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ABSTRACT 
The purpose of this research is to determine the antecedents that influence 

conspicuous consumption in the decision-making process of low-income consumers. 
The research methods used include a literature review, in-depth interviews, and focus 
groups. Four interdisciplinary antecedents that influence conspicuous consumption 
were identified: socio-psychological (societal hierarchy, situational occurrence); brand 
features (management-controlled, external factor); consumer behavior (product 
uniqueness, bandwagon); and marketing associates (high involvement, opinion leader).  
The research techniques were an analytic hierarchy process and an interview 
questionnaire. Opinions from 200 respondents were collected and analyzed in 
Mumbai, India. Marketing associates were found to be the most important antecedent, 
followed by socio-psychological antecedents. Based on these results, it is 
recommended that researchers, policy makers, and marketing directors share these 
insights with academic and marketing researchers. Opinion leaders also play a vital 
role in influencing the decision-makers in conspicuous consumption among low-
income consumers. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Conspicuous consumption is a status symbol that satisfies an individual’s desire 
for uniqueness and social membership (Chaudhuri & Manjumar, 2006). Consumers 
buy branded products and pay for superior quality to show wealth to their members of 
social class (Shipman, 2004). In this purchasing event, the consumption may be subtle 
(O’Cass & McEwen, 2004). 

Ordabayeva and Chandon (2009) suggested that conspicuous consumption is 
driven by status gains, whereas Charles, Hurst, and Roussanov (2009) argued that due 
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to the decreasing marginal return to signaling obtained through conspicuous 
consumption in the average income of a person’s reference group, less conspicuous 
consumption can be observed among members of wealthier reference groups. 

A recent empirical study by Nelissen and Meijers (2012) defines conspicuous 
consumption in terms of the perceived rewards one expects due to favorable status-
dependent treatment in social interactions. Sivanathan and Pettit’s (2010) study 
confirms that individuals have a high degree of sensitivity toward their social status. 
Conspicuous consumption is considered as an expensive mode of signaling, but a 
profitable social strategy adopted by wealthier households. 

Human capital is observable and correlated with income. A signaling equilibrium 
in which poor individuals tend to spend a large fraction of their income on 
conspicuous consumption can then emerge (Moav & Neeman, 2012). In conspicuous 
consumption, personality traits drive consumers’ materialistic behaviour (Chacko & 
Ramanathan, 2015). Conspicuous consumption in clothing and its relationship to 
public self-consciousness, materialism, and self-esteem are associated with the 
expensive dimensions in young professionals (Abbie & Miguel, 2016). 

It is therefore very important to study conspicuous consumption in the decision-
making process of low-income consumers. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW  
 
Conspicuous Consumption 

The term “conspicuous consumption” was introduced by Veblen (1899), who 
argued that individuals often consume attention-seeking goods and services to signal 
their wealth and thereby elevate their social status. 

For conspicuous products, consumers’ need for uniqueness prevails. However, 
consumers value the product less as more people come to own it, thus exhibiting 
negative consumption externalities. Examples of conspicuous products include certain 
types of jewelry, perfumes, designer handbags, watches, high-end cars, and 
collectibles; exclusivity is intrinsic to the value of the product. Duesenberry (1967) 
originated the idea of the bandwagon effect. Chao and Schor’s (1998) study of 
cosmetics found that conspicuous cosmetics are less differentiated. The younger 
professional relates themselves to expensive clothes rather than fashionable or 
designer clothes. (Abbie & Miguel, 2016).  
 
Low-Income Consumers 

The low income consumers has two category – Relatively low income consumer, 
in which they earn less income , but manages basic needs and Absolute low income 
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consumer, in which they don’t earn sufficient income even for basic needs. We have 
assumed relatively low income consumers for our research. They fall below the 
poverty line, “in relative poverty,” meaning “earning low-income consumers” 
(relative low-income consumers) and “in absolute poverty” meaning “experience 
difficulty for even basic needs” (absolute low-income consumers). 

