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Your Clothing Tells a Story

On college campuses and high-school hallways across the nation, students are constantly focusing on making a fashion statement with the clothes they choose to wear.  At a crucial point in life where friendships are formed and identity is constructed, picking out an outfit in the morning is more complex when the entire emotional being is involved and dictates the social rollercoaster of a young adult’s life.  Teen fashion is a way of defining one-self.  After being bombarded with so many images in the media, teens are required to make a decision as to which image they want to portray.  Branding is how identity is created (Quart, 2003, p. )  With so many different brands competing to gain the attention of buyers, a stereotype is associated with each one based on prestige, cost, comfort and style.  
Clothing plays a big role in the way an individual views him or herself versus the way they are viewed by others.  In turn, an identity is formed.  The term “identity” can have multiple meanings based on the concentration or context it is being used, however in the field of communication studies, scholars have a tendency to focus on how identity is formed and influenced by society through interactions (Chen, 2009, p. 112).  In any setting, there are “cliques” or specific groups of people who are similar with like interests that come together.  Clothing plays a huge part in determining which clique an individual believes they should be associated with or how others view that person based on the brands and styles of clothing they choose to wear.  “Raised by a commodity culture from the cradle, teens dependably fragile self-images and their need to groups are perfect qualities for advertisers to exploit” (Quart, 2003, p. xvi).  Advertisers are aware of teens need to fit in socially, thus creating brands that are catered to them with a high coolness factor.  When mentioning some of the brands that have a high coolness factor “Abercrombie & Fitch, Hollister, Aeropostale and Old Navy, have begun branding their clothes with their screened logos or embroidered monikers. It would be very difficult to go to a shopping mall and see teens who are not wearing a moose (Abercrombie & Fitch), a seagull (Hollister), a butterfly (Aeropostale’s women’s line), a bulldog (Aeropostale’s men’s line), or a stag (Old Navy) somewhere on their clothing” (Hughes & Black, 2006, p. 6).  Because the trend of branding and identifying individuals based on the clothing they wear is prevalent in American culture, it is important to understand the logic behind the idea.   

In this study, the communication phenomenon I am interested in exploring is how teenagers and young adults are communicating their social identity based on the clothing they choose to wear.  Specifically, I plan to research the idea of how teenagers communicate their social identity based on the clothing they choose to wear.  It is important because clothing brands are now taking extreme measures to get in the minds of youth and alter the way their identity is viewed based on brand or style (Quart, 2003, p. xviii).  

The purpose of this study will be to understand the way teenagers and young adults communicate identity through clothing of choice to achieve the desired image they wish to portray.  In addition, this study will attempt to discover how meaning is created based on brand name or styles of individuals who identity with different cliques. I plan to focus on male and female teens/young adults who are college freshmen still transitioning into a different atmosphere from the high-school state of mind.  Furthermore, I wish to utilize the upperclassmen to compare the thought process of a younger individual who is fresh out of high-school (usually between the ages of 17-19) and someone who has been associated with the college scene for a while (20-23).  I predict that those who are new to college will be more clique conscious and focused on specific brands than upperclassmen.     
                   A Broad Look at the Associations of Clothing

In an effort to understand why young adults who generally have to same characteristics gravitate towards certain brands of clothing, a study conducted by Hughes and Black stated that teens do not only by clothing to be accepted by their peers and fit in with a certain social group, but also because of the images that media portray that leads to the idea that certain products will fulfill desires (Hughes & Black, 2006, p. 5).  Depending on the age of the individual and whether or not they are in high-school vs. college/workforce dictate the need to display prominent brands on the clothing they choose to wear.  (p.6).   Girls vs. Boys play also play a role in determining which gender is drawn to flashier; brand name products.  In an article by Pollet and Hurwitz,  the idea that the “Playboy Bunny” has transformed its image from the 1950’s-70s hypersexualized pin-up symbol to a cute; fun style to draw more females in.  The brand has become commercialized based on the idea that teens will buy it in an effort to feel sexy (Pollet & Hurwitz, 2004, p. 1).  Therefore, in this study, I will study the communication phenomenon of how teenagers communicate their social identity based on the clothing they choose to wear.  This topic is deserving of attention because branding is everywhere, and wearing articles of clothing that are related to certain brands is almost the same as walking around with an advertisement on.  It affects how the world views a person. 
Theoretical Grounding 
While attempting to understand how clothing is used to communicate identity, the social identity theory and provides a stable basis to explore the ideas and concepts of the social structure.  
Social Identity Theory

According to Hogg and Williams (2000), social identity theory measures the relationship an individual has with oneself and social group.   The theory applies to my research because it gives a foundation for some of the critical ideas and aspects of how clothing can form/communicate the identity of those who wear certain styles or brands.  “Social identity theory was developed in the 1970’s by Tajfel and his colleagues as an attempt to understand intergroup behavior” (Hogg and Williams, 2000, p. 81).  This creates a way to understand how interactions within a group influence the way a person feels about their role in the group as well as their personal identity separate from the group.   “The choice of strategy is determined by people’s subjective understanding of the nature of relations between groups. Called social belief structures, these subjective understandings are internalized representations of societal-level belief systems and ideologies.” (Hogg and Williams, 2000, p.87)  The following factors can be used to measure how one understands the social belief systems: The relative status of groups, the stability of the status relations, the legitimacy of the status relations and ‘The permeability of intergroup boundaries and thus the possibility of psychologically leaving one group to become a member of the other group’ (p.87).  

