; Kjeldgaard and Askegaard, 2006;
Scarles, 2010), and in recent years, the literature has expanded, representing dif-
ferent approaches (e.g. Brown et al., 2010, who use video). In terms of photog-
raphy, the researcher may use pre-existing material or take his or her own photos,
like Scarles (2010) does in positioning herself as a ‘tourist-who-has-travelled-to-
Peru’ (p. 921). Another common practice is for the researcher to enter into cooper-
ation with individuals and/or groups, as we have done (and which Scarles (2010)
also does), and work with them and/or allow them to gather data alone, while
utilizing them as the subject(s) of the study (Garrod, 2008; Scarles, 2010). This is
called volunteer-employed photography (VEP), which is ‘a data collection technique
that puts cameras into the hands of research subjects, asking them to take a
number of photographs of a particular subject relating to a specific theme that
has been chosen by the researcher’ (Garrod, 2010: 16).

Inspired by Garrod’s (2008) experiences with combining the collection of photos
with the use of photo logs, we not only gave our participants a camera but also
asked them to fill out a photo log, commenting on their feelings and associations
with respect to each picture. These comments functioned similarly to Barthes’ idea
of anchorage; ‘anchorage relates to text accompanying images that allow readers to
‘‘choose the correct level of perception’’ as it ‘‘permits me to focus not simply my
gaze but also my understanding’’’ (Barthes, 1977: 39, quoted in Scarles, 2010: 915).
Unlike, for example, Scarles (2010) or Cheetham and McEachern (2013), we have
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thus not interviewed our participants, although a number of authors suggest that
conducting interviews on the basis of photographs is a rewarding method (this is
called photo-elicitation, see, for example, Harper, 2002; Scarles, 2010). In fact, we
have never even met our participants, as they were recruited via a Facebook ad and
we interacted with them through email and regular mail, sending them their
instructions as well as the digital camera, which they received as a gift in exchange
for the promise to upload their photos to us.

We have also been inspired by Noland’s (2006) research on identity and self-
esteem; she handed out cameras to school girls asking them to take photos express-
ing ‘who they were’ and ‘who they were not’. Similarly, we asked participants to
take two different kinds of pictures of elements in their everyday life: elements
which made them feel at home in the region, or made them feel like a newcomer.
We further specified that

the pictures can be of anything (e.g. objects, places, buildings or persons) just as long

as they say: ‘This makes me feel at home’ or ‘This makes me feel like a newcomer’, and

as long as they somehow relate to your sense of living in the region.

We asked each participant to take at least 12 pictures. However, we received 481
photos in total, as several participants delivered more than 12, and all completed
the task.

In the task, ‘feeling at home’ is used as a metaphor to capture place affiliation.
Yet, we are well aware that it can be difficult to put into words what it means to
‘feel at home’ – or to document it in a photo – since it is an emotion that involves
many different aspects, which all contribute to one’s identity and understanding of
oneself. As Cristoforetti et al. (2011) write, ‘the space of home – experienced in
terms of places and relationships, objects and emotions – includes and completes a
person’s self-image and sense of identity’ (p. 226). ‘Feeling at home’ can be under-
stood as a part of a person’s daily practice where, for example, physical objects,
social habits, technologies, small daily rituals, relations with other people all are
elements which from time to time are included in a daily practice – and, indeed,
such things can be captured in photos (see also Haldrup and Larsen, 2010). The
ability of visual methods to capture the unspoken is exactly what makes photog-
raphy relevant to consider when daily practice is the object of research. Arguably,
visual methods – like practice theory – ‘‘‘decentres’’ mind, texts and conversation’
(Reckwitz, 2002: 259).

