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THE LOGIC OF WHITENING CONSUMPTION AMOMG TUTORS IN
TUTORIAL SCHOOL

PAWEENA MANOKASEMSUK 5136712 SHMS/M
M.A. (MEDICAL AND HEALTH SOCIAL SCIENCES)

THESIS ADVISORY COMMITTEE: MULLIKA MUTTIKO, Ph.D., WONWIPA
PASANDHANATORN, Ph.D., VEENA SIRISOOK, Ph.D.

ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study is to examine the consumptive behaviors of tutors at
a local tutorial school regarding whitening products and to correlate those products with
four different variables: use value, exchange value, symbolic value, and a sign value. The
study employed a qualitative research to determine the whitening consumption of tutors at
a tutorial school located in Khet Thawi Watthana (District). Fourteen (14) subjects were
recruited: 8 males and 6 females. The subjects were between 20 to 30 years of age.

The results have shown that there was a significant relationship between
use value and whitening consumption with these four variables. Subjects were divided
into four groups, according to analyzed data. Group 1, four subjects showed a
correlation in the whitening consumption and use value. These subjects had a
preference in the usage of whitening products for facial care. They tended to be used
for oily skin control, and the covering-up of acne or dark spots on their faces. Group 2,
four subjects showed a correlation of whitening consumption with two variables: use
value and exchange value. These subjects believe that investing money for whitening
products has an impact on their jobs or career. Group 3, five people showed a
correlation of whitening consumption with three variables: use value, exchange value,
and symbolic value. They tend to use whitening products in order to increase self-
confidence, create a good image, and make more friends. Group 4, one subject showed
a correlation with all four variables: use value, exchange value, symbolic value, and
sign value. The purpose of consumption for this individual was to imitate (or to
follow) role model or idol, such as celebrities or stars, who introduced the particular
whitening products into the marketing by way of advertisement. This individual
prefers to have a different self-image, which is considered to be praise worthy among
peers, which can also becomes the model for other people to imitate.

This researcher suggests that consumers should be aware of possible
adverse effects of whitening products. Consumers should perform research and
investigate relevant information on a particular whitening product before making the
decision to apply the product. The whitening products must have a valid approval from
the Thai Food and Drug Administration (Thai FDA). They should obtain additional
information regarding the manufacturer, and where the products are made. Finally,
they should not base their consumptive decision solely on the fanciful advertisements
presented on TV or the internet.

KEY WORDS: LOGIC OF WHITENING CONSUMPTION / USE VALUE /
EXCHANGE VALUE / SYMBOLIC VALUE / SIGN VALUE /
TUTORS
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EXTENDED SUMMARY

Introduction

Nowadays, the consumption of whitening products seems to be prevalent
in many types of consumers with various occupational settings. For example, studying
the behavior of consumption among tutors at tutorial school, the researcher found that
these people also have the preference to use products contained whitening substances,
such as makeups, skincare products, and pure whitening substances, especially
glutathione. According to the characteristics of tutors, they are mainly in their early
adulthood. They prefer to try new cosmetic/skincare products in order to change the
look and maintain attractive physical appearance. A good-looking appearance is
crucial for them because these people want to attract their students and make an
impression on them, resulting in other meaningful purposes of whitening products,
besides cosmetics, such as socioeconomic status, a sense of styles, trends in fashion,
social networking, self-confidence, etc. For the hypothesis, the researchers
investigated several reasons that these individuals prefer to use whitening products
when they are more well-educated than other groups of consumers. According to the
sign value perspective, the tutors can be categorised with the ideology of consumption.
Baudrillard (1970) separated the ideology of consumption into 4 categories: use value,
exchange value, symbolic value, and sign value. Use value mainly implies to the

usefulness and basic characteristics of consumed products. Exchange value means the
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value of products distributed in the market. Symbolic value focuses on abstract
meanings of consumption. Sign value indicates the different status in the society.
Baudrillard indicated that sign value to be very important because whitening
substances in a wide variety of products can be taken as a messenger with the
transition of use value and exchange value to become sign value.

