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ABSTRACT
Concern about the environmental impacts of consumption has drawn research attention to
the drivers of conspicuous and luxury (C/L) consumption. Given the prevailing patterns of
overconsumption, most studies to date have focused on countries in the global North.
However, an emerging high-consuming middle and upper class in nations such as India and
Brazil makes it imperative to extend the study of C/L consumption to these contexts.
Research that does exist pertaining to India has predominantly focused only on the role of
social identity in driving consumption growth among certain groups. Our study proposes a
broader conceptual framework, incorporating a variety of possible factors and applying
multivariate statistical analysis to household-expenditure data from the India Human
Development Survey. We examine how C/L consumption expenditure is correlated not just
with the economic ability to consume (income or wealth) but also with potential socio-psy-
chological drivers and moderators. The results show that while the economic ability to con-
sume (income or its proxy) is an enabling factor, mass-media exposure and social network
activity appear to influence C/L consumption positively. Education and caste have more
mixed relationships with consumption, and interaction effects between these two variables
and economic ability to consume are also significant. The results highlight the importance
of socio-psychological factors in shaping consumption decisions beyond the enabling role of
income and wealth. Improving understanding of this broader set of factors, as well as their
interaction effects, is particularly salient for devising better policies for transitioning toward
more sustainable consumption patterns in a large developing country such as India.
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Introduction

In the last few decades, environmental problems
have become severe enough to threaten the sustain-
ability of human existence on Earth (UNEP and
Columbia Law School 2015) even as they continue
to disproportionately affect the lives of socio-eco-
nomically marginalized sections of society. That this
crisis is caused by the production and consumption
practices of human beings is obvious, but the debate
has been whether it is the “subsistence” consump-
tion of a burgeoning poor population or the
“luxury” consumption of the affluent that is respon-
sible for current conditions (Kempf 2008). While
initial analyses attempted to assign responsibility to
population growth for the global environmental cri-
sis (Ehrlich 1971), it has now been demonstrated
that affluent or luxury consumption practices are
the main drivers of the associated problems (Toth

and Szigeti 2016; York, Rosa, and Dietz 2003), lead-
ing to the recent “warning on affluence” by a large
number of scientists (Wiedmann et al. 2020). There
is, therefore, an urgent need to understand what
drives overconsumption (Princen, Maniates, and
Conca 2002).

Given that no one consumes with the explicit
intent of harming the environment and that envir-
onmental impacts are always unintended consequen-
ces of consumption choices, overconsumption can
only be understood in terms of the utility that con-
sumers derive – or think they derive – whether
functional or symbolic, from what is palpably
“unnecessary” consumption (Akenji 2019). Attempts
to understand the underlying motivations for such
consumption have a long lineage. Veblen (1899)
coined the term “conspicuous consumption” to
argue that the highly visible ostentatiousness of
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wealthy individuals during the Gilded Age was their
way of showing their elite social status. More
recently, psychologists have sought to explain con-
sumption behavior as identity-building or as a way
to express self-worth (Dittmar 2007; Shove and
Warde 2001). Other analysts have argued that
“luxury consumption” may take many forms – own-
ing of goods or pursuit of experiences – and is
driven by a desire for an easy life, pleasure-seeking,
and perhaps also the need to impress one’s peers
through branded products and other types of one-
upmanship (Akenji 2019). It appears then that lux-
ury consumption may be a superset of conspicuous
consumption, especially since mass production has
made such goods and services more affordable, and
the motivations for consumption are hard to distin-
guish simply from its form. We, therefore, use the
term “C/L consumption” to broadly include all such
“unnecessary” consumption, whether meant for
public display or private enjoyment. This would typ-
ically be consumption beyond what is required to
sustain a “decent living standard” (e.g., as in Rao
and Baer 2012), even if generously defined.

Considering the enormous gap in the average lev-
els of affluence (and corresponding pollution-emis-
sion levels) between countries in the global North
and the global South, it is not surprising that much
of the literature seeking to analyze factors causing
C/L consumption is focused on the former.
However, it has increasingly been pointed out that
elite consumerism exists and is rising even in the
global South, particularly in emerging economies
such as India and Brazil (Ahuja 2014; Raj et al.
2013). Even if luxury consumption in India does
not match the levels of, or is not as widespread as
that in, say, the United States, the impacts of such
consumption are greater and more unjust when one
considers regional environmental impacts in a part
of the world with widespread poverty, resource scar-
city, and limited pollution-sink capacity. Indeed,
Bhar (2021) shows that the water, particulate matter
(PM 2.5), and carbon-dioxide (CO2) footprints of
households in the top decile of India’s consumers
are several times higher than the average levels,
causing both global and (more so) regional impacts.
Understanding what drives such C/L consumption
in emerging economies is, therefore, an equally
urgent task. The limited literature on C/L consump-
tion in India focuses largely on the role of social
identity in driving consumption growth among pre-
viously marginalized groups and not on the wider
factors likely to influence such consumption.

In light of this situation, we present a study that
explores the broader correlates of C/L consumption
in India, drawing upon a publicly available survey
of consumption expenditures. The article is

organized as follows. The next section presents a
detailed review of both theoretical and empirical lit-
erature from across the world on drivers of C/L
consumption. Based on this discussion, we then out-
line a conceptual framework to understand the driv-
ers of C/L consumption and describe the methods,
variables, data, and statistical models employed in
the analysis. This is followed by a presentation of
our results, where we also elaborate on how we
enhanced the robustness of the analysis given vari-
ous data limitations. We then present the implica-
tions of the results, highlighting their contribution
to the empirical literature on drivers of conspicuous
or luxury consumption. The final section summa-
rizes the findings, discusses their wider ramifica-
tions, and describes the limitations of this study.

Understanding the motives and the drivers
of C/L consumption

What do we know about the processes and factors
that drive C/L consumption across the globe? A
major strand in the literature follows the method of
econometric analysis. Among many such analyses of
consumption, the study by Ferrer-I-Carbonell and
van Den Bergh (2004) stands out for its focus on
luxury consumption, in particular second car own-
ership, vacation expenditure, flying, and energy use.
As in other econometric studies, they treat preferen-
ces as given and seek to construct demand functions
using budget constraints (income), prices, demo-
graphic variables such as household size, and some
simple socio-economic factors such as education
and the presence of a second earner. As in several
other analyses, income turns out to be the major
correlate, followed by demographic factors and the
presence of a second earner.