This theory informs my understanding of my communication phenomenon because it clarifies some of the background ideas that are to be incorporated in understanding how clothing communicates identity.  It makes it obvious that when dealing with social identity the self plays an important part as well, however, group and self are kept separate.  Social identification makes individuals feel like in order to be a part of a specific group you must adhere to the “rules” within the clique or organization.  Once these actions are achieved satisfactory, there is a feeling of self-reward. (Hogg and Williams, 2000, p. 90-91)

Working with the Social Identity theory has framed my thinking by shifting some of my focus to how the self and group identity are kept separate, but also join together to create the whole idea of social identity when deciding which clothing articles to wear based on the desired image.

How Clothing Takes on a Whole New Meaning
During the extent of the research process, the established works of well-known scholars have pertained to the specific topic and been of great assistance to provide a ground-work for my phenomenon.  By reading these studies and creating meaning from the previous works of others, the information and thoughtfulness going into this research has been shaped in a scholarly tone.  The following are organized by topic relevancy.  

Perceptions of what is “Cool”
Scholars Rademacher (2005) and Hughes and Black (2006) have found that it was common for individuals who wore expensive brand name clothing to be considered “cool’ or in the in-crowd, while those who were less focused on the particular brand of clothing but more on the style as an individual factor were considered less cool.  

Rademacher (2005) used an observational approach to go on punk message boards and identify the way teens were communicating with each other based on “cliques”.  It was found that the “prep” kids were defensive and held a negative connotation of the “punk” kids and vice versa. “Prep refers to those individuals who attend private schools or to reference those who wear name brand clothing.” (Rademacher, 2005, p.10) Rademacher also discussed how among the “punk” kids wearing brand names is seen as being un-true to oneself and anything mainstream is considered unacceptable or not cool.  Throughout the study, brand names of clothing were used to reference whichever in-group the individual was associated with (p.12-13).  The prep kids constantly referred to American Eagle and Abercrombie and Fitch while the punk kids appeared to be less brand conscious and considered those who shopped at a mainstream punk store (Hot Topic) to be sellouts because the coolness factor was lost when the store started to appeal to the general public instead of a specific group.  

Another article that was featured in The Washington Times, Boston (2003), expresses a concern for how children of a young age were wearing high name brand clothing in an effort to “be cool”. “In many school, one of the ways you fit in is you look like everyone else…you wear the right skirt or pants or backpack” (Boston, 2003, p.1).  There is also the idea introduced in this article that if a student does not wear the right clothing or fit in with everyone else they may become victims of bullying, which could lead to other drastic measures in order to communicate identity.  Teens as young as 12 were so brand conscious that it was impossible to get them to comply and wear something that was not from that specific retail store.  One young girl stated that everything she wears has to be aeropostale or else it doesn’t look right (Boston, 2003, p.1).  In an effort to deal with the ongoing issue of teens not being able to afford clothing that their peers deemed acceptable, many schools have adopted school uniforms to create a unified look amongst everyone.  Hughes and Black (2006) also looked at the way the constant influence of branding and product descriptions influenced the way was thought of by teens and how it was expected to instantly transform the image based on the way the item communicated itself (Hughes & Black, 2006, p.6).  Although it was found in this study that the majority of teenagers preferred distinct and flashy logos than adults,  the number of adults who are making an effort to dress in the brands that are specific to teenagers(e.g. Hollister, Aerpostale) is currently on the rise.  The reason for this was not defined.  Throughout the content of the study it was also explained that marketers are aware that these young teens will grow up and be the consumers of tomorrow, thus making them the target audience has become more important than ever.   Overall, it was common that many scholars found the coolness factor associated with the brand had an affect on which articles of clothing were seen in a positive vs. negative light. 
Meaning in Clothing 
The significant meaning hidden within the context of clothing greatly influences the way individuals are portrayed based on the texts and symbols displayed on a garment of clothing.  

A common pattern that scholars have found is the idea of individuals attaching different meanings to different styles of clothing based upon the brand or type it is. 

Kaiser (1998) examines how and why clothing communicates different styles based upon where the person is located culturally and how the item is chosen to be worn.  Kaiser identifies the reasoning behind clothing containing non-verbal meanings based on standards set in place by society and what is the “norm” (Kaiser, 2008).  The most common styles that are identified as being on two opposite ends of the spectrum is the “Prep” style and the “Goth” or “Punk” subculture.  Rutledge, Rimer, and Scott (2008) found that the idea of students who glorified the “goth” culture were using clothing to communicate an entirely different message.  “The majority of adolescents who gravitate to Goth are looking for social acceptance among their peers.  Other teens turn to the Goth subculture as a result of difficulties in school, feeling alienated, and as they look for a way to express their feelings” (Rutledge, Rimer, and Scott, 2008, p. 459-460).  Individuals who are associated with this specific genre of clothing could be considered at risk for outrageous behavior or stereotyped based on the negative cultural associations with the lifestyle.  However, some just see it as a means of self-expression.  

