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ABSTRACT

With urbanisation and increase in per capita income, there has been an astonishing rise
in material-oriented tendencies in the Indian population. This study aims to examine
the significance of material-centric behaviour of women in today’s growing consumer
societies. Using structural equation modelling, the paper proposes a model depicting the
relationship between materialism and conspicuous consumption among Indian women
consumers. Though all the three factors, namely success, centrality, and happiness,
contribute to materialism that has a positive influence on conspicuous consumption, the
unique finding of the study is the prominence of centrality over the other two predictors
among Indian female shoppers.
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INTRODUCTION

India’s rapid economic growth, post the liberalisation reforms of 1991, has set
the stage for fundamental change among the consumers. Increased alternatives in
consumer funding and lowering of interest rates by financial institutions over the
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past decade, along with the ability of the nation to curb price rises at reasonable
levels have resulted in an increase of earnings of the middle and the affluent classes
in India (Kumar & Sarkar, 2008). With the increase in per capita income, there has
been an extraordinary rise in material orientation among the Indian population. This
study aims at deciphering the impact of materialism on conspicuous consumption
in one of the least researched but rapidly emerging economies in the world.

Materialism refers to the excessive importance given by people to material
objects in one’s life (Goldsmith & Clark, 2012). Conspicuous consumption, on
the other hand, indicates the wasteful buying practices and leisure activities that
aim to label association with a superior social class (Georgios & Fitchett, 2012).
Though materialism and conspicuous consumption have traditionally been the
Western doctrines, these practices are now gaining prevalence in Asian countries.
“Global Attitudes on Materialism, Finances and Family” reported China (71%)
and India (58%) topping the rankings as the most materialistic countries based on
the importance consumers give to their own and others’ success by the superiority
of possessions they own (IPSOS, 2013). These changes could be attributed to the
transformation in the traditional moral system and changes in the social structure.
Podoshen, Li, and Zhang (2010) observed that this has disturbed those who position
for strongly held values and long-established ways of life. Rapid deteriorating of
such values to amass material assets is their major concern.

Globalisation and increase in disposable incomes have brought in attitudinal
changes among the emerging Indian middle-class population. Though the IPSOS
survey results have confirmed the observation regarding the escalating middle-
classes in India, however, the study was limited as attitude towards materialism
was measured using a single item construct (“I measure the success by the things
that I owned”). The methodology adopted had chances of vague understanding
that could have tampered with the quality of responses. To build the robustness in
the research design aimed at assessing the relationship between materialism and
conspicuous, it was decided to measure the materialistic attitudes using a series of
validated statements that will result in more accuracy.

Existing studies on materialism and conspicuous consumption in Indian context like
Jaikumar and Sarin (2015), Khamis, Prakash, and Siddique (2012), and Kumar and
Sarkar (2008) have independently explored the two variables and their antecedents.
However, these studies did not explore the significance of materialistic tendencies
on the conspicuousness of an individual. With societal transformation in family
structures, education, and increased income, the role of women in the family has
changed. Women in India have evolved both professionally and as new decision
makers owing to their financial independence (ASSOCHAM, 2016). Studies also
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indicate the increasing influence of materialism in India (Chaudhuri & Haldar,
2005; Gupta, 2011; Manchanda, Abidi, & Mishra, 2015; Chacko & Ramanathan,
2015). In this context, the present study attempts to measure the relationship
between materialism and conspicuousness among women with regard to their
newly found financial independence. The research claims to develop a model
explaining the relationship between materialism and conspicuous consumption
using structural equation modelling (SEM).

Fulfilling the study gap, the present paper has been structured as follows. An
extensive review of the literature on the related constructs has been presented in
the next section. This is followed by research methodology and analysis of data
obtained from the survey. Later, the finding and discussions have been presented.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Materialism and conspicuous consumption is one of the most important facets of
consumer behaviour that has gained extensive significance in the last decade. It is
an aspect which has been widely researched and written because of the importance
it had in the growth of consumerism (Scott, Martin, & Schouten, 2014).