Sign value can be used to explain the perspective of whitening
consumption among tutors in the sense of social conformity. The meaning of white is
integrated in mass media and different kinds of advertisements in today’s society, and
it has an impact on the daily life of many individuals. As a result, tutors are among
others who think that they have freedom to choose and decide different ways of living.
Meanwhile, these tutors are in the generation for continuing development of modern
communication and technology with photo shop and computer simulation for the
persuasive advertisement and products. Therefore, this leads to the decision to use
specific products for imitating the after-use results presented in persuasive media
advertisement. The consumption of whitening resulted from media influence, such as
online advertisements and social network (e.g. Facebook), is the boundary to create
new sign for tutors to spread the information about a variety of whitening products to
other people. The exchange of information is unlimited. Therefore, the information
given might be relevant or falsified. The consumers hardly distinguish what is true and
what is false. Therefore, they consume products with different values in the system of
capitalism. The consumption of whitening products of studied tutors does not depend
on the use value. Instead, the consumption shift its basic value to become the
consumption for abstract meaning as an exchange for endless social means.
(Baudrillard, 1970: 102)

The application of Baudrillard’s idea with the consumption of whitening of
tutors led to the proposed questions for the consumption of whitening using 4

categories: use value, exchange value, symbolic value, and sign value.

Research Questions
What is the logic of whitening consumption among tutors in tutorial

school?
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Research Purposes
To examine the logic of whitening consumption among tutors in tutorial
school for the correlation with the ideal of consumption using 4 factors: use value,

exchange value, symbolic value, and sign value.

Scope of Research

This research study applied qualitative research method to study the logic
of whitening consumption among tutors for the correlation with use value, exchange
value, symbolic value, and sign value. Fourteen subjects were recruited from a local
tutorial school. The duration of research was 6 months, started from October 2013 -
March 2014

Methodology

1) Sample Selection and Stratification

The study focused on the tutorial school located in Thawi Watthana
district, Bangkok. The school provided with many tutors. Fourteen subjects were
recruited with the age of 20 years or older and both male and female. The researcher
used snow ball sampling for the selection of sample size in the recruitment process.
The researcher specifically recruited the subjects by using an interview. First, the
researcher recruited the first subject, who was a tutor at the tutorial school and also
had been using the whitening products. This participant was interviewed in great
details. Second, he/she was asked to distribute the information about this research
study to other tutors. The subjects were tutors with teaching duration of 1 semester or
more than 4 months. These tutors had been using whitening products for more than 6

months.
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2) Duration of Data Collection

The study were conducted with the period of three months, started October
2013 to December 2013 for data collection. The reason was mainly due to the
conflicted schedule of subjects. Occasionally, they were unable to make the schedule
according with the researcher due to personal schedules and appointment. Therefore,
the subjects were asked to set up their appointment for the interview process in their

own convenience.

3) Data Collection Processes

For the sample recruitment process, the researcher also has been working
as a tutor. Therefore, the researcher were able to recruit and select the subject via an
in-depth interview. The interview took place after the subject’s teaching class, in
which the participant had the available time for an in-depth interview. The location for
an interview process was a small classroom at the tutorial school. It provided the
privacy and convenience for the participant. The participant set up the available time
for an interview. The duration of an indepth interview was 45 minutes to 1 hour. The
participants were provided with some shacks during the interview to reduce the stress

and create the friendly environment.

