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ABSTRACT

In Saudi Arabia, a wedding is a significant occasion requiring extensive preparation.
However, researchers have not yet explored how bride-to-be consumption patterns might be
shaped in a tradition-oriented culture like Saudi Arabia. Prior literature illustrates that planning a
wedding in Western societies is a personal, deeply emotional experience in which tradition and
cultural values are strongly emphasized (Carter & Duncan, 2017; Nelson & Deshpande, 2004;
McEnally, 2002; Thomas & Peters, 2011). The purpose of this study was to explore the
experiences of Saudi brides-to-be as they prepared for the wedding process — including the
multiple social events planned around their weddings as well as their new lives after the
wedding.

Qualitative data were collected via one to three semi-structured interviews with 14 Saudi
brides-to-be who were engaged to be married. Both narrative inquiry and grounded theory were
used for the analysis stage. The narrative inquiry focused on individual perspectives and how
themes were integrated within a personal experience. Summary across all the participants’ stories
presented a larger picture of the content of the stories and the use of the new purchases during
the transition process. The grounded theory approach involved discovery of emergent themes
within the data. For grounded theory, data were analyzed using constant comparison processes
and revealed three major overarching themes: (1) Readiness for the new life after marriage, (2)
New purchase reflection of the bride-to-be’s struggle between individuality and culturally
conforming bride, and (3) Others’ influence on bride-to-be’s purchase decisions. Several social
psychological theories and concepts fit the data well and facilitated understanding of the
phenomenon studied. Two conceptual models were developed to (1) illustrate how theories fit

with grounded themes and (2) map the process of the Saudi bride-to-be shopping experience as
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they prepare for the wedding and their lives after the wedding and shape new identities during
the transition process.

Findings revealed that the Saudi bride-to-be’s shopping experience to prepare for
multiple marriage celebrations and life after marriage is a complex and demanding process.
During their transition into marriage, they engaged in an identity construction process that
involved making changes in their appearance to feel and reflect the symbolic differences
between single and married life. In managing this evolving identity, participants were largely
focused on the cultural and ideal bridal appearance within Saudi culture. When making decisions
on what to wear and how to present herself in marriage celebrations and life after marriage, a
bride-to-be navigated and negotiated among many factors. These factors included social forces
and marriage traditions, reflected appraisal from significant others, her individuality, and her
new identity construction. The consumption of many new products facilitates transition into
marriage but also may lead to conflicts with self and others about symbolic meanings of products

and celebration practices.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

The wedding, often viewed as “every girl’s dream” and special day when she will be at
her most beautiful, is tied to special rituals bringing families and friends together to mark and
celebrate a rite of passage from one stage of life to another (Carter & Duncan, 2017; Nelson &
Deshpande, 2004). As in many cultures, the wedding is a major occasion in Saudi Arabia; the
bride not only shops to prepare for her wedding day but prepares for several social events prior
to her wedding and for her new life after the wedding (Al-Jeraisy, 2008, Al-Munajjed, 1997;
Saud85, 2013; Tawfiq & Ogle, 2013a).

Marriage in Saudi Arabia is considered a key to a healthy culture and the only
permissible intimate relationship between a man and a woman (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Bajnaid &
Elyas, 2017; Doumato, 2010; Long, 2005). The cultural importance of marriage and the wedding
itself allows for a boasting occasion in which Saudi people spend freely and extravagantly to
reflect the success and respectability of the family (Al-Jeraisy, 2008, Al-Munajjed, 1997). The
Saudi wedding celebration is a process that entails multiple social events, starting from the time
the bride and groom first meet and continuing until the wedding day (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Bajnaid
& Elyas, 2017; Iskandarani, 2006; Rahim, n.d.). The events include Shofa, Fatiha, Melka,
Shabkah, Ghomrah, and the wedding; all will be further discussed in the literature review chapter
under “The Saudi Wedding Process” subheading.

Brides are unique consumers who invest a great deal of time and money into the wedding
process. The wedding industry has witnessed dramatic growth in the West (Boden, 2001; Carter
& Duncan, 2017; Howard, 2006; Wallace, 2004), and Saudi weddings have mirrored this growth
trend. While Saudi per capita yearly income is only equivalent to US $25,000 (Taha, 2013), the

Strategic Business Information Database (2000) reported that the average cost for a wedding and
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wedding preparations in Saudi Arabia is at minimum US $40,000 and could exceed US $100,000
for high-income Saudis. These statistics confirm the value of weddings in Saudi Arabia and how

they are a social showcase and celebration of family.

Significance of the Study

Several research studies conducted in Western cultures have focused on wedding rituals
and consumption patterns (Boden, 2001; Carter & Duncan, 2017; Dobscha & Foxman, 1998;
Nelson & Deshpande, 2004; McEnally, 2002; Otnes, Lowrey, & Shrum, 1997; Thomas & Peters,
2011; Weiss, 2008). Work in this area has provided baseline information on consumer behavior
of the bride within the Western context of wedding shopping and wedding planning.
Additionally, studies emphasized the significance of tradition and cultural values in wedding
events (Carter & Duncan, 2017; McEnally, 2002; Nelson & Deshpande, 2004).

However, little is known about Saudi culture wedding rituals and their impact on
consumption patterns. Limited studies have examined Saudi female consumer satisfaction and
shopping intentions (Al-Maghrabi, 2010; Al-Mousa, 2005; Khatib, 2016; Omar, 2014), but the
Saudi bride as consumer has not yet been examined. Within Arabic language research literature,
a few studies provide accounts of the characteristics of brides’ traditional costumes worn in the
western region of Saudi Arabia (Ashour, 2005; Iskandarani, 2006). Ashour (2005) used the
western Saudi traditional bridal costumes as inspiration to design clothes for contemporary
brides. Prior work has suggested that the bride gives extra attention to her dress choices to
present an image of the “ideal woman,” not only for her wedding day but during all social and
family events she attends before and after the wedding (Tawtiq & Ogle, 2013a). However,

researchers have not explored the unique experiences of the Saudi bride during the wedding
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preparation. Therefore, a focus on shopping experiences of Saudi brides-to-be gives valuable
insights into the consumption patterns for weddings in a culture outside of the Western context.

Prior literature illustrates the uniqueness of the Western bridal consumer process when
planning for a wedding and the numerous factors that influence purchases for the wedding.
Previous studies about weddings in Western cultures show that planning a wedding is a personal,
deeply emotional experience, in which cultural meanings and values are strongly emphasized
(Carter & Duncan, 2017; Dobscha & Foxman, 1998; McEnally, 2002; Nelson & Deshpande,
2004; Thomas & Peters, 2011). The role of others in wedding planning, most importantly the
family’s role, is significant (Dobscha & Foxman, 1998; McEnally, 2002; Nelson & Deshpande,
2004; Thomas & Peters, 2011; Weiss, 2008). Nelson and Deshpande (2004) found that cultural
values and norms were a significant influence on wedding celebrations.

Because culture is an important aspect of understanding the bridal consumer and studies
have not yet explored how wedding preparation might differ in a culture like Saudi Arabia, more
research is needed. Thus, this present study was warranted to explore and examine the Saudi
woman’s bridal purchase experience during her wedding preparation period.

Prior literature in Western cultures showed that cultural meaning and values are strongly
emphasized in wedding planning (Carter & Duncan, 2017; Dobscha & Foxman, 1998; McEnally,
2002; Nelson & Deshpande, 2004; Thomas & Peters, 2011; Weiss, 2008). Specific and crucial
influences on wedding consumption patterns are family expectations (Carter & Duncan, 2017;
McEnally, 2002; Nelson & Deshpande, 2004). In addition, Boden (2001) found that media plays
a major role in Western weddings by articulating a “superbride” image that shapes expectations

and planning for the wedding. Of interest in this study, therefore, was the influence of culture
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norms, familial expectations, and the media, including social media, in the Saudi bridal shopping

experience. All of these influences are shaped by cultural context.

Purpose Statement

The overarching purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of Saudi brides-to-
be as they prepared for the wedding process — including the multiple social events planned
around their weddings as well as their new lives after the wedding. Specifically, this study aimed
to understand: (a) the factors that influence bride-to-be choices and consumption patterns during
shopping and preparation for their weddings; (b) the role culture, family, and social interactions
play in the process; (c) the influence that Saudi marketplaces, media, and social media have on
the brides-to-be from the perspective of bride as consumer; and (d) the deep meanings reflected
in the shopping process and purchases made during the wedding preparation process.

