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This paper discusses the social construction of the concept tween and whether this concept can be
useful when engaging in research with children in the ages of 8–12. The paper will start by describing
social construction, from there, the paper will move on to everyday concepts, before discussing the con-
cept tweens as a theoretical and empirical concept. A question to be asked is: is the tween an everyday
concept? Who or what constructs tweens? As the concept derived from marketing efforts (Cook and
Kaiser 2004; Sørenssen 2014) another question becomes: should we use it as academics and general
public? And if we do use the concept, what do we gain or possibly lose when using the term? What are
the possible limits or benefits tied to engaging with this concept?

The social construction of
everyday concepts 

The notion of social construction implies
that a concept is not a natural given but
rather is created and given meaning by
someone or through interaction with differ-
ent actors.

Concepts are socially constructed, what
they come to mean are socially constructed.
Concepts do not merely appear and arrive in
our communal social consciousness. Con-
cepts are not something that can be found
and that are untainted by human interaction.
Concepts are language. We speak – we
embed meaning in our talk. Ideas and con-
cepts are not neutral or factual, they are
laden with meaning. These meanings are
not solely defined by the use of language but
also through objects and practices, as Hack-
ing states. “Concepts, practices and people
interact with each other. Such interaction is
often the very point of talk about social con-
struction” (Hacking 1999: 29). This is what

we are interested in, the interaction between
concepts, practices and people. 

A problem with the term social construc-
tion is the word social. Hacking (1999) sug-
gests we move away from using social to
merely using construction. In Hackings view,
concepts cannot be anything but socially
constructed, rendering the word social to be
redundant, and should only be used when
discussing inanimate objects, phenomena
or facts that are usually thought of as part
of nature, existing independent of human
society (Hacking 1999: 40). However, I would
argue that social is not only redundant, it
also favours the social over the material
rendering the material invisible. This is
problematic. When exploring concepts, we
need to give credit to other actors in addition
to the social actors taking part in the con-
struction. The world is not merely social, it
is highly material. Non-human entities, be it
body, chairs, books or television programs,
also inform the construction of a concept.
Therefore we need a theoretical perspective
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which enables us to account for the material
and non-human entities which also take
part in the construction of a concept. I will
now give two examples of concepts and dis-
cuss how they are constructed.

The first example is the concept of child-
hood. In 1962 Philippe Ariès in the book Cen-
turies of childhood claimed that: “In medieval
society, the idea of childhood did not exist”
(Ariès 1962: 125). Ariès used artwork from
the medieval times to illustrate this. This
book has later been criticized. However,
Ariès still stands as one of the major contrib-
utors to the field of childhood history and so-
cial studies of children and childhood
(Corsaro 1997). In addition Ariès’ book
opened up for the concept of childhood not
always being the same thing, and what we
consider the concept of childhood to contain
today in our part of the world is thus con-
structed in a specific time and place and cul-
ture. Thus, childhood can be perceived not as
something solely biological, but rather as
something social which is ever changing and
constructed by people and things that are
used to do childhood, like prams, toys,
lunchboxes and children’s bodies. 

Another example of constructed concept
is the child viewer. This is a concept which,
as Hacking (1999) argues, is a useless and
meaningless category. The child viewer is a
construct. According to Hacking, the child
viewer of television was not a definite class
of children until the child viewer of television
became thought of as a social problem.
When people started being afraid that tele-
vision would make children violent and
made into consumers too soon, that was
when then the child viewer became con-
structed as a concept. According to Hacking
the child viewer was reconstructed in 1997
at a world congress on the child viewer of
television; the child viewer was no longer
perceived as passive victims but was rather

presented as active and competent actors.
The reason for this change Hacking (1999)
states was new technology and interactivity.
Hence, the construction of the concept of
child viewer was actively reconstructed due
to material entities such as technology.

