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by 006 a bestselling hook entitled The Millionaee Next Daor
caused a nunor sensation, In contrast to the popular perception of
mithonare litestvles, this book reveals that mest oudlionres Ine
fragal lives—buvig used cars, purdhasing thor surs at O Penney,
and shopping for bargains, These very wealthe people teal no need
to et the world kiow they can atford o Tove much hetrer than thon
neighhors,

AMithons of other Americans, on the other haad, have o dittorent
relationship with spending. What they acquire and own s tehitly
bound 1o thetr perconal Wdenotv, Drvine o certan tope of Goowar
ing particular designer Taba s, Tivime o a cortamn hnd of homos and
ordering the right bottde of wine create and ~upport 5 paracuts
image of themselves to present to the world

Thivis not to sav that most Amencans make consumer purchiases
solehy to fool aihers about whao thes reath ares o notto sas that e
are a nation of crass statos-seckers, Or that reople who parchae
more than they need are camplv demonstrating a base materialism,
the sense of valomg material possessionsalove sl dhaes Bur it s to s
that, unfike the millionatres next door who are not driven 1o use
their wealth to create an atrractive tmage of themselves, many of os
are continually comparing onr own Tfesrvle and possessions to thase
of a select group of people we respeet and want 1o be kel peaple
whose sense of what's important m hife seems dose 1o our owrn

Phis aspect of our spending s not new—ompetitive acquisition
has tong been an American mstitntion. At the teen of the contury,
the rich consumed conspicooushv. In the carly post=Waorkd War 1
decades. Americans spent to keep up with the Joneses, using ther
possessions to make the statement that they were not tailoe i theyr
careers. But in recent decades, the culture of spending has changed
and mtensified. In the okd days, our neighbors et the srandard for
whar we had to have. They mav have earned a hiede more, or a huide
less, but their imncomes and ours were in the same ballparks Thow
house down the Block, worth roughlv the some an curss confirmed

this. Todav the nachbors are no foneer the tocus of Ccompareen,
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How could they be? We may not even know them, much less which
restaurants they patronize, where they vacation, and how much they
spent for their living room couch.

For reasons that will become clear, the comparisons we make are no
longer restricted to those in our own general earnings category, or even
to those one rung above us on the ladder. Today a pérson is more likely

- to be making comparisons with, or choose as a “reference group,”
people whose incomes are three, four, or ,

s his or her own. The
ants in a national cul-
wmumemm“?%

I?art of what's new 1s that lifestyle asplmtlom are now formed by
different points of reference. For many of us, the neighborhood has
been replaced by a community of coworkers, people we work along-
side and colleagues in our own and related professions. And while
our real-life friends still matter, they have been joined by our media
“friends.” (This is true both figuratively and literally—the television
show Friends is a good example of an influential media referent. ) We

- watch the way relevision families live, we read about the lifestyles of
celebrities and other public figures we admire, and we consuougly
and unconsciously assimilate this information. It affects us.

S0 far so good. We are in a wider world, so we like to know that
we are stacking up well against a wider population group than the
people on the block. No harm in that. But as new reference groups
form, they are less likely to comprise

result is that millions of us have buome
ture of upscale spending. I call it the ne ’

people who all earn approxi-
mately the same amount of money. And therein lies the problem
When a person who earns $7 5,000 a year compares herself to some-
one earning $90,000, the comparison is sustainable. It creates some
tension, even a striving to do a bit betrer, to be more successful in a
career. But when a reference group includes people who pull down
six or even seven-figure incomes, that's trouble. When poet-waiters
earning $18,000 a year, teachers earning $30,000, and editors and
publishers earning six-figure incomes all aﬁspirc to be part of one
urban literary referent group, which (*‘((“I’WVPI‘CSSUI‘G to drink the
same brand of bottled water and wine, wear similar urban | literary
clothes, and appoint apartments with urban | literary furniture, those
at the lower economic end of the reference group find themselves in
an untenable situation. Even if we choose not to emulate those who
spend ostentatiously, consumer aspirations can be a serious reach. |
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Advertising and the media have played an important part in
stretching out reference groups vertically, When rwenty-somethings
can’t afford much more than a utilitarian studio but think they
should have a New York apartment to match the ones they see on
Friends, they are setting unattainable consumption goals for them-
selves, with dissatisfaction as a predictable result. When the children
of affluent suburban and impoverished inner-city houscholds both
want the same Tommy Hilfiger logo emblazoned on their chests and
the top-of-the-line Swoosh on their feet, it’s a potential disaster. One
solution to these problems emerged on the talk-show circut

xf:ccmlu champmucd by pan of ymmg urban “entry-level”

i “i? Use your u\pc‘ nse account f @ entertait
ment, d.lte bankers, and sneak into snazzy parties wubom an invita-
tion. Haven’t got the wardrobe for it? No matter. Charge expensive

clothes, wear them with the tags on, and return them the morning
after. Apparently the upscale life is now so worth living that decep-
tion, cheating, and theft are a small price to pay for it.

These are the more dramatic examples. Millions of us face less stark
but problematic comparisons every day. People in one-earner families
find themselves trying to live the lifestyle of their two-paycheck friends.
Parents of modest means struggle to pay for the private schooling that
g tado

others in their reference group have established as the right thi
for their children. S

Additional problems are created by the accelerating pace of prod-
uct innovation. To gain broader distribution for the plethora c>{ new
products, manufacturers have gone to lifestyle marketing, targeting
their pitches of upscale items at rich and nonrich alike. Gourmet

cereal, a luxurious latte, or bathroom fixtures that o

ment, the right statement, are offered to people almost ev erywhere

on the economic spectrum. In fact, through the magic of plastic,
anvone can buy designer anything, at the trendiest rets ul shop. Or at
outlet prices. That’s the new consumerism. And its siren call is hard
to resist.

The new consumerism is also built on a relentless ratcheting up of

standards. If you move into a house with a fifties kitchen, the pre-
sumption is that you will eventually have it redone, because that's a
standard that has now been established. If you didn’t have air condi-

 a state-
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tioning in your old car, the presumption is that when you replace it,
the new one will have it. If you haven’t been to Europe, the pre-

sumption is that you will get theres/because you deserve to get there,

Introduction

TABLE 1.1 How Much is Enough?

And so on. In addition to the proliferarion of new products (com-
puters, cell phones, faxes, and other microelectronics), there is a
continual upgrading of old ones——autos and appliances—and a shift

ro customized, more expensive versions, all leading to a general

expansion of the list of things we have to have. The 1929 home 1
just moved into has a closet too shallow to fir a hanger. So the
clothes face forward, The real estate agents suggested 1 solve the
“problem” by rurning the study off the bedroom into a walk-in.
(Why read when you could be buying clothes?) What we want
grows into what weneed, at a sometimes dizz ‘ing rate. While polig-

cians conrinue to tout the middle class as the heart and soul of

American society, for far oo many of us being solidly middle-class
is no fonger good enough.

Oddly, it doesn’t seem as if we're spending wastefully, or even lav-
ishly. Rather, many of us feel we're just making it, barely able to stay
even. But what's remarkable is that this feeling is not restricted to
families of limited income. It’s a generalized feeling, one that exists at
$ 100,000 a‘vear say they cannot afford to buy evervthing they really
need. MNearly 20 percent say they “spend nearly all their income on
the basic necessities of life.” In the $50,000~100,000 range, 39 per-
cent and one-third feel this way, respectively. Overall, half the popu-
lation of the richest country in the world say they cannot afford
evervthing they really need. And it’s not just the poorer half,

This book is about why: About why so many middle-class Amer-
icans feel materially dissatisfied. Why they walk around with ever-
present mental “wish lists™ of things to buy or get. How even a
six-figure income can seem inadequate, and why this country saves
less than virtually any other nation in the world. It is about the ways
in which, for America’s middle classes, “spending becomes you,”
about how it flatters, enhances, and defines people in often wonder-
ful ways, but alsa about how it takes over their lives. My analysis is
based on new research showing that the need to spend whatever it
takes to keep current within a chosen reference group—which may
include members of widely disparate resources—drives much pur-

Percentage Agreeing with Statement, by Incone

STATEMENT

«$10,000 10,661-25,000

to buy everything
I really need

25,001-35,000 1§5,001-50,000 §0,001-7§,000 7

I cannot afford 64 62 50 413 42 39
I spend nearly 69 64 62 46 35 33

all of my money
on the basic

necessities of life

~“Comparative, or eve 1cte
~long history within economics, sociology, and other disciplines. In The

sourcE: Author’s calculations from Merck Family Fund poll (February 1995).

chasing behavior. It analyzes how standards of belonging socially
have c}'mng@d in recent decades, and how this change has introduced
Americans to highly intensified spending pressures,

And finally, it is about a growing backlash to the consumption cul-
ture, a movement of people who are downshifting—by working less,
earning less, and living their consumer lives much more deliberately.