Research Questions and Approach

The following research questions guided this study:

1. What do Saudi brides-to-be shop for during the engagement period? What is the importance
or significance of different products in relation to their wedding celebrations and life after the
wedding?

2. What factors influence the purchase choices of Saudi brides-to-be when shopping and
preparing for the wedding and after the wedding?

2a. From a Saudi bride’s perspective, how does culture and family influence the wedding

preparation experience?

2b. How do Saudi marketplaces, media, and social media influence bride-to-be choices

when shopping and preparing for the wedding process?
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To answer these questions, qualitative inquiry was conducted through the use of in—depth
interviews with Saudi brides-to-be. The researcher drew from two qualitative approaches,
narrative inquiry and grounded theory, to provide a holistic understanding of the topic (Annells,
2006; Creswell, 2013; Frost et al., 2011).

The grounded theory approach provided systematic data analysis and theoretical
explanations of the findings (Creswell, 2013; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Charmaz, 2006; Merriam
& Tisdell, 2016). Narrative inquiry helped the researcher construct a point of view based on
participants’ stories and how they construct meaning from their experiences individually and as
part of a social group (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Merriam, 2002). The researcher examined
brides’ stories to learn more about the wedding and post-wedding preparation experience. The
data were collected through three in-depth, semi-structured interviews with each of 14 Saudi
women, who at the time of data collection were engaged to be married.

This study focused on the timespan after the Melka (engagement party) until after the
wedding (see Figure 1 for timeline). The time intervals in Figure 1 are an estimated time in
weeks between the marriage events in Saudi Arabia according to common practice (Iskandarani,
2006; Rahim, n.d; Tawtiq & Marcketti, 2017). To understand how brides-to-be plan for their
future marriage celebration and their new lives after the wedding, women in the sample had held

their Melka and had scheduled their weddings within six months of the first interview date.
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Figure 1. Saudi Wedding Process Timeline (dots between events signify the usual intervals in
terms of weeks between each event)

Limitations

Some limitations exist due to the interview method and scope of the sample. The
variation in times between the interviews conducted with each participant may have caused
inconsistency in contacts with each participant during their transition through the wedding
process stages. The interview process itself shapes the data in ways that are different from a
questionnaire or other approaches to data collection, such as the influence of the interviewer on
the participants. In contrast, collecting data via a questionnaire might have encouraged
participants to share more highly personal matters due to the anonymity of a questionnaire and
lack of or limited direct connection between researcher and the participants. However, a
questionnaire might overlook deeply emotional and cultural experiences and leave out the in-

depth meanings and the detailed picture of a Saudi bride’s wedding purchase experiences.
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The researcher is a native Saudi, which could blind her to deep meanings behind some
practices due to her familiarity with the culture. However, her cultural familiarity can also
provide the reasrcher insights and understanding that might have taken outsiders years to
develop. Issues of researcher subjectivity are described in more detail within the methods
chapter. Additionally, more limitations and directions for future research are discussed further in

the conclusion chapter.

Definitions of Terms

This study includes topics and discipline-specific terms as well as concepts and ideas
unique to the Arabic language and Saudi Arabian culture that may not have clear translations
into English. Arabic words are italicized below, and their meanings are interpreted with
denotation and connotation as necessary. Terms are defined as follows:

Culture: Hamilton (1987) described culture as the ability to adapt to surrounding
environments by creating shared meanings and values. Other scholars describe culture as a
cognitive map acquired and transmitted by symbols among members of a specific group,
resulting in mutual beliefs, values, and behaviors within that group (Spradley, 1980; White,
1969).

Wedding ritual: Wedding rituals are complex events leading to the societal or group
acceptance of marriage or union between two people. The events include a series of social
actions performed according to tradition, religion, and culture (Bell, 1953; Leeds-Hurwitz,
2002). According to Bell (1953) and Leeds-Hurwitz (2002), ritual incorporates a variety of
codes, each with its own special meaning (e.g., liturgy, music, food, clothing, and objects).

Consumption Patterns: Patterns indicated by the nature and amount of the different

products, services, or ideas that individuals or groups select, purchase, use, or dispose of to
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satisfy needs and desires (Solomon & Rabolt, 2009). Consumption is more than the exchanging
of products or services; it is an ongoing process of decision-making (Solomon & Rabolt, 2009).

Identity: A person's sense or perception of who she or he is can be based on three
sources: individual self-descriptions, roles, and group memberships. An individual has multiple
identities which together create the self (Fiske, 2014; Owens, Robinson, & Smith-Lovin 2010;
Oyserman, Elmore, & Smith, 2012). A specific identity will be activated based on the social
situation an individual is in, resulting in employment of certain behavior patterns for different
social situations (Burke, 1991). Identity is not fixed; rather, it is constructed and reconstructed
based on diverse realities an individual faces every day (Gergen, 1991).

Symbolic Consumption: Symbolic consumption involves acquisition, use, and disposal
of products for personal and social meanings in addition to functional meaning. Symbolic
consumption involves communication and construction of consumer identity (Noble & Walker,
1997; Levy, 1959; Serensen & Thomsen, 2005).

Islamic faith: A religion guided by the belief, acceptance, and understanding of the
statement: “There is no God, but Allah, and the Prophet Muhammad was his last messenger”
(Nasr, 2003).

Hijaz: A region located on the western coast of Saudi Arabia, bordered on the west by
the Red Sea with three main cities: Makkah, Medina, and Jeddah (Ochsenwald, 2012; Rahim,
n.d.; Yamani, 2004).

Celebrations before the wedding
Figure 1 (p. 5) illustrates the customary Saudi marriage process and celebration timeline.
Shofa: A small celebration in which only close relatives from both the groom and bride’s

sides attend to celebrate the first meeting of the bride and the groom. The groom usually brings a
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jewelry gift with him, but not the wedding rings (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Bajnaid & Elyas, 2017;
Rahim, n.d.).

Fatiha: A small celebration held after both the groom and bride give their marriage
approval. Some extended relatives attend and recite the first chapter of the Quran “surah Al-
Fatiha” as a blessed omen for the couple’s new life.

Melka: A party to celebrate the signing of the Islamic marriage contract, hosted by the
bride’s family. The Islamic marriage contract must be officiated by a licensed Muslim clergy and
witnessed by the families of the bride and groom (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Bajnaid & Elyas, 2017,
Rahim, n.d.).

Shabkah: In Arabic, literally meaning a connection or joining of two things together. In
marriages, it is an engagement party usually held a few days after the Melka. It is also hosted by
the bride’s family, and guests outside of the immediate family are invited (Rahim, n.d.).

Dabash: Refers to the bride’s purchases and new clothes which will be displayed
elegantly. The bride’s family traditionally moves the dabash to the couple’s house, which will
also be decorated and prepared by both families.

Ghomrah: A Saudi bridal shower that occurs a few days before the wedding, during
which henna designs are drawn on the bride’s hands and feet (Iskandarani, 2006; Rahim, n.d.).

At the ghomrah party, the bride wears one of the traditional bridal costumes with a face
cover as one of the main pieces to conceal the bride’s beauty until the wedding day and to
symbolize modesty, shyness, and purity (Iskandarani, 2006; Rahim, n.d.; Tawfiq & Marcketti,
2017). The traditional bridal costumes, defined below, are not purchased by the bride-to-be but
are rented from one of the few clothing rental families who reside in the region (Tawfiq &

Marcketti, 2017). Rentals are typically expensive, ranging from $300 to $800 per night, because

www.manaraa.com



10

the garments are handmade using expensive materials and crafted by skilled individuals (Tawfiq
& Marcketti, 2017).

Al-mentur: A traditional pink bridal costume consisting of five pieces: A plain under-
vest with decorations only on the neckline; loose pants with embroidery around the ankles; an
ankle-length, long-sleeved gown decorated with gold embroidered floral motifs; a tiara with an
extremely long material train attached; and a jewelry and pearl face cover (Iskandarani, 2006).
Al-mentur is traditionally worn at the ghomrah party before the wedding (Tawfiq & Marcketti,
2017).

