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Because market segmentations are a familiar managerial artifact, it is easy to overlook the 
assumptions teams make as they construct these representations. Segmentations have become 
entrenched within companies because they are useful in navigating the complexity of the real world, 
but this generalizing tendency can also lead to stasis and misguided decision-making. As 
ethnographers we encounter additional limits in how the language, categories, and beliefs embedded 
in a segmentation affect our work. Anthropological theory on culture and representation offers a 
means by which to further assess our engagement with these artifacts. Based on emerging practices in 
two case studies, this paper argues for a politicized approach to segmentation – a critical stance to 
how and why they take on power as they are circulated within organizations. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 Market segmentations hide their assumptions through their familiarity. This paper 
argues for a politicized approach to these artifacts, defined as an attention to their power as 
they circulate within organizations. Segments structure how corporations see reality and the 
decisions they make in response. By analyzing segments as abstractions, ethnography can 
inform representative practices based on the politics of representation and consumption.  
 Ethnography and market segmentations cross paths when the former is sought out to 
inform, validate, or expand the latter. First, this paper summarizes the merits and limits of 
segmentation. The following section deals with the ethnographic response to segmentations, 
including previous EPIC contributions. I argue for reframing ethnography from a corrective 
to segmentation, to a means toward creating new representations of everyday practices. 
Segmentations have become entrenched due to their usefulness, but the generalizing 
tendency of these managerial artifacts can lead to stasis and misinformed action. 
 Anthropological theory provides directions for a critical stance on segmentation. 
Drawing on critiques from James Clifford and Lila Abu-Lughod on the totalizing effect of 
the concept of culture, as well as Pierre Bourdieu and Michel de Certeau on consumption 
and practice, politicizing refers to a deep engagement with the workings of power and 
identity in representing individuals and groups. Two case studies from the retail and food 
business are presented as a start to applying these theories. The final section explores some 
initial steps towards politicized abstractions of real world complexity. This paper seeks to 
contribute to the potential of ethnography to reshape representations of complex behaviors. 
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MERITS AND LIMITS OF SEGMENTATION 
 
Usefulness of Segmentation Models 
 
 Ideally, a segmentation model is a heuristic for efficient decision-making. Lawrence 
Gibson (2001) describes the process by which data is shaped into labels: “The creative 
analyst reviews the complex data patterns and simplifies them with rich names for the 
segments, such as ‘striver,’ ‘inner-directed,’ ‘foot soldier,’ or ‘socially conscious.’ ” Nation-
wide segmentations like VALS and PRIZM market answers on demographics and lifestyle 
variables in the form of “Survivors” and “Big City Blues.” Because these artifacts reduce the 
complexity of the market to a manageable set of target segments, they become the main way 
through which companies interact with the external world of the customer. 
 Segments can become social facts1 because they address a variety of organizational 
needs: responding to the heterogeneity of the market, allocating resources, and developing 
marketing strategy as well as new products. In marketing literature, segmentations are a 
response to the fundamental heterogeneity of the market (Wind and Bell 2007). They are 
assumed to identify needs and wants that have a meaningful relationship with product and 
purchasing preferences. Cross-cultural research also describes how these models are used to 
manage complexity (Furrer, Liu, and Sudharshan 2000, Chang and Su 2012). 2 Secondly, 
segments are used to streamline decision-making. A key segment provides a shortcut for 
micro-level decisions such as packaging architecture and the prioritization of information in 
marketing. One client described how retailers are used to simplify action in a similar fashion: 
in response to questions on positioning, “Someone will say, ‘Well, this is a Walmart product, 
and everyone else is, ‘Oh, ok.’ ” Through well-intentioned efforts to stay true to the 
customer, these representations have disproportionate impact on strategy as they influence 
internal perceptions about what people like, want, or will buy. 
 
