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ABSTRACT
This study explores the relationship between female conspicuous consumption behaviors and mating goals (i.e., mate attraction 
or mate guarding) from an evolutionary psychology perspective as well as male response and attitude toward these behaviors. 
Study 1 demonstrates that females with high power are more likely to engage in conspicuous consumption under mate-guarding 
conditions, whereas those with low power are more inclined to do so under mate-attraction conditions. Study 2 reveals that 
males associate females who prefer luxury brands with higher financial expectations from their partners and that conspicuous 
consumption may deter males' affiliative behaviors. Additionally, males tend to perceive females as more authentic when their 
conspicuous consumption aligns with their level of power, enhancing their perceptions of physical attractiveness and eliciting 
more positive reactions. Conversely, if there is a discrepancy between female power and consumption behavior, males respond 
negatively. These insights not only contribute to the fields of evolutionary and consumer psychology by illustrating how con-
sumer behaviors can be interpreted through the lens of human mating strategies but also inform marketing strategies. The 
current research suggests that understanding the underlying motivations for consumer preferences for luxury goods can lead 
to more effective marketing approaches and open new avenues for research on the evolutionary psychology of human mating.

1   |   Introduction

The luxury sector continues to demonstrate remarkable growth 
and resilience. A report from the Boston Consulting Group pro-
jected a 19%–21% increase in sales across the luxury sector by 
2022, potentially reaching 1.38 trillion euros. This projection 
has been surpassed, as Bain and Company (2024) reports that 
the global luxury market reached an estimated €1.5 trillion in 
2023, representing a significant growth of 8%–10% at current 
exchange rates compared with 2022. The firm forecasts that by 
2030, the market value could reach between €540 billion and 
€580 billion, a substantial increase from its estimated 2022 value 
of €353 billion.

The luxury market landscape is undergoing significant shifts, 
with Bain and Company (2023) projecting China to become the 
dominant player by 2030, potentially accounting for 25%–27% 
of worldwide luxury purchases. The shift towards Chinese 
market dominance aligns with recent research on conspicuous 
consumption in emerging markets, particularly in developing 
nations like China (Barrera and Ponce  2020). Comparative 
studies have revealed that Chinese consumers place greater im-
portance on social perceptions when making luxury purchases, 
contrasting with their American counterparts (Jinkins 2016).

Women are emerging as pivotal contributors to market growth. 
Euromonitor International (2021) reports that women constitute 
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over 70% of the personal luxury goods market, demonstrat-
ing significant purchasing power across various categories. 
Statista  (2021) forecasts that luxury fashion will dominate the 
global luxury market by 2023, with estimated sales of 111.5 
billion US dollars, with women representing about 60% of the 
market share. The Havas Media Network (HMN 2023) study re-
veals a notable gender disparity in high-end luxury expenditure, 
with 27% of female participants spending over £50,000 annu-
ally on luxury items, compared to 17% of male counterparts. In 
China, female consumers are particularly dominant, account-
ing for 70% of online luxury purchases (China Business News 
Datacenter 2019).

Luxury items are characterized by their exceptional quality, 
rarity, or craftsmanship, often incorporating premium mate-
rials and skilled production techniques (Da Silva et  al.  2024). 
Conspicuous consumption, associated with the acquisition 
and display of these goods, is primarily aimed at showcasing 
one's wealth and social status (Barrera and Ponce 2020; Khair 
et al. 2021; Tafani et al. 2024).

Despite the substantial increase in female luxury consump-
tion, the motivations behind women's luxury consumption 
require deeper examination (Shahbee et  al.  2023). While men 
typically engage in conspicuous consumption to attract mates 
or build romantic relationships (Sedikides and Hart 2022; Zhu 
et  al.  2023), women's motivations are more complex. Women 
may use conspicuous consumption to signal to potential rivals 
about their mates' fidelity (Wang and Griskevicius 2014) or as a 
self-promotion strategy to enhance their attractiveness (Hudders 
et  al.  2014). Women's conspicuous consumption behavior con-
trasts with men's more direct approaches to confronting roman-
tic rivals (Schmitt and Buss 2001).

Conspicuous consumption serves various functions within in-
terpersonal relationships, particularly in signaling mate values 
(Apaolaza et al. 2023; Policarpo et al. 2023; Sundie et al. 2020). 
For males, engaging in luxury consumption enhances their 
perceived desirability, potentially facilitating new romantic 
connections (Da Silva et al. 2024). In contrast, females' luxury 
consumption appears to serve dual purposes: it not only aids in 
attracting potential partners but also plays a role in sustaining 
existing romantic relationships, particularly when faced with 
competition from other women (Da Silva et al. 2024).

Recent evolutionary psychology research has explored the 
concept of conspicuous consumption through the lens of mat-
ing strategies and signaling theory. Several scholars propose 
that this behavior may have evolved as a sexual adaptation 
(Griskevicius et al.  2007; De Fraja  2009; Kruger 2022; Palmer 
and Pomianek 2007; Sundie et al. 2020). Central to this hypoth-
esis is the idea that the reliability of the signal is directly related 
to the cost of producing or maintaining it (Koliofotis  2021). 
Evolutionary psychology suggests that conspicuous consump-
tion serves as a way to communicate one's fitness or status to 
potential mates, with the high cost of luxury goods acting as a 
guarantee of the signal's authenticity.

However, conspicuous consumption can serve as a compensa-
tory mechanism for individuals with low power or status (Landis 
and Gladstone  2017; Rucker and Galinsky  2009), challenging 

the notion that luxury goods inherently signal authentic status. 
Consequently, potential mates may compare a woman's luxury 
displays with her actual power or status to verify the authen-
ticity of the signal. The signal authenticity assessment allows 
potential partners to discern whether the conspicuous consump-
tion accurately represents the individual's true social standing 
or is an attempt to project an inflated image.

Power, defined as the ability to influence or resist the influence 
of others (French and Raven  1959), plays a significant role in 
conspicuous consumption. Consumers with lower power levels 
may prefer high-status goods to compensate for their perceived 
lack of influence (Rucker and Galinsky 2008, 2009). However, 
the intersection of power with evolutionary psychology and mat-
ing goals remains underexplored, particularly among women. 
High-power women tend to engage in broader social compar-
isons, whereas those with lower power are more introspective 
(Zhao et al. 2017). Moreover, social comparison plays a crucial 
role in the dynamics of mating goals and influences women's 
conspicuous consumption behaviors (Chen et al. 2023).

The current research integrates mating strategies from evo-
lutionary psychology and signaling theory to examine female 
luxury consumption as a power signal in mate attraction and re-
tention. We explore the signaling role of power in females' mate-
attraction and mate-guarding. The signaling effect of female 
luxury consumption potentially raises two key issues regarding 
male perceptions. First, males may perceive women's luxury 
brand use either as an authentic indicator of the women's power/
status, or as an inauthentic/fake signal attempting to portray 
power they don't actually possess (Lai and Prendergast  2019). 
Second, males may form expectations about the financial costs 
they would need to incur to create and maintain relationships 
with females who display luxury brands, based on interpreting 
this display as part of females' mate screening strategy (Chen 
et al. 2022; Sundie et al. 2020). In essence, our research explores 
how males interpret and react to female luxury consumption as 
a power signal, considering both its perceived authenticity and 
its implications for potential relationship dynamics and costs. 
The complex understanding of male perceptions is crucial in 
examining the effectiveness and consequences of female luxury 
consumption as a mate attraction and retention strategy.