Visual methods such as video or photography entail an implicit focus on objects
or the observable level of physical materiality. Hui (2012) has put the object at the
centre of attention by building on Appadurai’s (1986) following ‘things-in-motion’
strategy which provides opportunity for gaining insight into how objects are used
and disused, mobile and immobile. She herself follows an object in motion and
examines how this movement, with its shifting localities, creates different moments
of consumption (Hui, 2012). In our use of VEP, we arguably get a more static
insight into the objects’ trajectories and fail to follow the movement. But in our
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work, we seek to understand the relation between body, mind and the surrounding
world (including other subjects, objects and activities) and thus uncover what
guides an actor’s consumption practices from the actor’s perspective, and how
this is implicated in the actor’s development of place affiliation. In Schatzki’s
(2002) words, we are interested in the actor’s ‘immersion in an extensive tissue of
coexistence’ (p. 87). Therefore, by choosing an actor-driven method, we access the
actor’s reflections and reactions to the surrounding world and practices exercised
herein.

Combining our knowledge of the socio-demographic characteristics of the par-
ticipants with their photos and adjacent comments, the latter giving us the partici-
pants’ immediate reflections related to the photo, we thus take into account that we
all have different features and see the world through different eyes. Focusing on
transnationally mobile persons in our study, thereby choosing participants who are
not rooted in one particular locality, we aim to procure images of daily practice
which stand out to the participants when they consider their sense of belonging in
the new local setting. The fact that each of the participants had been residing in
North Denmark for less than 2½ years at the time of taking the photographs
presumably means that the region still feels like a ‘new place’ which they have
not yet become familiar with, and for this reason everyday life still offers ‘disrup-
tions’. In this way, they can assist us in moving ‘below the threshold at which
visibility begins’ for ‘the ordinary practitioners of the city’ (De Certeau, 1984: 93).

As argued by Borgerson (2005), ‘work in consumer culture has become increas-
ingly focused on the contribution of objects to identity construction’ (p. 439).
However, rather than focusing on materialism, Borgerson (with reference to
Miller, 1987) advocates a focus on ‘materiality’, that is, the relation and co-creation
of subjects and objects. Such an approach leads to the assumption that objects have
‘not precisely agency, but what could be described as a non-intentional capacity to
facilitate alteration’ (Borgerson, 2005: 440). This position is similar to Schatzki’s
(2002) point that objects may mediate practices, but cannot force practices on
humans (p. 113; but see Cheetham and McEachern (2013) for a different view
relating to pets). In our analysis below, we regard the objects documented in the
photos as potentially capable of facilitating place affiliation or sensations of
unbelonging, hence having a ‘non-intentional capacity’ to facilitate change.

Appropriating or making sense of a new locality may happen through the mater-
ial consumption of objects, but is not dependent upon it. As Mansvelt (2007)
argues, ‘practice is embedded in social and spatial contexts which extend beyond
the act of purchase’ (pp. 1–2). In other words, there is more to a place than its
materialities. This entails that when the object of study is the development of place
affiliation, it is paramount to develop a research methodology which both captures
acts of purchase and material objects as well as immaterial forms of appropriation
of space and place. We suggest that our particular combination of participant-
driven photography with adjacent comments and knowledge of the socio-demo-
graphic profile of the participants is an especially apt method for studying the
situated or emplaced combinations of bodies–minds–objects.
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In the review of our incoming material, it became obvious how the actors are
reflexive and therefore able to uphold, adopt and/or reject different consumption or
lifestyle practices when changing locality – a point we will unfold below, as we take
up the empirical task ‘to move beyond simple identification of lifestyle groups to
unravel the processes by which lifestyles are formed and sustained at the individual
level and the processes by which people adopt lifestyles or have lifestyles thrust
upon them’ (Veal, 1993: 248).

Reflexive consumption practices and their relation
to place affiliation

By engaging with transnationally mobile research participants it became clear how
consumption practices can be brought along from other geographic contexts, how
new consumption practices may be adopted upon arrival, and how some newly
encountered local practices may be rejected. It also became clear how the partici-
pants were reflexive about, not just their own, but also other people’s practices.