Spending and Social Comparison

I am hardly the first person to have argued that consumption has a
T smpetitive character. Ideas of this sort have a

Wealth of Nations, Adam Smith observed that even a “creditable day-
laborer would be ashamed to appear in publick without a linen shirt”
and that leather shoes had become a “necessary of life” in cighteenth-
century England. The most influential work on the subject, however,
has been Thorstein Veblen’s Theory of the Leisure Class. Veblen
argued that in affluent societies, spc‘,ndmmg becomes the vehicle thmugh
which people@tabhm . ] “)S?’fﬁ;n.kﬁ‘he conspicuous display of
wealth and leisure is the marker that revéals a man’s income to the out-
side world. (Wives, by the way, were seen by Veblen as largely orna-
mental, useful to display a man’s finest purchases—clothes, furs, and
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jewels.) The rich spent conspicuously as a kind of personal advertise-
ment, to secure a place i the social hierarchy. Everyone below stood
watching and, to the extent possible, emulating those one notch
higher, Consumption was a trickle-down process.

The phenomenon that Veblen identified and described, conspicu-
ous consumption by the rich and the nouveaux riches, was not new
even in his own time. Spending to establish a social position has a
long history. Seventeenth- and ecighteenth-century ltalian nobles
huilt opulent palaces with beautiful facades and, within those
facades, placed ules engraved with the words Pro Invidia (To Be
Envied). For centuries, aristocrats passed laws to forbid the nou-
veaux riches from copving their clothing styles. At the turn of the
century, the wealthy published the menus of their dinner parties in
the newspapers. And fifty years ago, American social climbers
bought fake “ancestor portraits” o hang in their libraries.

Veblen's story made a lot of sense for the upper-crust, turn-of-the-
century urban world of his dayv. But by the 1920s, new develop-
ments were afoot, Because productivity and output were growing so
rapidly, more and more people had entered the comfortable middle
classes and begun to enjoy substantial discretionary spending. And
this mass prosperity eventually engendered a new socioeconomic
phenomenon—a mass keeping-up process that led to convergence
among consumers’ acquisition goals and purchasing parterns.

The advent of mass production in the 19205 made possible an
outpouring of identical consumer goods that nearly everybody
wanted—and were better able to afford, thanks to declining prices.
Bv the ffties, the Smiths had to have the Joneses™ fully auromatic
washing machine, vacuum cleaner, and, most of all, the shiny new
Chevrolet parked in the driveway. The story of this period was that
people looked to their own neighborhoods for their spending cues,
and the neighbors grew more and more abike in what they had. Like
compared with like and strove to become even more alike.

This phenomenon was chronicled by James Duesenberry, a Har-
vard economist writing just after the Second World War. Duesen-
herry updated Veblen's trickle-down  perspecrive in his classic
discussion of “keeping up with the Joneses.” In contrast to Veblen’s
Vanderbilts, Duesenberrv’s 19508 Joneses were middle-class and
they hived next door, in suburban USA. Rather than seeking to best
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their neighbors, Duesenberry’s Smiths mainly wanted to be lke
them. Although the ad writers urged people to be the first on the
block to own a product, the greater fear in most conswmers’ minds
during this period was that if they didn’t get cracking, they might be
the last to get on board.

In addition to Veblen and Duesenberry, a number of distin-
guished economists have emphasized these social and comparative
processes in their classic accounts of consumer culture—among
them, John Kenneth Galbraith, Fred Hirsch, Tibor Scitovsky,
Richard Easterlin, Amartya Sen, Clair Brown, and Robert Frank

Among the most important of their messages is that consumer sat
faction, and dissatisfaction, depend less on what a person has in an
absolute sense than on socially formed aspirations and expectations.
Indeed, the very term “standard of living” suggests the point: the
standard is a social norm.

By the 1970s, social trends were once again altering the nature of
comparative consumption. Most obvious was the entrance of large
numbers of married women into the labor force. As the workplace
replaced the coffee klatch and the backyard barbecue as locations of
social contact, workplace conversation became a source for infor-
mation on who went where for vacation, who was having a deck
put on the house, and whether the kids were going to dance class,
summer camp, or karate lessons. But in the workplace, most
employees are exposed to the spending habits of people across a
wider economic spectrum, particularly those employees who work

in white-collar settings: They have meetings with people who wear

“expensive suits or “real” Swiss watches. They may work with their

boss, or their boss’s boss, every day and find out a lot about what
they and their families have.

There were also ripple effects on women who didn’t have jobs.
When many people lived in one-earner households, incomes
throughout the neighborhood tended to be close to each other. As
many families earned two paychecks, however, mothers who stayed
at home or worked part-time found themselves competing with
neighbors who could much more easily afford pricey restaurants,
piano lessons, and two new cars. Finally, as Robert Frank and Philip
Cook have argued, there has been a shift to a “winner-take-all” soci-
ety: rewards within occupations have become more unequally dis-
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tributed, As a group of extremely high earners emerged within occu-
pation after occupation, they provided a visible, and very elevated,
point of comparison for those who weren’t capturing a dispropor-
tionate share of the carnings of the group.

Dailv exposure to an economically diverse set of people is one
reason Americans began engaging in more upward comparison. A
shift in advertising patterns is another. Tradivionally advertisers had
rargeted their market by earnings, using one medium or another
depending on the income group they were tryving to reach. They still
do this. But now the huge audiences delivered by television make it
the best medium for reaching just about every financial group.
While Forbes readers have a much higher median income than tele-
vision viewers, it’s possible to reach more wealthy people on televi-
sion than in the pages of any magazine, no matter how targeted its
readership. A major sports event or an ER episode is likely to
deliver more millionatres and more laborers than a medium aimed
solely at either group. That's why vou'll find ads for Lincoln town
cars, Mercedes-Benz sports cars, and $50,000 all-terrain vehicles on
the Super Bowl telecast. In the process, painters who earn $25,000 a
vear are being exposed to buying pressures never intended for them,
and middle-class housewives look at products once found only in
the homes of the wealthy.

© Beginning in the 1970s, expert abservers were declaring the death of
the “belonging™ process that had driven much competitive consump-
tion and arguing that the establishment of an individual identity—
rather than staying current with the Joneses—was becoming the name
of the game. The new trend was to consume in a personal style, with
products that signaled your individuality, your personal sense of taste
and distincrion. But, of course, vou had to be different in the right way.
The trick was to create a unique image through what vou had and
wore—and what you did not have and would not be seen dead in.

While the observers had identified a new stage in consumer cul-
ture, they were right only to a point. People may no longer have
wanted to be just like all others in their socioeconomic class, but
their need to measure up within some idealized group survived.
What emerged as the new standards of comparison, however, were
groups that had no direct counterparts in previous times. Marketers

" call them clusters—groups of people whao share values, orientations,
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and, most important, lifestvles. Clusters are much smaller than tra-
ditional horizontal economic strata or classes and can thereby sat-
isfy the need for greater individuality n consumption patterns.
“Yuppie” was only the most notorious of these lifestyle cluster
groups. There are also middle Americans, twenty-somethings,
upscale urban Asians, top one-percenters, and senior sun-seekers.
We have radical feminists, comfortable capitalists, young market
lions, environmentalists. Whatever.

Ironically, the shift to individuality produced its own brand of focal-
ized conformity. (In chapter 2, 1 discuss just how detailed a profile of
spending habits marketers can now produce within a cluster.) Appar-
ently lots of people began wanting the same “individual identity-
creating™ products. But this predictability, while perhaps a bit absurd,
brought with it no particular financial problem. Seventies. con-
sumerism was manageable. The real problems started in the 19805 as
an economic shift sent seismic shocks through the nation’s consumer
mentality. Competirive spending intensified. In a very big way.

