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Abstract 

The dilapidating influence of conspicuous consumption on the overall well-being of young adults 
necessitates the study of factors influencing conspicuous consumption, particularly among university 
students.  Using the symbolic self-completion theory, a quantitative analysis involving (N=356, 56.2% 
female) final year private university students was conducted. This, however, is an exploration of issues 
relating to social media use, materialistic values, and conspicuous consumption within a broader study.  
The results indicate that Nigerian university students have a favorable attitude towards conspicuous 
consumption. Additionally, the predictive effect of social media use and materialistic value orientation on 
conspicuous consumption was ascertained. Our findings validated the assumptions of the symbolic self-
completion theory and its applicability in explaining conspicuous consumption among young people. 
Other implications of the study, recommendations, and directions for future research are discussed. 

Keywords: Conspicuous consumption; social media; materialistic values; University students; symbolic 
self-completion theory; emerging adults. 
 
 

1. INTRODUCTION  

Market globalization tops among all the factors that play a crucial role in consumer 
behavior in contemporary society(Cleveland and Laroche 2007; Simmer-brown 2002; 
Sundar and Babu 2012). Various companies have entered into new markets because of 
liberalization and market uniformity (Yazdanifard 2014).Hence, providing both 
opportunities for big enterprises and an hedonic trap for the poor and the youths (Roth 
2014). For instance, there is evidence of a consistent increase in the total amount of 
money children and young people spend (e.g., Lintonen, Wilska, Koivusilta, &Konu, 
2007); this may suggest an increase in disposable income of youths over the past 
decades. However, Carr (2005), Rayo & Becker (2006) and Winkelmann, (2012) 
observed an increase in youths' debt and a decrease in well-being due to suboptimal 
patterns of consumption. When the consumption preferences of an individual are 
influenced by the desire to gratify feelings of prestige, and they display a high degree of 
luxury expenditure on goods and services, s/he is said to be entangled in conspicuous 
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consumption (Podoshen, Andrzejewski, & Hunt, 2014). Conspicuous consumption is a 
term coined by Veblen (1898). 

Culture is a prime predictor of consumers' lifestyles, attitudes, and behaviors(Cleveland 
and Laroche 2007). Conspicuous consumption is usually prevalent in a society that 
encourages it; according to (Mason 1981),  the audience factor is essential for 
consumption preferences. Conspicuous consumption is widespread in a consumer 
culture. A consumerist society values happiness, self-expression, and self-actualization 
and stresses that achieving these goals can be facilitated by acquiring and consuming 
material goods. Hence, the consumption of material goods is a way of developing, 
expressing, and enhancing the individual's identity.   Existing literature corroborated that 
a high level of conspicuous consumption is associated with psychological tension 
(Burroughs & Rindfleisch, 2002), dwindling subjective well-being (Winkelmann, 2012), 
infinite debt (Carr, 2005), and perpetual poverty (Moav & Neeman, 2012; Roth, 2014). 
Given this, it is essential to understand and acquaint young people, particularly 
emerging adults, with the factors that influence conspicuous consumption. Conspicuous 
consumption among young adults in the contemporary society can manifest in 
purchases of mobile technology (Wallace, Clark, and White 2012), music and video 
games (Podoshen, Andrzejewski, and Hunt 2014), leisure activities (Arai & Pedlar, 
2003), (Layland, Hill, & Nelson, 2018), automobiles (Saad and Vongas 2009) et cetera.  

The symbolic self-completion theory is rooted in the Symbolic interactionist school of 
thought based on the prominent social psychologist George Herbert Mead  (Mead 
1934).  The title of Mead's book identifies three socio-psychological levels of analysis 
corresponding to the personality (mind), interaction (self), and social structure (society) 
(Cote and Levine 2002). The popularity of the symbolic interaction perspective to social 
psychological thoughts is based on its three main premises, which are that:  (1) humans 
behave based on the meanings objects have for them; (2) meanings emerge in people-
to-people interactions; and (3) meanings are communicated and modified by an 
interpretive mechanism used by individuals to deal with things they experience (Hall 
2007). The symbolic self-completion theory assumes that people use symbols of 
achievement to define themselves and that they use symbols to communicate their self-
definitions to others (Wicklund and Gollwitzer 1981). According to Wicklund and 
colleagues, when the critical achievement indicators are lacking, people will go all out 
after alternative indicators of self-definition. The symbolic self-completion theory has 
been used to carry out empirical research in social psychological areas like group 
behavior (Ledgerwood et al., 2007 and Stalp et al., 2009); social influence (Carr and 
Vignoles 2011); international relationships (Akter, Kocak, and Fuat 2012); aggressive 
behavior(Smith and Raymen 2017) and self and social identity (Nabi, O’Cass, and 
Siahtiri 2019).  
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Social media and Conspicuous consumption 