A problem with constructed concepts
from the outside, as is the case with the
child viewer, is that it is not informed by chil-
dren’s voices, but rather by moralizing
voices. The classification and construction
of the abstract child viewer thus does not
necessarily resonate with those considered
to be child viewers. Thus, not only is the con-
cept of the child viewer constructed as a
certain classification, it is also the children
themselves who become constructed or re-
constructed as child viewers. This might in-
fluence how children perceive themselves
as child viewers. As Bowker and Star state:
“People get put into categories and learn
from those categories how to behave” (2000:
311). Thus a point to be made is that if we
make use of the label “the child viewer” we
take part in constructing a definite kind of
person or as Hacking argues, we construct
the child viewer as a species (1999). This
then becomes real, parents might think of
their children as child viewers and children
might also think of themselves as child
viewers. The concept can therefore have an
influence on the lived lives of those put into
the categories. There is power in construct-
ing concepts and categories. The construc-
tions are not merely abstract but can have
real outcomes. 

If we consider the concept of the social
in social construction, as a concept the child
viewer is not merely socially constructed.
The child viewer is also constructed by the
material artefacts of the television as an en-
tity, television programs, the child as body
as well as the social surroundings of the
child. Thus, we need to embed the material
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or the technical in this construction as well.
We need to see the construction of concepts
as not merely social but also give an account
for the material or the non-human actors. 

Everyday concepts
Let us now turn to everyday concepts and
one of the leading theorists of the everyday:
Erving Goffman. Goffman made use of
everyday concepts such as the stage, the
actor, back stage and front stage and other
dramaturgical metaphors from the theatre
realm in order to scrutinize the interaction
between people (Goffman 1959). To encom-
pass the social interactions people have with
each other Goffman stated that we were all,
to some extent, acting according to what
frame we were in. This is explored in his
book Frame Analysis (Goffman 1974). On
frames Goffman states that frames are: “the
principals of organization which govern
events – at least social ones – and our sub-
jective involvement in them” (Goffman 1974:
11). Thus, when we come into a room or any
other social setting we first assess what
type of frame we find ourselves in, based on
previous experiences with these frames we
then act accordingly as to not lose face, as
this, according to Goffman, is one of the
main goals we as humans have. According
to Goffman we work on our impression
management, and engage in facework to
preserve both our own face and the face of
those which we have dealings with (Goffman
1955). 

The notion of frames when discussing
the construction of an everyday concept is
beneficial, however Goffman does not leave
much room for the individual to change the
frame, to act against it, as this would lead to
loss of face and would then require some ex-
tensive face saving. A question is where do
these frames come from? Who has the

power of definition and who stages? To use
theatrical metaphors as Goffman so elo-
quently does in his writings: Who provides
the stage, the props, and the scenery? How
does a concept become constructed? How
does it attain meaning? How can a frame
change? 

To theoretically afford more agency to
the individual within a frame and within a
concept, as well as seeing the work the non-
human objects do in a construction, I employ
actor-network theory (ANT). Drawing on La-
tour (2005), with his sociotechnical or so-
cial-material view, we can elucidate how
both humans and non-humans, such as ob-
jects and concepts co-construct the frames
and concepts. In this perspective things,
people, and concepts do not merely come
into being on their own, but rather are mu-
tually enacted within a network consisting of
different human and non-human actors and
practices. This does not mean that power is
distributed equally among the actors: “ANT
is not, I repeat is not, the establishment of
some absurd ‘symmetry between humans
and non-humans’. To be symmetric, for us,
simply means not to impose a priori some
spurious asymmetry among human inten-
tional action and a material world of causal
relations” (Latour 2005: 76). By decentring
the subject and rather pay attention to ma-
terials and practices we can focus on how
children, childhood, and non-human items
are mutually constitutive. Drawing on ANT
opens Goffman’s frames to be flexible, ne-
gotiable and continuously being constructed
and re-constructed. Or in the language of
ANT, assembled and reassembled. 

