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Abstract
Much like self-branding, the concept of wellness has emerged in discussions reflecting current self-care culture. This paper examines wellness as a potential means of self-branding. The following research questions are addressed:  1) Through which activities and practices do consumers pursue and consume wellness, and why? 2) How can these practices be used as a means of branding oneself? To address these questions, a series of focus group interviews were conducted in California and Finland – 6 in each.  Transcripts of the sessions were analyzed employing a qualitative content analysis approach.  Several themes emerged from the analysis.  Participants noted that being fit was associated not only with one’s physical condition, but also with emotional and mental health.  Additionally, a shift toward immaterial means of taking care of oneself was noted.  Wellness has become a powerful means of transforming oneself, and it would bode well for corporations to understand the emergence of this new mindset in the self-care culture.  
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Aiming at one’s best self – Wellness as a new means for self-branding 
1. Introduction
Self-branding has increased significantly in popularity and become a growing phenomenon (e.g. Khamis et al. 2016; Manai & Holmlund 2015; Pagis & Ailon 2017). Having a strong self-brand is considered an important asset in today’s individualistic and increasingly digital world (e.g. Batey 2016; Johnson 2017). Futhermore, a strong self- brand has become more of a necessity in a competitive professional world, where creating a favorable and compelling image and differentiating oneself from others is essential to success. The ubiquity of social media and the social pressures created by its image-centric nature, have further contributed to the importance of self-branding (e.g. Ellison et al. 2006; Khedher 2014). Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, Twitter, LinkedIn, blogs, and many other social-media platforms have made it possible for anyone to create an appealing self-brand.
	The concept of self-branding also goes hand in hand with the fascination of the self and the ’selfie’ epidemic: people post updates on their lives in social media, track their health and diet on apps, and spend billions on products and services to transform themselves and to convey this to others (Johnson, 2017; Khamis et al., 2016; Labreque et al., 2011; Manai and Holmlund, 2015). Much like self-branding, the concept of wellness has emerged in discussions reflecting current self-care culture. There are several powerful factors that have fostered the growth of the wellness industry: aging population, the rising global epidemic of lifestyle diseases and stress, increasing health-consciousness and lifestyle changes, technology over-load, as well as anxiety about changes in healthcare and the economy (e.g. GWI 2017; Mintel 2017). In our paper, we investigate these two major phenomena that are trending around the world, with the purpose of examining wellness as a means of self-branding. The purpose is to answer the following research questions: 
1) Through which activities and practices do consumers pursue and consume wellness, and why? 
2) How can these practices be used as means of branding oneself?

2. Literature review
2.1 Wellness as an object of consumption
In contemporary Western societies, there is an expectation that an individual is responsible for managing one’s self in terms of their own health and well-being (e.g. Lupton 2016). In particular, high-income societies promote self-responsibility as part of governmental strategy. Members of society are to act in their own self-interest, which is nevertheless aligned with the interests of society at large reflecting a common good (Lupton 2016; cf. Foucault 1988). This is in accordance with the definition of a “new paradigm of health” – a holistic concept of wellness – in which an individual is encouraged to be aware of, and engage in, self-monitoring as well as the adoption of healthy behaviors, in order to prevent illness and disease (Lupton 2016). It has been suggested that the care of the self is an ethical project, which requires self-awareness, self-improvement, and self-knowledge as part of becoming the “good citizen”; a citizen who is responsible, capable, and self-regulated in the pursuit of health, well-being, happiness, and productivity (Elliot 2013; Lupton 2016; Smith Maguire 2008).
	Wellness refers to health on a continuum that is a dynamic process and constantly changing (Bosshart et al. 2018). In line with the World Health Organization’s (WHO 1948) definition of health, wellness relates to the entire person and is more than just the absence of disease. It goes significantly beyond the negative elements of illness, concentrating instead on the positive elements of well-being, happiness, and quality of life (e.g. xxxx; Seligman & Csikzentmihalyi 2000). Expressed on a continuum that extends from reactive to proactive approaches to health, wellness represents proactive behavior with the aim of optimal health in order to reach one’s maximal potential. Herein, wellness is understood as a holistic and positive approach to health, emphasizing self-responsibility and prevention with a focus on optimal health with the goal of reaching the “optimal self”.
	In consumption context, wellness refers to adoption of attitudes, activities, lifestyle choices, and consumption habits that enable the pursuit of optimal health (GWI 2018). The wellness industry is a relatively young economic sector that is growing at an outstanding rate. New markets are evolving which focus on technological innovations and new consumer segments. The wellness trend is going strong, reinforcing concerns about the governance of “the self” and highlighting the strong individual centricity of the current era (e.g. Bosshart et al. 2018).