Limits of Segmentation Models 
 
 Limitations emerge from the very usefulness of these models. First, segmentations are 
seen as an essential part of defining strategy, but workers and teams struggle in how to apply 
these descriptive documents to predictions about which products will succeed. Their size 
and formal tone also makes it difficult for decision-makers to connect with them emotionally 
and intellectually. This is part of the reason why companies turn to consultancies or internal 
innovation groups to “explore,” “build an understanding,” or “create a context” for 

                                                
1 A segment can approximate social fact in that it exerts constraints over individuals and takes on an 
existence of its own within a company, independent of its original authors (Durkheim 1982). 
2 Much of this work is based on Geert Hofstede’s concept of the dimensions of culture, articulated 
based on his analysis of a 100K+ multinational employee survey during his tenure at IBM. He defines 
culture as the “collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of one group or 
category of people from those of another (Furrer, Liu, and Sudharshan 2000:357). 
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segmentation.3 Segmentations also create disadvantages when they become static. The time 
period during which the segment was authored is treated as eternally true and accurate in 
regards to the individuals that it describes. Correctives to traditional segmentation have 
already found a foothold in the business world through consumer culture theory (CCT). 
CCT is inspired by semiotics and practice theory, in particular Pierre Bourdieu’s work on 
social and cultural capital. In contrast to what they describe as the “skeletal descriptions” of 
traditional approaches, proponents argue that products and brands have multiple meanings 
to consumers based on their social and class position (Ahuvia, Carroll and Yang 2006:35). 
Segmentations are representations by necessity, but their descriptive and static traits can put 
companies at a disadvantage when left unquestioned. 
 Segmentation models tacitly discourage challenges because they take a lot of time and 
investment to produce. This makes it all the more disturbing when the relationship between 
a segment and the users it is supposed to represent seems to break down. During a 
Microsoft project, Flynn et al. write, “Within days in the field, we knew something was 
terribly wrong – at least half of our participants did not fit into the segments as we had 
understood them” (2009:84). Later, they discovered that while the names of all the segments 
remained the same, the cluster analysis their vendor used no longer included usage variables. 
The experience of these researchers helps challenge the near-sacredness of segments and 
encourages teams to investigate their origin, in order to avoid errors in strategy that come 
from relying on the “black box” of the segmentation algorithm. The expense of a 
segmentation also means it is not constantly updated, so those that originally managed it may 
have since moved on. One client shared that most people only know a few bits and pieces, 
or “the general gist of it.” Despite the incomplete knowledge of those expected to work with 
the market segmentation, the organization as a whole maintains an interest in its legitimacy. 
 Finally, segments take on a life of their own as they are used and circulated. Lawrence 
Gibson (2001) believes that these constructs can unproductively push clients away from the 
data: “The denotative and connotative meanings of the labels will be scrutinized… the 
labels, not the data, will drive marketing insights and strategies.” The tendency to generalize 
also subsumes any variation among individuals perceived as being part of a certain segment. 
This happens in the field, where a reaction like “That’s not our customer!” is framed in the 
terms of the segment rather than the individual experience. Similarly, Arnould and Cayla 
(2013) see a fetishizing of the consumer in statements like “We saw three Marys today.” 
Segmentations create a sense of rightness, comfort, and common sense the more they are 
self-referenced. Although familiarity provides a common ground of shared beliefs, the 
danger is in effacing that the ground, or data, is shifting and complex. 
 
THE ETHNOGRAPHIC RESPONSE 
 
 As ethnographers we are asked to respond to segmentations but we are not necessarily 
able to get beyond all their limitations in our work. While previous contributions describe 
integrating segmentations into a reflexive practice and working to alter them as 
representations, it is difficult to counter their assumptions because these models have such a 

                                                
3 Language from recent RFPs and proposals. 
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dominant presence within companies. When we work with segments we negotiate and 
elaborate within their boundaries, but are less often able to question the categories or the 
efficacy and legitimacy of the model itself.  
 Previous contributors to EPIC have identified the role of segmentation as part of a 
broader focus on the role and identity of ethnographers as part of research and client teams. 
Segments are part of a reflexive approach, in that they reflect aspects of participant identity 
that interact with that of the research team. Examples include projects with researchers and 
participants of differing national, ethnic, and linguistic identity (Sunderland, Taylor, and 
Denny 2004, Thomas and Lang 2007). Segments, like culture to follow Abu-Lughod’s (1991) 
earlier argument, are conceptual tools that create the other. By being reflexive, these authors 
engage with segmentation models not only through participants’ identity, but also their own. 
 Additionally, because segments represent a large investment they have consequences for 
how research is planned, perceived, and received. “Clients can thus be quick to condemn as 
‘a waste’ any interactions with respondents who do not fit the target profile” (Sunderland, 
Taylor, and Denny 2004:375-6). Companies also have a vested interest in maintaining the 
legitimacy of these artifacts and associated beliefs about the target user. Consequently, 
ethnography is positioned as a way to deepen, richen, and clarify these beliefs.4  
 The expectation that ethnography will fix or enliven an existing segmentation makes it 
that much harder to transcend the language and therefore the thinking embedded in these 
representations. The segments we are expected to expand on can seem impregnable from 
the very beginning of the project. Chang and Lipson describe how, 
 

Regardless of the client’s own ability to recognize segments as 
approximations, caricatures, even, it is their broader audience within the 
organization, especially those far from the actual research engagement, 
who forget that they are idealized descriptions rather than real people, 
(2008:196). 

