Symbolic Meaning of Vehicles

In consumer societies, what we buy says much about us. It is as much about whom we want to become and how we wish to be seen as it is about form, feature, and function. But research on the hybrid car market has largely ignored what hybrids mean and examined only functionality and economics. 

Researchers Ken Kurani and Tom Turrentine with grad student Rusty Heffner wanted to know who is buying hybrid cars and why. After 50 comprehensive interviews—and more to come—with hybrid buyers from across Northern California, they have confirmed that people buy hybrids for reasons far more complex than saving money. 

“For most households a hybrid vehicle is a symbol for their identity,” says Heffner. 

As we might expect, that identity includes an environmental ethic. But it also symbolizes a smart financial decision, says Kurani. “Households of a certain age see hybrids as a symbol of frugality. It’s an ethical view, right versus wrong.”

Ironically, despite the central role of fuel economy in the design and marketing of hybrid vehicles, the researchers found that most households do not calculate costs and savings to make a purchase. “The idea of saving money was an important part of their purchase decision but they did no financial analysis,” says Turrentine.
Next, researchers plan to look for the meanings of fuel cell vehicles. “We’re curious because virtually no consumer has hands-on experience with them,” says Heffner. “But some of our households are telling us: ‘I’m going to buy one when they come out.’”
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