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Abstract 
 
This study assesses status consumption of a brand, examining the affect of brand familiarity, 
symbolism, self-image brand image congruency and aroused feelings on brand status.  Data 
were gathered via a self-administered survey of 315 young people, studying at a large 
university. The findings indicate status consumption was affected by self-monitoring and 
interpersonal influences, but conspicuous consumption was affected only by interpersonal 
influences.   
 

Introduction 
 
This study seeks to contribute to the status literature by examining status consumption  
tendencies, brand familiarity and brand symbolism, self-image brand-image congruency and 
brand aroused feelings on status consumption and conspicuous consumption.  This study also 
focuses on whether brands are identified as status brands and consequently used for status 
consumption. The development of theory and measures contributes to our understanding of 
individuals’ unique consumption behaviours and consumers’ purchasing habits with brands in 
the fashion apparel context. Fashion clothing forms an important part not only of everyday 
consumption decisions, but is implicitly a central component of almost all daily events. The 
role and perception of fashion (and specific fashion brands) in consumers lives provides us 
with a perspective of the psyche of individuals and also groups within society. 
 
Goldsmith, Flynn and Eastman (1996, p.310) specify the domain of status consumption as 
“the motivational process by which individuals strive to improve their social standing through 
conspicuous consumption of consumer products that confer or symbolize status both to the 
individual and surrounding others”. Status consumption is based on conspicuous consumption 
(among other contributions) and conspicuous consumption is based on status portrayal 
(Veblen, 1934) which appears to have considerable theoretical overlap.  Marcoux, Filiatrault 
and Cheron (1997) describe social status demonstration as a dimension of conspicuous 
consumption. “Conspicuousness of product use, as well as products that rely heavily on image 
lend themselves most readily to self-concept moderations” and status portrayal (Mehta, 1999, 
p.83). Status consumption is the process of gaining status or social prestige from the 
acquisition of goods that the individual and significant others perceive to be high in status. 
Beyond the contributions of Goldsmith et al (1996), few have attempted to develop scales to 
measure status consumption. The concept of status consumption is one where consumers are 
driven by the desire for status in their lives and crave status symbols. Goldsmith, Flynn and 
Eastman (1996, p.309) assert that “one important motivating force that influences a wide 
range of consumer behaviour is the desire to gain status or social prestige from the acquisition 
and consumption of goods.” This notion is also consistent with McCraken (1988), 
O’Shaughnessy (1992) and Bell, Holbrook and Solomon (1991) who all acknowledge that 
ownership of specific products or brands, as well as their particular mode of consumption 
may denote status. Inherently “the more a consumer seeks status, the more he/she will engage 
in behaviours, such as the consumption of status symbols, that increase their status” (Eastman 
et al, 1999, p.3).  
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Brands create value for the consumer through potential benefits of recognition of significant 
others, create positive feelings, aid self-expression, coupled with an overall feeling of having 
personal ‘good taste’ in brand choice (Langer, 1997). Status brands in particular have higher 
perceived quality, luxury or prestige ascribed to them and their consumption.  Status-
enhancing brands may be used as a means to an end, such as making a desired impression on 
others via their symbolism.  Just as value-expressive brands assist consumers’ to 
communicate their values to others (Munson & Spivey, 1981), brands positioned to maintain 
exclusivity communicate prestige, status and role position of the brand-user (Zinkhan & 
Prenshaw, 1994). Byrne (1999) highlights the perception that the acquisition of material 
goods is one of the strongest measures of social success and status, indicating that people will 
be more likely to purchase and display goods rather than services to show off their success 
and status. For the consumer, status is essentially the concept of possessions defining success,  
and the notion of ‘having made it’ in society (Langer, 1997). On the other hand, for the 
marketer “the established status of a brand defines the basic stability of the brand” and equity 
in it (Motameni & Shahrokhi, 1998, p.284). If marketers can endow their brand with the right 
status image through effective packaging and distribution, together with fine tuned 
promotions to create a status symbol in the market place, they can realistically charge 
premium prices without losing demand (Eastman et al, 1999). In fact adopting a premium 
pricing strategy can at times increase a product’s ‘upmarket’ or ‘snob’ appeal (Grewal, 
Krinshan, Baker & Borin, 1998). Consumers derive status from specific attributes that give a 
brand a certain appeal and individual identity. It has been argued that the acquisition, 
possession and consumption are activities that take place in a process of impressions creation 
or identity management.  Which, according to Belk (1978) is an interactive process 
concerning both the image of goods consumed and that of the individuals consuming them 
(Marcoux, Filiatrault & Cheron, 1997). Product symbolism is what the product means to 
consumers and the broad spectrum of feelings they experience in purchasing and using it, 
such as arousal, excitement or pleasure. It also refers to the image that a particular item 
evokes in the minds of consumers. Products have been described as symbols, with connected 
meanings which define what is valued by the consumer, and Onvisit and Shaw (1987) 
believed that consumers evaluate a brand’s image in terms of it’s symbolic meaning. It has 
been said that individuals tend to consider certain expensive possessions as symbols of their 
achievement (Basanko, 1995) and evidence of their wealth. “Some of the meaning of products 
can be found in the status value they have as a result of other peoples’ estimation of the extent 
to which they express the status of their owners” (Eastman et al, 1999, p.2), explaining why 
consumers give meaning to certain brands through the perceived ‘status value’ and refer to 
these brands as ‘status symbols’. “The more a society focuses on economic status differences, 
the more emphasis it will place on symbolic goods that mark those differences” (Wong & 
Ahuvia, 1998, p.431).  Given the above discussion we hypothesise that: 
Hypothesis 1: Status consumption of a brand will be significantly affected by: 
a) their brand familiarity    
b) the brand’s symbolic characteristics 
c) the degree of congruency between the product-user’s self-image and the brand’s image  
d) their feelings towards the brand (positive) 
Hypothesis 2: Significant differences will exist between specific brand dimension such as: 
a)  symbolic characteristics 
b)  degree of self- and brand-image congruency 
c)  feelings aroused by the brand 
d)  familiarity 
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Research Design 
 