This approach has two limitations. First, income
or higher economic ability may look like the obvi-
ous driver of consumption. But, it is not that
income drives choices or preferences; rather, it plays
an enabling role for the expression of preferences,
which themselves are the product of deeper socio-
psychological processes. Clearly, there is a need to
understand the motivations that induce people to
use increased income toward more C/L consump-
tion (as against, say, giving it away to the poor or
saving it for the future). These socio-psychological
factors are likely to be present across all income
classes, but they manifest themselves more appar-
ently when income increases provide the opportun-
ity to consume. Second, the attempt to ascertain
these socio-psychological processes is constrained by
limited socio-economic data, restricting the analyses
to demographic and educational variables. There is
clearly a need to dig deeper.
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Wilk (2002) provides a comprehensive review of
the literature that seeks to understand the sociopsy-
chology of C/L consumption, classifying this work
into three categories: individual choice theories,
social theories, and cultural theories. First, individ-
ual choice theories explain consumption as caused
by physical as well as psychological needs such as
identity formation, self-image, and expression of
selfhood. Wilk (2002) notes that mass media, which
are inseparable from advertising (whether in radio,
television, or now Internet forms), expose the con-
sumer to notions of the “right lifestyle” and “self-
image” and purposefully instigate excessive con-
sumption. Second, social theories of consumption
identify the desire to emulate one’s peers (keeping
up with the Joneses) as most significant, and there-
fore consumption levels will be driven by the kind
of company one keeps or peers one recognizes
(Wilk 2002). He also notes that consumption acts as
a social code, and people consume to fit in and gain
social standing and acceptance or to stand out.
Finally, cultural theories point to the symbolic
meaning of consumer goods in a cultural setting
and how individuals use possession for communica-
tion. Schor (1992) discusses how the prevailing con-
sumer culture demolishes local cultural practices to
push consumers to go down a spiral of narcissistic
spending and unhappiness.

In addition to these socio-psychological drivers of
consumption, Wilk (2002) suggests that the socio-
cultural disposition of an individual plays an
important role. Socio-cultural disposition broadly
refers to the values and worldviews that an individ-
ual holds, which determine how they filter broad
notions (such as needing to keep up with the
Joneses, on the one hand, and needing to limit one’s
environmental footprint or behave charitably on the
other) and concretizes them into preferences
and choices.

While the consumer’s psychological makeup
(including self-image, identity, tendency to compete
with peers, level of narcissism, and socio-cultural
disposition) may drive consumption choices, this
begs the question: What factors shape this psych-
ology of the consumer? After all, the consumer is
not born with this makeup but is socialized mainly
into it. Understanding these factors or processes
that are “external” to the individual and influence
individual thinking (and thereby their consumption
choices) has been the focus of much research, which
we review briefly, indicating the regional context of
each study where possible.

First, an obvious and potent driver of the psycho-
logical tilt toward C/L consumption, particularly
luxury consumption, is exposure to advertising in
all its different forms. To the extent that advertising

in the modern world is driven largely by corporate
capital, promotional announcements make people
materialistically oriented in life (Janssens 2012;
Kr€ahmer 2005). This public messaging does so by
exploiting the multiple individual psychological vul-
nerabilities discussed above and convincing the indi-
vidual that they need to consume more to feel
content and happy (Sirgy et al. 2012; Niazi et al.
2012; Sama 2019). The general communication
strategy includes projecting certain (typically lavish)
lifestyles as desirable, manipulating self-images, pro-
moting narcissism, and orienting one’s life-project
around consumer possessions. Consequently, adver-
tising does not just change people’s tastes but
increases their overall “wants” (Paek and Pan 2004;
Nairn and Berthon 2003; Dhaliwal 2016;
Tomlinson 1999).

Second, the nature of one’s social interactions is
of paramount relevance as a driver. It is apparent
that members of traditional elites are also today
indulging in outsized consumption patterns –
whether in the form of luxury cruises, multiple holi-
day homes, lavish cars, or private jets – that have
large environmental footprints (Lynch et al. 2019).
The socio-psychological factor, in this case, is peer
pressure, not explicitly caused by social marginaliza-
tion, but just the general tendency to “keep up with
the Joneses” (Gulati 2017; Makgosa and Mohube
2007). These studies do not tell us what psychology
is operating but rather only speculate. Presumably,
the kind of peer networks one has will significantly
influence one’s consumption choices (Makgosa and
Mohube 2007).

Third, the current social status of the consumer
drives consumption, but this condition manifests in
complex ways. Households belonging to a less afflu-
ent socio-economic class may – in their search for
higher social status – want to prove that they have
“arrived” by following the expenditure habits of
their richer neighbors. Indeed, several studies show
that, across the world, socio-historically marginal-
ized caste or ethnic groups tend to spend more on
C/L consumption than other groups, even compro-
mising expenditure on food and education if neces-
sary (Ramakrishnan et al. 2020; Marjit, Sattwik, and
Hati 2018; Jaikumar, Singh, and Sarin 2018; Linssen,
Kempen, and Kraaykamp 2011; Khamis, Prakash,
and Siddique 2012; Bellet and Shira 2016). Such pat-
terns have also been observed in India. For instance,
Acharya and Nirjar (2016) show how due to the
phenomenon of “massification of luxury,” house-
holds from poorer socio-economic strata indulge in
luxury consumption patterns even when they cannot
afford them.

Fourth, through shaping socio-cultural dispos-
ition, an individual’s education level appears to play
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a significant role in determining the extent to which
they indulge in C/L consumption (Memushi 2014).
Wilk (2002) explains how such tendencies, defined
by Bourdieu’s concept of “habitus,” contribute to
this process. On one hand, with higher education,
individuals are known to develop “tastes” that
clearly induce their C/L consumption (Chaudhuri
and Majumdar 2006). On the other hand, while the
concept of disposition is complex, it alerts us to fac-
tors that may influence consumption decisions
indirectly by shaping the consumer’s outlook – val-
ues and worldviews – over the long term.
Prominent among these factors is education, which
could expose an individual to new values and
worldviews beyond those received from their peer
group and can reduce the propensity to C/L con-
sumption choices (e.g., Amaldoss and Jain 2005;
Memushi 2014; Chao and Schor 1998; Yoon and
Seok 1996). In addition, individuals with spiritual
experiences are found to have lower desires for con-
spicuous goods (Stillman et al. 2012).

Finally, research has indicated that certain
“demographic” factors such as age and gender also
influence consumer behavior, although in complex
ways. Younger individuals have been observed to be
more prone toward greater C/L expenditure (e.g.,
Sims-Muhammad 2012; Shukla 2008). Janssens et al.
(2011) suggest that men have a higher propensity
for C/L consumption in the context of attracting
prospective partners, whereas Prakash (1992) and
Wang and Griskevicius (2014) suggest that women

are likely to consume conspicuously to earn higher
social status and recognition.

From the above discussion, one observes certain
trends in the literature.1 First, the vast majority of
research that adopts an economics-oriented quanti-
tative approach to understand the drivers of C/L
consumption has been in countries of the global
North. Second, studies in India have either tended
to focus solely on income as the primary – or often-
times only – explanatory variable or has highlighted
the role of caste or social marginalization in
prompting greater consumption. Third, methodo-
logically, establishing the influence of (or correlation
between) “external” factors on consumer choices is
possible using large survey-based datasets. But to
delve into the deeper psychological understanding of
identity and image formation, disposition, and so
forth, it is necessary to conduct in-depth qualitative
or ethnographic research that is not possible on a
large scale. Finally, even survey-based studies have
often focused on the role of individual external driv-
ers and less on their combined and interactive
effects and have not always controlled for the ena-
bling role played by wealth or income.

