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A B S T R A C T

Previous research has suggested the negative relationship between self-esteem and conspicuous consumption
since conspicuous consumption is aimed to gain social recognition and signal status. However, it has not been
much explored how this relationship holds depending on social classes. We propose subjective social class will
moderate the relationship between social self-esteem and conspicuous consumption. We also hypothesize the
mediating roles of social dominance orientation and life satisfaction in the proposed moderation effect. By
conducting the survey with the American sample, we tested these predictions. In Study 1, we showed that the
negative relationship between social self-esteem and conspicuous consumption appeared only among high sub-
jective social class individuals. In Study 2, we replicated Study 1 and further demonstrated that social dominance
orientation and life satisfaction respectively mediated the interactive effect of subjective social class and social
self-esteem on conspicuous consumption. The results suggest that among individuals who perceive themselves to
be in a high social class, a low level of social self-esteem is conducive to conspicuous consumption. The theoretical
implications and limitations of the present investigation are discussed.
1. Introduction

Conspicuous consumption refers to a display of overspending money
on goods or services to signal one's wealth and social status (Veblen,
2009). People tend to spend a lot on products for a reason to get social
recognition, enhance self-image, and signal prestige to others (Shukla,
2008). Individuals in a high social class use conspicuous consumption as
a means to differentiate themselves from other social groups, particularly
individuals in a low social class (Veblen, 2009). Indeed, the higher people
perceive their social class either subjectively or objectively, the more
they want status and material success (Wang et al., 2020), which sup-
ports high-class individuals' conspicuous consumption. In return, con-
spicuous consumption such as luxury brand consumption is perceived as
high status (Desmichel et al., 2020).

Although individuals in a high social class are inclined to conspicuous
consumption in general, the potential contributor of conspicuous con-
sumption among high social class individuals has not been much inves-
tigated. When feeling a lack of confidence in the social situation, those
who perceive to belong to a high social class would experience their
desire for social recognition and acceptance thwarted. Since conspicuous
consumption is directed to obtain social recognition and acceptance from
one's reference group and seek social approval (Neave et al., 2020; O'cass
& McEwen, 2004), the lack of social acceptance or respect experienced
m 12 December 2020; Accepted
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among high social class individuals may instigate a need for social
acceptance and status via conspicuous consumption. Particularly, the
sense of low self-esteem can be a precursor of conspicuous consumption
given the evidence for the negative relationship between perceptions of
self-worth (e.g., self-esteem) and conspicuous consumption (Kim and
Gal, 2014; Mandel et al., 2017). For example, in facing self-threat, people
engage in conspicuous consumption as a means to compensate their
threatened self (Pettit and Sivanathan, 2011; Sivanathan and Pettit,
2010). Similarly, when individuals feel powerless, their willingness to
pay for products that can be status symbols is increased (Rucker and
Galinsky, 2008) and prefer conspicuous consumption of luxury brands
(Koo and Im, 2019). Those with vulnerable narcissism tend to have low
self-esteem and engage in conspicuous consumption out of motivation to
reduce their negative self-concept (Fastoso et al., 2018) and to seek social
approval (Neave et al., 2020). While these findings converge to the
negative relationship between conspicuous consumption and self-esteem,
it has remained unknown how strongly this relationship will persist
depending on one's social class.

To extend previous literature showing consumption for status
signaling among high-class individuals (Wang et al., 2020) and the link
between self-worth and conspicuous consumption (Dommer et al., 2013;
Mandel et al., 2017; Neave et al., 2020; Pettit and Sivanathan, 2011;
Zheng et al., 2018), this research aims to examine how subjective social
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class moderates the relationship between social self-esteem and con-
spicuous consumption. Specifically, building on the literature on social
class (Belmi et al., 2020; Carey and Markus, 2016; Stephens et al., 2012),
self-esteem (Heatherton and Polivy, 1991; Leary et al., 1995; McCain
et al., 2015), and compensatory consumption (Kim and Gal, 2014;
Mandel et al., 2017; Sivanathan and Pettit, 2010), we propose that in-
dividuals in a high class have a greater tendency to engage in conspic-
uous consumption when experiencing low social self-esteem than
individuals in a low class. And further for the underlying mechanism, we
hypothesize that social dominance orientation and life satisfaction
respectively mediate the proposed relationship between social
self-esteem, social class, and conspicuous consumption. Two studies were
conducted to test the moderation by the social class in the relationship
between social self-esteem and conspicuous consumption, and to
examine the underlying mechanism with the proposed mediators.

2. Literature review and hypothesis development

2.1. Self-esteem and conspicuous consumption

Self-esteem is highly relevant to perceptions of social self and social
confidence (Leary et al., 1995). Self-esteem reflects one's social status as
well as social inclusion (Mahadevan et al., 2019a). Indeed, low
self-esteem is associated with a sense of feeling socially excluded (Leary
et al., 1995) as well as perceiving low status (Mahadevan et al., 2019b).
Accordingly, those with low self-esteem place great importance of
extrinsic aspirations regarding one's image, popularity, and wealth
(Elphinstone and Whitehead, 2019) and are highly concerned with their
self-presentation in social contexts (Baumeister et al., 1989). As a result,
extant literature shows the negative relationship between self-esteem
and conspicuous consumption. When people are socially excluded from
the close relationship (e.g., friends), they experience weakened
self-esteem, which in turn makes them prefer conspicuous consumption
(Liang et al., 2018). Those with low self-esteem prefer brands such as
luxury brands that can signal high social status in order to ensure their
group inclusion in the future even when they experience a sense of
belonging (Dommer et al., 2013). Also, among people with low income
who tend to have low global self-esteem, their consumption decisions are
driven by motives to signal status (Sivanathan and Pettit, 2010). When
people are ignored, they prefer conspicuous logos of a high-end clothing
brand more (Lee and Shrum, 2012). Those with covert narcissism have
fragile self-perception and thus seek luxury brands to compensate their
low self-esteem (Fastoso et al., 2018) and to earn social approval (Neave
et al., 2020). Together, previous research suggests self-esteem is related
to conspicuous consumption in a compensatory manner.