The present study seeks to clarify how men perceive and react 
to women's conspicuous consumption when motivated by mate-
attraction goals by exploring whether women's conspicuous 
consumption sets a financial standard or signals financial expec-
tations for potential mates (Chen et al. 2022; Wang et al. 2020). 
Crucially, we investigate how authenticity perception influences 
these dynamics. Authenticity perception, which refers to the 
perceived genuineness or sincerity of an individual's behav-
ior or motivations, plays a significant role in how conspicuous 
consumption is interpreted and responded to by others (Smith 
et al. 2021). Authenticity perception is particularly important in 
the context of mate selection and interpersonal relationships, as 
it can significantly impact the effectiveness of conspicuous con-
sumption as a signaling strategy.

Furthermore, the study examines how power interacts with au-
thenticity perception to shape men's responses to women's con-
spicuous consumption (Smith et al. 2021). The interplay between 
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power and authenticity perception is critical in understanding 
the complex dynamics of interpersonal signaling through luxury 
goods, as it may reveal how power differentials affect the inter-
pretation and effectiveness of conspicuous consumption signals.

Through two experiments, our investigation elucidates the 
complex interplay between female mating goals, their power, 
authenticity perception, and male responses to female conspic-
uous consumption from an evolutionary psychological perspec-
tive of human mating strategies. The first experiment assesses 
the impact of women's mating goals and power on their con-
spicuous consumption behaviors, whereas the second explores 
males' attitudes and reactions toward these behaviors, with 
a particular focus on how authenticity perception moderates 
these responses. By addressing these understudied aspects, our 
research contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of 
consumer behavior in the luxury market, with implications for 
both marketing strategies and consumer psychology theory.

2   |   Theoretical Background and Hypothesis 
Development

2.1   |   Theoretical Background

2.1.1   |   Mating Goals and Female Conspicuous 
Consumption

Evolutionary psychology provides a robust framework for un-
derstanding cross-cultural consumer behavior and gender roles 
in marketing, explaining universal patterns such as males' 
preference for physical attractiveness in mate selection (Sundie 
et al. 2020). The evolutionary perspective aligns with women's 
higher concern for clothing and public body consciousness, sug-
gesting an evolutionary basis for their focus on physical appear-
ance in mate attraction (Sundie et al. 2020).

Signaling theory, related to evolutionary psychology, offers in-
sights into how luxury items are used in mating strategies (Lai 
and Prendergast  2019). Men employ high-end products as sta-
tus signals to attract potential mates, particularly in short-term 
scenarios (Kruger  2024). Women, however, use luxury goods 
for dual purposes: to maximize reproductive success and as a 
mate retention strategy (Wang and Griskevicius  2014). These 
gender differences arise from varying levels of investment in 
offspring, with typically higher investment from females (Buss 
and Schmitt 1993).

The current research integrates mate selection strategies from 
evolutionary psychology and status signaling theory to examine 
female luxury consumption as a power signal in mate attraction 
and retention. We explore the signaling role of power in females' 
mate-attraction and mate-guarding. The power signaling effect 
potentially raises issues of whether males perceive women's' lux-
ury brand use as women's authentic power or status signal or 
not (males' authenticity perception), and how males expect their 
financial costs for create and retain the relationships with those 
females based on the signal of female luxury brand display as fe-
males' mate screening strategy. Our research investigates female 
luxury consumption motivations and male reactions within the 
framework of conspicuous consumption.

This study defines “mate attraction” as the display of positive 
attributes to allure desirable partners and “mate guarding” as 
defensive behaviors against potential rivals. Men often engage 
in conspicuous consumption to attract mates (Borau et al. 2021), 
whereas women use it to guard against potential romantic ri-
vals (Wang and Griskevicius  2014). Mate guarding is critical 
for ensuring reproductive success, especially for females who 
face greater reproductive costs if deprived of their partners' re-
sources (Hurtado et al. 1992; Kaplan et al. 2000). The need for 
mate guarding drives females to prefer mates who can provide 
substantial resources and display high social status (Bradshaw 
et al. 2020).

Activating mate-attraction goals enhances both men's and 
women's efforts to increase their mate value through posi-
tive self-presentation and conspicuous consumption of luxury 
goods (Griskevicius et  al.  2007; Sundie et  al.  2020). Men dis-
play wealth to attract partners, aligning with women's prefer-
ences for resource-rich males (Bradshaw et  al.  2020). Women 
under mate-attraction conditions might focus on enhancing 
physical attributes indicative of fertility (Buss and Barnes 1986) 
and may pursue riskier behaviors to boost attractiveness, in-
cluding cosmetic enhancements (Durante et al. 2011; Hill and 
Durante 2011).

While conspicuous consumption is traditionally viewed as sub-
optimal for women in attracting mates, the traditional view of 
women's conspicuous consumption may overlook the nuances of 
female strategies that involve enhancing attractiveness through 
conspicuous consumption of preferred items (Griskevicius 
et  al.  2007; Hudders et  al.  2014). The effectiveness of such 
strategies in attracting male attention remains underexplored, 
indicating the need for further research in this area (Sundie 
et al. 2020).

The threat of losing a mate to another, particularly if that 
rival might redirect the partner's resources, intensifies mate-
guarding behaviors fueled by emotions like jealousy (Kupfer 
and Gul 2023). Men typically confront romantic rivals directly, 
whereas women are more inclined to fortify their existing rela-
tionships by signaling their partners' loyalty, often through con-
spicuous consumption (Wang and Griskevicius  2014). Despite 
the importance of these findings in marketing, there remains 
a significant gap in understanding how men interpret women's 
luxury brand signals, warranting further investigation (Sundie 
et  al.  2020). Our investigation aims to bridge the knowledge 
gap in understanding male interpretations by examining the 
complex interplay between evolutionary psychology, signaling 
theory, and consumer behavior in the context of luxury con-
sumption and mate selection strategies.

2.2   |   Hypothesis Development

2.2.1   |   Female Power, Mating Goals, and Female 
Conspicuous Consumption

Traditionally, power has been defined as the capac-
ity to influence others or to resist influence (French and 
Raven  1959). Research has extensively documented the psy-
chological outcomes of power states, including the illusion 
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of personal control (Fast et  al.  2009), enhanced feelings of 
power (Lammers et  al.  2010), and increased perception of 
competitiveness (Tost et al.  2012). Power significantly influ-
ences various consumer behaviors, including compensatory 
consumption (Li et al. 2023; Rucker and Galinsky 2008) and 
specific consumption preferences (Rucker et al. 2011). Rucker 
and Galinsky  (2008) found that low-power individuals are 
willing to pay more for products that symbolize power than 
their high-power counterparts when the product is directly 
associated with a power state.

From a conceptual standpoint, power is a social construct that 
emerges from interactions and comparisons between individu-
als (Magee and Galinsky 2008). The social construct of power 
fosters a sense of power, leading those in high-power states to 
adopt an agentic orientation, placing greater emphasis on the 
self (Rucker et al. 2012). High-powered individuals tend to ex-
hibit increased interpersonal sensitivity (Mast et al. 2009) and 
are more inclined toward social comparisons, which boost their 
self-esteem more effectively than self-comparisons (Van den Bos 
et al. 2006). Conversely, low-power consumers often rely more 
on communal orientations and avoid comparisons that might 
underscore their inadequacy because of their greater social de-
pendence (Rucker et al. 2011).

