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Abstract 

In the days when the notion of “keeping up with Joneses” is stepping back to “keeping up 

with the network”, it is of great importance to seek an understanding of how classical theories 

and thoughts (such as Veblen’s conspicuous consumption theory from 1899) are potentially 

affected as a result of the development of social media (SM). Nowadays, social media 

catalyses conspicuous consumption while expanding what is considered a social group and 

social classes and fuelling the aspirant group influence and social comparison. This paper 

provides a theoretical framework of the conspicuous consumption school of thought and 

characteristics of premium luxury fashion goods. It traces deep-rooted consumption patterns 

from Bulgaria's background and argues the potential underlying motives of conspicuous 

consumption. It further investigates consumer behaviour and addresses the existing gaps in 

the extant academic literature by discussing the results of an online survey among 130 

respondents (53.1% of the respondents were 25 years of age or less, and 46.9% were above 

25). The main objective of the paper is to study the relationship between variables of 

conspicuous consumption, the symbolic value of images displayed online, social media 

intensity and the fulfilment of social needs in the context of Instagram as a selected social 

media. The study data demonstrate that Instagram intensity fosters social comparison, which 

leads to an increased need for uniqueness. Younger individuals and females, in general, 

have the desire to project a conspicuous image online, and they would most likely post their 

luxurious premium fashion products online. Our findings confirm that social media fosters 

social comparison, resulting in an increased need for differentiation, uniqueness and social 

conformity. The findings add to a growing body of literature on social media and substantially 

to our understanding of Bulgarian customers’ perception of premium luxury fashion products. 

Implications for Central European audience: The paper builds on extant literature in the 

field of conspicuous consumption, which is a common phenomenon in post-socialist 

countries. It provides a custom methodology for studying the conspicuous display of fashion 

items on Instagram, which is one of the most used communication media on a regular basis 

among young people in CEE (Eurostat, 2022) and the second most popular social media in 
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Europe (Statcounter, 2022). The distribution of global social media users accounts for 5.7% 

in Central Europe and 5% in Eastern Europe (Statista, 2022). The results can be used by 

companies in the sector, new entrants, influencers, opinion leaders, etc. 
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Introduction 

Social media is rapidly becoming one of the most time-consuming daily activities. This 

revolutionary change has affected both marketing communication and branding strategies. 

Along with social media popularity, luxury goods are among the most resilient and developing 

industries, continuously sustaining growth and revenues. According to BoF-McKinsey State 

of Fashion (2022) and Bloomberg Intelligence BI (2023), despite the highly challenging 

macroeconomic and geopolitical situation and overall uncertainty, such as the Russo-

Ukrainian War, COVID-19, costs of inflation, expected recessionary conditions, the luxury 

goods market grew back to 1.15 trillion EUR in 2021, growing another 19%–21% in 2022 

(Bain & Company, 2023). The war in Ukraine has had a limited direct effect on the financial 

performance of luxurious brands with light asset impairments and write-downs, considering 

the ceased operations in Russia. However, the luxury powerhouses show no sign of slowing 

down, demonstrating the resiliency of the luxury consumer. In fact, LVMH's brands in the 

fashion & leather category grew by 18% compared to the first quarter of 2022 (Luxury 

Tribune, 2023; Seeking Alpha, 2023) 

There are no other factors that dominate modern popular culture as much as fashion and 

SM. Essentially, fashion on its own is a form of expression of one’s personality and a central 

component of almost all daily events (O’Cass & Frost, 2002). On the other hand, SM serves 

as an arena for the projection of one’s favourable image and lifestyle achieved with the 

display of fashion goods. It could be deduced that luxurious clothing dominates as the easiest 

and most important way to portray wealth and success (Lewis & Moital, 2016; Siepmann et 

al., 2022), while SM is the most accessible form of communicating with others and obtaining 

affirmation. Involvement in SM means engagement with extended social groups and various 

classes, and thus, the publicity is on a significantly larger scale than offline. The sense of 

achievement and identity is not only quantified by SM usage intensity and the number of 

followers but also the audience reaction and validation is instant in the form of likes and 

comments (Podoshen et al., 2011). The audience reaction is particularly important and valid 

for material and conspicuous goods, for which product satisfaction results from audience 

reaction (Wong, 1997). Consequently, social needs such as the pursuit of status and prestige, 

and the desire for demonstration derived from social comparison are also inflated. All of this 

results in conspicuous consumption, whereas all consumption now has the chance of 

becoming such based on the content displayed by users and their online engagement 

(Madzunya et al., 2021). 

Conspicuous consumption has been a widely discussed topic in the academic literature. Prior 

research has thoroughly investigated mainly the relationship between conspicuous online 

consumption and self-esteem (Burnasheva & Suh, 2020; Kar Wai & Osman, 2019; Selçuk 

Eti, 2022), Facebook usage and narcissism (Neave et al., 2020; Niesiobędzka & 

Konaszewski, 2021; Taylor & Strutton, 2016), social media intensity (Shayeb & Deeb, 2023; 
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Halil, 2019; Pellegrino et al., 2022; Thoumrungroje, 2018), social status and symbolic 

products in the context of status consumption (Aagerup & Nilsson, 2016; Garcia et al., 2019; 

Husain et al., 2022) and luxury consumption (Creevey, 2021; Madzunya et al., 2021; Wang 

& Griskevicius, 2013). 