While prior work on self-esteem and conspicuous consumption has
mostly relied on global self-esteem, which reflects global attitudes to-
ward self, for a specific relevant domain of interest, the predictive power
of specific self-esteem is greater than global self-esteem (Bozorgpour and
Salimi, 2012; Mackinnon et al., 2015; Rosenberg et al., 1995; Rubin and
Hewstone, 1998). Among various specific self-esteem aspects social
self-esteem is considered as the most relevant to interpersonal behaviors
regarding public image and self-presentation (Baumeister et al., 1989;
Heatherton and Polivy, 1991). Since conspicuous consumption is
directed towards gaining social approval and signaling status, this
research focuses on the relationship between social self-esteem and
conspicuous consumption in further investigating the role of social class.

2.2. Role of subjective social class in the relationship between social self-
esteem and conspicuous consumption

Social class perception is dynamically constructed by social experi-
ences obtained through objective social class (Phillips et al., 2020).
Hence, a measure of the subjective social class shows the most strong and
reliable relationships with variables regarding social confidence such as
competence than other social class measures (Belmi et al., 2020). This
2

suggests that the subjective perception of one's social class is adequate in
explaining behaviors related to social motives. Thus, we examined how
high and low subjective social classes diverge on conspicuous con-
sumption in response to low social self-esteem. Since social self-esteem is
most relevant to one's self-image in public and social inclusion (Hea-
therton and Polivy, 1991), a low level of social self-esteem would be
closely related to compensatory reactions to gain positive self-worth in
the social domain. According to the compensatory consumer behavior
model, when people experience self-discrepancies, they engage in
compensatory consumption which can help them restore their
self-discrepancies (Mandel et al., 2017). However, such a compensatory
motive might be more pronounced among high social class individuals
due to the differences between high versus low class. Social class as a
social rank in a given society can be a source of social power and status in
terms of capability to exert influence on others and to receive respect
from others (Dubois et al., 2015). Moreover, high social class individuals
tend to have a stronger desire to have prestige, dominance, and high rank
in a society, compared to low class individuals (Belmi et al., 2020).
However, for individuals in a high social class, a low level of social
self-esteem which suggests a low self-evaluation in social contexts may
make them perceive a discrepancy from expectations related to a high
social class.

High and low class individuals might differ in their response to low
social self-esteem due to their contextual differences between different
classes (Stephens et al., 2012). Individuals with relatively high social
class are influenced by the environment that allows abundant resources
for agency and control, and thus facilitates independence in the social
contexts (Stephens et al., 2012), which allow them to strive for their own
goals with individualistic focus (Kraus et al., 2012). By contrast, in-
dividuals with relatively low social class (e.g., working class) are shaped
by the environment that imposes constraints due to limited resources,
and thus facilitates interdependence in the social contexts (Carey and
Markus, 2016; Stephens et al., 2012). As a result, high class individuals
report to have a higher sense of control than low class counterparts
(Kraus et al., 2009; Lachman and Weaver, 1998). Due to the different
implications about one's own agency and controllability based on expe-
riences from the given environment, low social class individuals tend to
find explanations of social events based on contextual factors whereas
high class individuals tend to focus on individual factors (Kraus et al.,
2009; Lee, 2018). Hence, high class individuals who tend to hold rela-
tively high agency and efficacy of their own actions might believe their
consumption behavior can be an effective means to compensate their low
social self-esteem more than low class individuals who do not hold the
strong agentic beliefs and a sense of control. In other words, social
self-esteem will be more strongly related to conspicuous consumption
among the high class than the low class.

Since social self-esteem is most relevant to one's self-image in public
and social inclusion (Heatherton and Polivy, 1991), a low level of social
self-esteem would be closely related to high social class' compensatory
reactions to gain their positive self-worth in the eyes of others. Indeed,
previous research has shown conspicuous consumption can be adopted as
a means to support and express their social standing. Since behaviors
signaling social power and status can increase self-esteem (Wojciszke and
Struzynska–Kujalowicz, 2007), conspicuous consumption that can signal
social power and status (Dubois et al., 2021) can be viewed as a means to
restore self-esteem. For example, using products that carry a visible logo
of a luxury brand is used to signal one's dominance (Panchal and Gill,
2019) and to compensate a sense of low social power (Koo and Im, 2019).
Also, when social inclusion is high, one with a low level of self-esteem
exhibits high attachment towards brands that signal high status as
signaling with such brands may facilitate social inclusion in one's valued
social group (Dommer et al., 2013). Similarly, when high social class
individuals have a low level of social self-esteem, conspicuous con-
sumption such as buying luxury brands may be viewed as a viable means
to obtain one's social acceptance and respect from others. When people
perceive a lack of social influence (e.g., socially powerless), they tend to
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prefer status-signaling products such as luxury products (Rucker and
Galinsky, 2008) and products carrying large brand logos (Koo and Im,
2019).

Thus, we predict that the negative relationship between social self-
esteem and conspicuous consumption would be pronounced among in-
dividuals who perceive to be in a high social class.

H1. The relationship between social self-esteem and conspicuous con-
sumption will be moderated by social class. Specifically, the negative
relationship between them will be pronounced among those with high
social class perceptions.