Social comparisons also vary with mating goals among fe-
males. High-power females driven by mate-guarding objectives 
are more likely to compare themselves with potential rivals 
to safeguard their relationships (Zhao et  al.  2017). This sensi-
tivity to threats may encourage conspicuous consumption as 
a strategy to deter competitors (Wang and Griskevicius  2014; 
Zheng et  al.  2014). By contrast, low-power females pursuing 
mate-attraction goals might engage in more conspicuous con-
sumption to enhance their attractiveness and appeal to poten-
tial partners, a tendency amplified by lower entitlement levels 
(Hudders et al. 2014).

Based on these insights, we propose the following hypotheses:

H1.  In the mate-attraction goal condition, low-power female 
consumers exhibit higher conspicuous consumption preferences.

H2.  In the mate-attraction goal condition, high-power female 
consumers show lower conspicuous consumption preferences.

H3.  In the mate-guarding goal condition, low-power fe-
male consumers demonstrate lower conspicuous consumption 
preferences.

H4.  In the mate-guarding goal condition, high-power female 
consumers exhibit higher conspicuous consumption preferences.

2.2.2   |   Female Conspicuous Consumption Signals, Male 
Power, Reaction, and Attitude

Conspicuous consumption is traditionally seen as a way to dis-
play wealth, status, or prestige and serves as a form of symbolic 
capital that signals an individual's social standing and desir-
ability (Bellezza  2023). Bourdieu  (1977) posited that this type 
of consumption acts as economic capital and also enhances 

social leverage by denoting wealth and attractiveness, particu-
larly under the lens of mate attraction. Evolutionary theory has 
long examined the role of conspicuous consumption in interper-
sonal dynamics, where it has been shown to signify desirable 
mating qualities (De Fraja 2009). Specifically, women may use 
conspicuous consumption related to appearance as a strategy to 
enhance attractiveness and compete for mates as well as to sig-
nal mate fidelity to deter rivals (Hudders et al. 2014; Wang and 
Griskevicius 2014).

Although the focus has typically been on female–female com-
petition in the context of mate attraction, the dynamics of 
how males perceive these signals warrant exploration (Sundie 
et  al.  2020). Specifically, it is important to consider male per-
ceptions of females who engage in conspicuous consumption 
when seeking mates. Assuming that females in such scenarios 
already have partners (mate-guarding conditions), males might 
generally overlook them, showing little interest in forming rela-
tionships with them. Therefore, the current research explored 
male responses to conspicuous female consumption in mate-
attraction scenarios.

We propose that males actively seeking mates interpret 
the signals of conspicuous female consumption differently. 
According to Wang et  al.  (2020), high-status individuals are 
more likely to use wealth and status as self-defining tools to 
enhance their social identity. High-status individuals, often 
synonymous with high-power individuals, are hypothesized 
to show greater recognition of the link between status and 
conspicuous consumption, potentially leading to more criti-
cal views of conspicuous consumption by low-power females 
(Lai and Prendergast 2019). Furthermore, high-status individ-
uals are more attuned to status signals, which could influence 
their judgments regarding a female's authenticity (Lai and 
Prendergast  2019) and the financial standards of her poten-
tial mates (Sundie et  al.  2020). This sensitivity might lead 
high-power observers to perceive a female with luxury items 
as costlier than one with less conspicuous products (Sundie 
et al. 2020), thus affecting their attitudes toward her. Hence, 
our investigation aims to delve into how power and status in-
fluence male perceptions of and reactions to conspicuous fe-
male consumption in the context of mate attraction.

2.2.3   |   Mating Sociometer, Female Financial Standards 
for Mates and Male Reactions and Attitudes

Evolutionary psychology posits that partner selection aligned 
with individual expectations presents a significant chal-
lenge in relationship formation, particularly for women (Chen 
et  al.  2023). The difference in mate selection preferences be-
tween genders, rooted in parental investment theory, suggests 
that females face greater selective pressure in mate choice due 
to their higher biological investment in offspring (Trivers 1972). 
Bradshaw et  al.  (2020) argued that females exhibit approxi-
mately twice the inclination toward economically secure part-
ners compared to their male counterparts, for both long-term 
and short-term mate preferences.

Sundie et  al.  (2020) proposed that a woman's conspicuous 
display of luxury items may lead observers to infer her high 
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financial expectations in potential romantic partners. The 
researchers suggested that in social settings, such overt dis-
plays of affluence could effectively communicate a woman's 
elevated economic criteria for a mate. Consequently, the con-
spicuous display of luxury items might discourage approaches 
from men who perceive themselves as unable to meet these 
presumed financial standards, thereby influencing mate se-
lection dynamics.

Fisher et  al.  (2008) conceptualized self-perceived mate value 
as an individual's assessment of their attractiveness as a part-
ner based on traits such as physical attractiveness, reproduc-
tive health, social status, and family background. A high mate 
value is associated with greater success in attracting and retain-
ing partners, whereas a low mate value may lead to rejection 
(Edlund  2008). From an evolutionary psychology perspective, 
such rejection can threaten survival and reproduction, prompt-
ing individuals to adopt adaptive mating strategies based on 
their perceived mate value (Pass et  al.  2010). Individuals tend 
to choose partners whose mate values align with their own to 
optimize mating benefits and minimize risks (Back et al. 2011; 
Penke et al. 2007).

Sociometer Theory, introduced by Leary and Baumeister (2000), 
posits that self-esteem acts as a gauge of social acceptance or re-
jection and regulates the quality of interpersonal relationships. 
A decrease in self-esteem following social rejection triggers neg-
ative emotions (Freedman and Dainer-Best  2022). Extending 
this, Kirkpatrick and Ellis  (2001) developed the “mating soci-
ometer” concept within the domain of evolutionary psychology, 
suggesting that self-esteem is particularly attuned to rejection 
in mating contexts. Penke et al. (2007) argued that self-esteem 
helps individuals adjust their mating strategies by monitoring 
their self-perceived mating values.

The mating sociometer is instrumental in ensuring that indi-
viduals pursue appropriately valued partners, thus enhancing 
mating success and preventing the squandering of resources on 
unsuitable partners (Kavanagh et al. 2010). Furthermore, Chen 
et  al.  (2023) proposed that women might utilize luxury con-
sumption as a strategic signal to communicate high mating stan-
dards and potentially deter unsuitable suitors. This hypothesis 
aligns with evolutionary psychology's emphasis on women's pri-
oritization of economic status in mate selection. The researchers 
noted that luxury items, characterized by their high cost and 
association with affluence, serve as effective tools for convey-
ing elevated financial expectations in potential partners. The 
use of luxury items as a signaling mechanism may function as 
a screening process in mate selection, reflecting the intersection 
of evolutionary mate preferences and conspicuous consumption 
behaviors.

Conversely, we expect that males in the mating arena might use 
indicators such as conspicuous consumption to gauge female 
financial expectations and adjust their courtship strategies ac-
cordingly, ensuring that their efforts align with the financial 
standards of their potential partners (Chen et al. 2022; Sundie 
et al. 2020). The interplay between female financial expectations 
and male courtship strategies suggests that high financial stan-
dards for females can influence male behavior and attitudes in 
the context of mating.

2.2.4   |   Authenticity Perception, Conspicuous 
Consumption, and Male Reaction and Attitude

Conspicuous consumption can serve as a compensatory mech-
anism for individuals with low power or status (Rucker and 
Galinsky  2008, 2009), which challenges the notion that the 
high cost of luxury goods inherently guarantees the authen-
ticity of the signal. The use of luxury goods as a compensatory 
mechanism raises questions about the reliability of luxury dis-
plays as indicators of genuine power or status. Consequently, 
potential mates may engage in a comparative assessment, 
evaluating the congruence between a potential female part-
ner's conspicuous consumption and their actual power or 
status level. The comparative assessment of luxury displays 
allows potential mates to discern whether the luxury display 
can be perceived as an authentic representation of the individ-
ual's true social standing or merely as an attempt to project an 
inflated image.