While absolute low-income consumers are vulnerable to rising oil and food 
prices, natural disasters, and economic crises, relatively low-income consumers are 
clustered slightly above the poverty line and are therefore also vulnerable to natural 
disasters and economic crises. The extent to which low-income consumers would 
spend on conspicuous consumption depends on several factors and motivation, for 
conspicuous consumption may reflect a need for satisfaction or equal status with 
people who are well-off. Specially, in South Asia, low-income consumers try to 
imitate the consumption pattern of people who are socially well-established. 

Van Kempen (2003) demonstrated that in Bolivia, low-income consumers are not 
only willing to pay a premium on designer goods but also sometimes prioritize 
conspicuous goods over necessities. In India, we encounter the quest for social status 
on the wedding market, where weddings can cost as much as six times the annual 
household income (Anderson, 2003). Bloch, Rao, and Desai (2004) indicated that 
even low-income consumers experience stress because of the highly conspicuous 
nature of ritual expenditures in India, specifically on wedding celebrations and 
dowries, to gain social status. 
 
Analytic Hierarchy Process 

The analytic hierarchy process (AHP) is a structured technique for organizing 
and analyzing complex decisions, based on mathematics and psychology. It was 
developed at the Wharton School of Business by Thomas Saaty (1980, 1994) and has 
been extensively studied and refined. It has particular application in group decision 
making and is used around the world in a wide variety of decision situations. Rather 
than prescribing a "correct" decision, the AHP helps decision makers find one that 
best suits their goal and their understanding of the problem. Zahedi (1986) provided 
an extensive list of references on the AHP methodology and its applications. 

Marsh, Moran, Nakui, and Hoffherr (1991) designed a comprehensive and 
rational framework for structuring a decision problem, and specific method of 
decision  The goal, objective and criteria are the three logical steps involved in the 
famous ‘Marsh AHP’ model, which is practiced even today. Marsh’s AHP had three 
steps:  Goal, Objectives or Criteria, and Attributes or Alternatives. AHP enables 
decision-makers to derive ratio scale priorities or weights rather than arbitrarily 
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assigning them. In so doing, AHP supports decision-makers by enabling them to 
structure complexity and exercise judgment while incorporating both objective and 
subjective considerations into the decision process (Zopounidis & Doumpos, 2006b). 
AHP has the following advantages in group making (Dyer & Forman, 1992): 
 All values, individual and/or group, tangible and/or intangible, are contained in 

group decision process. 
 The discussion focuses on the goal instead of options. 
 The discussion media in which all factors are considered is established. 
 The discussion continues until consensus is reached. 

The AHP breaks down a complex and unstructured situation into its component 
parts, and then rearranges those parts (or variables) into a hierarchical order. It is 
ideally suited to resolve problems that arise when multiple criteria are used in 
performance evaluation. For example, the pair-wise comparisons for measure(s) 
priority can be done using a ratio scale. The AHP has been applied in a variety of 
decision-making environments (Golden, Wasil, & Harker, 1989). This study is based 
on group decision-making. In addition to final preference weights, the AHP permits 
calculation of a value called the consistency index. This index measures transitivity of 
preference for the person doing pair-wise comparisons (Sinuany-Stern, 1988). 

To illustrate the meaning of transitivity of preference, if a person prefers choice 
A to B, and B to C, then does he or she consistently prefer A to C? This index offers a 
useful check, because the AHP method does not inherently prevent the expression of 
intransitivity of preferences when ratings are being performed. The AHP consistency 
index compares a person’s informed preference ratings to those generated by a 
random preference expression process. An arbitrary but tolerable level of inconsistent 
preference scoring with AHP is less than or equal to 0.1 (Sinuany-Stern, 1988). A 
consistency ratio (CR) is computed for each comparison matrix. In an interactive 
application of AHP, a matrix classified as being inconsistent (CR > 0.1) was given 
back to decision-making for modification until it fulfills the consistency condition. All 
of them were less than 0.1 (Mirkazemi, Hemmatinesgad, Gholizadeh, & Ramazanian, 
2009). For determining weight of every alternative, arithmetic means were used based 
on formula 1: 

