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ABSTRACT
This study inquires how consumers’ experiences of luxury re-

late to consumers’ selves. The objective is to broaden our contem-
porary understanding of luxury experiences by departing from the 
traditional view of conspicuous luxury consumption as a marker of 
social class. Consumer diaries provide fundamental insights into the 
complex nature of luxury experiences as moments of luxury, which 
are an integral part of consumers’ everyday lives. Luxury experi-
ences are inextricably linked with states and processes of self that re-
volve around multifaceted experiences of having (materialistic self), 
doing (liberating, oscillating, integrating, and relating self), being 
(harmony), and becoming (achievement-oriented and self-transfor-
mational). Our findings relate to and extend current self theory and 
fundamentally change our understanding of luxury from its ground-
ings in status consumption towards a transient and abstract concept. 

INTRODUCTION
Consumer behavior literature inextricably ties luxury to de-

monstrative and conspicuous consumption, assuming that luxury de-
rives meaning primarily from the luxury object (Vickers and Renand 
2003) and the social context (Brückner 2008). Based on Veblen’s 
(1902) seminal work, traditional luxury literature has a strong focus 
on social affiliation and social comparison, stressing consumers’ so-
cial identity needs (Stets and Burke 2000; Tajfel 1982). Traditional-
ly, functional characteristics such as high price, outstanding quality, 
uniqueness/scarcity, unnecessity, and aesthetics characterize luxury 
goods and brands (e.g., Keller 2009) that are produced as means for 
social distinction (e.g., Han, Nunes, and Drèze 2010).

Recently, authors have portrayed luxury from a more individual 
and abstract angle, framing the essence of luxury as a special treat 
that is out of the ordinary (Hansen and Wänke 2011). Additionally, 
recent studies increasingly acknowledge the primacy of the luxury 
experience over object (e.g., Tynan, McKechnie, and Chhuon 2009), 
as well as the tendency to view luxury consumption as predomi-
nantly inner-directed and inconspicuous (Bauer, von Wallpach, and 
Hemetsberger 2011). The present study picks up the thread and fo-
cuses on meaningful objects and moments consumers might experi-
ence as luxury.

We propose that luxury is not experienced in enclaved luxuri-
ous spaces and contexts but integrated in consumers’ everyday lives. 
Building on the widely held belief of products and brands as support-
ers of the self (e.g. Belk 1988; Kleine, Kleine III, and Allen 1995), 
this study contributes to previous literature by showing how luxury 
experiences are inextricably linked to the self. Building on narratives 
reported in consumer diaries, this study illuminates the contribution 
of consumers’ lived experiences of luxury to the states and process-
es of having, doing, being, and becoming that underlie consumers’ 
selves. Our radically constructivist view implies that any material 
thing, or any consumer experience might be perceived as luxurious, 
if consumers attach luxurious meaning to it. This article, therefore, 
departs from conceptual presumptions and aims to enrich our under-
standing of luxury with fundamental consumer insights.

The subsequent sections review current conceptualizations of 
luxury first, describe the emerging view of luxury experiences as part 
of the self-narrative of consumers, elaborate on the study findings, 
and discuss their implications.

THEORY

Luxury experiences
Traditionally, premium image, high price, outstanding quality, 