Conceptual framework and approach, data,
and methods

As indicated in the introduction, the primary
research question of this article is what drives C/L
consumption in India. The literature review

Religion and Caste Status

Educa�on

Consumer Conspicuous/Luxury
Consump�on

Consump�on Decisions

Ambiguous Effect

Enabling Effect

Ins�ga�ng

Peer Pressure
Exposure to Adver�sing

(Not easy to proxy)
Current Income

Weighted Asset Index

Figure 1. C/L consumption framework: proximate correlates of C/L consumption.
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presented in the previous section has summarized
what is known about the deeper psychological fac-
tors – as well as the external factors that may influ-
ence this psychology – of C/L consumption. The
external factors are not mutually exclusive, although
most studies have tended to focus on one factor at a
time. To understand how these various factors work
in tandem to influence C/L consumption decisions,
we propose an inclusive framework, which is shown
schematically in Figure 1. In particular, we allow for
the possibility that several external factors, including
exposure to advertising, peer pressure, social back-
ground, and education, may influence the deeper
psychological factors of consumers, be it self-image,
tendencies to keep up with the Joneses, narcissistic
tendencies, or socio-cultural disposition, and there-
fore their consumption choices. The economic cap-
acity to consume has an enabling effect. Finally,
certain factors such as education or religion may
shape consumers’ socio-cultural predisposition so
that they react differently to the various instigating
effects to which they are subjected. The methodo-
logical challenge, of course, is one of finding varia-
bles that can capture or be effective proxies for all
these factors, and this is the matter to which we
now turn.

In this section, we describe how we operational-
ize the previously discussed conceptual framework.
As outlined earlier, a strict econometric approach
using budget constraints and prices does not pro-
vide insights into the factors that shape preferences.
We thus take a broad statistical approach where we
include proxies of the different “external” factors in
our framework and their interaction in a regression
equation while controlling for income or economic
ability to consume. We appropriately address any
endogeneity and other statistical concerns that may
arise. In the following subsections, we first describe
the secondary dataset that we used for this investi-
gation and justify our choice in the context of this
article. Then we discuss each of the proxies for dif-
ferent factors as available in the dataset. We end
this section by explaining the structure of the statis-
tical models.

Consumption data: India Human Development
Survey 2012

The dataset used for this analysis of consumption is
the India Human Development Survey (IHDS)
which is a nationally representative household-level
dataset collected by the University of Maryland and
the National Council of Applied Economic Research
based in New Delhi (Desai, Vanneman, and NCAER
2005, 2011–2012) and made publicly available.2 We
used the consumption data from the latest available

data collection which occurred in 2012 and included
data on 42,152 households and 54 consumption
items.3 Out of this range of categories of consump-
tion, 35 variables were estimates of consumption
over a thirty-day period, while the values for the
other 19 variables represented expenditures over one
year. We extrapolated the latter into annual values
to make them commensurate with the for-
mer values.

The income data comprised the sum total of
wages and salaries, non-farm business income, net
agricultural income, remittances, property, and other
income such as public benefits received by the entire
household. This amount included “negative income”
such as loan repayments. Consequently, where the
loan repayments exceeded gross income, the house-
hold’s net income was negative. For our analysis, to
make the interpretation of results more straightfor-
ward, we converted the negative net incomes
to zero.

Identifying C/L consumption from the
IHDS dataset

How does one define the C/L consumption basket
using the IHDS dataset? The 54 variables on con-
sumption in the survey ranged from various food
expenditures to expenditures on social functions,
vacations, eating out, and so forth.4 While intuition
suggests some variables as “obviously” constituting
C/L consumption, are there systematic ways of
defining it, given the culturally specific nature of
what signals status and what constitutes luxury?
Moreover, while some variables can be easily catego-
rized as entirely C/L expenditures, others may
include both subsistence and luxury consumption,
making it difficult to classify them. For instance,
expenditures on jewelry may be easily seen as C/L
consumption and, in almost its entirety, as also
expenditures on recreational goods. But expendi-
tures on transport equipment are given as a single
variable that does not distinguish between purchas-
ing a car or a motorized two-wheeler, let alone
between a small car and a sport-utility vehicle
(SUV). Similarly, footwear may mean simple shoes
or luxury attire. Therefore, not all the expenditures
assigned to a C/L category necessarily constitute C/L
consumption: some proportion of each item’s con-
sumption would be required even within a “basic
needs” lifestyle. We have tried to address these two
challenges – what constitutes C/L consumption and
how to extract it from broadly defined variables –
as follows.

We started with a study conducted by Khamis,
Prakash, and Siddique (2012) on identifying
“conspicuous” consumption using the same IHDS
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dataset. Through an online survey, the authors iden-
tified which of the 54 consumption categories in the
survey were “visible” and thus regarded as being
associated with high income. They ended up classi-
fying the following expenditure categories as
“conspicuous consumption”: personal transport
equipment, footwear, vacations, furniture and fix-
tures, social functions, repair and maintenance,
house rent, entertainment, clothing and bedding,
jewelry and ornaments, recreation goods, and per-
sonal goods. Their categorization provided the pri-
mary list for this analysis, but we modified it as
described here. We added restaurants and eating
out, cooking and household appliances, and petrol
and vehicle maintenance as these categories are typ-
ically not “visible” but should arguably be included
in a basket that comprises luxury consumption. We
verified that these three categories demonstrated a
sharp rise in expenditure – comparable to other C/L
categories – in higher income deciles. The possibility
that these broad expenditure categories could
include some subsistence consumption as well (at
least in the case of appliances and petrol/vehicle
maintenance) is addressed further below.

We also excluded the following three categories
from the basket of “conspicuous” consumption:

� Mean expenditures on “footwear” demonstrate a
slower rise across deciles, making it difficult to
determine where C/L consumption in this cat-
egory might begin, if at all.

� “House rents and society charges” is an expend-
iture that is relevant only to urban areas.

� “Repair and maintenance” pertains to incurred
costs for house repair and bathroom mainten-
ance and is largely limited to urban areas.

The final list of twelve variables presumed to rep-
resent C/L consumption and the other
(“subsistence”) consumption categories are summar-
ized in Table 1. However, of these, at least five vari-
ables are “fuzzy,” in other words, they are likely to
contain both subsistence and C/L expenditures:

petrol and vehicle maintenance, clothing and bed-
ding, furniture/fixtures, cooking and household
appliances, and personal transport equipment. To
account for this situation, the mean expenditures in
each of these categories were evaluated for each
expenditure decile of total consumption. For all
these categories, we observed that the mean expen-
ditures increased slowly up until the eighth decile
and then showed a sharp increase in the last (top-
most) two deciles.5 This observation suggests that
the mean expenditure of the eighth decile could rep-
resent the maximum subsistence expenditures for
that category. Therefore, expenditures beyond the
mean expenditure of the eighth decile in that cat-
egory were considered as C/L expenditures for that
category. We used this modified C/L expenditure
estimate in our regression equation. While this
adjustment does not eliminate the problem of
“fuzziness” entirely, it provides a better approxima-
tion that is perhaps the best possible, given the data.