The desire to be likable and accepted within one's social circle is inherent in most young 
adults and is sometimes necessary for the developmental process. Young adults are 
particularly more vulnerable to conspicuous consumption because they are Identity 
seekers hoping to find their place in the world.  One reason for the rapid increase in 
social media use is that it helps boost users' self-esteem (Widjajanta et al. 
2018).Similarly, social media usage on mobile phones has been found to influence 
young women's self-confidence, sexuality, and sense of autonomy (Foley, Holzman, 
and Wearing 2007). Marketers are aware of this fact, and most companies tailor their 
advertisements on mainstream media to appeal to young people.Advertising on 
mainstream media platforms is a principal component of consumer culture. Deutsch & 
Theodorou (2010) emphasized that consumer culture and its harmful and advertising 
practices have influenced youth's construction of their individual and social identity. 
According to Stuart (2002), globalization has skyrocketed the growth of advertising 
industries to $500 billion worth annually. A contemporary advertisement capitalizes on 
an average consumer's desire for leisure, happiness, beauty, or fitness and attaches the 
purchase and consumption of a product to achieve these desires. Media provides a 
platform for self-expression and the opportunity to connect with people of like minds. 
Media also provides a platform for youths to observe fashion, luxury, and various 
lifestyle content (Mccarthy, 2013) & (Mohr, 2013). 

Additionally, Bronner & de Hoog (2018) contend that exposure to social media has 
broadened users' reach, making material goods that were previously invisible 
noticeable, making individuals more susceptible to conspicuous consumption. Saltık et 
al. (2013) further reiterated this claim stating that mass media have blurred the borders 
between cultures, exposing people to a broader spectrum of prominent cultural 
elements than ever before. Consumer culture and its harmful and advertising practices 
on social media, influences young adults' construction of individual and social identity 
(Deutsch & Theodorou, 2010). The media can also ignite negative feelings of envy and 
self-discrepancy in consumers who are likely to purchase products to suppress these 
feelings of inferiority (Dittmar 2007),(Donnelly et al. 2016),(Jin and Ryu 2020).  

Materialistic Value orientation and Conspicuous consumption 

A central tenant of (Braun & Wicklund, 1989)'s work is that people generally use 
tangible symbols to compensate or complete their identity in areas where they notice 
deficiencies. According to Lynn & Harris (1997), individuals look for commodities, 
experiences, and services that differentiate them from others because they need to feel 
unique and special. Hence, a dominant means of achieving individualism in 
contemporary societies is through consumption (Weismantel and Friedman 2013). 
Research has consistently shown that people use material possessions to express their 
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individual and group identity (e.g., Claes et al., 2016b; Stalp et al., 2009; Weismantel & 
Friedman, 2013).  

According to Dittmar (2007), material objects are psychologically significant to 
individuals in a consumption-driven society because they are intimately connected to 
our sense of identity. Most Consumerist societies are entrenched in competition, image 
development, and other directedness. Individuals' attention have shifted the foundation 
of individual decision-making from the inner-self (Kasser and Ryan 1996). The 
Materialistic value scale (Richins and Dawson 1992) postulates that Materialistic 
orientation has three significant components these are:(1) acquisition centrality, (2) 
success, and (3) happiness. Acquisition centrality refers to the assumption that having 
material possessions and wealth is an important life goal. Success refers to the level at 
which individuals see material possessions and wealth as an indicator of achievement, 
while happiness refers to the belief that having enough material possessions will 
translate into leading happier and better lives and a more positive Identity (Dittmar 
2007). 