Although most of our 26 participants share the characteristic of being highly
educated, they represent 21 different countries, and we presume in advance that
this, and other differences, will be reflected in our material. From a ‘social world’
perspective, Unruh (1979) has put forward the terms insiders, regulars, tourists and
strangers2 as analytic distinctions between different levels of involvement in social
worlds – and practices performed in these worlds. In extension, our participants
can be categorized as either insiders who are the ‘owners’ and know the intimate
details of the world, regulars who are familiar with the etiquette of the world and
feel at home here but tend to make some adjustments, tourists who are occasional
visitors with no long-term involvement, or strangers with no involvement at all
(Gronow, 2004; Unruh, 1979). Thus, the social world and the individual agent’s
place within the existing contexture of the social order are relevant to co-consider
when trying to understand the nature of practices performed.

Hence, practices are carried out by different people with different intentions,
which in itself bears witness to a reflexive actor who performs practices with dif-
ferent levels of involvement. Given their status as foreign nationals, it is likely that
our participants often will be perceived as strangers or tourists, but depending on
the performed practice, there will also be situations where they can be categorized
as insiders or regulars. Asking our participants to explicitly state which of their
photos they themselves associate with sensations of being either a newcomer or
feeling at home is a way of avoiding any easy assumptions of equating foreign
nationals with strangers or tourists.

Upholding practices

When moving to a new place it seems only natural that actors, whenever possible,
uphold consumption practices – this is also the case for our participants. When
taking pictures of what made them feel at home, all of our participants took a
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varying number of pictures illustrating familiar lifestyle practices. An example is
pictures showing different types of sports such as basketball, cricket, fitness, dance
and skateboarding. One participant explains it very simply: ‘I’m feeling home,
because I have the same sport possibilities like at home’ (see Figure 1). In another
example, a male participant from Scotland has taken a picture of his studio, com-
menting that a space for creativity gives him a feeling of belonging (see Figure 2).
In these examples, it seems that the participants actively try to reproduce certain
lifestyle practices to feel comfortable in and identify themselves with the new loca-
tion – or seek the social worlds in which they can be categorized as insiders or
regulars. In the case of Figure 2, it seems the participant has actively produced a
new place for himself in which to perpetuate a former practice, whereas in Figure 1,
the participant apparently steps into an already established place, taking up use of
already present equipment, leading to a specific ‘materiality’ in Borgerson’s (2005)
definition. Schatzki (2002) points out how ‘fresh actions are continually perpetuat-
ing and extending practices temporarily’ (p. 72). As our material demonstrates,
however, practices are also being extended spatially, by their ‘carriers’ (see
also Shove and Pantzar, 2007), whether these carriers are stepping into materially
predefined places or they actively contribute to defining the material contours of
these places.

How the place in which one perpetuates a practice is of importance for the
‘practice-as-entity’ (Shove and Pantzar, 2007; Shove et al., 2012) can also be inter-
preted from a couple of photos taken by a male from the United States, who
commented in relation to a photo of a beer can on a skating range: ‘I am a

Figure 1. Female, Switzerland: ‘I’m feeling home, because I have the same sport possibilities

like at home’.

Pristed Nielsen and Torp Møller 789



‘‘beer geek’’. Beer is my drink of choice. Having such an open beer culture defin-
itely makes me feel more comfortable. Combine that with a facility for skateboard-
ing, and I feel immediately at home!’ He also took another picture of a beer bottle
(see Figure 3), this time in public space and with the comment ‘Again, I love the
fact that Denmark is such an open beer culture. I can have a beer by the fjord after
a long day without being looked down on for it’. While Shove and Pantzar, in their
example, discuss how the playing of floorball differs between a community hall in
Waterhouses and ‘a proper sports hall’ at Lancaster University (Shove and
Pantzar, 2007), we see the comments in relation to Figure 3 as being about
much more than simply the materialities of buildings and combining beer con-
sumption and skateboarding, but as also being about the ‘mentalities’ of – or
attitudes related to – material consumption. Sahakian and Wilhite (2014) point
out how ‘tacitly accepted social rules and values contribute to the stability of
practices’ (p. 30), which they in their research see as an explanatory factor in
understanding why it is so hard to move towards more sustainable forms of con-
sumption. As our example points out, however, when consumers move into a place
in which new social rules apply (e.g. ‘such an open beer culture’), in some cases this
may facilitate the uptake of a practice formerly abstained from due to pressures of
social conformity.