Conspicuous Consumption

The term conspicuousness in the dictionary means clearly visible, obvious, and
showy. Though Veblen is credited as the originator of the term conspicuous
consumption, he was not the first; there were many who discussed it even before.
The history of conspicuous consumption can be traced as far-flung as the early
civilisation where the rulers and the aristocrats adorned themselves with rare
stones, fabrics, and jewellery and lavished with ceremonies to showcase their
wealth (Ray, 2009). However, the notion of conspicuousness has evolved over
the years. With globalisation and privatisation, as the economic scenario started
to transform, people became exposed and aware of the better choices of life
partook in flamboyant spending which till that point was only reserved for the
upper class (Memushi, 2013). Ostentation behaviour which were also seen among
nobility during the pre-capitalist feudal era, was exhibited by upper middle class
too during the modern capitalist era either for signalling uniqueness or to display
social standing. However, in the postmodern age, conspicuousness is no longer a
privilege of the upper class but a widespread behaviour among the middle class
“masses” who are driven by self-expression (Chaudhuri & Majumdar, 2006;
Memushi, 2013). Today ostentatious consumption behaviour has become more
suave and elusive (Trigg, 2001).
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Various studies in conspicuous consumption have attributed the motive of
ostentatious spending as to project one’s image in the society. Schiffman and
Kanuk (2004) defined social status as the stratification into different hierarchical
social classes based on the factors like wealth, power, and prestige. In societies
where status is prominent, brands are consumed to express a strong message about
the consumer (O’Cass & Frost, 2002) and also owning a certain brand may also be
figurative of a particular group membership (Wong & Zhou, 2005). The prestige
seeking behaviour of people is because of two major reasons; one being self-
expression and the other social status (Vigneron & Johnson, 1999).

There have been researches suggested that conspicuous consumption also have
relationship objectives. A study proposed that women conspicuously consumed to
deter other female contenders who cause the threat to her relationship (Wang &
Griskevicius, 2013). However, studies found that consumers find luxury products
as a means of expressing their social status, display their positive self-image, and
in some cultures to boost their low self-esteem (Souiden, M’Saad, & Pons, 2011).

There are few studies on conspicuous consumption that have been undertaken
in the Indian context. Profiling the expense pattern of different social groups in
India on things that indicate status in the society, Khamis et al. (2012) noted more
spending on visible purchases by the backward castes than by the upper caste. Also,
the expenses on such purchases are more for groups that are comparatively poor
in society, as they are prejudiced by the custom of signalling. Their investment
in health or education was nearly negligible. Owing to the absence of alternative
means to signal status, individuals from low-income groups in India tend to
conspicuously spend (Jaikumar & Sarin, 2015). The study found that Indian
consumers generally perceive possession of luxury goods to echo a prosperous
lifestyle (Srinivasan, Srivastava, & Bhanot, 2014).

Materialism

The concept of materialism has been widely studied by researchers in different
contexts. There have been studies that have viewed materialism in the individual
as well as sociocultural perspectives, and these perspectives have evolved over
time. There exists a school that pivots around the positive influence of materialism.
Twitchell (1999) positioned materialism to be a foundation of pleasure and success.
On the other hand, Podoshen and Andrzejewski (2012) considered materialism as
a detrimental value system as it stresses on wealth and possessions at the centre of
life. Here, the underlying belief is that materialism leads to happiness. As per this,
materialism is an outlook on life categorised by the quest for riches and belongings.
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Using a positivistic outlook, Bell (1984) considered materialism to be a component
of a person’s personality trait whereas according to Richins and Dawson (1992),
materialism is considered as a value. Accordingly, materialism represents a set of
centrally held beliefs about the significance of possessions in one’s life. To measure
an individual’s materialistic values, a scale with three dimensions — centrality,
happiness, and success — was developed. This material value scale (MVS) has been
adopted by the researchers to undertake the present study. Studies like Miiller et al.
(2013) and Lipovcan, Prizmi¢-Larsen, and Brkljaci¢ (2015) have validated MVS
of Richins and Dawson (1992) in select cultural contexts (Jankovic & Dittmar,
2000).

Another study found that the outcome of materialism could be positive or negative
depending upon its three facets: success, centrality, and happiness (Segev, Shoham,
& Gavish, 2015). The study found that acquisition of material possessions helps
consumers cope up or overcome negative feelings. Meaning to say that material
good helps in negating any state of damaging emotions. Centrality and happiness
were also found to be positively related to attachment (Dingus, 2014).