 
Drawing on Marx and Durkheim, others compare the concept of the target user to that of a 
fetish, “the quasi-religious devotion that representations of consumers provoke within 
firms” (Arnould and Cayla 2013:389). The successful segment or persona, brought to life by 
ethnography, creates buy-in but takes on a life and power of its own. 
 The intersection of these two practices creates tension in our professional identity. 
Segmentation is a key part of the market research toolkit. The context ethnographers are 
asked to provide through their research can create a clash between corporate and 
anthropological knowledge systems. This unease has been lived and felt by many, and is 
evident in statements like, “We might not claim an ‘authentic knowledge’ of ‘the field’; but 
our colleagues demand it from us,” (Thomas and Lang 2007:79). As ethnographers co-
inhabit multiple identities, segments demand adherence to doxa that cause discomfort when 
more closely examined in light of social science critiques. 

                                                
4 “For us, ethnographic methods help to focus the quantitative data in many ways: understanding 
which of the statistics is the most relevant to differentiate segments, adding richness to help 
understand who these people really are and making the data digestible for engineers” (Flynn and 
Lovejoy 2008:243). 
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TOWARDS POLITICIZING REPRESENTATIONS 
 
 Our company, Conifer Research, is regularly asked to explore a client’s highest value 
segment through ethnography. These are based primarily on large-scale quantitative 
questionnaires and occasionally focus groups and ethnography. The segments may be 
intended for marketing as well as product development, but often the former is favored over 
the latter when reviewing the documents in detail. While ethnography is used to inform 
future quantitative-based segmentations, the case studies below are investigations into pre-
existing market segments. These projects highlight emerging motivations for a more 
politicized approach to representing users. In other words, the insights that proved 
particularly productive in these projects – as evidenced though buy-in from the client, 
concept ideation, and BASES testing – are linked to an attention to power, performance, and 
identity in everyday practice that contests the unitary meaning of attitudes and behaviors 
found in segment descriptions. 
 Anthropological theory and methods have more to offer in questioning the boundary 
between the external world of people using and buying products, and the internal world of 
corporate abstractions of these processes. Two directions emerge from the literature – 
challenging the reifying tendency of representations of everyday life and recognizing that 
consumption is an active, creative process. Although these are long-standing approaches 
within academic anthropology, they remain tacit and submerged in commercial settings. This 
paper aims to catalyze a conversation toward critical stance on segmentation. 
 
Theories of Culture and Representation  
 
 The first direction draws on critiques of how ethnography not only represents, but also 
is itself implicated in creating cultures through written description. This approach is based 
on the work of anthropologists like Lila Abu-Lughod, James Clifford and members of the 
Writing Culture group. The reifying, limiting, and isolating effects of the concept of culture 
have direct application to segmentation. Uncritically viewed, cultures and segments are taken 
to be heterogeneous in attitudes and behaviors, assign differences in areas such as economic 
decisions and gender norms to cultural values, view the culture or segment as individual 
“personality writ large”5 and rely on an objective, professional, and nearly anonymous expert 
presence in creating the representing text – the ethnographic monologue, final presentation, 
and segmentation algorithm. 
 In Writing Culture, rhetoric isn’t just a matter of effective communication but a political 
act through which the ethnographer chooses one particular definition of a culture, 
eliminating other possibilities and perspectives. In response, Abu-Lughod argues that the 
neglect of feminist and “halfie” or indigenous anthropologists is a lost opportunity to 
address how “cultural difference is a problematic construction” (1991:163). Members of the 
discipline retain an identity as anthropologists by studying the other through the concept of 

                                                
5 To draw on Margaret Mead’s description of Ruth Benedict’s approach to the concept of culture. 
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culture (154). She suggests a number of tactics to counter the reifying power of cultural 
representations. First, the concept of practice:6 
 

[Practice theory’s] theoretical approach is built around problems of 
contradiction, misunderstanding, and misrecognition, and favors 
strategies, interests, and improvisations over the more static and 
homogenizing cultural tropes of rules, models, and texts, (1991:159). 