Al-medini: A traditional bridal costume from Medina, consisting of seven pieces. Under
the main garment is a vest and pants, and an ankle-length, heavily decorated gown is worn on top
as the outer or main layer. On the head, a light rectangular cotton fabric is worn that resembles a
folded scarf with a special Medina flower sewn inside, topped by a tiara with two sides hanging
down over the face and a long fabric train attached to the back of the tiara. Moreover, a heavily
embroidered bib, including real diamonds, is stuffed with cotton and wrapped around the neck.
Finally, the face covering is a sheer silk fabric with pearls embroidered with the phrase “In the
name of Allah.” Al-medini is traditionally worn during the afternoon on the wedding day before
wearing the actual wedding gown (Iskandarani, 2006; Tawfiq & Marcketti, 2016).

Al-mahaf: A traditional pink bridal costume made up of pants, a vest, an ankle-length
gown, and a head covering. A/-mahaf has no face cover because it is traditionally worn after the
wedding when the groom’s family invites the bride’s family for the first time after the wedding.
A long bib consisting of five small pieces, decorated with gold thread embroidery, is also

wrapped around the neck (Iskandarani, 2006).
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Al-zabun: A traditional white costume worn by the bride the morning after the wedding.
Al-zabun includes a white cotton vest and white satin pants decorated with gold embroidery
around the ankles. Worn over this is a white satin, lightly embroidered, short sleeve dress with a
princess seam that opens to the front. An ankle-length over-gown made of white chiffon has
more gold embroidery. The embroidery may include floral or geometric motifs. Lastly, the head
covering includes a hidden triangle piece of cotton which is covered by a chiffon scarf with
embroidered edges (Iskandarani, 2006).

Al-musskak: A traditional pink bridal costume including an under garment, pants, and
vest worn over the main garment with long wide sleeves decorated in the same golden floral
motif embroidery as the pants and vest. The al-musskak has a unique, mid-chest neck piece made
of woven gold thread. The head covering that serves as a train is much shorter, only reaching
down to the mid-back. Al-musskak is traditionally worn at the first party the bride attends after

her wedding.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

In Saudi Arabia, weddings are significant events when the bride and groom enter into
their new life together and begin to build their family, not only because marriage is a sacred
relationship ruled by tradition and Islamic law, but also because it is seen as the key to a healthy
culture in Saudi society (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Bajnaid & Elyas, 2017; Doumato, 2010; Long,
2005). This, in turn, makes weddings a major occasion, one that is culturally charged by
competition and boasting (Al-Jeraisy, 2008, Al-Munajjed, 1997). The importance of weddings in
Saudi culture obliges Saudi people to spend lavishly on the marriage celebration and wedding
day. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to explore the shopping experiences of Saudi brides-
to-be as they prepare for multiple social events planned around their weddings and their new
lives after the wedding.

The chapter is organized into four major sections. The first section provides an overview
of the meaning of culture. Section two contains a brief introduction to Saudi Arabian culture,
specifically the changes in the country and the Saudi female consumer. Section three explores
marriage in Islam generally, and Saudi Arabia specifically. In section four, bridal culture in other
countries and related consumer behavior are reviewed. Finally, proposed theoretical frameworks
guiding this study are presented, and a summary of existing work concludes this chapter.

Definition of Culture

Culture is a macroscopic term that has been defined to include a wide variety of aspects
of life. Hamilton (1987) explained that culture is the ability to adapt to our environments by
creating shared meanings and values. Linton (1936) defined culture as social heredity, which
results in individuals adapting to their places in society. Culture has also been described as a

cognitive map that guides human behavior; the map is acquired and transmitted among groups,
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which results in sharing of mutual beliefs, values, and behaviors among particular groups
(Segalman,1978; Spradley, 1980; White, 1969). Spradley (1980) defined culture as an “acquired
knowledge people use to interpret experience and generate behavior” (p. 22). Linton (1936)
described culture as the non-biological way humans share knowledge, communicate, and learn in
order to adapt their individual or group behavior. Similarly, Hoebel (1958) explained that
culture, in an anthropological sense, encompasses all the learned behaviors and non-biological
characteristics of people within their society.

Moreover, culture can be divided into three components: technology, social structure, and
ideology (Hamilton, 1987; White, 1969). Physical objects, their uses, processes and systems to
produce them, and the organization of objects fall under technology. Social structure includes
relationships, behavioral norms, and socialization patterns within the community. Ideology
consists of attitudes, beliefs, and how people define what is good and bad (Hamilton, 1987). The
foundation of culture is technology, which relates culture to nature (Hamilton, 1987). Hamilton
(1987) suggested that change usually begins with technology, which then influences social
structures to adapt, finally affecting ideology. On the contrary, Harris (1980) asserted that
ordering of those influences is symbiotic and not so linear, which means a change in one will
usually result in a change in the others.

Moreover, according to Hoebel (1958), culture is always nonmaterial because it requires
integrated behavior patterns. What Hamilton (1987) considered technology, Hoebel (1958)
would have called “products of cultural behavior” (p. 8). Lastly, Linton (1936) explained that
culture preserves the past and shapes the future. Therefore, it is important to analyze how culture
in Saudi Arabia influences and shapes the bride-to-be wedding preparation and purchase of

goods for that rite of passage.
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Background of Saudi Arabia

Saudi Arabia, covering 80 percent of the Arabian Peninsula, was established as a country
in 1932 (Long, 2005). In 2016, the population of Saudi Arabia was 31 million people; most of
them are Arab and Muslim (Central Department of Statistics and Information, 2013; “Saudi
Arabia Population,” 2016). The Saudi Arabian region is considered the birthplace of Islam in the
seventh century, and since then it has been the religious center for all Muslims (Al-Khateeb,
2008; Long, 2005; Yamani, 2004). In addition, the Saudi law system is based on the rules of
Islam (Long, 2005). Thus, Saudi Arabian culture is tied to the Islamic faith in every aspect of
life, including marriage, wedding celebrations, and dress (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Al-Munajjed 1997,
Bajnaid & Elyas, 2017; Long, 2005; Nasr, 2003).
Islamic Faith

The Islamic faith is based on the belief that “there is no God but A/lah, and the Prophet
Muhammad was his last messenger” (Nasr, 2003). The Quran and the Hadith, noting the sayings
and actions of the Prophet Muhammad, constitute the guiding principles for Muslims and are
integrated into every facet of life, including marriage (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Al-Munajjed, 1997;
Bajnaid & Elyas, 2017; Long, 2005). Islam shapes marriage through instructions given in the
Quran and the Hadith. For example: (a) Women have the right to refuse a proposed marriage, (b)
a man must pay a dowry (“bride price”) at the time of the wedding, (c) and husbands are
responsible to pay for all their wives’ basic needs.

Based on Islamic teachings, the Saudi government also enforces restrictions pertaining to
women, such as gender segregation, wearing the veil in public, and limited travel without a male

guardian or escort (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Doumato, 1992; Gorney; 2016; Long, 2005). In Saudi
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Arabia, unrelated males and females are segregated in schools, mosques, work places, and social
events (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Bajnaid & Elyas, 2017; Doumato, 1992; Goodwin, 2003).
Culture

In Saudi Arabia, religion, family honor, and government are entangled (Bajnaid & Elyas,
2017; Gorney, 2016; Teitelbaum, 2008). Family is a very important structural unit in Saudi
society, and familial relationships and ties are strong (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Gorney 2016; Long,
2005; Bajnaid & Elyas, 2017; Teitelbaum, 2008). This closeness makes family events, such as
weddings, significant occasions for which Saudi women pay great attention to dress (Al-
Munajjed, 1997; Tawfiq & Ogle, 2013a). Such events give a woman the opportunity not only to
present herself through dress but represent her family as well (Al-Munajjed, 1997; Tawfiq &
Ogle, 2013b). According to Gorney (2016), people in Saudi society observe others around them,
making assumptions about their family standards and passing judgment based on the way family
members look. Thus, many women are interested in wearing the newest fashions and are willing
to spend large sums of money for family occasions (Al-Munajjed, 1997).

