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Conspicuous consumption undermines attitudes toward higher-status individuals in the workplace due to reduced warmth inferences.

This effect is moderated by the relative work status and the justification for conspicuous consumption. Moreover, this effect is

expressed in real behavior: 1) workplace decisions and 2) subsequent consumption decisions.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The workplace is a social environment central to consumers’ ev-

eryday lives, in which they naturally observe, interact, and share con-
sumption experiences with others. Consumers’ interpretation of oth-
ers’ conspicuous consumption in the workplace may influence their 
attitudes toward others, as well as their workplace and consumption 
decisions. Yet, little is known about how others’ conspicuous con-
sumption is interpreted as a function of their status in a workplace 
setting.

Imagine observing a CEO driving a Mercedes-Benz. How 
would you perceive this CEO? Prior literature suggests that we may 
hold more favorable attitudes towards a conspicuous CEO because 
of our own aspirations (Kasser and Ryan 1993) or a preference for 
stereotype-consistent information (Bastian and Haslam 2007) or 
because we infer greater competence of the CEO (Christopher and 
Schlenker 2000). In contrast, based on role congruity theory (Diek-
man and Goodfriend 2006), we propose that conspicuous consump-
tion will imply a lack of warmth and lower attitudes toward higher-
status others (Scott, Mende, and Bolton 2013).

Conspicuous consumption generally increases perceptions of 
competence but undermines inferred warmth (Scott et al. 2013). 
Status in the workplace is linked to social roles, and expectations 
for these roles will alter the impact of conspicuous consumption 
on attitudes via inferences of warmth and competence. Higher-
status individuals make decisions that affect lower-status individu-
als’ welfare (e.g., evaluation and promotion, work load, wages and 
benefits) (Chen, Trevino, and Hambrick 2009). Hence, lower-status 
individuals will care about the intentions of higher-status others to-
wards themselves (Humphrey 2002) and thus infer reduced warmth 
when they engage in conspicuous consumption. However, this effect 
will be only unique to upward evaluations. Conspicuous consump-
tion will not undermine attitudes toward lower-status individuals in 
downward evaluations, because superiors will be more concerned 
about the employees’ competence and ability to carry out tasks 
(DeNisi and Stevens 1981).

Study 1 examined the effect of conspicuous consumption on 
attitudes toward higher-status others using publicly available data 
(2014 Glassdoor survey) comprised of actual employees’ ratings 
of their CEOs and evidence of conspicuous consumption by these 
CEOs. Two coders rated the CEOs’ conspicuous based on the style 
of dress in their profile photos on Glassdoor. Regression analysis of 
conspicuousness of the CEO on employees’ rating of their CEOs re-
vealed that conspicuousness negatively predicted the rating of the 
CEO.

Study 2 extended study 1 in a laboratory setting and examined 
the underlying process. Because conspicuousness and formality 
might be correlated in the real world context of study 1 (i.e., for-
mal clothing was also more expensive), we manipulated these fac-
tors orthogonally in study 2. Participants imagined that they were 
employed at a company and ran across a short article featuring the 
CEO of their company. The article content was held constant; the 
photo of the CEO was the same individual either dressed formally 
with a suit and tie (vs. informally with a polo shirt) and the caption to 
the photo described the clothing as either conspicuous (e.g., Armani) 
or inconspicuous (generic). Consistent with theorizing, conspicuous-
ness lowered attitudes toward the CEO, with no effects of formal-

ity and the interaction. Mediation analysis revealed that unfavorable 
attitudes emerged primarily because conspicuousness drives infer-
ences that higher-status others lack warmth.

Study 3 examined both higher and lower-status individuals who 
engage in in/conspicuous consumption. Participants imagined that 
they noticed that their boss (or employee) purchased a BMW Z4 (or 
Hyundai Elantra). The two-way interaction of status and in/conspicu-
ousness was significant on attitudes. As expected, the negative effect 
of conspicuousness on attitudes emerged only for the upward (vs. 
downward) evaluations. Mediation analysis indicated that conspicu-
ous consumption undermined attitudes towards a boss by reducing 
perceived warmth—consistent with studies 1 and 2. In contrast, con-
spicuous consumption enhanced competence perceptions towards a 
lower-status individual, with no direct effect on attitudes.

Study 4 explored the justification for conspicuous consumption, 
a theoretically relevant boundary condition. Participants imagined 
that their boss (or employee) purchased a Mercedes-Benz E350 with 
a family-related justification (vs. work-related vs. no-justification). 
We predicted that justifying conspicuousness via a family-related 
justification (that implies warmth) or via a work-related justification 
(that shifts the emphasis from warmth to competence) should both 
mitigate negative effects on attitude when judging higher-status oth-
ers. As predicted, a significant two-way interaction between status 
and justification emerged on attitudes. The boss was perceived more 
positively for both justifications compared to no justification; this ef-
fect was mediated by warmth. The attitudes toward employee did not 
differ for a work-related or no justification but was marginally less 
favorable for a family-related justification due to reduced inferred 
competence.

Finally, study 5 tested effects on real behavior. Participants were 
put in a work environment in which they assume the role of either 
an employee (who will work for the boss by completing assigned 
tasks) or a boss (where they will assign work to the employee who 
would work for them). After giving instructions about their roles and 
tasks, we examined two types of real behavior: 1) their choice of who 
to work with – choice of a boss (or choice of an employee) based 
on bios of two individuals who differ in conspicuous consumption; 
and, 2) the subsequent choice of conspicuous (vs. inconspicuous) gift 
cards (they were entered into a lottery to win gift cards). There was 
greater preference for the inconspicuous boss when participants’ role 
was an employee, driven by perceptions of warmth. The direct effect 
of status on gift card choice did not show the pattern we expected but 
the indirect effect was supported (i.e., status  warmth  attitude 
 own consumption).

Together, these findings demonstrate that conspicuous con-
sumption will undermine attitudes toward higher-status individuals 
in the workplace due to inferences of reduced warmth. This effect 
is moderated by relative status and the justification for conspicuous 
consumption. Moreover, this effect is consequential: others’ con-
spicuous consumption affects both individual workplace decisions 
(e.g., choice of who to work with) as well as subsequent conspicuous 
consumption. This research contributes to the literature on conspicu-
ous consumption, status, workplace behavior, as well as research on 
warmth and competence as fundamental dimensions of person per-
ception.
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