4) Measurement for the Collecting Data

In-depth interview’s questions for the consumption of whitening include
the idea of consumption for use value, exchange value, symbolic value, and sign
value. The researcher also used the tape recorder during the interview process. In this
case, the researcher already asked the participants for the permission. The participants
were also given the information sheet containing the overview of research study, and
they also signed the informed consent forms. Then, the researcher analysed the data
from the notes during the interview and also from the tape recorder to complete the in-
depth interview process. The observational data were also obtained from the
interviewer during the interview with participants. The data contained the ways of
interaction between the researcher and participants and their body language, recorded

in the form of writing.
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5) Analysis of Data

The descriptive and observational data were collected. The content was
analysed to explain the information or message given by the experienced consumers of
whitening products. The analysis was based on theory and hypothesis to draw the
conclusion. The researcher laid out the structure of data analysis based on the ideology
of consumption with four different values given and the correlation of these values
with the content given. The data were analysed and classified into the group for the
purpose of research study: use value, exchange value, symbolic value, and sign value.
Moreover, the research also encoded the information to make it simple for the review,
examination, and relevant data interpretation. The researcher also realised that there
were more information given by the experienced consumers that cannot be categorised
into four values of Baudrillard’s ideology of consumption (1970). However, those

information can be further studied to explain the behaviour of these consumers.

Outcome

1) Location

The research study was conducted at the local tutorial school, located in
Thawi Watthana district, Bangkok. The school consists of 2 buildings with 4 floors.
The first building is located near Mahidol University, Salaya campus. It is built for
primary and secondary students’s classes. There are two types of classroom: one-on-
one class and group class. For the one-on-one class, there are five classrooms, which
can accommodate 1 to 4 students. According the group class, there are eight
classrooms, which can accommodate approximately 10 to 30 students. The total
number of classrooms for the first building is 13. The second building is located across
the first building. It is used for the high school classrooms. It consists of seven rooms.

Each room can accommodate between 20 — 80 students

2) Socioeconomic status of recruited subjects
Fourteen participants were recruited at the tutorial school, with the age

between 20 to 30 years old. The mean age was 24 years old. There were 8 males and 6
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females. Most of them have been working either as a part-time job or a freelance. The
main reason is that they are full-time undergraduate and graduate students, who want

to make extra money for their own personal use.

3) Reasons for becoming tutors

The main reason is to increase an income and to make extra money. These
individuals also have an assertive personality. Some of them like to teach other people
with the subject in their field of interests. Some think teaching career is an honorable
job. Some want to change the status. Some want to increase their concentration. Some
want to live outside a regular daily based occupation. Some want to increase the
characteristics and manners for teaching career. Finally, this job can also give an
attractive income or pay-back.

4) Whitening consumption of tutors

The consumption of whitening among tutors is mainly for the imitation
and social conformity. It is the consumption influenced by peers or surrounding others
in the different social environments. In other word, they want to look similar to other
people in the same society. For example, A friend might introduce or recommend
them to use the whitening products. They may want to have a good-looking
appearance, like celebrities, artists, musicians, etc. On the other hand, they consume
the whitening products in order to create the distinction. It means that they want to be
different from other groups of people in the society. They also want to have a good-
looking appearance, with whiter skin. This leads to the distinction from the other

people in the society.

5) Results of the whitening consumption among tutors

When the tutor consumes whitening products, they feel more confident
with themselves. They feel more attractive and confident with their job. They make
other people to become attracted to them, especially students and the school’s clients.
Being tutors at the tutorial school also requires to maintain an attractive physical

appearance with extraordinary teaching skills. This attracts the attention of students.
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6) The consumption of whitening products with four categories: use
value, exchange value, symbolic value, and sign value.

Tutors chose to use a wide variety of whitening products, such as
cosmetics, skin care, and medicines. There are several reasons for these individuals to
consume products contained whitening substances, including: popularity of products
and change the physical appearance. The growing market of whitening products leads
to many consumers throughout the world. The ingredients within different products
implicate the value of exchange for the increase of production in the market.
Baudrillard indicated that the exchange value of daily used products has been shifted
to symbolic value and sign value. Therefore, in the present study, the researcher
analyzed the relationship between the consumption of whitening products with

different values (use value, exchange value, symbolic value, and sign value).

The correlation between the consumption of whitening products and
use value.

