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In the present study, I analyze adolescent girls’ smoking through a unique combination of a
quantitative survey of impressions and a theoretical analysis based on new elaborations of
Bourdieu’s concept symbolic capital. The method of the study is three-fold. First, focus-group
interviews elicit relevant impressions of adolescents in the eyes of peers. Second, a questionnaire
survey distributed to adolescent peers quantitatively investigates how impressions of a girl on a
picture differ depending on whether or not she has a cigarette. Third, a theoretical analysis based
on elaborations of Bourdieu’s theories scrutinizes the results of the questionnaire survey. The
results of the questionnaire survey indicate that smoking adolescent girls generate impressions of
being significantly less likable, more popular, more conceited, less kind, less shy, more liable to
bully, less funny, more deceitful, and less compassionate than non-smoking adolescent girls. In
the elaborations of Bourdieu’s theories, I introduce a division of symbolic capital into two forms:
symbolic virtue capital, generated through impressions of virtues, and symbolic power capital, generated
through intimidating impressions of destructive power. According to the theoretical analysis of
the results, smoking adolescent girls have relatively much symbolic power capital but relatively
little symbolic virtue capital compared to adolescent girls that do not smoke.
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Tobacco is one of the deadliest substances consumed in the world. According to global estimates,
12 % of all deaths during the first decade of the 21st century were attributable to tobacco, which
is equivalent to approximately 5.5 million deaths every year (World Health Organization [WHO],
2012, p. 4, 14). Approximately 40 % of all children and one third of all adults suffer from secondhand smoke, which causes roughly 600 000 deaths a year among non-consumers of tobacco
(Öberg, Jaakkola, Woodward, Peruga, & Prüss-Ustün, 2011). Tobacco consumption currently
declines in industrialized states, but the reverse trend is noticed in less economically developed
regions, and the global number of deaths due to tobacco may increase in the future as more
women take up the habit of smoking (WHO, 2012, p. 5).
Sweden is one of the industrialized states that has seen a decreased number of tobacco
consumers during the last decades. According to national surveys, the total number of tobacco
consumers in Sweden has decreased in a continuous trend from roughly 35 % in 1990 to 24 % in
2010 (Centralförbundet för alkohol- och narkotikaupplysning [CAN], 2014, p. 136). During the
same time interval, the Swedish burden of disease due to tobacco, measured as the number of
healthy life years lost, has decreased by approximately one quarter (Agardh, Boman, & Allebeck,
2014, p. 34). As future levels of tobacco consumption in the population at large are determined
by the number of youth that initiate habits of tobacco consumption, it is a particularly positive
signal that tobacco smoking and tobacco snuffing has become almost half as common among
Swedish students in ninth grade (aged 15-16) between 2001 and 2014 (Henriksson, 2014, p. 53).
However, not all trends related to Swedish adolescents’ tobacco consumption are
positive, and the negative impact of tobacco on the health of future Swedish citizens still loom
large. Although there has been a general decline of consumption among ninth-graders, tobacco
usage appears to be particularly frequent among ninth-grade students that apply for vocational
programs in upper secondary school (Hagquist, 2012, p. 60). The most troublesome fact,
however, is that the positive trend for students in ninth grade is not equaled by a similar trend
among older adolescents. In fact, students in the second year of upper secondary school (aged
17-18) seem to use tobacco approximately as frequently as earlier, which means that roughly 37
% of boys and 30 % of girls use tobacco to some extent (Henriksson, 2014, p. 60). Also, tobacco
smoking has not decreased as much among girls as among boys, and girls smoke more often than
boys (24 % of girls in ninth grade compared to 17 % of boys in ninth grade; CAN, 2014, p. 131f).
These statistics warrant continuous efforts from research to seek to understand the lure of
tobacco smoking in adolescence.
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Much sociological research on adolescent smoking has been based on the notion that individuals
influence one another in terms of behavior. In a research survey, Hoffman, Sussman, Unger, and
Valente (2006) cite a wide range of sociological theories and methodologies that seek to explain
adolescent smoking in relation to influences from peers. Arguably, two of the most influential
research directions mentioned by Hoffman et al. (2006) are social learning theory and social network
analysis.
Social learning theory was developed by Albert Bandura during the 1960s as a general
theory of socialization and learning. An important improvement of this theory, in comparison to
contemporary behaviorist approaches, was the finding that individuals can learn through
imitation of models (Bandura & Walters, 1963; Bandura, 1971). As an individual perceives
another person’s actions, he/she becomes aware of the consequences that the other person
experiences as a result of the actions. That is, the individual empathically grasps the others’
experiences and learns without having to go through time-consuming, potentially hazardous,
trials and errors (Bandura, 1971, p. 2). Since social status is an essentially positive experience,
individuals are most prone to imitate the behaviors of those that have strong social positions
(Bandura & Walters, 1963, p. 10f), and for pragmatic reasons individuals generally seek to imitate
others whose behavior they have a realistic chance of taking after (Bandura, 1971, p. 29). These
two conclusions indicate that adolescents, who begin to see themselves as similar to adults, are
liable to copy adult behavior that confers status:
“Smoking, drinking, sexual behavior, and many other adult-role activities are examples of adultpermitted, but child-prohibited, response patterns that children are likely to observe to be
rewarding and to attempt to reproduce through imitation.” (Bandura & Walters, 1963, p. 12)

Bandura’s social learning theory is based on empirical studies (Bandura & Walters, 1963;
Bandura, 1971), but Bandura presents no empirical research specifically targeting adolescent
smoking. Instead, such empirical research is put forward by Akers and Less (1996), who employ a
quantitative longitudinal research design to determine the validity of social learning theory in
relation to adolescent smoking. Referring to their statistical results, Akers and Lee (1996, p. 329)
conclude that, “All of the relationships are in the expected direction.” However, Akers and Lee
(1996, p. 327) are unable to determine the effects of imitation on adolescent smoking since their
measures are not specific enough to distinguish between the effects of imitation and the effects
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of peer selection. As imitation is an essential concept of social learning theory, Akers and Lee’s
inability to determine the effects of imitation renders their study incomplete.
Empirical evidence regarding the importance of imitation for adolescent smoking is
provided 10 years later, when Wiium, Breivik, and Wold (2006) performs a cross-sectional
analysis of data on 15-year-olds. Wiium et al. (2006) find a significant correlation between the
availability of smoking models and adolescents’ smoking. However, the data analyzed by Wiium
et al. does not include measurements from different points in time, and accordingly they are
unable to convincingly argue for directions of causality.
Complementing with an analysis of causal relationship, Huang et al. (2014) analyzes
imitational influences on adolescent smoking from peer modelling in social media. Huang el al.
(2014) employ a longitudinal research design and present statistically significant relationships
between the numbers of posted images of partying from peers, at the first time data collection,
and adolescents’ smoking, at the second time of data collection. These results are arguably more
compelling than any of the research cited above, since they provide empirical evidence in favor of
the notion that model smoking actually causes smoking among adolescents. Huang et al. (2014, p.
512) denote their study as a “social network analysis,” which conveniently brings the topic of the
current section to the next point of discussion.
Social network analysis is a method of analysis that investigates the structures of social
relationships by asking respondents to name their friends (Hoffman et al., 2006, p. 40). By
correlating children’s or adolescents’ behavior to their positions in the overarching friendship
structure, social network analysis seeks to predict what social positions render what behavior
more likely (Hoffman et al., 2006). Based on the research that was read while preparing the
present study, social network analysis appeared to be one of the predominant methods used by
recent sociological studies on adolescent smoking.
In relatively early social network analyses, contradictory results were presented regarding
the connections between adolescents’ popularity and smoking. For example, Turner, West,
Gordon, Young, and Sweeting (2006) claimed that:
“In Highacres, there is no significant difference in popularity between smokers and non-smokers.
In Lowlands, by contrast, popular pupils were entirely confined to non-smokers; there were no
popular smokers.” (Turner et al., 2006, p. 2519).

The contradictions of popularity prevailed until a turning point in the research, when Cillessen
and Rose (2005) and Sandstrom and Cillessen (2006) distinguished between the concepts of
sociometric popularity and perceived polarity. Sociometric popularity refers to an individual’s number of
3
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friendship nominations, and this definition appears to have been most frequently employed in
early social network analyses. Perceived popularity, on the other hand, refers to an individual’s
number of nominations of being popular. Interestingly, the measures of sociometric popularity
and perceived popularity are largely discrepant and appear to correlate with contrasting types of
behavior. Sandstrom and Cillessen (2006) concluded that:
“Children who are nominated as sociometrically popular (assessed by asking peers “Who do you
like the most/least?”) are viewed as exhibiting high levels of prosocial characteristics such as
cooperation, sociability, kindness and leadership. Children who receive high scores for perceived
popularity (assessed by asking peers “Who is the most/least popular?”), on the other hand, are
viewed by peers as exhibiting dominant and aggressive tendencies in addition to prosocial
ones…” (Sandstrom & Cillessen, 2006, p. 305)

Noticing that the distinction between sociometric popularity and perceived popularity is of crucial
importance, Mayeux, Sandstrom, and Cillessen (2008) set out to investigate the correlations
between these concepts and adolescents’ experiences of smoking, drinking, and having sex.
Mayeux et al. (2008) performed a longitudinal study in order to determine relationships between
“social preference” (sociometric popularity), perceived popularity, and the given behaviors at two
different time points. Concurring with the conclusions by Sandstrom and Cillessen (2006),
Mayeux et al. (2008) found no significant relationships between sociometric popularity and any of
the (presumably negative) behaviors, but they did find significant correlations between perceived
popularity and smoking and drinking. Interestingly, the directions of causality for smoking
differed according to the sex of the respondents:
“There was, however, a significant positive relationship between smoking and perceived
popularity for both girls and boys, but the direction of the association differed by gender. Boys
who smoked in Grade 10 were more likely to be perceived popular in Grade 12, but girls who
smoked in Grade 10 were less likely to be perceived popular 2 years later.” (Mayeux et al., 2008, p.
65)

Thus, the results by Mayeux et al. (2008) indicated that it is necessary to adjust for sex when
performing causal analysis between social position and adolescent smoking. The general
importance of controlling for background variables is underlined by Agan et al. (2015), who
investigated correlations between sociometric popularity, perceived popularity, and certain “risk
behaviors” (such as tobacco smoking) in Austria and the Netherlands. Agan el al. (2015) noticed
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that perceived popularity, in contrast to sociometric popularity, was correlated to the investigated
risk behaviors, but the correlations were moderated by the nationality of the respondents. For
respondents from the Netherlands, the coefficient of correlation (r) between perceived popularity
and any risk behavior equaled 0.62, but for respondents from Austria the equivalent coefficient
equaled only 0.30 (Agan et al., 2015, p. 197).