2.2 Self-branding
Drawing on the phenomenon of enterprise culture (DuGay 1996) as well as celebrity culture (Elliot 2011), the current means of self-optimization and status-seeking, such as wellness behavior, self-tracking, life streaming, self-branding, and micro-celebrity, reflect contemporary Western societies in many ways. The need to produce a better or optimal self, the increasing health-consciousness, the obsession with celebrity, fame, and publicity, fleeting job security, the ideal of authentic self, as well as increased popularity in social media, ego is what is valued in modern cultures today (Marwick 2010; see also Lupton 2016).
	Enterprise culture is understood in terms of the entrepreneurial self, which is self-regulating, entrepreneurial, and responsible, embodying human virtues of enterprise discourse (Marwick 2010; cf. DuGay 1996). Celebrity culture, in contrast, refers to the growing interest in the body and appearances which are evaluated and benchmarked with those of celebrities (Khamis et al. 2016; Elliot 2011). It is commonly believed that consumer culture requires individuals to take an instrumental attitude towards their bodies, to scrutinize themselves for imperfections, and to measure up to the ideal bodies presented in the media, by models, celebrities, and “beautiful people” (e.g. Featherstone 2010).
	According to Marwick (2010), self-branding can be viewed as an example of enterprise discourse. It refers to a series of marketing strategies applied to the individual, more precisely, individuals adopt and internalize advertising and marketing techniques strategically create a perfected identity that is then presented to an audience (ibid. 2010). However, this identity needs to be a representation of a true, authentic self. Each individual has an authentic set of talents, passions, knowledge, and skills, which can be discovered through self-awareness, education, and growth. Self-branding is both a mindset, a way of thinking of the self as a marketable commodity for social and professional purposes, and a set of practices with different means of self-branding, i.e. self-presentation, self-improvement, social integration, and social differentiation (ibid. 2010; cf. Featherstone 2010). While self- branding represents a particularly overt form of self-commodification, in essence, it is about identity and lifestyle construction and seeing the self as a reflexive project that needs to be self-regulated and self-governed (ibid. 2010; Foucault 1988). Marwick (2010) has argued that

“Although Web 2.0 ideology positions self-branding as a way to find personal fulfillment and economic success, it also explicitly instructs people to inculcate a self- conscious persona which positions self-promotion, visibility, and comfort with idioms of advertising and commercialism as positive, high-status virtues” (ibid. p. 298)

	Self-branding is intrinsically connected to social media, since self-promotion on a wide scale is impossible without an affordable system of distribution. Social media, such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube, allows individuals to broadcast themselves to a vast audience (Marwick 2010; cf. Lupton 2013; Wolf 2009). The culture of Web 2.0 encourages an entrepreneurial view of the self, and facilities identity construction and self-presentation by drawing on advertising and marketing tactics which are applied to oneself (Marwick 2010). In this paper, we, however, claim that in order to have longer-term lifespan and credibility, one’s self-brand should be based on a sustainable foundation. Hence, we define self-branding as follows: “Self-branding is the mechanism that emphasizes an individual taking control of one’s authentic self and the impression one makes as well as communicating it to others” (cf. Johnson 2017; Khedher 2015).
	During the digital age and with the advent of social media, self-branding has increasingly gained relevance not only for use for professional purposes, but also to create and maintain social relationships for the purpose of social integration. Blogs and social networking sites, such as Facebook, Snapchat, Instagram, Tinder, and Twitter, have made it possible for anyone to create a personal brand in online context, reflecting one’s social identity. Research has also followed the trend. Within a relatively short period of time, a number of articles have been published on self-branding related to social media influencers (Khamis et al., 2016), the online dating environment (e.g. Ellison et al. 2006), social networking sites (Hollenbeck & Kaikati, 2012), and online profiles (Labreque et al. 2011). By means of the social networking sites, every user can present himself or herself in a profile with personal information and one or more photos as favourably as possible (Krämer & Winter 2008).

2.3 Wellness branding
We propose that the most recent context of self-branding is wellness, which is based on wellness identity and the importance of holistic self-improvement. This proposition emerges from the current self-care culture and the increasing need to transform and brand oneself towards the optimal to fulfill the demands of oneself and society. Thereby, we introduce a new concept – wellness branding – and define it as follows:

“Wellness branding is identity construction and status signaling through different practices of wellness and divergent forms of self-branding, the goal being to create one’s best self”.

	In wellness branding, wellness practices related to physical, mental/emotional, social, spiritual, intellectual, occupational, or environmental dimensions of wellness are not sufficient in, and of, themselves. Individual practices represent only what one emphasizes and values in life to the benefit of oneself or the society – whether becoming fit, finding balance, being happier, or learning something new. The self-branding dimension includes a status signaling aspect, i.e. how one commodifies oneself and communicates a certain impression to others. Wellness practices stem from inside, reflecting intrinsic motivation, and are projected outward through self-branding and external gratification. As authenticity is an important feature in both wellness and self-branding, wellness branding is about finding one’s best self as well as signaling and communicating it to others.