However, gaps in the literature have been identified to the best of the authors’ knowledge 

and based on an extensive theoretical review. Firstly, considerable attention has been paid 

to the impact of Facebook (Davenport et al., 2014; Niesiobędzka & Konaszewski, 2021; 

Taylor & Strutton, 2016; Wallace et al., 2020) as a selected social media on the conspicuous 

consumption; nevertheless, relatively little research has been conducted regarding the photo-

sharing social media – Instagram, despite its growth: worldwide, the most downloaded app 

in the 4th quarter of 2021, and second-most downloaded in the 1st quarter of 2022 (Briskman, 

2022; Forristal, 2022). Secondly, although extensive research has been devoted to 

conspicuous consumption in affluent, post-affluent, capitalist and developing societies, rather 

less attention has been paid to research of countries with a socialist past, neglecting cross-

cultural differences and traditional consumption patterns, particularly in countries such as 

Bulgaria. The Bulgarian market for luxury goods and, specifically, fashion goods has been 

rapidly growing in recent years and has yet to be studied in depth. According to Statista 

(2022), the revenue in the luxury goods market for 2021 amounted to 311.3 million USD in 

comparison with 198.30 million USD in 2016, with luxury fashion being the largest segment 

with 109.3 million USD.  

In view of the existing gaps, the article aims to examine the impact and potential effect of 

Instagram usage on the conspicuous consumption of premium luxury fashion products 

among Bulgarian consumers. Therefore, the paper is organized as follows: It opens with a 

review of the literature on conspicuous consumption of luxury goods and the nexus with 

Bulgaria’s historical and cultural background. Various viewpoints are put into critical 

discussion; nevertheless, the main focus is on historical and modern perspectives, aiming to 

outline that certain social needs and behaviour related to status consumption and social 

comparison are both universal for human nature but also easily affected by the development 

of social media. Afterwards, the study methodology and implemented data analyses are 

presented and practical implications are discussed in detail and also summarized in tabular 

form. Furthermore, the luxury fashion perceptions of various stakeholders are comparatively 

discussed. Finally, the paper ends with key findings, practical implications and suggested 

needs for future research. 

1  Literature Review 

1.1 Conspicuous consumption as a phenomenon 

Originally, economic scholars pioneered establishing theories regarding buyer behaviour 

(Marshall, 1890; Menger, 1950). Marshall’s Principles of Economics (1890) overlooks matters 

of symbolism and preferences and identifies consumption as solely determined by the law of 

supply and demand. Such utilitarian views in economics suggest that consumers’ spending 

decisions occur rationally, consciously and independently of other market forces and actors. 

As Kotler (1965) noted, the Marshallian model provides a theoretical analysis of only a limited 

spot of the “black box”. However, Veblen’s (1899) approach towards neoclassical Marshallian 



 
Volume 13 | Issue 2 | 2024 

https://doi.org/10.18267/j.cebr.343 

 

 
4 CENTRAL EUROPEAN BUSINESS REVIEW 

 

terms is somewhat different – economic consumption is not motivated and limited to essential 

needs or instinctive intentions but rather to social norms. In Theory of the Leisure Class, 

Veblen (1899) was the first to coin the term conspicuous consumption, described as an 

attempt to inflate the ego and attain envy by portraying wealth and status with the acquisition 

and display of goods (Lewis & Moital, 2016). He suggested that “pecuniary emulation” is a 

behaviour that strives to mimic the consumption of higher social classes (Kastanakis & 

Balabanis, 2012). Subsequently to the work of Veblen (1899), Keasbey (1903) also 

highlighted that the prestige value of the product is related to purchase decisions, and Woods 

(1960) provided evidence that products have a role as symbols due to the importance of 

social and psychological influences on consumer decision making. Alternatively, 

Duesenberry (1949) argued that a person’s utility is dependent on relations and comparison 

with others. Ultimately, households are exposed to different consumption patterns of their 

reference groups, which are often desired to be duplicated. The phenomena are described 

as “demonstration effects”. McMurry (1944) also confirmed the notion that psychological 

factors, mainly “feelings of inferiority”, such as economic comparison and social status, are 

decisive factors in buying behaviour. Leibenstein (1950) furthered the idea of the effect of 

external factors on perceived utility by demonstrating it comprehensively. Implementing it on 

a demand curve, he was able to convey actions such as “Veblen”, “snob” and “bandwagon” 

effects: the bandwagon effect refers to the extent to which the demand for a commodity is 

increased since others (especially members of reference social groups) are also consuming 

the same commodity (Leibenstein, 1950, p. 189). Bandwagon is also known as an attempt to 

preserve one’s self-esteem (McCormick, 2016; Page, 1992; Patsiaouras & Fitchett, 2012), 

whereas a “snob” is a type of consumer who increases consumption as the price of the 

product increases. The “Veblen” effect on consumers is the increase in demand as, 

consequently, the product price increases. The perceived conspicuous value of the product 

is based on price as a prestige indicator. Several scholars have also confirmed that the 

perceived utility of a product is also a result of network externalities (Corneo & Jeanne, 1997; 

Kastanakis & Balabanis, 2012; Katz & Shapiro, 1985; Liebowitz & Margolis, 1998) and social 

values (Vigneron & Johnson, 1999).  

Later, Veblen et al. (1982) found that luxury goods consumed in public were more likely to be 

conspicuous goods. Numerous measurement schemes have included conspicuousness as 

a critical dimension of luxury brand consumption (Dubois et al., 2001; Vigneron & Johnson, 

1999).  

Much of the current literature on luxurious conspicuous consumption pays attention to the 

effect of social media and the increase of such types of consumption as a result of the 

extensive role of SM (Burnasheva & Suh, 2020; Madzunya et al., 2021; Niesiobędzka & 

Konaszewski, 2021; Taylor & Strutton, 2016; Thoumrungroje, 2018; Krause et al., 2019). 

1.2 Conceptualization of luxury products, value of conspicuous 

consumption and social comparison on SM 

The term “luxury” embodies many concepts and its meaning cannot be defined 

unambiguously. As Kapferer stated in 1997, “What is a luxury for some is just ordinary for 

others”. Therefore, the measurement of luxury could be highly subjective (Ko et al., 2019; Oh 

et al., 2011). To define luxury and its characteristics, extensive studies have been conducted 

on the perceptions and attitudes of consumers towards luxury brands (Becker et al., 2018; 
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Bilge, 2015; Heine, 2010; Kapferer, 1997; Ko et al., 2019; Vigneron & Johnson, 1999). 