Apart from the major research trends based on social learning theory and social network analysis,
a number of sociological studies have investigated adolescents’ motivation to smoke by analyzing
peers’ impressions of adolescent smokers. From a dramaturgical sociological perspective,
impression management is one of the crucial aspects of all social interaction (Goffman, 1959),
and it is reasonable to assume that one of the essential attractions of tobacco for the adolescent
tobacco consumer is the ability to generate certain impressions, since these impressions allow the
adolescent to find a desired position in the social community (Leventhal, Keeshan, Baker, &
Wetter, 1991). Put shortly, smoking adolescents may claim social positions that are in accordance
with others’ perceptions of them, and others’ perceptions of the adolescents are influenced by the
impressions that the adolescents generate through their acts of smoking.
Based on the dramaturgical sociological perspective, earlier studies on the impressions
generated by tobacco usage have noticed that adolescent smokers may employ their smoking in
order to convey impressions that improve their status positions. Support for this understanding is
expressed in studies by Denscombe (2001), Nichter, Nichter, Vuckovic, Quintero, and
Ritenbaugh (1997), Plumridge, Fitzgerald, & Abel (2002), and Seguire and Chalmers (2000). All
of these studies underline that adolescents are motivated to smoke in order to look “cool,” and
“looking cool” translated to traditional sociological terms means “being perceived as having high
status.” Furthermore, some studies explicitly indicate a connection between adolescent smoking
and impressions of having high status. Gilbert (2007, e.g. p. 6f, 10f) highlights that the female
respondents in her interview study recurrently claimed that they, as novice smokers, sought to
create the impression of being “glamorous”, “sophisticated”, and “mature.” Following similar
lines of thinking, Scheffels (2009) performs interviews with young Norwegian adults and
concludes that:
“When the interviewees told their stories about starting to smoke, it was striking how smoking
often appeared as a ‘performance’ for others to see. …
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“…
“Smoking is described here as a kind of ‘prop’ for staging the self in a performance of
adulthood.” (Scheffels, 2009, p. 475)

The studies cited above, including Scheffels (2009), indicate that there is support for the notion
that adolescents use tobacco in order to convey status-enhancing impressions. However, there
are some studies that problematize this notion and make the issue more complex. In a frequently
cited study, Michell and Amos (1997) argue that smoking is of greater importance for adolescent
girls than for boys, since girls may gain status through generating impressions of being sexually
attractive and mature. Smoking is not as important to boys because they may gain equivalent
respect through sports activities (Michell & Amos, 1997, p. 1865). This observation by Michell
and Amos (1997) has been noticed and developed through a literary overview and a theoretical
argument by Wearing and Wearing (2000, p. 53f), who claim that girls need access to certain
types of sports in order be able to build a satisfying identity without smoking. Also, Plumridge et
al. (2002, p. 173) present an interview study which indicates that girls seeking high status need to
smoke since they lack access to other sources of equivalent impressions, such as sports. In
conclusion, the studies by Michell and Amos (1997), Wearing and Wearing (2000), and Plumridge
et al. (2002) jointly indicate that only girls, and not boys, are likely to begin to smoke in order to gain
status, since boys have an alternative route to high status through sports activities.
A seemingly unique piece of research on impressions generated by adolescent smokers is
performed by Lloyd, Lucas, and Fernbach (1997), who quantitatively investigate several types of
impression generated by a smoking adolescent girl. Lloyd et al. (1997) use two different videos of
the same girl – one video in which the girl smokes and one in which she does not – in order to
investigate correlations between smoking and several types of impression. They collect their data
through questionnaires to adolescents that are presented with either of the two videos, and
through a factor analysis they construct three scales with intercorrelated measures of impressions,
named the “mature scale,” the “fun-loving scale,” and the “sensible scale”. The results indicate
that non-smokers rate the girl in the video as more mature when she is not smoking, whereas the
regular tobacco consumers rate the girl in the video as more mature when she is smoking (Lloyd
et al., 1997, p. 51). Also, the results indicate that the girl in the video that is not smoking is
generally conceived of as more sensible and less fun-loving (Lloyd et al., 1997, p. 51).
Since the results provided by Lloyd et al. (1997) are the only solid quantitative data of
impressions of adolescent smoking, their study is most valuable to the research on adolescents’
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interests in generating impressions through tobacco usage. However, there are two problematic
aspects of the study that severely limits the reliability of its conclusions:
To begin with, it is practically impossible to shoot two different videos that are identical
except for the inclusion/exclusion of a cigarette. It only takes a subtle shift in facial expressions
to completely change the appearance of the girl in the video. Thus, it is not certain if the different
ratings of the girl in the two videos depend on her smoking or non-smoking, or if the different
ratings depend on other discrepancies between the videos.
Second, Lloyd et al. (1997) do not deploy any theoretical approach, and therefore they
allow their constructed scales to combine any idiosyncratic combinations of impressions. For
example, the “mature scale” includes the measure “happy” (Lloyd et al. 1997, p. 48), which
appears strikingly unrelated to an appraisal of maturity from a theoretical perspective. The lack of
theoretical guidance and reflection in the research by Lloyd et al. not only makes their study
unreliable, but it also renders their analysis aimless, without any potential for explanation.
Noting that these two deficiencies in the study by Lloyd et al. (1997) are of critical
importance, I argue that new quantitative research on impressions from adolescent smokers is
necessary. New research should follow a procedures that more convincingly eliminates
uncontrolled variables, and it should connect its findings to sociological theory.

The studies cited above seek to explain adolescent smoking as a strategy employed in order to
generate certain impressions. However, one problematic aspect of the dramaturgical perspective
is its lack of explanatory potential. The dramaturgical theory presented by Goffman (1959)
essentially presents different practical techniques that individuals may use in order to produce
impressions, but the theory never explains what types of impression individuals generally are
interested in producing. Thus, the explanations of adolescent smoking in the studies cited above
– such as the notion that adolescents smoke in order to generate impressions that confer status –
do not find any solid support in dramaturgical theory. In order to produce explanations of
smoking as an act generating certain impressions, other theoretical sources besides dramaturgical
theory need to be consulted (a more thorough argument in favor of this conclusion is presented
in the theory section).
One theory that is well suited for explaining the impressions generated by adolescent
smoking is Bourdieu’s (1972/1977, 1979/1984, 1980/1990) theory of symbolic capital. According
to Bourdieu, symbolic capital is a socially embedded, tacit currency that individuals can exchange
7
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for services or physical capital. Put simply, having symbolic capital means being respected.
Bourdieu’s theory posits that humans are constantly motivated to increase their symbolic capital,
and one of the main practices through which individuals may increase their symbolic capital is by
displaying themselves in the right manner, as, for example, wealthy, pious, or friendly. By
synthesizing the terminology of Bourdieu’s theory with the terminology of dramaturgical theory,
it may be concluded that individuals seek to increase their symbolic capital by generating certain
impressions of themselves. Thus, Bourdieu’s theory has the potential of explaining adolescent
smoking through the concept of impressions.
However, not much earlier research has employed Bourdieu’s (1972/1977, 1979/1984,
1980/1990) theory of symbolic capital to analyze impressions generated by adolescent smoking.
The only piece of research that seems to connect Bourdieu’s concept symbolic capital to
impressions generated from smokers is an interview study by Haines, Poland, and Johnson
(2009). The main finding presented by Haines et al. (2009) is that adolescent girls put much effort
into being perceived as skilled, experienced smokers, since such impressions confer symbolic
capital to the girls. This finding is indeed interesting, but the study by Haines et al. fails to indicate
what impressions specifically generated by smoking are important to the production of symbolic
capital. Skills and competence may generally be attractive to adolescents, but, reasonably, there
must be some exceptional impressions generated by smoking that makes smoking skills generate
more symbolic capital in adolescence than, for example, dish-washing skills. In conclusion, the
research on adolescent smokers through the concept of symbolic capital is insufficient, and new
research on the subject is warranted in order to explain adolescents’ motivation to smoke.

Indubitably, there have been numerous sociological studies seeking to explain smoking in
adolescence, through various approaches. Some of the studies have focused on what impressions
are generated by adolescent smokers (Denscombe, 2001; Gilbert, 2007; Lloyd et al., 1997 Michell
& Amos, 1997; Nichter et al., 1997; Plumridge et al., 2002; Scheffels, 2009; Seguire & Chalmers,
2000; Wearing & Wearing, 2000). All of these studies except for Lloyd et al. (1997) propose that
at least some adolescents smoke in order to generate status-enhancing impressions, but the
studies fail to connect their explanations of status-enhancement motives to any general theory of
social interaction. Lloyd et al. (1997) is the only study that quantitatively investigates impressions
generated by an adolescent’s act of smoking, but it does not propose any theoretical explanation
of why adolescents seek to convey certain impressions.
8
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Arguably, Bourdieu’s (1972/1977, 1979/1984, 1980/1990) theory of social interaction is
suitable for explaining impressions of adolescent smoking. However, there is only one study
(Haines et al., 2009) that presents analyses of symbolic capital and impressions of smoking, and
this study does not manage to clarify what impressions specific to smoking that assist adolescents in
producing symbolic capital.
Thus, there is an apparent gap in previous research: there is no study that investigates the
specific impressions generated by adolescent smoking and that explains the importance of these
impressions through a theory of social interaction. New research that fills this gap may be able to
contribute significantly to the understanding the social attractions of smoking, which in turn may
help improve policies intended to decrease smoking initiation among adolescents.
Acknowledging the importance of the issue, the present study seeks to fill the research gap by
combing, in an unprecedented manner, a quantitative survey of impressions from adolescent
smokers with a theoretical analysis based on elaborations of the concept of symbolic capital. The
study has two research questions:
(1) In the eyes of adolescent peers, what impressions are generated by an adolescent girl’s act of
smoking?
(2) How do impressions of smoking affect the symbolic capital of an adolescent girl?

The research questions are focused on impressions generated by girls since the present research
project does not have enough resources or time to investigate impressions from both girls and
boys. Also, girls are more frequently smokers in Sweden (CAN, 2014, p. 131f), which makes girls
a prioritized group for Swedish research related to smoking reduction. Finally, the study only
investigates smoking, and not tobacco snuffing, since smoking is the dominating form of tobacco
consumption globally and the form of tobacco consumption that is most harmful to human
health.

The current introduction of the study is followed by a theory section. The theory section presents
the sociological theories that were used when planning the research procedure and when
performing the analysis of the empirical material. Some essential theoretical concepts were
developed during the research process, and they were used as central instruments of the
theoretical analysis of the statistical results. However, the developed concepts are only presented
9
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in the theory section, and not in the analysis section, in order to provide the study with optimal
clarity and legibility.
The theory section is followed by a methods section. The methods section describes the
methods of focus-group interviews, a questionnaire survey, statistical analysis, and theoretical
analysis. The focus-group interviews were intended to provide the questionnaire survey with
suitable questions, and for this reason the results of the focus-group interviews are presented
directly in the methods section and not in the results sections.
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In sociological research, it is essential to combine theoretical and empirical analysis. Theoretical
analysis is necessary to determine the interest of research, that is, to determine what inquiry is
desirable and what concepts may be observed in an inquiry. Empirical analysis, on the other
hand, is necessary to test the truthfulness of theoretical propositions and to indicate when certain
theories are applicable to specific phenomena. The relationship between theoretical and empirical
analysis may be illustrated by an analogy of a steering wheel and an engine in a car: the steering
wheel is equivalent to the theoretical conceptions, which steer the research in the right direction,
and the engine is equivalent to the empirical analysis, which propels the research process with
new input. Together, theory and empirical data can lead research into undiscovered territory.
The following sections present the theoretical foundations that directed the current study.
These theoretical foundations inspired my formulations of research aims and questions, and they
determined the methods that were used in the study. Also, the theories were employed when
analyzing the results of the empirical investigation.

