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We examine the effect of the education facet of socio-economic status on perceptions of luxury brands. We find that more (less)

educated consumers perceive luxury brands as less socially conscious and are less willing to buy them. This relationship is mediated

by liberal values. Communicating social responsibility mitigates the effect.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This research examines the relationship between education and 

consumers’ response to luxury brands. Previous research finds that 
people who are higher in education are more likely to hold liberal 
values compared to those with less education (Deary, Batty, and Gale 
2008; Hastie 2007; Pascarella and Terenzini 2005). Social liberalism 
is defined as being concerned about equality and having the desire 
to act in a socially responsible manner (Graham, Haidt, and Nosek 
2009). 

While highly educated people are more likely to be socially 
liberal, evidence suggests that luxury brands are inconsistent with 
liberal values. Although there are positive associations with luxury 
brands, they are also associated with excess, exclusivity, wealth, 
and self-enhancement (Dubois, Czellar, and Laurent 2005; Torelli, 
Monga, and Kaikati 2012). Luxury consumption can lead consum-
ers to choose personal interests over the concern about the society 
(Chua and Zou 2009), which adds to the perception of luxury as 
undemocratic and elitist. Additionally, luxury consumption is of-
ten considered a selfish behavior (Griskevicius, Tybur, and Van den 
Bergh 2010). These negative concepts associated with luxury brands 
are inconsistent with liberal values, the values of highly educated 
consumers. 

When people evaluate a target, they often form their judgment 
by comparing the target to relevant information in memory, such as 
one’s personal beliefs and values (Markus 1977). These concepts 
can serve as a standard for evaluating the target (Tourangeau and 
Rasinski 1988). When a target is inconsistent with the standard of 
comparison, it often results in a contrast effect such that judgment of 
a target shifts away from the standard (Schwarz and Bless 1992). In 
the context of a luxury brand, this suggests that when people judge 
how socially conscious a luxury brand is perceived to be, they may 
form their evaluation by comparing the luxury brand to their personal 
values. Thus, we predict that:

Hypothesis 1:  Consumers with higher education will perceive 
luxury brands to be less socially conscious com-
pared to those with less education.

Hypothesis 2:  Liberalism mediates this relationship.  

Luxury brands, however, are increasingly positioning them-
selves as socially responsible (e.g. Davies et al. 2012). Our theory 
suggests that highly educated consumers may be more responsive to 
a luxury brand that adopts a socially responsible positioning strategy. 
As stated, when judging how socially conscious a luxury brand is 
perceived to be, consumers use their values as a standard of compari-
son. When a luxury brand is positioned as socially responsible, the 
brand’s positioning is consistent with liberal values. When a target 
is consistent with the standard of comparison, it often results in an 
assimilation effect such that the judgment of the target shifts toward 
the standard. Thus: 

Hypothesis 3:  Consumers with higher education will perceive 
a socially responsible luxury brand to be more 
socially conscious compared to those with less 
education.

Hypothesis 4:  Liberalism mediates this relationship.

Study 1 (N=319) employed a 2 (luxury vs. non-luxury brand) by 
2 (real vs. mock brand) between-subjects design. In the real brand, 
luxury (non-luxury) condition participants saw an advertisement for 
Gucci (Zara). We included a mock brand (Rami) as a replicate. Par-
ticipants indicated the extent to which they associated the brand with 
social justice, social well-being, and social concerns. Education was 
measured with a 5-point scale. In a regression, we found the pre-
dicted interaction between education and brand positioning (β = -.14, 
t(311) = -2.25, p < .05). In the luxury brand condition, education had 
a negative and significant effect on perceived social consciousness, 
supporting H1. Education did not have a significant effect for the 
non-luxury brand. The three-way interaction was not significant. 

Study 2 (N=178) employed a 2 (control vs. socially responsible) 
between-subjects design. Education was measured. Liberalism was 
measured with two items (social and political liberalism). Partici-
pants then saw one of two ads for Parmigiani Fleurier watches. The 
control ad promoted typical luxury brand attributes. The socially re-
sponsible ad promoted commitment to social equality. Participants 
indicated the brand’s social consciousness on the same previous 
scale. We found the predicted interaction between education and po-
sitioning (β = .37, t(174) = 2.81, p < .01). When participants saw 
the control ad, education had a negative and significant effect on the 
luxury brand’s social consciousness. Consistent with H3, when par-
ticipants saw the socially responsible ad education had a positive and 
marginally significant effect. We also found an interaction between 
liberalism and positioning (β = .23, t(174) = 3.45, p < .001). When 
participants saw the control ad, liberalism had a negative and sig-
nificant effect, but when participants saw the socially responsible ad, 
liberalism had a positive and significant effect. Mediation analysis 
suggested that liberalism mediates both in the control condition and 
in the socially responsible conditions.