 
Abu-Lughod also suggests that anthropologists should avoid the false neutrality of 
generalizing through ethnographies of the particular (160). Introducing the language of 
everyday life into a professional text creates risk by potentially calling one’s own expert 
identity into question, but ideally creates a document, or a model, that is more dynamic in its 
representation of group attitudes, values, and behaviors. 
 
Convenience shopping for a multinational energy company – As the company was 
planning to extend their brand of convenience stores across the U.S., they commissioned an 
update to their existing multinational segmentation. The study was conducted in two phases, 
one-on-one and group interviews with consumers in six countries in order to help build the 
list of consumer attributes for quantitative testing, and a second phase of online 
questionnaires conducted in 15 countries focusing on attitudes, behaviors, values and needs. 
In the U.S., approximately 3,500 questionnaires were administered. Five segments were 
identified, and the two in highest value became the focus of our project – these were 
individuals described as stopping at convenience stores to buy multiple items at an 
affordable price, as well as those who shopped there at least once a day for coffee, food, and 
other items. Although these were considered two distinct segments, the descriptions of 
behaviors and attitudes made it hard to differentiate which was which. For example, consider 
that for one group, “Gas stations offer food 24 hours a day, appealing breakfast items, fresh 
bakery items, and hot food that is available immediately,” versus for another, “Coffee is the 
key draw. It is quick, easy, and affordable… They want food to be available 24 hours a day.” 
As part of the expansion, Conifer was hired to look into on-the-go purchases and behaviors 
for individuals who typed into these segments. 

This project illustrates how theories of representation can inspire more dynamic models 
of user behavior. One of the advantages of an ethnographic approach is that the 
methodology instills a focus on the thoughts and actions of particular participants. Instead of 
generalizing about the behavior of a segment, we discuss individuals and how their 
experiences compare and contrast in order to better understand who has typed into that 
group. This project also demonstrates a commitment to practice over segment – how people 
define, contest, and live what might be typically codified as variables in very different ways. 
Finally, identifying instances when individuals who type into one segment act like those in 
another draws attention to the constructed character of segmentations as models. 

                                                
6 See also Pierre Bourdieu and Sherry Ortner, among others. 
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Abu-Lughod argues for ethnographies of the particular over those that generalize about 
an entire nation or people.7 Her argument also applies to the artificial quality of market 
segmentations and the lived experience these documents subsume in their expert language. 

 
Showing the actual circumstances and detailed histories of individuals 
and their relationships would suggest that such particulars, which are 
always present (as we know from our own personal experiences) are 
also always crucial to the constitution of experience, (1991:162). 
 

For example, while “family” in the existing segmentation was equally important to both 
types, this seemingly universal value played out differently in purchasing behaviors. One 
segment was more family-driven and the other more individual when making on-the-go 
purchases. Individuals within a single segment also shopped differently even though they 
were supposed to prefer a similar strategy. We identified two sub-types – a set of people who 
preferred one-stop shopping as the quantitative segmentation identified, and another who 
“trip-chained,” or made multiple stops on the same trip – creating an awareness of a 
different mode of operation through which the client could gain share. In a sense, segments 
of the particular can create a conceptual space for differing perceptions of values and 
behaviors believed to be central and unitary. 

In a second paradigmatic shift Abu-Lughod and others prioritize practice over culture 
as a driving force of analysis in order to avoid the false coherence of the latter. Focusing on 
practice over the unifying segment descriptions allowed us to recognize what Abu-Lughod 
describes as the “multiple, shifting, and competing statements” that are part of group life 
(159). One such instance was the relationship between food freshness, value, and quality. 
For participants identified with one segment, these attributes were intertwined, while the 
others thought of them as discrete entities. Many participants described themselves as attune 
to trends, but one group defined these as culinary and diet related, and the other to seasonal 
and product trends like the Pumpkin Spice Latte. Differing interpretations of what might be 
considered the same variable or motivator highlight the fallacy of thinking of segments as 
the same set of variables, just in different amounts – the same approach to “fresh food” or 
“on trend” would not account for a supposedly shared interest among segments. 