The first stages of the research process were guided by the dramaturgical perspective on social
interaction. According to the dramaturgical perspective, all social interaction can be conceived of
as performances, similar to theatrical acts, through which individuals seek to give others certain
impressions of themselves (Goffman, 1959). An essential concept in the dramaturgical perspective
is impression management, which denotes an individual’s effort to present himself/herself in a certain
manner. The dramaturgical perspective indicates that individuals adapt and determine what
performances to enact according the sign-equipment – the symbolic items – that they have access to
(Goffman, 1959). An individual that successfully uses impression management to sustain a
positive image of himself/herself, is said to maintain face (Goffman, 1967, p. 5-7).
Besides Goffman’s (1959) original outline of the dramaturgical perspective, Collins
(1975/2009) has contributed with certain elaborations. Collins (1975/2009, e.g. p. 6, 25, 117)
connects Goffman’s dramaturgical theories to the conflict-theoretical notion of a universal
struggle for power and status between individuals. More exactly, Collins (1975/2009) proposes
that individuals use dramaturgical techniques of impression management in order to gain status
and power.
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The dramaturgical perspective was an essential tool when I determined the object under
study, which was impressions. Also, the dramaturgical perspective indicated the first research
question, and it guided the design of the questionnaire survey presented in the methods section,
below. Nonetheless, I came to regard the dramaturgical perspective as insufficient during the
latter stages of the research process, when the theoretical analysis of the empirical material was to
begin. The primary deficiency of the dramaturgical perspective was its lack of explanatory
potential due to its neglect for motives: the dramaturgical perspective describes how individuals
generate impressions but not why. The lack of any clear, universal motivating force in the
dramaturgical perspective is conveyed by Goffman (1959) himself:
“He [the performing individual] may wish them to think highly of him, or to think that he thinks
highly of them, or to perceive how in fact he feels toward them, or to obtain no clear-cut
impression; he may wish to ensure sufficient harmony so that the interaction can be sustained, or
to defraud, get rid of, confuse, mislead, antagonize, or insult them.” (my comments within
brackets; Goffman, 1959, p. 3)
“It is not assumed, of course, that all cynical performers are interested in deluding their audiences
for purposes of what is called ”self-interest” or private gain. A cynical individual may delude his
audience for what he considers to be their own good, or for the good of the community, etc.”
(Goffman, 1959, p. 6)

The quotes above clearly indicate that a multitude of different and discrepant interests may
motivate individuals to convey the same impressions, according to Goffman’s (1959)
dramaturgical theories. Including Collins’ (1975/2009) notion of a universal desire for power and
status does not improve matters much, since Collins does not indicate specifically what
impressions individuals generate in order to gain status or power. In conclusion, the
dramaturgical perspective is a futile instrument when seeking to explain individuals’ efforts to
convey impressions, since it cannot reveal why individuals desire certain impressions before
others. In order to be able to explain smoking adolescent girls’ attraction to certain impression, I
shifted theoretical focus during the latter analytical stage of the research process – from the
dramaturgical perspective to Bourdieu’s (1972/1977, 1979/1984, 1980/1990) theory of symbolic
capital.
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In order to correctly grasp and make use of Bourdieu’s (1972/1977, 1979/1984, 1980/1990)
theories, it is necessary to understand his epistemological outlook. Bourdieu (1972/1977,
1980/1990) argues that neither the purely objectivist interpretation of social phenomena nor the
purely subjectivist interpretation is able to reveal the true underlying logic of social interaction.
The objectivist interpretation merely notes physical acts or literal expressions, whereas the
subjectivist interpretation naively seeks to explain interaction by referring to the interactants’ own
justifications. According to Bourdieu (1972/1977, 1980/1990), the objectivist interpretation of
social interaction fails to notice the true nature of the actor by situating the actor in an imaginary
safe position (the position of the analyzing sociologists themselves), where the actual outcomes
of social interaction have no real importance. A subjectivist explanation, on the other hand, is just
as blind to interactants’ personal interests as the interactants are themselves. The subjectivist
explanation regards every act as “natural” and moral, ignoring the arbitrariness of taken-forgranted norms and overlooking each actor’s expectations for reciprocity.
According to Bourdieu (1972/1977, 1980/1990), interactants constantly seek to gain
personal benefits through their social interaction, but what constitutes personal benefits can only
be revealed through an insight into what is coveted by the interactants. Bourdieu (1972/1977,
1980/1990) argues that in order to grasp the true logic of social interaction, the sociologist needs
to recognize the subjective appraisals of each social transaction and each unequal relationship of
power (relationship of domination, in Bourdieu’s terminology). By combining insights into
subjective appraisals, knowledge of power structures, and the general rule that individuals act
according to an egoistic logic, sociologists may finally perform accurate analyses of social
interaction and social relationships (Bourdieu, 1972/1977, 1980/1990).

Bourdieu’s (1972/1977, 1979/1984, 1980/1990) theory of symbolic capital, which is of central
importance to the present study, is in fact part of a general theory of capital. Bourdieu
(1972/1977, 1979/1984, 1980/1990, 1986) uses the term capital to refer to all such resources that
individuals may use to mobilize action according to their interests. The following is one of
Bourdieu’s definitions of the concept:
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“Capital is accumulated labor (in its materialized form or its ‘incorporated,’ embodied form)
which, when appropriated on a private, i.e., exclusive, basis by agents or groups of agents, enables
them to appropriate social energy in the form of reified or living labor.” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 241)

Thus, capital may be either be overt and clearly observable, such as economic resources, or it may
be “embodied” and integrated into individuals themselves. When Bourdieu (1972/1977,
1980/1990) refers to capital in its “embodied” form he uses the concept of habitus, which denotes
all behaviors and ways of thinking that individuals have been socialized to perform
subconsciously on reflex. For example, the effects of norms, which are a form of embodied
capital, stem from the fact that the norms are integrated into individuals’ habitus and thus obeyed
subconsciously.
Capital may have many different forms, but the essential function of capital is always the
same: to achieve and control human action. However, the observable forms of capital may incur
negative sanctions on their owners if regarded as illegitimate by the community, and for this
reason, powerful individuals often convert their observable capital into less tangible forms in or
order to avoid rebellion against the prevailing hierarchy (Bourdieu, 1972/1977, 1979/1984,
1980/1990, 1986).
A common form of intangible capital is social capital. According to Bourdieu (1986), social
capital is based on long-term social relationships that have a veneer of being established for their
own sake. An analysis of the objective benefits of social relationships indicate that socializing
essentially is a way of generating capital, although the socializing individuals themselves may not
realize this fact. Below the surface of innocent consort, social relationships are nothing but pure
capital, providing power and influence through the potential mobilization of allies and supporters
(Bourdieu, 1986).
Bourdieu’s (1986) view of social capital must not be confused with Coleman’s (1990)
understanding of the concept. According to Coleman (1990, p. 317), social capital is a resource
that can be used by entire groups or communities, which means that specific individuals are rarely
interested to invest the resources necessary to construct sources of social capital. Contrary to
Coleman (1990), Bourdieu (1986) regards social capital as a personal resource that individuals can
garner without investing in expensive communal structures.
In the present study, social capital will be used as an analytical concept in the theoretical
analysis of the statistical results. However, the production of social capital is not directly related
to the impressions generated by individuals, and for this reason, social capital cannot constitute
the primary concept of the theoretical analysis.
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Instead, the central concept of theoretical analysis will be symbolic capital. Symbolic capital
is an intangible form of capital constituted by feelings invoked by mental conceptions of what is
moral and who is powerful (Bourdieu, 1972/1977, 1979/1984, 1980/1990). Symbolic capital is
neither constituted by physical objects nor by social relations, although both physical objects and
social relations help creating symbolic capital by convincingly portraying and instilling the right
conceptions. The following section presents elaborations on the concept of symbolic capital.

Impressions, symbolic virtue capital, and symbolic power capital
As was noticed under “Comments on the disposition,” I made elaborations on Bourdieu’s theory
of symbolic capital in connection to the theoretical analysis of the empirical material of the study.
The theoretical elaborations are informed by empirical findings, but they are also validated by
Bourdieu’s (1972/1977, 1979/1984, 1980/1990) own analyses, which will be cited below.
A first, central piece of my theoretical elaborations is the notion that symbolic capital is
produced through strategies of impression management. The production of symbolic capital
through certain impressions of self is similar to the upkeep of a face in the dramaturgical
perspective (Goffman, 1967), since actors may generate symbolic capital by emitting certain
desired impression of themselves. Bourdieu (1972/1977, 1979/1984, 1980/1990) refers to many
empirical examples of individuals or groups that gain symbolic capital by presenting themselves
in certain manners, one example of which is a Kabyle family (in rural Algeria) that gains symbolic
capital and material benefits by conveying an impression of economic wealth:
“For example, the decision to buy a second yoke of oxen after the harvest, on the grounds that
they are needed for treading out the grain – which is a way of making it known that the crop has
been plentiful – in order to have to sell them back again for lack of fodder, before the autumn
ploughing, when they would technically be necessary, seems economically aberrant only if one
forgets all the material and symbolic capital accruing from this (albeit fictitious) enhancement of
the family’s symbolic wealth.” (Bourdieu, 1980/1990, p. 122)

Based on the notion that symbolic capital is readily produced through certain impressions, the
next issue of importance is to determine what impressions are liable to produce what types of
symbolic capital. Reasonably, symbolic capital is generated by all such impressions from an actor
that increase other individuals’ propensities to comply with the actor’s will and interests. I
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propose that an analytically useful distinction is found between voluntary and involuntary
compliance, since such a distinction indicates that there are two plausible types of symbolic
capital: symbolic capital that invokes voluntary compliance and symbolic capital that enforces
involuntary compliance. Although the specific details of these two types of symbolic capital may
differ depending on the social context of the actor (the field in Bourdieu’s, 1979/1984,
terminology), the dichotomy between capital that invokes voluntary compliance and capital that
enforces involuntary compliance is universally applicable.
Symbolic capital that invokes voluntary compliance may be referred to as symbolic virtue
capital. This type of symbolic capital is produced by and for an actor that conveys impressions of
being virtuous. The exact attributes of virtuousness are never fixed but a temporary status quo of
a perpetual struggle over definitions, which Bourdieu (1979/1984, p. 241ff) refers to as a symbolic
struggle. The consensus of a symbolic struggle varies according to the relations of power and
capital between actors, since actors always seek to define such attributes that they readily can
incorporate as most virtuous (e.g. Bourdieu, 1972/1977, p. 168-70).
By conveying impressions of virtuousness, an actor instills feelings of guilt and shame in
observing individuals that fail to comply with the actor’s wishes. Observing individuals that fail to
comply with the actor’s wishes feel guilt because they regard themselves as unvirtuous, and they
feel shame because they notice a risk that their reputation in the social community may become
tainted. Symbolic virtue capital is created by an individual whenever her/she manages to instill
feelings of guilt or shame in observing individuals. The observing individuals’ feelings of guilt or
shame constitute the actual power of symbolic virtue capital, since these feelings compel
voluntary compliance. The importance of guilt and shame for social interaction is noticed by
Bourdieu, who refers to both feelings as a sense of honor:
“…the driving force of the whole mechanism is not some abstract principle (the principle of
isotimy, equality in honour), still less the set of rules which can be derived from it, but the sense of
honour, a disposition inculcated in the earliest years of life and constantly reinforced by calls to
order by the group…” (italics in original text; Bourdieu, 1972/1977, p. 14f)

In addition to symbolic virtue capital, I propose a contrasting type of symbolic capital, which
causes involuntary compliance. This second type of symbolic capital is referred to as symbolic power
capital. An actor generates symbolic power capital by conveying impressions of having much
power at his/her disposal in case of a conflict. Impressions of power are usually characterized by
the display of personal abilities, such as fearlessness, physical strength, and ruthlessness, and by
the display of certain resources, such as influential social networks and loyal companions. In fact,
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an actor’s impressions of having capital in any form – such as symbolic capital – can in itself
boost the symbolic power capital of the actor, since capital is most useful in conflicts.
By conveying impressions of power and thereby generating symbolic power capital, an
actor may intimidate observing individuals to comply with the actor’s wishes. Observing
individuals are involuntarily forced to either comply with the wishes of the actor or to risk an
open conflict. It is the feeling of intimidation in observing individuals that renders symbolic
power capital a potent resource. Bourdieu (1980/1990) notices that individuals receive
compliance by emitting impressions of power, although he does not use these specific terms:
“It inclines agents to accumulate material riches that do not have their justification ‘in
themselves’… but which are valued as means of manifesting power, as symbolic capital tending to
contribute to its own reproduction, that is, to the reproduction and legitimation of the prevailing
hierarchies. … But only full institutionalization makes it possible, if not to dispense completely
with ‘demonstration’, at least to cease depending on it completely in order to secure the belief and
obedience of others and to mobilize their labour power or fighting strength.” (Bourdieu,
1980/1990, p. 131)

It is crucial to notice that symbolic power capital is only related to the power to achieve
destructive, malevolent acts and not to the power to achieve constructive, benevolent acts. That
is, symbolic power capital is not generated through impressions of all types of power – it is only
generated through impressions of the power to cause destruction. In order to clarify what type of
power is being referred to, the present study consistently distinguishes between the concepts of
malevolence power and benevolence power. Malevolence power refers to the ability to enforce destructive,
cruel acts, and benevolence power refers to the ability to enforce constructive, sympathetic acts.