Tweens
If we now move focus from general concepts
to specifically talking about “the tween” as a
concept a question is: what is this concept?
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How is it constructed and by whom and
what? For those who are not familiar with
the tween concept I will briefly describe it. 

Tween as a concept and consumer group
did not suddenly appear. It is a concept de-
rived from marketing efforts in order to tar-
get and segment a consumer group by
which marketers can then cater to, making
more revenue (Cook 2004; Turow 1997). 

Tween is a concept and a category
 encompassing those who are seen to reside
in the space between childhood and
teenagers approximately aged 8–12
(Sørens sen 2012). Thus this concept con-
tains what Hacking (1999) calls a species,
tween is a concept classifying people ac-
cording to age. Bourdieu states when argu-
ing that youth is just a word, that “Age is a
biological datum, socially manipulated and
manipulable; and that merely talking about
‘the young’ as a social unit, a constituted
group, with common interests, relating
these interests to a biologically defined age,
is in itself an obvious manipulation” (Bour-
dieu 1993: 95). Thus, by classifying children
or people based on biological age, we are
 indeed constructing, or manipulating, con -
cepts and in prolongation, we construct
“real” people.

Perceiving tweens as an everyday con-
cept, we can view the everyday concepts
from a top-down approach or as a bottom-
up approach. Regarding the top-down con-
struction of tweens as an everyday concept
I will briefly discuss three such construc-
tions: the marketers, general media, and
academics before moving on to the bottom-
up approach: learning from those classified. 

The top-down approach
From the top-down construction, tweens
can be seen as a concept, the same way that
the child viewer discussed earlier was con-

structed. The top-down construction of
tweens as an everyday concept is done from
the outside of the everyday lived context but
attempts to describe the everyday. 

Marketers and those invested in this
concept attempt to create and construct a
concept and a reality so that we conceptual-
ize children the ages 8–12 differently than
we previously did. Tweens are by marketers
constructed as competent and strong con-
sumers which are hard to sell to, but it is
still “worth the pain” as Lindstrom and Sey-
bold states (2004: 46). For tweens are by
some marketers considered as the heart of
the child market (Siegel, Coffey, and Liv-
ingston 2004). There are mainly three rea-
sons for this: tweens are thought to have an
enormous spending capacity on their own.
Tweens are seen as having a say in parents
purchasing from cereal and shampoo to
computers and cars (Lindstrom and Seybold
2004; Siegel et al., 2004). The third reason to
target tweens is that they are perceived as
consumers today as well as they represent
consumers tomorrow. 

In addition, from the top-down construc-
tion, tweens as a concept is used in the
media, when talking about sexualisation of
children (Bragg, Buckingham, Russell, and
Willett 2011). Like the child viewer, tween
and especially tween girls becomes a con-
cept when there is something which is con-
sidered to be problematic. However, tweens
as a concept is not only constructed as prob-
lematic in the general media. For example
when President Obama took office in 2008,
the concept tween was used about his
daughters, which at that time were in their
tween-ages (Sørenssen 2014). Thus, as a
general media concept it is also used for de-
scribing age. 

Academic construction or use of the
 concepts tweens is also a top-down con-
struction of everyday concepts. James,
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Jenks and Prout (1998); Adler, Adler and
Mandell (1986); and Borland, Laybourn, Hill
and Brown (1998) all call attention to the
lack of focus on what they call childhood’s
middle years. Thus there seems to be a gap
in theorizing this space. Lately, there has
been a number of research projects investi-
gating consumption in childhood, and aca-
demics look more specifically at the tween
(see for example: Andersen 2011b; Bickford
2012; Cody 2012; Kafai 2008; McGladrey
2013; Tufte and Rasmussen 2005; Willett
2005). The studies mostly focus on the
meaning of tween’s consumption, media use
and ICT use. The studies offer great insights
in construction of the tween “space” by
tweens and their navigation through the
structures around them by for example ex-
ploring why it’s not necessarily thought of as
OK for a fifth grader to wear thongs (Rysst
2010), or why when starting junior high one
should get a pair of Levi’s jeans as part of
ones anticipatory socialization strategy
(Wærdahl 2003). These studies thus include
material artefacts in the construction of this
space.