uniqueness/scarcity, unnecessity, and aesthetics characterize luxury 
goods and brands, which are produced as means for social distinc-
tion (e.g., Han et al. 2010). Berthon et al. (2009, 47) characterize 
luxury as “amalgam of the material, the social, and the individual”. 
Postmodernity has radically altered contemporary definitions of 
luxury, adding pastiche and democratized forms of luxury for the 
masses (Atwal and Williams 2009; Tsai 2005; Yeoman and McMa-
hon-Beattie 2006). Additionally, recent postmodern theorizations 
in the field of consumption practices argue that most action is not 
directed towards communication with others but towards the fulfill-
ment of self-regarding purposive projects (Joy et al. 2010; Warde 
2005). Accordingly, research acknowledges the individual meaning 
of luxury consumption, focusing on the measurement of luxury per-
ception (e.g., Christodoulides, Michaelidou, and Li 2009), the value 
of luxury brands for individuals (e.g., Tsai 2005), and individual 
consumption practices (e.g., Atwal and Williams 2009; Gistri et al. 
2009). However, despite the recent prominence of experiential mar-
keting (e.g., Brakus, Schmitt, and Zarantonello 2009), only few stud-
ies stress the importance of consumer experiences in the context of 
luxury brands (e.g., Atwal and Williams 2009; Berthon et al. 2009). 
Tynan et al. (2009) lay the foundation for a distinct experiential ap-
proach, and extract three main types of value consumers derive from 
luxury—symbolic/expressive, experiential/hedonic, and relational. 
Yet, classifications of luxury experiences into taxonomies of value 
have serious conceptual shortcomings from a constructionist per-
spective as they predetermine experiential categories, instead of fo-
cusing on luxury’s essential meaning for consumers’ selves. Hansen 
and Wänke (2011) maintain that the majority of consumers cannot 
afford indulging in luxury every day. As a consequence, luxury goods 
are psychologically more abstract and distant than everyday neces-
sities. We assume that consumers’ desire for luxury is independent 
from accessibility, which necessitates a re-definition of the meaning 
of luxury on the side of consumers. Consumers might exclude inac-
cessible luxury goods and include other, more achievable domains 
of luxury consumption experiences in their everyday lives. Bauer et 
al. (2011) have introduced an interesting perspective on everyday 
luxuries that are situation-specific, individual, and narrated. First 
empirical evidence shows that luxury experiences are much more 
self-related, private, and less materialistic than previously assumed 
in the context of traditional views of luxury. The authors find that 
from a consumer-experiential perspective luxury can be character-
ized as transient, which is reflected in its situation-specific, escapist 
nature, and its integration in consumers’ everyday lived experiences. 

Luxury experiences and the self
Relationships between products, special possessions, brands 

and the consumer’s self have been widely discussed in literature 
(e.g. Belk 1988; Berger and Heath 2007; Kleine et al. 1995; Sirgy 
1982; Sprott, Czellar, and Spangenberg 2009). Existing studies pro-
vide ample evidence of the supportive function of products/brands 
for identity construction and consumers’ self-understanding. In his 
seminal work, Sirgy (1982) suggests that individuals have an “actual 
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self”—a realistic view of how a person perceives herself—and an 
“ideal self”, relating to how a person would like to be. The uncom-
fortable gaps between the real and the ideal selves respectively can 
be removed through consumption. As products and brands commu-
nicate symbolic meaning, their consumption potentially enriches a 
consumer’s self-concept via the transfer of certain product or brand 
meanings to the self.

A more postmodern view has been introduced by Belk (1988), 
Ahuvia (2005), and Bahl and Milne (2010), who draw attention to 
the extended, fragmented and negotiable consumer self. Whereas 
Belk and others (1988; Tian and Belk 2005) introduce the deep 
meaning of possessions as part of individual’s identity, Ahuvia 
(2005) supports a multiple selves view of consumers, who solve con-
flicting facets of their identities through consumption. Consumers 
appropriate specific objects for the purpose of self-transformation 
rather than self-extension as proclaimed by Belk (1988). In contrast 
to Ahuvia (2005), who discusses consumers’ strategies in the for-
mation of a coherent self-narrative, Bahl & Milne (2010) look at 
the constant dialogue of different selves to avoid or solve possible 
conflicts amongst them. Similarly, Obodaru (2012) emphasizes the 
importance of alternative selves for people’s self-narratives, and the 
consequences for their lives. Studying self-representations of who a 
person could have been, she finds affective, self-knowledge, satis-
faction and motivational effects on people’s professional lives (Obo-
daru 2012). Other authors introduced the notion of transformative 
experiences and consciousness transformation to denote short-term 
and long-term self-changes that consumers undergo when consum-
ing valued consumption objects (Hoppe et al. 2009; Mick 2006; Sus-
san, Hall, and Meamber 2012).

To sum up, the consumption of products/brands can help in-
dividuals to master their identity projects by transferring symbolic 
meaning to consumers’ selves (Kleine and Schultz Kleine 2000). 
Identity construction through luxury consumption remained rather 
untouched, probably assuming that the conceptual underpinning of 
luxury is unambiguously related to social status, or remains a per-
manent desire (Belk, Ger, and Askegaard 2003) of the aspirational 
class. Following the assumption that consumers, themselves, define 
what they perceive as luxury, luxury might contribute in many ways 
to consumers’ identity construction. This might encompass a broad 
array of actual, ideal, extended, multiple, alternative, and transfor-
mative self-experiences, eventually involving luxury products and 
brands. Luxury experiences help individuals to negotiate and con-
struct their personal self-narrative (Bauer et al. 2011); luxury makes 
individuals feel unique and generates a multitude of potential self ne-
gotiations and constellations so as to create a coherent self-narrative. 
Our empirical study aims to contribute to this field of research and 
to uncover luxury experiences that go beyond traditional conceptu-
alizations of luxury.