The Intensification of Competitive Consumptien:
Feeling Poor When Spending Is Rising

Throughout the 1980s and 19gos, most middle-class Americans
were acquiring at a greater rate than any previous generation of the
middle class. And their buying was more upscale. By the end of the
1990s, the familiar elements of the American dream (a little subur-
ban house with a white picket fence, rwo cars, and an annual vaca-
tion) have expanded greatly. The size of houses has doubled in less
than fifty years, there are more second homes, automobiles have
become increasingly option-packed, middle-income Americans are
doing more pleasure and vacation travel, and expenditures on recre-
ation have more than doubled since 1980, Over time new items
have entered the middle-class lifestyle: a personal compurer, educa-
tion for the children at a private college, maybe even a private
school, designer clothes, a microwave, restaurant meals, home and
automobile air conditioning, and, of course, Michael Jordan's ubiq-
uitous athletic shoes, about which children and adules both display
near-obsession. At a minimum, the average person’s spending
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increased 3o percent between 1979 and 1995, At a maximum, cal-
culared by taking mto account a possible bias in the consumer price
index, the increase was more than rwice that, or about 70 percent.

Yet, by the mudnineries, America was decidedly anxious. Many
houscholds felt pessimistic, deprived, or stuck, apparently more
concerned with what they could not afford than with what they
already bad. Definitions of the “good life™ and even of “the necessi-
ties of life” continued to expand, even as people worried about how
they could pay for them. What was going an? The economic trend

was a diverging income distribution. The sociological trend was the

upward shift in consumer aspirations and the vertical stretching out?
i . N {I‘
Rof reference groups. They collided to produce a period of consumer

araety, frustravon, and dissatisfaction.

The growth of inequality dates back to the 1970s, the beginning
of a phenomenal rise in the earnings of the rich and very rich.
Berween 1979 and 1989, the top 1 percent of households increased
their incomes from an average of about $180,000 a year to
$525,000. (They got a big tax break from Reagan, benefited from
trends in financial markets, and wrote themselves bigger paychecks.)
In terms of wealth, they did even better comparatively, boosting
their share of the nation’s financial wealth to just under one-half,

The so-called decade of greed was off and running. The rich and
super-rich ook conspicuous consumption to new levels, buving
Lexuses, Rolexes, Montblane pens, designer outhts, and art collec-
tions. These visible public excesses reverberated through the upper
part of the upper-middle class, which calibrates its success by the
Newport set. To compensate for the growing chasm between their
lifestyles and those of the rich and famous, these upper-middles also
hegan conspicuously acquiring the fuxury symbols of the 1980s—
“puro lino”
vicles they often couldn’t afford. “Feel-

ing poor on $roo,000 a vear” articles began appearing in the press.

|
Imurw the high-prestige watches and pens, looking for
labels, and leasing luxury veh

That mught have been that, Bur the upper-middle group is special.
It became the new focal point. The new consumerism made it so, by
orienting aspirations upward in ways I have already described.

By upper-middle-class I mean roughly the top 20 percent of house-
holds, with the exclusion of the top few percent. In 1994 the lower-
cutoff for

income this group was about $72,000 a vear, and
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midpoint $91,000. The top 5 percent of this group—which includes
the super-rich—earned on average $254,000. The standard of living
of thig’ uppcr—mlddle is now widely watched and emulated. It is the
group t ‘that defifies material s

chery gateg,orv f)e low it. It is the visible lifestyle to which most aspir-
ing Americans aspire. Even people earning far less now look up to the
lifestyle of the brother-in-law whos a VP and lives in a gated com-

s, luxury, and comfort for nearly

munity, the friends with a center entrance colonial or, if their tastes

run to the urban, a luxury apartment in a prewar doorman building

in Manhattan or in Boston’s Back Bay. The average American is now

more likely to compare his or her income to the six-figure benchmark

in the office down the corridor or displaved in Tuesday evening prime

time. (Even in a relatively affordable town like Seattle, Frasier’s
apartment—and view-—must cost a bundle.}

And these aspirations play themselves out in the retail sector: the
furnishings, attire, and lifestyle accessories of the upper 20 percent
are the prototypes for the less expensive versions found at Macy’s,
Sears, WalMart, and K-Mart. (That’s what K-Mart’s partnership
with Martha Stewart is all about.) Pottery Barn is similar to
Williams-Sonoma, Pier 1 looks a lot like Bloomingdale’s. Ditto
Land’s End and Brooks Brothers. Designers create lower-priced lines

; that are still far more expensive than the no-names.
By 1991 almost everybody
Acu)rqu toa studv by marketing professor Susan Fournier, now of

was.gazing at.the top of the. pyramid,

Harvard Business School, and her former colleague at the University
of Florida, Michael Guiry, more than one-third {35 percent} of their
sample of consumers reported that they would someday like to be a
member of the “really made it” group, a category they identified as
representing the top 6 percent of American society. (Average income
for this top group is about $250,000 a year.) Half the sample (40
percent) identified the “doing very well” group as their aspirational
standard, a designation that referred to the next r2 percent of
households. Taken together, 85 percent aspired to be in the.top-+8§
percent of American househo
“by “living a comfortable life”

[ds. Only 15 percent would be satisfied

or something less. Only 15 percent
would be satisfied ending up as middle-class.
But keeping up with that top quintile is not easy, because they keep

getting richer—considerably richer than the four-fifths of the country




Toe Ovirsprrnt AMerioax

that watches them. Between 1979 and 1994, families in the top zo per-
cent increased their share of income from 42 percent to 46 percent,
Excluding the top 5 percent of that group (in other words, looking
only at families in the 8o-u5 percent range) the rise was from 26 per-
cent to 27 percent. And the share of income for every group beneath
them fell. So four-fifths of Americans were relegated to earning even
less than the people they looked up to, who were now earning and
spending more. And something similar happened within the bottom
8o percent. The top half did much better than the bortom half, whose
comparative {(and absolute} position went to hell in a bandbasket. As
the ordinary middle class got farther from thar four-bedroom colonial
or the designer loft in San Francisco, the lower-middle and working
classes fell even farther behind, their dream of owning any kind of
home fading into the far-distant future. As the muddle classes started
keeping their cars a bit longer, the working class started having theirs
repossessed. All down the line, the gaps between the groups got larger
and larger. And the hopes of many to participate in the new consumer
economy were replaced by a daily struggle to survive.

By 1996 only one in four believed that the standard of living
would rise in the next five vears. Nearly half the population felt that
their children’s generation would not enjoy a higher standard of liv-
ing than their own. The middle class was shrinking, companies were
downsizing at a manw rate, economic pessimism and job anxiety
abounded. Per capita consumption was rising. But consumers’
expectations were rising even faster.

Unfortunarely the government doesn’t collect systematic data on
“the American dream and its upscaling.”™ But there is evidence of a
sharp escalation over this period. In 1986 the Roper polling organi-
zation asked Americans how much income thev would need to fulfill
all their dreams. The answer was $50,000. By rogy the “dreams-
fulflling” level of income bad doubled, from $50,000 to $102,000.
Upscaling had debnitely waken hold, Of course, $102,000 is not
evervone's dream. In a consumption system premised on differences,
dreams will also differ. And predicrably, the higher one’s income, the
more one must have to feel folfilled. Those making more than
$50,000 said they would need $z00,000 for total fulfillment, while
lower-income people calculated that they would need only about
488,000 a year.
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Other surveys also indicate an expan- )
sion of desire and expectation. Asked TABLE 1.2 Making Ame
what constitutes “the good life,” people

ticans’

Dreams Come True

in 1991 focused far more on material
goods and luxuries than they did in
1975. Items more likely to be part of the
good life now than then include a vaca-

Question: How much income

tion home, a swimming pool, a color TV,
a second color TV, travel abroad, nice

1987
clothes, a car, a second car, a home of 1980
one’s own, a job that pays much more 1991
than the average, and a lot of money. 4 4 $

Less likely, or no more likely, to yield the ;996

per yea

would you say you (and your famil
need to fulfill all of your dreams?

Mepian Respons

$s50,00
$75,00
$83.,80
102,00
$90,00

good life, according to respondents, were

a happy marriage, one or more children, X
! ? 7 ocut. 1987-91 figures reported in

source: Roper Censer, University of Conneo

Americe

an interesting job, and a job that con-  Emerprise (May-June 19931, p.86; 1994 figu

tributes to the welfare of society, Not from Cospell (1994 1996 figure
.. ; y . from Roper.

surprisingly, by 1991 far fewer Ameri-

cans thought they had a “very good” chance of achieving the good life.

Americans’ concept of need has also clearly changed. Data from
1973, 1991, and 1996 reveal that a variety of consumer items are
seen as necessitics by an increasing number of people. About one-
quarter of Americans consider home computers and answering
machines to be necessities, one-third feel the same way about
microwaves, more than 40 percent can’t do without auto air condi-
tioning, and just over half say home air conditioning is essential,
VCRs and basic cable, which weren’t included in the 1975 survey, are
necessities to 13 and 17 percent of the nation’s consumers. The list of
things we absolutely have to have is growing. (Interestingly, one
product Americans are less likely to see as necessary in the 1990s is
television, perhaps because substitutes have emerged.)