3. Study 1

We conducted study 1 to investigate the proposed moderating role of
subjective social class in the relationship between social self-esteem and
conspicuous consumption (H1).
3.1. Method

3.1.1. Participants
We recruited 301 American residents (145 women and 156men;Mage

¼ 36.34 years except for one participant who indicated an impossible
value, SD ¼ 10.36; age range from 19 to 68 years) from the Amazon
Mechanical Turk in exchange for monetary compensation (40 cents). The
Amazon Mechanical Turk is known to be a reliable pool for the data
collection (Coppock, 2019; Kees et al., 2017; Peer et al., 2014). Given
that the previous investigation on state self-esteem and conspicuous
consumption has often sampled American participants, we targeted to
sample American participants in order to ensure the compatibility of our
findings with American samples adopted in the previous research studies
regarding state self-esteem (Lewis, 2020; Sarfan et al., 2019), social class
(Palma et al., 2017; Yan et al., 2020), and conspicuous consumption
behavior (Boonchoo and Thoumrungroje, 2017; Keech et al., 2020; Koo
and Im, 2019; Segal and Podoshen, 2013).

In all studies (studies 1 and 2), informed consent was made by all
participants. No personally identifiable information was collected in
these studies. All the procedure was approved by the ethics committee,
Research Ethics Committee (REC) of the Open University of Hong Kong
for ethical review regarding human research. All the procedure and
method comply the COPE ethics guideline. In both studies, we adopted a
convenient sampling method as the data was obtained from the online
panelists. In all studies, they were allowed to stop at any point of the
study while being informed that the compensation was ensured only
upon the completion of the study.

3.1.2. Measures

3.1.2.1. State self-esteem scale. We measured people's state social self-
esteem by using the Heatherton and Polivy (1991)'s 20-item state
self-esteem scale (α ¼ .910) as it is adopted for both college student as
well as non-student adult sample (Greitemeyer, 2016). This scale consists
of three sub-scales: social (α ¼ .925), performance (α ¼ .792), and
appearance (α ¼ .775). All the subscales and the total scale revealed
satisfactory reliability. The details of specific operational definition and
measurement of all the measured variables of all studies are found in
Supplementary materials (Tables A and B).

3.1.2.2. Conspicuous consumption. We adopted the five items for con-
spicuous consumption (e.g., “cars,” “shoes,” “nice dinner with friends,”
“new mobile phone,” and “watches or jewelry”), following previous
literature (Sundie et al., 2011; Wang and Griskevicius, 2013) as such
items are easily visible to others in social interactions (Charles et al.,
2009) and adopted as status signals (Desmichel et al., 2020; Dubois et al.,
3

2021). We asked, “Compared to your peers, howmuch money would you
spend on _____” on a 9-point Likert scale (1¼much less than the average, 9
¼ much more than the average). We created a composite measure of
conspicuous consumption by averaging the scores of five items (α ¼
.908).

3.1.2.3. Subjective social class. To measure people's subjective social
class perception, we used the 6-item scale (α ¼ .978) from Belmi and
Neale (2014) on a 5-point Likert scale (1 ¼ strongly disagree, 7 ¼
strongly agree).

3.1.2.4. Others. We also collected demographic information including
race, annual household income, and educational attainment. The de-
mographic information of participants of all studies is summarized in the
Supplementary materials (Table C).

3.2. Results

The descriptive statistics and correlations of measured variables are
reported in Table 1.

To test our main prediction (H1), we adopted the linear regression
model which has been used by previous studies that examined the
interaction effects (Abbasi, 2019; K. Lee, 2018a, b; Uziel and Cohen,
2020; Walters, 2018). Also, the regression models are appropriate in
comparing the predictive power of different predictors (Borr�az-Le�on and
Rantala, 2021; Wood and Gray, 2019) as we also intended to compare the
different types of self-esteem to see if social self-esteem is most relevant
to conspicuous consumption. We regressed conspicuous consumption on
social self-esteem, subjective social class, and their interaction. All
measured predictors were standardized to avoid multicollinearity (Jac-
card et al., 2003; Lachman and Weaver, 1998). The regression revealed
that subjective social class had a significant main effect, b ¼ 1.18, t(297)
¼ 16.11, p < .001, and the significant main effect of social self-esteem, b
¼ �.46, t(297) ¼ �6.26, p < .001, which was qualified by a significant
subjective social class by social self-esteem interaction, b ¼ �.44, t(297)
¼ �6.66, p < .001 (see Figure 1). To further probe the significant
interaction, we conducted the simple slopes analysis (Aiken et al., 1991),
at both the high and low levels of subjective social class (Uziel and
Cohen, 2020). This intends to test our prediction for the negative rela-
tionship between social self-esteem and conspicuous consumption to be
more pronounced among the high class individuals than among the low
social class individuals (H1). Indeed, the effect of social self-esteem was
significant among those with high subjective social class (1 SD above the
mean of subjective social class, þ1 SD), b ¼ �.89, t(297) ¼ �9.97, p <

.001, in support of H1. This suggests that among those who believed they
were in high social class, the lower their social self-esteem, the higher
conspicuous consumption, suggesting the compensatory mechanism.
When high social class individuals had low (vs. high) social self-esteem,
their conspicuous consumption was higher. By contrast, the effect of
social self-esteem was not significant among those who perceived their
social class as low (1 SD below the mean of subjective social class, �1
SD), b ¼ �.02, t(297) ¼ �.16, p ¼ .872. This suggests that among low
social class individuals, low self-esteem did not make them pursue con-
spicuous consumption more.

Study 1 provides initial evidence for the moderating role of sub-
jective social class in the relationship between social self-esteem and
conspicuous consumption. The negative relationship between social
self-esteem and conspicuous consumption was apparent only at a high
level of subjective social class. This suggests that conspicuous con-
sumption occurs in a compensatory manner. Only those who were in a
high social class responded to low social self-esteem by increasing
conspicuous consumption but those who were in a low social class did
not change their conspicuous consumption due to low social self-
esteem. Also, while this compensatory pattern appeared for all sub-



Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations of variables in Study 1.