The study was based on the development and administration of a self-completed survey. The 
survey tapped respondents’ brand familiarity (Flynn & Goldsmith, 1999 and O’Cass, 2000a), 
brand symbolism (Bhat & Reddy, 1998), self-image congruence (Sirgy et al, 1997) and 
evaluation of brands status adapted from Eastman et al (1999) and Marcoux et al (1997).   
These scales were evaluated for content and face validity by a panel of expert judges in 
marketing (academics) as recommended by Converse and Presser (1986) and Zaichkowsky 
(1985). The instrument was then subject to a pre-test via focus groups, which provided 
feedback on content, question order and item repetitiveness leading to development of the 
final instrument (Converse & Presser, 1986 and Lim & O’Cass, 2001).   All items were 
measured on a six-point strongly agree- strongly disagree scale. Data collection took place in 
the form of a non-probabilistic convenience sample of 18-25 year old students. In total 315 
surveys were completed by the respondents.  Also as we were more interested in basic 
psychological processes than generalisations, a student sample was appropriate (Grewal, 
Mehta & Kardes, 2000 and O’Cass, 2000b). 
 

Results 
 
Initially all items were factor analysed to examine the psychometric properties of the 
measures, focusing on dimensionality and reliability.  All measures were uni-dimensional, 
with high internal reliability above .85.  The initial analysis indicated all factor structure were 
appropriate with high factor loadings between .45 and .8. For hypotheses 1 we focused on the 
extent of the relationship between brand familiarity, brand symbolism, self-image and brand-
image congruency, feelings aroused by a brand and the status ascribed to a brand.  The 
hypothesis focuses firstly on a brands perceived status.  A linear regression was conducted to 
test the effect of brand familiarity, symbolic characteristics, self- and brand-image congruency 
and brand feelings on brand status. Table 1 presents the results of the regression analysis for 
both status consumption and conspicuous consumption at the specific brand level. Table 1 
indicates that symbolic characteristics, self-image brand-image congruency and the strength 
of feelings towards the brand all have a significant effect on status consumption of a specific 
brand.   
 
Table 1 Regression Results for Hypothesis 1 
 
R .710, R2 .505, F 78.22, (p < .001) BETA T-value P < 
Brand Familiarity .04 1.04 ns 
Symbolic Characteristics .41 6.93 .001 
Self- and brand-image congruency .20 3.69 .001 
Feelings toward the brand .17 3.22 .001 

 
The regression results show symbolic characteristics (beta = .41, t = 6.93) and self-image and 
brand-image congruency (beta = .20, t = 3.69) as the strongest predictors of status 
consumption, followed closely by feelings toward the brand. Results from the regression 
analysis indicated that 50.5% of the variance in status consumption is accounted for by the 
variables examined. The study also focused on examining the extent that differences exist 
between the brand’s perceived status, the brand’s symbolic characteristics, the degree of self- 
and brand –image congruency and brand feelings across both product categories. The 
difference between the perceived status of the brand and brand associations such as the 
symbolic characteristics of the brand, self- and brand-image congruency and feelings towards 
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the brand was tested through an independent samples t-test.  The results of the t-test, 
including means, t values and p values are presented below in Table 2 for hypothesis 2.  The 
results indicate significant differences exist (<0.05) between the perceived status of the 
brands, the symbolic characteristics of the brands, self- and brand-image congruency and 
feelings aroused by the brands.  