Throughout the nineties, the moving target of the top 20 percent
has continued to move. A mere car now carries a slightly downscale
image, as people shift to sport utility vehicles. The trend includes
urban spas, personal trainers, limousine rides, fancy compurer equip-
ment, “professional-quality” everything—from cookware to sports
equipment—and, perhaps most strikingly of all, the “trophy™ house,
or McMansion. These showy dwellings, which range from four thou-

is direct
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sand to twenty-five thousand square feet, are proliferating around It seems that “needs” have been upscaled disproportonarely
the m‘umr}x In older suburbs, an exasting house will be razed to make among those with more money. In my survey ar “Telecom,” among
way for a larger one. Ouside Boston, in affluent Wellesley, the those who reported dissatisfaction with their incomes, the more they
rﬂmdum size of a ncwvmnmi rose from twenty-nine hundred to thirty- made, the greater the additional amount needed to reach sarisfac-
five }"mu.drc?d square feet between 1986 and 1996, and the number of tion. In the $75,000+ household income category, nearly two-thirds
mz{fy big houses (more than four thousand square teet) quadrupled. said they'd need an increase of 50 to 100 percent in their annual
I.nsxde f\d«:f\/lavnsmm A range of amenities now considered de rigeur incomes to reach satisfaction, while fewer than 20 percent of those
for affluent families—granite countertops in the kitchen, Jacuzzi, making $30,000 or less would need that much.
media room or fitness center, enla rgcd kitchen and family room Focus groups and interviews with consumers also reveal the uwc;ﬂ-
areas, a three- or four-car garage, sometimes even a home office and ing process. Here's downshifter Jennifer Lawson: “lo the Afties, grow-
au pair sutte. And, of course, bathrooms. Lots of bathrooms.
Table 1.4 The Expanding Definition of “Hecessities”
TABLE 1.3 The Good Life Goes Upscale
; Percentage Indicating Item Is a Necessity
Percentage Identifying ltem As a Part of “The Good Life”
Ty 1991 1er
1975 1991 o
) ) Second television 3 rg 1
\":ufatm‘n home 19 35 Dishwasher o 24 y
Swimming pool 14 29 VCR ]
RO * pd ¥
Color TV . :
46 55 Basic cable service e 26 !
Second color TV f T Y,
1o 28 Remote control for TV or VCR e 23
Travel abroad ; 36 :
; ' 3o 39 Answering machine e 20 2
e YVonee o ey q
Really nice clothes 16 44 Home computer — - s
Car b :
71 75 Microwave — 44 3
Second car c . :
30 41 Second automobile 20 27 3
Home vou own 8 - : TE—
’ 85 87 Auto air conditioning 13 2 4
A 1()( of Money 8 ! 1 P N
b ’ 3 55 ] Home air conditioning 26 47 5
A job that pays much more than average 5 ' - o
! B 45 60 Television 57 74 5
1Appy marrage 7
Happy marri W". 84 77 Clothes drver 54 4 ¢
One or more children 74 73 Clothes washer 9y 2 8
Interesting job ; k
& ‘ 69 63 Automobile 90 43 G
Job that contributes to the welfare of society 38 38 Cellul h
e - Ahiiar p one e ¥
Percentage who think they have a very good chance H k
: X . o ’ ousekeeper - 4 -
of achieving the “good life 35 23 F !

N R J *hem did not exist, was not widely in use, or was not asked about in 1973,
SOURCE: Roper Cente TSIy onnecticut; shed reric Caterprise : y fversi ’
¥ oper Center, University of Connecticut; published in American Enterprise {(May-June sOURCGE: Roper Center, University of Connecticut; rovs and rggy data published  Americas En

toaxl, po ‘ ise ]
ikt | prise (May-fune 1091, p. 89,
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ThoE OVERSPENT AMERICAN

ing up m upstate New York, my parents were considered middle-class
pillars of the commumity. My father was an accountant. It's a fairly
poor raral ares, and most people worked in a factory or waitressed or
something. My dad was actually a professional person with a sign out
i front, | My parents| had one car, and they drove it until iv fell aparr,
and then they bought a new one, usually a station wagon. They had a
fairly modest house. We took a vacation as a family for two weeks and
rented a hietde cabin in Maine, And drove—nobody flew anywhere. 1
can’t remember anyone who bad a second car. Everyone walked every-
where; children certainly didn’t have $100 sneakers. It amazes me now
that my vounger brother, who still lives rhere and who has a job that's
roughly equal to the job my dad had when T was gz,mwmg up ... hehas
three teenage daughters. And since they were about nine, thcx ve cach
had their own color TV, and they have their own CD players, they all
have their own telephone lines, because they complain abour calls not
being able to get through.”

A Merck Family Fund focus-group participant seems less judg-
mental: 1 used to think of the American dream as the house with
the lirtle picket fence and the two-car garage, two kids, and a dog
and a car. I you look at the old Beaver or the old movies, the family
movies, they didn't show these huge mansions.” What's different
now? “Just the whole thing of ‘more.” I'm not saving that's bad, and
U'm not saving Um onot in that category. 'm just saving that the
\amv an dream has -1 think ics expanding.”

?m,m the compenive upscale conswmption that began in the
tg8os, with the attendant expansion of the American dream, wasn’t
invented by Nancy Reagan and it wasn't a cultural accident. It was
creared by the escalating lifestyvles of the most affluent and the need
that many others felt to meet that standard, irrespective of their
financial ability to mawtain such a Mestyle, I vou missed the
upscaling in your own m*ighh«whnm;i and workplace or at the mall,
and Beverly Hills

goz1o ascended to the ttxkf\rmem norm, while the appeal of

vou could warch 1 on TV, Daflas, L.A. Law

Roseanne’s working-class life came out of its uniqueness on relevi-
sian, The story of the cighties and nineties is that millions of Ameri
cans ended the period hasing moere but feeling poorer, Nearly all the

pundits mussed this dynamic, recognizing only the income trends or
the spending increases.

Imtroduction

But is consumption really a competitive process? If vou're like
many, you don’t necessarily experience it in this way. (On the other
hand, if you've organized a birthday party for middle- or upper-
middle-class children lately, vou probably do.) A full answer to this
question awaits in chapters 2 through 4, but one point is worth

making here. American consumers are often not conscious of being
motivated by social status and are far more likely to attribute such
motives to others than to themselves. We live with high levels of
psychological denial about the connection between our buying
habits and the social statements they make.

Most Americans would deny that, by their spending, they are
seeking status, in the usual meaning of the word—looking to posi-
tion themselves in a higher economic stratum. They might point out
that they don’t want everything in sight, that purchases are often
highly selective. Indeed, what stands out about much of the recent
spate of spending s its defensive character. Parents worry that their
children need computers and degrees from good colleges to avoid
being left behind in the global economy. Children, concerned about
being left out in the herc and now, demand shoes, clothes, and video
games. (As Jennifer Lawson said of her teenage nicces, without the
right sweatshirts and jeans they will be “ruined in school.”) Increas-
ingly overworked, adults need stress-busting weekends, microwaves,
restaurant meals, and rakeout to keep up with their daily lives. But
the cost of each of these conveniences adds up.

The Quality-of-Life Squeeze

Not surprisingly, as upscale competitive consumption intensified,
family finances deteriorated. One indicator s the rise of consumer
borrowing and credit card spending: through the 1990s, households
have been taking on debt at record levels. And the largest increases
have been not among low-income households, but among those
earning $50,000 to $100,000 a vear. (Sixty-three percent of these
households are now in credit card debr.) Debrt service as a percent-
age of disposable income now stands at 18 percent, even higher
than during the early 1990s recession. Another indicator is the rise
in worktime: average hours of work have risen ahout 1o percent in
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the last twenty-tive years, To finance their lifestyles, millions of fam-
ilies also sent a second earner into the workplace, but this created a
squeeze on household work and family time. Despite working all
these hours, somewhere berween a quarter and 3o percent of house-
holds five paycheck to paycheck. With the margin of error so thin, it
is not surprising that puxoml bankruptcies are at historic levels.

