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Utilizing the Strauss and Corbin’s grounded theory approach, This qualitative study, aimed
to develop a theoretical model that elucidates the strategies of young Iranian women (18-40)
in managing and rationalizing cosmetic expenditures. The data were obtained through 32
semi-structured interviews, with theoretical sampling continuing until saturation. Open,
axial, and selective coding was employed in order to analyze de data, and credibility was
ensured through member checking and peer debriefing. The findings suggest that cosmetic
consumption is a dynamic and context-dependent behavior in which symbolic pressures of
beauty interact with financial constraints. The study’s main contribution is the
conceptualization of cosmetic consumption as a “negotiation between beauty and budget”
and the development of a context-sensitive framework for its rationalization. The core
concept, situated rationalization of cosmetic consumption, conceptualizes this process as a
strategic skill that integrates psychological functions—such as emotional regulation and
underpining self-confidence—with economic considerations, including prioritization and
cost management. Within this framework, the desire for consumption emerges and is
moderated through the interaction of contextual and intervening conditions. Strategies
including conscious budgeting, prioritizing functionality, diminishing the intensity of
consumption, and post-experience adjustment create a balance between aesthetic satisfaction
and financial sustainability, thereby recalibrating the cycle of consumption. Cosmetic
consumption is conceptualized by this model as a multilayered practice that intertwines
everyday rationality, emotions, symbolic pressures, and financial constraints. It may provide
a useful foundation for cultural policymaking, financial literacy education, and the design of
products aligned with consumers’ economic realities.
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Introduction

In recent years, cosmetic consumption among young lIranian women has evolved into a
prominent socio-cultural practice formed by both symbolic expectations and everyday
economic realities. Makeup is no longer comprehended merely as an aesthetic choice; rather, it
works as a socially embedded practice through which individuals manage appearance, negotiate
social interactions, and construct recognizable identities in everyday life (Hassani et al., 2015;
Zhang, 2012). Within this context, women experience a dual set of pressures. On the one hand,
contemporary cultural environments—including media representations and peer expectations—
constantly reproduce normative ideals of beauty and femininity. On the other hand, persistent
economic constraints and limited personal resources restrict the capacity to freely engage in
consumption practices. The intersection of these symbolic and material forces transforms
cosmetic consumption into a complicated social practice in which emotional requirements,
identification, and financial calculation become closely intertwined.

The lived experiences of young women demonstrate that cosmetic practices are formed by
two partially competing logics. From a sociological point of view, beauty may work as a form
of symbolic and aesthetic capital that contributes to social recognition and interpersonal
evaluation (Mears, 2014; Pajunen, 2021). Simultaneously, everyday economic realities require
individuals to prioritize expenditures and carefully manage limited financial resources.
Therefore, decisions about beauty products often turn into implicit economic negotiations
where women justify and rationalize their consumption choices in order to sustain both social
appearance and financial stability. This dynamic becomes particularly apparent in contexts
characterized by economic uncertainty and rising living costs, where even routine purchases
may involve careful deliberation and strategic adjustment. Consequently, cosmetic consumption
becomes an arena in which young women balance self-presentation, emotional well-being, and
economic endurance in everyday life.

Although prior studies have examined beauty practices from different points of view, many
studies focus either on the symbolic meanings of beauty within cultural and feminist analyses or
on consumer behavior within economic and marketing frameworks (Loegel et al., 2017;
O’Connor & Gladstone, 2018). While these approaches provide valuable insights, they often
remain analytically separated and therefore offer only a partial understanding of how
individuals navigate beauty practices under the condition of limited resources. This gap is
particularly evident in the Iranian context, where culturally specific expectations surrounding
femininity intersect with economic barriers and altering consumer markets. In contrary to the
increasing visibility of cosmetic consumption, relatively little research has explored how
women themselves interpret, negotiate, and rationalize these practices in their everyday lives.

To address this interval, a grounded theory approach is employed by the present study to
conceptualize cosmetic consumption as a form of situated rationality embedded in everyday life
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Charmaz & Thornberg, 2021). By focusing on participants’ lived
experiences, the study provides a conceptual model that elucidates how young women actively
manage the correlation between their body, identity, and financial resources. The model
illustrates the strategies through which individuals rationalize and regulate cosmetic
consumption while responding to both symbolic expectations and economic limitations, thereby
contributing to a more profound comprehension of the everyday political economy of beauty
and its role in identity formation and social belonging.

Methodology

A qualitative approach based on Strauss & Corbin’s (1998) grounded theory was utilized by the
current study in order to investigate the social processes of cosmetic consumption management
among young women. The participants included 32 women (aged 18-40; 13 single, 19 married)
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from Tehran, Qazvin, and Rasht, representing diverse educational and professional
backgrounds. Theoretical sampling was utilized, and data collection continued until conceptual
saturation was achieved. Primary data were obtained via semi-structured interviews (45-60
minutes) focused on daily consumption experiences and financial decision-making. Analysis
was conducted concurrently with data collection using constant comparison and the three
phases of coding (open, axial, and selective). This systematic process led to the emergence of
the core category: “situated rationalization of cosmetic consumption.” Rigor strategies such as
member checking, peer debriefing, and the maintenance of analytical memos were strictly
implemented in order to ensure trustworthiness based on Guba & Lincoln’s (1994) criteria.

Findings

The study identifies “situated rationalization of cosmetic consumption under financial
constraints” as the core phenomenon. The findings reveal that for young Iranian women,
cosmetic use is not merely an impulsive or aesthetic act but a reflective process balancing
identification with economic survival. Causal conditions stem from socio-symbolic pressures—
including media-driven beauty ideals and the pursuit of social approval—alongside
psychological motivations such as self-confidence and emotional satisfaction. These are framed
by contextual factors, such as life-course socialization and cultural sensitivities, while
intervening conditions—specifically budget limitations and market volatility—shift
consumption from desire-led to budget-managed.

To navigate these dual pressures, participants employ several agency-based strategies:
rationalizing purchases by distinguishing real requirements from marketing inducements,
adopting strict budgeting, and prioritizing functional durability. Specific tactics include
favoring multi-functional products, committing to full product exhaustion before replacement,
and shifting focus toward skincare over heavy cosmetics to minimize long-term costs.
Consumption as a “situated” form of everyday management is characterized by these strategies
where women actively calculate the cost-benefit of their appearance.

The outcomes result in either a positive equilibrium (achieving beauty goals within financial
means) or corrective feedback (post-purchase regret). Ultimately, cosmetic consumption as a
cyclical, self-regulating process is conceptualized by the resulting model. It illustrates how
aesthetic practices in transitional societies become deeply intertwined with financial endurance,
as women continuously negotiate the “political economy of beauty” to maintain social
belonging and personal dignity.

Conclusion

The study concludes that cosmetic consumption among young Iranian women is a
multidimensional and context-dependent process, functioning as a field of constant negotiation
between aesthetic desires and economic realities. The proposed model of “situated
rationalization” illustrates how symbolic pressures and emotional motivations are moderated by
financial constraints and market volatility. In response, women adopt reflexive strategies—such
as rationalized purchasing and consumption control—in order to establish a practical
equilibrium between social visibility and financial stability.

Consequently, cosmetic consumption emerges as a structured, learning-based, and managed
action rather than a purely impulsive or aesthetic behavior. This research provides a nuanced,
empirically grounded understanding of the beauty economy in transitional societies by bridging
the conceptual gap between “beauty as capital” and “resource management.” The findings offer
significant value for cultural studies and consumer education, highlighting how individuals
navigate the “political economy of beauty” to maintain both personal identity and economic
dignity within a constrained environment.
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