It is evident that previous research by many scholars has provided a solid groundwork for the communication phenomenon of how teens communicate identity through clothing.  I will expand upon this scholarship by examining the factors which lead teens to determine the clothing style they feel is appropriate for them and how meaning is created through brand/clothing styles.  To further elaborate on the meaning of different clothing styles, an article by Pollet and Hurwitz (2004) examines the ideas of how the meanings associated with clothing brands make them more desirable than others.  For example, 

The "Porn Star" tee is this generation's answer to the "I'm With Stupid" shirt; the words were stamped on baby tees, tanks and camisoles and sold at malls across the country. When asked about the shirt, Michelle, 22, a recent graduate of Barnard College, is quick to renounce it as "so five years ago." But she recalls that back in high school, its intention was obvious: to be a calling card, one that says insta-sex. This is helpful for a girl whose look doesn't automatically conjure up sexiness. Wear a Porn Star shirt and, as Michelle says, "you're telling people to see you as sexy, as feminine." Talk to girls about stripper culture, and you notice an interesting phenomenon: Stripping equals sexy and sexy equals feminine. Coupled with the adolescent's age-old desires to look good and be looked at, you've got an odd mix of feminine/sexy bravado. (Pollet & Hurwitz, 2004, p.1)
This reinforces the idea that if a particular clothing item has a positive or negative connotation surrounding it then others will possibly associate the meaning of the article to the person who is wearing it.  The main focus of the article was how the sexualizing of certain brands were leading girls as young as 12 to believe they had to have these products in order to feel good about themselves.  Overall, the common trend in the above articles examined how even just logos can have a universal meaning that can be identified and associated with numerous aspects of the communication phenomenon.  


As of thus far, it is known that articles of clothing can affect the way a person projects they will feel about themselves and how others will view them if a certain brand or fashion is worn. However, the content of my research will expand upon the previously provided information based on the premises that I will work to understand exactly what types of meanings and assumptions are associated with particular brands that individuals wear and how does wearing these brands help to form an identity.  

  




Methodology

For the purposes of this study, a qualitative approach will be used when examining how clothing communicates identity in teenagers and young adults.  A qualitative approach has been selected based on the idea of finding out how meaning is created through the clothing articles that an individual chooses to wear.  The focus of the study will be to understand how identity is communicated through clothing and in order to fulfill that requirement it is necessary to understand how different people interpret the messages that are attached to specific brands of clothing and how a universal meaning is established.  This approach will enable me to talk to various individuals who fulfill the sampling requirements and gain an insight that can be used to explain the multiple meanings that clothing contains.  

RQ
RQ1:  What are the self-perceptions held by teens based on the brands and styles worn?

This question will help fill the gap of not having specific logic about how different 

cliques or groups of people are attached to different clothing brands and how this comes 

to be.  

RQ2:   How do teens use clothing to communicate identity based on perceptions of others and self?

This will help to fill the research gap by finding out how important others perceptions are 

of a person when deciding what clothes they should wear.  

Sampling

The specific groups of people included in this study will include college freshman and upperclassmen who wear name brand clothing and/or identity with a certain style that depicts who they are.  Because the study is focusing on teenagers and young adults the age range 17-24 is appropriate.  In addition, both male and female participants will be included across all racial backgrounds to include diversity to measure if there are differences based on: class affiliation in college, race or gender.  


These participants are ideal for the basis of my research because most teens who are conscious of brands and prefer logos on their clothing fall in the teenager and young adult category (Hughes & Black, 2006, p. 6).  In a college atmosphere, clothing is competitive and the items you choose to wear can convey information to others without ever having to say a word.  
Procedure

To gather data for my communication phenomenon I will be holding focus groups to understand how clothing communicates identity.  A focus group, containing about 30 participants ideally, will meet together to discuss brand recognition, there favorites types of clothing and what they feel the connotation is within that particular brand.  The general area of discussion during the focus group will include the associations with different clothing brands, the styles one mostly identifies with and how these associations are made based on what an individual tends to wear.  The focus group will also include how the coolness factor of different articles and the opinions of others affect the clothing choices made vs. personal factors such as comfort.  These research procedures will help me find data based on the idea that meaning will be created about the communication phenomenon through focus groups and therefore a conclusion will be reached about how clothing communicated identity.  
Conclusion


During the context of this study, it is the intention to understand how teen/young adults use clothing to communicate identity and achieve the desired image.   The theories being used to examine this phenomenon are Social Identity theory and semiotics.  Using these two theories to set the ground-work and provide important evidence based on factual information, I will examine the past findings of other scholars and the new information to provide a clear up-to-date research report regarding the specific communication phenomenon of how clothing communicates identity.    
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