Another study conducted to understand the impact of materialism on subjective well-
being in three countries — UK, Germany, and Croatia — found that happiness was
the major dimension which explained the major part of the variation in materialism
in all the three countries (Jankovic & Dittmar, 2006). However, the acquisition of
material goods was not considered a symbol of success and achievement in any
of the three countries. However, Twitchell (1999) posits that spending and buying
products enhance happiness among people. Bushra and Bilal (2014) posits that
all the three traits of materialism — centrality, success, and happiness — were true
predictors of materialism.

Studies conducted among north-eastern states in US reveals that materialism varies
among gender (Segal & Podoshen, 2013). Studies conducted in China reveal that
the materialistic tendencies of both men and women are on a high. However,
women consider the acquisition of possession to be more important (Workman
& Lee, 2011). Studies in China, one of the fastest growing economy in the world,
found that young Chinese consumers are being turned into consumerism as they
believe that possessions of products will lead to greater levels of happiness and
satisfaction (Fang & Podoshen, 2017).

One of the studies on materialism in India (Chaudhuri & Haldar, 2005) investigated

the influence of culture and geographical subcultures on materialism. They found
the strong significant correlation between regional cultural adherence and desire
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for purchasing materialistic goods. Another study was conducted to analyse the
inclination of materialistic values among Indian consumers and the study posits
that materialistic values were highest for lower-middle-class income segment vis-
a-vis the middle class and upper-middle-class segments (Gupta, 2011).

HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT AND MODEL

According to Richins and Dawson (1992), materialism is considered as a value.
Accordingly, materialism represents a set of centrally held beliefs about the
significance of possessions in one’s life. They proposed that materialism to have
three dimensions: centrality, success, and happiness. Centrality manifests the
tendency of the materialists to consider possession of worldly goods to be central to
their lives. The core purpose that steers their behaviour is the act of acquisition(s).
Happiness is the belief that pleasure and well-being in life can be attained through
acquisition of assets. For people with high materialism, both acquisition and
ownership of goods are vital in achieving fulfilment and well-being in life. Finally,
success is defined as the tendency of the materialists to judge their own and other
individual’s accomplishment by the number and quality of wealth amassed. They
use possessions to flaunt their status in the society.

In their research, Lynn and Harris (1997) have posited the relationship between
materialism and conspicuous consumption. Shoppers derive contentment from
others’ reactions more than the functional use of the item. Material-oriented people
focus on the spending on prestige, exclusive goods to differentiate themselves.
There are studies from Western economies that validate this positive relationship
materialism has with conspicuous consumption (Eastman, Goldsmith, & Flynn,
1999). Though there has been a considerable growth in the expenditure on status
goods among Indian consumers post-liberalisation, researchers could not come
across any study of this nature in the Indian context. Hence, this study was
undertaken to fill this space. Therefore, the hypothesis can be framed as follows
(see Figure 1):

HI: Success is positively related to conspicuous consumption.
H2: Centrality is positively related to conspicuous consumption.
H3: Happiness is positively related to conspicuous consumption.
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Conspicuous
Consumption

Centrality <

Happiness

Figure 1. Conceptual framework

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Questionnaire Development

After a comprehensive review of the literature on conspicuous buying, materialism,
and measure construct like success, centrality, and happiness, the questionnaire
was constructed. This survey instrument had two parts. First part comprised of
questions related to consumers’ demographic characteristics. Second part pivoted
around measuring the variables using a five-point Likert scale where 5 and 1
reflected “strongly agree” and “strongly disagree”, respectively.

To measure the study variables, it was decided to use validated scales from
existing studies. Developed by Richins and Dawson (1992), 18-items scale was
used to measure materialism. Of these, the first six items measured “success” and
next seven on “centrality”. The remaining five items were related to “happiness”.
The four-item scale for “conspicuous consumption” was adapted from Chung and
Fischer (2001).