The natonal savings rate has also plummeted. The average Amer-

ican household is currently saving only 3.5 perwnt of its disposable
income, about half the rate of a decade and a half ago, before spend-
ing pressures began to intensify. In 1995 only 55 percent of all
American houscholds indicated they had done any saving at all in
the previous year. ("Ihm higure has fallen, despite the expansion of
the economy.) The French, Germans, Japanese, and Italians save
roughly three times what Amerimm do, and the British and Dutch
more than twice. Even Indian and Chinese households, most of
which are dirt poor, manage to save about a quarter of their paltry
vearly incomes

As a result (xf low houschold savings, a substantial fraction of
Americans live without an adequate financial cushion. In 1995 the
median value of household financial assets was a mere $9,950. By

1997, well into the stock market boom, nearly 40 percent of all
baby boomers had less than $10.000 saved for retirement. Indeed,
60 percent of families have so little in the way of financial reserve
that thev can only sustain their lifestvles for about a month if they
lose their jobs, The next richest 20 percent can only hold out for
three and a half months.

What is perhaps most striking is the extent to which upscaling
has undermined savings among the nation’s better-off households.
In 1995 one-third of families whose heads were college-educated did
no saving. The vast majority of Americans say t they could save more
but repaort zhcmwlws unwilling to cut back on what one study calls

“the new essentials.” (This unwi Hingness also appears to be increas-
ing over rime.)

Thus, the new consumerism has led to a kind of mass “over-
spending™ within the middle class. By this I mean that large num-
bers of Americans spend more than they say they would like to, and
more than they have. That they spend more than they realize they
are spending, and more than is fiscally prudent. And that they spend

Introduction

in ways that are collectively, if not individually, self-defearing. Over-
spending is how ordinary Americans cope with the evervday pres-
sures of the new consumerism,.

The intensification of competitive spending has affected more
than family finances. There is also a boomerang effect on the public
purse and collective consumption. As the pressures on private
spending have escalated, support for public good” and for paying
taxes, has eroded. Education, social services, public safety, recre-
ation, and culture are being squeezed. The deterioration of public
goods then adds even more pressure to spend privately. People
respond to inadequate public services by enrolling their children in
private schools, buying security svstems, and spending time at Dis-
covery Zone rather than the local playground. These personal finan-
cial pressures have also reduced many Americans’ willingness o
support transfer programs to the poor and near-poor. € oupled with
dramatic declines in the earning power of these latter groups, the
result has been a substantial increase in poverty, the deterioration of
poor neighborhoods, and alarming levels of crime and drug use.
People with money try to spend their way around these problems.
But that is no selution for these social ills.

One problem with the national discourse is its focus on market
exchanges, not quality of life, or social health. Gross domestic prod-
uct is the god to which we prav. But GDP is an mncreasingly poor
measure of well-being: it fails to factor in pollution, parental time
with children, the strength of the nation’s social fabric , or the
chance of being mugged while walking down the street. The genuine
progress indicator, an admittedly crude but relatively comprehensive

measure of the quality of life, has increasingly diverged from GDP

since 1973, and negatively. The index of social health, another alter-
native measure, has also declined dramatically since ro76, remain-
ing at record lows through the 1990s. When we count not only our
incomes but also trends in free time, public safety, environmental
quality, income distribution, teen suicides, and child abuse, we find
that things have been getting worse for more than twenty vears,
even though consumption has been rising.
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The Visible Lifestyle:
American Symbols of Status
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CI()thes, cars, wristwatches, living room furniture, and lipsticks are

well-known purvevors of social position. Furnaces, materesses, hed-
room curtains, foundation powders, and bank accounts, on the other
hand, are not. What separates the items in the first list from those i the
second? Where we use them. Competitive spending revolves around a
group of socially visible products.

You probably know the type of car a fricnd drives, whether she
wears designer clothes (perhaps even which destgners). and how large
her house is. What vou probably do not know is the kind of furnace
her basement. the brand of mattress she sleeps on, and how much Iife
insurance she has. You're awarce of the visible status items, but not the
invisibles. Visible products become status goods for an ohvious rea-
son: their ownership can be easily verified. What vou drive, wear, or
have on yvour wrist is almost instantancously known by ohservers,
This is not to say that products hidden from view cannot hecome sta-
tus items. They can, but we must work to make them so. We need 1o
let others know. cither directly or indirectly, what's in the hasement.
where we ate, or that we went to particular destinations. However,
there is always an element of doubt involved:itis far caster for some-
one to exaggerate the size of his bank account or life msurance pohey
than to claim to have a Jaguar in the garage, especially it he's usuath
seen driving a Tercel. We do relay information about our consump-
tion, and this is increasingly important as certaimn invisibles become
new status symbols, a point I return to later, But doing so ahways car
vies risks. Tt must be believable. And it must be subtle. If vou well the
people in your office about your fabulous trip to the South of France,
vou'll need to be careful about that fine line between casually convey-
ing information and boasting; crossing over to the point where vou are
obviously trving to gain status can undermine the object. One of the
features of status games is that trving too hard doesn’t work. “Brand
name-dropping” carries its own opprobrium.

Of course, social visibility is not something that is purehy inherent
in goods. Companies expend enormous effort o nrake products
identifiable. through branding, packaging, marketing, and advertis
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s bweniy vears gos who would have thought tha Americans
would he drinking designer water or wearing underwear with
Calvin Klein's name on 1t But once people started undressing in
from of cacly other more ofien teourtesy of the sexual revolution
and the populariey of heall chubsy and carrying water around in
public {couriesy o growing mtormality in the social spacel, these
products became fair game. The desire to turp invisibles into visibles
can aho explam why mam computers bear a sticker on the outside
readimg,

Pentium inside,” or why automoebile companices now
advernse on the back of the car whars going on under the hood.
Fyer notice those meral logos mdicating that it’s a four-wheel drive?
Who needs to know s One wonders whether all this free advertising‘
has contributed 1o (he rage for four-wheel-drive vehicles, even in
parts ot the country thay hardly ever get snow. Or consider the large
leteers printed acros, the back of Volvos—<Sjle Impact Protection
Svstem,” Arguably o visyal impediment themselves, they're there
hecause Volvo i g to “sell™ satety, Advertising on the outside of
the car can both herease awareness and turn something inside the
door i a visible commodiy,

SV,

The Cortance of visitbey an be seen i P picd 2
‘l,,‘_‘_q,””[_.._’lﬂ‘_i.‘h' isthibey ¢ 1 be seen n the rise of designer
logos. In the era when onh the rich bought fraom

Tesigners, logos
were annecessary, The number of people mvolved in the market was
small, and Participants could pot only el what clothes were
designer hue wenun dividual styles. As alarger, middle-class mar-
ket developed, the fashion mdustry gained millions of buvers and
observers, bur ones with lLiele knowledge of the differene designer
lines and their relative stinding. To get her money’s worth in terms
of status, (he middle-class purchaser needed 1o make sure thar oth-
ers knew what she had bought—hence, the visible logo. By the
rooos, the logo had become essential, According to the designer
Tommy Hiltiger: =1 cant sell ashirt without 4 logo. 1t I put a shirt
without aloga on my selling Hoor newr 1o a shirt with 4 logo—same
shirt, same color, came price—-the one with the logo will blow it out.
Tewill sell 16 times over the vne without the logo. Tt's a status thing
s wel Tereally is.™ And what does g Tomumy Hilfiger logo svmbol-
e Interpreters of (he Milhger craze have this to sav: “These
clothes, traditionally associated with a whire, upper middle ¢lags
sporting set, end Kids tron backgraunds other than that an air of