The connection between innateness and authenticity in con-
sumer culture is deeply entangled with essentialist beliefs about 
oneself. The essentialist belief system posits that individuals are 
endowed with a predetermined essence that defines their iden-
tity from birth, a concept supported by research on psychologi-
cal essentialism (Christy et al. 2019; Gelman 2003; Newman and 
Dhar 2014). Under this framework, the “true self” is conceptu-
alized as originating from this inherent essence and is thus im-
mutable and fundamental to the individual's identity (Schlegel 
et al. 2012). Essentialist reasoning reinforces the belief that the 
true self should be resistant to change and naturally predeter-
mined, leading to perceptions that self-enhancements, partic-
ularly those achieved through artificial means, such as drugs 
that enhance cognitive performance, are inauthentic (Christy 
et al. 2019; Gelman 2003; Levy 2011; Williams and Steffel 2014). 
The concept of congruence between self and innateness stems 
from the congruence between the self and innateness, where 
any modification not aligned with one's innate characteristics 
is seen as inauthentic. Smith et al. (2021) added that this essen-
tialist view is often implicitly utilized when individuals evaluate 
the authenticity of others, equating a person's true self to their 
innate nature.

Identity signaling theory adds another layer to our under-
standing of consumer behavior, suggesting that individuals 
purchase products and brands to signal their identities to 
others (Cheah et al. 2015; Ferraro et al. 2010; Pino et al. 2019; 
Raimondo et  al.  2022). However, the effectiveness of these 
signals depends on the perceived authenticity of the signal 
sender. If observers believe that identity signals are motivated 
by external influences rather than genuine self-expression, 
they may perceive these signals as inauthentic. The perception 
of inauthenticity leads to negative reactions from observers as 
they perceive the individual as misrepresenting their true self 
(Ferraro et  al.  2010). Therefore, the perception of authentic-
ity is pivotal in determining an observer's reaction to identity 
signals.

The complexity of these dynamics is particularly evident in 
the context of sex-specific consumption perceptions. Lai and 
Prendergast  (2019) highlighted that male observers may per-
ceive luxury brand consumption by females as an indicator of 
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increased attractiveness and social status, provided the brand 
and consumer's image are congruent. However, discrepan-
cies between a female's attributes (e.g., age and social status) 
and brand image can lead to negative evaluations. Such dis-
crepancies are seen as attempts at impression management or 
social climbing, which are perceived as inauthentic (Lai and 
Prendergast 2019). Furthermore, social expectations and norms, 
which dictate that individuals should behave in ways consistent 
with their social status, play a significant role in these percep-
tions (Anderson et al. 2008, 2006; Rudman 1998). When individ-
uals act in ways that are incongruent with these expectations, 
they often face social penalties or backlash, which further influ-
ence their perceptions of authenticity.

Research suggests that men's perceptions of women using lux-
ury brands are context-dependent. When luxury items appear 
incongruent with the situation, men view them negatively, in-
terpreting such displays as deliberate attention-seeking behavior 
(Sundie et al. 2020). Men's negative view of incongruent luxury 
displays may stem from the perception of ulterior motives in im-
pression management, a key driver of conspicuous brand usage 
(Ferraro et al. 2010). Studies show that observers generally dis-
like individuals perceived as having hidden agendas (Godfrey 
et al. 1986). Consequently, men tend to view women displaying 
excessively conspicuous luxury brands as inauthentic or at-
tempting to project a false social status, leading to unfavorable 
impressions (Sundie et al. 2020).

In particular, Lai and Prendergast (2019) identified a gap in un-
derstanding men's interpretation of women's luxury brand sig-
nals. Their study revealed that men's perceptions depend on the 
congruence between the brand, the user's image, and the usage 
context. Men reported negative views of women who display 
luxury items incongruent with their perceived financial status. 
The study's findings suggest that effective signaling relies not 
solely on the brand itself, but on its perceived appropriateness 
relative to the woman's financial situation and the usage context 
(Lai and Prendergast 2019).

Based on this theoretical foundation, we propose several hy-
potheses to test the relationship between male perceptions of 
female consumption patterns and the authenticity attributed to 
these behaviors.

H5.  High-power males have a positive reaction and attitude to-
ward high-power females engaged in conspicuous consumption.

H6.  High-power males have a negative reaction and atti-
tude toward high-power females engaging in non-conspicuous 
consumption.

H7.  High-power males have a negative reaction and attitude 
toward low-power females engaged in conspicuous consumption.

H8.  High-power males have a positive reaction and atti-
tude toward low-power females engaged in non-conspicuous 
consumption.

H9.  Low-power males have a negative reaction and atti-
tude toward high-power females who engage in conspicuous 
consumption.

H10.  Low-power males have a negative reaction and atti-
tude toward high-power females who engage in conspicuous 
consumption.

H11.  Low-power males have a negative reaction and attitude 
toward low-power females engaged in conspicuous consumption.

H12.  Low-power males have a positive reaction and atti-
tude toward low-power females engaged in non-conspicuous 
consumption.

Figure 1 depicts our research model.

3   |   Method—Experiment 1

The current study explored the impact of female mating goals—
mate attraction and mate guarding—on conspicuous con-
sumption behavior. We hypothesized that females pursuing 
mate attraction would engage in conspicuous consumption to 
enhance their attractiveness, whereas those focused on mate 
guarding would use conspicuous consumption to deter rivals 
and demonstrate loyalty to their partners. Additionally, we an-
ticipated that the power status of females would moderate the 
relationship between their mating goals and their engagement 
in conspicuous consumption.

To test these hypotheses, we differentiated between high- and 
low-power females by considering how their relative social sta-
tus influences their consumption patterns in the context of their 
mating strategies. This approach allowed us to examine the nu-
anced ways in which personal goals and social power interact to 
shape consumer behavior in a mating context.

3.1   |   Design and Participants

The experiment was conducted online with 172 Chinese fe-
males recruited through the Credamo questionnaire platform. 

FIGURE 1    |    Theoretical model.
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Each participant received a monetary reward of 4 CNY for their 
participation. The online recruitment strategy aligns with meth-
odologies used in previous studies on conspicuous female con-
sumption (Hudders et  al.  2014; Sundie et  al.  2020; Wang and 
Griskevicius  2014). Following the sampling criteria outlined 
by Hudders et al. (2014), our participants were women in their 
childbearing years (i.e., under 50 years of age), representing 
a range of income levels, expenditures, and educational back-
grounds. The study adhered to the university guidelines for re-
search involving human participants, ensuring anonymity and 
obtaining informed consent.

The demographic profile of the participants included a predom-
inant age range of 20–29 years (57.6%), followed by 30–39 years 
(34.9%), and 40–49 years (7.6%). Educational levels were high, 
with 98.8% having higher education (high school diploma or 
university degree). The relationship status varied, with 26.2% re-
porting being single and 73.8% reporting a relationship. Monthly 
incomes ranged widely, with 2.9% earning below 2000 CNY and 
34.9% earning above 8000 CNY. Monthly expenditures followed 
a similar trend.

3.2   |   Materials and Procedure

A 2 (power: high vs. low) × 2 (mating goals: attraction vs. 
guarding) between-subjects design was used. The partici-
pants were randomly assigned to high- or low-power groups, 
creating four subgroups within the mating goals of attraction 
and guarding. Scenarios to manipulate these independent 
variables were derived from existing evolutionary psychology 
research, which is a common tool in this field (Wilson and 
O'Gorman 2003).