In an Indian society, accumulation and possessions of the material goods have
traditionally been considered as a negative value system. Finding respondents who
are ready to share such information is relatively difficult. Hence, it was decided to
use snowball sampling, a non-probability sampling method to the collected data.
The data was collected from women through survey during first-half of 2016. The
questionnaire was shared with 550 working women across four cities in India. After
rejecting incomplete or wrongly filled questionnaires, data from 324 respondents
were taken for final analysis.
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Demographic Profile of Respondents

Eighty-four percent of the respondents were employed with the private sector,
whereas just 10 respondents were working in government agencies. The age of
respondents ranged between 20 and 66 years and the average was 28 years. Most
of the respondents (34.8%) had monthly household income between INR70,000
and INR100,000, followed by 29.9% between INR50,000 and INR70,000, and
22.9% between INR100,000 and INR200,000. Three-fourth of the sample was
married and 63% of the respondents were residing in semi urban and urban areas
of Kerala in India.

RESULTS

With AMOS 22.0 software, SEM was used to analyse the data. A two-step
approach for data analysis as suggested by Hair, Black, Babin, and Anderson
(2006) was followed. Confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to estimate
the measurement model, followed by testing the path analysis and the research
hypothesis. To explore the relationship between materialism and conspicuous
consumption, second-order confirmatory factor analysis was attempted. This
statistical method is employed to confirm that the theorised construct loads into a
certain number of underlying sub-constructs or components.

Various measures of statistics were used to assess the fit of data with the proposed
model through confirmatory factor analysis. The ratio of chi-square minimum to
the degree of freedom (CMIN/DF) was 1.364, which is below the cut-off criterion
of 3.00 (Hair et al., 2006). This indicates a good fit between the data and the
model. Other indices like goodness-of-fit index (GFI), comparative fit index (CFI),
incremental fit index (IFI), and Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) should be greater than
0.9, and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) should be less
than 0.1 (Brown, 2006; Hair et al., 2006). The values of these indices reflect that
the model fits the data (CMIN/DF = 1.364, GFI = 0.971, CFI = 0.982, RMSEA
= (0.034) (see Table 1). Thus, the hypothesised model depicting the relationship
between materialism and conspicuous consumption was found to be fit for further
analysis.

To measure the fit statistics, another index — expected cross-validation index
(ECVI) — has also been used. This index measures the discrepancy between the
covariance measure that is fitted and the expected covariance matrix that would be
obtained from another sample of equivalent size. The model with smallest ECVI
indicates good measure and has the greatest potential for replication. In the study,

150



Materialism and conspicuous consumption

obtained ECVI value is 0.328, which indicates that there can be a small discrepancy
between the covariance measure that is fitted and the expected covariance matrix
that would be obtained in another sample of equivalent size.

Table 1

Fit statistics of the proposed model
Indices Observed value
CMIN/DF 1.364
RMSEA 0.034
CFI1 0.982
TLI 0.976
GFI 0.971
IF1 0.982
ECVI 0.328

Statistical significance of parameter estimates was established using t-test statistic
(critical ratio). Factor loadings for the three constructs — success, centrality and
happiness — were found to be greater than 0.60 and hence significant. As shown in
Table 2, these high values in each case indicate convergent validity. This reflects
that the three constructs contribute to materialism. Hence, the theory of three sub-
constructs for materialism is well supported.

Table 2
Regression path coefficients between materialism and its sub-constructs

Factor

Sub-constructs ~ Path  Constructs . Estimate SE CR p Result
loading

Success <— Materialism 0.77 1.414 0.207  6.818  0.001 Significant

Centrality <— Materialism 0.90 1.721 0.245  7.039  0.001 Significant

Happiness <«— Materialism 0.71 1.000 Significant

Critical ratio values that exceed 2 are regarded as significant at the level of 0.05; all
the regression values (estimates) were found to be significant (see Table 2).

After deleting all the items that had item loading below 0.5, the final table is drawn
(see Table 3). Only three items of the construct success were found to have factor
loadings above 0.5. For centrality, three statements out of seven were found to
have factor loadings above 0.5. Among the five statements that contribute to the
sub-construct happiness, three statements were found to have loadings above 0.5
(see Figure 2).
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Table 3