The Visidsde 4

traditional presnge.™ “Upper incunfc \hshinn s Jlmgtv it;;:‘f,\\x ;\‘x‘xi
that’s what people are buving inro.” The clmthlcsi flkl‘]r‘g,”[hltt\' ;M‘,IJ\,
“We aspire.™ By contrast, the most expensive ¢ t)siv;tmf‘% m(,”; \\‘h;‘
far fewer outside tabels. In haute couture, we mvc}rv su‘ ! ,m/’u{ N
should we? These bizarre outfits are nnnwdm,tc \;l‘ru‘(;,n :mm_;
\e,\'pcnsivc‘ cutting-cdge, and outside the range c:f ordinary imcomes,
Thev are dazzling status markers without the melr‘x R
R(cscarch on youth preferences also supports tudmu ’,is .
public visthiliry. When asked how impmr(»;mf a l‘vr“m’ ~”:1m} ; Kh‘ !
variety of products, teenagers ranked socially \Aml?l\i 1‘15171:”-:”” ‘\
%ncak.crs, radios, and CD plavers, two !()\tl'll'(‘(}fﬂﬂ(: As\‘ln::h ("’}“MV
underwear, shampoo, and stationery. According f) : , s L:;mmm‘d.
rerg, director of tracking studies for Teenage Rc(suu 1 Splices
[frrlz;t toolcst brands are often fashion brands or lu.Tx!:s:t\m,nl\:“Lllr];::
kids can wear and relav a message about thmnwl\;cs“ /‘:’1:”.0 ) l“‘[
out that many of us are like vouth i at !cz\ls]t <>x1a‘”\::"\n—P—r\j\”” L,](;Km
: vhat our peers think of our visible con n choees.
;l:(r)rl:t (\f‘hliwl‘dcrs unil Akshay Rao found that peer grmx[lv ”n,li}:fit”t
always higher for visibly consumed products than for ¢ 1;}?(’» et
sume in private. We seck social ;1m\roynl from our ’11‘71‘( ‘(“\
&)W()rkﬁﬁ when choosing brands ot golf clubs, \\rtx\r(\\lj‘&('lln: |:|\‘,mj
dresses, and skis, far more than when we choose refrigerators,
kets, or video games, U
A whole group of consumer goods that were ¢ 1 ¢ La R
ically are now highly recognizable—athletic shgu (Axr(’g’ ‘ /Kh_;}
CCInifmmn more generallyy, fI-_ghllf[s‘ fon account (-xfl tl;m: ‘;iuth‘c ;(,V‘t«j
bicveles, sunglasses, even a cup of cn?_u-*c. In the ofd g)a;\\, |& e
fcc‘shohs used the same generic cup. Todn e Lxr:\«,xm »lxlit 1\4.\ ?t;r‘ ,‘(,”‘
knows we bought it at Starbucks. ()zi L;(){]Sl(k‘l‘ 7(‘mlc . i;«]‘t ,mm
which Americans now spend $2.5 billion a ,\c;n“ In ; tm_ o
designer by acaident. As an ad agency cxcig\mw HORIL, IU\.( 23 a 'S
ing ivr;md. “We wanted to make this the Slktf ot bott el 1 YA o
h;llmurk of all these producty is their lu;ru,r?' at (:‘12;':2;:( Nm\:
mere background. outside the svarem of fas Hon ]J‘ Ad H(ld,."'mm
yire in, and noticeable. A a Los Angeles resident rn/m
:::zc)ld davs, “You could pretes much fake a S();?II;Y‘(”T kk;\,l:rt”\iwf\
ally there’s nothing on i6.” Today, he notes wistfully, the kids =,

ire o LN [ CRSNEON WIS, e ‘S‘ | A
8 '\\ N ) 1 AY SHO O ¢ S,
aw 5 i
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preted as evidence that starys COMPpetition in certa;
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R AHnese pottery during the Han dynasty.)

”()n\““;lcr)d)xxsn)rl Lo new products has begun to encor
poml Th(cxlylx\mllf}urcs, such as dining out, leisure activities and
. th:r‘.i)\? were yf)g went, where voy stayed, the resrau’r”mts
rowatear, what you saw) g mereasingly a positional good, rhank(s m
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ums shows. Watching buses pull
reports that one-third of the visitors
tour bus | ’

as rescarch on muysge-
up to museums, Robert Kelly
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The Visible Fitesivle

predict that people will spend more money on furnishings tor the
living room than for the bedroom. Or that thev will buv a nowch
above their usual price range for a coat (the most visible apparel
item), or that they are more likely to wear underwear than shirts
from WalMart. In tests of this sort, it is important to controf for dif-
ferences in quality and funcrional requirements. So. in fooking at
home furnishings, we would compare purchasing patterns for rwo
functionally similar items, such as living room and bedroom cur-
tains. (When discussing this project with a colleague, he reported
that he decided not to buy curtains for the bedroom at all. because
no one would know they were missing!}

Our test is from women’s cosmetics, a multibillion-dollar business.
This industry provides a fascinating look into the workings of appear-
ance, illusion, and status. In many ways, the cosmetics COMPAICs are
not too different from the snake oil peddlers of the nincreenth century.
Despite the white coats of the salespeople (to make them look scien-
tific), the hype about company “laboratories,” and the prowmises made
in the advertising, its hard to take the effectivencess laims too seri-
ously. Names like “Eye Repair Diffusion Zone,™ “Ceramide Time
Complex Capsules,” and “Extrait Vital, Multi-Active Revitalizer with
Apple Alpha-Acids™ don’t help the products’ credibility cither.

But despite its dubious cffectivencss. women keep on buving the
stuff. They shell out hundreds, even thousands, for wrinkle cream.
moisturizers, cve shadows and powders, lipsticks, and facial makeup.
And why? One explanation is that they are looking for affordable lux
ury, the thrill of buying at the expensive department store, indulging in
a fantasy of beauty and sexiness, buving “hope tn a bottle.™ Cosmet-
ics are an escape from an otherwise all too drab evervday existence.

While there is undoubtedly trath in this explanation, it i by o
means the whole story. Even in cosmertics—which is hardly the first
product line that comes to mind as a status symbol—there’s a struc-
ture of “onc-up-womanship.™ It turns out that women are looking
for prestige in their makeup case. Why do they pav tweney dollars
for a Chanel lipstick when they could buy the same product tor a
fraction of the cost? They want the name. As Mademoiselle's pub

lisher, Catherine Viscardi Johnston, explains, “If they can't afford 2
Chanel suit, they'Il buy a Chanel lipstick or nail polish and move up
later.™ Crude as it may sound, many women want or need to be seen
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with an acceprainge bramd. A sapton deseribing a Chanel Itpstick in

voUA classic shade of scarler,
tab ol of roses, i Chanels signature black and
gold case. Perject tor Precing v public.™ One of my downshifrers

tand less money thap the tvpical Chanel
buvert, bug she comtorms to the same principle:

bar tipstick Tonh 1ake QU company,” she tells mye.
Fhe status COMPONCNt i Cosmetios Purchasing comes o clearly in
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cent of respondents believed that consumers are paving for the label
and only 13 percent believed that consumers are secking qualiry, This
méht;llity is thought to dominate other decisions, such as the choice of
college. More than half of those polled believed that its the name that
attracts parents to Ivy League colleges, compared to 33 percent who
thought it was the high quality of the schools.

There arc, as a Bourdicu-style analysis predicts, statistically signihi-
cant sociocconomic and demographic differences between those who
spend for status and those who do not. In the cosmetics stucly, we found
that women with higher education levels and higher incomes did more
status purchasing. We found thar urban and suburban women did
much miore status buying than those from rural areas. And we found
that Caucasian women were much more likely to engage in status pur-
chasing than African American or non-Caucasian Flispanics. This find-
ing accords with Duesenberry's research, which found that, controlling
for income, African Americans saved more, presumably on account of
their lower economic position and a resulting tendency to drop out of
status competitions. In the Telecom survey, 1 found that the likelihood

of buving designer clothes increased with income and education,
Other studics have highlighted the impact of psychological traits,
such as insecurity. Peter Gollwitzer and Robert Wick lund tound that

business majors with lower grades and poorer job prospects were
more likely to buy expensive bricfeases, pens, and wristwatches. Ina
second study, Ottmar Braun and Wicktund found that both insecu-
rity and a comminment to a particular personal identity hgured
vacation and leisure activities, If | care about being a golfer but nota
tennis plaver, and 1 am not good at either, I will buy fancy clubs but
not an expensive racket. That is, we are not indiscriminate status
scekers. Another study found that self-consciousness is connected to
certain behaviors, such as being fashionable or consuming conspicu-
ous products. We also know that compulsive buyers are more status-
oriented, and that people who are more materialistic (as measured by
a materialism scale) value their more visible possessions more highly.