Relations between symbolic virtue capital and symbolic power capital
Symbolic virtue capital and symbolic power capital are the central concepts of my elaborations on
Bourdieu’s theory of capital. These two types of symbolic capital may be conceived of as two
contrasting, inverse routes to personal influence, since the augmentation of either type implies a
risk of reducing the other. For example, an individual that conveys an impression of following
altruist moral principles may gain much symbolic virtue capital due to his/her virtuousness, but
the same individual may also lose much symbolic power capital since his/her altruist morality
reduces his/her ability to intimidate others. Likewise, an individual that intimidates others by
conveying an impression of being brutal and ruthless may gain much symbolic power capital, but
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this individual most probably lose symbolic virtue capital by being viewed as unvirtuous and
“evil.” Thus, an individual’s amount of symbolic virtue capital and amount of symbolic power
capital appear to follow an inverse relationship, in which an increase of either type is likely to
cause a decrease of the other type.
However, the inverse relationship between symbolic virtue capital and symbolic power
capital is only true for individuals that have something to lose, that is, for individuals that have
certain amounts of symbolic virtue capital or symbolic power capital before they generate
impressions of themselves. Individuals that have very little symbolic capital can increase their
ownership of either type without any loss. For example, a feeble individual with no ability to
intimidate others – with no symbolic power capital – may increase his/her symbolic virtue capital
without losing any symbolic power capital (since there is nothing to be lost). In the same way, a
despised individual that is widely known for being unvirtuous, may intimidate others and increase
his/her symbolic power capital without losing any symbolic virtue capital (once again, since there
is nothing to be lost). Only individuals with relatively much symbolic capital of both types need
to calculate and balance the symbolic benefits versus the symbolic costs of generating certain
impressions.
Finally, an individual’s choice to seek a certain type of symbolic capital is likely to be
determined by the resources and social positions that the individual controls. In order to make
this last point easily citable, it is summed up in a proposition:
(Proposition 1.) Individuals’ strategies for producing symbolic capital depend on the individuals’
resources and positions. Individuals that mostly have resources and positions apt for generating
impressions that produce symbolic virtue capital, will focus on generating impressions that
produce symbolic virtue capital. Individuals that mostly have resources and positions apt for
generating impressions that produce symbolic power capital, will focus on generating impressions
that produce symbolic power capital. Individuals with resources and positions apt for generating
both types of impression and producing both types of symbolic capital, will seek to generate
impressions that increase either type of symbolic capital without reducing the other.

Individuals will follow the patterns described in Proposition 1 simply because these patterns are
most economically efficient given the resources and positions of each individual. The
presumption that individuals prioritize efficiency is supported by Bourdieu (1980/1990), who
argues that social action invariably follows an egoistic “economic logic”:
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“…practices never cease to comply with an economic logic. The correspondences which are
established between the circulation of land sold and bought back, revenge killings ‘lent’ and
‘redeemed’, or women given and received in marriage, in other words between the different kinds
of capital and the corresponding modes of circulation, require us to abandon the economic/noneconomic dichotomy which makes it possible to see the science of ‘economic’ practices as a
particular case of a science capable of treating all practices, including those that are experienced as
disinterested or gratuitous, and therefore freed from the ‘economy’, as economic practices aimed
at maximizing material and symbolic profit.” (Bourdieu, 1980/1990, p. 122)

Thus, Proposition 1 gains support from Bourdieu’s general theory of capital. The notion of an
economic logic, which underpins Proposition 1, is of crucial importance when explaining and
predicting individuals’ behaviors.

Summation
In order to be made clear, the theoretical elaborations made above are suitably summarized in
concise form. The five points below constitute such a summary:
(1) Symbolic capital engenders compliance, and it is generated through techniques of impression
management.
(2) There are two types of symbolic capital: symbolic virtue capital and symbolic power capital. Symbolic
virtue capital is generated through impressions of virtuousness, and it engenders compliance
through feelings of guilt and shame. Symbolic power capital is generated through impressions of
malevolence power, and it engenders compliance through intimidation.
(3) For individuals with much symbolic virtue capital and symbolic power capital, an increase of
either type of symbolic capital is likely to cause a decrease of the other type.
(4) For individuals with little symbolic virtue capital and little symbolic power capital, an increase
of either type of symbolic capital cannot markedly reduce the other type.
(5) Individuals seek to produce symbolic capital of such a type that they can produce most
effectively, given their resources and positions.
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The first research question of the current study reads, “In the eyes of adolescent peers, what
impressions are generated by an adolescent girl’s act of smoking?” In order to answer this
research question, I employed a two-step method. First, five brief focus-group interviews were
arranged with students from secondary school and upper secondary school, in order to find four
negative and four positive attributes that adolescents frequently assign to girls in their own age.
Second, a questionnaire survey was performed to determine statistical relationships between the
attributes procured through the focus-group interviews and two different pictures of a girl. In
one of the pictures, the girl smoked a cigarette, and in the other picture, the girl did not smoke
any cigarette.
The second research question of the study reads, “How do impressions of smoking affect
the symbolic capital of an adolescent girl?” I answered the second research question by
qualitatively analyzing the empirical results of the questionnaire survey through my elaborations
on Bourdieu’s (1972/1977, 1979/1984, 1980/1990) theory of symbolic capital.
The quantitative method of the questionnaire survey, employed to determine what
attributes were perceived of the girl on the pictures, inevitably implied a risk of generating
reductionist misrepresentations in relation to the holistic perceptions of individuals that are,
presumably, formed in real-life interactions. The qualitative method of theoretical analysis, on the
other hand, naturally conveyed a hazard of excessive subjectivism and arbitrariness of
interpretation. Thus, the quantitative method seemed to have questionable validity, whereas the
qualitative method appeared to suffer from low reliability. Although it is important to notice
these problematic aspects of the methods, I regard it as a methodological strength that such
contrasting methods were employed and allowed to complement each other in the same study.
The sensibility of the qualitative method could ameliorate some reductionist tendencies of the
quantitative survey, at the same time as the rigor of the quantitative investigation could underpin
a certain degree of reliability for the qualitative theoretical analysis.
The methods and procedures that were used are described in detail in the following
sections. Each method is presented separately.
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As was mentioned above, focus-group interviews were conducted in order to find four negative
and four positive attributes that adolescents frequently assign to girl peers. The central variables
measured in the questionnaires were based on the attributes procured through the focus-group
interviews. The method of formulating questionnaire variables from focus-group interviews was
informed by earlier research, which indicates that this method increases clarity for questionnaire
respondents (Vaughn, Schumm, & Sinagub, 1996).
Two focus-group interviews included students from secondary school and three focusgroup interviews included students from upper secondary school. The initial plan was to perform
only two focus-group interviews in upper secondary school, but I conducted a third interview in
order to include the views of both sexes (the first two interviews happened to include only
males). The first students in the alphabetical list of each class were systematically selected for
participation in the interviews, and the selection of participating classes were arbitrarily made by
principals or administrative school personal. Importantly, none of the focus-group interviewees
were from classes that participated in the later questionnaire survey.
Focus-groups interviews were found to be more apt than individual interviews because
focus-group interviews collect information from more individuals and therefore gain higher
reliability. Still, the focus-group interviews could not include very large numbers of individuals,
since too large groups would have risked intimidating some interviewees. By compromising
between the aim of reliability and the danger of intimidation, I decided that five interviewees
were to participate in each interview.
The interviews followed an interview guide (see Appendix 1). The introduction of the
interview guide was based on the ethical requirements of the Swedish Research Council
(Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). Thus, all interviews were introduced with information to all interviewees
about the purpose of the study, the final use of the data, the anonymity of all participants, and
every interviewee’s right not to participate.
The second part of the interview guide included some short questions about the
interviewees themselves, regarding their birth years, sex, and vocational aims. The purpose of
these short questions was to collect general information on the individuals that had participated
in the interviews and to make them feel accustomed with speaking aloud in the group. An
analysis of the results indicated that the participants included eleven girls and fourteen boys; five
13-year-olds, five 14-year-olds, four 16-year-olds, and eleven 17-year-olds. Also, eleven
interviewees aspired for vocations that required university education, nine interviewees aspired
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for vocations that did not require university education, and five interviewees claimed they did not
have any vocational aspirations yet.
Finally, the third section of the interview guide sought to elicit negative and positive
attributes of adolescent girls. The third section included the following five questions
(1) “Think about a girl of your own age that is a really good friend. What is she like?”
(2) “Think about a girl of your own age that others often fall in love with. What is she like?”
(3) “Think about a girl of your own age that you definitely do not like. What is she like?”
(4) “Think about the most popular girls in your school. What are they like?”
(5) “Think about the least popular girls in your school. What are they like?”

I wrote down all answers by hand in the interview guides, but no audio recordings were
performed because there was no need for extensive analysis of the conversations. When all
interviews were finished, I compiled the four most common negative attributes and the four
most common positive attributes. As a matter of fact, all five focus groups reported similar sets
of attributes, although there were some differences regarding which individuals were identified
with which attributes. The similarities in attributes that were reported from different groups
indicated that the results of the focus-group interviews had high reliability. Since the attributes
that were found in the focus-group interviews determined central variables in the questionnaires
(see below), the attributes are presented directly below, before the section describing the design
of the questionnaire survey:


The four most common negative attributes found in the focus-group interviews were deceitful, conceited,
shy, and liable to bully (aggressive toward others in order to gain personal benefits).



The four most common positive attributes found in the focus-group interviews were kind, loyal, funny,
and compassionate.

21 secondary schools and upper secondary schools were contacted and asked to participate in the
study. The first two schools of each level that agreed to participate were selected. Since class sizes
differed markedly between the schools, the numbers of selected classes in each school was
determined by the criterion that at least 50 students were to be listed in the participating classes in
each grade from each school. Classes were never divided; all students in each selected class were
targeted in the study. The selected classes from the four participating schools had 771 listed
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students in total, of which 634 students participated in the survey (roughly 82 %). The students
that did not fill out the questionnaires were absent from their lesson when the questionnaires
were administered; there were no students in class that declined to answer all of the questions in
the questionnaires. The distribution of absent students was skewed in relation to school grades,
with more absent students in higher grades, as is seen in Table 1:
Table 1. Participation in different school grades.
School grade

Participation

Grade 7, secondary school

113 out of 133 students (~85 %)

Grade 8, secondary school

117 out of 130 students (~90 %)

Grade 9, secondary school

126 out of 153 students (~82 %)

Grade 10, upper secondary school

110 out of 130 students (~85 %)

Grade 11, upper secondary school

85 out of 116 students (~73 %)

Grade 12, upper secondary school

67 out of 109 students (~61 %)