 	=		 		/		 	 	 															J = 1,2,3,…… . . , m																																			Formula	1			 
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The vectors of the arithmetic means of the coefficients of importance were 
rescaled in the manner that their sum equaled 1. Then the symphonic means were 
calculated based on formula 2: 

 	= 	/n																												J = 1,2,3,…… . . , m																																			Formula	2 

 

ANTECEDENTS 
Identifying the priorities of antecedents that influence the conspicuous 

consumption is just as important as other decisions. The AHP can also be used to rank 
the importance of various alternatives. In this study, the application of the AHP 
technique helps identifying what are the antecedents that influence the conspicuous 
consumption and their relative importance. 

Few studies have been conducted on the importance and ranking of inter 
discipline antecedents that influence conspicuous consumption. Based on the 
viewpoint of the decision-maker, it is important to examine conspicuous consumption 
more closely. The literature review of four antecedents/variables is studied in-depth in 
this research. 
 
Societal Hierarchy 

Several researchers including Wong and Ahuvia (1998) and O’Cass and Frost 
(2002) have suggested that factors such as prestige and success symbolism, wealth 
and achievement indication, and image and status enhancement as intangible factors 
relate to the societal hierarchy involved in conspicuous consumption. This is mostly 
due to the theoretical rather than empirical nature of the debate over conspicuous 
consumption (Mason, 2002). Nagel and Holden (2002) argue that as the value of a 
conspicuous product increases, an individual’s standing in the social hierarchy rises 
(Fitzmaurice & Comegys, 2006). However, Clark, Zboja, and Goldsmith (2007) 
suggest that little is known about societal hierarchy factors in conspicuous 
consumption. Thus, in a societal hierarchy, conspicuous consumption may increase. 

 
Situational Occasion 

Researchers have not directly examined the role of situations in conspicuous 
consumption (Graeff, 1997). Most studies of the impact of situations have used 
hypothetical scenarios (Quester & Smart, 1998). According to Solomon, Bamossy, 
and Askegaard (2002), situations associated with conspicuous consumption are based 
on the characteristics of the person and the product, and its effects can be behavioral 
and perceptual. Consumers seldom operate in a social vacuum; rather, they 
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continuously compare themselves with significant others when consuming 
conspicuous product and situations. Social occasions such as weddings, or cultural 
and religious festivals are perfect venues to elevate an individual’s status (Clark et al., 
2007). Therefore, we can conclude that conspicuous consumption is situational. 
 
Uniqueness 

The “snob effect” takes into consideration the consumer’s personal and 
emotional desires when purchasing or consuming branded conspicuous products, but 
it also influences and is influenced by the behavior of others (Mason, 1995). Research 
reveals that a perceived limited supply of products actually improves consumers’ 
evaluation of a product (Amaldoss & Jain, 2005). 

Development drives the need for uniqueness, encouraging consumers to interpret 
products differently, add meaning to them, and invent newer ways of self-expression 
and communication (Douglas & Isherwood, 1996). These arguments are consistent 
with researchers’ “observations of consumers,” expressed as “need for uniqueness or 
distinct conspicuous products” (Tian, Bearden, & Hunter, 2001). Thus, we can 
conclude that the uniqueness of the products is distinct from the need for conspicuous 
consumption. 

 
Bandwagon 

The bandwagon occurs due to an increase in the consumption of the commodity 
by others (Leibenstein, 1950). High demand of restaurants reflects the consumer’s 
desire, leading to an increase in attractiveness. Thus, consumer are known for herd 
behavior and desire for social status (Becker, 1991). For instance, consumers’ 
purchase a conspicuous product in order to be associated with a particular group 
(Berger & Ward, 2010; Escalas & Bettman, 2005). The consumer who jumps on the 
bandwagon is encouraged by self-concept to affiliate with reference groups and to 
achieve status or rank within a social community (Kastanakis & Balabanis, 2012). 
Thus, the bandwagon effect influences the purchase of conspicuous products. 
 