The proliferation of imitation status goods is powerful testimony

to our ongoing concern with making an tmpression. Counterfering

has quadrupled over the last decade and is now estimated asa oo
billion a vear business. Today at least 5 percent of afl products sold
worldwide are estimated to be fakes. Fakes make up a large seament

“

-
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of the marhet m visibie commaodiies such as jeans, watches
‘ulgsws.k destgner apparel, and leather goods. (In th; m‘idwuk‘%‘os‘mr
Wiy c‘xnm,uul that tne shave of takes on the LS. market was ; ‘“““
cent tor designer sunglasses, more than 25 pereent for war‘ch;s’?- I‘:”;
1O percent tur’ feans. There are also fake colognes, baby ;’(‘)(‘NIJ]E
sideossand soltware. And vou can buyv these produces at fikc T .
perware parties. the buver almost certainly knows the bﬂ)diwr is :111[:;
real ton account of its low pricey and prefers tor can only ;lf'f()l‘d\) th
status component, not the full quabies, Whether the “;m-dicn;c“ 3 X
tﬂcH i another storys Only those really in the game will reco’ﬁi;:m
fake Rolex by s fumpy trather than smooth) second hand e
l‘;nk(*\x ares of coursea big headache for the designers 1<")nis Vi
ton withdrew from the lugeage business r(-111|w<>x‘;1r‘fl;'. i1>1 rhf l‘:::
Ho T becanse it could not compete with fakes. At one ()i'l r(
("mm estimated that there were nearly as many Tank ill1it?[;():];
g’xruxl‘xrmg as reab oncss Other legninnate dtsiuncrx’h:lvc dccidc‘d th:
i vou can'theat the join thems they now pﬂ)dncc the T-shirts s l‘i
o street corners ostenstbly as copies. The Fakes are reals ‘eré “() (
we mean by that. o e
And then ity ahvavs worth remembering the principle of fake
beware. Donning a fraud can backfire., IMaving stocked up 'ltJ |u~
counterferr dv(’Sl;lHCI market e Seoul, an cconomist Acqlminlmrtlccr ‘)(f
mime unwittingly exposed s daoghrer to sidicule at s\ch(‘ml.' Al (
mates knew her three legged Polo horse wasn't real. Can \'()'lk %l:
the heat on the cochunl party ciicuits A student ré‘p{)‘z'r\'tl ‘] rtll *(
r:u(nhcr has been known o gossip indignanthy afeer wci‘lll ]:[ ]LT
That wasn’ta real St jobn that woman was \;'mrma W

Consumption and the

Construction of Identity

’ ‘l he pmxilulir)‘ of private status secking iminediately raises the issue
of |dc'nm"\‘. and the connecoon between what vou c();lsimklck and l:?lm
vou are. l?}c attempt 1o te mdadual pm'snmlv clmracrcristic; to c1>:1()
sumier g’hurcc was once very popular in marketing research. Tremen-
;l:ulxx g;imx'ris have been made to Ggure out what kAind of \\‘();11;111 buvs

stant ¢ottee rather v S X g
o HNHJL”I"T:|](L~l'hTjj;ll]lllytf\‘\\i![::(y\:‘;,‘(,’,ﬁ who's behind the wheel of a

. at Marlboro men are really tike.
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It is now widely belicved that consumer goods provide an opportu-
nity for people to express themselves, display their idenuties, ov create
a public persona. The chairman of one of the world's largest constuner
products multinationals well understands that “the brand defines the
consumer. We are “',h_‘lr,“}l_“‘}f‘.‘_'L_‘lﬁ.‘lt.l‘}‘_ﬁ*lgﬁﬂ?iﬁ)\i&d!’i,\};‘ﬁLh of
us in this room s a walking compendium of brands. The collection of
brands we choose to assemble around us have become amongst the
most direct expressions of our individuality—or more preciscly, our
deep psvehologieal need to identify ourselves with others.™ As the
poputar culture would have it “Lshop. thercfore Fam.”

Through the strong personal connections people come to feel
toward products, our NOSSESSIONS hecome., in the words of Russell
Belk. our “extended™ selves. “That we are what we have is perhaps
the most basic and powerful fact of consumer behavior.™ One con-
half of car owners saw thar carasa

sumer survey found that nearly
“ Only 6 percent

reflection of who thev are cither “a lot™ or “some.
qaid their car is “not at all™ a reflection of themselves, Car owners
could also readily sav what kind of car they would want to be if they
were a car. For certain “sacred” goods, like weddimg arure, the iden:
tification can be intense. (“When I found that dress, Tmean, I put st
on ... Istared crving, “cause | was like, “Lisa, this is my dress! 7
In fact, the identity-consumption relationship is a two-way strect.
Wh O weare oronhyaffects what we buy. What we Doy also_aftects
who we become. Recent research suggests that the more we have, the
confident. and socially validated we feel. Clothes do

more powertul,
make the man. John Schouten’s work on COSIMETIC SUILeTY SHEEests
that it transforms people, not only literally but also psvehologically,
His subsequent rescarch with James MceAlexander on the subculture
of Harlev-Davidson bikers shows how important consumption ca
be in establishing group identity. tralso turned the researchers them-

selves into obsessive bikers, as if to prove the pamnt.)

identity and the New Consumerism

As I noted in chapter 1, there’s o new game m town—individuality,
In the words of one advertising magazine, “Lifestyle advertising Is

about differentiating onesclf from the Joneses, not as N previous
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decades, keepmg up wil tham. ™ s the <o called new middle fand
\\x\pl|w|‘~11m1d|v} classes idradualiney and differentiation are essential
Chy e Because mass produced goods are roo homogeneous el
mott. byvervhody has them, This makes them mca;j?\l,\lc <tfl:>(1)1(f)c:(r)il:w
distmction. These groups preter iems with a customized dimension
Hhis s nowhere so cevident as i home furnishings. The upper-
and even maddleclass home has become a refuge from the flamess
;u}d unacstherie quahts of the nuass-produced workd, As l(()l\(*\r}
Withnow has argued, 1t s now a haven of authenticity, in which
mdnrdaals express themsehes Tandmade goods are prc'fvrrul and
a card bearing the artists name s 1 bones on a craft iten. %(; tO0
with wearables—a onc-ot-a kind wedding ring, unique c]urhi‘ng‘ :\s
asaleswoman i an upsaale ceaft-oriented store explained to mé
(1’;"\1( anexgwsite, handmade, $1,000 sweater, “Weo have clients
who come espeaatly tor this collection. They work hard for thei
money and feel they deserve and are eantled tto these things.™ e
Some dividuals mav also seek distinetio eh collecti
Antigues are perfect, although expensive \\'hml-l (lw:rc”:;:i] \kf)l”‘“tmg.
: : ps also mat-
ters. The new middle class Bikes houtiques and tends to dishike
nattonal chams, Some beter-ott individuals mav even buy pmJucrx
that are sold privatels, by appointient, or 1;1 rdath‘t‘h‘ ()l\scuvr;‘
shops. The ostensible reasons for these preferences: qudli’r\' crafts-
manship, mdwadualive. The less obwvious symibolic mcxsnu-c’: sociéll
distance. For those who are creating for themselves the I]t:\\' upper-
In‘ldgﬂcddss ffestyle, s mmportant to avoid being too mass-market.
IKFA was areat when it had one or two stores and was an imnovat-
g Scandmavian importers now 1ty on the verge of becoming
M ,uugh. s o fun to walk o sumeonce efses living room and xc‘c
vour sola 1O as onenterior decorator explained to me, when the
preces start appearing i the department stores, forget i, Couldn’t
posstbly buv them.) (
ﬁnmlm consrderations inform this groups strong preference for
solid wood, or cotton. Lver wosider—as vou search rack afrer rack
m lrustraton because onhy 100 percent cotton outfic will d(>(for
the baby shower—win natural fabrics are so important? Many con-
sumers cite thew acsthetes and quahiey, but its more than that. Nat-
ural hibers and matertals svmbolicathy obliterate the umnccti'onlt()

assembiy Tines and tactories. By being “natural,™ they are svimboli-
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cally not man-made. Never mind that the same factories that churn
out the polyesters also make the cottons. With packaging and mar-
keting, a different symbolic assoctanion can be created. Of course,
the quest for individuality through products pertains to a certamn
(large} segment of the consumer market—highty cducated, higher-
class individuals. People tow in Bourdieu’s cultural capiral remain
enthusiastic about mass goods. They want the best of them, the
prestige products that higher-class people msed to like. Not evervone
has shifted from Cadillacs to foreign cars or disdains cruises, the
Hilton, and wall-to-wall carpeting.

The irony of the “new differentiation™ is that 1t too has become
common. Upmarket tastes, just like downmarket ones, are pre-
dictable. Even the really differentiated symbol, like the Caribhean
island you get to first, the newest high-performance sport, or art
clothing, is just the latest status item. While most people experience
these tastes as just being themselves, they are actually bemg a fot
like evervone clse. As one advertiser put it: “Although people may
claim that they are striving for individuality, they all end up looking
more or fess predictably the same.™ At the end of the day. gamimg
seatus by heing different trom Mr. Jones has become the Latest twist
in a continuing social ritual.