Although all students in class participated in the survey, some questionnaires were invalidated.
Four questionnaires were invalidated in class because students looked at or compared
questionnaires with other students. Also, eight questionnaires were invalidated during the codingto-computer phase since they either had contradictory answers (implying that the respondents
had not understood the questions correctly), had comments mocking the questionnaire (implying
unserious answers), or included deliberately incorrect answers (such as birth dates several decades
earlier than what is plausible).
All questionnaires were pen-and-pencil questionnaires, and they were distributed to
students during their lessons. By personally handling the distribution procedure it was possible
for me to fully control that the correct information was conveyed before the questionnaires were
handed out. Also, by being personally present at the distribution of the questionnaires, I could
answer respondents’ questions regarding the meanings of words and questionnaire questions, and
I could control that respondents acted in accordance with prescribed instructions. Thus, my
personal presence at the distribution of the questionnaires presumably increased the validity of
the procedure.
Before the distribution commenced, students were presented with an overview of the
research project, and they were informed about the ethical guidelines of the study, which
followed the prescriptions of the Swedish Research Council (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). However,
the overview included no information regarding the specific focus on smoking or impressions,
since such information had risked affecting the answers provided by the students.
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The first part of the questionnaires included eleven statements related to a girl on a
picture (see Fig. 1). Each statement had four possible answers: “certainly not true,” “probably not
true,” “probably true,” and “certainly true.” By ticking the boxes for the answers they agreed
with, the respondents indicated what impressions they received from the girl on the picture.
There were two different versions of the same picture of the girl: one version in which
the girl smoked a cigarette and one version in which the girl did not smoke. I shot the original
picture of the non-smoking girl during the early fall of 2015, and I created the version in which
the girl smoked by adding a cigarette and some cigarette smoke through a digital computer
software. The model on the versions of the picture, who acted as a smoking or non-smoking
adolescent girl, was my 23-year-old Swedish fiancé. Although my fiancé could not be considered
an adolescent in a strict sense, she could act as an adolescent because she was commonly
regarded to look younger than her actual age (cf. Fig. 1, below).
Each version of the picture was distributed to every second respondent in each class,
according to the ways the students had seated themselves. Thus, chance determined what
students received which version of the picture. By comparing the results of the questionnaires
that included smoking in their pictures with the results of the questionnaires that did not include
smoking in their pictures, it was possible to find differences in impressions that depended on the
inclusion/exclusion of the act of smoking. Importantly, participants did not know that there were
two different versions of the picture, and they did not know that the questionnaire survey was
intended to elicit impressions in relation to smoking, and therefore the respondents could not
adjust their answers according to the research aim. Also, a strength of the method was that the
two versions of the picture were identical except for the inclusion/exclusion of cigarette smoking,
which ascertained that there could not be any uncontrolled factors that differed between the two
presented pictures. Two different versions of the picture of the girl are presented in Figure 1,
below:

Figure 1. The two versions of the picture of a girl, included in the questionnaires. The pictures are identical except
for the inclusion/exclusion of a cigarette and cigarette smoke.
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Each of the eleven statements in the questionnaires related to an impression of a social position
or a personality trait. The following statements were included (measured impressions within
parenthesis):
(1) “The girl on the picture is able to coax her classmates to treat a teacher nicely, although her
classmates do not wish to treat the teacher nicely.” (benevolence-power impression)
(2) “You may begin to like and become close friends with the girl on the picture.” (likability and
probability-of-friendship impression)
(3) “The girl on the picture is popular in her school.” (perceived-popularity impression)
(4) “The girl on the picture is conceited and thinks that she is better than others.” (conceitedness
impression)
(5) “The girl on the picture is kind and wants to help others.” (kindness impression)
(6) “The girl on the picture is shy and prefers to avoid others’ attention.” (shyness impression)
(7) “The girl on the picture is loyal to her friends.” (loyalty impression)
(8) “The girl on the picture is a bully that oppresses others in order to gain personal benefits.”
(liability-to-bully impression)
(9) “The girl on the picture is funny when one is hanging out with her.” (funniness impression)
(10) “The girl on the picture is deceitful and puts on acts.” (deceitfulness impression)
(11) “The girl on the picture is compassionate toward others.” (compassion impression)

The first three statements were based on Collins’ (1975/2009) theoretical extensions to the
dramaturgical perspective. In the theory section above, it was briefly concluded that Collins
(1975/2009) regards dramaturgical strategies as instruments for gaining power and status. Based
on Collins theories, statement 1 measured impressions of benevolence power, and statements 2
and 3 measured impressions of status. Statements 2 and 3 were inspired by the distinction
between sociometric popularity and perceived popularity, provided by Cillessen and Rose (2005) and
Sandstrom and Cillessen (2006) (see discussion under “Major directions of sociological research
on adolescent smoking,” above).
Statements 4 through 11 were based on the negative and positive attributes of adolescent
girls that were procured through the focus-group interviews. Impressions of each attribute were
measured by an equivalent statement (cf. the attributes found in the focus-group interviews and
statements 4-11).
Following the eleven statements related to the picture on the girl, the last sections of the
questionnaires included questions about the respondents themselves. These questions allowed for
later analysis and comparison of the distributions of impressions between different subgroups of
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respondents. The questions elicited information about each respondent’s birth year, school grade,
sex, country of birth, academic orientation, and tobacco-consumption habits. The question of
academic orientation asked respondents what vocations they aspired for, and the answers to the
question were later categorized according to whether or not the vocations required university
education. The variable academic orientation can be seen as a proxy variable of socioeconomic
status, and I employed it because a concrete question of vocational aspirations could easily be
answered by adolescent respondents.
Academic orientation as a proxy variable for social status among adolescents was first
used by Hagquist (2000). However, Hagquist (2000) did not ask adolescents what vocations they
aspired for but he asked adolescents (in secondary school, year nine) if they would apply for a
theoretical or practical program in upper secondary school. Since the present study included
respondents from a wide range of school grades it was necessary to reformulate Hagquist’s
original question into a question of vocational aspirations in order to make the question
answerable for all respondents, independently of their school grades.
An example of the questionnaire is presented in Appendix 2. There were four different
versions of the questionnaire – since there were two different pictures and two different
questions inquiring about academic aims for students in secondary and upper secondary school –
but only one version of the questionnaire is presented in order to avoid an excessive document
size. The questionnaire presented in Appendix 2 was distributed to students in upper secondary
school, and it has a picture in which the girl has a cigarette.

I used SPSS for the entire process of compilation and analysis of the data. As a first preparatory
step, the impression variables (the answers to the statements) were dichotomized in order to
allow for binary logistic regressions (see below). Binary logistic regressions were performed
because linear regressions cannot be used with dependent variables on the categorical scale, and
multinomial logistic regressions are more difficult to interpret verbally since significant outcomes
on ordinal scales may fall between higher and lower reference categories, making it hard to
determine the direction of the statistical relationship. Although a binary logistic regression was
practical, some information was inevitably lost due to the process of dichotomization, when
previously separated answers were recoded into identical categories.
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As a second preparatory step, the birth-year variable was recoded into an approximate-age
variable. This recoding increased the clarity of the study by making the age of each respondent
independent of the date the study.
In the initial phase of the actual statistical analysis, I sought to establish an overview of
the questionnaire respondents. This phase generated purely descriptive results, which are
displayed in Table 2 in the results section.
The second, and primary, phase of actual statistical analysis consisted of binary logistic
regressions of the impression variables and the picture-type variable. The picture-type variable
indicated whether or not the picture of the girl included the act of smoking. Binary logistic
regressions provide B-values that indicate strengths and directions of correlations. For a
quantitative covariate, a positive B-value indicates that the proportion of cases in the second
category of the dependent variable increases as the covariate increases. For a categorical variable,
a positive B-value indicates that the proportion of cases in the second category of the dependent
variable increases as the proportion of cases in a specified category in the covariate increases.
Negative B-values imply reversed directions of correlation.
Based on the B-values of the binary logistic regressions, it is possible to calculate odds
ratios and related confidence intervals. The odds of an outcome equals the probability that the
outcome takes place divided by the probability that it does not take place. An odds ratio is simply a
quotient between the odds of an outcome before and after a change in conditions. In a logistic
regression, the odds ratio demonstrates the difference in odds for the second outcome of the
dependent variable caused by a change in the covariate. An odds ratio with the value 1 indicates
that there is no difference in odds caused by a change in the covariate, an odds ratio with a value
between 0 and 1 indicates that the odds are decreasing, and an odds ratio with a value above 1
indicates that the odds are increasing. An odds ratio cannot have a negative value. A confidence
interval for an odds ratio delineates the interval within which the actual odds ratio of the
population is likely to be found, given the size and results of the sample. In the present study, all
confidence intervals for odds ratios have 95% confidence levels, and the odds ratios will be
recurrently cited for correlations, since odds ratio are commonly used as measures of effect sizes
that may be compared across study designs (Field, 2013, p. 79).
In addition to covariates, a binary logistic interaction can include interaction terms. An
interaction term indicates if a correlation between two variables vary depending on the values of a
third variable. For example, a presumed positive interaction term between the covariates
temperature and precipitation indicates that a positive correlation between temperature and the
dependent variable harvest size increases as precipitation increases.
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In order to accurately determine the correlations between the act of smoking of the girl
on the picture and the impressions experienced by the respondents, it was necessary to determine
which covariates and interaction terms were to be included in the regression models. An
appropriate model of binary logistic regression needs to adjust for all variables that can moderate
relevant correlations to a significant extent, and it needs to include all significant interaction
terms. The relevant variables in the present study consisted of the picture-type variable, which
indicated if the girl on the picture smoked or not, and of the dependent variables measuring
impressions (the statements). I used the following three-step procedure to find the most
appropriate binary-logistic-regression model for each dependent variable:
First, five covariates were entered: picture type (the girl on the picture does/does not
smoke), school grade (secondary school/upper secondary school), sex (female/male), tobacco usage
(never uses tobacco/uses tobacco to any extent), and academic orientation (will/will not study on
university). A cross tabulation of these covariates ascertained that no combinations of the
covariates had zero cases, since zero combinations in certain combinations had risked skewing
the results. The six covariates were referred to as Model 1.
Second, interaction terms were entered between the variable picture type, on the one side,
and each of the other covariates, on the other side, making a total of five interaction terms. A
preliminary logistic regression was performed.
Third, the preliminary model was improved by the removal of interaction terms that did
not receive significant values on the Wald statistic. The interaction terms were removed one at a
time, and regressions were rerun in-between the removals, since the deletion of any interaction
term influenced the effects of the remaining interaction terms. Interaction terms that had
significance levels of at least p < 0.10 were preserved in the final model, and all other interaction
terms were removed. In case two interaction terms nearly but not completely passed the p < 0.10
level, a three-way interaction term equivalent to these variables war added and tried against the p
< 0.10 level. The relatively low significance level of p < 0.10 was chosen because moderating
effects from interaction terms may be of great importance although they are not significant
according to the conventional standard of p < 0.05. The final model was referred to as Model 2.
Last, I analyzed the reliability of the models with likelihood-ratio tests and a HosmerLemeshow tests. Likelihood-ratio tests posit the null hypothesis that the covariates of regressions
do not predict the dependent variables any better than chance does. SPSS provided the results of
likelihood-ratio tests, which indicated at what degree of significance the null hypotheses could be
refuted. Hosmer-Lemeshow tests are based on the null hypothesis that the models are correctly
predicting the outcomes. Significant values in Hosmer-Lemeshow tests indicate that the null
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hypothesis needs be refuted and that the model does not predict the observed outcomes. Thus,
the result of a Hosmer-Lemeshow test is preferably without any degree of significance, since a
significant result disqualifies the given model. SPSS provided results of Hosmer-Lemeshow tests
for all models.

In the phase of theoretical analysis, I sought to read the statistical findings through the lens of the
theories presented in the theory section of the study. Through an abductive approach, I
formulated preliminary theoretical interpretations of the results in a text document, and these
preliminary interpretations were tried against the statistical results. Some of the preliminary
theoretical conclusions were not robust enough, in the face of empirical evidence, to remain in
the final results.
In practice, the phase of theoretical analysis was intermixed with the phase of statistical
analysis and with the development of theoretical elaborations. My elaborations on Bourdieu’s
(1972/1977, 1979/1984, 1980/1990) theory of symbolic capital, presented in the theory section
above, were the results of the theoretical analysis just as much as the elaborations guided
continued analysis. Thus, I used a dialectical approach to theory deployment and theory
development.
The validity of the method of theoretical analysis can be scrutinized through the
theoretical results. To the extent that readers of the study conceive of the theoretical results as
reasonable interpretations of the statistical results, the method of the theoretical analysis is to be
regarded as legitimate.