Study 3 (N=150) employed a 2 (control vs. socially responsi-
ble) by 2 (high vs. low liberal values) between-subjects design. We 
primed liberal values. To manipulate brand positioning participants 
saw one of two ads for the Rolex brand of watches similar to the 
previous study. Participants completed the same previous social con-
sciousness scale. An ANOVA revealed a main effect of positioning 
and the predicted interaction (F(1, 146) = 11.00, p <.01). When lib-
eral values were high, those exposed to the socially responsible (vs. 
control) ad perceived Rolex as more socially conscious. When liberal 
values were low, perceptions of Rolex’ social consciousness were not 
significantly different. 

Study 4 (N=934) was a survey. We measured perceived social 
consciousness, willingness to buy luxury products with two items, 
willingness to spend on luxury brands, and actual behaviors regard-
ing luxury brands with three items. Regressions showed a negative 
and significant effect of education on perceptions of luxury brands as 
socially conscious, willingness to buy luxury brands, willingness to 
spend on luxury brands, and actual behavior regarding luxury brands 
(all p < .05). Perceived social consciousness mediated the effect of 
education on behavioral measures.

REFERENCES
Bond, George C. (2012), “Social Economic Status and Educational 

Achievement: A Review Article,” American Anthropological 
Association, 12(4), 227–57.



590 / Education, Liberalism and Consumers’ Response to Luxury Brands

Brooks, David (2000), Bobos in Paradise: The New Upper Class 
and How They Got There New York: Simon & Schuster.

Chua, Roy Y. J. and Xi Zou (2009), “The Devil Wears Prada? 
Effects of Exposure to Luxury Goods on Cognition and 
Decision Making”, Harvard Business School Working Paper 
10-34.

Davies, Iain A., Zoe Lee, and Ine Ahonkhai (2012), “Do Consumers 
Care About Ethical-Luxury?,” Journal of Business Ethics, 
106(1), 37–51.

Deary, Ian J., G. David Batty, and Catharine R. Gale (2008), 
“Bright Children Become Enlightened Adults,” Psychological 
Science, 19(1), 1–6.

Dubois, Bernard, Sandor Czellar, and Gilles Laurent (2005), 
“Consumer Segments Based on Attitudes Toward Luxury: 
Empirical Evidence from Twenty Countries,” Marketing 
Letters, 16(2), 115–28.

Dubois, Bernard and Patrick Duquesne (1993), “The Market for 
Luxury Goods: Income versus Culture,” European Journal of 
Marketing, 27(1), 35–44.

Graham, Jesse, Jonathan Haidt, and Brian A. Nosek (2009), 
“Liberals and Conservatives Rely on Different Sets of Moral 
Foundations.,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
96(5), 1029–46.

Griskevicius, Vladas, Joshua M. Tybur, and Bram Van den Bergh 
(2010), “Going Green to Be Seen: Status, Reputation, and 
Conspicuous Conservation,” Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 98(3), 392–404.

Hastie, Brianne (2007), “Cold Hearts and Bleeding Hearts: 
Disciplinary Differences in University Students’ Sociopolitical 
Orientations.,” The Journal of Social Psychology, 147(3), 
211–41.

Kanazawa, Satoshi (2010), “Why Liberals and Atheists Are More 
Intelligent,” Social Psychology Quarterly, 73(1), 33–57.

Markus, Hazel R. (1977), “Self-Schemata and Processing 
Information about the Self,” Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 35 (2), 63-78.

Pascarella, Ernest and Terenzini, Patrick T. (2005) How College 
Affects Students: A Third Decade of Research, San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass.

Preacher, Kristopher J. and Andrew F. Hayes (2008), “Asymptotic 
and Resampling Strategies for Assessing and Comparing 
Indirect Effects in Multiple Mediator Models,” Behavior 
Research Methods, 40(3), 879–91.

Schoon, Ingrid, Helen Cheng, Catharine R. Gale, G. David Batty, 
and Ian J. Deary (2010), “Social Status, Cognitive Ability, 
and Educational Attainment as Predictors of Liberal Social 
Attitudes and Political Trust,” Intelligence, 38(1), 144–50.

Schwarz, N., & Bless, H. (1992), “Constructing reality and its 
alternatives: An inclusion/exclusion model of assimilation and 
contrast effects in social judgment,” in The construction of 
social judgments, eds. Leonard L. Martin and Abraham Tesser, 
Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum, 217-245.

Torelli, Carlos J., Alokparna Basu Monga, and Andrew M. Kaikati 
(2012), “Doing Poorly by Doing Good: Corporate Social 
Responsibility and Brand Concepts,” Journal of Consumer 
Research, 38(5), 948–63.

Tourangeau, Roger and Kenneth A. Rasinski (1988), “Cognitive 
Processes Underlying Context Effects in Attitude 
Measurement,” Psychological Bulletin, 103(3), 299–314.


