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Consumers use heightened sensory consumption as a means to restore their feelings of self-worth. In four studies we find that

individuals under self-threat exhibit preference for visually loud product designs, louder music and a higher need for touch. Engaging

in a self-affirmation exercise negates the desire for heightened sensory consumption.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Sensory consumption is understood to be consumption of 

products or experiences that engages the senses of the consumer; a 
consumption experience that is processed through one or more of 
the five sensory modalities of taste, vision, sound, smell and touch 
(Krishna 2011). In this research we investigate how consumers can 
use heightened sensory consumption as a means of restoration of 
their feelings of self-worth.

The relationship between need for status or self-esteem, and the 
use of conspicuous consumption as a compensatory mechanism is 
well established (Charles, Hurst and Roussanov 2009; Rucker and 
Galinsky 2008, 2009). In conspicuous consumption, compensatory 
consumption has involved a heightened engagement of only one of 
the five senses, vision (Dubois, Rucker, and Galinsky 2010, 2012). 
In this work we investigate: 1) Do individuals facing self-threat only 
consume conspicuously when products have clear status-enhancing 
visual attributes like brand name and logo, or does this preference for 
visually conspicuous products operate at a more basic sensory level, 
void of contextual status-cues such as brand? 2) Do individuals fac-
ing self-threat also seek more conspicuous consumption along other 
sensory domains? Contrary to the spirit of conspicuous consumption 
which deals with visible consumption in the visual domain, we pro-
pose that a threat to one’s self-worth would result in compensatory 
effects even in consumption experiences which are not publicly vis-
ible, thus proposing that conspicuous sensory consumption- defined 
by us as need for heightened engagement across different sensory 
domains- may be a means for self-worth restoration as well (Sivan-
than and Pettit 2010).  

In a series of four studies, we test whether individuals under 
self-threat indulge in heightened sensory consumption in the domains 
of visual, auditory and haptic consumption. We find that when their 
sense of self-worth is threatened, individuals engage in conspicuous 
or heightened sensory gratification by showing a higher preference 
for more conspicuously designed products and louder volumes of 
music, and exhibiting a higher desire to touch products, even those 
for which touching is not considered instrumental in assessing prod-
uct quality. We also find that engaging in a self-affirmation exercise 
negates the need to indulge in conspicuous sensory consumption. 
Thus, we propose that engaging in conspicuous sensory consumption 
may have a restorative effect on consumers’ feelings of self-worth.

Study 1 investigates the impact of self-threat on compensatory 
consumption in the visual domain, looking at consumers’ choices of 
visually conspicuous, “loud” product designs. Adapted from Han, 
Nunes and Dreze (2010) definition of brand prominence, we define 
“visual conspicuousness” as the extent to which a product attracts 
attention, as reflected in its visual properties, including its material 
composition, the use of prominent colors, sizes, shapes, and other 
conspicuous design elements. 84 students participated in this 2 (Self 
Worth: Low, High) X 2 (Visual Product Conspicuousness: Conspicu-
ous, Discreet) experiment. Self-worth was manipulated by inform-
ing participants that they had performed among the lowest 5% (low 
self-worth) or highest 5% (high self-worth) of all participants in a 
problem-solving activity they completed (Sivanathan and Pettit 
2010).  Participants were told that they would be entered in a lot-
tery to win one of two flash drives (pretested to differ only along a 
composite scale for “visual conspicuousness”, not on other measures 

like attractiveness). Subjects in the low self-worth condition liked 
the visually conspicuous flash drive more than the visually discreet 
flash drive (Mconspicuous=5.07, Mdiscreet=4.14, t=2.27, p<.05), had a high-
er purchase intention (Mconspicuous=4.04, Mdiscreet=3.19, t=1.97; p=.05), 
and were willing to pay a higher amount for it Mconspicuous=655.00, 
Mdiscreet=429.52, t=2.65; p<.05).

In Study 2 we investigated whether low self-worth consumers 
would still prefer visually conspicuous products after being given an 
opportunity to affirm themselves. 71 students participated in this 2 
(Self Worth: Low, High) X 2 (Affirmation: Positive, None) experi-
ment. Self-worth was manipulated as in Study 1, after which the par-
ticipants were asked to either write about the most important value in 
their life (positive affirmation) or the least important value (no affir-
mation; Townsend and Sood, 2012; Sivanathan and Pettit, 2010). All 
participants then evaluated the visually conspicuous flash drive.  For 
participants in the low self-worth condition with positive affirmation, 
evaluation of the conspicuous flash drive along all dependent mea-
sures was significantly lower than those not given an opportunity to 
affirm themselves (attitude: Mno affirmation=5.25, Maffirmation=4.11, t=2.68, 
p<.05; purchase intention: Mno affirmation=5.13, Maffirmation=3.00, t=3.87, 
p<.05, WTP: Mno affirmation=631.00, Maffirmation=338.00, t=3.39, p<.05). 
There were no differences in evaluation measures for any of the other 
conditions.

In Study 3 we investigate whether the desire for more conspicu-
ous consumption under self-threat extends to other sensory domains 
like the auditory. 99 students participated in this 2 (Self Worth: Low, 
High) X 2 (Affirmation: Positive, None) experiment. Participants 
were exposed to the same self-threat and self-affirmation manipu-
lations as in Study 2, following which they were asked to listen to 
and evaluate a piece of unfamiliar capella music. The key dependent 
measure was the volume level that participants chose when listen-
ing to the audio clip. Participants who were subjugated to self-threat 
but did not receive an opportunity for self-affirmation listened to the 
music clip at a significantly higher volume than those who were sub-
jugated to self-threat but received an opportunity for self-affirmation 
(Mno affirmation=5.69, Maffirmation=4.44, t=2.68, p<.05).  There were no dif-
ferences in volume for any of the other conditions.

Study 4 seeks to extend our findings to a third sensory modal-
ity, that of touch. 92 students participated in this 2 (Self Worth: Low, 
High) X 2 (product touchability: low, high) experiment. Following 
the self-threat manipulation, participants completed some measures 
related to general shopping behavior which included latent need for 
touch (Peck and Childers 2003).  After this participants were asked 
to evaluate a new product that would soon be launched in their area, 
which was either a water bottle (low NFT product) or a towel (high 
NFT product). The dependent measure was an index of how much 
they wanted to touch the product before purchase. Desire to touch 
even the low NFT product was significantly higher among partici-
pants subjected to low self-worth than those in the high self-worth 
condition (Mlow self-worth=5.55, Mhigh self-worth =4.06; t=3.16, p<.05).  
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