 
Table 2 Differences between Brand Associations across brands 
 

 Status Brands  T-test 
   Mean t Sig. 
Symbolic Characteristics HIGH Calvin Klein 3.89 9.215 .001 
 LOW Target 2.39   
 HIGH Oakley 3.21 4.80 .001 
 LOW Polaroid 2.37   
Brand Feelings HIGH Calvin Klein 2.88 3.671 .001 
 LOW Target 2.42   
 HIGH Oakley 2.58 2.41 .05 
 LOW Polaroid 2.27   
Brand Status HIGH Calvin Klein 3.40 3.98 .001 
 LOW Target 2.06   
 HIGH Oakley 2.96 4.81 .001 
 LOW Polaroid 2.17   

 
 

Discussion 
 
The study examined the extent positive relationships between brand familiarity, brand 
symbolism, feelings ascribed to a brand, self-image and brand-image congruency and the 
status ascribed to brands by young consumers.  Significant relationships were discovered, 
indicating these relationships are consistent with the literature. From a closer examination of 
these relationships, symbolic characteristics, self-image brand-image congruency and brand 
feelings were undoubtedly the strongest predictors for both status ascribed to a brand. In 
practical terms, if consumers do not consider a brand’s symbolic characteristics, self-image 
and brand-image congruency and brand feelings to be important then there is a strong 
likelihood that they will not perceive these brands to possess status. In establishing an effect 
of the symbolic characteristics of the brand on status consumption, this study identified the 
extent to which one would affect the other, finding that the symbolic characteristics of the 
brand had a significant positive affect on both consumption constructs, showing relevance of 
the literature used. Brands have been found to possess symbolic properties which are used by 
consumers to convey meanings or image to others (Eastman et al., 1999). Researchers have 
argued that consumers evaluate a brand’s image in terms of its symbolic meaning (Onkvisit & 
Shaw, 1987), whereby the consumption of status goods depends more on their symbolic 
characteristics than on their functional utility (Bell, Holbrook and Solomon, 1991).  Further, 
the feelings ascribed by young (18-25) consumers were found to have an significant positive 
effect on their perceptions of a brand’s status and their conspicuous consumption tendencies.  
At a general level Edell and Burke (1987) argued that feelings attached to certain brands 
influence consumer beliefs about the brands, consequently affecting brand attitudes  and 
evaluations, which in turn forms the basis of consumer behaviour (Keller, 1993/1998). Whilst 
these researchers focused on feelings aroused through advertisements it is not that 
incompatible with the focus here, which was on the feelings aroused through thinking of a 
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brand. More specifically this study was interested in ascertaining the effect of feelings 
ascribed to the brands selected for this study and their effect on status consumption and 
conspicuous consumption at the specific brand level. 
 
Support was found for the belief that status ascribed to a brand is affected by the degree of 
congruency between the user’s image and the brand’s perceived image. Based on the findings 
of both this research and that of Sirgy’s (1997), marketing practice and consumer theory can 
make more accurate predictions of purchase intentions, brand preference and consumer 
attitudes (Onkvisit & Shaw, 1987) via the measure of self-image and brand-image 
congruency. Discovering self-image and brand-image congruency as a predictor of status 
consumption gives valuable insight into the motivating forces of consumers. These findings 
indicate that marketers have an accurate tool to differentiate their market segments by 
ascertaining the consumer’s self-image and developing brands that are consistent with the 
dominant consumer self-image. The findings indicate that consumers prefer brands which are 
more, rather than less similar to their own self-concept. This finding is consistent with that of 
Ross (1971), Sirgy (1985) and Onkvisit and Shaw (1987), who all surmise that when a 
unidimensional measure of self-concept is applied it exerts a much stronger influence on 
brand preference. Not all products would be considered as being descriptive of the self, 
however the product category types selected for this study were in fact useful variables in 
assessing consumers’ reactions and self- and brand-image congruency against. 
 
Finally we sought to establish the extent that significant differences exist between the brand’s 
perceived status, the brand’s symbolic characteristics, the degree of self- and brand-image 
congruency and brand feelings across both product categories and status of brands.  The 
analysis confirmed that the more the brand was considered symbolic, the stronger the positive 
feelings and the more the brand was congruent with respondent’s self-image across both the 
clothing apparel and sunglasses categories the greater the perception of that brand having high 
status.  The symbolic characteristics of a brand and the self- and brand-image/ brand-image 
congruency, have been strongly debated by some researchers (Mehta, 1999; Onkavist & 
Shaw, 1987) as two strongly related, even intertwined constructs regarding status 
consumption. Therefore the findings of this study are consistent with the literature showing 
that brand symbolism and self- and brand-image congruency constructs have the greatest 
impact on perceived status levels.  The findings indicate that the higher the brand’s symbolic 
characteristics; the greater the congruency between the consumer’s image and the brand’s 
image and the brand being able to ignite positive feelings - the higher its perceived status will 
be. This insight is valuable to marketers to portray their status brand as being able to fulfill the 
above requirements and emphasising the importance of each in contributing to a brand’s 
status value. Researchers have shown that the desire for status is not exclusive to the wealthy 
(Miller, 1991; Underwood, 1994; Ram 1994; Mason, 1992). Outward symbols of status are 
meaningful to both the wealthy and those of modest means (Basanko, 1995).  
 
As the study was based on a small number of brands using a between subjects design the 
findings should be approached with caution.  Also given the focus on young people 
generalisations beyond this age group should be undertaken with some reservation.  Based on 
these limitations future research should extend this area of inquiry into older consumers, 
different types of product categories and brands within them and also focus on different 
cultures.  Focusing on consumer differences in relation to status and conspicuous 
consumption of specific brands could also benefit by incorporating personality variables to 
help understand such behaviour. 
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