In extension of such points about ‘distributed agency’ (Sahakian and Wilhite,
2014) across subjects, objects and social rules or values, some of the participants
highlighted their need to be able to consume the same food products as they used
to, in order to feel at home. Food objects can be seen to have ‘a non-intentional
capacity to facilitate alteration’ (Borgerson, 2005: 440), as Borgerson says about

Figure 2. Male, Scotland: ‘The Studio makes me feel at home. I generally feel at home when

I have a space to be creative’.

790 Journal of Consumer Culture 16(3)



objects in general. In our data, food objects clearly sometimes have the ability to
facilitate a sensation of ‘feeling at home’. To address this need to feel at home,
some bring food from their home country and others are buying the food from
small international merchants: ‘Danmarksgade in Aalborg has the highest concen-
tration of international stores. These stores are fundamental to find some ingredi-
ents for the food that helps us feel at home’, (male, Nicaragua). These stores have
not always been a part of the streetscape in Aalborg, but emerged as a result of
change in the demand for special food products caused by an increased mobility in
the population. As the example demonstrates, globalization takes expression
through dis-placed and re-emplaced consumption practices, leading to changes at
the material level of the Aalborg streetscape.

Another material expression of globalization visible in the local streetscape, and
mentioned by a number of the participants, is McDonald’s. In extension of a

Figure 3. Male, the United States: ‘Home: Again, I love the fact that Denmark is such an

open beer culture. I can have a beer by the fjord after a long day without being looked down

on for it’.
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picture showing the front of a McDonald’s, a male from Bangladesh recounts that
there are no McDonald’s throughout Bangladesh, and he perceives the encounter
as a good experience for a foreigner. This comment tells us that even though not
necessarily consumed, McDonald’s is commonly known and the possibility of per-
forming the practice of buying and eating the uniform fast food from McDonald’s
generates a positive experience, because the participant can relate to the well-
known phenomenon. In their critical engagement with consumer acculturation
theory, Askegaard et al. (2005) point out how ‘[T]ransnational consumer culture
emerges as an acculturative agent not identified in previous research on consumer
ethnicity’ (p. 160), suggesting also that their research context – Greenlanders set-
tling in Denmark – highlight how the move to Denmark may facilitate access to
certain types of transnational consumer culture, as is apparently also the case for
our research participant from Bangladesh.

This omnipresence of McDonald’s is also perceived positively – though dis-
tinctly not as a novelty and therefore not a potential acculturative agent – by a
female from the United States:

Giving my son a Happy Meal as a special occasion makes me feel very much at home.

This is something I enjoyed as a kid, and it makes me so happy to be able to give him

the same experience.

Large corporate chains, such as, McDonald’s, IKEA, H&M and 7-eleven,
which are all photographed by our participants, emphasize economic aspects
of globalization pre-empting any need to change practices due to a change in
locality.

Hence, the possibility of upholding consumption patterns in a new location is
partly enabled by globalization – when travelling we are faced with not only well-
known stores, but also products, activities, celebration of special occasions, and so
on, which all have crossed borders with the flow of people, capital and information.
Most likely, our participants have also brought new things along. Furthermore, it
seems the participants seek places, people, activities and so on which allow for
continuing the same lifestyle practices and consumption patterns they are familiar
with, enabling them to be considered as insiders or regulars – at least at certain
moments in time and space.