For power manipulation, following Rucker et  al.  (2011), 
High Power Condition participants read: “As a boss, you 
are in charge of guiding your subordinates in creating var-
ious products and managing the work team. You decide the 
scheduling for product creation and the evaluation of employ-
ees' work. You have complete control over the instructions 
you give to your employees. Additionally, you evaluate your 
employees at the end of each month through a private ques-
tionnaire—the employees never see your evaluation. They 
also do not have the opportunity to evaluate you” (Rucker 
et al. 2011).

Low power condition participants read: “As an employee, you 
are responsible for implementing your boss's directives to cre-
ate various products. The boss has determined the scheduling 
for product creation and the evaluation of your work. You must 
follow your boss's directions. Furthermore, your boss evaluates 
you each month in a private setting; you never see your boss's 
evaluation of you. This evaluation helps determine the bonus 
you receive. You will have no opportunity to evaluate your boss” 
(Rucker et al. 2011).

Mating goals were manipulated using scenarios inspired by 
studies by Griskevicius et al. (2006), Griskevicius et al. (2009), 
Li et  al.  (2012), and Zhao et  al.  (2017). For the mate 

attraction condition: Participants then read: “Imagine you are 
a young woman who feels lonely and strongly desires to start a 
new relationship. Tonight, you will attend a party where your 
desired mate will also be present. You will meet him at the 
party.”

For the mate guarding condition: Participants then read: 
“Imagine you have a boyfriend. You and your boyfriend attended 
a party a month ago, where an admirer of your boyfriend was 
also present. You went to get a drink on the other side of the 
room, and while waiting in line, you noticed that your romantic 
rival had started flirting with your date.”

The participants' responses to the likelihood of choosing luxury 
versus ordinary brands were measured on a 7-point Likert-type 
scale. This measurement was used to assess conspicuous con-
sumption orientation, focusing on handbags—a product cat-
egory known for its association with luxury and conspicuous 
consumption (Han et  al.  2010). Wang and Griskevicius  (2014) 
tested four different product categories in their study. Female 
luxury handbags are considered a typical example of luxury 
brand products for women (Han et al. 2010). To avoid the effects 
of product category, this experiment focused solely on handbags, 
the most popular product for conspicuous consumption among 
women. Therefore, only handbags were used for testing in this 
experiment.

3.3   |   Measures

Power was assessed using an 8-item scale reflecting perceived 
control and influence (Anderson and Berdahl  2002; Anderson 
and Galinsky 2006; Rucker and Galinsky 2009). Mate attraction 
and guarding were measured using scales adapted from Zhao 
et al. (2017) and Cousins et al. (2009), respectively, with a focus 
on participants' motivations and behaviors related to romantic 
relationships.

Orientation toward conspicuous consumption was primar-
ily evaluated through preferences expressed between luxury 
and ordinary brand handbags, as well as variations in logo 
size. This methodology builds on the approach of Wang and 
Griskevicius (2014), who correlated logo size with the desire for 
conspicuousness. Participants were first shown two pictures 
of identical-looking handbags that differed only in brand: one 
from a luxury brand (Prada) and the other from an ordinary 
brand (COS). They were then asked to choose between them. 
Subsequently, participants were presented with two pictures of 
identical-looking handbags differing only in logo size, catego-
rized into large and small logos, and were asked to make a choice 
in Figures 2 and 3. In the study by Wang and Griskevicius (2014), 
participants were also asked to draw logos for four different 
types of goods. The size of the logo they drew for each prod-
uct was used to measure their orientation toward conspicuous 
consumption, with a larger logo indicating a greater desire for 
conspicuous products.

The collected data were analyzed using SPSS 27.0. T-tests 
and ANOVA were employed to test the study's hypotheses 
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and assess the reliability and validity of the measurement 
instruments.

3.4   |   Reliability and Validity

The experiments were analyzed by SPSS 27.0 for reliability and 
validity analysis of each variable, and Cronbach's values were 
derived. The Cronbach's alpha were power (0.990), mate attrac-
tion (0.992), and mate guarding (0.991), showing all above 0.7, 
and the questionnaire items were appropriately composed with 
a high degree of reliability.

To assess the adequacy of the items, the factor loading coeffi-
cients of the variables with 18 items were tested and found to 
be greater than 0.95, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) values of 
the other eight items were 0.779, and the Bartlett values were 
also significant, p-0.00 < 0.05. Thus, the results indicated that 
the questionnaire had good validity.

3.5   |   Manipulation Check

3.5.1   |   Power Manipulation Validity

Participants rated their perceived power using an eight-item 
scale on a 7-point Likert-type scale. The high-power group re-
ported higher perceived power (M = 6.35, SD = 0.416) than the 
low-power group (M = 1.95, SD = 0.501). A t-test confirmed 
that these differences were statistically significant (t = 62.688, 
p < 0.001, Cohen's d = 0.459), indicating the successful manipu-
lation of perceived power.

3.5.2   |   Mate-Attraction Manipulation Validity

A three-item scale on a 7-point scale measured mate attraction. 
The scores were similarly high in both the high-power (M = 5.85, 
SD = 0.871) and low-power groups (M = 5.97, SD = 0.660), with 
no significant differences between them (t = −0.701, p = 0.485, 

FIGURE 2    |    Pictures of luxury brand handbags and ordinary brand handbags.

FIGURE 3    |    Pictures of handbag logo size.
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Cohen's d = 0.776). The result supports the successful manipula-
tion of mate attraction under different power conditions.

3.5.3   |   Mate-Guarding Manipulation Validity

Mate guarding was measured using a 10-item scale. The scores 
were nearly identical in the high-power (IM = 5.36, SD = 0.521) 
and low-power groups (M = 5.32, SD = 0.651), with no significant 
differences observed (t = 3.62, p = 0.718, Cohen's d = 0.587). This 
uniformity across conditions indicated effective control over the 
mate-guarding variable.

These findings confirm the successful manipulation of power 
and mating goals, allowing for robust testing of their effects on 
conspicuous consumption.

3.6   |   Results

In an experiment focusing on mating goals and power dynam-
ics, conspicuous consumption orientations varied significantly 
across groups.

In the mate-attraction group, low-power females exhibited a 
higher mean conspicuous consumption orientation (M = 5.26) 
compared with their high-power counterparts (M = 4.58), with 
a statistically significant difference (t = −2.063, p = 0.042). This 
finding supports H1 and H2.

Conversely, in the mate-guarding group, high-power females 
demonstrated a significantly greater mean conspicuous con-
sumption orientation (M = 6.16) than low-power females 
(M = 5.66) (t = 2.251, p = 0.027), aligning with H3 and H4. 
Figure  4 depicts the association between power and partici-
pants' conspicuous consumption under different mating goals.

The ANOVA results showed no significant main effect of power 
(F = 0.209, p = 0.648) but a significant effect of mating goal, 

with mate-guarding participants displaying higher conspicu-
ous consumption orientation scores (F = 24.314, p < 0.001). The 
interaction between mating goal and power was significant 
(F = 8.772, p = 0.004), suggesting that power dynamics influence 
consumption differently depending on the mating goal. Figure 5 
illustrates the handbag brand preferences of participants with 
varying power levels under mating goal conditions.