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5

1 SSE social subscale 23.3 7.67

2 SSE performance subscale 26.2 5.67 .79***

3 SSE appearance subscale 19.6 5.13 .34*** .38***

4 SSE total scale 69.1 15.3 .91*** .90*** .64***

5 Subjective social class 3.54 1.93 �.40*** �.28*** .44*** �.15***

6 Conspicuous consumption 4.86 1.98 �.53*** �.33*** .32*** �.28*** .75***

Note. n ¼ 301. SSE: State self-esteem. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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factors of self-esteem and the total self-esteem scale, social self-esteem
revealed the most pronounced relationship with conspicuous
consumption.

Although the proposed relationships were observed in Study 1, there
were several limitations. First, although we measured conspicuous
consumption with the items used in previous research, the questions do
not directly ask one's motivation to show off or signal their status
through consumption. Rather, the measure depends on the assumption
that spending more on publicly visible products (e.g., cars, watches)
should mean conspicuous consumption. However, some might spend
more in these product categories due to a different motive from the
signaling motive. Hence, in the following study, we aimed to address
this limitation by additionally having a direct measure of the social
motive of the conspicuous consumption and testing whether the inter-
active effect is consistently observed when the consumption motivation
is measured. Also, our theorizing assumes that the temporary harm in
state social self-esteem facilitates conspicuous consumption as a means
to recover social self-esteem, and thus the act of conspicuous con-
sumption should be motivated by social motivation, not the chronic
materialistic pursuit. However, Study 1 did not clearly rule out the
possibility that one's chronic materialism instead of social motivation,
might influence the response to the conspicuous consumption scale. The
following study will address these concerns by adopting the measures of
social motivation and trait materialism in addition to the conspicuous
consumption scale.

Furthermore, while the finding of Study 1 supported our hypothesis,
it did not provide evidence for the process regarding how social self-
esteem and social class interactively influenced conspicuous consump-
tion. To uncover the underlying process of the moderation effect in Study
1, we further reviewed the literature and identified several mediators.
The hypotheses with the mediators were developed as in the following
before we conducted Study 2.
2
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4. Underlying process of the interactive effect of social self-
esteem and social class

Given the support of the hypothesized effect of social self-esteem and
social class on conspicuous consumption, we aim to delve into how the
effect of social self-esteem is pronounced particularly among those with
high social class. The several processes in parallel may contribute to the
proposed relationships between social self-esteem, subjective social class,
and conspicuous consumption. Specifically, we propose how social
dominance orientation and life satisfaction might mediate these
relationships.

4.1. Social dominance orientation

First, social dominance orientation (SDO) reflects people's favorable
attitudes towards social hierarchy (Pratto et al., 1994). People from
high-status groups (e.g., Caucasians in the States) tend to exhibit higher
SDO than their counterparts from low-status groups (e.g., African
Americans in the States) (Sidanius et al., 2000) presumably due to the
need to justify social inequality via favorable attitudes towards social
hierarchy (Oldmeadow and Fiske, 2007). This suggests people in a high
subjective social class would have relatively high SDO. However, when
social self-esteem is taken into account, the role of social class on SDO
would become intricate. As discussed above, while one's social class
suggests one's social status and rank, warranting interpersonal respect
(Dubois et al., 2015), a low level of social self-esteem would create a
sense of discrepancy, particularly among high social class individuals. To
cope with the discrepancy between their social class perception and so-
cial self-esteem, high-class individuals may be motivated to elevate their
SDO. Indeed, the positive relationship between system justification and
social dominance orientation is stronger among high-status individuals
(Vargas-Salfate et al., 2018). This suggests that when motivated to justify
High (+ 1SD)

Social Self-Esteem
onsumption

Low (- 1SD)

High (+ 1SD)

l Class

e social class in Study 1. Note. The values are estimated at 1SD below/above the
tive social class scale, respectively.
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their desire for status and prestige, social dominance orientation is likely
to be bolstered among the high class. Furthermore, as a result of
endorsing SDO, high social class individuals would engage more in
conspicuous consumption for signaling one's social status and prestige.
SDO is related to the endorsement of the worldview to see the world as a
competitive jungle, which includes the importance of wealth and luxury
in one's life (Leone et al., 2012). That explains why those with high SDO
have a strong interest to consume luxury products from their symbolic
meanings associated with social status (Yu and Sapp, 2019). Thus, we
propose the relationship between a low level of social self-esteem and
conspicuous consumption among high subjective social class individuals
will be explained by SDO. In other words, we examine if SDO mediates
the interactive effects of subjective social class and social self-esteem on
conspicuous consumption.

H2. The interactive effect of social class and social self-esteem on
conspicuous consumption will be mediated by social dominance
orientation.
4.2. Life satisfaction

Second, self-esteem is positively related to life satisfaction, which
reflects a global assessment of one's quality of life (Diener et al., 1985).
Also, social class–measured either as objective or subjective– is positively
related to subjective well-being such as life satisfaction (Islam et al.,
2009) because high (vs. low) social class tend to feel a higher sense of
control (Lachman and Weaver, 1998) and because of their status (Yu and
Blader, 2020). While each of self-esteem and social class is positively
related to life satisfaction, their interactive effect might be nuanced.
Previous research has shown that the higher aspirations one has for in-
come, the smaller contribution increasing income made to life satisfac-
tion (Bruni and Stanca, 2006). Similarly, when people are surrounded by
frequent presentations of other's luxurious possessions in the neighbor-
hood, their income satisfaction declines (Winkelmann, 2012). When
people become concerned with self-promotion in the social context such
as using the social media, their conspicuous consumption is also
increased (Taylor and Strutton, 2016). This suggests that high social class
individuals may have only small incremental benefits from increased
self-esteem on life satisfaction but rather low social class individuals may
reap a greater benefit from increase self-esteem on life satisfaction.
Moreover, high social class individuals tend to report higher life satis-
faction because of higher status (Yu and Blader, 2020), which suggests
that dampened status perception via low social self-esteem would reduce
Figure 2. Conceptual model. Note. The moderating role of social class in the relation
both Studies 1 and 2. The mediating roles of social dominance orientation and life s

5

life satisfaction among the high class. Instead, given that increasing
conspicuous consumption does increase life satisfaction (Brown and
Gathergood, 2020; Wu, 2020), those with high subjective social class but
a low level of social self-esteem may try to take an advantage of con-
spicuous consumption. Hence, we examine the mediating role of life
satisfaction.