Due to the strength of the familial unit, men and women must obtain family approval
when hoping to get married (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Bajnaid & Elyas, 2017; Bin Manie, 1985; Perez,
2013; Rahim, n.d.). Marriage in Saudi Arabia is not just an individual decision, but a family one;
each family investigates a// of the other family members, not just the prospective bride and
groom (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Al-Munajjed, 1997; Bajnaid & Elyas, 2017; Bin Manie, 1985;
Goodwin, 2003; Rahim, n.d.). The bride and groom’s families must each give approval for the
marriage to proceed, and marriage is typically arranged (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Bajnaid & Elyas,

2017).
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Culture in Hijaz Region

The Hijaz region is located on the western coast of Saudi Arabia, bordered on the west by
the Red Sea with three main cities: Mecca, Medina, and Jeddah (Ochsenwald, 2012; Rahim, n.d.;
Yamani, 2004). The Hijaz region is named after a/ Hijaz, meaning “barrier,” because the Sarawat
mountain range creates a wall around the region (Yamani, 2004). The area of Hijaz is prominent
due to the Islamic holy cities of Mecca and Medina. The Ka’ba, toward which all Muslims pray,
is located in Mecca. This city is also the location in which the Prophet Muhammad was born and
raised; Medina is where he was buried under his mosque (Long, 2005; Ochsenwald, 2012;
Yamani, 2004). Also, Islamic pilgrimage to Mecca is mandatory for all adult Muslims once in
their lifetime, providing they have physical and financial capability for undertaking the journey
(Nasr, 2003). It is for these reasons that Muslims from around the world have made the
pilgrimage to this region, and in some cases have immigrated to the region. This immigration has
made the culture of the Hijaz essentially a “melting pot” of Muslim cultures. Thus, the Hijaz
region has a unique mixture of cultures that makes it different from the rest of the country (Long,
2005; Rahim, n.d.; Yamani, 2004).

Compared to other regions in Saudi Arabia, Hijazi cultural standards are relaxed and
lenient in regard to gender segregation and female honor (Gorney, 2016; Teitelbaum, 2008).
Jeddah is considered the least conservative city in the country; there Saudi women test and push
the traditional boundaries (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Bajnaid & Elyas, 2017; Gorney, 2016; Teitelbaum,
2008). Unlike other regions in the country, the Hijaz does not have tribal marriages (Teitelbaum,
2008). In other regions of the country, tribes try to preserve the purity of blood lines by marrying
within the tribe (Teitelbaum, 2008). The history of immigration to the Hijaz region has made its

people more open to intermarriage across tribal and international groups.
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Changes in Saudi Arabia

Since the discovery of oil in 1938, economic growth along with Western influence has
led to changes in Saudi Arabia (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Al-Munajjed, 1997; Long, 2005). One large
influence stemmed from foreign workers entering the country to work at oil companies. These
workers brought their families, customs, and traditions, which in turn have influenced Saudi
households and introduced many new products (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Long, 2005; Yamani, 2004).
Moreover, the increase in Saudi incomes has allowed for expanding consumer product
acquisition and has shifted the Saudi lifestyle toward a more consumerist attitude (Assad, 2008).
However, with the recent drop in oil prices, the economy of Saudi Arabia has slowed, reflected
in the government’s reduction of subsidies of water and electricity costs, cuts from public wages,
and imposition of value-added taxes (Al-Omran & Stancati, 2016; El-Katiri, 2016; The General
Authority of Zakat and Tax, 2018). Hence, if cheap oil continues, it is expected that Saudi
economic growth will continue to slow in the coming years (Al-Omran & Stancati, 2016; El-
Katiri, 2016), which might affect Saudi consumption patterns, including that of brides-to-be.

Another considerable shift in Saudi Arabia has occurred in the areas of female education
and representation in the workforce (Al-Munajjed, 1997; Pharaon, 2004). Women in Saudi
Arabia have gained increased access to education over the last four decades (Al-Faisal, 2005;
Prokop, 2005). Even though the first university for women in Saudi Arabia was not opened until
1979 (Hamdan, 2005), 54% of college-aged women enrolled in higher education in 2013, and
women exceeded men in graduation rates (Ministry of Higher Education, 2013). Among women
enrolled in higher education, 23.2% are granted scholarships to study abroad (Ministry of Higher

Education, 2013). Studying abroad has provided Saudi women with expanded opportunities to
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experience new cultures and explore different consumer lifestyles and fashions. These combined
trends may influence women to push for changes back home (Gorney, 2016).

With female education opportunity increasing, Saudi women are now becoming more
involved in work outside of the home (Barakati & Ariani, 2010; Pharaon, 2004). The number of
Saudi female workers increased from only 3-5% of the total workforce in 2005 (Al-Bakr, 2005),
to 18% by 2012 (The World Bank, 2013) and reached 40% by 2015 (Sadha, 2015). Unlike the
past when Saudi women were only employed in the traditionally acceptable fields of health care
and education (Al-Munajjed, 1997; Doumato, 1992; Gorney, 2016; Prokop, 2005), they are now
integrating into positions in media, banking, law, and retail (Barakati & Ariani, 2010; Gorney,
2016; Khashoggi, 2014). In addition, Al-Rawi (2013) reported that the percentage of Saudi
businesswomen in 2013 increased by 23% from the year before, and 4% of private firms were
owned by Saudi women. Due to this increased access to the job market, Saudi women have
become increasingly economically independent. All of these changes in the country has led the
Saudi government to loosen several laws restricting rights for women. For example, Saudi
women gained the right for the first time to vote in municipal elections in 2011 and to drive in
2018 (Smith-Spark, 2018).

Media Influence

In addition to education, travel, and work experience, researchers have explored media
influence on Saudi women, particularly in relation to their adoption of Westernized dress. The
introduction of media—including television, the Internet, and movies—into Saudi Arabia has
been identified as a significant influence on the culture and dress of the region (Goodwin, 2003;
Yamani, 2004). Yamani (2004) proposed that, starting in the 1950s, Egyptian films based on

Western lifestyles diffused Western views on fashion into Saudi lives, especially among the elite.
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Tawtiq and Ogle (2013a) found that Saudi women used the mass media as sources to shape ideas
about new trends and fashions. Omasha (2003) studied the effect of advertising on Saudi
consumer behavior in Jeddah city, and found that female consumers are susceptible to influence
by the media, especially with the increase of TV programs and channels that expose Saudi
women to many advertisements and new products. Moreover, the rapidly growing use of social
media all over the world affects Saudi consumers, who are greatly influenced by social media as
well (Khatib, 2016; Omar, 2014).

Researchers in the West have found that media has a great influence over local customs,
especially with regard to wedding celebration and wedding ritual (Boden, 2001; Dobscha &
Foxman, 1998; Otnes & Pleck, 2003; Otnes et al., 1997). The forms of mass media available
today may have exposed Saudi brides-to-be to many new ideas and products to purchase during
wedding preparation and to possibilities for presentation of the new identity as bride.

Saudi Consumers

Alongside economic independence, Saudi women’s purchasing power is increasing.
Assad (2008) used secondary data from Global Market Information, World Bank, and Saudi
Ministry of Planning between the years of 1990 and 2004 to analyze Saudi Arabian
consumerism. She provided evidence that education and female employment have increased
female power in family purchase decisions. She also presented statistical information that
showed newly adopted spending habits of upper-middle and upper-class Saudis on many luxury
items, particularly for special occasions like weddings. Additionally, the increases in the number
of luxury shopping centers in the country have made shopping a social activity (Assad, 2008).
Thus, Saudi consumers are more likely to shop for pleasure (hedonic) rather than focus primarily

on practical (utilitarian) purposes.

www.manaraa.com



20

Some studies to date have focused on Saudi female consumers. For instance, Al-Mousa
(2005) found that the level of Saudi female consumer satisfaction with ready-to-wear clothing
available in Saudi marketplaces decreased as their income level increased, and women showed
more interest in customization as income rose. As a result, this increase in dissatisfaction might
have led some Saudi female consumers to look elsewhere, such as online and social media
outlets for more variety.

Other studies of Saudi female consumers’ online shopping have shown evidence that
subjective norms, i.e., perceptions of others’ attitudes and willingness to conform to others’
expectations, affect Saudi female consumers (Al-Maghrabi, 2010; Al-Maghrabi, Dennis, &
Halliday, 2011). Al-Maghrabi et al. (2011) found that Saudi female consumers under 35 are
more influenced by others’ opinions in comparison to female consumers who are above age 35.
According to Salam (2013), the average age of women in Saudi Arabia’s first marriage is 24,
which means Saudi brides are within the age range most influenced by subjective norms. The
role of others’ influences on Saudi brides’ choices while shopping is of interest in the present
study of Saudi brides’ experiences as consumers.