The present study indicated that most of tutors chose to use whitening
products for the value of usage. They use the products for basic purposes, for example
moisturizers, acne elimination, facial oil control, etc. Meanwhile, some of these
consumers use the whitening products for use value only. They chose the products for
their basic quality and

functions.

The correlation between the consumption of whitening products, use
value, and exchange value.

Besides the value of usage, these individuals also made the investment as
an exchange to have whiter skin. They invested the money and time in these products

as their exchange value.

The correlation between the consumption of whitening products, use
value, exchange value, and symbolic value.
The consumed products or ingredients affects our body, creating an

impact. This leads to a symbolic value. There were five tutors that consumed the
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whitening products for symbolic value. They mainly consumed the products to
increase the self-confidence and maintain an attractive physical appearance. They,
therefore, continuously consumed the whitening products to create the attractive
physical appearance for opposite sex and other surrounding people. Without these

products, they might be less confident about themselves.

The correlation between the consumption of whitening products, use
value, exchange value, symbolic value, and sign value

It is not only the material consumption, but it is also the consumption of
sign value. The purpose of sign value is to create an image for imitation, for
popularity, and/or for originality. The products represent the sign for these purposes.
These individuals wanted more than the value of usage, such as fashion, styles, trends,
and socioeconomic status. White provides the implication of power. From several
previous studies, the researchers showed that the meanings of white were given to
Caucasians (some or all of the populations of Europe, North Africa, the Horn of
Africa, Western Asia, Central Asia and South Asia). These groups of people were
considered to have high power and good looking appearance over black people. They
seem to be more fascinating to surrounding others. Therefore, becoming white is one
of the things that most people wish to have. From the present research study, the
consumption of whitening products among tutors have more than one values of
consumption.

However, they consume the products starting with the value of usage, then
it became an exchange value, leading to symbolic value and sign value, respectively.
After consuming the whitening products for daily usage, the consumption, then,
changes itself for the value of usage as a continuous cycle.

Discussion

The discussion focuses on the consumption of whitening products based
on the Baudrillard’s ideology of consumption. The analysis is based on the products,
the behaviours of consumers, and four different values. Moreover, the gender also has

an influence on whitening consumption.
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Changes in the meaning of white in the ideology of consumption.

According to the whitening consumption in the tutorial school, the tutors
were influenced by the popularity of society and its expectation. Having lighter skin is
one of many popularities among Thai people. It is the trend that has been continuous
followed among tutors. These people were influenced by mass media and
advertisement at the daily basis via television and internet. This leads to different
perspectives about whitening. The main consumption is a repetitive consumption with
the implication of sign value - the consumption to create a self-image.

As whitening has become the symbol of beauty, the meaning of white is
associated with an attractive appearance. When individuals has whiter skin, they feel
that their appearance seems to be better than before. Moreover, tutors seem to be
dissatisfied with their own skin. It is their desire to have whiter or lighter skin colour.
Many advertisements and mass media have been promoting a wide variety of
whitening products in many areas of society. Whitening is not only related with
physical appearance, but it also provides self-confidence for many individuals.

The main reason for consumption is to conform with members of the same
society. It is also similar with the consuming behaviours of tutors. For example, they
might be introduced to the whitening products by friends and relatives. After being
persuaded, they complied to use the whitening products. They might, also, imitate
famous celebrities or artists to create similar look or appearance. Meanwhile, some
tutors consume whitening products to create the difference or originality from other
members of the same society. The behaviours of consumption among members in the
society can implicate individuals’ economic status, including an attractive physical
appearance, whiter skin, and beauty. Therefore, individuals intend to discriminate
themselves from the members of the same society, resulting in the consumption for
sign value. Tutors have the urge to change their physical appearance and looks by
changing their skin colours to distinguish themselves for socioeconomic status,
fashion trends, popularity, etc. Thus, they, themselves, try to create the power over
other members.