These directions call attention to the heuristic nature of segmentation – artificial and 
abstracted even if necessarily so. Tracing contrasts and similarities reminded us that these 
individuals are not isolated, but rather live and consume in a world where they interact with 
others classified into a separate segment. The translation of reality to representation was also 
central in moments when we observed participants who typed into different categories 
behave in a similar fashion. In the morning, people acted most alike, as well as when they 
stopped for a physical “boost.” For necessities, they used in-and-out attributes to evaluate a 
potential stop. User language to rationalize purchases, such as a “pick-me-up,” “treat,” or 
“escape,” was similar. This suggested merchandising and designing spaces that spoke to 
customers regardless of their segment affiliation. Later on, we were also asked to help plan 
workshops for each of the product lines – bolstering socialization of the segmentation as 

                                                
7 Abu-Lughod uses an example from her work, describing a family and their experience with marriage 
over homogenizing statements like the Bedouin’s “institution” of polygyny (1991:162).  
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well as becoming part of creating the power and fetish of “bringing a segment to life,” 
(Arnould and Cayla 2013:395). We became implicated in reproducing the segmentation, but 
in a way that at least made people account for its constructed quality. 
 
Theories of Consumption and Identity  
 

Bourdieu (1977) offers another critique of representations of the social world that are 
not realities in themselves, yet are treated as such. He deconstructs the oft-cited metaphor of 
culture as a map: “It is the analogy which occurs to an outsider who has to find his way 
around in a foreign landscape and who compensates for his lack of practical mastery, the 
prerogative of the native, by the use of a model of all possible routes” (1977:2). However, 
there is gulf between this abstraction and the actual journey, just as there is between a market 
segmentation and everyday practice. 

Bourdieu’s formulation of cultural, social, and economic capital is also relevant for our 
efforts. He argues that practices like language, education, and consumption are not neutral, 
but implicated in reproducing the interests, influence, and power of one group or individual 
over another. He explains, “It is in fact impossible to account for the structure and 
functioning of the social world unless one reintroduces capital in all its forms and not solely 
in the one form recognized by economic theory,” (1986:241). Cultural capital, in particular, 
can take multiple forms through personal dispositions,8 cultural goods, and institutionalized 
means like educational credentials. As described above, his critiques have been taken up by 
consumer culture theory, but have further potential for the political nature of consumption. 

The politics of everyday practice are also at the core of Michel de Certeau’s The Practice of 
Everyday Life. De Certeau redefines consumption as another form of production, albeit silent 
and dispersed. Theory must grasp how products are utilized, since statistics accounts for the 
material aspect of everyday practice, “but not their form; it determines the elements used, but 
not the ‘phrasing’ produced by the bricolage (artisan-like inventiveness) and the discursiveness 
that combine these elements,” (1988:xviii). His work suggests that we cannot consider 
consumption as a one-directional narrative, but recognize it as a political act that has 
implications for how we position brands and products. 
 
Homemade cooking for a food product manufacturer– This case study addresses a food 
and beverage company that used multiple segmentations at the category and brand level. To 
coordinate strategy, they sought out an overarching cross-category model. Their stated goal 
was a holistic understanding of food behaviors and beyond, including key attitudes, beliefs, 
values, and motivations. To create this segmentation, a sample of 5000 individuals was 
surveyed through a one-hour online panel. Seven segments emerged; the most valuable 
segment was described as the highest income, the most interested in homemade cooking, 
purchasing multiple in-category products, and also spent the most on grocery shopping by 
over one hundred dollars per month. Despite the apparent fit, offerings targeted to help 
people more easily prepare homemade meals – sauces and condiments – were not doing 

                                                
8 The oft-cited habitus. 
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well. We were asked to look into how these users’ needs connected with one brand in 
particular, as well as to come up with a set of design principles for product development. 

Further motivations for a political approach to representation emerge from the role of 
purchasing and usage behaviors in this project. Reconnecting with usage, rather than just the 
purchase moment, demonstrated how consumption was a choice intimately linked to 
identity, class, and power for these individuals. The practices we observed and discussed – 
shopping, deciding on a meal, cooking, eating, and talking about food – instilled meaning to 
consumption that had been missing from the segmentation. Additionally, dealing with food, 
cooking, and related knowledge as cultural capital provided an entry to new marketing and 
product development opportunities for our client. 