Adopting new (local) practices

When coming to a new country, the language is often experienced as a hindrance
for settling down – this is also expressed by most of our participants. One partici-
pant writes, ‘Here a picture of my classmates at the sprogcenter [language center].
Learning Danish is a key to integration and career advancement’ (male,
Nicaragua). It can be said that the practice ‘to speak Danish’ is necessary to
adopt in order to cope with both integration and a future career in the particular
setting – in this case rendering the notion of consumption choice obsolete.
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Another area which several of the participants reflect on as distinctly new and
local is the Danish rules on maternity and parental leave. The participants are
experiencing these as positive as they – for fathers in particular – provide better
options than where the participants come from. For example, a picture of a child
on a beach is related to the following comment: ‘Being a newcomer, I am so
surprised reading the rules and regulations regarding children like paternity leave
for husbands, special allowances by the Kommune [municipality] etc. Of all these,
the importance Danes give to their family really astonished me’ (male, India).
These are examples of situations where a practice – the practice of being parents
and especially fathers – is performed within a social order with other (here per-
ceived as better) norms and values than the participants are accustomed to.

While these practices to some extent are conveyed as immaterial, and having
more to do with attitudes than materialities, we also see indication of how our
research participants trace the materialities of normative parenthood in their new
location. For example, we received a number of photos of playgrounds, prams and
bicycles designed as child carriers referring to the material infrastructure of par-
enthood in North Denmark. Again, Sahakian and Wilhite’s (2014) notion of’ dis-
tributed agency’ seems relevant in approaching an understanding of how
‘dispositions’ or moral judgment and materialities may mutually shape each other.

A central area, which emerged from the photographs as impacting on partici-
pants’ dispositions to feel comfortable in the new location, is food culture.
However, they seek not just to consume the same food products to which they
are accustomed, but also to adopt new eating habits. One has taken a picture
showing a toasted hotdog, commenting, ‘Every time I have a ‘‘ristet hotdog’’
[toasted hotdog] I’m reminded of the fact I’m in a different land’ (see Figure 4).
This person clearly has adopted the practice of buying and eating hotdogs even
though this is an unfamiliar product, and has in that sense become ‘acculturated’
(Chytkova, 2011; Luedicke, 2011).

Another one has taken a picture of a person sitting by a table with different
foods and writes, ‘The hardest for a newcomer in Denmark is to get used to the
traditional workplace lunches. However, this is unique to Denmark and makes me
feel as a newcomer, since it is a highly valued space and time for social interaction’
(male, Nicaragua). This comment expresses how new practices can be difficult to
get used to, but at the same time can be integrating for outsiders – tourists or
strangers. This appears to be the case here, since eating traditional Danish lunch,
perceived as unknown and partly undesirable, seems to equal social interaction
with colleagues and hence workplace integration. Thus, the adoption of certain
practices can be perceived as a normative adaptation of the prevailing social order.
This seems also to be expressed in the following comment linked to a picture
of bikes:

Bike culture is a well-developed practice in Denmark. Everywhere in Denmark, people

at my age are unwilling to ride bus; they rather ride bikes even if it takes 1 hr to come

to the university. Feels like I should adopt this too. (male, Bangladesh)
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Although the normative element emerges as a significant factor, the comment at the
same time reveals an actor who reflects upon the practice of riding a bike – and has
not yet adopted it.

Even though the normative element seems to be a dominating factor which
guides the adoption of practices, there are also cases where individual feelings
and preferences appear as the decisive factor: ‘The acceptance of bicycle culture
is something I have wanted all my life. Living now in a culture that embraces it so
heavily is wonderful’ (male, the United States). Here the emotional preference for
choosing a practice seems clear – the acceptance of a bicycle culture allows the
person to practice his interest fully. And as he further comments, the locality is also
characterized by a physical infrastructure supporting the practice of bike riding.
Another participant is attracted to the Danish functional design and to a shop
window showing interiors she writes,

The Danish design shops make me feel at home because I am a designer and I relate

more to the Scandinavian style than the French style, so I feel more home here as a

designer because there is functional design everywhere. (female, France)

Here the subject–object relation is central and it seems as if the actor’s individual
preferences towards the object ‘functional design’ guide practices of designing and
consuming functional design. These two examples of bicycle lanes and design shops
still point to the importance of moral judgement in impacting on practice uptake –
here, however, enabling rather than hindering practice adoption: our participants

Figure 4. Male, Scotland: ‘Every time I have a ‘‘ristet hotdog’’ [toasted hotdog] I’m reminded

of the fact I’m in a different land’.
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have left a previous setting which did not materially and culturally support their
preferred practices, so that they may now pursue practices they claim to have
always preferred.