Social media is another influencer of Saudi consumers. Two studies looked at the use of
social media marketing in Saudi Arabia and effects on consumers (Khatib, 2016; Omar, 2014).
According to the Ministry of Culture and Information (2014), Saudi Arabia has one of the
highest usage rates for digital media, with 57% of the adult citizen population being active users.
Moreover, using social media as an e-business tool is successful within Saudi Arabia due to the
social conservativeness of the culture (Omar, 2014). Omar (2014) found that Saudi consumers
consider social media a reliable source of advertising and are persuaded by ads on social media.

Trust is important for Saudi consumers, as Saudi consumers trust their friends and families more
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than companies (Khatib, 2016; Omar, 2014).

Khatib (2016) studied the effect of social media’s influence on Saudi consumers during
their decision-making process. A sample of 310 respondents was almost evenly composed of
males and females, with most respondents ages 20 to 34 and married (Khatib, 2016). Khatib
(2016) found that social media influenced all parts of the decision-making process from
information acquisition to post-purchase evaluation as well as attitudes and opinions. This
research is particularly relevant to the present study because I investigated the consumption

patterns of respondents within the age range studied by Khatib.

Marriage in Islam and Saudi Culture

Islam encourages marriage; the Prophet Muhammad, who is the example for all Muslims,
told men to marry if they can and asked women to accept proposals if a man’s manner and
beliefs are good (Khan, 1994). Because the Saudi Arabian culture is tied to the Islamic religion,
marriage is considered a sacred relationship and is the only sanctioned intimate relationship
between males and females (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Bajnaid & Elyas, 2017; Doumato, 2010).

While Islam is the foundation for Muslim marriage, Saudi Arabian culture also plays a
role. In Islam, the man has to pay a dowry (i.e., a set amount of money as a gift for his bride) to
show that he is responsible, ready to support a family, and committed to show his love (Al-
Khateeb, 2008). Islam also requires that a woman meet her prospective husband at least once
before the wedding (Al-Jaziri, 2010; Al-Khateeb, 2008; Bajnaid & Elyas, 2017). However, there
1s much variation in how arranged marriages ensue in Saudi Arabia. In some cases, bridal
couples do not meet one another prior to the wedding; in other instances, they may meet several

times (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Bajnaid & Elyas, 2017; Bin Manie, 1985).
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Marital Roles

Islam shapes marital roles and rules in Saudi Arabia as well. Within Islam, several rights
are outlined for husbands and wives; for example, both parties are responsible for living together
with cordiality and respect (Bullock, 2003). Both wives and husbands are required to groom
themselves for each other, as well as maintain mutual sexual satisfaction (Al-Jehani, 2005;
Bullock, 2003). However, there are higher expectations for wives to always dress and look
beautiful and presentable for their husbands, including wearing clothing that is appealing to their
husbands (Al-Jehani, 2005; Bullock, 2003). Within Islam rules, the wife is also responsible for
creating a healthy and peaceful home in addition to properly raising children (Al-Khateeb, 2008;
Bullock, 2003; Syed, 2004). She has to respect her husband and not leave the home without his
permission. Husbands, on the other hand, should be devoted only to their wives by helping with
the housework and should not hinder their wives from working or studying (Al-Jehani, 2005;
Bullock, 2003). In addition to the initial dowry, the husband is responsible for being the financial
provider for his wife by paying for her food, clothing, and home (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Syed,
2004).

However, with substantial changes in the culture, perceptions of marital roles have also
changed (Al-Jehani, 2005; Al-Khateeb, 2008; Goodwin, 2003; Syed, 2004). The freedoms
gained by Saudi women in education and work have caused a shift in traditional Saudi
households’ marital roles (Al-Jehani, 2005; Maki, 2004). Now, many women and men are both
going to work or school outside of the home (Doumato, 2003), which has led to Saudi women
working a “double shift” of holding a job outside the home and caring for family within the

home (Long, 2005; Maki, 2004). Understanding these expectations of a wife’s multi-faceted
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roles might aid in understanding Saudi brides’ ways of thinking during the preparation period
before the wedding.
The Saudi Wedding Process

Marriage in Saudi Arabia is typically arranged, involving a process like a “dance”
between the two joining families (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Bajnaid & Elyas, 2017; Rahim, n.d.). First,
the groom’s family investigates the prospective bride and her family. If the groom’s family
believes all is well, the groom and his father approach the father-of-the-bride and the bride-to-be
to formally propose (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Bajnaid & Elyas, 2017; Rahim, n.d.). Lastly, the bride’s
family will investigate the groom’s family, and then respond to the proposal offer (Al-Khateeb,
2008; Al-Munajjed, 1997; Bajnaid & Elyas, 2017; Bin Manie, 1985; Rahim, n.d.). Most families
in the Hijaz hold a small celebration called Shofa, and only close relatives from both the groom’s
and bride’s sides attend to celebrate the first meeting of the bride and the groom. The groom
usually brings a gift of jewelry with him, but not the engagement ring (Rahim, n.d.). Shofa was
part of traditional marriages, but in modern Hijazi marriages the groom and the bride may have
already met before Shofa due to the relaxed rules around gender segregation in the region
(Rahim, n.d.; Teitelbaum, 2008). In some cases, the prospective couple are from the same
extended family, and in other cases they have met while they were traveling or studying abroad
(Rahim, n.d.).

After the groom and the bride are introduced to each other and both families agree to the
marriage, the preparation for the wedding and all the associated celebrations and events begin.
Wedding events and celebrations in Saudi Arabia have become showcases and boasting
occasions, for which families and the groom spend excessively (Al-Jeraisy, 2008, Al-Munajjed,

1997; Rahim, n.d.). The second event after the Shofa is the Fatiha, which is a small celebration
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held after both the groom and bride give their marriage approval. This event is named after surah
Al-Fatiha from the Quran, because some extended relatives attend and recite surah Al-Fatiha as a
blessed omen for the couple’s new life (Rahim, n.d.). The third event is the engagement party,
Melka, which is hosted by the bride’s family. Melka is when an Islamic marriage contract will be
written and witnessed by the families of the bride and groom (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Bajnaid &
Elyas, 2017; Rahim, n.d.). In the Hijaz region, the ritual of signing the marriage contract is
usually performed in one of two places: in a holy mosque (in Mecca or Medina), as a way to
bring blessing to the new couple’s life, or at the home of the bride’s family (Rahim, n.d.).

Some brides’ families host an extra engagement party a few days after the Melka called
the Shabkah. Shabkah in Arabic literally means a connection or joining of two things together,
which confirms the new couple joining in marriage and allows for more guests to witness the
marriage (Rahim, n.d.). The celebrations after the marriage contract is signed are typically held
in a large, luxury “wedding hall.” The groom will bring the dowry with the engagement ring and
bridal jewelry in an ornately decorated silver cart or golden box to show his respect for his bride
(Iskandarani, 2006; Rahim, n.d). The average dowry for Saudi women was between $10,000 and
$13,000 in the early 2000s until 2015 (Alkhalaf, 2015; Qusti 2003). After the Shabkah party, the
bride will still live in her parents’ house, even though the groom and bride are now legally
considered husband and wife (Rahim, n.d.).

During the engagement period, the groom and bride prepare for their wedding day and
their new life during marriage. During the engagement period, the bride, groom, and their
families only have a limited time to accomplish everything before the wedding. The groom is
required to pay most of the wedding costs, as well as prepare the newlyweds’ new house with

furniture and appliances (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Qusti, 2003). The bride will use her dowry to
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beautify herself for her husband through purchasing new clothes, cosmetics, and related products
to replace her existing items (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Saud85, 2013; Qusti, 2003). Tawfiq and Ogle
(2013a, 2013b) found that a newly married bride gives extra attention to her attire to present the
ideal woman she wants to be, not only for her husband but also for her in-laws. According to
Tawtiq and Ogle (2013b), both Saudi wives and husbands emphasized the importance of the
Islamic obligation of a wife to groom herself for her husband’s enjoyment and to dress in a way
that shows her beauty, especially for their intimate times together.