Vigneron and Johnson (1999) developed a scale that measures the degree of luxuriousness 

of a brand, called the Brand Luxury Index (BLI), which consists of three non-personal-oriented 

perceptions (conspicuousness, uniqueness and quality) and two personal-oriented 

perceptions: hedonism and extended self (Ko et al., 2019). The conceptualization of the 

attributes of luxury consists of 3 key elements: the objective (material), the subjective 

(individual) and the collective (social) (Berthon et al., 2009). Conspicuousness is a crucial 

dimension in measuring the consumption of luxury brands (Dubois et al., 2001; Vigneron & 

Johnson, 1999) since the motivation for such consumption (the most commonly accepted 

theory) originated from Veblen. Since conspicuous goods, also called "Veblenesque" goods 

(Wong, 1997), are generally prone to visual display or overt usage, the consumption of mainly 

luxury products and services is often called “conspicuous consumption” (Gierl & Huettl, 2010, 

p. 226; O’Cass & Frost, 2002). 

Luxurious products are among the most important means of displaying the current status and 

class and the aspiring one in society – “luxury is the apparition of the ruling classes” (Kapferer, 

1997). Social class is defined as “the difference in status between an individual and others in 

social life, which depends on one’s material resources and one’s self-perception of one’s 

status in society” (Chen et al., 2022). Generally, humans are “social animals”, participation in 

groups is psychologically satisfactory and the pursuit of status is a universal motive. In fact, 

the desire for distinction and recognition has a place in Maslow’s (1943) well-known hierarchy 

of needs (Govier, 1994; Sahin & Nasir, 2021). Furthermore, social desire is not limited to 

participation in a class or group; distinction and acknowledgement are also predominant 

(Assimos et al., 2019; O’Cass & Frost, 2002). Some customers employ the symbolic value of 

luxury fashion goods to improve their self-perception, project a favourable and desirable 

image, or validate their current one (Chatterjee et al., 2023; Kastanakis & Balabanis, 2012, 

p. 1402). Individuals in the high social class use conspicuous consumption to differentiate 

themselves from other social groups, particularly individuals in lower classes, whereas the 

latter consume conspicuously to project materialistic success based on their reference group 

(Mazzocco et al., 2012). The higher the people view their social class, the more they desire 

status and material success, regardless of their perceived social class belongingness (Wang 

& Griskevicius, 2013). 

1.2.1 Luxury fashion brand segments  

Scholars find classifying and establishing theories regarding the levels and segments of 

luxury brands to be challenging, considering the fact that brands evolve and might change 

over time, or a brand might simultaneously be part of different categories (Kapferer, 1997; 

Kastanakis & Balabanis, 2012). Nevertheless, Kapferer (1997) and Silverstein and Fiske 

(2003) attempted to differentiate various fashion brands based on attributes, relations 

between a brand’s aura (intangible values such as creativity, heritage, prestige, excellence 

and quality) and price. Luxury brands could be segmented into: haute couture fashion 

(supreme luxury), ready-to-wear (aspirational luxury), diffusion segment (accessible luxury), 

bridge segment (premium luxury) and mass market (high street and fast fashion).  

Firstly, haute couture fashion is the highest and most exclusive segment, characterized by 

pure creation, unique work and craftsmanship. This segment is widely known as the supreme 
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luxury segment, also defined by Kapferer (1997) as “griffe”. A vital characteristic of “griffe” is 

that it could transform into a brand, but it is not possible to transform a "griffe" into a haute 

couture brand. Secondly, the ready-to-wear segment is characterized by standardized sizes 

and small series, with high quality and high price. In addition, the diffusion segment has more 

comprehensive production volumes than ready-to-wear and retail availability, thus expanding 

the target audience. The bridge segment is the link between high-end and mass-market; it is 

also known as the premium fashion segment, or masstige, meaning that it commands a 

premium over ordinary products; they are priced below conventional luxury goods, but they 

still offer prestige, symbolic benefits and trendy designs, often known as "luxury for the 

masses" or "prestige for the masses" (Kastanakis & Balabanis, 2012; Silverstein & Fiske, 

2003; Kapferer & Michaut-Denizeau, 2014; Ho et al., 2023). Finally, the mass market 

segment is related to fast fashion, which is accessible and affordable. 

For the purpose of this research, we focus our attention on one segment – the premium 

segment (bridge segment), because it is an example of the tendency of “masstige” (the 

intersection of exclusivity and mass consumption) when luxury consumers are not restricted 

to the classical elites, but rather to the younger base that is well-paid, modern and well-

informed about luxury fashion trends (Kastanakis & Balabanis, 2012). The main drivers of 

this particular segment are globalization, wealth creation in emerging markets and, most 

importantly, social media, which enables users to be constantly “in touch” with global brands, 

consumption patterns and trends. 

1.3 Conspicuous consumption and social media 

Social media (SM) is not only an integral part of Internet usage but also a significant aspect 

of daily life for many people. In fact, on average, in 2022, internet users spent 147 minutes 

per day on social media and messaging apps, an increase of more than half an hour since 

2015 (Guardian, 2022; Statista, 2022). With active participation in SM platforms, the means 

of connection, social needs and online/offline behaviour have changed. Online users are 

involved in extended groups to appeal to hundreds of users' opinions, lifestyles and projected 

images (Hill & Hult, n.d., pp. 90–121). While a typical offline social network has approximately 

125 connections (Hill & Dunbar, 2003), an online one equals a relative number of 300 

"friends" for teenage users of Facebook (Taylor & Strutton, 2016). Besides, users also 

engage with the content posted by people who are not known personally but serve as 

inspiration or so-called "influencers" (see 1.3.1). Therefore, exposure to reference groups 

and aspirant social classes is on a far bigger scale than without SM participation. 