Rejecting (local) practices

Apart from upholding former practices in their new surroundings or adopting new
ones, our participants have also captured a number of newly encountered practices
in their photos which they distinctly distance themselves from. Some of these
photos relate to food and alcohol consumption, for example, an image of bags
of empty beer cans and the comment, ‘This makes me feel like a newcomer: because
Danish people drink so much alcohol, in my country nobody can drink alcohol’
(see Figure 5), or images of rye bread and liver paté with the comment ‘VERY
unfamiliar’ (male, the United States) or ‘I don’t like it so much and I know it’s a
strong part of the Danish culture’ (female, France), perhaps even indicating a
sensation that one ought to learn to like it and adopt this pattern of consumption
to fit into the (local) social order.

Other lifestyle elements encountered by our participants, but labelled as quaint
or unfamiliar, are, for example, the liberal attitude towards sexuality. A couple of
the participants have commented on mannequins exuding sexuality, and one writes,
‘It makes me feel like a newcomer that dummies suggest a sexual content to the
public. That could never happen in my home country’ (male, Hungary). Another
one is surprised to see a woman obviously pregnant at her wedding, commenting,

Figure 5. Female, Iran: ‘This makes me feel like a newcomer: because Danish people drink

so much alcohol, in my country nobody can drink alcohol’.
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‘This makes me feel like a newcomer because in my culture the bride couldn’t be
pregnant before mariage’ (female, Iran). Such lifestyles are clearly demarcated as
being outside the bounds of our participants’ own social practices.

Furthermore, the participants mention different types of sports like handball –
‘It has taken me some time to understand the appeal of it’ (male, the United States)
– or rowing and kayaking, or the fact that Danes tend to sing on special occasions:
‘I will never get used to this singing thing everywhere’ (female, Switzerland).
Although one may, for the sake of keeping up with social expectations, try to
hum along, such comments indicate the possibility for subversive practice adapta-
tion – singing along for the sake of the local social order rather than for identifi-
cation with the practice or the place (the song lyrics being clearly recognizable from
the point of view of the locally embedded researchers as being those for ‘Blæsten
går frisk over Limfjordens vande’,3 which is a kind of ‘national anthem’ for the
region of North Denmark). Apart from the wind, the fjord and its possibilities for
water sports, the weather in North Denmark figures heavily in the photographs,
including several indicating practices our participants find distinctly odd. Like
going to the beach even when it is so cold that you have to wear a jacket, or
walking your dog in the rain (both: male, Romania). Just the sheer fact of
having a dog, to some, seems like a strange practice, which this particular comment
emphasizes several times:

The dog is a great friend of humans, but in Denmark, they are more than friends. It is

a truly new experience for me. Almost everyone loves to have a dog at their side.

Really new experience as a foreigner. (male, Bangladesh)

Here is an instance, we would argue, in which the nature of our data set allows for
new insights for us, as ‘ordinary practitioners’ of North Denmark as a place. The
co-constellation of subjects (two men in the photo + the position from which
the photograph is taken), objects (clearly in public space with a dog) and mind
(the alienated photographer) provides us with insight into how the place is per-
ceived – insights we would hardly have been able to obtain through an interview.
The visual impression of materialities and the attendant reflections on attitudes
combine to give new insights into how places are perceived through observations of
social order and local practices.

However, apart from the materially present animals – (female, Switzerland):
‘My cat is helping me to feel at home, I brought her with me’ – we also received
photos of those that are absent, as well as the attendant practices: ‘Lack of screens
on the windows makes me feel like a newcomer. Where are all the bugs in this
country?’ (female, the United States). One participant also pointed to the very
familiar presence of ducks in Denmark, but the apparently absent practice of
shooting them for consumption, (male, Iran): ‘It is weird for me, as if it was in
my country people would hunt them immediately!’ There is a methodological elem-
ent which intrigues us about these examples, and that is how – despite the implicit
focus on visibility with photographic methods – our participants have also been
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able to capture absences in their photos. Both the absent objects: no bugs (in the
eyes of an American) and absent practices: no putting screens in the windows and
no hunting of ducks in city ponds.