29

Symbolic smoking

Spring 2016

Olov Aronson

The following section presents the answers to the first

Table 2. Descriptive overview of respondents.

research question of the study. The second research

participants of the study. The table indicates that the
majority of the respondents were born in Sweden and
had never used tobacco. Also, the table indicates a slight
majority of young teenagers and of respondents intending
to proceed to university studies. However, a relatively
large group of respondents (22.6 %) did not provide
answers that could be categorized in terms of intentions
to study or not to study at university.
Tables 3 through 13, below, present the
impressions of the girl on the picture. In each table, two
models are compared, and the crucial difference between
the models is the inclusion or exclusion of interaction
terms. Model 1 never includes interaction terms, whereas
Model 2 includes all interaction terms relating to the
variable picture type that have a significance level of at least
p < 0.10 (see “Statistical analysis,” above). Interaction
terms are indicated by the general formula “[variable] by
picture type.” All models include and adjust for
respondents’ academic orientation, school grade, sex, and
tobacco usage, but only the variables that are included in
any interaction terms are displayed in the tables.
The primary results of the study are constituted
by the effects of the picture-type variable on the
impression variables. These results indicate if there are
any differences in the impressions of the girl on the
picture depending on whether or not the girl smokes a
cigarette. Another set of relevant results consists of the

Variables
Academic
orientation
Aiming for
university
Not aiming for
university
Missing
Age
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
Missing
School grade

284

32.6

207

44.8

143

22.6

1
106
116
118
94
82
71
16
0
2
28

0.2
16.7
18.3
18.6
14.8
12.9
11.2
2.5
0.0
0.3
4.4

Secondary
school

Table 2, to the right, presents an overview of the

7
8
9

113
117
126

17.8
18.5
19.9

Upper
secondary
school

question is answered in the section “Analysis.”

All respondents
(n = 634)
n
%

10
11
12

110
85
67

17.4
13.4
10.6

16

2.5

554

87.4

65

10.3

15

2.4

297
314
23

49.5
46.8
6.1

494

77.9

122

19.2

18

2.8

Missing
Origin
Born in
Sweden
Born outside
of Sweden
Missing
Sex
Male
Female
Other/missing
Tobacco
usage
Never use
tobacco
Use tobacco
to any extent
Missing

interaction terms between the picture-type variable and other covariates. These interaction terms
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indicate how certain groups of respondents are influenced by the inclusion or exclusion of
smoking in the pictures.
Table 3 indicates that students in secondary school that do not intend to study at
university, compared to students in upper secondary school that intend to study at university,
react significantly more and experience significantly weaker impressions of benevolence power
when the girl on the picture smokes a cigarette (p < 0.01, OR = 3.047). However, the model does
not pass the likelihood-ratio test (p = 0.093), and therefore it is reasonable to be cautious
regarding its reliability. No other significant results are found for the benevolence-power variable.
Table 3. Impressions of benevolence power.
Model 1
B

Model 2
B

Variables
Odds ratio (95% CI)
Odds ratio (95% CI)
Picture type
Smoking
– 0.089
0.914 (0.629 – 1.329)
– 0.348
0.706 (0.464 – 1.074)
No smoking
0
1
0
1
Academic orient.
Aiming for
– 0.170
0.844 (0.557 – 1.280)
– 0.431
0.650 (0.411 – 1.028)
university
Not aiming for
0
1
0
1
university
School grade
Upper secondary – 0.142
0.868 (0.579 – 1.301)
– 0.483
0.617 (0.384 – 0.991)*
school
Secondary school
0
1
0
1
Academic orient.
1.114
3.047 (1.402 – 6.620)**
by School Grade by
Picture type
Tests
p
p
Likelihood ratio
0.708
0.093
Hosmer-Lemeshow
0.586
0.776
Notes: Both models are adjusted for sex and tobacco usage. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

According to Table 4, the smoking girl on the picture conveys impressions of being significantly
less likable and significantly less probable as a future friend of the respondent than the nonsmoking girl (p < 0.001, OR = 0.207). Furthermore, females and non-consumers of tobacco react
significantly more and experience significantly weaker impressions of likability and probable
future friendship than males and tobacco consumers when the girl on the picture smokes a
cigarette (sex by picture type: p < 0.05, OR = 0.393; tobacco usage by picture type: p < 0.05, OR
= 2.824).
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Table 4. Impressions of likability and probability of friendship.
Variables

Model 1
B

Model 2
B

Odds ratio
(95% CI)

Odds ratio
(95% CI)

Picture type
Smoking
– 1.329
0.265 (0.178 – 0.395)***
– 1.577
0.207 (0.095 – 0.449)***
No smoking
0
1
0
1
School grade
Upper secondary
0.214
1.239 (0.807 – 1.902)
– 0.219
0.804 (0.434 – 1.489)
school
Secondary school
0
1
0
1
Sex
Female
0.823
2.277 (1.491 – 3.480)***
1.312
3.715 (2.055 – 6.715)***
Male
0
1
0
1
Tobacco usage
Uses tob.
– 0.060
0.942 (0.562 – 1.578)
– 0.537
0.585 (0.293 – 1.166)
Never uses tob.
0
1
0
1
School grade by
0.848
2.336 (0.970 – 5.625)
Picture Type
0
1
Sex by Picture type
– 0.935
0.393 (0.170 – 0.906)*
Tobacco usage by
1.038
2.824 (1.058 – 7.539)*
Picture type
Tests
p
p
Likelihood ratio
0.000
0.000
Hosmer-Lemeshow
0.063
0.265
Notes: Both models are adjusted for academic orientation. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Table 5 indicates that the smoking girl on the picture is perceived as significantly more popular
than the non-smoking girl (p < 0.01, OR = 2.043). This result is most strongly pronounced for
respondents that never use tobacco (p < 0.05, OR = 0.364).
Table 5. Impressions of popularity.
Variables

Model 1
B

Model 2
B

Odds ratio
(95% CI)

Odds ratio
(95% CI)

Picture type
Smoking
0.473
1.606 (1.067 – 2.415)*
0.714
2.043 (1.271 – 3.281)**
No smoking
0
1
0
1
Tobacco usage
Uses tob.
– 0.176
0.838 (0.490 – 1.433)
0.338
1.403 (0.689 – 2.854)
Never uses tob.
0
1
0
1
Tobacco usage by
– 1.010
0.364 (0.138 – 0.959)*
Picture type
Tests
p
p
Likelihood ratio
0.009
0.003
Hosmer-Lemeshow
0.669
0.281
Notes: Both models are adjusted for academic orientation, school grade, and sex. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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Table 6 indicates that the smoking girl on the picture is perceived as significantly more conceited
than the non-smoking girl on the picture (p < 0.001, OR = 3.667). There are no interaction terms
that reach a significance level of p < 0.10 in relation to the conceitedness variable.
Table 6. Impressions of conceitedness.
Variables

Model 1/Model 2
B
Odds ratio
(95% CI)

Picture type
Smoking
1.299
3.667 (2.396 – 5.611)***
No smoking
0
1
Tests
p
Likelihood ratio
0.000
Hosmer-Lemeshow
0.527
Notes: There are no significant interaction terms that distinguish Model 1 from Model 2 (the models are identical).
Both models are adjusted for academic orientation, school grade, sex, and tobacco usage. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

According to Table 7, the girl on the picture emits impressions of being significantly less kind
when she smokes a cigarette, compared to when she does not smoke a cigarette (p < 0.001; OR =
0.212). This result is much stronger for respondents that are females or students in secondary
school than for respondents that are males or students in upper secondary school (sex by picture
type: p < 0.05, OR = 3.236; school grade by picture type: p < 0.01, OR = 3.236).
Table 7. Impressions of kindness.
Variables

Model 1
B

Model 2
B

Odds ratio
(95% CI)

Odds ratio
(95% CI)

Picture type
Smoking
– 1.456
0.233 (0.151 – 0.360)***
– 1.551
0.212 (0.102 – 0.439)***
No smoking
0
1
0
1
School grade
Upper secondary
0.714
2.042 (1.303 – 3.199)**
– 0.59
0.943 (0.457 – 1.943)
school
Secondary school
0
1
0
1
Sex
Female
0.292
1.340 (0.868 – 2.066)
0.957
2.605 (1.265 – 5.366)**
Male
0
1
0
1
School grade by
1.174
3.236 (1.346 – 7.778)**
Picture type
Sex by Picture type
– 1.003
0.367 (0.152 – 0.888)*
Tests
p
p
Likelihood ratio
0.000
0.000
Hosmer-Lemeshow
0.054
0.168
Notes: Both models are adjusted for academic orientation and tobacco usage. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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Table 8 indicates that the smoking girl on the picture emits impressions of being significantly less
shy than the non-smoking girl on the picture (p < 0.001, OR = 0.284). No significant interaction
terms (p < 0.10) are found for the shyness variable.
Table 8. Impressions of shyness.
Variables

Model 1/Model 2
B
Odds ratio
(95% CI)

Picture type
Smoking
– 1.259
0.284 (0.192 – 0.420)***
No smoking
0
1
Tests
p
Likelihood ratio
0.000
Hosmer-Lemeshow
0.802
Notes: There are significant interaction terms that distinguish Model 1 from Model 2 (the models are identical). Both
models are adjusted for academic orientation, school grade, sex, and tobacco usage. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

According to Table 9, females react significantly more strongly to the act of smoking and
perceive the smoking girl on the picture as significantly less loyal than males do (p < 0.05, OR =
0.383). However, the loyalty variable conveys no significant results for the entire group of
respondents, adjusted for the variables academic orientation, school grade, sex, and tobacco
usage.
Table 9. Impressions of loyalty.
Variables

Model 1
B

Model 2
B

Odds ratio
(95% CI)

Odds ratio
(95% CI)

Picture type
Smoking
– 0.985
0.374 (0.236 – 0.592)***
– 0.527
0.590 (0.316 – 1.102)
No smoking
0
1
0
1
Sex
Female
0.211
1.235 (0.782 – 1.950)
0.834
2.302 (1.069 – 4.956)*
Male
0
1
0
1
Sex by Picture type
– 0.960
0.383 (0.151 – 0.974)*
Tests
p
p
Likelihood ratio
0.000
0.000
Hosmer-Lemeshow
0.918
0.548
Notes: Both models are adjusted for academic orientation, school grade, and tobacco usage. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Table 10 indicates the results of the liability-to-bully variable. When the girl on the picture
smokes a cigarette she emits impressions of being significantly more liable to bully, compared to
when does not smoke a cigarette (p < 0.001, OR = 3.664). There are no interaction terms
reaching the significance level p < 0.10.
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Table 10. Impressions of liability to bully.
Variables

Model 1/Model 2
B
Odds ratio
(95% CI)

Picture type
Smoking
1.299
3.664 (2.290 – 5.864)***
No smoking
0
1
Tests
p
Likelihood ratio
0.000
Hosmer-Lemeshow
0.117
Notes: There are no significant interaction terms that distinguish Model 1 from Model 2 (the models are identical).
Both models are adjusted for academic orientation, school grade, sex, and tobacco usage. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Table 11 indicates that the girl on the picture is perceived to be significantly less funny to hang
out with when she smokes a cigarette, compared to when she does not smoke (p < 0.001, OR =
0.233). The difference in impressions is particularly strong for respondents in secondary school (p
< 0.01, OR = 3.184).
Table 11. Impressions of being funny to “hang out with.”
Variables

Model 1
B

Model 2
B

Odds ratio
(95% CI)

Odds ratio
(95% CI)