Further analysis of product choices revealed that in the mate-
attraction condition, low-power females chose luxury brands 
(N = 30) and big-logo handbags (N = 27) more frequently than high-
power females (N = 27 for luxury brands, N = 23 for big logos). In 
the mate-guarding condition, high-power females selected luxury 
brands (N = 42) and big-logo handbags (N = 42) more often than 
low-power females (N = 35 for luxury brands, N = 36 for big logos). 
Figure 6 depicts the handbag logo size preferences of participants 
with varying power levels under mating goal conditions.

These results corroborate the ANOVA findings and substanti-
ate all four hypotheses concerning the influence of mating goals 
and power on conspicuous consumption behavior.

3.7   |   Method—Experiment 2

The second experiment sought to elucidate male responses to 
conspicuous female consumption across varying levels of female 
power and to determine whether males' power status moderates 
these reactions. In the context of mate guarding, females are 
generally perceived as committed to an existing relationship, 
which could lessen male interest in these women for potential 
mating opportunities. Consequently, our investigation focused 
exclusively on the reactions to females engaged in conspicuous 
consumption in the mate-attraction paradigm.

Conspicuous consumption among females may often be moti-
vated by a desire to signal high financial expectations to po-
tential mates, effectively discouraging the interests of males 
who perceive themselves as having lower mate value (Chen 

FIGURE 4    |    Association of power with participants' conspicuous consumption between mating goals.
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et al. 2022). From the perspective of Mating Sociometer theory, 
males aim to optimize their reproductive success by selecting 
mates whose perceived mate value aligns with their own, 
thus minimizing inefficient mating efforts (Smith et al. 2021). 
This process involves males assessing the signals of female 
financial standards and adjusting their social behaviors to 
align with these perceived standards. Consequently, males 
might develop negative perceptions and behaviors toward 
females whose conspicuous consumption suggests a require-
ment for higher expenditures in initiating or maintaining a 
relationship.

Additionally, this experiment explored how perceptions of au-
thenticity influence male reactions to conspicuous consumption. 

According to the identity signaling theory, purchasing behaviors 
are often intended to communicate an individual's identity or 
aspirational traits. However, when such signaling is deemed ex-
ternally motivated, it is likely to be perceived negatively, casting 
the sender as inauthentic (Ferraro et al. 2010). Thus, the authen-
ticity attributed to a female's conspicuous consumption can sig-
nificantly impact male attitudes toward her, particularly when 
consumption is viewed as a deliberate identity signal.

Our study specifically examines whether high-power males ex-
hibit more negative reactions and attitudes toward the conspic-
uous consumption of low-power females, potentially because of 
perceived inauthenticity or strategic manipulation in signaling 
financial expectations. Such dynamics highlight the complex 

FIGURE 5    |    The choice of handbag brand by participants with different power levels in mating goals.

FIGURE 6    |    The choice of handbag logo size by participants with different power levels in mating goals.
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interplay between power, mating strategies, and the signaling 
effects of consumption in shaping interpersonal evaluations and 
interactions.

3.8   |   Design Participants

The experiment was conducted online and involved 320 Chinese 
males recruited via the Credamo platform, each receiving a 6 
CNY reward. Online recruitment is a proven method in such 
studies, as evidenced by Hudders et  al.  (2014), Wang and 
Griskevicius  (2014), and Sundie et al.  (2020). The targeted de-
mographic consisted of males under 50 years of age, in line 
with previous experimental requirements. University research 
guidelines were followed, and participant anonymity and in-
formed consent were maintained. Demographically, 21.3% 
were aged 20–29 years, 43.4% were 30–39 years, and 35.3% were 
40–49 years. Relationship statuses were almost evenly split be-
tween single (52.2%) and non-single (47.8%). All the participants 
identified as heterosexual.

3.9   |   Materials and Procedure

Experiment 2 employed a 2 (male power: high vs. low) × 4 (con-
spicuous female consumption levels) between-subjects design, 
resulting in eight subgroups of 40 males each. Participants 
were assigned to scenarios manipulating male power based on 
Rucker et  al.  (2011), where high power entailed being a com-
pany boss and low power entailed being an employee. Female 
power scenarios, adjusted from Rucker et al. (2011) and Sundie 
et  al.  (2020), described high-power females as top managers 
earning 30,000 CNY and low-power females as employees earn-
ing 5000 CNY.

Mate-attraction scenarios (Zhao et  al.  2017) involve partici-
pants imagining attending a party to meet a desired mate and 
enhance scenario engagement by requiring participants to 

list three attraction strategies. For conspicuous consumption, 
Sundie et  al.  (2020) guided the presentation of two scenarios 
differing in the luxury status of cars and brands (Audi and 
Chanel vs. Honda and COS) represented at the party. We pre-
sented participants with one of two random scenarios accompa-
nied by a photo of a female target, asking them to imagine being 
at a party and meeting the woman in the picture (Figure  7). 
Among other details about the party, the scenario described the 
target female arriving at the venue by car, wearing the outfit 
shown in the picture. In the conspicuous consumption con-
dition, participants read that the woman arrived at the party 
driving an Audi convertible and wearing a Chanel T-shirt. In 
the non-conspicuous consumption condition, participants read 
that the woman arrived driving a Honda Civic and wearing a 
COS T-shirt.

3.10   |   Measures

3.10.1   |   Male Power

Male power was assessed using an eight-item scale from previ-
ous studies, with responses rated on a 7-point Likert-type scale 
(Anderson et al. 2012).

3.10.2   |   Female Power

This study also used an eight-item scale tailored to the female 
power context to measure the perceived power levels of women 
depicted in the scenarios.

3.10.3   |   Mate Attraction

A three-item scale from Zhao et  al.  (2017) was used to assess 
the importance of attractiveness and desire to find a romantic 
partner.

FIGURE 7    |    Stimuli: Conspicuous consumption condition and non-conspicuous consumption condition.
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3.10.4   |   Financial Standards

These were measured using a four-item scale from Sundie 
et al. (2020); the participants rated the financial expectations of 
women in the scenarios.

3.10.5   |   Authenticity

Perceptions of a woman's authenticity were evaluated using a 
four-item scale developed by Smith et al. (2021).

3.10.6   |   Interaction

An eight-item scale from Sundie et al. (2020) gauged the partic-
ipants' anticipated friendliness and interest in interacting with 
the woman.

3.10.7   |   Male Attitude

Modified from Weaver and Bosson (2011), this four-item scale 
assessed participants' attitudes toward women, including both 
positive and negative sentiments.

Data were analyzed using SPSS 27.0, utilizing t-tests and 
ANOVA to evaluate the hypotheses regarding male attitudes 
and reactions based on the manipulated conditions.

3.11   |   Reliability and Validity

The reliability analysis revealed that all variables exhibited high 
internal consistency (male power = 0.992, female power-0.991, 
mate attration = 0.792, financial standards = 0.971. authentic-
ity = 0.968, interaction = 0.961, males' attitude = 0.976), with 
Cronbach's alpha values exceeding 0.7, indicating the reliability 
of the questionnaire items.

For the validity assessment, the factor loading coefficients for 
the 32 items were all above 0.87, demonstrating strong construct 
validity. Additionally, the KMO measure of sampling adequacy 
reported values of 0.625 for the three items, and Bartlett's test of 
sphericity reached statistical significance (p < 0.05), further sup-
porting the validity of the questionnaire.

3.12   |   Manipulation Check

The power manipulation analysis results showed that the high-
power group reported significantly higher perceived power 
(M = 6.46, SD = 0.396) than the low-power group (M = 1.78, 
SD = 0.491), t(320) = 93.670, p < 0.001, Cohen's d = 0.446. A sim-
ilar pattern was observed in another session of the experiment, 
with the high-power group scoring M = 6.35, SD = 0.440 and the 
low-power group M = 1.78, SD = 0.487; t(320) = 87.001, p < 0.001, 
Cohen's d = 0.464. These results confirm the successful manipu-
lation of power.