Despite the increasing level of poverty in Africa, Veblen's (1898)  criticism of American's 
need to acquire material possessions for recognition purposes in the nineteenth century 
still applies to many African countries today (Posel and Van-Wyk 2018). Take Nigeria 
for instance,  the desire to acquire and display luxury products among her young 
population is exhibited in consumption of branded goods (Mwedzi 2021);  cosmetics 
(Bechan and Ehsanul Hoque 2016); and their preference for foreign products(Oyeniyi 
2009; Udegbe 2017). Some scholars have blamed these developments on cultural 
assimilation (e.g., Mwedzi, 2021).It is noticed that several undergraduates in the Nigeria 
Universities engaged in conspicuous consumption, beaming around with flashy cars 
and other goods beyond their status to a level that some engage in cybercrime to 
engage in this kind of consumption behaviors (Adeniran 2008). Many university 
students also live extravagant lifestyles to craft out a unique identity for themselves 
(Ojedokun and Eraye 2012). Subair et al. (2019) noted that an average Nigerian 
undergraduate student spends 2 to 3 hours daily on social media and 83% use social 
media for socialization purposes. Other authors ( e.g., Umeogu & Ojiakor, 2014) noted 
that social media contributes significantly to the moral degradation of Nigerian youths. 
However, we observed that very few empirical studies had been conducted to examine 
the factors contributing to conspicuous consumption among emerging adults in Nigeria; 
hence the current study hopes to bridge the gap. Considering that, this research article 
is designed to achieve the following objectives. 

 To examine the demographic profile of university students. 

 To examine the predictive effects of social media use and materialistic value 
orientation on conspicuous consumption among university students. 
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2. MATERIAL AND METHODS 

Participants 

To best capture individuals that fit into the emerging adult category in the context of the 
study, 356 participants were identified using simple random sampling technique. The 
researchers targeted final year students enrolled in Bachelor’s degree programs at 
three different private universities in South-western Nigeria. In addition, these 
participants were more likely to provide information on the subject under investigation.  

Instruments 

Conspicuous consumption in this study is measured using the conspicuous 
consumption orientation scale (CCO) designed by (Chaudhuri, Mazumdar, and Ghoshal 
2011). The CCO is an 11-item unidimensional scale who’s’ factor structure that can be 
generalized across students and non-student population. The CCO is measured on a 6-
point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagrees to strongly agree. The material value 
scale (MVS) designed by (Richins, 2004) was used to measure materialistic value 
orientation in this study. This study adopts the 9 item version because it has a more 
stable dimension structure than the 18 item scale (Richins 2004). The MVS was 
measured on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 strongly disagree to 7strongly agree. Lastly, 
social media use in this study was measured using the general social media usage 
subscale of The Media and Technology Usage and Attitudes Scale (MTUAS) designed 
by (Rokkum et al. 2013). 

Procedure 

Reliability analysis was conducted to ensure the internal consistency of the items used 
to measure all continuous variables in the study. Results revealed that the α value of 
.914 was reported for the conspicuous consumption orientation scale. This is slightly 
higher than that of (Chaudhuri et al. 2011). Similarly, the social media subscale of the 
media and technology usage and attitude scale reported an α value of .745; the material 
value scale reported an α value of .865, which was considerably higher than the mean α 
value of .77 reported by (Richins 2004). Thus, all items meet the minimum acceptable 
value of .70 recommended by Taber (2018).   

A self-report questionnaire was administered to the participants who voluntarily agreed 
to participate in the study after the researcher proposed to students through class 
representatives on class group chats, around hall of residences and around class 
premises. The questionnaire contained measures of the variables in the study alongside 
demographic measures of age, gender, and marital status.  

A cross-sectional design was employed for the purpose of the study.  Cross-sectional 
studies aim to collect reliable data that can be used to draw solid conclusions and to 
develop a new hypothesis that may be tested in future research (Zangirolami-
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Raimundo, Echeimberg, and Leone 2018). Data collected for the study was recorded 
into IBM SPSS version 22. Descriptive statistics were used to present the demographic 
characteristics of the participants. In addition, multiple linear regression analysis was 
used to access the predictive effects of two independent variables (social media use 
and materialistic value orientation) on conspicuous consumption.   
 
3. RESULTS  

Participant’s information 

The summary of the characteristics of participants in the study can be found in table 1. 
Results show that females make up slightly more than half of the population (56.2%) 
while males make up 43.8%. Participants were categorized into three age groups.The 
mean age of respondents is 23.5.  Individuals below 20 years make up 23.6% of the 
participants, followed by individuals between ages 21 and 25 years comprising (50.3%) 
of the population. Individuals between 26 and 30 years make up  24% of the 
participants.  Regarding the marital status of the respondents, 79.5% of the participants 
are single,7.9% were married, 6.7% were seperated while 5.9% were divorced.  