Measure of economic ability to consume

There are two ways to measure economic capacity
to consume: current income, which is a flow, and
current wealth, which is a stock of assets but might
represent historically accumulated savings. The rela-
tive usefulness of each variable has been discussed
at length in the literature (Scott and Ben 1990;
Bouis 1994; Sahn and Stifel 2003). To the extent
that households prefer to “live within their means,”
their spending may be constrained by annual
income. Alternatively, they may draw upon past
accumulation/savings both in times of need or when
purchasing big-ticket luxury items, and the ability to
do so might depend upon pre-existing wealth, which
an asset index can represent. Collecting information
on assets is known to be somewhat easier and less
likely to have errors in comparison to income or
total consumption expenditures (Kolenikov and
Angeles 2009). We, therefore, decided to employ
both approaches and constructed two separate
regression models corresponding to two different

Table 1. Variables assigned to different consumption baskets.
Conspicuous/Luxury Subsistence/Necessary

Restaurants/eating out Rice, wheat/flour, sugar, other cereals, pulses and pulse
products, meat, gur (jaggery) and sweets, edible oils and
banaspati, eggs, milk, milk products, cereal products, vegetables,
salt/spices, tea, processed food, pan/tobacco/intoxicants,
fruits and nuts

Entertainment
Petrol and vehicle maintenance
Clothing/bedding
Furniture/fixtures
Cooking and household appliances Kerosene, household fuel, household electricity, telephone/cable/

Internet, toiletries, household items, soap, detergents,
transportation, house rent/society charges, house-loan
installments, other rent (including appliances, consumer taxes
and fees, services (laundry, barber, domestic help, medical
(outpatient care), medical (in-patient care), school/college fees,
private tuition, school books, footwear, crockery/utensils,
therapeutic appliances, personal care and household items,
repair/maintenance, insurance premiums

Recreation goods
Jewelry and ornaments
Personal transport equipment
Other personal goods
Vacations/holidays
Social functions
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proxies for the economic ability to consume: income
and an asset index.

To construct an asset index, we broadly followed
the method developed by Filmer and Pritchett
(2001) by employing principal component analysis
on a group of assets. The first principal component,
which captures the highest variation among the
other components, is used here as the weight for
each asset. Following these authors, the list of assets
includes the list of assets used in constructing the
standard non-weighted asset index provided in the
second phase of IHDS, two housing quality-related
dummy variables indicating (1) the quality of roof-
ing, wall, and flooring of houses and (2) a continu-
ous variable denoting land ownership of each
household (see the data supplement for details). We
have validated the constructed index as suggested by
Filmer and Pritchett (2001) by testing for internal
coherence (the index produces clean separations
across the poor, middle, and rich households based
on each of the assets individually) and robustness (it
is not sensitive to the inclusion or exclusion of any
particular individual asset). Results of the tests are
provided in the data supplement.

Socio-psychological drivers of C/L consumption

For socio-psychological drivers of C/L consumption,
we looked for variables in the IHDS survey that
most closely represented the multiple external fac-
tors that might influence the psychology of con-
sumption, as proposed in the conceptual framework
discussed above. We constructed the following vari-
ables from the data available (summary statistics of
all the variables are presented in Table 2). Note that
we are constrained by the variables available in the

IHDS dataset, and as such, cannot proxy all pos-
sible influences.

� Hours of mass-media exposure represent expos-
ure to advertising and are hypothesized to have
an instigating effect.

� Social network index (SNI) is the number of
individuals a household knows who hold
socially-respected professional positions. It is
deemed to represent the household’s peer net-
work and is hypothesized to have an instigat-
ing effect.

� Education level represents socio-cultural dispos-
ition and is hypothesized to have an ambiguous
moderating effect.

� Religion and caste status, a composite categorical
variable representing socio-cultural disposition
and is hypothesized to have an ambiguous mod-
erating effect, can impact positively
and negatively.

These variables were constructed from the raw
individual-level data in the IHDS survey in particu-
lar ways, which we describe in greater detail below.

Mass-media exposure: IHDS has a series of varia-
bles (e.g., whether a person reads newspapers, regu-
larly listens to the radio, watches television, and the
duration of television-watching in hours per day)
for assessing the mass-media exposure of individuals
in a household. The extent of television watching is
measured separately for men, women, and children.
We have chosen the total television-watching hours
per day and the average television hours per day as
two possible ways of representing mass-media
exposure. Admittedly, there might be an overlap in
the hours of television watching by men, women,

Table 2. Summaries of all variables used in the analysis.

Variables Variable type/Unit

IHDS 2012

Mean/Count SD Min–max

C/L consumption INR 20,238 60,977 0–3,637,073
Income INR 113,585 196,145 0–11,360,000
Weighted asset index Weighted sum, unit-less 3.37 2.14 –0.016–12.42
Social network index Weighted sum, unit-less 1.68 1.65 0–6
Mass-media exposure Hours per day 4.31 3.61 0–60
Education Years/household 12.19 9.28 0–32
Brahmins Count 2,198 – –
Other higher castes Count 7,037 – –
Other backward castes Count 14,268 – –
Dalit Count 8,941 – –
Adivasi Count 3,644 – –
Muslims Count 4,843 – –
Christians, Sikhs, and Jains Count 1,203 – –
Age of household heads Years 49.58 13.57 11–99
Gender of household heads (male) Count 36,119 – –
Household heads (female) Count 6,033 – –
Location dummy: rural Count 26,813 – –
Location dummy: urban Count 11,427 – –
Location dummy: metro Count 3,912 – –
Number of persons in the household Count 4.75 2.29 1–33
Proportion of married individuals Percentage 0.48 0.45 0–1
Proportion of children Percentage 0.24 0.22 0–1
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and children in a household. However, since no
other information is provided to determine the
overlap, the simple addition seems the most appro-
priate strategy to create an aggregate index. Running
the regressions with the average hours of television
watching per capita did not change the results
significantly.

Social network index: The IHDS survey collected
data on social network variables to indicate how a
particular household is connected to individuals
who hold a socially respectable position due to their
professions. The rationale behind choosing this as a
proxy for “peer pressure” is that an acquaintance of
this kind could, to some extent, set a “bar” that the
household has to meet in terms of consumption
practices. To determine whether any weighting was
required, we used principal component analysis.
However, the evaluated weights (all are between
0.35 and 0.40) indicate that there was not much of a
difference in the relative importance of these varia-
bles. Hence, we decided to use a simple addition of
the binary values of the following six categories –
doctor, school teacher/principal, government officer,
police inspector, military personnel, and other gov-
ernment employee – to construct a composite index
ranging from 0 to 6 for the social network. The
excluded ones are other school workers, elected pol-
iticians, political party workers, police constables,
and health workers, as these professions are not
considered aspirational and thus may not be indica-
tive of social status as compared to the
ones included.

Education level: IHDS provides three variables to
denote the education level of the household: years
of education for the highest educated male, female,
and adult individuals (regardless of whether male or
female) of households. As women of a household
also influence various consumption decisions,
instead of the years of education of the highest edu-
cated individual adult, we relied on the years of
education of the highest educated male and female
adults and added them to create a composite index
denoting the education level of the household.