Furthermore, profiles are often idealized, highlighting mostly positive attributes (Hill & Dunbar, 

2003; Taylor & Strutton, 2016). These foster contemporary "keeping up with the Joneses" 

competition and thus peer pressure. Conspicuous consumption is also closely related to 

social comparison (O’Cass & McEwen, 2004). SM settings comfort and encourage such 

comparison (Cao et al., 2016; Kar Wai & Osman, 2019; Thoumrungroje, 2014; Widjajanta et 

al., 2018). Some findings suggest that with an increase in the intensity of SM usage, people 

tend to make irrational choices and be more narcissistic (Davenport et al., 2014; Singh et al., 

2018; Taylor & Strutton, 2016; Thoumrungroje, 2014). Users are also more cautious towards 

the symbolic value of a product since all consumption can be conspicuous depending on 

one's usage of SM (Kar Wai & Osman, 2019; Yenicioglu & Suerdem, 2015). For instance, 

posting a purchase on social networks is a type of conspicuous showing off since the 

demonstration of wealth is public on a large scale (Duan & Dholakia, 2017). Niesiobędzka 
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and Konaszewski's (2021) findings confirm that using Facebook increases the acquisition of 

goods with external signals of prestige and status. In addition, the satisfaction of using a 

product due to the audience reaction is straightforward since the accumulation of admiration 

is instant and quantified via likes and comments (Taylor & Strutton, 2016). Chen et al. (2022) 

found that users are likely to emphasize their identity through conspicuous consumption in 

order to maintain their status on SM. On the other hand, Jensen Schau and Gilly (2003) 

asserted that Facebook posts reflect an idealized self and may not reflect the person's 

material reality (Wallace et al., 2020). SM has significantly modified the understanding of 

traditional conspicuous consumption theory, as all consumption now has the possibility of 

becoming conspicuous based on how individuals make use of SM (Madzunya et al., 2021; 

Yenicioglu & Suerdem, 2015). 

1.3.1 Conspicuous consumption on Instagram 

Instagram is a photo-sharing mobile application that allows users to take and upload pictures 

and videos instantly, share “stories” (photos and videos visible only for 24 hours), apply filters 

to them and interact with other users by commenting and “liking” content. In 2022, social 

media introduced shopping options and reels (15-second multi-clip videos with audio, effects 

and new creative tools) to the platform (Instagram, 2022). With approximately 1 billion active 

users per month, Instagram is the fourth most-used social media platform in the world and 

the second in Europe (Statcounter, 2022). The average daily time spent is 53 minutes per 

day (SMPERTH, 2022; We Are Social, 2022).  

SM and, in particular, Instagram are important topics attracting academic attention due to 

their impact on many aspects of modern society (Caliandro & Graham, 2020; Krause et al., 

2019). Previous studies have found evidence for a shift in consumer behaviour and 

augmented impulse buying – the entertainment and stimulus of visual elements in Instagram 

usage have diminished the evaluation step of the decision-making process (Djafarova & 

Bowes, 2021; Shahpasandi et al., 2020; Triwidisari et al., 2018). SM and its algorithms 

continuously revolutionise digital advertising, branding, customer engagement and visual and 

mass communication elements by providing valuable and in-depth data (Ancillai et al., 2019; 

Bailey et al., 2021; Dhun & Dangi, 2022; Dolega et al., 2021; Gkikas et al., 2022). As a result, 

industries are reshaped and retailers and brands adapt and change their business models, 

strategies and production lines.  

“Insta” fame has become a topic profoundly discussed since the rise of Instagram in recent 

years. Micro-celebrities, SM influencers (SMIs), opinion leaders and content or fashion 

creators (Arriagada & Ibáñez, 2020; Hearn & Schoenhoff, 2015) are some of the labels for 

people who can engage with a large pool of followers (Hearn & Schoenhoff, 2015), yield 

profits through paid editorial content (Abidin, 2016; Jin et al., 2019), capitalize on their 

personal brand (Arriagada & Ibáñez, 2020; Hearn & Schoenhoff, 2015; Lair et al., 2016; 

Marwick, 2015). The investments in influencer marketing are on large scales for luxury 

fashion brands in particular – fo r the third quarter of 2021, approximately 1.4 billion USD was 

spent on influencer marketing in Europe (Statista, 2021). Instagram has been the most 

popular platform in recent years, and this is foreseen to continue through to at least 2024 

(Oberlo, 2022). SMIs are also “regarded as trusted tastemakers in one or several niches” (de 

Veirman et al., 2017). Data further suggest that due to the “perceived sociability” and 
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trustworthiness, SMIs are preferred over traditional celebrities in the digital marketing context 

(Marroncelli & Braithwaite, 2022; Jin et al., 2019). Nevertheless, SMIs also embrace status 

symbols, material possessions and idealized looks while behaving conspicuously (Marwick, 

2015). It is arguable whether SMIs actually “influence” their followers or, followers tend to 

believe that the displayed possessions are attainable due to the relatively likeable image, and 

thus, followers are motivated by envy to essentially imitate the SMIs (Jin et al., 2019). 

Findings suggest a relationship between Instagram envy and higher levels of conspicuous 

consumption (Krause et al., 2019). Besides envy, studies show that other key socio-

psychological motivational factors for users to follow SMIs include consumerism, materialism, 

creative inspiration and the urge to own what they usually cannot (Lee et al., 2022; Jin et al., 

2019; Marwick, 2015; Muqaddam & Jin, 2018; Nabi & Keblusek, 2014). 

Based on the above, the following research hypotheses are formulated. 

H1: Instagram usage is positively associated as a means for validation of needs for 

ostentation and signalling.  

H2: Instagram usage is positively associated as a means for differentiation.  

H3: Instagram usage is positively associated as a means of social conformity. 