The mate-attraction manipulation scores were high in both 
the high-power (M = 5.98, SD = 0.855) and low-power groups 

(M = 5.89, SD = 0.754), with no significant difference between 
them (t = 0.993, p = 0.321, Cohen's d = 0.806), indicating success-
ful manipulation of this variable.

3.13   |   Results

ANOVA examined the impact of male power and conspicu-
ous female consumption on perceived financial standards. 
Significant main effects of male power were noted (F = 7.074, 
p = 0.008), and a significant interaction between male power 
and female consumption patterns was also observed (F = 12.704, 
p < 0.001).

In the conspicuous consumption condition, both high- and low-
power males assigned higher financial standards to females, 
particularly favoring the high-power conspicuous consumption 
group (M_ high-power male = 6.44, M_ low-power male = 5.95). 
Conversely, in the non-conspicuous consumption condition, 
both groups were assigned lower financial standards, with the 
lowest scores given to the low-power female non-conspicuous 
consumption group (M_ high-power male = 1.99, M_ low-power 
male = 2.69). Figure 8 illustrates the association between male 
power and perceived financial standards in relation to female 
conspicuous consumption.

The results highlight that high-power males place greater em-
phasis on the visibility of female conspicuous consumption 
when judging financial standards than low-power males, who 
are less influenced by conspicuous consumption displays when 
assessing potential mates' financial expectations.

3.14   |   Authenticity

An ANOVA was conducted with four groups: high-power fe-
male conspicuous consumption versus high-power female non-
conspicuous consumption versus low-power female conspicuous 
consumption versus low-power female non-conspicuous con-
sumption. The results reveal a significant effect of male power 
on perceived authenticity, F = 6.257, p = 0.013. There was also 
a significant interaction between male power and conspicuous 
female consumption, F = 6.143, p = 0.000, indicating that male 
power combined with conspicuous female consumption signifi-
cantly affected perceived authenticity.

Specifically, both high-power and low-power males assigned 
higher authenticity scores to high-power female conspicuous 
consumption, high-power female non-conspicuous consump-
tion, and low-power female non-conspicuous consumption sce-
narios. However, they assigned the lowest authenticity scores 
to the low-power conspicuous female consumption scenario. 
Notably, high-power males rated these as inauthentic (M = 1.93, 
SD = 0.605), compared to low-power males (M = 2.51, SD = 0.689), 
suggesting that high-power males are more sensitive to inconsis-
tencies between a female's power level and consumption behav-
iors and perceive greater inauthenticity when low-power females 
engage in conspicuous consumption that does not align with 
their perceived status. Figure 9 depicts the association of male 
power with perceived authenticity between female conspicuous 
consumption.
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3.15   |   Interaction

A 2 (male power: high vs. low) × 4 (female conspicuous con-
sumption: high-power female conspicuous vs. non-conspicuous 
consumption and low-power conspicuous vs. non-conspicuous 
consumption) ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of male 
power, F = 17.870, p < 0.001. There was also a significant interac-
tion between male power and conspicuous female consumption 

on male interaction interest, F = 44.410, p < 0.001. High-power 
males exhibited the highest interaction interest toward high-
power females engaged in conspicuous consumption (M = 6.02, 
SD = 0.386), supporting H5, and a robust interest toward high-
power females engaged in non-conspicuous consumption 
(M = 5.20, SD = 1.00), rejecting H6. The result suggests a pref-
erence for high-status females regardless of their consump-
tion visibility, potentially indicating a reduced perception of 

FIGURE 8    |    Association of male power with perceived financial standards between female conspicuous consumption.

FIGURE 9    |    Association of male power with perceived authenticity between female conspicuous consumption.
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authenticity in high-power females not engaging in conspic-
uous consumption. High-power males showed more interest 
in low-power females with non-conspicuous consumption 
(M = 4.73, SD = 0.535), supporting H8. Conversely, low-power 
males demonstrated high interaction interest with high-power 
females with conspicuous consumption (M = 4.93, SD = 0.961), 
rejecting H9, and the highest toward high-power females in 
non-conspicuous consumption (M = 5.81, SD = 0.414), rejecting 
H10. This pattern supports the notion that lower-status males 
value high-status partners, which is likely to enhance their eco-
nomic prospects (Fisher and Stinson  2020; McClintock  2014). 
Low-power males also favored low-power females with non-
conspicuous consumption (M = 5.73, SD = 0.390), supporting 
H12. Both high- and low-power males expressed the least in-
terest in low-power females in conspicuous consumption, with 
high-power males showing significantly lower interaction scores 
(M = 2.06, SD = 0.376) compared to low-power males (M = 2.74, 
SD = 0.602), corroborating H7 and H11. Figure 10 depicts the as-
sociation between male power and male interaction with female 
conspicuous consumption.

3.16   |   Attitude

Similarly, the ANOVA for attitude showed significant effects of 
male power, F = 22.815, p < 0.001, and an interaction between 
male power and conspicuous female consumption, F = 23.729, 
p < 0.001. High-power males had the most positive attitudes to-
ward high-power female conspicuous consumption (M = 6.02, 
SD = 0.432), supporting H5, and displayed positive attitudes 
toward high-power female non-conspicuous consumption 
(M = 5.47, SD = 1.15), rejecting H6. These attitudes are consistent 
with the interaction findings, suggesting that a preference for 
authenticity is associated with high power. High-power males 
were more favorable toward low-power female non-conspicuous 
consumption (M = 4.75, SD = 1.03), supporting H8. Low-power 

males showed favorable attitudes toward high-power female 
conspicuous consumption (M = 5.15, SD = 1.12) and rejected 
H9. They had the most positive attitudes toward high-power 
female non-conspicuous consumption (M = 6.23, SD = 0.443) 
and rejected H10. The result reinforces the trend of lower-status 
males aspiring to become high-status partners to boost their 
economic standing. Low-power males also exhibited positive 
attitudes toward low-power female non-conspicuous consump-
tion (M = 5.76, SD = 0.458), supporting H12. Both high- and 
low-power males displayed the most negative attitudes toward 
low-power female conspicuous consumption, with high-power 
males reporting particularly low scores (M = 1.79, SD = 0.595) 
compared to low-power males (M = 2.59, SD = 0.694), con-
firming H7 and H11. Figure  11 illustrates the association of 
male power with male's attitude toward female conspicuous 
consumption.

4   |   Conclusion and Implication

4.1   |   General Discussion

Our investigation explored women's conspicuous consump-
tion behaviors within the framework of mating goals, specifi-
cally mate attraction and mate guarding, and examined male 
responses to these behaviors from the perspective of evolution-
ary psychology and human mating strategies. Building on the 
existing literature that predominantly focuses on conspicuous 
male consumption to signal status and wealth (Griskevicius 
et al. 2007), our study extended the discourse by considering the 
female perspective.

In the first study, we investigated how women's mating goals 
correlated with their engagement in conspicuous consumption. 
The findings indicated that women use conspicuous consump-
tion strategically, and it serves to enhance attractiveness and 

FIGURE 10    |    Association of male power with male's interaction with female conspicuous consumption.
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facilitate mate acquisition; under mate-guarding goals, it acts as 
a signal of their current mate's loyalty, thereby deterring poten-
tial rivals. Additionally, the influence of women's power (either 
high or low) modified the relationship between mating goals 
and conspicuous consumption, suggesting that power dynamics 
play a significant role in mating strategies. These results echo 
broader evolutionary motives such as acquiring and retaining 
mates, where conspicuous consumption acts as a medium for 
demonstrating power and status (Griskevicius and Kenrick 2013; 
Rucker and Galinsky 2008, 2009).