METHODOLOGY
This study applies an interpretative, exploratory approach to 

gain a detailed understanding of luxury experiences’ contribution 
to consumers’ selves. To achieve maximum variation of views on 
luxury experiences and the respective effect on the self, selected in-
formants differed with regard to age group, job/educational back-
ground, and gender (Ritchie and Lewis 2003). We applied purposeful 
sampling, selecting German speaking informants who are in accord 
with our selection criteria. The number of informants amounts to 17 
(7 male, 10 female; age range: 24-84, mean = 41; education: uni-
versity degree: 8, high school degree: 4, no high school degree: 5; 
marital status: married: 7, in a relationship: 8, single: 2).

This study uses diary research for investigating consumers’ 
personal luxury moments. Diaries are documents containing infor-
mants’ regular records of events, observations, and thoughts as well 
as feelings, experiences and consequences (Bolger, Davis, and Ra-
faeli 2003, 580). Qualitative diary research is a method that enables 
the researcher to deeply understand processes, relationships and con-
sumers in their world (Patterson 2005) and to gain intimate and per-
sonal insights in an unobtrusive way (Alaszewski 2006, 43). In the 
present research context, consumers wrote diaries on an everyday 
basis (Alaszewski 2006), providing introspective accounts of luxury 
moments, related experiences, and feelings (Bolger et al. 2003). The 
diaries provide in-depth insights into consumers’ subjective percep-
tions of luxury experience and its contribution to consumers’ selves. 
We analyzed consumer diaries, using an inductive categorization 
process (Kreiner, Hollensbe, and Sheep 2006; Spiggle 1994), and 
constant comparative method (Charmaz 2006).

FINDINGS
The findings of our diary study brought forward a myriad 

of everyday and ‘grand’ luxuries that range from materialistic, 
romantic notions of a life of luxury to metaphysical accounts of eu-
daimonic well-being and living a happy and fulfilling life. Consum-
ers’ perceptions of luxury embrace object- and experience-related, 
abstract and concrete notions of luxury. Our analysis of consumer 
diaries illustrates that consumers’ luxury moments revolve around 
multifaceted experiences of having (materialistic self), doing (liber-
ating, oscillating, integrating and relating self), being (harmony of 
selves), and becoming (achievement-oriented and self-transforma-
tional) (cf. Belk 1988). As Michael succinctly notes:

“There are little, everyday luxuries and the big ones, which is 
something extraordinary, something you have aspired to have, 
do, or be for a long time.” (Michael, 28)

Having
Having strongly reflects traditional conceptualizations of 

luxury, highlighting the importance of luxury objects (Vickers and 
Renand 2003), and experiences (Tynan et al. 2009). Consumers de-
fine and express their materialistic self with strong accounts related 
to precious possessions and places, that is, luxury objects that are 

Table 1: Sample characteristics

No. Code Name Gender Age Education Marital Status
1 David male 29 University relationship
2 Michael male 28 University relationship
3 Eva female 58 High school single
4 Jennifer female 26 University relationship
5 Tina female 51 No high school relationship
6 Claudia female 22 University relationship
7 Sarah female 34 University married
8 Susanna female 24 High school relationship
9 Peter male 30 University single
10 John male 25 High school relationship
11 Philip male 63 No high school married
12 Patricia female 42 No high school married
13 Robert male 48 University married
14 Linda female 32 No high school married
15 Barbara female 84 No high school married
16 Elisabeth female 27 High school relationship
17 James male 56 University married
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“mine” (Belk 1988; Goffman 1959; Mittal 2006). These special 
possessions and eventually multi-sensory experiences are typically 
related to convenience consumption of high-priced ‘little luxuries’.