H4: There is a positive relationship between Instagram usage intensity and conspicuous 

consumption of premium luxury fashion goods. 

1.4  Conspicuous consumption in Bulgaria 

As previously stated, conspicuous consumption is not a new phenomenon in human nature; 

in fact, it could be dated back to aristocratic elites, industrialization and capitalism (Page, 

1992). Although substantial research has been devoted to conspicuous consumption in 

affluent, post-affluent, capitalist and developing societies, somewhat less attention has been 

paid to the research of post-socialist countries, neglecting cross-cultural differences, and 

more specifically in Bulgaria. There are some ethnographic studies related to the overall 

consumption pattern of post-socialist countries, but with a focus groups of countries such as 

East European, post-Soviet ones, etc. (Berdahl, 2006; Crăciun & Lipan, 2020; Ger & Belk, 

1996; Greenberg, 2006; Ost & Ost, 2009).  

Consumption is relatable to economic systems. Thus, consumer patterns, perceptions and 

desires are deeply rooted in culture and social structures as consequences of history. From 

a consumption point of view, the “empty shelves” of socialist days in Bulgaria and the 

transition to consumerism could be argued to be a reason for a tendency to conspicuous 

consumption. “Empty shelves” refers to the great scarcity of goods and the redirection of 

privileges to loyal groups, reinforcing a hierarchical structure. Western fashion brands were 

solely limited to either hard-currency shops (so-called “Corecom”) or the shadow market. 

These goods and knowledge of Western popular culture were objects of high status and 

differentiation (Bar-Haïm, 1987). The “Corecom” shop was perceived as a ruthless 

comparison of Western goods with local ones (Zlateva, 2018). As Ger and Belk (1996) 

described, shortages of consumer goods were the norm and shopping opportunism – waiting 

in long lines and using connections – became standard, while clerks with access to goods 

became "powerful figures". To this day, many children of socialist Bulgaria are still vividly 

telling stories of proudly owned Levi’s jeans or leather jackets. The restrictions on 
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consumption during socialism escalated consumerism during post-socialism when various 

new products were introduced to the Bulgarian market. With the influence of foreign mass 

media, immigration and the export of popular culture, the post-socialist Bulgarian society 

began speaking the multinational language of status via acquiring fashionable goods. 

Individuals viewed shopping as a leisure pursuit and more exclusively in terms of “their 

relative success in gaining access to high levels of consumption” (Lury, 1996, p. 49). Because 

of this finding, the Bulgarian consumption behaviour from the past might also be in transition. 

Essentially, the post-socialist consumption patterns and perceptions, such as the scarcity and 

“empty shelves”, the restrictive social norms, lack of social mobility, wealth inequality and 

idealisation of specific classes and cultures, could be argued to be resulting in the 

conspicuous consumption of today’s society (Creed, 2002). Current practices of 

demonstrating status via goods are rooted in socialist experience (Sredl, 2004; Stec, 1992). 

Similarly, exposure to idealised social groups is accelerated by mass media; SM and 

consumerism and conspicuousness are fuelled by the wide availability of goods and the 

desire to “keep up with the Joneses”. According to Statista (2022), the market for luxurious 

goods in Bulgaria accounts for 312 million USD in 2021, with the luxury fashion segment 

accounting for 104 million USD. In the context of the research into conspicuous consumption, 

we have examined the topic from various perspectives in qualitative empirical studies, such 

as the political economy of social status and conspicuous consumption (Sedlarski, 2019), 

perceived human happiness, subjective well-being, social class and relative income 

(Sedlarski, 2018), consumerism (Krasteva-Blagoeva, 2018), social media’s impact on fashion 

(Petkova, 2018). In terms of SM and conspicuous fashion consumption on the Bulgarian 

market, to the best of the authors’ knowledge, the research is somewhat limited. 

H5: Users utilize the symbolic value of luxurious fashion goods. 

2  Methodology  

The data collection took place via online surveys from April to May 2022. The snowball 

sampling technique was implemented. Since the link to the survey was distributed via 

messaging applications and SM (Instagram), participants were asked to continue the process 

and identify others who met the research criteria through referrals. The design of the survey 

was adopted and further expanded by Sahin and Nasir (2021) and selected dimensions from 

the scale of conspicuous consumption compiled by Marcoux et al. (1997) as well as 

characteristics from the Brand Luxury Index (BLI). The survey was structured by 

implementing a Likert-type scale to measure the selected variables. The respondents 

assessed the extent to which they agreed with each item and statement on a seven-point 

Likert-type scale. The type of scale was selected because the parametric methods and data 

transformation led to more in-depth analysis (Mircioiu & Atkinson, 2016). 

The analysis consists of reliability statistics, validity analyses, as well an independent T-test 

in order to determine whether there was a difference between the means of the grouping 

variables taken into consideration. In terms of reliability statistics, Cronbach's alpha is equal 

to 0.927(10 items); the high value indicates higher agreement between items. Furthermore, 

the validity analyses show Pearson correlation accounting for r=0.752, which shows 

moderate to good correlation with a significance value (2-tailed) of <0.05. 
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The theoretical framework allows the design of a conceptual model (Figure 1). The model is 

derived from the literature review and the identified gaps, such as limited research into the 

potential effects of Instagram on conspicuous consumption among Bulgarians, the lack of 

research into the consumption of luxurious premium fashion goods in Bulgaria and the impact 

of Instagram on conspicuous consumption. It illustrates the relationship and formulated 

hypotheses among conspicuous consumption, the social effect of conspicuous consumption 

and Instagram, social conformity, the symbolic value of luxurious fashion goods and 

Instagram usage.  

