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Buying luxury impacts not only consumers’ wallet,
but also their hearts. In this article, we provide
a deeper understanding of the emotions that
consumers feel when buying luxury and other
indulgences. To create an overall more positive
luxury experience, we revert to scientific research
to provide managers with the tools to improve
consumers’ emotional mix, maximizing the positive
feelings and minimizing the negative ones.
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CONSUMERS FEEL
MIXED EMOTIONS FROM
CONSUMING LUXURY

Consuming luxury has been historically
marketed as a path to happiness and mighty
living. Some brands suggest their products can
make consumers feel good (Canali: “I choose my
Canali because it makes me feel good wherever
I am in the world”) or like they have never felt
before (Rolex: “a territory your emotions have
never known before”). A look into the literature
suggests that these are not empty claims and
that luxury consumers indeed experience posi-
tive feelings. At the same time, most research
seems to agree that luxury consumption evokes
not only emotions of positive, but also of nega-
tive valence, a paradox tellingly described by
the term “guilty pleasure”’. Luxury consumers
can feel happy and pleased, but also guilty and
regretful after their purchases**.

Hedonic indulgences, such as luxury, have been
found to enhance positive emotions of happiness?,
pride’, or excitement, driven by contexts of rare
occurrence, new milestones, when consuming
feels special, or when they represent some-
thing the consumer had previously struggled to
attain®. In addition, under certain circumstances,
indulging in luxury can contribute to mood
improvement’ and personal well-being®.

There is also a considerable portion of
research focusing on the “dark side of luxury”* .
Because luxury consumption is considered
to be beyond basic needs, studies found that
luxury consumers can experience guilt, shame,
or regret, rooted in the sense of no self-control,
irresponsible or wasteful consumption, and
lack of merit or justification for indulging!®“.
When luxury is regarded as an undue privilege,
feelings of inauthenticity may also haunt the
consumer and drive their confidence down'.
Moreover, when considering the general high

prices of luxury products, consumers might also
feel the “pain of paying”* . Finally, luxury can
also have a social cost: if it is seen by others as
an effort to impress and gloat, instead of making
luxury consumers more appealing as friends,
they can actually be less preferred and be
perceived as less warm® .

BRANDS CAN DRIVE POSITIVE
EMOTIONS BY IMPLEMENTING
STRATEGIES AT SEVERAL LEVELS

The uncalibrated mix of emotions luxury
consumers might feel raises challenges for
brands and calls into questioning whether and
how can they live up their credo and make
consumers feel good, overall. Based on a system-
aticinvestigation of scientific research, we derive
specific strategies that luxury brands can use to
enhance the positive and reduce the negative
emotions from buying luxury. To facilitate its
application, we structured these strategies into
a three-tier framework anchored in a company’s
product, communication, and sales (Table 1).

m Strategies for managing emotions in luxury consumption

Level Strategies

Product * Add utilitarian attributes
* Add virtuous qualities
» Offer experiences or experiential products
» Infuse art or aesthetics

Communication * Provide a reason to indulge
* Promote consumption as a goal
* Manage perceived attainability
* Motivate consumers’ pre-commitment to purchase
» Foster peer validation or celebrity endorsement

Sales » Build up tension before the sale
» Partner with charity at the point of sale
* Motivate consumers to shop with someone
* Bring energy to the marketplace
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2.1 PRODUCT

