
DOI: 10.4018/IJEBR.2020040101

International Journal of E-Business Research
Volume 16 • Issue 2 • April-June 2020


Copyright©2020,IGIGlobal.CopyingordistributinginprintorelectronicformswithoutwrittenpermissionofIGIGlobalisprohibited.



1

The Psychological Motivations of 
Online Conspicuous Consumption:
A Qualitative Study
Jude Qattan, Princess Sumaya University for Technology, Amman, Jordan

Mohammad Al Khasawneh, Princess Sumaya University for Technology, Amman, Jordan

ABSTRACT

Conspicuous consumption is a behavior that is becoming prevalent in today’s world. Although
limitedattentionhasbeengiventoconspicuousconsumptioninadigitalworld,itisabehaviorthat
everyonepractices,indifferentdegrees.Thisarticlesetsouttorevealandexaminetheunderlying
psychologicalmotivationsofonlineconspicuousconsumption.Semi-structuredinterviewsareadopted
asaqualitativetechnique.TheinterviewswereconductedwithfifteenJordanianresidentswhohave
accesstotheinternetandsocialmedia.Thefindingsrevealthatthefourproposedpsychological
motivations(envy,materialism,narcissism,andsocialcomparison)areofsignificantinfluenceon
users’onlineconspicuousconsumption.This study introducesacomprehensivemodelofonline
conspicuous consumption that was not addressed earlier in the literature and provides a viable
foundationforfutureresearchinthiscontext.Furthermore,theresultswillhelpmarketingmanagers
tobetterunderstandandmanage theirstrategies in reference tousers’psychologicalmotivations
whenpostingonline.
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INTROdUCTION

Nowadays,thetendencytobuyexpensiveandunnecessarygoodsisapatternofconsumerbehavior
thatisbecomingalltoocommoninsocieties.Weconsumeluxuryproductsinordertosatisfysocial
needs,gainrecognitionorsocialaffirmation.Inotherwords,statusproductsthatexpresstheself,
showasocialstatusandanimageofprestigeandwealtharerecentlybecomingessentialtoone’slife.

Conspicuousconsumptionhas receivedaconsiderable focusbyresearchers’sinceThorstein
Veblen’sfirstpresentedthetheoryinhisbook,TheoryoftheLeisureClass:AnEconomicStudyof
Institutions.Inparticular,Veblen(1931)proposesandotherresearchers(Mason,1983,Trigg,2001)
confirmthatconspicuousconsumptionisapublicexhibitionofwealthinpursuitofhigherstatusand
peoples’recognition.Nevertheless,mostofthepreviousrelatedstudieshaveprimarilyconcentrated
ontheconsumptionsideofVeblen’stheory.Takingthispointfurther,eventhoughseveralexisting
studiessettleddownonthecentralideaofconspicuousconsumption,themotivesbehindsuchbehavior
arenotinagreement.

Recently,conspicuousconsumptionbecomesmorepredominantandsolidinoursocietydue
to the increased usage of Internet and social networking sites as well as consumers’ changing
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lifestyles(Kastanakis&Balabanis,2014).Thereisnodoubtthatsocialmediasitesaregrowingand
developingincreasinglyinarapidlychangingworld.Tobemorespecific,itisclearlynotedrecently
thatthenumberofinternetusersisincreasinginJordan.Inparticular,51%ofJordanianhouseholds
ownapersonalcomputer,57%ofhouseholdshaveinternetsubscriptions,78%haveinternetaccess
viamobilebroadband(JordanDepartmentofStatistics,2019).Takingthispointfurther,Jordanis
consideredasoneofthefast-growingcountriesintermsofthenumberofsocialmediausers.For
example,astudydonebyPewResearchCentrein2016showedthatthenumberofsocialmedia
users inJordanhadreachedabout7.2million(Alghad,2016).Also,Jordanianstatistics indicate
thatnumberofFacebookusersreachedalmostsixmillionusersshowingthatmorethanhalfofthe
JordanianpopulationareusingFacebookmorethanotheravailablesocialmediaplatforms(Jordan
InternetStatsandTelecommunicationReport,2018).Socialmediahascertainlychangedtheroleof
consumersfrombeingpassivetoratheractiveplayerswheretheyarepermittedtogenerateproduct
related contents (Huttom, 2012) through posting and sharing their consumption experiences on
socialmedia.Suchconsumer-generatedcontent(UGC)hasallowedregularconsumerswithproduct
expertisetobecomeanonlinesocialinfluencer(Duan,2016).Furthermore,itisnotedthatconspicuous
consumptioncanbeincreasedoverasocialmediaplatform(Duan&Dholakia,2017).Thisimplies
anindisputablephenomenononsocialmediaacrosstheworldthatwarrantsfurtherinvestigation
fortheconceptofOnlineConspicuousConsumption(OCC).OCCisanextensionofconspicuous
consumptionthroughadigitalmediumwhereuserstendtosignalanddisplaytheirpositionalgoods
orexperiences(TaylorandStrutton,2016).

While a considerable amount of research examined the factors influencing conspicuous
consumption,thevitalroleofsocialmediaandpsychologicalmotivesonconspicuousconsumption
receivedscantattention,particularlyinthecurrentdynamicenvironmentassocialmediahasmanifestly
reshapedconsumerbehavior.Consequently,thecurrentresearchisessentialinordertofillthegap
intheexistingliteratureandtoexploreandunderstandtheunderlyingpsychologicalmotivationsof
onlineconspicuousconsumptionbehavior.Suchunderstandingisdefinitelyfundamentaltoelaborate
developingconsumerphenomenon.

LITERATURE REVIEw

SincethepublicationofVeblen’s(1899)‘TheTheoryofTheLeisureClass’,conspicuousconsumption
hasbeenanissueoffocalinterestinsocialpsychologyandconsumerbehaviorliterature.Conspicuous
Consumption(hereafter,CC)referstothelavishspendingonvisibleitemsinordertoadvertiseone’s
wealthandincometoothers(Veblen,1899).Itisassociatedwiththedisplayofwealth(Mason,1981;
Trigg,2001)andthetendencytoshowoff(Antonides&VanRaaij,1998).Forthepurposeofthis
paper,weadoptamorerecentdefinitionofconspicuousconsumption:“Theprocessofgainingstatus
orsocialprestigefromtheacquisitionandconsumptionofgoodsthattheindividualandsignificant
othersperceivetobehighinstatus.”(O’Cass&Frost,2002,p.68).

Early theories of conspicuous consumption suggested a structure in which persons try to
copytheconsumptionpatternsofotherindividualsthatsustainahighersocialstatus.Inprevious
studies,conspicuousconsumptionwasfrequentlyexaminedinthelightofTheSocialComparison
Theory(SCT),whichstatesthatindividualscomparethemselvestoothersinordertogainaccurate
self-evaluations (Festinger,1954).This theorywas thebasisofdifferent studiesonconspicuous
consumption. For instance, the effect of self-esteem on generation Y conspicuous consumption
(Acikalin,Gul,&Develioglu,2009),therelationshipbetweengreenconspicuousbehaviorandsocial
comparisons(AagerupandNilsson,2016),andinadigitalcontext,theeffectofenvyandnarcissismon
onlineconspicuousconsumption(Taylor&Strutton,2016)wereallexaminedintheexistingliterature.

AthoroughreviewofpastliteratureshowsthatresearchershaveexaminedCCprimarilyalong
twopaths:itsmotivationsandtheindustrieswhereitprevails.Asforthepsychologicalmotivations
ofCC,socialstatuswasprovedtobedirectlyrelatedtoCC(Duesenberry,1962;Marcouxetal.,
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