Religion and caste status: A composite categorical
variable was already provided in the IHDS survey to
denote households’ religion and caste status. This
variable categorizes households either as Muslims or
as Christians and other religions. Hindus were clas-
sified into one of the standard groupings: Brahmins,
other forward castes, other backward castes (referred
as OBCs), Dalit (scheduled backward caste), and
Adivasi (scheduled tribe).6 We used the same vari-
able in our analysis.

Demographic variables: Since consumption expen-
ditures were measured at the household level (not
individual level), the size and demographic

composition of the household influenced aggregate
consumption: larger households tended to consume
more and households with more children might
have spent larger sums on necessities rather than on
luxuries. Following Roychowdhury (2017), we used
three variables as demographic controls: the total
number of persons in the household, the number of
married individuals, and the number of children
(below age 18) expressed as proportions of the total
number of persons in the household. To control for
age and gender, the age and gender of household
heads are included as the widely adopted strategy in
literature (Roychowdhury 2017).

In addition, because rural and urban settings may
influence consumption choices, a composite categor-
ical variable denotes the household’s location (rural,
urban, metropolitan cities).

Statistical model

At the outset, it is important to note that the con-
ceptually distinct role of different variables – driv-
ing, enabling, moderating, and so forth – cannot
really be captured in a multiple regression model.
Nevertheless, by choosing the interaction terms
carefully, some indication of these roles can be
obtained. Accordingly, the baseline ordinary least
squares (OLS) regression equation, in which income
represented economic ability to consume, was speci-
fied as:

logeC=Li ¼ aþ b1INi þ b2SNIi þ b3MMi þ b4EDUi

þ b5caste=religioni þ b6SN : INi

þ b7MM : INi þ b8SN : EDUi

þ b9MM : EDUi þ b10SN : caste=religioni
þ b11MM : caste=religioni þ cDCi þ ei

(1)

where C/L¼C/L consumption expenditure [loge of
C/L expenditure is used to counter the skewness of
the variable (see Ferrer-I-Carbonell and Van Den
Bergh (2004)]; IN ¼ economic ability to consume
(weighted asset index [WAI] or current income
[CI]); SNI ¼ social network index; MM ¼ mass-
media exposure; EDU ¼ education level; caste/reli-
gion ¼ the composite religion and caste status; DC
¼ demographic controlsi denotes the household
number; bs are the coefficients that denote the
effects of various dependent variables on C/L
expenditure.

The coefficients of the interaction terms are b6
to b11.

The interaction terms are included to assess the
enabling or moderating impacts that we anticipated
certain factors have on the main drivers.
Specifically, as we conceptualized income to have an
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enabling effect, the interaction terms between
income and the main drivers – SNI and mass-media
exposure – are included (coefficients: b6 and b7).
Similarly, education and caste/religion status are
hypothesized to influence consumers’ socio-cultural
disposition, and hence interaction terms of these
factors with SNI and mass-media exposure are
included (coefficients: b8 to b11).

We refined this basic model in various ways.
First, WAI was used to proxy the economic ability
to consume (instead of income). This was because
there was a possibility of endogeneity due to the
fact that both WAI and C/L expenditure included
the value of various assets purchased in the year
preceding the survey. To overcome this endogeneity
problem, we adopted three alternative strategies.

� We employed an instrumental variable-based
two-stage least squares (2SLS) model (Model IV).
The instrumental variable is whether a household
has liquified petroleum gas (LPG) or not (correl-
ation coefficient 0.95 with WAI and 0.4 with C/L
expenditure). This variable concerning LPG
usage/ownership in households could very well
proxy the long-term economic status of house-
holds, but this being a necessity could never be

indicative of C/L consumption. So intuitively,
this variable seems a good fit as an instrumental
variable, considering that an instrumental vari-
able should be ideally correlated with a concern-
ing independent variable but not correlated with
the dependent variable.7 A 2SLS regression ana-
lysis employing this instrumental variable was
carried out based on Equation (1).

� By constructing a narrower WAI, we obtained a
WAI that incorporates only households’ charac-
teristics (seven variables),8 land ownership, and
possession of a credit card. The Spearman’s
rank-correlation coefficient of this asset index
with the main asset index is 0.79. This suggests
that much of the variation in other assets is cap-
tured by this partial WAI. This partial WAI is
no longer endogenous because there is no
expenditure category in the C/L consumption
expenditure that directly relates to household
characteristics, land ownership, and credit-card
ownership. It is thus appropriate to perform a
standard OLS regression with this nar-
rower WAI.

� In the third set of models, a partial C/L expend-
iture is constructed, barring expenditures on
transport equipment, recreational goods, and

Table 3. Coefficients (expressed as the percentage of change in C/L) of independent variables in different models based on
weighted asset index (Dependent variable: Loge C/L consumption expenditure).
Independent variables IV model Partial WAI model Partial C/L Exp model

WAI/partial WAI 67%���a [3%]b 21%��� [3%] 38%��� [1%]
Mass-media exposure (MM) 7%��� [1%] 4%��� [1%] 4%��� [1%]
Social network index (SNI) 18%��� [ 2%] 19%��� [2%] 11%��� [ 2%]
Education level 0.5%��� [1%] 4%��� [1%] 1%��� [1%]
Religion and caste status Christian and others (–42%)c Dalits (–23%) Insignificant
Interaction between WAI and MM Effects of MM decreases with

higher WAI
Effects of MM remain almost same

with higher WAI
Effects of MM slightly decreases

with higher WAI
Interaction between education

level and MM
Insignificant Effects of MM slightly decreases

with higher education
Effects of MM remain almost same

with higher education
Interaction between religion and

caste status and MM
Effect of MM increases for forward

caste, Christian and others, in
comparison to Brahmin

Effect of MM increases for forward
caste, Christian and others, in
comparison to Brahmin

Effect of MM increases for forward
caste, Christian and others, in
comparison to Brahmin

Interaction between WAI and SNI Effects of SNI decreases with
higher WAId

Insignificant Effects of SNI remain indifferent to
higher WAI

Interaction between education
level and SNI

Effects of SNI slightly increases
with higher education

Effects of SNI increases with
higher Education

Insignificant

Interaction between religion and
caste status and SNI

Effect of SNI decreases for forward
caste, Muslims, Christian and
others, Adivasi in comparison
to Brahmine

Effect of SNI decreases for forward
caste, Muslims, Adivasi,
Christian and others, in
comparison to Brahmin

Effect of SNI decreases for Adivasi,
Christian and others, in
comparison to Brahmin