H3. The interactive effect of social class and social self-esteem on
conspicuous consumption will be mediated by life satisfaction.

In summary, we propose the following conceptual model regarding
the mediating roles of social dominance orientation and life satisfaction
in the relationship between subjective social class, social self-esteem, and
conspicuous consumption (see Figure 2). Thus, in Study 2, we test these
proposed mediating roles of social orientation and life satisfaction (H2
and H3) in addition to the interaction between social class and social self-
esteem (H1).

5. Study 2

In Study 2, we aim to replicate the finding of Study 1 with additional
measures and to find the process underlying the relationships of social
self-esteem, subjective social class, and conspicuous consumption. We
introduced additional measures (e.g., the social motivation of con-
sumption and materialism) to see if conspicuous consumption was
momentarily influenced among the high class due to social self-esteem
but not due to the increased materialistic pursuit in general. Further-
more, we tested if social dominance orientation and life satisfaction may
mediate the interactive effect of social self-esteem and subjective social
class (H2 and H3).
5.1. Method

5.1.1. Participants
Data was collected from 404 American residents (102 women and

295 men; Mage ¼ 34.69 with age and gender information of seven par-
ticipants missing, SD ¼ 13.08; age range 19–57 years) took part in an
online study from the Prolific panel in exchange for monetary
compensation (87 cents). The Prolific platform has been shown to have a
good reliability for the data collection for academic research (Palan and
Schitter, 2018). We purposely used a different online platform from
Study 1 to ensure the robustness of the findings across different plat-
forms for participant recruitment despite sampling from different
platforms.
ship between social self-esteem and conspicuous consumption (H1) was tested in
atisfaction in the moderation (H2 and H3) were tested in Study 2.
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5.1.2. Measures

5.1.2.1. State self-esteem. Identical to Study 1, we adopted the Hea-
therton and Polivy (1991)'s 20-item state self-esteem scale (α ¼ .932).
The three subscales were constructed: social (α ¼ .711), performance (α
¼ .845), and appearance (α ¼ .549). Except for the appearance subscale,
other subscales and the total scale showed satisfactory reliability.

5.1.2.2. Conspicuous consumption measures. We adopted the same five
items for conspicuous consumption (α¼ .790) as in Study 1. We added 4-
item social motivation for consumption scale (α ¼ .857), which focuses
on motivations of one's conspicuous consumption (Chung and Fischer,
2001; Segal and Podoshen, 2013). Each item (e.g., “Before purchasing a
product, it is important to knowwhat brands or products to buy to make a
good impression on others.“) was asked in a 5-point Likert scale (1 ¼
strongly disagree; 5 ¼ strongly agree).

5.1.2.3. Subjective social class. We again used the same subjective social
class 6-item scale (α ¼ .953) from Belmi and Neale (2014).

5.1.2.4. Process measures. We also collected the additional scales to test
the underlying process: the 8-item social dominance scale (α ¼ .871),
called SDO7 (Ho et al., 2015) was adopted to measure people's social
dominance orientation tendency. Participants responded on a 7-point
Likert scale to each of individual statements (1 ¼ strongly oppose, 7 ¼
strongly favor). The 9-item material values scale (α ¼ .805) (Richins,
2004) was used to capture materialism on a 5-point Likert scale (1 ¼
strongly disagree, 5 ¼ strongly agree). The 5-item satisfaction with life
scale (α ¼ .911) was used to measure life satisfaction (Diener et al.,
1985). The items were responded on a 5-point Likert scale (1 ¼ strongly
disagree, 6 ¼ strongly agree). Lastly, we collected the same set of de-
mographic information as in Study 1.

5.2. Results

The descriptive statistics and correlations of measured variables are
reported in Table 2. Given the two objectives of Study 2: (1) to replicate
the moderation effects on the identical measure to study 1 as well as the
additional measure of consumption motivation; (2) to test the proposed
mediators in this moderation, the results of the moderation analysis are
reported first and then the results of the moderated mediation analysis
follow.

5.2.1. Interactive effect of social self-esteem and subjective social class
First, we tested whether the moderating role of social class replicates

in the relationship between social self-esteem and conspicuous con-
sumption regardless of which measures of conspicuous consumption are
tested. To analyze the interactive effect of social self-esteem and sub-
jective social class, we conducted a separate regression analysis on each
Table 2. Means, standard deviations, and correlations of variables in Study 2.

Variables M SD 1 2

1 SSE social subscale 22.4 6.69

2 SSE performance subscale 24.7 5.69 .74***

3 SSE appearance subscale 17.2 5.53 .58*** .59***

4 SSE total scale 64.3 15.6 .90*** .89***

5 Subjective social class 2.25 1.44 .10* .18***

6 Conspicuous consumption 3.76 1.51 .01 .09

7 Social motivation for consumption 2.32 1.07 �.22*** �.15**

8 Materialism 2.96 .74 �.30*** �.17***

9 Life satisfaction 3.62 1.53 .36*** .46***

10 Social dominance orientation 2.45 1.18 �.04 �.02

Note. n ¼ 404. SSE: State self-esteem. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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of the measured variables: conspicuous consumption, social motivation
of consumption, materialism, social dominance orientation, and life
satisfaction. In the regression model, conspicuous consumption was
regressed on social self-esteem, subjective social class, and their inter-
action, same as the regression in Study 1.