Regression path coefficients between the sub-constructs and their statements
Sub- Standard.ised AV§rage Construct
constructs Path Constructs regression CR p variance reliability Result

weights extracted

S M4 <— Success 0.82 7.068 0.001 0.530 0.770  Significant
S Ml <— Success 0.62 7.136  0.001 Significant
S M5 <— Success 0.73
C M6 <+— Centrality 0.73 0.504 0.753
C M5 <+— Centrality 0.71 9.459 0.001 Significant
C M4 <+— Centrality 0.69 7.962 0.001 Significant
H M5 <— Happiness 0.65 0.506 0.750
H M4 <— Happiness 0.85 9.535 0.001 Significant
H M2 <— Happiness 0.61 8.420 0.001 Significant

Note: S_M4: The things I own say a lot about how well I’'m doing in life
S M1: I admire people who own expensive homes, cars, and clothes

S MS: I like to own things that impress people

C_Mé: 1 like a lot of luxury in my life
C_MS: Buying things gives me a lot of pleasure
C_M4: 1 enjoy spending money on things that aren’t practical
H_MS: It sometimes bothers me quite a bit that I can’t afford to buy all the things I’d like
H_M4: 1 would be happier if I could afford to buy more things
H_M2: My life would be better if I owned certain things I don’t have

Success
Construct 1

Success
Construct 4

Success
Construct 5

Centrality
Construct 4

Centrality

Construct 5 CENTRALITY

Centrality
Construct 6

Happiness
Construct 2

Happiness
Construct 4

Happiness
Construct 5

0.90

MATERIALISM

Figure 2. Model fit summary
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Only two statements out of the four that constituted conspicuous consumption
were found to have loadings above 0.5, and hence they were significant (see
Table 4). It is supported as the CR values were found to be greater than 2 and
hence significant at p < 0.00.

Table 4
Regression path coefficients between conspicuous consumption and its sub-constructs

Standardised  Average

Sub- Path  Constructs regression variance CR P Result
constructs .
weights extracted
CCl1 <«— Conspicuous 0.78 0.578 Significant
consumption
cC2 <«— Conspicuous 0.74 6.336  0.001 Significant
consumption

Hypothesis Testing

The association between the two key variables was examined. Testing the
hypothesis that materialism leads to conspicuous consumption was found to
be significant (p < 0.05) with R2 as 0.46 (Table 5). Thus, H1 is accepted. This
indicates that 46% of the variation in conspicuous consumption could be attributed
to materialism.

Table 5
Regression path coefficients between materialism and conspicuous consumption

Standardised

Construct Path Construct . . P Result
regression weights

Conspicuous consumption <«—  Materialism 0.46 0.05  Significant

DISCUSSION

While many researchers have documented materialism as an antecedent of
consumer behaviour (Mai & Tambyah, 2011; Podoshen, Li, & Zhang, 2010), there
have been only a few studies on the topic in a transition economy like India, and
that too in the context of women consumers. In the present paper, researchers
have attempted to study these variables in the context of a diverse cross-section of
Indian women consumers. The primary objective was to examine the influence of
the three dimensions of materialism on conspicuous consumption, if any, besides
validating MVS in the Indian context. The confirmatory factor analysis proved
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the presence of all the three subfactors namely success, centrality, and happiness,
which is consistent with the findings of Richins and Dawson (1992).

The present study validates the relationship between these materialistic factors and
conspicuous consumption in the context of emerging world economies like India.
The results validate a significant positive association between the two constructs
implying that materialism has a positive influence on conspicuous consumption.
This finding is also in congruence with prior researches done in Western societies
(Wong, 1997; Podoshen et al., 2010; Goldsmith & Clark, 2012).

The prominent finding from the statistical analysis indicates that both the internal
elements of materialism (stimuli) — happiness and centrality — and the external
element, success — contribute to conspicuous consumption. Though all the three
predictor variables were found to affect conspicuous consumption, their relative
influence varied. Analysing the empirical results further, it is revealed that
centrality is the strongest predictor of conspicuous consumption among Indians,
while happiness has a relatively least influence on such consumption among
Indian women. It could be inferred that female shoppers’ value centrality, which
essentially means giving significance to amassing materialistic elements as opposed
to gratifying their inner morals. This finding is in line with another study conducted
in another emerging Asian economy, Pakistan. Assessing the dimensions of
materialism, status consumption and post-purchase guilt, Bushra and Bilal (2014)
observed that acquisition centrality has an exceedingly significant positive impact
on materialism. Using Richins and Dawson scale to measure materialism in the
US, Dingus (2014) also noted a much higher score for centrality as compared to the
other two components, i.e., success and happiness. However, it was contrasted by
a study by Lipov¢an et al. (2015) that observed the prominence of happiness over
centrality and success among respondents in Croatia. This could be because of the
cultural as well as the economic difference between the two markets. Success is the
second prominent predicting variable among Indian women shoppers.