R-Squared 0.35 0.3 0.34

Notes:
aAs the dependent variables in all the models are in loge scale the corresponding coefficients are loge transformed appropriately and accordingly
reported in this table. For example, when the actual coefficient of WAI for 2SLS model of 0.43 is loge transformed, then it comes to 1.54, which
means with 1 unit increase in WAI, C/L consumption is going to increase by 54%. Asterisks represent the significance levels of coefficients, � signifi-
cant at 5%, �� significant at 2:5%, ��� significant at 1%.
bRobust standard errors are reported in brackets. For the interaction effects, instead of the exact coefficients, qualitative evaluations incorporating
the standard errors are presented.
cFor religion and caste status, the importance is paid to the relative position of different categories of households, and that is discerned considering
the standard errors. Here, the coefficients of each category is presented in brackets. These coefficients are showing positive or negative in compari-
son to Brahmins as the basic category. Hence, Frd Caste (þ25%) means forward caste households consume 25% more than Brahmins under the spe-
cification of the concerned model. The categories which are significant in each model are only mentioned.
dIn interaction effects, if coefficients of more than one case appear statistically significant, then only any interpretation of the same is presented.
Otherwise, the entire category is marked insignificant.
eHere, the order at which different categories are presented indicates ascending order, i.e., considering OBCs are after forward castes, then SNI
affects OBCs’ C/L consumption lesser than forward caste’s and C/L consumption of both these are affected lesser than as Brahmins get. The catego-
ries that are not mentioned are not statistically significant for that concerned model.
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cooking and household appliances. The correl-
ation coefficient between the complete C/L con-
sumption expenditures and the partial C/L
consumption expenditures is 0.95. This coeffi-
cient indicates that the three excluded consump-
tion categories do not make a notable
contribution to complete C/L consumption
expenditures. In this case, as well, a standard
OLS regression model was employed as the
endogeneity concern did not hold considering
partial C/L expenditure and WAI are mutu-
ally exclusive.

In addition, we used income instead of WAI as
the measure of economic ability to consume.
However, as the quality of the data was not suffi-
ciently reliable for finer differentiation, and also
considering it was comparatively difficult to inter-
pret the interaction effects between two continuous
variables, we converted income into a factor variable
with five quintiles.9 Similarly, as education is a con-
tinuous variable, we adapted education into a vari-
able with five levels.10

Results

The descriptive statistics presented in Table 2 show
that all the variables are, broadly speaking, distrib-
uted normally and thus suited for regres-
sion analysis.

The results of the OLS and 2SLS regressions
using WAI as a proxy for income are presented in
Table 3. The R-squared values are similar across
models, clustering around 0.34. This level of R-
squared is to be expected in such regressions.11 This
is due to the noise in the data (inaccuracies in

reporting of all the variables) and the limited set of
variables available (the analysis is restricted to only
those available in the IHDS dataset – which does
not cover the complete set of potentially influen-
tial variables).

The significance of different explanatory variables
is as follows. First, as expected, C/L consumption is
positively correlated with assets (WAI) as well as
income (see Tables 3 and 4) across models.
Specifically, the coefficient of Model IV indicates
that with a one-unit increase of WAI, C/L expendi-
tures increase by 54%. The coefficients of WAI vary
within a range of 21–54%, and the coefficients for
income vary within a range of 1–2% per increase of
10,000 Indian rupees (INR).

Second, mass-media exposure also correlates
positively with C/L expenditures of households.
With one hour of extra mass-media exposure per
day, a household’s annual C/L expenditure increases
by about 4–7% across models. Across models, the
interaction effects between WAI and mass-media
exposure (MM) suggest that poorer households’ C/L
expenditures are affected more by an increase in
this variable than that of richer households.
Throughout models, with higher education, mass-
media exposure has a diminishing impact on C/L
consumption. The interaction effects between mass-
media exposure and religion and caste status are
positive (i.e., C/L consumption of castes and reli-
gions other than Brahmins are more affected than
the C/L consumption of Brahmins) across WAI and
income-based models.

Third, SNI correlates with C/L consumption,
where a one-unit increase of SNI, C/L expenditure
increases by about 10–14%. The interaction effects

Table 4. Coefficients (expressed as the percentage of change in C/L) of independent variables in different models based on
income (Dependent variable: Loge C/L consumption expenditure).
Variablesa Second phase

Income (with increase of 1000 rupees) 0.11%���b [0.000003%]
Mass-media (MM) exposure 8%��� [1%]
Social network index 11%��� [2%]
Education level 5%��� [0.1%]
Religion and caste status Dalits (–35%), Adivasi (–19%)c

Interaction between income and MM Effects of MM increases with higher income
Interaction between education level and MM Effects of MM decreases with higher education level
Interaction between religion and caste status and MM Effect of MM increases for Dalits, Adivasi, forward caste, Christian and

others, in comparison to Brahmin
Interaction between income and SNI Effects of SNI increases with higher income
Interaction between education level and SNI Effects of SNI decreases and then slightly increases with higher

education level
Interaction between religion and caste status and SNI Effect of SNI decreases for forward caste, Adivasi, Christian and others,

in comparison to Brahmind

R-squared 0.3

Notes:
aRobust standard errors are reported in brackets. For the interaction effects, instead of the exact coefficients, qualitative evaluations incorporating
the standard errors are presented.
bAs the dependent variables in all the models are in loge scale, the corresponding coefficients are loge transformed appropriately and accordingly
reported in this table. Asterisks represent the significance levels of coefficients, � significant at 5%, �� significant at 2:5%, ��� significant at 1%.
cFor religion and caste status, the importance is paid to the relative position of different categories of households, and that is discerned considering
the standard errors. Here, the coefficients of each category are presented in brackets. These coefficients are showing positive or negative in compari-
son to Brahmins as the basic category.
dThe order in which different categories are presented indicates ascending order.
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between SNI and WAI show that SNI slightly influ-
ences C/L consumption of poorer households in a
stronger manner than that of richer households.
The same pattern holds for SNI and income inter-
action. For WAI-based models, the interaction
effects between SNI and education level demonstrate
mixed (both positive as well as negative coefficients)
opposite patterns, while for income-based models,
the effect is negative, i.e., the influence of SNI on C/
L consumption decreases with higher education
level. The interaction effects between SNI and reli-
gion and caste status in both WAI and income-
based models show that the C/L consumption pat-
terns of Brahmins are more influenced by peer pres-
sure than other categories.

Fourth, education level alone weakly drives C/L
consumption spending across all models. With one
year of extra education, a household’s C/L expend-
iture is likely to increase by about 2–4%.

Finally, most of the coefficients for caste are gen-
erally insignificant, with only two models showing
that C/L by Dalits is slightly lower than Brahmins.

Discussion

These results are broadly consistent with the
hypothesized relationships, but the analysis also
raised several unexpected and interesting questions,
as outlined below.

Direct effects of economic ability to consume

As expected, regardless of which variable we used to
capture the economic ability to consume (WAI, par-
tial WAI, or income), it is positively and strongly
significant in all models. The coefficients of WAI
are approximately 35–65% in the different models.
The same holds for income, but the effect is much
smaller (0.1%) because of this variable’s high degree
of noise. This follows the pattern observed in other
studies (e.g., Filmer and Pritchett, 2001), where asset
data were found to be more reliable than
income data.

The impact of mass-media exposure on C/L
consumption

The two key variables hypothesized to actually drive
C/L consumption were mass-media exposure and
SNI. They were both found to be positively corre-
lated with C/L consumption across the different
models. These results suggest that increasing mass-
media exposure increases the propensity for C/L
consumption. This fits our intuition and corre-
sponds well with the findings of Kr€ahmer (2005)
and many others that mass media (especially

advertising that is inseparable from more general
forms in India), especially through the constant por-
trayal of how C/L consumption practices are abso-
lutely normal and desirable, positively induces C/L
consumption.