3. Data and methods
For this study, the data was collected by conducting a series of focus group interviews at San Diego State University in the U.S. and at University of Turku in Finland between 2016–2017. In total, twelve focus group sessions were conducted, six in each country, with four to six participants in each session (N=57). The university setting was chosen to assure as similar and homogeneous a research setting as possible in relation to the participants’ level of understanding and knowledge regarding the phenomenon, as well as homogeneity of the groups (Belk et al. 2013)). The groups were formed based on participants’ age, ranging between 19–29 years, 30–49 years, and 50–68 years. In the U.S., the age varied from 21 to 68 years, and in Finland from 19 to 61 years. Gender-wise, all groups were equally balanced.
	The focus groups interviews were analyzed employing a qualitative content analysis, more precisely, a directed approach. Analysis began with existing theory on the dimensions of wellness and other prior research findings that guided the initial coding (Hsieh & Shannon 2005). Throughout the analysis, existing theory and data were compared and discussed jointly to validate and confirm the findings (see Belk et al. 2013). The analysis was divided into two steps. In Step 1, the authors independently went through the transcripts in order to identify and code those text segments that reflected main dimensions of wellness and means of self-branding originating from existing literature, being mainly deductive in nature. In Step 2, the activities and practices through which wellness is pursued and consumed were analyzed in order to find the fundamental reasons for wellness behavior also incorporating more inductive reasoning.

4. Main findings
Several themes emerged from the analysis of the focus group transcripts. Self-care and transformation, featuring body, mind, and spirit/soul, are key elements in wellness behavior. The transformational nature of wellness was clearly seen in the notion of fitness. Fitness was discussed not only in terms of being physically fit, but it was also associated with emotional/mental balance, namely a positive body-mind connection, coping, and mindfulness, extending the notion of self-care. In contemporary Western societies, being fit has become a status symbol, almost a standard, to be pursued and to be communicated about, and it is primarily emphasized through the means of self- presentation and self-improvement.
	The need for downshifting was also highlighted by participants; the desire to eliminate unnecessary, time consuming elements from one’s life, and concentrate on the essential. The need to escape from the hectic and fragmented, often technologically laden, life and to take time for oneself was emphasized. Similar to physical wellness, emotional/mental balance is best illustrated by the means of self-presentation and self- improvement. 
	Furthermore, participants emphasized a shift to more immaterial ways of taking care of oneself.  The search for positivity, happiness, and the avoidance of negativity were emphasized by participants. A positive attitude, which stems from the inside and is reflected on the outside, generates more positivity in the surrounding environment. Small gestures, such as a smile, and respect for others, were seen by participants as making a difference. In addition to contributing to means of self-improvement, these qualities address both social differentiation and social integration: happy and positive-minded people positively impact others as well as aid in improving their integration into their community.
	Engaging in learning, managing time effectively, and optimizing one’s life were correlated with the degree to which one engages in creative and stimulating activities. These aspects were reflected in all forms of self-branding: self-presentation, self-improvement, social differentiation, and social integration. Participants noted that the failure in succeeding was often associated with a sense of guilt. 
	While analyzing and interpreting the shared meanings of wellness and drivers of wellness consumption, one overarching theme of wellness emerged – good citizenship, i.e. meeting the demands of today’s society. This theme appeared in slightly different forms in all of the above discussed wellness dimensions, however, with the common denominator of ‘sense of guilt’. For example, too little sleep, too much work, being negative, not being efficient or productive enough, and not contributing to the society, were considered as causes of guilt.  This underlines the need to effectively integrate into one’s society and its demands – doing one’s own share and communicating this to others.

5. Conclusions
A strong self-brand has become a necessity in today’s competitive professional and social world, where creating a favorable and compelling image and differentiating oneself from others is essential to success. Social media gives people the opportunity to think about which aspects of their personalities should be presented and which photos convey the best possible image, i.e. consumers can manage their self- presentations more strategically than via face-to-face situations. Based on the findings of this study we believe that self-branding will evolve from emphasizing outer appearances to increasingly emphasize wellness -not only the physical condition, but also emotional and mental states.  Wellness as means of self-branding can have constructive effects on the societal level; individuals’ proactive efforts at self-care can yield savings in health-care costs and ease funding challenges in other social fields such as disability pensions.
	Akin to the shift from the reactive sickness industry to the proactive wellness industry, our findings indicate a significant shift toward more immaterial means of taking care caring of oneself. There seems to be an evolution from the material and the acquisition of products and services to more immaterial transformations. Wellness has become a powerful means for transforming oneself, now moving beyond mere physical to increasingly encompass emotional/mental and spiritual aspects. Corporations should understand consumers’ various means of caring for themselves and the emergence of a new kind of self-care culture. We urge marketing and brand managers to take into consideration that, in addition to tangibles, they are actually selling mindsets. Corporations that can help consumers evolve into their best selves are likely to achieve the greatest success in today’s wellness market.
	Regarding theoretical implications, this paper makes insightful contribution to the branding literature by broadening the scope of self-branding to a new and timely context. The paper further adds to the consumer research literature by addressing wellness as a form of transformative consumption. Our study forms a starting-point for future research in the field. However, as the empirical analysis was limited to just twelve focus groups, larger-sale empirical studies are needed in the future, reflecting perceptions from consumers in a more diverse range of cultures.
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