Brand Associates 

Branding in conspicuous consumption should be viewed from the perspectives of 
internally and externally controlled brand features (Erdem & Swait, 1998). Internally 
controlled brand features are those under the control of management and can be 
developed and managed through packaging, distribution and fine-tuned promotion 
(O’Cass & Frost, 2002). Market-controlled features are beyond the control of 
management (Hirschman & Holbrook, 1982). 
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Researchers have suggested management-controlled brand features such as brand 
familiarity, brand symbolism (Eastman, Goldsmith, & Flynn, 1999; Wong & Ahuvia, 
1998), and brand awareness (Aaker, 1999). Market-controlled feature-based research 
has included the impact of affective response (Agrawal & Malhotra, 2005), self-
concept and congruity (O’Cass & Frost, 2002), and country-of-origin effects (Ahmed, 
Johnson, Ling, Fang, & Hui, 2002). 

A study by O’Cass and Frost (2002) examined brand associations in conspicuous 
consumption tendencies. However, there is little empirical evidence on the impact of 
branding-related features on conspicuous consumption (O’Cass & Frost, 2002; Shukla, 
2008). Therefore, it will be interesting to observe the effects of both management- and 
market-controlled branding features on conspicuous consumption for low-income 
consumers. 

Thus, we can conclude that conspicuous consumption is significantly influenced 
by internal brand features such as product attributes, packaging, and points of 
distribution and by external brand features such as self-concept, congruity, and 
country-of-origin effects. 

 
High-Involvement Products 

Horiuchi (1984) observed that it made intuitive sense to classify luxury products 
as high involvement rather than low involvement. Furthermore, the purchase of such 
products may improve the status for people of all social classes (Cuneo, 1996). 
Generally, luxury items are high-involvement products that are purchased to gain 
status (Prendergast & Wong, 2003) and are related to conspicuous consumption (Wong, 
1997). Opinion leaders influence the consumers’ decision-making and are significant 
in disseminating information, specifically about high-involvement purchases (Sarathy, 
2013). 

The imported high-complexity product is related to high social status (Bow & Ford, 

1993) and conspicuous consumption (Marcoux, Filiatrault, & Cheron, 1997). 
Motivated by a desire to impress others with their ability to pay a premium for 
prestige products, even low-income consumers are inspired by social factors (Wang, 
Siu, & Hui, 2004). These consumers may try to improve their social status by 
purchasing high-involvement products such as electronic devices. 

The purchasing of high-involvement fashion products falls into the category of 
conspicuous consumption and it may help improve the social status for people of all 
economic classes (Souiden & Pons, 2010). Thus, we can conclude that for low-income 
consumers, conspicuous consumption is significant for high-involvement products 
such as durables and new devices. 
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Opinion Leaders 
Many consumers rely on opinion leaders when purchasing conspicuous or luxury 

products (Summers, 1970). Opinion leaders’ involvement was a significant predictor 
for conspicuous sports products (Bloch, Black, & Lichtenstein, 1990). Conspicuous 
fashion products were related to opinion leadership in the fashion world. Opinion 
leaders have social involvement and product knowledge, by influencing the consumer 
in housing purchase decisions (Sarathy, 2011). 

Peer pressure and opinion leaders are often the primary influential factors of 
purchasing decisions of conspicuous product. Opinion leaders seek the acceptance of 
others and are especially motivated to enhance their social status (Rose, 2010). Thus, 
we can conclude that conspicuous consumption for low-income consumers is 
significantly impacted by bellwethers or opinion leaders. 
 

METHODLOGY  
The antecedents of conspicuous consumption have been well established through 

literature review. Furthermore, this study consulted expert groups twice to validate the 
attributes of four objective antecedents of conspicuous consumption in Mumbai, India. 
The AHP framework contains three structured levels: goal level, objective or criteria 
level, and attribute or alternative level. The goal level refers to conspicuous 
consumption of low-income consumers in Mumbai, India. The objective level consists 
of four antecedents: socio-psychological, brand features, consumer behavior, and 
marketing associates. Finally, the attribute level includes societal hierarchy, situational 
occurrences, product uniqueness, management-controlled brand features, externally 
controlled brand features, high-involvement products, and opinion leaders. The AHP-
model questionnaire research questionnaire was prepared based on these attributes.      