5.2.1.1. Conspicuous consumption. The regression analysis results
showed the significant main effect of subjective social class, b ¼ .64,
t(400) ¼ 9.21, p < .001, and the non-significant effect of social self-
esteem, b ¼ �.08, t(400) ¼ �1.13, p ¼ .258, which were qualified by
the significant interaction between subjective social class and social self-
esteem, b ¼ �.19, t(400) ¼ �2.72, p ¼ .007 (see Figure 3).

Furthermore, the simple slopes analysis revealed that, the effect of
social self-esteem on conspicuous consumption was significant among
those who subjectively perceived to be in a high social class (þ1 SD above
the mean of subjective social class), b ¼ �.30, t(400) ¼ �2.57, p ¼ .011,
but not among those who subjectively perceived themselves as a low
social class (.87 SD below the mean of subjective social class), b ¼ .09,
t(400) ¼ 1.01, p ¼ .312. The latter for the low social class was estimated
at .87 SD below the mean of the subjective social class scale since the
lowest value of the scale (1) corresponds to .87 SD below the mean of the
scale. This replicates Study 1. Again, if people regarded themselves as a
high social class, their social self-esteem was negatively related to con-
spicuous consumption. Replicating Study 1, among high social class in-
dividuals, low (vs. high) social self-esteem increases conspicuous
consumption. This pattern is not apparent among those in a low sub-
jective social class. Overall, the findings again support Hypothesis 1.

5.2.1.2. Social motivation of consumption. The results showed the sig-
nificant main effect of subjective social class, b ¼ .39, t(400) ¼ 8.18, p <

.001, and the significant effect of social self-esteem, b ¼ �.30, t(400) ¼
�6.09, p < .001. The interaction between subjective social class and
social self-esteem was significant, b ¼ �.14, t(400) ¼ �2.89, p ¼ .004.
The simple slopes analysis showed that the negative relationship be-
tween social self-esteem and social motivation of consumption was larger
among those who perceived to be high social class (þ1 SD), b ¼ �.44,
t(400) ¼ �5.96, p < .001, relative to the effect among those who
perceived to be low social class (�.87 SD), b¼�.17, t(400)¼�2.86, p¼
.004. This suggests that among those who perceived themselves in a high
social class, when they felt low social-esteem, they exhibited more social
motivation of consumption. This result is complementary to findings
with the conspicuous consumption measure by showing the underlying
motive.

5.2.1.3. Trait materialism. We also tested if the interactive effect of social
self-esteem and social class might appear on trait materialism. However,
although the social self-esteem had a negative effect on materialism, b ¼
�.23, t(400) ¼ �6.67, p < .001, and the subjective social class had a
positive effect on materialism, b ¼ .14, t(400) ¼ 3.97, p < .001, the
3 4 5 6 7 8 9
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.37*** .24***

.23*** .12* .41***
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Figure 3. Conspicuous consumption as a function of social self-esteem and subjective social class in Study 2. Note. The values are estimated at 1 SD below/above the
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interaction between social self-esteem and subjective social class was not
significant, b ¼ �.02, t(400) ¼ �.49, p ¼ .622. This suggests that
increased conspicuous consumption driven by low social self-esteem is
not due to the increased materialistic pursuit among the high class
individuals.

Additionally, the same set of the moderation analysis was conducted
on the proposed mediators respectively to see how these mediators
change as a function of social class, social self-esteem, and their inter-
action (see the Supplementary materials).

5.2.2. Moderated mediation model
Second, we also tested whether the proposed mediators showed the

indirect effects as hypothesized (H2 and H3). To test the moderated
mediation, we used model 7 of PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2017) with 5,
000 times of bootstrapping. The bootstrapping method provided by
Hayes has been extensively adopted and accepted as a reliable method to
test the indirect effect for the mediation analysis (Hayes, 2015; Meule,
2019; Valeri and VanderWeele, 2013; Wu and Jia, 2013). We tested SDO
Figure 4. Moderated mediation analysis with social dominance orienta
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and life satisfaction for the mediating role in the interactive effect of
social self-esteem and subjective social class on conspicuous consump-
tion. Each scale was standardized.

5.2.2.1. Social dominance orientation as a mediator. The indirect effect
via SDOwas significant (index of moderated mediation¼�.04, SE¼ .02,
95% CIs [�.07, �.004]), which supports hypothesis 2 (see Figure 4).
Specifically, the indirect effect of social self-esteem was significant at the
high level of subjective social class (þ1 SD; 95% CI [�.13,�.01]), but not
significant at the low level (�.87 SD; 95% CI [�.03, .04]). This result
suggests that the negative relationship between social self-esteem and
conspicuous consumption is explained by increased social dominance
orientation via low social self-esteem, but this mechanism is evident only
among the high social class, but not among the low social class.

5.2.2.2. Life satisfaction as a mediator. The indirect effect of social self-
esteem via life satisfaction was also significant (index of moderated
mediation ¼ �.04, SE ¼ .02, 95% CIs [�.09, �.01]), in support of
tion as mediator (Study 2). Note. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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hypothesis 3 (see Figure 5). The indirect effect was significant at both
high (þ1 SD; 95% CI [.02, .12]) and low (�.87 SD; 95% CI [.07, .24])
levels of subjective social class. This result suggests that social self-esteem
had an indirect effect on conspicuous consumption via life satisfaction,
which was moderated by social class. Specifically, the relationship be-
tween social self-esteem and life satisfaction becomes weakened among
the high social class, compared to the relationship among the low social
class. In other words, among the high class, relative to the low class, the
contribution of social self-esteem to conspicuous consumption via life
satisfaction was smaller.