Conclusion: Emplaced consumption practices

By using the method VEP combined with comments, we have been able to create a
methodological link between body (the participant), mind (the comments or reflec-
tions) and practices performed in and with the surrounding world (the physical–
material elements in the pictures), in this way gaining insight into how places are
co-constituted and made sense of through consumption practices. Not only did we
see reflexive actors who are able to relate to own and other people’s practices, but
we also saw the absence of expected practices and objects. In this way, we have
taken a step closer to understanding how actors are able to sustain, adopt and/or
reject consumption practices as part of a process of developing place affiliation.
One issue which emerges quite clearly in these examples is how ‘moral judgment’
(Sahakian and Wilhite, 2014) or ‘social order’ (Schatzki, 2002) impacts on practice
uptake or rejection. These observations bring together interests raised in consumer
research literature with issues from human geography, such as Cresswell’s point
that ‘people read places by acting in them’ (Cresswell, 1996: 16).

It seems as if the geographically mobile actor seeks well-known social worlds, in
which he or she has status as insider or regular, to perform well-known practices
and thus feel comfortable. But at the same time, the actor is also faced with
unfamiliar social worlds where he or she has status as a tourist or, perhaps even
more peripheral, as a stranger. The actor relates to these worlds through his or her
own preferences, more or less affected by a normative social order, and thus adopts
or rejects practices related hereto – and in these processes practices may change:
‘Practices change when new elements are introduced or when existing elements are
combined in new ways’ (Shove et al., 2012: 120). This seems natural, especially
when strangers or tourists get acquainted with and maybe add new elements to
the practice.

Geographic mobility in itself, however, is neither a necessary nor a sufficient
precondition for changing consumption practices, as our material also demon-
strates. Jafari and Goulding (2013) describe how young, middle-class Iranians
have access to mediated cultural globalization and proliferation through virtual
intercultural learning processes facilitated, for example, by the Internet, meaning
that they may change consumption practices while remaining sedentary. Rather
than experiencing cultural proliferation by proxy, our research participants
engaged in situated real-life exposure to potential new practices. In both cases,
however, ‘what these individuals learn about new modes of being is put into prac-
tice as they actually change their everyday life consumption practices and lifestyle
choices’ (Jafari and Goulding, 2013: 85). However, while Jafari and Goulding’s
case study is conditioned by an important set of structural limitations (e.g. the
Morality Police and the Basij militia), our case study highlights the normative
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limitations in terms of what it considered ‘proper’, desirable or ‘appropriate’ life-
style choices.

Coming from a completely different angle of research than Sahakian’s and
Wilhite’s study of barriers to the uptake of more sustainable consumption prac-
tices, we find it intriguing to note how we also in our case study may observe the
‘distributed agency’ (Sahakian and Wilhite, 2014) attributable to social order and
the availability of various materialities. Although otherwise beyond comparison,
thinking in terms of subjective dispositions, material availability and a metaphoric
‘mentality police’ seems useful in studying changes in consumption behaviour,
whether the change is driven by ‘the elusive goal of ‘‘sustainability’’’(Sahakian
and Wilhite, 2014: 27), new technological possibilities (Jafari and Goulding,
2013) or induced by a need or desire to develop place affiliation in the face of
geographic mobility.
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Notes

1. We owe the notion of ‘second generation’ in this context to Postill (2010).
2. Unruh borrows the term ‘stranger’ from Simmel, who understands the stranger as

full-fledged members of a group simply because they are positioned outside
and confront the group simultaneously. By nature, strangers are not radically
committed to the unique ethos or peculiar tendencies of a specific social
world. Rather, strangers approach an already-established social world with

an attitude of objectivity and detached indifference. (Unruh, 1979: 116)

3. ‘The wind blows briskly across the waters of the Limfjord’.
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