Figure 1 | Conceptual model for exploring relationship between SM usage and conspicuous 

consumption 

 

Note: Data collected by authors  

Source: Authors 

3   Findings 

3.1 Conspicuous consumption  

3.1.1 Conspicuous consumer demographic profile 

In order to evaluate and describe the demographic profile of conspicuous consumers, an 

independent T-test was conducted to determine whether there was a difference between the 

means of the grouping variables taken into consideration, such as age (25 or less, above 25), 

income (under 1000 EUR, above 1000 EUR) and gender (female/male) and variables 

regarding conspicuous statements. Based on Levene's test for equal variances F (128) = 

0.924 and with significance level p = 0.338 > α = 0.05, the assumption of equal variance has 

not been violated and the assumption is tenable; therefore, equal variances were assumed 

and the data failed to reject H0 (ơ1 = ơ2). For respondents under 25 or less and above 25, 

there was not a statistically significant difference between the mean scores of age and level 

of conspicuousness (significance value = 0.547 > p = 0.05). 

However, there was a statistically significant difference between the mean scores of age and 

the demonstration of conspicuousness (significance value = 0.007 < p = 0.05), whereas 

people above 25 were more prone to conspicuousness since respondents in this age group 

had posted an image online displaying luxurious fashion item that they own more often in 

comparison with respondents aged 25 or less. The reason for this finding might be the 

assumption that people of higher age have higher income, which enables them to consume 

more premium luxury fashion goods. In order to explore whether there was an interrelation 
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between the two variables (age and income), the interactions between them were examined 

via a contingency table. 30.0% of the respondents above 25 years of age indicated to have 

more than 1000 EUR monthly income, while 16.2% of respondents under 25 years of age 

indicated higher income. This confirmed that income is a factor in conspicuous consumption. 

The sample group under 25 years old demonstrated more desire to consume conspicuously, 

yet they had not displayed their luxurious fashion possessions online; it could be argued that 

the reason for this is that they do not own a luxurious fashion product, yet they desire to own 

one and display it on their SM. Furthermore, more respondents in the sample above 25 years 

of age have income above 1000 EUR, which enables them to both consume and display 

conspicuously online. 

An independent T-test was further conducted to determine whether a difference exists 

between the mean scores of females and males and their level of conspicuousness. Based 

on Levene's test for equal variances F (128) = 2.977, the significance level was p = 0.087 > 

α = 0.05; therefore, equal variances were assumed and the data failed to reject H0 (ơ1= ơ2). 

For female respondents and males, there was a statistically significant difference between 

the mean scores of gender and level of conspicuousness (significance value = 0.025 < p = 

0.05), with a confidence interval of 95% from 0.106 to 1.549. The null hypothesis was rejected 

and confirmed that females are more likely to post online on Instagram when they buy/own 

luxurious fashion. 

In addition, it could once again be concluded that income is a factor in conspicuous 

consumption of luxurious fashion products since females have a slightly higher income 

(23.8%) in comparison with males (22.3%).  

3.1.2 Social effect of conspicuous consumption and Instagram  

The following table summarizes the hypotheses derived in order to demonstrate whether 

there is a correlation between Instagram usage intensity (daily usage, occasional usage) in 

regard to the need of ostentation and signalling, differentiation and social conformity as social 

needs previously confirmed by academic literature as needs related with conspicuous 

consumption. 
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Table 1 | Hypothesis testing and analysis 

Hypothesis 
Supported/ 

Unsupported 
Comments 

H1 

Instagram is positively 

associated as a means for 

validation of needs for 

ostentation and signalling 

Supported 

p = 0.003 < α = 

0.05 

The data rejected 

H0 (ơ1 = ơ2) 

The perceived social value/ego is of great 

importance, as well as the symbolic value of 

luxurious fashion products. Visible brand logos 

and brand names are perceived as symbols of 

higher social class by highly conspicuous 

respondents. 

H2 

Instagram usage is 

positively associated as a 

means of differentiation 

Unsupported 

p = 0.074 > α = 

0.05 
 

Comparing the means of the selected categories, 

the need for differentiation and uniqueness is the 

highest with a mean of 3.93; social conformity is 

slightly below with a mean of 3.69. Therefore, the 

social media setting is comforting for social 

comparison. 
H3 

Instagram is positively 

associated as a means of 

social conformity 

Unsupported 

p = 0.00 < α = 0.05 

H4 

There is a positive 

relationship between 

Instagram usage intensity 

and conspicuous 

consumption of premium 

luxury fashion goods 
 

Unsupported 

p = 0.547 > α = 

0.05 

For respondents with daily activity on Instagram 

(N=94, M=3.27, ST=1.779) and occasional 

activity (N=36, M=2.39, SD=1.300), there was not 

a statistically significant difference between the 

mean scores of Instagram activity and level of 

conspicuousness. Based on the means, users 

with daily activity are more prone to conspicuous 

consumption. 

Note: Data collected by authors  

Source: Authors 

2.3  Symbolic value of luxurious fashion goods  

As indicated, the perceived symbols of the high social class of luxurious fashion products are 

mostly high-quality materials, such as leather or silk (30.8%), a visible brand logo of a 

premium luxury brand (26.6%), brand name (23.1%), and lastly perceived uniqueness, such 

as aesthetics or design.  

Based on the cross-tabulation analysis, the respondents with the highest level of conspicuous 

demonstration of luxurious fashion products on Instagram define the visible brand logo and 

the brand name as symbols of higher social class. On the contrary, respondents who 

disagreed with the statement and thus are less likely to demonstrate and post any luxurious 

fashion possessions on Instagram are associated with more subtle symbols of status and 

luxury such as high-quality materials, which cannot be as easily recognized. Respondents 

with higher income indicated high-quality materials (e.g., leather, silk) as a fashion brand 

element, which indicates and signals a high social class (19.2%). It is also worth mentioning 

that 24.8% of the respondents’ products and brands that provide prestige and privilege are 

more valuable.  
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4  Discussion 

The generated insights and essential conclusions from the research contribute to the current 

knowledge, and some of the findings are consistent with the theoretical framework introduced 

in the literature review. The survey results both negate and support some of the derived 

hypotheses. It was predicted that with the increased usage of Instagram, the conspicuous 

consumption of luxurious premium fashion products would increase; thus, conspicuous 

consumption will be positively affected by Instagram usage intensity. 