Extending the conclusions of the previous studies, this research data support
Richins (1994) observation that materialism leads to the need for acquiring goods
that denote status. Explaining success through possession, Richins and Dawson
(1992) defined it to be the tendency of materialists to judge the success of people
by the number and quality of possessions accumulated. Similarly, acquisition
centrality is the tendency to place such possessions and the process of getting
possessions as the pivot of their lives. Given the data in this study, it can be inferred
that female consumers in India tend to concern themselves greatly with the public
meaning of possessions. Success and centrality are key influencers of materialism
today. In a German study, it was noted that women are equally oriented towards
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centrality and success (Miiller et al., 2013). In a cross-country validation research
on materialism, Jankovic and Dittmar (2006) observed that centrality dimension
was higher among UK consumers.

This paper also confirms the findings of the study like Chaudhuri and Majumdar
(2010) that suggested the influence of happiness and centrality on conspicuous
consumption. Also, as noted in studies like Podoshen and Andrzejewski (2012) and
Richins and Dawson (1992), the present study concludes that success, happiness,
and centrality are the sub-traits of “materialism”, and people valued centrality
more than the happiness dimension.

MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS

The outcomes of the present study offer much-desired cues for marketers in
developing their action plans. The rise of materialism provides opportunities for
marketers to devise their advertising campaigns in such a way to bring about the
importance of buying a product or service. Though all the three factors — success,
centrality, and happiness — contribute to materialism, which in turn has a positive
influence on conspicuous consumption, centrality component of materialism has
much higher prominence in predicting the conspicuousness of the Indian female
shoppers. For the products that have a very high-status appeal, marketers must use
“enhanced personality” or “improved status” as their promotional campaigns. The
process of acquiring such products may be projected as a celebration of an “event”
in consumers’ life. Belk, Ger, and Askegaard (2003) has suggested the role that
consumer imaginations and desires can play in exciting the potential markets for
creating longings for such products. Campaigns/sales talks promising “magical
moments in life” can easily convert potential buyers into consumers. Marketers
can activate the latent needs and desires of the shoppers using the cues pivoted
around the elements of materialism (O’Shaughnessy & O’Shaughnessy, 2002).

CONCLUSION

The results of the present study throw light on important aspects related to
materialism and conspicuous consumption that earlier researchers have not fully
explored in our cultural framework. The study validated the three-factor MVS
construct of materialism in Indian scenario using confirmatory factor analysis. It
also contributes to the present body of knowledge on buying behaviour in the
context of conspicuous consumption, specifically for those who have academic
and strategic marketing interest in developing economies like India. Centrality
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and success dimensions were found to be vital with respect to conspicuous
consumption. In other words, females with higher concern for displaying their
success and social image are more likely to conspicuously consume. This provides
an opportunity for enterprises and marketers to allure their clients using strategies
that invoke exclusivity and triumph.

LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTION FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Like other studies based on data collection, this study too has few limitations.
Data has been collected from Indian women respondents. Though the study used
data from India, the perception of people may vary from region to region hence
limiting the general conclusion of the study. Future research should examine these
differences among Indian consumers in other cities too. Another limitation is that
the research considers only the relationship between materialism and conspicuous
consumption. Since research on luxury purchase behaviour is in the nascent stage,
research could be extended to include other factors related to consumer behaviours
like personality, demographics, and impulsive tendency. The effect of age, religion,
spirituality, and education on materialism and conspicuous consumption has not
been studied in this research. Future research can also be done on the relative impact
of functional, personal, and social value perceptions because value perceptions
have a major impact on luxury purchase intention (Chattalas & Shukla, 2015). On
the contrary, the perception of luxury has now transformed from premium luxury
to consumers experience “luxury” or “affordable luxury” in emerging markets.
Such a hypothesis should also be tested using empirical studies.
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