In all the three constructions mentioned
here, tweens are constructed in relation to
consumption, except possibly at times
within the general media, where tween is
also used as an age demarcation. For the
marketers this is not problematic as they
construct tweens as savvy and competent
consumers whom are hard to reach. Both
within the general media and in academics
discourses, there has been a tendency to
focus on potential risks, sexualisation, and
the loss of childhood; Kids Growing Older
Younger (KGOY) (Andersen 2011a). Like the
concept of the child viewer it becomes a
concept which we talk about when it is seen
as troublesome. 

I want to argue that we can make use of
the concept tweens and widen it, in an at-

tempt to avoid reducing children in this age
space merely as consumers, when using the
concept of tweens. Yes, consumption does
play a pivotal part in western children’s lives
today; however consumption cannot be iso-
lated and is only one of several factors which
are a part of the everyday life of those inhab-
iting the age group that is considered
tweens today. 

The bottom-up approach
In order to understand the construction of
this social space, there is a need to investi-
gate how children inhabiting the age group
that is defined as tweens make meaning of
this space in addition to how the market and
academic literature theorize this space. This
is the bottom-up approach, the emic ap-
proach. Looking at what those classified as
tweens think and do allows for a different
understanding than merely discussing the
concept tweens as constructed by mar-
keters, academics, or the media.

The so called tweens in my study did not
make use of the concept tweens and there-
fore did not domesticate, or incorporate the
concept. But they did mirror the description
of tweens. They talked about themselves as
being in-between younger children and
teenagers. They described themselves as
shifting between different age perform-
ances. This is what I label age shifting and
what I found to be a key feature in the chil-
dren’s construction of the tween category
(Sørenssen 2014). Age shifting is the possi-
bility to shift between engaging in childhood
and teenager repertoires depending on the
situational and relational contexts and
frames. Age shifting I found could be in-
duced due to both social frames and en-
abled by the use of material objects. The
quote under exemplifies how social frames
regulate age shifting:
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Ida: In school we’re like teenagers at
home we’re more like, we go out to play
in the snow and stuff.

In this quote, doing tween, does not entail
material objects but is rather situated in
practice. Front stage practice and back
stage practice in the words of Goffman
(1959). There are limits within frames re-
garding what age doing is appropriate; play-
ing in the snow at school implicitly in Ida’s
quote is not appropriate behavior. In my em-
pirical material I found that age shifting was
not merely dictated by exterior forces and
frames. There were contexts where the
frame was more flexible:

Ingvild: Does one outgrow Disney Chan-
nel?
Sandy: Well, it’s sort of only for periods.
Sometimes you want to be a little cool,
and then you watch The Voice or MTV,
and sometimes sort of childish and then
watch Disney. 

In this quote we see that Sandy can age shift
within the same frame, as a back stage
practice. Here both age repertoires are
equal depending on Sandy’s mood. This
quote also exemplifies how a non-human
entity such as television channels becomes
part of the practice of tweenhood. Age shift-
ing, I found, can thus be done with the help
of artefacts. In the quote above television
channels act as artefacts, however, age
shifting can also be done through practice
without direct ties to consumer goods as in
the case with Ida. This also suggests the
need to incorporate artefacts and non-
human entities in the exploration of the con-
struction of a concept. Doing tween is not
merely social.

Tweens is a concept which can encom-
pass more than merely children as con-

sumers. It is a constructed age category
where the main characteristic is that inhab-
itants of this category move between acting
like a child and acting like a teenager. And
although one might argue that all age cate-
gories give leeway to acting out different age
identities, no other age category is defined
as having their feet in two different age iden-
tities in the same way and this is also what I
found in my empirical material. 