Study 2 intended to replicate the findings in Study 1 with additional
measures while testing the proposed mediators. As expected, Study 2
replicated the finding of Study 1 by showing the relationship between
social self-esteem and conspicuous consumption was moderated by
subjective social class. This finding is complemented by the paralleled
results in the explicit measure for the social motivation of consumption.
Only high social class individuals showed increased conspicuous con-
sumption upon lower social self-esteem, but low social class individuals
did not exhibit the same pattern. Furthermore, we tested the mediating
roles of life satisfaction and social dominance orientation respectively in
this moderation effect. Both social dominance orientation and life
satisfaction respectively mediated the moderation of subjective social
class in the relationship between social self-esteem and conspicuous
consumption.

6. Discussion

6.1. Discussion of the current findings

The objectives of the present research were two-fold: (1) demon-
strating the moderating role of subjective social class in the negative
relationship between social self-esteem and conspicuous consumption;
(2) revealing the underlying mechanism of this moderation by testing
social dominance orientation and life satisfaction as mediators. Con-
cerning (1) the first objective, two studies provide the convergent evi-
dence of the moderating role of subjective social class in the relationship
between social self-esteem and conspicuous consumption. Both Studies 1
and 2 supported our prediction that among the high social class, low
social self-esteem is related to high conspicuous consumption (H1). In
addition, Study 2 reveals the compensatory mechanism of this relation-
ship by showing the same interactive influence of subjective social class
and social self-esteem on the social motivation of consumption, but not
Figure 5. Moderated mediation analysis with life satisfaction as
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on trait materialism. Furthermore, regarding (2) the second objective of
this research, this negative relationship between social self-esteem and
conspicuous consumption among the high social class was successfully
explained by the mediating roles of social dominance orientation and life
satisfaction (H2 and H3). Low social self-esteem among the high social
class heightened social dominance orientation, which increased con-
spicuous consumption. On the other hand, while low social self-esteem
did not erode life satisfaction among the high social class as much as
among the low social class according to the significant moderation by
social class in the effect of social self-esteem on life satisfaction, the
moderated life satisfaction increased conspicuous consumption in turn.

While the relationship between social self-esteem and conspicuous
consumption among the low class is not central to the current investi-
gation, it is notable that the compensatory conspicuous consumption
tendency is not pronounced as a result of low social self-esteem among
the low class individuals. This might be related to their limited resources
that may make them unaccustomed to resorting to consumption to
compensate for their negative self-perceptions but rather used to finding
an alternative way to recover their self-worth. Indeed, when feeling
threatened by upward social comparison in the financial and professional
domains, individuals become motivated to find meanings and values
from their intangible achievements and relationships in their lives (Goor
et al., 2020). It will be another interesting research avenue to examine
how the low class individuals deal with an experience of feeling low
social self-esteem.

We additionally explored if sociodemographic differences might play
a role in the proposed relationship by examining the potential roles of
gender, income level, education attainment, and race in both studies (see
the Supplementary materials). However, none of them moderated the
proposed effects, which suggests that our findings did not change
depending on such sociodemographic differences.

6.2. Implications of the current findings

6.2.1. Relationship between subjective social class, social self-esteem, and
conspicuous consumption

Although previous research has shown the negative relationship be-
tween self-esteem and conspicuous consumption, consistent with the
compensatory behavior mechanism (Cui et al., 2020; Mandel et al.,
2017), it has not been investigated whether the general compensatory
mechanism of self-esteem may work the same for people from different
social classes. While recent research studies rather focus on the
mediator (Study 2). Note. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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heightened materialistic pursuit of a low social class (Charles et al., 2009;
Christen and Morgan, 2005; Dynan et al., 2004), the present research
highlights the relationship between conspicuous consumption and social
self-esteem, prominently among a high social class. Specifically, among
those who are in a high subjective social class, the negative relationship
between social self-esteem and conspicuous consumption was strongly
found as well as the negative relationship between social self-esteem and
social motivation of consumption. Also, the triggers for their conspicuous
consumption are specifically relevant to social confidence, as evinced by
the moderating role of social self-esteem.

The findings support that people with high subjective social class
identification try to compensate for low social self-esteem by engaging in
conspicuous consumption. On the other hand, trait materialism was not
influenced by the interaction between social self-esteem and subjective
social class. This suggests that individuals in a high social class become
conducive to conspicuous consumption when their social self-esteem is
low not because their intrinsic interests in material possessions change,
but because they strategically adopt conspicuous consumption as a self-
presentational means to maintain their social image and standing in
the eyes of others.

6.2.2. Social self-esteem as a specific self-esteem
Due to the relevance of social self-esteem to conspicuous consump-

tion, we examine how the role of social self-esteem in the relationship
between subjective social status and conspicuous consumption. Although
specific self-esteem measures for diverse domains are differentiated from
global self-esteem (McCain et al., 2015), not much previous research has
employed domain-specific self-esteem measures (Fernandez and Pritch-
ard, 2012). Although the additional analysis reveals that regardless of
whether a global self-esteem scale or self-esteem subscales are used, the
pattern of the results is similar, the social self-esteem subscale best ex-
plains the proposed relationships. This suggests that dampening
self-esteem regarding one's social competence seems to drive conspicu-
ous consumption among high social class individuals. As social
self-esteem fluctuates more easily than global self-esteem by social
stimuli (Thornton and Moore, 1993), changes in social self-esteem
translate into conspicuous consumption most closely. Additionally, trait
materialism was not influenced by the interaction of subjective social
class and social self-esteem. This is partly because we intend to utilize
state social self-esteem, which is dynamic but not chronic in order to
capture how high class individuals make use of conspicuous consumption
to remedy a momentarily lapse in their social self-esteem.