The Ghomrah party, a customary Saudi bridal shower, is the third party to be held. It
occurs a few days before the wedding, during which the bride’s body and hair are prepared and
cleansed using elaborate spa treatments, including many perfumes, conditioning oils, etc. In
addition, henna designs are drawn on her hands and feet (Iskandarani, 2006; Rahim, n.d.). In the
Hijaz, Ghomrah is considered one of the most important stages in the wedding process
(Iskandarani, 2006; Rahim, n.d.; Tawfiq & Marcketti, 2017). The bride will wear the traditional
bridal costume, while her sisters and other female relatives sing songs and celebrating in lavish
fashion (Iskandarani, 2006; Rahim, n.d.). Guests are expected to bring some valuable gifts to
give to the bride, usually gold jewelry (Rahim, n.d.). There are five popular traditional bridal
costumes that are worn in the Hijazi Ghomrah: Al-mentur, al-medini, al-mahaf, al-zabun, and al-
musskak (Iskandarani, 2006; Tawfiq & Marcketti, 2017). All of the traditional bridal costumes
include several pieces embroidered with gold thread and pearls; for example, some of these
pieces are: the under-vest, pants, head crown or head cover, face cover, and an ankle-length robe
with very long and wide sleeves (Iskandarani, 2006; Rahim, n.d.; Tawfiq & Marcketti, 2016).

One of the main pieces is the face cover containing gold coins and pearls; its purpose is to
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conceal the bride’s beauty until the wedding day. The face cover also symbolises modesty,
shyness, and purity (Tawfiq & Marcketti, 2017).

It is customary to get an agreement between the groom’s family and the bride’s family to
select a specific day to move all of the bride’s new purchases from her family's house to the
couple’s new home (Qusti, 2003). This day is another important event prior to the wedding and
is hosted by the groom’s family. Traditionally, the bride’s new purchases and new clothes
(dabash) will be displayed elegantly, and the entire house of the couple will be decorated and
prepared by both families to make it ready for the new couple.

Finally, the wedding ceremony itself is the most important day when not only family, but
all extended relatives and friends, attend. The wedding is segregated by gender, but both groups
have access to lavish food, drinks, live bands, and other luxuries (Qusti, 2003). During the
ceremony, a singer performs during the wedding procession and throughout the night (Rahim,
n.d). Guests will dance the whole night and will create a circle around the bride, holding hands,
and dance around the bride to show their support through celebrating her marriage (Rahim, n.d).
Traditionally, in the Hijaz region, the celebration of marriage continues even after the wedding,
as many families will hold a party for the newlywed daughter and daughter-in-law in her first
visit to her family and new family-in-law following the wedding (Iskandarani, 2006).

The timeline in Figure 1 (p. 5) demonstrates the order and timing of the marriage process
and celebrations. However, it is important to note that with the changing Saudi society,
marriages are not always arranged. As a result, this may alter what marriage celebrations are

included and cancelation of some marriage events.
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Bridal Culture in Other Countries and Related Consumer Behavior

Prior literature shows the uniqueness of the bridal consumer process when planning for a
wedding and the numerous factors that influence the bride. In Western cultures, planning a
wedding is a personal, deeply emotional experience, in which cultural meaning and values are
strongly emphasized (Boden, 2001; Carter & Duncan, 2017; Dobscha, & Foxman, 1998; Leeds-
Hurwitz; McEnally, 2002; Nelson, & Deshpande, 2004; Thomas & Peters, 2011). The role of
others, particularly the family, in wedding planning is often significant (Dobscha & Foxman,
1998; McEnally, 2002; Nelson & Deshpande, 2004; Thomas & Peters, 2011; Weiss, 2008).
Twenty-first century weddings in Britain are not dominated by tradition and cultural norms, but
many couples freely choose to inevitably draw on tradition, causing weddings to remain
structured around given, set traditional practices (Carter & Duncan, 2017). Nelson and
Deshpande (2004) found that cultural values and norms are significant aspects of wedding
celebrations. Brides are unique consumers who invest a great deal of time and money into the
wedding process (Boden, 2001).

In Korean culture, weddings are female-oriented rituals (Park, 1997). Park studied the
consumption patterns of wedding rituals for Korean couples married over three years during the
1990s. Using mixed methods, qualitative in-depth interviews of five couples were followed by a
quantitative questionnaire with 307 respondents (162 men, 145 women). Park focused on the
values and needs of consumers and their wedding-related expenditures. Results showed that
consumption for the wedding items and wedding expenditures holds more hedonic value than
utilitarian. Furthermore, there were significant differences in class and gender for wedding
consumption patterns. On average, women spent more than men, and social class influenced

demands and values when purchasing wedding items. In many families, it is the mother and
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other female relatives of the bride, sometimes working with wedding planners, who make
purchases of dress and wedding celebration arrangements.

Based on the studies discussed, it is evident that weddings are special occasions marked
by unique consumption patterns that tend to be bride-centered. Because culture is an important
aspect of understanding the bridal consumer and studies have not yet explored how wedding
consumption patterns might differ in a culture like Saudi Arabia, research of Saudi bride-to-be
consumption patterns is warranted. Thus, this present study explored the Saudi woman’s bridal
experience during her wedding preparation period.

Theoretical Framework

According to traditional grounded theory, research should not begin with a preconceived
theory in mind (Glaser, 1978; Heath, & Cowley, 2004). However, reviewing existing theories
that are related to the area of investigation without restricting the incoming data to testing these
theories does not violate the grounded theory approach (Morse, 1994; Strauss, & Corbin, 1994).
Therefore, theories reviewed in this section were not tested, but rather used as a framework that
could possibly help with interpretation of the data. The researcher did not firmly hold only to the
theories listed below during the data collection and analysis process. Care was taken to avoid
becoming biased by any theory. It was also realized that although these existing theories
provided a possible explanation for this study’s results, they are based on Western ideologies
which might have limitations when applied to other cultures. Applicability of the theories to
Saudi culture was carefully examined.

Several social psychological theories and concepts provided a rich foundation and

framework possibly useful to interpret how Saudi brides-to-be shape their new identity through
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consumption. None of the theories completely explained the data; however, in combination
multiple theories helped to illuminate the complex phenomenon under study.

Useful theories included: Symbolic interaction theory, concepts from Goffman’s (1959)
dramaturgical perspective, social identity theory with a focus on Gergen’s (1991, 2011) notion of
“multiphrenia,” Belk’s (1988) concept of the extended self, social identity theory from Tajfel and
Turner (1979), and social capital theory from Bourdieu (1986). Together, these theories and
concepts helped the researcher to understand Saudi bride-to-be shopping experiences as they
prepared for their weddings and factors that influenced them within contemporary Saudi society.

The conceptual model in Figure 2 was created by the researcher to summarize the
previously existing theories that might be useful for data interpretation. The relationship between

the self and the group is a strong focus of the study and serves as the core of the model created.

Symbolic
Interaction

(Stone, 1962)

|

Dramaturgical perspective (Goffman,
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|
Extended Self
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Figure 2. Conceptual Map of Relationships Among Potentially Relevant Theories
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Symbolic Interactionism

Symbolic interaction theory, initially developed by Mead (1934), is a grand theory of
social psychology (Charon, 1985) which encompasses many micro theories and theoretical
concepts. The main principle of symbolic interaction is that humans act based on their
interpretation of the meanings they apply to the world around them, including objects, events,
and behaviors (Blumer, 1969). These meanings are constructed by social interaction between and
among human individuals and become shared meanings (Blumer, 1969). People use the
interpreted meanings as symbols to communicate with each other. Using symbols, individuals
position and develop the self they desire and present themselves to the world around them
(Goffman, 1959). Stone (1962) explained that appearance is a symbolic instrument to express
one’s identity.

Hence, symbolic interactionists view the meanings that are produced though social
interaction as a way people present themselves and understand others. According to these
meanings, individuals manipulate their appearance to convey their desired identities in social
contexts (Stone, 1962; Goffman, 1959). Individual appearances hold meanings that provide
information about identities and self-perceptions (Charon, 1985). Others act toward people based
on these meanings, sometimes giving feedback about appearance that influences the wearer’s
future appearance decisions. Thus, individuals take the role of “other” in order to construct their
own selves by imagining how others see and evaluate themselves. Cooley (1902) referred to this
process as the “looking glass self,” in which individuals use others as mirrors to reflect the self.
Individuals think of themselves based on the perceived reviews that others provide, using self-
reflection to imagine future reactions or evaluations, which then guide choices for behaviors

(Cooley, 1902; Mead, 1934; Stone, 1962). Cooley (1902) called this process “reflected
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appraisal,” which can be especially important and influential when the feedback is given by a
significant other (Stone, 1962).