Firstly, there were distinctions between the two age groups, their attitudes and desire to 

consume and behave conspicuously, and the actual display of conspicuous consumption on 

Instagram. The findings confirmed that people above 25 years of age are more prone to 

display and post their luxurious fashion possessions online; in fact, they admitted they had 

posted such images (m = 4.16). The younger individuals, on the contrary, demonstrated that 

they only have the desire to project a conspicuous image online, and they would most likely 

post their luxurious premium fashion products online if they owned any. The bridge between 

those differences, as anticipated, was the “income” factor. As Chen et al. (2022) noted, 

objective social class is based on one’s income and educational level, occupation, etc., while 

subjective social class is based on the individual’s perception. People above 25 years of age 

also had a monthly income of more than 1000 EUR, while those under 25 earned less than 

1000 EUR. Moreover, as confirmed by previous studies (Burnasheva & Suh, 2020; Lewis & 

Moital, 2016; Niesiobędzka & Konaszewski, 2021), the younger generation is more affected 

by Instagram to positively demonstrate attitudes towards conspicuous consumption if they 

actually had the opportunity to own such luxurious items and were not monetarily restricted. 

In addition to the demographic aspects, the findings corroborated previous results (Dubois et 

al., 2001; Selçuk Eti, 2022; Wang & Griskevicius, 2013) that women display more luxurious 

premium fashion goods and express more desire to do so than men. The female respondents 

also had higher monthly income, confirming the relationship between status consumption and 

income. 

The results showed statistical significance that respondents with higher income (more than 

1000 EUR) believe posting luxurious fashion products would signal higher social class and 

also brands that provide prestige and privilege are more valuable. These findings support the 

previous finding of Keasbey (1903), who highlighted that the prestige value of the product is 

solely related to purchase decisions. 

Notwithstanding the lack of statistical significance of H4 (There is a positive relationship 

between Instagram usage intensity and conspicuous consumption of premium luxury fashion 

goods), the findings based on the means of respondents with daily activity on Instagram were 

significantly higher (m = 4.28) in comparison with ones with occasional activity (m = 2.44) are 

in complete agreement with the tendency of increasing time spent per day on social media 

and messaging apps (Statista, 2022). 

Social externalities influence different social needs and behaviour in the context of 

conspicuous consumption, defined as “Veblen”, “snob” and “bandwagon effects”. The 

hypotheses regarding how Leibenstein's needs were affected by Instagram were not 

supported statistically. Nevertheless, comparing the means of the selected categories, the 
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need for differentiation and uniqueness is the highest with a mean of 3.93; at the same time, 

social conformity is slightly below (m = 3.69); therefore, the common ground for “snob” and 

“bandwagon effects” is social comparison. This is in agreement with previous research (Cao 

et al., 2016; Kar Wai & Osman, 2019; Thoumrungroje, 2014; Widjajanta et al., 2018), which 

has shown that the SM setting is a comforting social comparison. 

These results demonstrate an intriguing controversy. While the respondents would display 

their luxurious fashion possessions online because of the desire for uniqueness, a large 

proportion admitted that they would also buy luxurious fashion items because they have seen 

a person they follow post it online. The controversy could be interpreted as the impact of 

Instagram usage, resulting in distorted notions about reality online. What is rather significant 

is that the same controversy is also valid with conspicuous consumption. While respondents 

disagreed with the statement that they display luxurious fashion possessions on Instagram 

because they want to “show off” (m = 3.02), it was also confirmed that they would most likely 

post a luxurious fashion possession when they buy or own one (m = 3.77). It is essential to 

bear in mind the possible bias in these responses.  

This inevitably raises questions about what might be the possible underlying reasons for such 

a controversy: on the one hand, the theory of uniqueness (Fromkin & Snyder, 1980) confirms 

the current findings that “the perception of extreme similarity of self to others leads an 

individual to seek a behavioural strategy that gives him/her a greater sense of uniqueness”; 

on the other, Instagram provides a setting for extended social groups and consequently 

exaggerated social comparison, meaning that individuals might consume conspicuously in 

order to project material success while replicating the actions of their aspiring reference 

group. Hence, it could conceivably be inferred that individuals might not even realize and 

indeed be aware of what needs (ostentation, differentiation, conformity) they strive to fulfil 

with the display of luxurious fashion possessions online. 

The role of the aspiring reference group is clearly crucial, and it also confirms that the role of 

the SM influencer is not just to be a content creator or a trendsetter, but it is rather one of the 

main drivers for social comparison and opinion leadership in the general SM setting 

nowadays. Thus, the already stated findings of this study are valuable not only from a 

practical point of view for luxury fashion brands but also for SM influencers. The main goal 

for both the shareholders is to deeply understand the consumers/followers – in particular, 

how their emotions and social and psychological motivations on consumer decision-making 

are affected by SM. Having this understanding, SM influencers can easily communicate and 

display conspicuous goods and create organic traffic via hashtags and mentions of premium 

luxury brands. By better understanding the correlation between rooted cultural consumer 

perceptions, conspicuous consumption and SM, they can better engage with their followers 

and enhance their online presence and content created. Brands can also take needed action 

in order to differentiate the brand identity from conspicuous consumption in order to balance 

between exclusivity, wider recognition and brand loyalty (Fetais et al., 2022).  