6.2.3. Role of subjective social class
While the importance of material pursuit is also found among the low

social class (Li et al., 2018; Mazzocco et al., 2012), the recent empirical
finding reveals that the higher people perceive their social class, the more
they want status and material success (Wang et al., 2020). This suggests
that those who perceive themselves have a high social standing, as well
have a strong desire for wealth and status which is socially valuable re-
sources. This might be related to the subjective social class might partly
reflect one's desire or want to maintain or become a high social class.
While the traditional social class indicators such as occupation or income
still exist, middle-income individuals can purchase luxury products as
much as high-income individuals as many people aspire to luxury con-
sumption (S. Lee, 2018b). Many subjective measures of the social class
tend to produce similar results to an objective measure of social class
(Wang et al., 2020). Moreover, a measure of subjective social class was
complementarily used together with objective social status indicators
(e.g., income) (Kim and Park, 2015). This might be related to the
increasingly blurred boundaries in social classes due to social mobiliza-
tion and the dynamic construction of social class (Eckhardt and Bardhi,
2020). Overall, the subjective social class perception matters no less than
social class classification based on objective indicators (e.g., income).
The present finding reveals one of the underlying mechanisms of such a
relationship by showing that low social self-esteem is related to
9

conspicuous consumption particularly among individuals who perceive
them to be in a high social class. They seem to recover their social
weakened confidence by engaging in conspicuous consumption that can
signal their status and wealth.

6.2.4. Underlying mechanism: social dominance orientation and life
satisfaction

Although conspicuous consumption by definition refers to consump-
tion behavior targeting to signal one's status and wealth (Veblen, 2009),
the underlying process of conspicuous consumption among different
social classes is not investigated much. Our findings show that the
moderating role of subjective social class in the relationship between
social self-esteem and conspicuous consumption was mediated by social
dominance orientation and life satisfaction. Heightened conspicuous
consumption under lower social self-esteem is driven by the increased
social dominance orientation and the weakened contribution to life
satisfaction among people in a high subjective social class. Among those
in a high subjective social class, low social self-esteem is related to high
social dominance, which in turn is related to conspicuous consumption.
This suggests that among individuals in a high social class, low
self-esteem seems to lead them to try to restore positive social self-esteem
by legitimizing the dominance of their social class. As a result of the
heightened social dominance orientation, conspicuous consumption is
increased. This link is consistent with previous findings showing that
conservatism is related to consumption signaling a superior social posi-
tion due to social dominance orientation (Ordabayeva and Fernandes,
2018). Also, while life satisfaction tends to serve as a psychological buffer
against stressful and difficult events, the incremental benefits of
improving social self-esteem to life satisfaction are weaker among those
in a high social class. Hence, individuals in a high social class would seek
for conspicuous consumption due to the limited shielding of life
satisfaction.

6.3. Limitations and future research directions

Although the present studies provide the initial evidence of the un-
derlying mechanism of the interactive effect of subjective social class and
social self-esteem on conspicuous consumption, we relied on the cross-
sectional data, which only provided correlational evidence. To probe
the causality, the future investigation should be made if the changes in
state social self-esteem can lead to increased conspicuous consumption
among those with high subjective social class or if the subjective social
class perception is experimentally manipulated. Also, the present studies
relied on the convenient sampling from the online panels that are rela-
tively young compared to the nationally-representative sample. As a
result, the finding might be biased. The current findings should be tested
among the general population for generalizability.

Also, we adopted subjective social class to see the compensatory
consumption pattern among high class individuals in contrast to low class
individuals, consistent with an overwhelmingly majority of previous
research studies on social class and consumption that relied on two
classes: relatively high and low (e.g., high class versus middle class;
upper versus lower class; middle class versus low class) (Belmi et al.,
2020; Carey and Markus, 2016; Kraus et al., 2009, 2012; Shavitt et al.,
2016). However, as recent research has shown that compared to the high
and low social class (Yan et al., 2020), the middle class may have
different social motivations and thus make different consumption de-
cisions, which highlight the finer classifications of different social classes
beyond dividing into two classes only. Also, it has been increasingly
acknowledged that the social class and status is dynamic and thus con-
sumption related to class and status changes in a concert (Eckhardt and
Bardhi, 2020). Thus, future research can further study whether middle
class individuals compared to high and low class may exhibit different
response to self-esteem fluctuations by changing their conspicuous con-
sumption. Additionally, while we did not find the interactive effect of
social class and social self-esteem on conspicuous consumption, the role
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of their chronic self-esteem may be likely more closely related to trait
materialism. Future research can address the relationship between
chronic self-esteem, social class, and conspicuous consumption as trait
materialism to establish if the current pattern is found as persistently if
the chronic traits and behavioral tendencies are considered.

Lastly, although we purposely sampled American participants to align
with the extant literature on conspicuous consumption based on in-
dividuals in developedWestern countries, it should be tested whether the
current implications are generalizable to consumption of different social
classes in other developing countries such as China in which individuals’
social identity or self-perceptions might be distinctively related to con-
spicuous consumption (Cui et al., 2020; Fastoso et al., 2018; Huang and
Wang, 2018).

7. Conclusion

This research investigated the relationship between subjective social
class and conspicuous consumption by introducing the moderating role
of social self-esteem and further testing the mediating roles of social
dominance orientation and life satisfaction. While it has been known that
people try to compensate for low self-worth or self-esteem by engaging in
conspicuous consumption, individual differences in the consumption
tendency in a compensatory manner and the underlying process have not
been much investigated. The present findings suggest that particularly
among those with high subjective social class, social self-esteem is
negatively related to conspicuous consumption. Moreover, we demon-
strate the underlying mechanism of these relationships by showing the
mediating roles of social dominance orientation as well as life
satisfaction.
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