“I currently own a shampoo that I also used this morning. 
Whenever I use it I am excited because it smells so good, lasts 
much longer and I do only need tiny bits of it. And the bottles 
look really nice . I should probably also mention that sham-
poo and conditioner cost around 80€ and that is pure luxury for 
me… but it is really good.” (Elizabeth, 27)

Traditional luxury objects often derive their value from the su-
perfluous, or unnecessity. We do not need them but appreciate the 
fact that we can indulge whenever we want. Consuming these luxury 
objects reflects traditional luxury consumption at its best. It speaks 
to a “because I’m worth it” self, which is not to be confused neither 
with practices of “self-care”, as discussed by Rindfleish (2005), nor 
with aesthetic consumption practices. As demonstrated in the diary 
excerpt of Patricia, the luxury of having reflects ‘the special treat out 
of the ordinary’, as suggested by Hansen and Wänke (2011).

“Today I bought a beautiful scarf in the berry colors that are 
currently en vogue. I saw it last week already and I really liked 
it. Even though it was not expensive I did not buy it because I 
actually own enough scarves. But then I could not stop thinking 
about it all week long and today I bought it – I was lucky that it 
was still there. I do not really need it but I treated myself and it 
feels great !” (Patricia, 42)

Doing
Apart from classical ownership of luxury goods, reports of 

luxury experiences comprise various states of a self released, liber-
ated, and able to live out the most wanted facet of self. Consumers’ 
narratives revolve around desires of doing and related moments of 
fulfillment. Diaries vividly illustrate how consumers pursue multiple 
selves that mutually co-exist, complement, or conflict with each oth-
er. Consumers constantly balance this multiplicity of selves through 
processes of self-negotiation (Bahl and Milne 2010). We found that 
these processes involve liberating an aspired self (i.e., striving for/
actually achieving a desirable state of self), oscillating between 
selves (i.e., processes of switching between selves), (unexpected) re-
lieving states of self integration, and self-others relations. The goal 
of doing is the achievement of an ideal state of liberation and integra-
tion, which is typically experienced as luxury. 

Liberating an aspired self. Consumers often describe states of 
suspense that precede luxury moments, whose dissolution is experi-
enced as self-release. Liberating an aspired self reflects a consumer’s 
striving for or actual achievement of a desirable, often rare state of 
self. This process eventually involves self-experiences that are per-
ceived as luxury moments. The liberation of one’s self can consist 
of disposing of unwanted parts of a self, for instance, by having the 
possibility to partially externalize or completely overcome certain 
aspects/duties that are typically associated with a specific role.

“With Ms. X as a part-time office manager I have the luxury to 
free myself from bothersome administrative tasks and to con-
centrate on activities that I am qualified for.” (James, 56)

Many narratives illustrate a strong urge to escape the profanity 
of everyday life. Luxury lies in the possibility to do so by trans-
forming common everyday situations into special moments. Similar 
to Atwal and William’s (2009) description of escapist qualities of 

luxury brands, these luxury moments show qualities of high intensity 
and high involvement with the experience. 

“During the day, I really have hardly any time for me, but on 
days, when I don’t get around doing anything, there is at least 
tea for me. A cup of tea is then on that day a little island, on 
which I am. It is so small that nobody else can be there. I’m sit-
ting on it with my tea. As soon as I’ve finished the tea, a pirate 
ship docks with a three-headed crew at the age of 10 months, 3 
years, and 5 years.” (Sarah, 34)

Liberating one’s self is further associated with “doing what I 
want”, that is, the freedom to define one’s ideal state of self, for in-
stance, by choosing between two selves one could or should reside 
in. Freedom can manifest itself through indulgence in forbidden 
pleasures. This type of self- liberation eventually involves struggles 
between conflicting selves, before an ultimate decision is made that 
liberates a self, which is not dominated by moral obligations or, as 
denoted by Cialdini, Reno and Kallgren (1990), by injunctive and 
descriptive norms of doing/not doing. These acts of liberation put 
the “happy self” in the foreground, the self that is not constrained by 
considerations of boundary setting “other” (Joy et al. 2010).

“While looking at the flowerage in front of me, some exception-
ally big blossoms attracted my attention. ‘Come on, pick them 
and put them in a vase’. In this moment I felt like split half: One 
part of me said: ‘Take some of these beautiful, golden branches 
of this spring bush. It would look beautiful in your vase with 
some blue flowers’. The other part of me admonished me: ‘Let 
them here. Here they look most beautiful … In your vase they 
are lovely but only for a short time and without fulfilling their 
actual purpose.’ Guess what I did? My egotism won!” (Bar-
bara, 84)

Not all self-liberation can necessarily be attributed to an in-
dividual’s free will. Self-liberation is in many cases only possible 
due to a force majeure, which unleashes an aspired self from social 
constraints and external circumstances. When externalities happen 
to liberate unexpected time for a more aspired self, these moments 
become like valuable gifts, experienced as moments of luxury. 