Whether the concept tween will steadily
gain ground in the future, is unknown. There
are examples of constructed concepts de-
rived from marketing efforts which have
leaked into the public as a “natural” age and
stage in life. Toddler for example is a con-
cept which did not originally come from
marketing efforts, however it was the cloth-
ing industry in the 1930s who popularized
this concept according to Cook (2004). Today
when we speak of toddlers, usually one does
not connect it with clothes or marketing,
rather the concept has come to mean a
stage in children’s lives from they stand up
till they quit diapers. If tweens as a concept
will travel the same route that toddler did,
is too soon to tell, but it is a possibility. 

Why use a market constructed
concept? 
To classify is human state Bowker and Star
(2000) and pose the question: what work do
classifications do? So while we can be in-
formed and inspired by Goffman (1959, 1974)
regarding exploring the everyday life,
Bowker and Star (2000) take a step back and
examine what is it we do when we classify
and sort things out? 

Theorizing this age group could be use-
ful as researchers have called attention to
the lack of focus on the middle years of
childhood theoretically. In addition, as the
children I talked to clearly classified them-
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selves as differing from those older and
those younger, empirically there also seems
to be a gap which can be filled with the con-
cept of tweens. Therefore I want to argue
that using the term tweens as a name of a
category of children who are thought of as
being in-between childhood and teenagers
can be useful.

Bowker and Star (2000) talk about dan -
ces between the classifier and the classified.
We can view this as a dance between the
marketers and children in the ages 8–12. 

We have nowhere seen either unambigu-
ous entities wanting to be classified or
unified agencies seeking to classify
them. The act of classification is of its
nature infrastructural, which means to
say that it is both organizational and in-
formational, always embedded in prac-
tice (320). 

We need to explore the lived lives and the
practices of those classified in order to un-
derstand their place in society as well as
their own understandings of this place. Mar-
keters and academics describe belonging to
the tween category as having multiple iden-
tities as being the actual core of the cate-
gory, a metaphor often used is straddling
feet, having one foot in childhood and one in
youth (Rysst 2005; Siegel et al. 2004; Tufte
2011). Being a tween thus seems to be de-
fined as moving between age categories.
This is what I have observed and labelled
age shifting in my work. 

What can we indeed learn from the con-
cept tween? I would argue that the impor-
tance of analysing how those classified
make sense of and understand their classi-
fication, and how they domesticate or not,
what is offered to them serves as a tool to
learn more about tweens. On one hand we
cannot learn anything from the concept

tweens if we do not explore those classified,
this is an important aspect, exploring the
classified from an everyday life of those
classified. However on the other hand we
can also learn that concepts such as classi-
fications are living classifications: “The only
good classification is a living classification”
(Bowker and Star 2000: 326). This implies
that what is embedded in a concept will
change in relation to, as I referred to Hack-
ing earlier: concepts, practices and people
interact with each other (1999: 29), this is
part of what makes classification living. This
is also construction talked about earlier, the
continuously changing and constructed
space. 

In relation to Bowker and Star and their
living category (2000), I would argue that the
concept “tween” is a living classification
which is not static and the concept itself, de-
riving from “in-between” also contains a
flexibility at its core: age shifting. 

If we go back to Hacking (1999) and his
discussion on the child viewer which he
 rendered as meaningless and a category
which we are better without, in relation to
the concept tweens – is this concept mean-
ingless and one which we are better with-
out? The concept tweens is constructed as
a market segment and therefore poses as a
problem for both academics and the general
media, exactly because of its ties with the
 consumer world. In addition there are
threats implied that, like the child viewer,
kids grow up too fast, become too material-
istic and are somehow at risk. However, I do
not find the concept to be meaningless as
the children I talked to resonated with the
content of the concept tweens, and there
seemed to be an empirical gap in the clas-
sification of  children.