To some extent, brands can engineer consumers’
feelings. One way researchers have found to
enhance the experience of luxury consumption is
to add utilitarian attributes to luxury products'.
These “functional alibis” provide consumers
with a justification for a seemingly unnecessary
purchase and mitigate their sense of guilt. For
instance, consider the example of Mercedes Benz’s
description of one of its cars: “ML350 SUV offers
stylish proof that utility and safety can coexist
enthusiastically with performance and luxury”.
Adding virtuous qualities to luxury purchases
can provide consumers with a “license to indulge”
and also alleviate feelings of guilt. Research
suggests that luxury marketers can do this by
giving consumers the option to donate to charity
or volunteer for a cause ?. Committing to these
virtuous acts before deciding to consume luxury
can even increase consumers preference for
indulging as a well-deserved treat after their noble
actions. An interesting example of the applica-
tion of this strategy can be found by looking at the
chocolate brand Tony’s Chocolonely?. The brand
is known for fighting to eradicate slavery from
the chocolate industry, and not only promotes
this message in their marketing campaigns and
website, but also made sure to include a refer-
ence to this goal in the design of all their products,
reminding the consumer of their cause. Instead
of the classic chocolate squares, their chocolate

tablets are divided in irregular shapes to depict
the inequalities of wealth distribution between
producers and farmers in the chocolate industry.
Studies suggest that both experiences and
experiential products can provide superior
well-being than material goods® %. With these
findings in mind, luxury marketers can create a
new dimension to their offerings by associating
their products with experi-
ences. One brand who has
been successfully using
this strategy to improve
consumers’  experience
and involvement with
the brand, while “trading
up” their products to a
high premium level, is
Nespresso. With the crea-
tion of a “Nespresso Club”
and carefully decorated
stores with top of the
class customer service,
the brand has managed to
elevate coffee consump-
tion to a whole new
experiential level.
Sometimes the concepts of luxury, fashion
and art seem to overlap. As illustrated by
Carolina Herrera, the founder of the luxury
clothing brand with the same name: “the differ-
ence between fashion and art is that fashion
is art in movement”*. Indeed, some luxury

The uncalibrated mix
of emotions luxury
consumers might feel
raises challenges for
brands and calls into
questioning whether
and how can they
live up their credo
and make consumers
feel good, overall.
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goods are considered to be highly
aesthetic, “artsy”, and often associated
with fine taste and beauty®. Following
this virtuous perception of luxury,
some researchers claim that while
utilitarian products are supposed to
satisfy consumers, luxury is meant to
delight them?®. Promoting this ideal,
brand managers can infuse art in their
products to create a heightened sense
of aesthetic and enhance consumers’
experience and the appraisal of their

Advertisement for
luxury brands is
known for grand
displays of success,
confidence, and
social superiority.
Researchers
investigating the
effectiveness of
this approach on
brand perception
found that

durability, and some luxury items, one
example of this strategy could be to
frame consumption as a good long-term
investment®. Brands can also connect
the luxury purchase to goals of greater
life satisfaction, financial well-being, or
well-deserved rewards.

Advertisement for luxury brands is
known for grand displays of success,
confidence, and social superiority.
Researchers investigating the effec-
tiveness of this approach on brand

products?”’. Some applications of this
strategy could be the use of artwork
in packaging, advertisement, or in the
actual design of their products®.

2.2 COMMUNICATION

Brands have been proactively telling consumers why
they should indulge, further validating their longings (for
example, L'Oréal long-running campaign “because you're
worth it”). Indeed, it has been demonstrated that having
a reason to consume can reduce consumers’ guilt and
increase consumption happiness for most consumers®.
This strategy might also yield positive downstream conse-
quences, such as increased satisfaction with the purchase.

In addition, framing luxuries as goals, aligned with
positive long-term outcomes, seems to increase their
attractiveness and reduce aversion to luxury consump-
tion?. Given the strong association between high-quality,
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consumers’ envy
plays a role.

perception found that consumers’
envy plays a role®l. “Benign envy”
increases desire and positive brand
attitude, while “malicious envy” may
color the brand as arrogant and snob (“show-off”) and
have a negative impact on brand attitude. To resolve this
conflict, marketers can advertise a brand as “attainable”,
not too dominant or aggressive, but as a reachable aspira-
tional ideal. This can be done, for example, by advertising
non-threatening scenarios to which the consumer can
relate, featuring a smiling couple or children playing. This
could be enough to generate feelings of “benign envy” and
produce a positive impact on consumers’ emotions and
brand perception.