Within the symbolic interaction framework, a Saudi bride-to-be shops before her
wedding for products that have socially symbolic meanings. According to Goffman (1959),
appearance management is the act of contemplating one’s appearance to convey a message to be
observed by others. Thus, the bride-to-be might enlist the meaning of products to imagine how
she could manage her appearance in order to influence how others perceive her and to help place
her into her new social role as wife and a member of both her family and her husband’s family.
Products that elicit the most desirable personal images as future wife are more likely to be
purchased, given the financial resources available. Of particular interest in regard to the shopping
experience of Saudi brides-to-be is how significant others, such as the bride’s friends, family,
and fiancé, influence the bride-to-be purchase decisions during the engagement period. Whether
these influences conform to or conflict with personal preferences of the bride-to-be is also of
interest.

Dramaturgical perspective. Erving Goffman (1959) developed the dramaturgical
perspective as an extension of symbolic interaction theory. He likened social interaction in
everyday life to a staged drama with a frontstage and backstage, and viewed individuals as social
actors. These actors or individuals perform based on their social situations and send messages
that are observed by others within the context of social situations. The performance by actors to
influence others is called a “front” and could include managing one’s appearance or behaviors to
construct different “selves” within different social interactions or contexts (Goffman, 1959, p.

22).
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According to Goffman (1959), social interactions can be in two different types of social
settings: “front region” and “back region;” individuals interact with different audiences in these
two regions. In the front region (frontstage), individuals perform a certain way to a certain
audience through the use of appearance (dress) and manner (behavior) (Goffman, 1959). In the
back region (backstage), actors are more relaxed because they have a more private audience.
This contrasts from the front region, where actors must be more careful and controlled in their
dress and behavior for a more public audience (Goffman, 1959).

Impression management is a technique used by actors when they change their
performances (appearance or behavior) according to their audience and social situation to foster
a positive review (Goffman, 1959). In addition, Goffman (1959) explained that if there is any
reaction from the audience, the meaning of the reaction as reflected upon by the actor influences
the actor’s future performance choices. From the dramaturgical perspective, consumption of
products allows actors to dress the part so that their performance is believable by their audience.
Saudi bride-to-be appearance products might be used as part of her “front” when she performs as
a wife, attempting to present a socially acceptable self.

Similarly, Eicher (1981) suggested that individuals attempt to present different aspects of
the self to various audiences, using artifacts such as dress. Eicher (1981) elaborated on Stone’s
theory of appearance and the self, asserting that there are three “conscious parts of the self that
relate to dress” (p. 40): (a) the public self, (b) the intimate self, and (c) the secret self. The public
self includes presentation of information about general aspects of the self, such as gender and
occupation, to the most public audience (Eicher, 1981, p. 40). For example, a bride-to-be’s
public self would be presented at the various celebrations and the wedding. The concept of

public self is related to Goffman’s notion of the front region, where the bride-to-be presents
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herself to the public audience. The Saudi wedding events audiences typically include the
couple’s extended and immediate family members, in-laws, friends and co-workers.

When discussing the topic of “front region” and “back region" within the context of
Saudi Arabia, the multiple stages of the frontal region for Saudi women must also be recognized.
As noted, in any public place outside of the home within mixed-gender situations, Saudi women
are required by law to wear a veil that completely covers the head and body (Al-Munajjed, 1997;
Tawtiq & Ogle, 2013a). The customary veil in Saudi Arabia is a full-body cover consisting of
three pieces: an ankle-length black robe that covers all of the woman’s body except for the hands,
feet, and head (4bbaya), a head-scarf that covers the head and hair, and an optional Nigab that
covers the entire face with an opening for the eyes only (Doumato, 2003; Long, 2005). In this most
public stage of the frontal region, Saudi women cannot fully appear. Only their gender and
limited aspects of shape (height, some hint of weight, posture) are expressed; age and other
personal characteristics of appearance and facial expression are completely hidden. Thus, the
most public self is actually semi-public; when Saudi women are outside of the home in the
presence of men who are not next of kin, women must be completely masked. The second stage
of the frontal region would be when women are only with women. Women are free to wear what
they wish at any gender-segregated event, such as some wedding celebrations (Tawfiq & Ogle,
2013a). Therefore, Saudi women have fewer restrictions when they present their public self to
female family members and friends. The focus of the present study was to understand how a
bride-to-be prepares for front region audiences at wedding celebrations and back region
interactions with her future husband.

Within the front region, individuals enact performances to present idealized selves before

others, which Goffman (1959) called idealization. The idealized performances tend to
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incorporate and exemplify accredited society values (Goffman, 1959). Audiences in the front
region often have an idealized idea of what should be performed in a given situation and expect
actors to perform according to that ideal (Goffman, 1959). Leeds-Hurwitz (2002) described
wedding events as public display performed in front of a crowd of friends and relatives. The
bride and the groom devote considerable attention to plan this important and life-changing
performance. Wedding events have a culturally prescribed meaning, and the bride often will try
to perform her idealized self so that people who are attending the wedding celebration interpret
the given meaning appropriately (Dobscha & Foxman, 1998; Goffman, 1959). Similarly, in
Saudi weddings, a bride may try to impress her guests during the wedding celebrations by
performing within cultural expectations. Thus, Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical perspective and
concept of idealization might provide additional insight for this study into the different
influences that affect the bride-to-be’s purchase choices.

Smith-Lovin (2007) suggested that when there are people from varied groups in the
audience, the actor is more likely to occupy multiple identities at one time. Using self-
verification, individuals seek to have their self-meanings confirmed by multiple others
(Robinson, 2007; Swann & Read, 1981). Thus, the Saudi bride-to-be has to juggle and negotiate
multiple identities (bride, wife, daughter, daughter-in-law, friend, etc.) when acting in the front
region for her diverse audience. In the back region, fewer identities are occupied, as less control
is needed with a private and less-demanding, exclusive audience. In order for the Saudi bride-to-
be to have self-verification in the front region, she may use the “looking glass self”” and adjust
her appearance based on reflected appraisal that she constructs through memory and
presumptions during back region preparation for her front stage performance. She may adopt a

more conventional presentation of self to appeal to the commonly held, stereotypical
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expectations likely to be shared by many across the diverse audience. Stereotypical expectations
for ritual dress are likely to be shared across many people in a collective, conformity-oriented
society. Adherence to tradition lends a clear and safe approach in ritual situations such as
weddings.

Social Identity Theory

Social identity theory could further explain Saudi bride-to-be shopping experiences.
Identity is a person's sense of who she or he is, which can be based on three sources: individual
self-descriptions, one’s roles, and group memberships (Owens et al., 2010; Oyserman, Elmore, &
Smith, 2012). Identity reflects people’s positions in society and their social roles (Stone, 1962),
so an individual has multiple identities which together create the self (Fiske, 2014; Oyserman et
al., 2012). Tajfel and Turner (1979) first introduced social identity theory, which connects the
individual to social structures and groups as a way to understand intergroup behavior. When
individuals join a group, they experience a collective identity with which they form their
identities in regard to the group. Tajfel and Turner (1979) used social identity theory to
understand how individuals assign others and themselves to groups and how this shapes their
interactions.

Gergen (1991, 2011) explained that individuals are exposed to many influences (such as
communication, technology, travel) in postmodern society. Individuals experience and
incorporate these diverse, sometimes contradictory, influences resulting in a “dense population
of the self” in which many possible selves might conflict with the core or essential self.
Complicated and ever-changing individual, group, and societal influences may lead to
individuals feeling “multiphrenia” or uncertainty about who they are. Gergen (2011) proposed

that identity is constantly reconstructed in response to the changing realities individuals face. The
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way individuals develop their identities in postmodern society is complex and heavily influenced
by the larger collectivity of possibly incompatible voices.