Whitening products are products that are more prevalent in the market.
They have the original design for production to distinguish themselves from the other

common products. Meanwhile, the whitening products have been increasing in the
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society with new technology and development. It is the result of the demand for whiter
and healthier appearance among Thai people (Kunakarn Karnchavee, 2013). The
products implicate the cultural perspective of whitening, respond to the basic usage of
products, and provide the value of sign within them. The sign value of products
includes original characteristics, such as effects for light skin color, fresh, bright and
smooth skin. The whitening products also provide an abstract meaning for the body,
creating sign and self-image for consumers. Therefore, it has been shifted from basic
usage to the value of exchange, create the symbolism, and become sign and signature
among individuals. Whitening products are not only produced for basic consumption,
but they also create the sign and value for consumers. They influence individuals to
continuously use the products because they consumers overlook the basic function of
those whitening products. Tutors started with the trial for products, then consume the
products, regularly, with satisfaction, but cannot quit using those products. Therefore,
it can also be referred to as the value of usage. It is the loop of consumption. The logic
of whitening consumption shows the shift of use value to exchange value, to symbolic
value, and to sign value, respectively.

Tutors are mainly in their late teen with the consumption for popularity,
popular products with persuasive advertisements, friends, and internet to create their
own self-image and self-confidence. The teenager is a group of individuals with more
frequent whitening consumption than adults. Psychologists indicate that teenagers
have the desire for attractive physical appearance and compliments from surrounding
people (Uraiwan Ratnapan, 1999). Moreover, these tutors work in a small academic
setting. These individuals talk and exchange information in-person with each other.
The message for whitening consumption is, then, widespread among them. They can
also exchange their opinions on specific products. In their work settings, they need

good physical appearance for communicating with students and parents.

Whitening products are not limited for woman, but they can be used for
men and other genders.

Previous studies have indicated the difference of whitening consumption
among genders. According to the female tutors, they want to have a whiter skin and

attractive physical appearance by imitating celebrities and famous artists. Meanwhile,
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the whitening consumption of male tutors (n= 8) was based on the use value. They
were not influenced by sign value for consumption. For tutors who have unidentified
gender (n = 4), they had the behaviour of whitening consumption similar to female
tutors. They want to change their appearance to have a whiter skin colour and to create
selfconfidence. Therefore, they have tried multiple brands of whitening products. They
have similar beliefs as female consumers on whitening products. They want to deviate
themselves from biological appearance by becoming whiter and lighter (similar to
other females). Female and unidentified genders feel that being white is their ultimate
goal because it can exchange with the career and loved ones. The goal must be
achieved with the investment of a variety of products and other cosmetic treatment and
also time spending in the process of whitening. They believed that the outcome is
more valuable than what they have invested. According to male tutors, these
individuals did not worry about their skin health and beauty. They feel that the
treatment for skin beauty is unnecessary. Therefore, they are less likely to use
whitening skincare products.

From the studied group, the participants consisted of males, females, and
unidentified genders. Therefore, there were the different understanding among
different groups of people and the consumption of whitening consumption. Previously,
the consumption of whitening was limited to female gender. Nowadays, male and
unidentified gender were also interested in whitening consumption to create the

socioeconomic status for themselves and to satisfy the demand from society.

Suggestions

The costumers in this research study work as tutors at the local tutorial
school. They are a group of individuals, who directly receive the information because
they interact with many people in the surrounding areas. They should have the
consideration and critical thinking before consume this type of products. They should
get information on different side effects of these whitening products, information on
ingredients, and manufacturers. The consumers should, only, consume the products for

their characteristics or purposes, that have been approved by the Thai FDA (Food and
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Drug Administration of Thailand). The consumers should not be persuaded by

messages and information given from the advertisements on the internet.

Further research study

e To compare the behavior of consumption on whitening products and

gender difference.

e To investigate the behavior of whitening preference in the perspective
of sign value and self-image.
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