Earlier we mentioned that luxury consumers might expe-
rience guilt following their purchases. In a study on the
dynamics of guilt from consumption, researchers found
that these negative feelings can arrive even before consump-
tion®t. The authors differentiated decision guilt, which
comes from knowing “one will
commit a guilt-inducing act” (e.g.,
booking an all-inclusive stay in
the Bahamas), from action guilt,
which is felt when carrying out the
act of consumption (e.g., actually
boarding the plane). Increasing the
temporal gap between these two
moments not only helps to ease the
guilt felt while consuming, but also
increases indulgent consumption
while decreasing post-behavior
atonement. These findings can
have interesting use to advertisers.
Brands can create distance between
decision and action by encouraging
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consumers to decide and pre-commit in advance, for
example by sending mailings suggesting consumers to
pre-order’* *,

Peer validation or celebrity endorsement are other
ways managers can promote a positive perception of
the brand and generate excitement about potential
purchases®. Examples of these strategies would be the
use of consumer ratings, word-of-mouth, and hiring
celebrities to advertise the brand or as brand ambas-
sadors (for example Johnny Depp on Dior’s perfume
Savage, or George Clooney as Nespresso’s spokesman).

2.3 SALES

Teaming luxury products with charitable contribu-
tions at the point of sale is another effective strategy
that gives consumers the feeling of justified or earned
“right to indulge” in luxury, while soothing the guilt
associated with the purchase®. One example of part-
nering luxury with charity at the point of sale is the
collaboration between Gucci and UNICEF?*. At Gucci
stores, customers can find specific products that
contribute to this non-profit organization and learn
more about this collaboration.

Brands can raise consumers’ excitement about their
future purchases by building up tension until the sale®.
There are several ways brands can achieve this, either by
giving the perception that their products are scarce (e.g.
limited stock), temporary (e.g. limited/special edition), or

hard to obtain (e.g. waiting lists). The anticipation and
tension generated by these tactics will foster excite-
ment in the consumer, which is in turn heightened
by the feeling of competition with the remaining
consumers with the same shopping goals.

Consumers also report feeling excited about
their purchases when sharing the consumption
experience with others®. Interestingly, an exper-
iment with female participants showed that even
with no interaction with others, just by being with
someone, the attention paid to luxury products
was greater than when being alone®.

At the marketplace, immersive excitement can be
amplified by stimulating the senses and using ener-
getic elements such as light, sound, heat, and speed/
tempo®. Such elements can function as emotional trig-
gers for surprise, trust, and joy in the consumers®.
Through the manipulation of customers’ senses
(sight, sound, smell, taste, touch), brands can
differentiate themselves, motivate consumers to
engage with the brand, plus add an aesthetic and
exciting feel to their products®. An interesting
example is Louis Vuitton’s newly renovated store
in west London. After being closed for more than
one year for renovations, the store reopened with
colorful bright fixtures and a whole new concept.
In an interview, the architect responsible for the
project, who has been working with the brand
since 1994, adds: “there has been a real revolution
towards something lighter, clearer and dare I say,
happier”®.

CONCLUSION

When it comes to luxury, offering exceptional prod-
ucts with an exquisite design might not be enough
to contribute to consumers’ happiness. As luxury
brands are conceptually different from others, brand
managers should take special care in designing
fitting luxury experiences that make consumers
go from buying a “product” to buying into a “way
of life””. Considering the mix of emotions that
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luxury consumers experience, it is important for brands
to take an active role in making sure their offerings have a
positive impact on consumers’ lives. The range and depth
of the emotions previously mentioned depends, naturally,
on a multitude of factors. But attentive brands are expected
to know their customers the best, making it in their power
to improve how they feel. Several strategies have been here
presented to this effect, so it’'s up to brands to deliberate
which ones to choose and adapt them to their own reality. £3%
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