While the literature tvpically classifies identity and status as alier-
native sources of consumer motivation, they should not be seen as
rwo independent processes. The self is not public or private, it 1s
always hoth. Personal identity does not exist prior o the socal
world, it comes into being within it. For example. research on self-
image (a common psychological category) has found that the higher
the status of the hrand, the more closely people associated their selt-
image with it. Competitive spending may be increasingly experi-
enced by individuals as an affirmation of personal dentity, but s
competitive all the same. Indeed, as some have argued, it is precisely
when traditional markers of identity and position, such as birth and
occupation, begin to break down that spending comes to the fore as
a more powerful determinant of social status.

The downshifter Doris Sheplev is a classic example. In discussing
her “before” patterns, the importance of the visible rriad thouse,
auto, and wardrobe) emerged. Morcover, she was unusualtly con-

scious about her status mortives and the desirability of bemg differ-
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ene. I met Doris, recently married, m ber large and obviously expen-
sive home in Bellevue, an exclusive Seattle suburb. The combination
of two mcames had allowed the Sheplevs to rake a giant step up.
Ostensibhy looking for more space to keep their combined posses-
stons, they ended up in what Doris deseribed as a “perfect, classic
example of trving to impress friends.™ When she first saw the house,
she “thought of people at work; we could have parties, we would
entertam, b did Tike to have dinner parties. And 1 just thought of
Betlevue as being kind of a nice address; vou know, vou could tell
people vou live i Bellevue. Ie was not lined up with other houses, it
had more spaciousness around it remember the real estate agent
satd, “Fhis 1s o real execurive home.”™ That gave her a thrill,
“becanse 1t made me think that 1t was a prestigious home, more
than just a home like in a tract where they're all the same; this was
ditferent. So that got o me.” As far as her automobile went, she
“pot a used Mercedes, because T heard that it was a good car and |
think I thought I'd impress my friends.” And clothes? They were “to
impress clients as well as to impress friends, to make them think 1
was more successful than [ was in sales, because 1 would never tell
anybody what I made, so everybody assumed that I was really doing
extremely welly and Tkept up that image.™ Unfortunately for Dorts,
a few months atter she moved i she decided to downsize her spend-
ing radically. Now the house 15 an albatross, and the wardrobe a
paintul remimder of money wasted.

The Costs of Status

Doris Shepley has paid dearly for her status secking. It kepe her
from saving enough 1o be Anancially secure, led her to buy an exces-
sively farge house, and for vears kepe her tied to a job she didn't
really like, But what about society as a whole? How does status
secking atfect our quality of lite and well-heing? Whar does status
CONSUMPLION COst?

I'here are a variety of ways to think about this question. One wav
is to calculate the price differential between a generic and a branded
version of a product, controlling tor quality, With lipsticks, the dif-
ferential would be any excess in price above the $4 or $5 drugstore
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brand. Taking the price differential for each lipstick am‘l multiplying
by the total number sold would give us an overall figure for the
amount spent on status in the lipstick market.

With such a method, the key is to control for quality. But doing )
is difficult with many products, because status and quality are often
intertwined. How do you separate the functional and status compo-
nents of houses and their furnishings, or restaurant meals, or vaca-
tions? It’s especially difficult in today’s world, where quality has
become a status item for upscale consumers. But the difficuldes of
measurement should not lead us to ignore the thousands of four-
wheel-drive vehicles sold to people who almost never use the feature
or the extra fee paid to flash a gold (or platinum) credit card (above
and bevond the value of whatever services it comes with). With a wide
varietyJ of visible commoditics, we are shelling out billions for status.

Another way to think about the costs of status is to consider
products we d(; not purchase, for status reasons. Aluminum siding is
an excellent insulator, never needs panting, and is extremely
durable, thereby saving homeowners many thousands of d()}la.rf‘
Why don’t more people use it? A common explanation is that it’s
«unaesthetic.” But what does this mean? Our sense of the “aes-
thetic™ is drenched in class associations. How about the warchouse,
which went from being “unaesthetic™ to a fashionable dwelling?
The real problem with aluminum siding is not that it's objectively
ugly, but that it has a decidedly low-class image. As a consequence,
millions of people won't use it, saying they think it’s ugly. Indeed, it
is proscribed in many middle- and upper-middleaincomgj communi-
ties, a testament to the need to keep up the class image. The prolifer-
ation of such “taste codes™ and restrictions indicates a whole realm
of social costs paid to the god of positional consumption.

We can also think about the costs of status by considering the
money that companies spend to turn identical or virtgally idcmic;?I
products into differentiated goods. Savants in advertismg kmw‘v this
is what the game is about, although we consumers are often. resistant
to the idea. Nike buys $1 50 million of ads annually to convince us to
don the Swoosh, but in many ways its shoes are no different from
those of archrival Reebok or plenty of no-name brands. Drug com-
panies spend huge sums promoting branded drugs that are the same
as generics. Cosmetics companies market identical products under
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ditfcrent fines that vary only in then packaging, positioning, and, of
course, price. (nsiders know that Bourjois—owned by Chanel—
prarhers Last season Chanet produces, o plain cases, at a fraction of
the pricesy Kellogg's shells out millions to convinee us that its corn
flakes we better than the other guy's, and we pay through the nose
for them. thyver wonder why cereal is so expensive?) Many of the
Baten’s vitamims cone from a single company but are sold in differ-
et hotties at a wide range of prices. Fashion companies spend more
than $1 billon a vear on advernsing, trving to keep us from noticing
that a hefry segment o that market is abo for identical or similar
goods at ditferent prices. (For example, a large worldwide manufac-
turer reports selling jeans with essentially the same manufacturing
costs to mass-market chams soch as Wal Mart, mid-marker outlets
ke JC Penneyv, and high-end designers and department stores, such
as Calvin Neing at rerarl prices ranging trom about $15 to $65.) Not
only teans but mam other virtaally indistinguishable items of cloth-
g are sokd in different retaid outlers with wide price differentials.
Designer hosiery is another good exampled ter's not forget that
these stores are domg business with the same overseas suppliers,
whose products otten vary only or mainly by the label. An edocated
shopper can find barganis this wav. But many consumers don’t know
what thevire looking for,

These clatms may be hard 1o digest. It just doesn’t seem possible
that so many (most:) branded goods are not actually different from
ather hianded goods. Or thar their differences are sufficiently small
that most consuers don’t know which is which, or which they like
betters when the labels are removed. Our daily experience tells us
something else, otten deading us to be fiercely loval to brands or
fashion Labels. Tide really 7s better. But don't forget the classic stud-
tes, one of which tells us that beer drinkers rated all beer identically
without the Tabels and weren't even able to pick our their favorite
brew, Or the hpstick tese reported carlier. T grew up believing that
Roval Crown Cola was actually the drink of choice over Pepsi and
Coken blind raste tests, (Can that really be true?) And by the wav,
remember that local Botthing means these soft drinks aren't even
wentical in- ditterent parts of the country. Tave vou ever done a
taste test with hotded water? ¢ have, and T still cant believe that |

dida’t choose Fyvian, to which Fhave a classic brand atrachment.) Tn
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the next chapter, I report on similar rescarch on clothing prefer-
ences: consumers rank identical garments differenty depending on
which label the rescarchers sew on the inside. And so on and so on.
For a whaole host of symbolic reasons, status-related identity among
them, American consumers continue to buy into a brand-oricnted
market in which they are paying not only a large sum for advertising
but also higher prices for products that are only symbolically, but
not functionally, different from lower-priced products.

I do not mean to implhy, by the way, that there are no quality dif-
ferences between goods. There certainly are. Collcagues report that
TKEAS vencer bookshelves apparently do not fast too long, but solid
wood will. Tovotas have better repair records than [lvundais.
Rather, mv point is twofold: first, for a significant number of
branded and highly advertised products, there are no quality differ-
ences discernible to consumers when the labels are removed; and
second, variation in prices tvpically exceeds variation in quality,
with the difference being in part a status premiuni.

While a numerical estimate is difficult to sertle on, it s clear that
the costs of status consumption in the LLS. economy are consider
able. In most of the major expenditure categories—housing, furnish-
ings, auvtomobiles, apparcl, cosmetics, tootwear, travel, and an
increasing large group of food items—some fraction of our con-
sumption is addressed to positional concerns. The extra money we
spend could arguably be better used in other ways—mproving our
public schools, boosting retirement savings, or providing drug treat-
ment for the millions of people the country is locking up i an cffort
to protect the commaodities others have acquired. But unless we find

a way to dissociate what we buy from who we think we are, redi-
recting those dollars will prove difficulr indeed.
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