Thus, the concept of dense population of the self or “saturation of self” (Gergen, 2011)
can aid in understanding how brides-to-be use dress to form and show their identities within the
social and cultural context of Saudi Arabia. When brides-to-be make decisions about purchases
to present their identities, they may experience multiphrenia due to the numerous influences,
such as marital role, parental role, work role, and education achievements, that may be in part
incompatible. This could lead to negotiation among their identities and the society, culture, and
others’ voices, using the collective to help shape the identity they wish to present.

Similarly, identity control theory explains how people present their identities in the
context of social structure (Burke, 1991). Individuals have multiple identities, of which specific
ones will be activated based on the structure of the specific social situation they are in, resulting
in employment of certain behavior patterns for different social situations (Burke, 1991).
Individuals seek to have their self-meanings confirmed by others (i.e., self-verification) and
therefore adopt strategies to control identity (Robinson, 2007; Swann & Read, 1981).

Burke (2004) explained that to verify identity, control of resources that have shared
meanings with others could be used. Within his definition of resources, Burke (2004) included
anything that enables and creates interaction, whether actively present or potentially useable,
such as dress. The Saudi bride-to-be will be transitioning from her identity as an unmarried,
engaged woman to identify as a wife. She still has many of her pre-existing identities to
maintain, such as daughter or sister, but has the addition of her wife identity. The bride-to-be will

attempt to have her new identity verified by others through her control of resources, such as her
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purchases. Moreover, she might have to negotiate her identity by choosing purchases that have
shared meanings that will highlight her new identity.

One way that individuals attempt to control their identities is through self-verification
(Swann & Read, 1981), which is a process in which individuals look to others for validation of
their self-perceptions. To confirm their identities, individuals will assess the reactions of others
in social interactions (Swann & Read, 1981). Self-verification influences relationships,
especially those that are to be long-lasting and highly committed, such as marriage (Cast &
Cantwell, 2007; Kast, 2012; Stets & Burke, 2005). Swann and Read’s (1981) notion of self-
verification is similar to the validation of self in symbolic interactions (Stone, 1962). The
validation of self within symbolic interactions focuses on the process of identity establishment
when individuals reflect on others to validate their own identity (Stone, 1962). To do so,
individuals try to present their self in a way that confirms other’s conceptions of their own social
role (Stone, 1962). The self-validation process is determined socially because it is not only about
who we think we are but also about whether others validate who we think we are (Stone, 1962).

Additionally, “possible selves” may guide future behaviors of individuals to achieve their
ideal selves within the surrounding context (Markus & Nurius, 1986). Possible selves are
socially created, using past selves to foster a future self that is desirable. Possible selves can
influence decision making, because an individual may imagine their possible self in relation to
an item they are purchasing and how it will affect or enable their future possible self (Markus &
Nurius, 1986).

The Saudi bride-to-be will adopt a new role of wife when she is married. In addition, she
will gain membership to her in-law’s group, where she will have the new roles of daughter-in-

law and sister-in-law. The bride-to-be may pursue some level of self-verification because she
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could want her pre-existing view of self to be confirmed by her family, future husband, and her
soon-to-be in-laws. Thus, this process goes beyond the wedding day and can take place
throughout the marriage celebrations and shopping experience for her life after marriage. As
mentioned above, past research showed that self-verification by a spouse is important for a
successful marriage (Cast & Cantwell, 2007; Kast, 2012; Stets & Burke, 2005). Therefore, a
Saudi bride-to-be may be inclined to make purchases that will create the future self that is
desired as a bride and newlywed. Her possible new selves might be constructed based on her
larger social context, whether she is preparing for a specific wedding occasion or for her married
life. The bride-to-be is able to make purchase decisions that elicit others to verify herself in the
present and future.
Symbolic Consumption

Symbolic consumption, initially proposed by Levy (1959), was developed from symbolic
interactionism and established the relationship between goods and their symbolic value. The
process focuses on how people consume products for personal and social meanings in addition to
their functional meaning (Noble & Walker,1997; Levy, 1959; Serensen & Thomsen, 2005). The
meaning of a product is culturally constituted (McCracken, 1988b). Interpretive consumer
research found that consumption of symbolic products is a way of communicating and
constructing consumers’ identity (Belk, 1988; Levy, 1959; McCracken, 1988b; Serensen &
Thomsen, 2005). In particular, prior research investigating symbolic consumption during major
life transitions found that symbolic consumption helps explore the liminal experience and
construction of new identity (Jennings & O’Malley, 2003; Noble & Walker, 1997; Ogle, Tyner,
& Schofield Tomschin, 2013; Rydahl & Mikkelsen, 2011; Solomon, 1983; The Voice Group,

2010; Wattanasuwan, 2005). Although some studies showed that symbolic consumption may
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help individuals to overcome the ambiguity of role change (Noble & Walker, 1997; Rydahl &
Mikkelsen, 2011; Schouten, 1991), other studies discussed the possibility of ambivalence and
uncertainty of transitional consumption (Ogle et al., 2013; The Voice Group, 2010).

Serensen and Thomsen (2005) further examined symbolic consumption in identity
construction and proposed an analytical framework. The framework explained how an object’s
meaning is established either through single value (communication) or experience value
(emotional), and each value can be located in either a private or common domain. The single
value involves using the symbolic meaning of an object to communicate aspects about the self to
others (Belk, 1988; McCracken, 1988b). In contrast, the experiential value of an object occurs
when the object meaning emotionally affects consumers and changes how they feel about
themselves (Serensen &Thomsen, 2005). Both the single and experiential values of the products
reside in either a common or a private domain (Richins, 1994). A common symbolic value
1s a mutual understanding of an object’s meaning shared within a society or culture (Richins,
1994; Serensen & Thomsen, 2005). Private domain symbolic value is the individual
interpretation of an object’s meaning, which might be established by one’s history with that
object (Richins, 1994; Serensen & Thomsen, 2005). However, private meaning often is strongly
intertwined with the common meaning (Richins, 1994). Finally, in the symbolic consumption
process, single and experiential values as well as common and private domains all overlap. When
consumers make choices between objects, they consider all values and domains of meanings to
decide which object is most symbolically harmonious with their goals, feelings and self-
definition (Belk, 1988; Levy, 1959; McCracken, 1988b; Serensen & Thomsen, 2005).

Overall, the relationship between symbolic consumption and identity construction can

contribute to the understanding of meanings of numerous products the Saudi bride-to-be
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consumes and how the products’ meanings help with the liminal experience and constructing a
new identity.

Extended Self. Belk’s (1988) concept of the extended self may further provide insight
into the way Saudi brides-to-be purchase items to express themselves. How consumers decide to
purchase products goes beyond the product’s functionality to what the product means and what it
signifies about the consumer in relation to cultural values (Belk, 1988; Elliott & Wattanasuwan,
1998; Solomon & Rabolt, 2009; Wattanasuwan, 2005). Wattanasuwan (2005) explained that by
living in a social environment that fosters a consumer culture, people create themselves through
consumption. The “extended self” concept can be used to bridge the resources used to verify
one’s identity (identity control theory) with the symbolic meanings of these resources. The
concept of an “extended self” explains how consumers may consider objects and possessions, as
well as acquired experiences, as part of the self and sources of personal identity. Items, such as
clothing, can be used to represent an individual’s personal identity (Belk, 1988). Further,
purchasing items for a special occasion might influence how individuals see themselves and how
others see them in those occasions (Ames, 1980; Belk, 1988). Rites of passage like marriage also
can influence individuals to discard some of their possessions that no longer represent their new
ideal self-image (Belk, 1988). The items people own are an expression of their selves and
represent different stages in an individual’s life (Belk, 1988). Self-extension can include not only
the individual, but also representations or reflections of a group, such as the bride’s family and
the larger society (Belk, 1988; Elliott & Wattanasuwan, 1998).

Wedding rituals have culturally prescribed meanings; to communicate these meanings,
certain types of products and consumption are required (Dobscha & Foxman, 1998). For

example, culture is the contextual frame in which individuals form their identity through dress
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(Davis, 1992; Roach-Higgins & Ellen, 1995). A Saudi bride-to-be’s consumer choices, in part,
create her new role and identity by expressing herself through her new possessions and
resources, such as dresses, cosmetics, and jewelry. Further, the bride-to-be could discard and
repurchase items to show her change in identity during the special occasion (marriage) when she
transitions from an unmarried woman to a married woman.

Solomon (1983) adopted symbolic interactionism <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>