Table 1: Background of the Students 

Variable Frequency Percentage 

Gender 
Male 
Female 

 
156 
200 

 
43.8 
56.2 

Age 
Below 20 Years old 
21-25 Years 
26-30 years 
31-35 years 
Above 35 

 
84 

179 
87 
2 
4 

 
23.6 
50.3 
24.4 
0.6 
1.1 

Marital status 
Single 
Married 
Separated 
Divorced 

 
283 
28 
24 
21 

 
79.5 
7.9 
6.7 
5.9 

 
Predictive effects of social media use and materialistic value orientation on 
conspicuous consumption 

Standard multiple regression analysis was conducted to assess the predictive effect of 
two variables (social media use and materialistic value orientation) on conspicuous 
consumption. Preliminary analyses were conducted to ensure no violations of the 
assumptions of normality, linearity, multicollinearity, and homoscedasticity. The model 
was statistically significant F (2,353) = 347.49, p<0.01, and the entire model explained 
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66.3% variance in conspicuous consumption.  As table 2 depicts, the two predictor 
variables were statistically significant, with social media use (β=.41, p<.001) contributing 
lower than materialistic value orientation (β=.49, p <.001).  

Table 2 Summarized results of multiple regressions 

- Beta SE 
Standardized 

Beta 
T Sig TOL VIF 

Constant -3.490 2.166  -1.611 .108   

Social media Use  1.451 .136 .417 10.702 .000 .630 1.588 

Materialistic Value 
orientation 

.648 .051 .491 12.607 .000 .630 1.588 

R2 = .66; Adjusted R2 = .66; F =347.49 
Note: The dependent variable was conspicuous consumption, SE= Standard error 

 
4. DISCUSSION  

The study aimed at ascertaining the predictive effect of social media use, and 
materialistic value orientation on conspicuous consumption among undergraduates’ 
university students. The predictive effect of social media use is consistent with previous 
findings of Thoumrungroje (2014), that people tend to impulsively consume products 
when they communicate with others on social media platforms, and their feelings of 
envy and narcissism is aroused(Taylor & Strutton, 2016) (Burnasheva & Suh 2020). 
This implies that conspicuous consumption is positively reliant on social media usage 
particularly among emerging adults who tend to portray their ideal selves on social 
media platforms. Findings also suggest that education plays a significant role in the 
intensity of social media usage confirming the findings of (Hruska and Maresova 
2020).This study validates the findings of Omenugha et al (2016), that Nigerian 
university students are heavy users of social media and also, it suggests that the higher 
the intensity of young adults’ media usage, the higher their acquisition of material goods 
and the desire to showcase them to boost their sense of selves.  

More so, the significant predictive effect of materialistic value orientation  on 
conspicuous consumption confirms previous studies of Podoshen et al. (2011), Chacko 
et al. (2018) and Mai & Tambyah (2011) that success and centrality components of 
materialism value scale is an antecedent of conspicuous consumption. These findings 
confirm the assumptions of the symbolic self-completion theory that people use symbols 
of achievement to define themselves and use symbols to communicate their self-
definitions to others. 
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5. CONCLUSION 

Considering the rising level of conspicuous consumption among young people and its 
debilitating effects on their overall well-being, the symbolic self-completion theory was 
employed to explain the factors contributing to conspicuous consumption among 
university students. It was concluded that social media use and materialistic value 
orientation are significant predictors of conspicuous consumption among university 
students in Nigeria. When young adults believe that material goods are central to their 
identity and an indication of how successful they are, they display acquired possessions 
to others. Social media provides a platform for this behavior as the likes and comments 
students receive on these platforms offer social validation, further reinforcing their 
consumption behavior. This study also demonstrated that Nigerian university students 
have a favorable attitude towards conspicuous consumption.  

This study provides a clue into the consumption patterns of emerging adults, who make 
up a significant proportion of the economy of developing countries. Our findings validate 
the assumptions of the symbolic self-completion theory in explaining conspicuous 
consumption among young adults, suggesting that engaging in self-defining behaviors 
are active component in the quest for Identity definition in the contemporary university 
environment. The study also provides evidence that students define themselves as part 
of their environment by purchasing and displaying material goods on social media. 
These, however, would not exist if other students did not recognize material 
possessions as a distinctive attribute of progress, achievement and self-definition within 
the university environments.  

Furthermore, findings suggest that students attempt to influence other students directly 
and indirectly on social media through self-defining behaviors. 

This study adds to the existing literature that aims to understand conspicuous 
consumption among young people, particularly in developing countries.  

One limitation of the study is that it was conducted among private university student 
who may come from relatively affluent family background. Hence generalizations should 
be made with caution.  

It is recommended that further studies should be conducted among students from other 
types of institutions (i.e public universities). In addition, the model may require additional 
variables that may explain the variance in conspicuous consumption, e.g., self-esteem 
and income. Therefore, further studies should be conducted with the inclusion of more 
predictors to explore the (33.7%) unexplained variance in the model. 
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