Picture type
Smoking
– 1.253
0.286 (0.190 – 0.429)***
– 1.457
0.233 (0.115 – 0.470)***
No smoking
0
1
0
1
School grade
Upper secondary
0.560
1.750 (1.135 – 2.698)*
– 0.141
0.868 (0.452 – 1.669)
school
Secondary school
0
1
0
1
Sex
Female
0.473
1.604 (1.054 – 2.441)*
0.980
2.664 (1.394 – 5.090)**
Male
0
1
0
1
School grade by
1.158
3.184 (1.397 – 7.257)**
Picture type
Sex by Picture type
– 0.812
0.444 (0.194 – 1.013)
Tests
p
p
Likelihood ratio
0.000
0.000
Hosmer-Lemeshow
0.449
0.998
Notes: Both models are adjusted for academic orientation and tobacco usage. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Table 12 reveals that the smoking girl on the picture emits impressions of being significantly
more deceitful than the non-smoking girl. An interaction term indicates a trend of more
pronounced differences in impressions for female respondents, but this trend is not statistically
significant.
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Table 12. Impressions of deceitfulness.
Variables

Model 1
B

Model 2
B

Odds ratio
(95% CI)

Odds ratio
(95% CI)

Picture type
Smoking
1.296
3.656 (2.373 – 5.631)***
0.940
2.561 (1.442 – 4.547)**
No smoking
0
1
0
1
Sex
Female
– 0.567
0.567 (0.368 – 0.875)*
– 1.079
0.340 (0.165 – 0.702)**
Male
0
1
0
1
Sex by Picture type
0.798
2.222 (0.918 – 5.381)
Tests
p
p
Likelihood ratio
0.000
0.000
Hosmer-Lemeshow
0.041
0.519
Notes: Both models are adjusted for academic orientation, school grade, and tobacco usage. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Finally, Table 13 conveys the results of the compassion variable. The girl on the picture is
perceived as significantly less compassionate when she smokes a cigarette, compared to when she
does not smoke (p < 0.01, OR = 0.358). This result is particularly strong for female respondents
(p < 0.05, OR = 0.303).
Table 13. Impressions of being compassionate.
Variables

Model 1
B

Model 2
B

Odds ratio
(95% CI)

Odds ratio
(95% CI)

Picture type
Smoking
– 1.570
0.208 (0.132 – 0.328)***
– 1.029
0.358 (0.196 – 0.653)**
No smoking
0
1
0
1
Sex
Female
0.366
1.442 (0.923 – 2.252)
1.174
3.234 (1.461 – 7.158)**
Male
0
1
0
1
Sex by Picture type
– 1.194
0.303 (0.118 – 0.777)*
Tests
p
p
Likelihood ratio
0.000
0.000
Hosmer-Lemeshow
0.209
0.543
Notes: Both models are adjusted for academic orientation, school grade, and tobacco usage. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

In summation, the smoking girl on the picture conveys impressions of being significantly more
popular, more self-confident, and less sympathetic than the non-smoking girl on the picture.
Female respondents in secondary school that never use tobacco seem to experience these
impressions to a particularly high degree. In the following section, the results will be theoretically
analyzed.

36

Symbolic smoking

Spring 2016

Olov Aronson

The following sections present the answers to the second research question of the study.
Although the concept social capital is not included in the second research question, the first section
analyzes the social capital of the girl on the picture in order to facilitate the following analyses of
symbolic capital.

As was noticed in the theory section under “Bourdieu’s general theory of capital,” social capital is
constituted by long-term social relationships (Bourdieu, 1986). Since no long-term relationships
can be established by singular one-way impressions, the impressions of the girl on the picture
could not affect the girl’s actual social capital. However, the impressions imply to what extent the
girl is perceived to possess social capital in her current situation, and they inform on her future
opportunities for accumulation.
The perceptions about the girl’s current social capital are revealed by the popularity
variable. According to the statistical analysis, the smoking girl on the picture conveyed
impressions of being significantly more popular than the non-smoking girl on the picture (p <
0.01, OR = 2.043), and the correlation was particularly strong when the impressions were
perceived through the eyes of respondents that never use tobacco (interaction term: p < .05, OR
= 0.364). These results indicate that smoking adolescent girls convey impressions of having more
social capital than adolescent girls that never smoke.
The opportunities of the girl on the picture for future accumulation of social capital are
primarily revealed by the likability variable. The likability variable indicates to what extent
respondents regard it as probable that they may begin to like and become friends with the girl on
the picture. According to the statistical results, the smoking girl on the picture conveys
impressions of being significantly less likable and less probable as a future friend than the nonsmoking girl (p < 0.001, OR = 0.207), and this correlation is most pronounced for female
respondents and for respondents that never use tobacco (interaction terms in respective order: p
< 0.05, OR = 0.393; p < 0.05, OR = 2.824). Thus, smoking adolescent girls may find it more
difficult than non-smoking girls to generate social capital, and especially so in relation to other
girls that do not use tobacco.
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Intuitively, the results indicate a contradiction in the relationship between adolescent girls’
smoking and their social capital. Girls that smoke convey impressions of having relatively much
social capital, at the same time as they convey impressions that diminish their chances of
generating real social capital. Obviously, the act of trading real social capital for perceived social
capital, through the act of smoking, seems unwise. However, this trade may also generate certain
benefits in terms of symbolic power capital, which are explicated in the following section.

Symbolic power capital is a resource that grants compliance through intimidation, and an
individual may gain symbolic power capital by emitting impressions that imply strength in
conflicts. Symbolic power capital is a genuinely symbolic resource, since its effectiveness is fully
dependent on mental conceptions in human minds, formed by impressions. Whereas social
capital cannot be produced through impressions, symbolic power capital can.
Smoking adolescent girls’ impressions of being popular do not actually make them
popular – the impressions do not increase the girls’ social capital – but the impressions do help
the girls generate symbolic power capital by suggesting that they have power in case of conflicts.
By being viewed as popular, with the ability to muster support from a network of allies, smoking
girls signal that they have the ability to strike forcefully if anyone challenges their wishes. Thus,
the ability to generate impressions of popularity through smoking may attract adolescent girls to
the act of smoking.
In addition to generating impressions of popularity, smoking allows adolescent girls to
emit several others types of impression that help produce symbolic power capital. For example,
the statistical results indicate that smoking girls are viewed as more conceited (p < 0.001, OR =
3.667) and less shy (p < 0.001, OR = 0.284) than girls that do not smoke. Impressions of high
conceitedness and little shyness indicate that smoking girls are relatively self-confident and
unlikely to get cold feet if they find themselves in a conflict. Thus, these impressions may
reasonably intimidate other individuals and make them reluctant to defy the smoking girls’
wishes. By intimidating others, the impressions of much conceitedness and little shyness generate
symbolic power capital.
Furthermore, smoking adolescent girls are perceived as less kind (p < 0.001, OR = 0.212)
and less compassionate (p < 0.01, OR = 0.358) than non-smoking girls. Both of these effects are
particularly strong in the eyes of female respondents (interaction terms in respective order: p <
0.05, OR = 0.367; p < 0.05, OR = 0.303). The impressions of decreased kindness and decreased
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compassion imply that smoking girls are less likely than non-smoking girls to behave mercifully
toward their enemies, and, for this reason, these impressions are likely to beget feelings of
intimidation in the minds of potential adversaries. By instilling others with feelings of
intimidation, smoking adolescent girls gain symbolic power capital, and by most strongly
intimidating other females, smoking girls are able to substantially increase their symbolic power
capital within the female hierarchy.
Finally, adolescent girls’ abilities to generate symbolic power capital through the act of
smoking are underlined by the results of the liability-to-bully variable. According to the statistical
analysis, the girl on the picture is perceived as more liable to bully others if she smokes a cigarette
(p < 0.001, OR = 3.664). Being prone to bully others indicate a Machiavellian strategy of conflict
management, through which other individuals are targeted when they are weak and defenseless.
Thus, smoking adolescent girls may intimidate others by implying that they are ready to strike
individuals who disobey them when these individuals are most vulnerable. The implications of an
increased liability to bully concur with the implications of decreased kindness and decreased
compassion: all of these impressions suggest that the smoking adolescent girls are unhindered by
moral convictions and may act with a high degree of recklessness in case of conflict. In
conclusion, the act of smoking produces several impressions that help adolescent girls intimidate
others and gain symbolic power capital.

Symbolic virtue capital is a symbolic resource, based on mental conceptions, that induces
compliance from others in a voluntary manner. The effectiveness of an individual’s symbolic
virtue capital is based on others’ feelings of guilt or shame, which may be experienced by others if
they fail to comply with the individual’s wishes.
As was noticed in the theory section, the relationship between generating symbolic power
capital and generating symbolic virtue capital is usually inverse. In other words, an individual that
produces symbolic capital of either type is likely to lose symbolic capital of the other type. This
inverse relationship between the two types of symbolic capital is manifested in the present study,
as the smoking girl on the picture gains much symbolic power capital at the same time as she
loses much symbolic virtue capital, in comparison to the non-smoking girl.
For example, at the same time as the impressions of little kindness, little compassion, and
high liability to bully may help the smoking girl on the picture to generate symbolic power capital,
these very impressions deplete the girl’s symbolic virtue capital. The girl’s symbolic virtue capital
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is diminished because other individuals are less likely to feel guilt or shame if they desist to
comply with her wishes after they have witness her smoking. The act of smoking generates
impressions of immorality, which undermine other individuals’ sentiments of having a
responsibility to comply. Thus, adolescent girls that smoke may actively consume their own
symbolic virtue capital by conveying impressions of being immoral.
In addition to the variables of kindness, compassion, and liability to bully, the
deceitfulness variable indicates that smoking adolescent girls have relatively little symbolic virtue
capital. According to the statistical results of the study, the girl on the picture conveys
impressions of being more deceitful when she is smoking, compared to when she is not smoking
(p < 0.01, OR = 2.561). Reasonably, smoking girls’ impressions of deceitfulness signal low
perceived virtuousness and decrease other individuals’ propensities to feel guilt or shame from
defying the girls’ wishes.
Interestingly, the benevolence-power variable conveys a tendency in favor of the
conclusion that adolescent girls generally lose symbolic virtue capital from smoking. As was
noticed under “Impressions, symbolic virtue capital, and symbolic power capital,” benevolence power
refers to an individual’s ability to enforce sympathetic, constructive actions, and this concept is to
be clearly distinguished from malevolence power, which is the oppressive form of power that may
generate symbolic power capital. The statistical analysis indicates that the smoking girl on the
picture appears to convey impressions of having less benevolence power than the girl that does
not smoke (p < 0.10, OR = 0.706), and this tendency becomes a strong correlation when the
perceiving respondents are students in secondary school that do not intend to study at university
(interaction term: p < 0.01, OR = 3.047). When the smoking girl conveys impressions of having
little benevolence power, the implication is that she is perceived as being relatively unable to
perform moral actions, and individuals that are not perceived as able to be moral can neither be
regarded as virtuous. Thus, the impressions of low benevolence power from smoking girls
suggest that they have an image of low virtuousness, which diminishes other individuals’
propensities to feel guilt or shame toward the girls. Decreased feelings of guilt or shame in others
does in effect imply that the girls lose symbolic virtue capital by smoking.
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No previous research has theoretically analyzed quantitative measures of impressions from
adolescent smokers. The current study was unique in its combination of a quantitative survey of
impressions and a theoretical analysis of these impressions, based on new elaborations of
Bourdieu’s theory of symbolic capital. Two research questions guided the study: (1) “In the eyes
of adolescent peers, what impressions are generated by an adolescent girl’s act of smoking?”, and
(2) “How do impressions of smoking affect the symbolic capital of an adolescent girl?”
The first research question was answered in the results section. This section indicated that
adolescent peers regard a smoking girl as significantly less likable, more popular, more conceited,
less kind, less shy, more liable to bully, less funny, more deceitful, and less compassionate than a
girl that does not smoke. Interaction terms indicated that several of the impressions are
particularly strong in the eyes of female students in secondary school that never use tobacco.
The second research question was answered in the analysis section, and the answers were
based on two concepts elaborated in the study: symbolic power capital and symbolic virtue capital. The
symbolic power capital of an individual indicates to what extent the individual may gain
compliance by intimidating others, and the symbolic virtue capital of an individual indicates to
what extent the individual may gain compliance through feelings of guilt or shame in others. The
section argued that adolescent girls gain symbolic power capital from the act of smoking, since
smoking allows the girls or convey intimidating impressions of being merciless and selfconfident. Also, the section concluded that smoking adolescent girls are able to generate symbolic
power capital from impressions of being rich in social capital (i.e. from impressions of being
popular). However, at the same time as smoking adolescent girls may gain symbolic power
capital, they are liable to lose symbolic virtue capital. The symbolic virtue capital of smoking girls
is depleted because the act of smoking conveys impressions of immorality, which limit perceivers’
feelings of guilt or shame toward the girls.
The current study focused on effects on social relationships due to impressions from
smoking, and by focusing on social relationships, the study clearly positioned itself in a
sociological research tradition. It is reasonable to assume that the current study can contribute
significantly to the development of effective measures countering smoking initiation among
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adolescent girls, since the study reveals essential new dimensions of the social aspects of smoking,
captured through the concepts of symbolic power capital and symbolic virtue capital.