The interaction effects of mass-media exposure
with income and wealth demonstrate contrasting
results across the two sets of models. While for the
WAI-based model, the effect either slightly decreases
or remains indifferent, for income-based models, it
increases. Mass-media exposure was predicted to
have an increasing impact on C/L consumption with
households’ rising wealth or income. This expectation
stems from the fact that advertisements generally
seek to make viewers feel that they are not good
enough and should consume conspicuously to gain
social acceptance. The sense of being incomplete
ensures that whenever a household has some added
disposable income, it tends to spend it on purchasing
C/L goods, as found in the income-based models.
We speculate that the interaction term with WAI has
a slightly negative coefficient because households
may not dip into long-term income (wealth) for
advertising-induced purchases but rather make these
acquisitions through disposable income.

Interestingly, while the level of education appears
to be positively correlated with C/L consumption
across all models, the coefficient of the interaction
term between education and mass-media exposure
is negative. This finding suggests that education
may act as a moderator of the influence of advertis-
ing. Education may foster the ability to critically
examine the messages received through mass media,
and perhaps also foster some tendencies toward
socially/environmentally responsible and irrespon-
sible consumption. That is to say, relatively well-
educated households may be less likely to easily fall
prey to the messages conveyed in advertisements
and are less persuaded to consume conspicuously.
This observation, namely the moderating effect of
education, is a novel contribution in the context of
earlier findings that have tended to characterize
education as positively related to (and therefore pre-
sumably a driver of) C/L consumption.

The interaction effects between mass-media
exposure and religion and caste status across all
models have positive coefficients. Christian and
other religions seem to be influenced the most by
mass-media exposure. Even Dalits, Adivasi, and for-
ward castes are more affected than Brahmins.

The impact of social network index on C/L
consumption

The positive impact of the SNI on C/L consumption
indicates that when they are part of more affluent
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peer groups, households tend to spend more on C/L
goods. Acquiring and maintaining social status have
been posited as major drivers of C/L consumption
and our results confirm this contention that social
capital acquired through a social network tends to
increase the propensity to consume C/L goods.

The interaction effects of SNI with the proxies for
economic ability to consume demonstrate that (if we
ignore the slight decrease in the WAI-based model),
a household’s social network influences C/L con-
sumption more strongly at higher levels of income.
This suggests that the urge to keep up with the
Joneses intensifies as connections with certain profes-
sional classes expand, and this urge is amplified as
income/wealth increases. This pattern matches well
with the work of Roychowdhury (2017), Khamis,
Prakash, and Siddique (2012), Bellet and Shira (2016)
in the Indian context, and it supports the hypothesis
that comparison with reference groups is an import-
ant driver of C/L expenditures of households.

The correlates of SNI increase with higher educa-
tion levels across all models. As against the patterns
observed in the case of interactions between education
and mass-media exposure, individuals might also
become very ambitious and competitive, especially in
contemporary India, as education is seen largely as a
means to a more comfortable standard of living.
Accordingly, in current society, education does instill
competitive spirits among individuals to a large extent
and also makes them highly materialistic. In short, it
appears that a higher level of education seems suffi-
cient to insulate household-consumption decisions
from the impact of mass-media exposure, but it may
not provide distance from the impulses of social com-
parison and competition through their consumption
patterns. This points to an interesting situation as it
highlights the pervasive nature of social comparison
and its strong impact on C/L consumption.

The interaction effects between SNI and religion
and caste status show that across models, the C/L
consumption of Brahmins is influenced most strongly
by SNI. A possible explanation is that Brahmins have
always been at the top of the ladder of social prestige
and status in India and are focused on maintaining
this standing through C/L consumption. In some
models, households from so-called other forward
castes that share the similar socio-economic status as
Brahmins show similar influences of social networks.
Given the limitations of the data and of the con-
structed SNI, we limit our speculations on this point.

Other variables that influence disposition and
C/L consumption

The education level of a household is positively cor-
related with its C/L consumption. In other words,

the propensity of C/L consumption increases with
higher levels of education. This finding is consistent
with the results reported by Amaldoss and Jain
(2005) and Chao and Schor (1998) and the relation-
ship is potentially attributable to the fact that with
higher education the kind of social milieu to which
one belongs also changes. To earn pride and pres-
tige in more educated circles, it becomes necessary
to keep up by consuming conspicuously. It is inter-
esting that education does not seem to temper C/L
consumption tendencies, although it does, as dis-
cussed above, appear to ameliorate the impact of
mass-media exposure.

Interpreting the impact of religion and caste sta-
tus on C/L consumption is not straightforward.
Overall, the higher propensity of C/L consumption
among forward castes, OBCs, Dalits, and even other
religions, in comparison to Brahmins, is consistent
with other studies such as Bellet and Shira (2016),
Khamis, Prakash, and Siddique (2012). However, in
this result, the Adivasi (scheduled tribes/indigenous
people) community seems to have a consistently
lower propensity for C/L consumption than
Brahmins. This outcome could be because this com-
munity is economically underprivileged and known
to possess a different worldview, which is still far
from being materialistic (Sabar 2015). Another point
of difference with Khamis, Prakash, and Siddique
(2012) is that they found Muslims to have a lower
propensity toward C/L consumption in comparison
to Brahmins and other forward caste members. The
difference could have resulted from different model
specifications or be due to the fact that Khamis
et al. combined Brahmins and forward caste mem-
bers into a composite category, while we consider
them as two separate groups. These results bear fur-
ther exploration through ethnographic studies or
more precise survey data.

Conclusion

We began this article by highlighting the need to
study the drivers of C/L consumption in developing
countries such as India, where growing high-income
consumers are joining the bandwagon of consumer-
ism in a context of limited environmental space,
especially at the regional scale. Drawing upon the
(largely Northern) literature on drivers of C/L con-
sumption, we proposed an inclusive conceptual
framework linking “external” drivers such as the
amount of mass-media exposure and extent of social
network interaction with C/L consumption both dir-
ectly and interactively with the main enabling factor
– the economic ability to consume. We also
hypothesized that factors such as education level,
religion, or caste status might affect C/L
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consumption behavior, albeit in complex ways. We
then (1) identified and disaggregated C/L expendi-
tures from total expenditures in the IHDS 2012
dataset, (2) distinguished variables in the dataset
that might reasonably represent the hypothesized
factors, (3) developed alternative indices for the eco-
nomic ability to consume and ways to address endo-
geneity between these indices and C/L expenditure,
and (4) carried out a multiple regression analysis of
the IHDS 2012 dataset using alternative statis-
tical models.

The results are consistent across models and sup-
port most of the original hypotheses, although some
of the interactions of the driver and socio-cultural
variables are complex. First, it is clear that exposure
to advertising and socializing with “elite” households
are positively correlated with C/L consumption,
after controlling for the economic capacity to con-
sume. Second, education has a mixed effect – while
its direct effect is positive, it does appear to amelior-
ate somewhat the effects of advertising in stimulat-
ing C/L expenditure. Curiously, education does not
seem to have such a dampening effect on the pres-
sure to “keep up” that is fostered by socializing in
elite networks. Even more intriguingly, after control-
ling for all other variables, education appears to be
positively correlated with C/L, possibly because edu-
cation in India is still primarily a means for upward
mobility. Finally, caste and religion have limited
impact in and of themselves, but again, contrary to
expectations; it is not the aspiration of upward
acceptance of the lower castes but what seems to
predominate is the impulse to maintain social status
of the upper castes and for minorities to join them.