Returning to Bourdieu’s contrast of the map versus the journey, the description of the 
target customer had become hard to apply to strategic decision-making because it did not 
connect with how people that typed into a segment experienced the meaning and role of 
food in day-to-day life. For example, our client believed they enjoyed cooking homemade 
food, but the particular meaning of homemade was not used to position their products – 
their “just add chicken” approach was falling flat. Participants defined homemade cooking as 
the result of transforming food with knowledge, effort, and affection, rather than assembling 
components of a meal on a plate. Craftsmanship was also important, because for them, a 
homemade meal was intentionally thoughtful in its variety of texture and flavor. This led 
them to avoid the perceived uniformity of more processed food whenever possible. Without 
reflecting their individual practices through the physical qualities of the product, the 
packaging, and the positioning, the company limited its own success with the individuals 
they had identified as their most valuable segment. 

Purchasing and use behaviors begin linking to the exercise of social and cultural capital, 
adding context to how products are used to perform individual and group identity. Like the 
original description of the segment, we generated a long list of products these cooks had 
purchased. Unlike the online questionnaire, we were able to observe them select and use 
these products in person,9 highlighting the polysemic meaning of products and brands as 
inspired by Bourdieu and de Certeau. These participants took pride in the cultural 
experiences and media consumption their class position and what they perceived as their 
personal interests engendered. Their culinary knowledge represented a form of cultural 
capital, so it was no surprise that they did not respond to products that did not reflect or 
respect this knowledge. Purchasing and usage behaviors further illustrated this insight. 
Participants gravitated toward prepped items that saved labor and time, but not processed as 
to remove demonstrations of their skill in interacting with ingredients. Cultural capital 
reframes the problem of homemade cooking from one of time and availability to one of 
performance and identity. 
 
EMERGING APPLICATIONS 
 

Segmentations have endured because they are useful, but theory suggests that there are 
ways in which to work with them to help mitigate their limits. These models are a 

                                                
9 And the food products that they had abandoned, left unused in their fridge or pantry. 
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fundamental artifact in the commercial world, but are primarily re-examined as markets and 
technologies change, rather than for the way in which they construct knowledge and action. 
Within EPIC and the design research community, there is discussion of various models, 
personas, and profiles, and the discrete activities for which they are best suited. A similar 
approach to segmentation is needed. Early directions emerge from the case studies described 
above, as well as the types of choices we make during different steps of a project. From our 
interactions with participants and clients, to the representations we create as deliverables, the 
possibility emerges to co-exist with these models in a way that is more reflective of the 
politics of everyday practice and conducive of our own professional identities. 
 
The User Context and the Performativity of Culture 
 

Publications like Harvard Business Review, BusinessWeek, and Fast Co. describe 
culture in ways that adhere to Edgar Schein’s (1984) influential definition as an 
organization’s artifacts, behaviors, and “pattern of basic assumptions.” This viewpoint is 
carried through in assumptions that segments represent a set of shared values and behaviors 
among their assigned members. But as Abu-Lughod and others argue,10 this perspective 
drains agency from how individuals continually contest and negotiate meaning. Critical 
perspectives on market research further demonstrate the benefit of analyzing the interactions 
between the research team and the participant. Sunderland, Taylor, and Denny (2004) 
describe how the engagement between a multiethnic research team and Mexican American 
participants became part of their findings on how individuals negotiate their own national, 
ethnic, and cultural identities.11 A reified user eliminates the sense of play, flux, and dissent 
from personal identity. Inspired by a politicized approach to representation, can we look for 
moments to share and co-create segments with users? 

Consumption is a creative, political activity for Bourdieu and de Certeau, and CCT 
researchers similarly hold that, “The creation of a lifestyle has become an increasingly 
conscious and self-aware activity” (Ahuvia, Carroll and Yang 2006:38). During one project, 
Conifer interviewed and hosted co-creation sessions with women who had typed as 
struggling dieters. According to the segment description, their defining need was weight loss. 
The repositioning under consideration by the client was based on a tacit belief underlying the 
segmentation that these women wanted to be thin and were jealous of others who were. 
During co-creation conversations, we heard these participants identify with others who 
associated food with love, comfort, and social connection. While these self-identified dieters 
wanted to lose weight, the ultimate goal was to look better and feel healthier. By creating a 
social and physical space in which these women could discuss how they perceived each 
other’s opinions and relevant media representations, the research team was able to suggest 
branding that connected with the core tensions of dieting, health, and appearance. 
 