“This afternoon I sat on my balcony for the first time this spring, 
although it was a workday. My customer cancelled the meeting 
and I had time for myself. I went cycling, had some coffee and 
was full of joy over the unexpected spare time—that’s luxury.” 
(Tina, 51)

Oscillating between multiple selves. Oscillating between mul-
tiple selves denotes the process of switching between selves and ac-
centuating different selves at different points in time. Both factual 
oscillations and related rituals, as well as mental oscillations are 
experienced as luxury. Factual oscillations involve actually switch-
ing between selves, that is, entering, residing in, and/or expressing a 
desirable self. Mental oscillations describe the process of imagining 
or mentally simulating to switch between selves.

“I love being with my family. I’m really looking forward to see 
my family and my cat every time I’m going home—it’s like a 
safe haven for me. Yet, being with them all the time wouldn’t 
be possible. I simply love being able to live in two worlds, my 
hometown and the town where I’m currently living.” (David, 
29)



486 / ‘Because I’m Worth It’ - Luxury and the Construction of Consumers’ Selves

“Today I bought again the somewhat more expensive bio-ba-
nanas from the Dominican Republic. At home I ate them in-
stantly with pleasure. Since my holidays in the Caribbean I do 
not eat bananas carelessly anymore. Whenever I eat them I’m 
mentally on the beach under palm trees enjoying the turquoise 
blue sea—pure endorphins!” (Patricia, 42)

Oscillation is not always based on a deliberate choice but dic-
tated by external forces. While not being a voluntary endeavor, es-
pecially oscillating with nature is experienced as luxury. Consumers 
subordinate themselves to an external force that liberates them from 
the burden of making their own decision and allows them oscillating 
with a naturally recurring pattern.

“After the long winter, which was not really enjoyable, nature’s 
awakening incited a need to stimulate my senses and to really 
pep myself up. And so I got started: first a thorough hot and cold 
shower with the bathroom window wide open. The prickling 
feeling of the stimulated blood circulation already generated a 
pleasant sensation. The ensuing extended body treatment added 
to this pleasant sensation. Finally also the choice of clothes had 
a touch of spring – I chose something extraordinary. Then I 
looked into the mirror and my smiling face told me that it was 
good”. (Barbara, 84)

A phenomenon closely related to oscillation is the integration 
of multiple selves. Integration implies the temporary and often unex-
pected relieving state of partial integration of aspects appertaining 
to one self into another self, for instance, the integration of leisure 
aspects into a professional self. Integrated selves are not necessar-
ily balanced. A specific facet of self dominates whereas another 
self—which is most wanted in a specific context—is permitted to 
squeeze in. These unexpected experiences are very much valued and 
perceived as luxury. On the other hand, consumers experience frus-
tration and non-luxury when an aspired integration of selves fails, 
typically due to some external restriction. 

“Today I was in our plant in Genk, Belgium, where the Mondeo, 
S-Max and Galaxy are built. This time my colleague had plenty 
of time and gave us a tour of the plant. Typically, plant visits are 
very stressful, since we have many problems to solve. But this 
time it was great.” (Robert, 48)

Relations between one’s self and others. Considering our self 
in relation to others indicates the relational value of luxury (Tynan 
et al. 2009). Others extend and complement our selves, evoking the 
feeling that they “are part of my self”. 

“It is a beautiful day. The sun is shining. We have a relaxed 
breakfast and decide to visit the zoo. Emma runs from time to 
time and sits on Christopher’s shoulders. Her eyes are glowing 
with joy and she is laughing. It is so beautiful to see how she 
enjoys it.” (Linda, 32)

Others also contribute to luxury experiences when consumers 
succeed to demarcate the ‘I’ (Mittal 2006) from the social self, for 
instance, by recognizing their current self’s rareness and unattain-
ability for others. 