The significance of this work is that it presents
an inclusive framework and then analyses the extent
to which the hypothesized motivators of consump-
tion might influence behavior, after controlling for
income. The findings also indicate the importance
of understanding the interaction between potential
drivers and putative moderating or culturally spe-
cific factors. In the Indian context, this study is one
of the few to focus on the category of C/L consump-
tion as worthy of investigation from an environ-
mental point of view and to go beyond the role of
caste status in exploring what factors influence the
consumer to pursue such consumption.

Inevitably, this study has some limitations. First,
the dataset does not precisely capture C/L consump-
tion sufficiently and precisely. In terms of sampling,
the data are biased due to higher-income house-
holds being underrepresented, resulting in an under-
representation of C/L consumption as well.12 In
terms of precision, the “resolution” of the data is
inadequate to separate essential and luxury con-
sumption in the same board category. For instance,

“expenditures on personal transport equipment” do
not distinguish between premium brand cars and
modest two-wheelers. This points to the need for all
“consumption expenditure surveys,” whether by
IHDS, the National Sample Survey Organization
(NSSO), or others to go beyond an exclusive focus
on the consumption of poor households and to pro-
vide equally detailed data on the higher-end con-
sumption practices of wealthier households. While
the concern driving such surveys historically may
have been the need to assess poverty, the environ-
mental impacts that C/L consumption causes are
now also a pressing matter, and consumption sur-
veys need to be suitably expanded.

Second, the challenge we faced in converting
some of the variables in the IHDS dataset (attributes
and practices of the household) into usable proxies
of hypothesized drivers of consumption behaviors
again points to the need for better-designed surveys
in the Indian context and perhaps elsewhere. For
example, along with the duration of exposure to
various mediums of mass media, it is critical to col-
lect information on exposure to different types of
media (e.g., television, radio, social media). While
companies invest considerable sums in market
research to stimulate more consumption, the public
interest would only be served if the state were to
devote somewhat comparable amounts to under-
stand how unsustainable consumption may be
reduced. Our finding that mass-media exposure is
correlated with C/L consumption only serves to
underscore the need to limit contact with advertis-
ing in the interest of both the health of consumers
and of the environment.

Finally, the quantitative approach of our study
has a fundamental limitation; we can at best get a
handle on the how and what of the correlating fac-
tors but cannot provide any insights into the proc-
esses leading to such patterns. To do so, will require
complementing the findings with more ethnographic
or qualitative analyses, especially work which links
the so-called “external” factors to the “internal” psy-
chological processes – formation of desires for a
materialistic lifestyle, self-image, feelings pressured
by peers, and so forth.13

The dramatic growth of the Indian economy
since liberalization in 1991 has unleashed consumer-
ism among the country’s relatively affluent house-
holds on a scale and form unimaginable in an
otherwise still poor country. This study will hope-
fully mark the start of a major line of inquiry into
(un)sustainable consumption in the global South
and also to the possibility of going beyond econo-
metrics (and the focus on income as a driver) into
the multiple “social” factors influencing conspicuous
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and luxury consumption in a wider range of geo-
graphic contexts.

Notes

1. There are several studies in consumer studies and
marketing that examine how various drivers or
instigating factors (e.g., exposure to advertisements,
social factors) influence purchasing behavior of
particular products such as electrical appliances,
consumer durables, organic food, and boutique
coffee (Mohideen and Saravanan 2015; Wu and
Zengh 2016; Alamgir et al. 2010; Mirzaei and
Ruzdar 2013). We are consciously refraining from
delving further into these studies as they often
narrowly focus on a particular product category and
do not examine C/L consumption practices as a
basket; however, the findings of these studies are
quite consistent with the literature we
have surveyed.

2. This survey is quite exhaustive as it covered all the
states and union territories of India with the
exception of Andaman and Nicobar and
Lakshadweep, two union territories which combined
account for less than 0.05% of India’s
total population.

3. The main reasons for selecting the IHDS survey
over the more conventional and widely used datasets
produced by the National Sample Survey
Organization (NSSO) are that the IHDS includes
more detail on C/L consumption, provides data on
independent variables that can plausibly proxy for
drivers of C/L consumption, and reports
information on household income.

4. We acknowledge that there can be instances when
expenditures can go down but consumption can go
up, for instance when a family consumes more
homegrown vegetables or vice versa when the price
of a product rises. However, the focus of the article
is particularly on non-subsistence consumption
items that have to be procured from the market. In
such cases, consumption and expenditures will be
highly correlated.

5. The distribution of mean expenditures across
consumption-expenditure deciles for those
consumption categories is given in the
data supplement.

6. For centuries, traditional Hindu society was divided
into four broad categories (castes): brahmins, the
class of priests and teachers; kshatriyas, the warrior
class, who were the rulers and soldiers; vaishyas, the
commercial class; and shudras, the servant and
peasant class. Beneath these castes is a fifth
population group – those without any caste, literally,
outcastes traditionally known as “untouchables.”
Then another group was the “tribals,” or the natives
of the land before geographically external
civilizations expanded in the subcontinent. In
independent India, Kshatriyas and Vaishyas are
categorized as other upward castes. A new grouping
called the OBCs (other backward classes) was
created, which falls between the traditional upper
castes and the lowest. The “untouchables” or
“Dalits,” as they describe themselves, are categorized
as “scheduled castes,” and the tribals are designated
as “scheduled tribes.”

7. The Wu-Huasman test is significant (at < 0.03),
indicating that the IV-based model is an
improvement over the model without it. The Weak
Instruments tests are also significant (at <0.001)
indicating the instrumental variable is strong.

8. The list of these variables can be found in the
data supplement.

9. Weighted yearly per-capita mean income (in Indian
rupees) for five deciles are: 6,000, 11,000, 18,300,
29,700, and 79,400.

10. Total mean years of education for households in the
five levels of the rank education variable are: 1, 7,
13, 19, and 27.

11. For instance, the R-squared values obtained by
Ferrer-i-Carbonell and van den Bergh (2004) are
much lower than in this study.

12. Consumption expenditures are underreported as
total consumption expenditures of all households as
reported in the household survey (IHDS) and is
slightly more than 50% of total final demand
reported in the input-output table of 2011
(EXIOBASE). The underreporting is found to be
about 30% higher on average in most of the C/L
categories as compared to other consumption
categories. Income is also underreported especially
for the higher-income households. Only 24
households in IHDS II and three in IHDS I reported
more than 2.5 million INR of income, which can be
denoted as the income of top 2–3% of India’s
population as per Chancel and Piketty (2019). If
these numbers are converted into weighted
percentages, then for the second phase, it comes to
be 0.07%, which is substantially lower than 2–3%.
For the first phase, it is almost negligible.

13. A small beginning in that direction has been
attempted by the first author in a complementary
analysis that forms part of his dissertation (Bhar
2021) but much more remains to be done.
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