Concerning symbolic value, the respondents with the highest level of conspicuous 

demonstration of luxurious fashion products on Instagram defined a visible brand logo and 

brand name as symbols of higher social class. As confirmed in the academic literature, those 

symbols are characterized by their direct visibility recognition. For conspicuous consumers, 

the perceived social value/ego is of great importance, as well as the ability of the brand logo 

and the brand name to signal a consumer’s success quickly. On the contrary, respondents 
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who disagreed with the statement and thus are less likely to demonstrate luxurious fashion 

possessions on Instagram are associated with more subtle symbols of status and luxury, 

such as high-quality materials and perceived uniqueness, which cannot be as easily 

recognized online since their symbolic value is instead associated with their functionality. 

Depending on whether luxurious brands want to target this particular segment of highly 

conspicuous customers, they can adapt their social media presence and e-commerce 

channels by visualizing and communicating the brand logo more. Brands could also change 

their product lines by following particular trends, such as the "logomania trend". Logomania, 

also known as maximalism, is the overt use of bold and/or aggressive logos on apparel. The 

distinctive features of a particular premium fashion brand, such as logos, rather than the 

quality or craftsmanship, attract consumers who are in pursuit of status and social ranking. 

The associations of the visible brand logo and the brand name as a luxury symbol enable 

companies to maintain high-profit margins easily. What is more, the easily recognized logos 

attract new consumers and thus provide "entry" towards higher and more expensive high-

end product lines or upscale brands. The limitations of all-over print lie in the risk of increased 

counterfeit luxury since the printed logos are easily replicated, as well as overconsumption 

and excessive production – vital problems related to sustainability. 
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Overall, we have arrived at the following findings and their potential practical implications: 

Table 2 | Summarization of key findings and potential practical implications 

Key findings Practical implications and meaning 

The demographic profile of the Bulgarian 
conspicuous consumer is females above 25 years 
of age with gross monthly income above 1000 
EUR.  
Respondents below 25 years of age 
demonstrated the desire to project a conspicuous 
image online, stating that they would most likely 
post their luxurious premium fashion products 
online. 

Identified characteristics of the  
Bulgarian conspicuous consumer’s profile. 

Findings provide directions for 
segmentation and enable marketers’ better 

understanding of customer behaviour. 

The respondents agree and believe that high 
social status could be perceived based on online 
presence and activity on Instagram, i.e., posting 
luxurious fashion products may signal higher 
social class.  
 

Understanding the correlation between 
rooted cultural consumer perceptions, 

conspicuous consumption and SM, SM 
influencers and luxury brands can better 
engage with their followers and enhance 
and increase their online presence and 

content created. 

The findings based on the means of respondents 
with daily activity on Instagram were significantly 
higher (m = 4.28) in comparison with ones with 
occasional activity and presence. 

Valuable from a practical point of view for 
luxury fashion brands, but also for SM 
influencers – deciding on SM and/or 
advertising campaign frequency and 

intensity. 

Social needs for differentiation and uniqueness 
are satisfied with the utilization of social media 
usage, while a large proportion of individuals 
admitted that social conformity is also an 
important part of their online activity. 

 
 
 

Luxury fashion management and branding 
could benefit by identifying the potential 
customer value factors, building retail 
strategy, adapting the social media 
presence and accelerating and/or 

sustaining the growth of e-commerce 
channels. 

Bulgarians associate high-quality materials 
(30.8%), visible brand logos of premium luxury 
brands (26.6%) and brand names (23.1%) as 
symbols and characteristics of luxurious fashion 
goods that are able to signal one’s success and 
achievements. 

Note: Data collected by authors 

Source: Authors 

As discussed previously, consumerism and conspicuousness are rooted in the Bulgarian past 

socialist experience (Sredl, 2004; Stec, 1992). As our findings suggest, the exposure to 

idealised social groups is currently accelerated by mass media; SM and consumerism and 

conspicuousness are fuelled by the wide availability of goods and the desire to “keep up with 

the Joneses”. The market size for luxurious goods in Bulgaria is quite considerable. 

Therefore, luxury fashion management and branding could benefit from the results of this 

study by identifying the potential customer value factors that influence brand relationships 

and behaviour intentions. Based on this, entry strategies could be developed, taking into 

consideration the specifics of cultural and historical background. In addition, the findings of 

this study may benefit retail strategists in CEE by enabling better positioning, insights for 

shopping experience personalization, customer engagement and promotions.  
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This study also provides a custom methodology for studying conspicuous displays of fashion 

items on Instagram, which can be implemented for replica studies in CEE, given some 

historical and cultural similarities.  

The paper may also serve as a ground for further studies and investigation since the findings 

add to the growing body of literature on social media and substantially address the gap in the 

literature regarding our understanding of customers’ perception of premium luxury fashion 

products. 

Conclusion 

This paper underlines the importance of seeking an understanding of the impact of SM on 

the conspicuous consumption of luxurious fashion products. The study’s objectives were 

achieved and the findings provided comprehensive results. The data obtained from an online 

survey among 130 respondents (53.1% of respondents were 25 years of age or less and 

46.9% were above 25; females were 61.5% and males were 38.5% of the sample) fill existing 

gaps in the literature. Younger individuals and females, in general, have the desire to project 

a conspicuous image online and they would most likely post their luxurious premium fashion 

products online. Findings confirmed that social media fosters social comparison, resulting in 

an increased need for differentiation, uniqueness and social conformity. This demonstrated 

a controversy, which supported the theory of uniqueness (Fromkin & Snyder, 1980) but also 

provided understanding regarding the potential rationale – extended social groups and 

exaggerated social comparison. In addition, the majority of the respondents stated that they 

would most likely post a luxurious fashion possession when they buy or own one 

(conspicuous act); nevertheless, the underlying motive is not admitted to be the need to 

“show off” (conspicuous act) to others. Finally, our findings showed that the respondents with 

a higher level of conspicuous consumption online perceived a visible brand logo and brand 

name as symbols of higher social class due to their ability to easily signal a consumer’s 

success, while the ones with a lower level of conspicuous consumption online utilize more 

subtle symbols of status and luxury such as high-quality materials and perceived uniqueness. 
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