“My part-time job since October 2009 is a special luxury. It 
gives me the wonderful feeling of a new dimension of freedom 
and control over time. Having the time to enjoy a red traffic 
light and to consciously relax while other people are stressed 
out is quite luxurious”. (James, 56)

Both, enjoying the social self and enjoying one’s very personal 
self are luxury when we deliberately enact them. 
Being

Unity of body, mind, and environment characterize being. Con-
trary to doing, being does not involve actions or activities but rather 
states of the self. Examples vary from simple bodily relaxations, re-
alization of the state of health, stocking up energy or sensorial states 
of wholeness to feelings of unity with the natural or social environ-
ment. Being involves intense existential experiences, enjoying what 
consumers depict as pure existence, relating to what Belk (1988) and 
Mittal (2006) describe as the innermost core self. Here we find love, 
timelessness, and deep, intense feelings of wholeness that consumers 
describe as Dasein (Heidegger 1962), harmony, the authentic self, 
and joy of living. The luxury of Dasein (Heidegger 1962) is com-
monly portrayed as doing nothing but being.

“I meditated today. Being completely relaxed and the sense of 
delight afterwards is luxury to me.” (Michael, 28)

Luxurious states of harmony can be reached if consumers are 
able to organize the interplay of selves and the extent to which they 
live out these selves freely; or when they feel perfect harmony of 
being and living. As harmony is a state of being it is independent of 
doing and merely a consciousness of self as enjoying, valuing what 
is. The harmonious self is not a category of its own but may be the 
sole self, the relational self, or the spiritual self amongst many oth-
ers—all actual selves being harmoniously united. Consumers report 
states of harmony with themselves but also how enjoyable it is to 
share the joy of being with others:

“Today I’ll stay in my apartment, and this is today’s luxury: 
privacy. It’s important for me to isolate myself and to enjoy time 
with myself from time to time. […] sometimes I experience be-
ing alone as luxury, even though this may sound a bit strange.” 
(Peter, 30)

“Desire, fun, amusement, recreation…and what’s most impor-
tant: To know and feel how great life can be! AND to be free to 
share this feeling!” (John, 25)

Authenticity is luxury for those consumers who sense the in-
nermost need to simply be who they are and appreciate being free 
from role pressures. Consumer diaries portray the consciously con-
templating individual, who is very aware of the emptiness of the 
materialistic self and the self being totally straitjacketed in societal 
constraints. Material consumption does not correlate with subjective 
well-being, nor does it capture consumers’ spiritual motivations for 
consumption (Sussan et al. 2012). Consumer narratives illustrate that 
luxury is ultimately associated with joy of living, referring to pleasur-
able feelings, such as warmth, joy, amusement, and felicity.

“It’s Sunday. The warm sun is shining through the window even 
though a cold borealis is blowing outside. I lie in my armchair 
and relax. I enjoy the ‘dolce far niente’ with all senses. As al-
ways, peace and satisfaction confirm that I’m really fine. Com-
pared to politicians who depend on fighting and begging for 
everybody’s favor to ‘be someone’ or better to ‘appear to be 
someone’ I have much more freedom. I enjoy this consciousness 
of being free and perceive it as luxury.” (Barbara, 84)
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Becoming
Becoming ultimately describes those moments when transfor-

mative processes, related to important life projects, are consciously 
perceived and valued as life achievements and self-realization.

“Being able to do a dissertation is luxury; it’s hard work but 
definitely luxury; forget all about new fashion and other mate-
rial goods. Simply knowing that you are getting closer to the 
great achievement feels great. What I mean is: being able to 
proof that I can do it. That’s part of my self-realization process. 
And my company pays for it—that’s luxury.” (David, 29)

Becoming is a process rather than a state and relates to the goal-
oriented achiever as well as to more spiritual processes of self-trans-
formation, or self-transcendence. Becoming draws upon common 
imaginations of an ideal future self but is different from desire as it 
is more fulfilling the more it is close to its realization. Supporters of 
becoming, as for instance a financial sponsor, a supportive environ-
ment, family, or one’s own capabilities are experienced as luxury. 

DISCUSSION
This article illuminates how consumers’ perceptions and expe-

riences of luxury contribute to consumers’ selves. Luxury, from a 
consumer perspective, is not characterized through boldly exhibited 
products and brands but rather constitutes exceptionally valuable, 
potentially hidden moments of luxury that serve as supporters of self 
in everyday living. These luxury experiences are more intimately 
related to different states and processes of self than traditionally 
assumed: Luxury experiences are much more than just a perceived 
extension of consumers’ selves (Belk 1988) but rather an opportu-
nity to live out different selves, reflected by symbolic consumption, 
indulgence in special moments and activities, moments of harmony, 
self-enhancement and self-transcendence.