 
Sample 

The AHP questionnaires were administered to 200 low-income workers, who 
earn  less than the basic salary (i.e., Rs.15, 000 per month) as per Indian Pay 
Commissions in Mumbai. The respondents were cleaners, office assistants, peons, and 
drivers. Most of the samples were collected in person and some by postal as well as by 
email. The deadline for data collection was four months. The sampling procedure 
resulted in response rate of 68% for both email and in person and is considered to be a 
strong indicator. Extreme care was taken to ensure data quality. 
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FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION  
The marketing associates in objective level is highest, followed by socio-

psychological, brand features, and consumer behavior (see Table 1 and Figure 1). 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Figure 1    The Weight Ratios of Different Levels of All Antecedents that Influence 
The Conspicuous Consumption in Decision Making Process. 

 
 

Table 1  Weight Ratios of Objective Level 
Antecedents Weight Order 

Socio-psychological 0.2831 2 

Consumer behavior 0.1863 4 
Brand features 0.2128 3 

Marketing associates 0.3178 1 

Source: Author’s own. 
 
In the conspicuous consumption process, we found that social gains are 

influential. The social hierarchy made the smallest contribution to the decision-
making process, as shown in Table 2. 
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Table 2  Ranked Results of Pair-Wise Comparison for the Importance of Socio-
Psychological Antecedents 

Socio-psychological antecedents Priority 
Priority 

weighted 
Rank 

Societal hierarchy 0.47 0.1324 2 
Social occurrences 0.53 0.1507 1 

Source: Author’s own. 
 
Uniqueness is the main contributor among consumer behavior antecedents, as 

shown in Table 3. 
 

Table 3  Ranked Results of Pair-Wise Comparison for the Importance of 
ConsumerBehaviors’ Antecedents 

Consumer behaviors’ 
antecedents 

Priority Priority weighted Rank 

Uniqueness 0.70 0.1297 1 
Bandwagon 0.30 0.0566 2 

Source: Author’s own. 
 
Management-controlled features make a slightly larger contributor than external 

features, as shown in Table 4. 
 

Table 4  Ranked Results of Pair-Wise Comparison for the Importance of Brand 
Features’ Antecedents 

Brand features’ antecedents Priority Priority weighted Rank 

Management-controlled  0.48 0.1023 2 

External features 0.52 0.1105 1 
Source: Author’s own. 

 
Here, the opinion leader is the main contributor followed by high-involvement 

products as shown in Table 5. 
 
Table 5  Ranked Results of Pair-Wise Comparisons for the Importance of Marketing 

Associates’ Antecedents 
Marketing associates’ antecedents Priority Priority weighted Rank 

High-involvement products 0.44 0.1406 2 

Opinion leaders 0.56 0.1772 1 
Source: Author’s own. 
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CONCLUSION 
According to the result provided through AHP, marketing associates’ antecedents 

at objective level and opinion leader at attribute level are the highest. Note that social 
gains’ attributes were the second-largest contributors to conspicuous consumption. 
Marketing researchers should explore the role of opinion leaders in driving the 
conspicuous consumption of Mumbai’s low-income consumers. Academic researchers 
should look into opinion leaders in studies of low-income consumers’ conspicuous 
consumption. 

 
RECOMMENDATIONS AND FUTURE FINDING 

The key antecedents in the conspicuous consumption of low-income consumers 
in Mumbai, India, are opinion leaders and social gains. It is, therefore, suggested that 
researchers study the ways in which opinion leaders and social gains affect the 
conspicuous consumption in low-income consumers. Low-income consumers should 
be compared to high-income consumers. Future studies should also compare the 
antecedents of conspicuous consumption in other cities in India to other developing 
countries. 
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