In the results section it was noticed that female students in secondary school that never use
tobacco are particularly prone to experience negative impressions from another girl’s act of
smoking. For example, it was noticed that female students in secondary school that never use
tobacco experienced much weaker impressions of likability, kindness, loyalty, funniness, and
compassion when the girl on the picture smoked a cigarette. This finding implies that smoking
carries extra symbolic weight for younger adolescent girls, and it may be accurate to conceive of
smoking as a symbolic watershed that divides young adolescent girls into two contrasting groups:
intimidating smokers and virtuous non-smokers. Given the division caused by smoking, it is
sensible to inquire into how and why young adolescent girls choose to be part of either group
before the other.
In the theory section, it was noticed that individuals seek to generate capital as effectively
as possible. I presented Proposition 1, which made the following prediction:
“Individuals’ strategies for producing symbolic capital depend on the individuals’ resources and
positions. Individuals that mostly have resources and positions apt for generating impressions that
produce symbolic virtue capital, will focus on generating impressions that produce symbolic virtue
capital. Individuals that mostly have resources and positions apt for generating impressions that
produce symbolic power capital, will focus on generating impressions that produce symbolic
power capital.”

In accordance with the logic of Proposition 1, it is reasonable to assume that the girls that choose
to generate symbolic power capital through the act of smoking have abilities and resources that
facilitate the production of symbolic power capital. For example, these girls may have learnt how
to act tough and fearless, and they may have access to tight-knit social networks in which loyalties
are solid even in the face of external conflicts. However, it is also reasonable to assume that girls
that seek to generate symbolic power capital through smoking have relatively small possibilities to
generate much symbolic virtue capital. Smoking girls may be unable to convey impressions that
are considered virtuous for young adolescent girls – such as impressions of neatness, prudence,
maturity, and academic success – and for this reason, these girls may find no other way of
creating symbolic capital than through the production of symbolic power capital. Presumably,
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girls from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, with less economic and cultural resources, are most
liable to find themselves in a situation where they are unable to compete with peers through
impressions of virtuousness, and these girls have to compete through intimidating impressions of
malevolence power instead.
On the contrary, young adolescent girls that do not use tobacco are likely to have
relatively beneficial circumstances in regard to the production of symbolic virtue capital. These
girls may have ample supplies of economic and cultural capital, which help them purchase such
goods and behave in such a manner that makes other individuals prone to feel shame or guilt if
they neglect the girls’ wishes. Also, the girls’ that focus on generating symbolic virtue capital may
already possess relatively large amounts of capital of this type through their close associations
with other acclaimed family members. However, young adolescent girls that do not smoke may
also lack the resources to convincingly convey such intimidating impressions that produce
symbolic power capital. They may not have the appropriate cultural or social capital needed to
convey an image of strength in open conflicts.
In summation, a reasonable assumption is that young adolescent girls decide to be part of
either group – smokers or non-smokers – depending on which type of symbolic capital they can
produce most effectively. Girls that have appropriate resources for generating symbolic power
capital and little resources for generating symbolic virtue capital are likely to begin to smoke,
whereas girls that have the opposite set of resources are unlikely to begin to smoke.
The analysis of differences in capital between smoking and non-smoking girls can be
complemented by an analysis through Bourdieu’s (1972/1977, 1980/1990) concept of habitus.
The habitus of individuals are constituted by the behaviors and mindsets that the individuals have
been socialized to employ on reflex without conscious intent, and some forms of capital – such
as cultural capital in the embodied state – are integrated and expressed directly through individuals’
habitus (Bourdieu, 1986). Thus, it may be assumed that adolescent girls’ intentions to smoke or
not to smoke are not necessarily consciously decided, but they may rather be determined by
subconscious liabilities based on socialization. According to Bourdieu (1980/1990), individuals
are socialized into such habitus that steer them, unknowingly, to pursue the strategies of capital
accumulation through which they are most likely to succeed, given the past experiences of the
individual’s socializing group. Based on this theoretical insight, it is reasonable to believe that
adolescent girls that begin to smoke frequently come from families that have had much success at
gaining symbolic power capital but failure at gaining symbolic virtue capital. By contrast, girls that
do not smoke are likely to come from families with past failures when seeking symbolic power
capital but past success at gaining symbolic virtue capital.
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The notion that adolescent girls begin to smoke or not according to their resources may
also be developed through the dramaturgical perspective. According to the dramaturgical
perspective, the resources necessary to take up a certain role are referred to as sign-equipment
(Goffman, 1959). In essence, actors decide the roles they seek to enact depending on the signequipment they command, or as Goffman (1959, p. 224) puts it, “Thus the circumspect
performer will adjust his presentation according to the character of the props and tasks out of
which he must build his performance.” It is highly improbable that individuals seeks to enact
performances that are not in line with their sign-equipment, since such discrepancies risk causing
failed performances, which embarrass the individuals and makes them lose face (Goffman, 1967).
Accordingly, it may be assumed that girls that have access to the sign-equipment necessary to
enact intimidating performances but no resources necessary to enact performances of
virtuousness are likely to begin to smoke. Reversely, girls that do not have the sign-equipment
necessary to enact intimidating performances but do have the sign-equipment needed to enact
performances of being virtuous are not likely to begin to smoke.
A striking deficiency of the dramaturgical perspective, however, is that it cannot indicate
any reasons for adolescent girls to be interested or disinterested specifically in the performance of
smoking. From the dramaturgical point of view, adolescent girls may be equally interested in
presenting themselves as “annoying” as they are interested in presenting themselves as “cool,”
since motives may vary indefinitely. As was mentioned in the theory section, the inability of the
dramaturgical perspective to inform on why individuals seek to convey certain impressions
before others renders the perspective inadequate when attempting to explain social actions.
Therefore, reliable predictions of what girls are likely to smoke for what reasons cannot be found
through the dramaturgical theories but are rather found in the analyses of symbolic capital
presented earlier in this section.

The introduction of the study presented empirical surveys of current tobacco usage and earlier
sociological studies related to smoking among adolescents. The current section seeks to expound
on some interesting implications of the current study for the findings of earlier research.
First, it is relevant to discuss the fact that tobacco smoking has not decreased much
among Swedish adolescent girls in comparison to the equivalent trend for boys (CAN, 2014, p.
131f). This correlation may be explained through the same line of reasoning that was used in the
last section above, which argued that individuals act according to such strategies that generate
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symbolic capital most effectively. What needs to be established is the reason why girls, rather
than boys, find it relatively efficient to production symbolic power capital through impressions of
smoking.
In order to bring clarity into this question, the theoretical results of the study need to be
complemented with some additional information. One important partial explanation is that
adolescent boys smoke less than girls because boys more often use snuff tobacco, which is a less
harmful type of tobacco consumption (CAN, 2014, p. 134; Henriksson, 2014, p. 60f). Girls
cannot copy boys and generate intimidating impressions through tobacco snuffing, since tobacco
snuffing bears heavily masculine connotations. In a similar manner, adolescent girls cannot
generate intimidating impressions from such sports activities that boys commonly practice, since
many sports appear too rough to fit the traditional female stereotype (Michell & Amos, 1997;
Plumridge et al., 2002; Wearing & Wearing, 2000). The dual exclusion of girls from less harmful
methods of generating intimidating impressions, leaves adolescent girls with few possibilities of
producing symbolic power capital except through the act of smoking. Thus, it is plausible that
girls smoke more frequently than boys because girls have less alternatives for producing
intimidating impressions and generating symbolic power capital.
In addition to the issue of smoking differences between the sexes, it is interesting to
compare the present study with the study by Lloyd et al. (1997). As was noticed in the
introduction, the study by Lloyd et al. (1997) is the only previous piece of research that
quantitatively investigates the impressions of an adolescent’s act of smoking. In a similar manner
to the method of the current study, Lloyd et al. present a girl in two different way: in a video
where the girl smokes a cigarette, and in a video where the girl does not smoke. After having
presented the girl, Lloyd et al. distribute questionnaires in order to estimate the impressions from
the girl. However, there are a number of problematic aspects of the study by Lloyd et al. that the
present study avoids and makes up for.
As was noticed in the introduction, one fundamental problem with the study by Lloyd et
al. (1997) is the lack of control over extraneous factors generating impressions in the two videos
of the girl. Since it is practically impossible to shoot two different videos that are identical, there
is a great risk that certain influences, apart from the cigarette smoking, affect the different
impressions perceived by the respondents in the study by Lloyd et al. (1997). The present study
circumvents this difficulty by including one single, digitally edited picture instead of two manually
shot videos. Since the same picture is edited to create two different versions of the girl, it is
indubitable that there are no differences between the versions except for the inclusion/exclusion
of a cigarette and some cigarette smoke (cf. Figure 1).
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Furthermore, the introduction noticed that a major deficiency with the study by Lloyd et
al. (1997) is its lack of theoretical perspectives and theoretical analysis. In the current study, this
gap is filled by the development of new theory that is employed to thoroughly analyze and
explain the impressions of a smoking adolescent girl. One of the main advantages of the study
consists of the theoretical developments, which reveal plausible motives behind adolescent girls’
smoking.

The present study focused on the impressions of a white adolescent Swedish girl, perceived
through the eyes of other Swedish adolescents. Continuous research needs to investigate and
analyze the impressions that are generated by adolescents with other characteristics, such as boys
and non-Europeans. Also, continuous research needs to establish how impressions differ
according to the nationalities and local cultures of the perceiving respondents. In all probability,
the symbolic capital produced through the act of smoking depends on the characteristics of the
individual performing the act of smoking and on the attributes of the perceiving respondents.
Furthermore, it is appropriate for continuous research to empirically evaluate the
theoretical propositions presented under “Predicting and explaining girls’ smoking.” If it is
empirically confirmed that adolescents that begin to smoke have much resources apt for
generating symbolic power capital but relatively little resources apt for generating symbolic virtue
capital, then it will be possible to uncover a new important dimension of the lure of tobacco in
adolescence. Future interventions to decrease smoking initiation in adolescence can benefit
greatly if it is established that the endeavor to accumulate symbolic virtue capital is a central
motivating force behind adolescent smoking.
Also, continuous research should focus on the theoretical developments of the study,
which in themselves may be important tools for explaining social behavior in other contexts. The
theoretical developments of the thesis are in essence constituted by the key concepts symbolic virtue
capital and symbolic power capital. Future studies should seek to test these concepts in relation to
other empirical material in order to investigate their explanatory potential. To the extent that new
analyses of symbolic virtue capital and symbolic power capital reveal reasonable causes for
observed social action, these concepts qualify as part of a general theory on social interaction.
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