The concept of child viewer was recon-
structed, or reassembled, moving from con-
structing the child viewer as passive
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towards active, according to Hacking, in part
due to the development of new technologies:
“Children’s relationships to screen change
because of changes in the material world of
manufacture and commerce. But they also
change because of the way in which these
phenomena are conceptualized” (Hacking
1999: 28). This then influences how we per-
ceive a concept, what it means, but also has
“real” outcomes, in that the concept influ-
ences practices.

According to Hacking there is a phenom-
enon he calls the looping effect, this means
that “what was known about people of a kind
may become false because people of that
kind have changed in virtue of what they be-
lieve about themselves” (Hacking 1999: 34).
This suggests a self-fulfilling prophecy and
renders us to be cautious in how we take
part in constructing a concept and a cate-
gory. There is power in classifying and taking
part in the construction of concepts, this is
something we need to be aware and vary of. 

Classification by age (but also by sex and
of course class…) always means impos-
ing limits and producing an order to
which each person must keep, keeping
himself in his place (Bourdieu 1993: 94) 

This quote implies that the danger in clas-
sifying people within categories, like Goff-
man’s (1974) frames, renders no or little
agency to those classified, or those in a par-
ticular frameset. This becomes a problem if
we are not open to the dynamic nature of
categories and the “living classifications”
which Bowker and Star (2000) discuss. Thus,
in order to use any concepts or classifica-
tions in a beneficial way, we need to always
be aware of their dynamic and changing
ways.

There are limits with using a market
constructed concept. By claiming that chil-

dren are competent we are in many ways
paving way for marketers to cash in on this
with their claims that these children are so
savvy and do not need protection and can be
marketed directly too because they are the
generation digital. 

However, as a researcher who has been
in the media the past couple of years talking
about tweens, I take a part in the construc-
tion of the concept in the public eye. By
doing so I am able to broaden the concept of
tweens to not just apply for when Miley
Cyrus or Justin Bieber are having concerts
or talk of tweens and consumption reducing
tweens to merely be seen as consumers.
Rather, I am able to take action and attempt
to fill this category with my findings from the
children in hopes that the children’s voices,
although through my interpretation and my
voice, will be spoken for. For although the
children I talked to did not make use of the
concept tweens, they did describe them-
selves as middle children and as being dif-
ferent from those older and younger. As I
found that age shifting was a key feature in
the age doings and understanding of them-
selves and their place in society, I can help
nuance and construct tweens as something
different than merely a market segment. 

By embedding tweens as a concept of
childhood allows us to see the practices of
those classified as tweens as doing tween-
hood and not either playing at youth, or
being childish, as this later type of under-
standing of their practices might render the
practices as trivial. By exploring what
tweens do, in light of the concept of tweens
their practices can be explored and under-
stood and given meaning from their place in
this category and not as a childish or
“wannabe teen”. This might shed another
light on their practices. We can understand
and widen our understanding for them as a
group, a space. 
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Answering the question posed by Bowker
and Star (2000): what do classifications d?
We can perceive and understand “tween” as
a separate practice which is co-constructed
by the tween’s practices, the objects used to
do tween and the top-down construction of
the everyday concept: tween

I would argue that the construction of a con-
cept or a classification can actually give
more leeway and value to the children’s, or
tweens, practices. We need to perceive
tweens in their own right, not as an in-be-
tween liminal practice, but rather as being
and doing tween, not merely being children
and becoming teenagers. 
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Note
1 This paper is a slightly rewritten version of my trial lecture defending my doctoral thesis: “Domesti-
cating the Disney tween machine. Norwegian tweens enacting age and everyday life” held at Norwegian
University of Science and Technology, NTNU, October 10th 2014. For my trial lecture I was given the title:
“The social construction of everyday concepts. What we can learn from the ‘tween’ (A summary of the
thesis was published in Barn no 4 2014, eds.)
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