Our findings suggest that respondents do not privilege any of 
these luxury experiences. Having and owning is as valuable in pro-
viding luxury experiences as doing, being and becoming. Figure 1 
portrays how luxury moments are related to self theory.

Belk’s seminal work on special possessions (1988), Daniel 
Miller’s study about the importance of things (2009), or Klein and 

Hill’s study into forced dispossessions (2008) demonstrate the im-
portance of material things, and why they potentially qualify for 
moments of luxury. Owning and having per se is not a luxury mo-
ment; but the deep symbolic of possessions and how they relate to 
our selves and lives is. Research into motivation theories and auto-
telic activities (Csikszentmihalyi 1997) provides ample evidence of 
the importance of doing. Csikszentmihalyi (2000, 271) emphasizes 
that “…trying to avoid the mental chaos of everyday life by resort-
ing to acquisitions and passive entertainment does not work very 
well”. Our study strongly supports this critical finding, and extends 
this research by relating doing to the transient self. Doing is active 
and qualifies as everyday luxury, when we can freely choose what 
we want to do most in a specific situation. We enjoy doing different 
things at different times. Our study shows that moments of luxury 
emanate from meaningful activities of relating, liberating, oscillat-
ing, and integration of selves at specific times. 

Our findings partly corroborate Ahuvia’s (2005) findings that 
consumers are looking for a synthesis of conflicting selves, or har-
monious states of being, respectively. However, oscillation as a way 
to switch between worlds and selves extends Ahuvia’s (2005) find-
ings. Similar to what Tian and Belk (2005) have coined self-shifting 
and oscillation, we also find that consumers switch among selves 
yet, moments of luxury are experienced only when individuals actu-
ally enact different selves, purposefully, or unexpectedly. Oscillation 
is an important principle and demonstrates the volatile character of 
luxury moments. One day we long for solitude, the other day we ex-
perience togetherness as luxury. It is these contradictions and desires 
(Belk et al. 2003) which are never perfectly fulfilled in life that seem 
to make luxury moments precious, and our lives interesting.

Our findings also clearly extend Bahl and Milne’s (2010) meta-
self theory in that they show that consumers not only avoid or man-
age conflicting selves, or accord with a dominating meta-self, but 
also indulge themselves in luxurious states of perfect harmony. In 
many ways states of perfect harmony liken moments of happiness. 
Harmony is not described as a perfect integration of different facets 
of self but rather acknowledges its facets. Perfect harmony unfolds 
as a metaphysical experience of oneness with nature, or humanness 
with a Dasein-like quality. This is exactly what becoming is about, 
sometimes as an imperfect striving for achievement, sometimes as 

Self BSelf A
Liberating

Oscillating

Self C

Relating to 
others

Integrating

BEING

HAVING

BECOMING

Figure 1: Luxury experiences and self
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a self-developmental and self-transcending endeavor. Becoming is 
about the possibility to realize the alternative self that I might have 
become (Obodaru 2012). These spiritual motivations for (non-)con-
sumption have recently been described by Skousgaard (2006)  and 
Sussan et al. (2012). Our study further illuminates the immanent 
spiritual quality of luxury experiences.

Overall, this study suggests that luxury is not a permanent state 
but seems to be a transient concept that manifests in moments of 
luxury and thus, is inherently experiential. Luxury moments include 
the rare and precious. It is the moment when we unwrap the little 
silver spoons, when we look at the wonderful new painting, or when 
we brush our leather shoes with the glossy toecap. Luxury experi-
ences in many ways are preceded by moments of suspense before the 
many little dramas in people’s lives dissolve, and the most aspired 
self is finally liberated. Moments of luxury then comprise experi-
ences of something extraordinary in ordinary life, integrating the de-
mands of different roles, escaping, and oscillating between different 
selves. Luxury experiences are also abstract. Postmodern reflexiv-
ity of individuals and practices of “self-care” —becoming someone 
you were not at the beginning—permeate our search for happiness in 
life (Rindfleish 2005). This search, however, needs some harmoni-
ous ending. Ultimately, human beings are striving for self-transcen-
dence, self-transformation, and engage in conscious contemplation 
resulting in deep feelings of gratitude and harmony, reflecting pro-
cesses of becoming, and perfect states of being. In that sense, mo-
ments of luxury liken concepts of consumer happiness, eudaimonic 
well-being (Bauer, McAdams, and Pals 2008), joy of life, and other 
related constructs. Is it luxury, then?…What else? 
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