                                                
10Also note the work of the cultural studies school beginning in 1960s, and Dick Hebdige’s analysis of 
subculture and the performance of style in particular (1979). 
11 “[The] negotiation of identity between respondents and a multiethnic, multidisciplinary team 
structured the process literally and symbolically. This negotiation is examined in terms of research 
process as well as results” (Sunderland, Taylor, and Denny 2004:373). 
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The Client Context and a Reflexive Approach 
 

Reflexivity refers to the inclusion of the role of the researcher and the methodology as 
project data. As Writing Culture and Abu-Lughod suggest, it is an approach that counters the 
reifying effects of abstractions like culture and segments by situating them in their historical 
and political context. In the corporate world, this tactic can be repurposed through analytical 
attention to the research and client context. Clients should be considered as participants and 
co-creators of project deliverables, most evidently because the firm’s expertise will impact 
which customers will prove most valuable to them. But this is also important because the 
socialization of a model is just as relevant to its success as its form or content. Since we work 
with a variety of groups with different goals, such as marketing, user experience, innovation, 
and consumer insight, responding to the group and corporate context can address anxieties 
and assumptions through the structure of the research outcomes. 

As described above, ethnography is constrained when framed as an addendum to 
segmentation, but a reflexive approach provides opportunities for teams to dissect the tacit 
assumptions underlying representations. For example, Flynn et al. (2009) assumed they all 
shared the same idea of who their target segments were – it was only when they seemed to 
have issues with recruiting that the team looked into how the segmentation algorithm 
eliminated current usage variables. New team members or situations create moments for 
questions that people may usually be reluctant to ask since they assume the answer to be 
generally understood and shared. Witnessing the research interaction can itself be an 
impactful moment. The principle of reflexivity suggests periodic forays into the field to 
reconnect with the practices a segment is supposed to represent. 
 
Deliverables and Representative Practices 
 

Ideally, our work becomes a part of producing belief and action within companies. In 
order to address the issues of segmentation as the dominant genre of representation, we can 
use a variety of models that champion the dynamic nature of user behavior. In a project 
about media consumption, we identified modes in which content was primary or secondary 
to the social interaction, along with which household members were involved in selecting the 
content. Media usage behaviors informed the design of new interfaces to support people as 
they moved from mode to mode. Tracing the connections between behavioral or user types 
and how individuals move between categories can help companies innovate around 
platforms or systems that consider the entire lifecycle of the user. In the convenience 
shopping case study described above, we indicated situations when individuals in one 
segment would begin to act like another. In contrast to the original segmentation, this 
allowed us to ideate concepts with an awareness of the dialectic relationship between 
segments. No single framework is appropriate to every design challenge, but a critical stance 
towards the boundaries, connections, and migrations between categories of a model can 
uncover opportunities for innovation around change and contrast. 

A second evolution of representative practices is based on the choices we make in 
portraying everyday life. As we know, rhetoric and texts are not neutral, but assert 
assumptions regarding the subject at hand. For example, one possible choice is using photos 
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of study participants rather than stock photographs, as well as video whenever possible. This 
approach is also limited in how it creates the consumer fetish, but it reminds the reader that 
the typology is supposed to be connected to behaviors in the real world.12 We can also 
whenever possible state insights and category descriptions in user language. Using the 
internal logic of emic categories can also inspire the factors on which the typology is based. 
Representative choices of models and how they are depicted can introduce small, 
incremental changes in how companies connect typologies to real world practice. 
 
CONCLUSION 

 
Taking inspiration from anthropological theory and applied work, this paper seeks to 

catalyze a discussion into the power of representations within organizations. Abstractions 
matter because companies base strategies, advertising, and material culture on models like 
market segmentations, which in turn shape the social world of consumption and behavior. 
The usefulness of segmentations in managing complexity and streamlining decision-making 
makes this a challenging task, but a necessary one that is close to the stakes of our 
professional and personal identities as consultants, ethnographers, and anthropologists. 
 
Marta Cuciurean-Zapan is a senior associate at Conifer Research, where she studies 
behavior and emotion in order to create positive and significant interactions between people 
as mediated through material culture. Her background in anthropology and art brings pattern 
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