The second study assessed male perceptions of women's con-
spicuous consumption. The results indicated that men inferred 
that women who engage in conspicuous consumption have 
higher financial expectations from their partners. Interestingly, 
the inference about women's financial expectations was consis-
tent across men with different power levels, although higher-
powered men assigned greater importance to the financial 
implications of women's consumption behavior. Furthermore, 
the study found that the authenticity attributed to women's con-
sumption behaviors by male observers was contingent on the 
alignment between women's power status and their consump-
tion patterns. High-power men, in particular, are more sensitive 
to discrepancies between a woman's status and her consump-
tion behaviors, potentially because higher-status individuals 
place greater emphasis on wealth and status as identity markers 
(Wang et al. 2020).

The present study revealed men's nuanced reactions to wom-
en's conspicuous consumption, providing new insights into how 
conspicuous consumption is interpreted as a signal of financial 
standards and authenticity in the context of mating. These in-
sights contribute to a deeper understanding of the complex 
interplay between consumer culture and mating strategies in 
contemporary society.

The current investigation marks the first empirical assessment 
of conspicuous female consumption in relation to power and 
mating goals, offering a comprehensive analysis that broadens 
the application of evolutionary psychology to consumer behav-
ior studies.

4.2   |   Theoretical Contributions

While conspicuous consumption is traditionally viewed as sub-
optimal for women in attracting mates, this perspective may 
overlook the nuances of female strategies that involve enhanc-
ing attractiveness through conspicuous consumption of pre-
ferred items (Griskevicius et al. 2007; Hudders et al. 2014). The 
effectiveness of such strategies in attracting male attention re-
mains underexplored, indicating the need for further research 
in this area (Sundie et al. 2020). Additionally, there remains a 
significant gap in understanding how men interpret women's 
luxury brand signals, warranting further investigation (Sundie 
et al. 2020).

To address the identified gap in understanding female luxury 
consumption strategies, our study integrates mating strate-
gies from evolutionary psychology and status signaling theory 
to examine female luxury consumption as a status or power 
signal in mate attraction and retention. Our research focuses 
on female luxury consumption motivations within the frame-
work of conspicuous consumption, which has been under-
studied (Lai and Prendergast  2019; Sundie et  al.  2020). The 
signaling role of power in females' mate-attraction and mate-
guarding through luxury consumption potentially raises two 
key issues regarding male perceptions. First, males may per-
ceive women's luxury brand use either as an authentic indi-
cator of the women's power/status or as an inauthentic/fake 
signal attempting to portray power they don't actually possess 

FIGURE 11    |    Association of male power with male's attitude toward female conspicuous consumption.
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(Lai and Prendergast  2019). Second, males may form expec-
tations about the financial costs they would need to incur to 
create and maintain relationships with females who display 
luxury brands, based on interpreting this display as part of 
females' mate screening strategy (Chen et  al.  2022; Sundie 
et al. 2020). The main contribution of our research is to pro-
vide an integrated research model within the mating strategies 
from evolutionary psychology and signaling theory, exploring 
female power signals and male reactions to these signals. In 
particular, we consider both males' perceived authenticity of 
female power signals through luxury consumption and its im-
plications for potential relationship dynamics and costs. This 
nuanced understanding of male perceptions is crucial in ex-
amining the effectiveness and consequences of female luxury 
consumption as a mate attraction and retention strategy.

The present study's novel contribution is the introduction of 
power as a moderating factor in the relationship between mat-
ing goals and women's conspicuous consumption. From an evo-
lutionary psychology perspective, both power acquisition and 
mating are foundational motives for conspicuous consumption, 
each with an adaptive function (Griskevicius and Kenrick 2013). 
Previous studies have primarily examined the primary effects of 
power and mating independently, whereas our research suggests 
that these factors interactively influence conspicuous consump-
tion, offering new directions for future research in evolutionary 
psychology.

Additionally, our study advances our understanding of how 
males perceive women's conspicuous consumption in relation to 
different power levels, which is a relatively underexplored area. 
Previous research has shown that women engage in conspicuous 
consumption to enhance attractiveness under mate-attraction 
goals and demonstrate loyalty under mate-guarding goals 
(Hudders et al. 2014; Wang and Griskevicius 2014). Our findings 
contribute by examining how males, as receivers of these signals, 
interpret women's conspicuous consumption in relation to lux-
ury brand image and their power status. The current approach 
not only enriches the existing literature but also addresses gaps 
in how the alignment between luxury brand images and user im-
ages affects male perceptions.

Moreover, the present research introduces the impact of male 
power on the perceptions of and reactions to conspicuous female 
consumption. While previous research has largely focused on 
materialism and status acquisition (Kasser 2016; Richins 1994; 
Richins and Dawson  1992; Shrum et  al.  2013), our findings 
suggest that high-power males are particularly sensitive to the 
consistency of power and conspicuous consumption. Such sen-
sitivity may influence how conspicuous consumption is inte-
grated into social dynamics and interpersonal perceptions, thus 
providing a foundation for future studies exploring how power 
impacts male behaviors, similar to materialism.

Contrary to traditional views that associate females' conspicu-
ous consumption primarily with mate attraction (Griskevicius 
et al. 2007; Sundie et al. 2020), our study proposes that women 
may also use conspicuous consumption to set high financial 
expectations for potential partners, potentially deterring less 
suitable suitors. The proposed hypothesis introduces a new di-
mension of the strategic use of conspicuous consumption in 

mating strategies, suggesting future research avenues to explore 
how women use conspicuous consumption to navigate male mat-
ing value.

Finally, our research explores the role of authenticity percep-
tion in how men perceive women's conspicuous consumption. 
Although authenticity perception has been studied in other con-
texts, its application to conspicuous consumption is novel. We 
found that conspicuous consumption that aligned with a wom-
an's power level was perceived as more authentic, whereas in-
consistencies led to perceptions of inauthenticity. These insights 
are particularly relevant for understanding how authenticity 
perception influences male responses and can guide women in 
adjusting conspicuous consumption strategies to attract part-
ners. These findings align with Lai and Prendergast's  (2019) 
findings.

In conclusion, our study reconfirms the influence of power on 
female consumer behavior in the context of mate attraction 
and reveals new insights into how men's perceptions of wom-
en's financial standards and authenticity shape their reactions. 
Notably, we found that males generally reacted negatively to 
low-power women engaging in conspicuous consumption, 
contrary to the expectations of these women. This finding un-
derscores the complex interplay between power, mating goals, 
and conspicuous consumption in shaping consumer behavior 
and social interactions within the framework of evolutionary 
psychology.

4.3   |   Practical Implication

The findings offer significant insights into the development of 
image-building and marketing strategies for conspicuous brands. 
These insights can assist brands in crafting advertisements that 
effectively connect their products with the enhancement of fe-
male attractiveness and the demonstration of a partner's loyalty, 
which are appealing based on mating goals.

First, leveraging the enhancement of female attractiveness in 
advertising content could be especially compelling for attracting 
low-power female consumers. The attractiveness-enhancement 
strategy aligns with the finding that such consumers view 
conspicuous consumption as a means of enhancing personal 
attractiveness, thereby aiding mate attraction. However, for 
high-power female consumers, advertisements should focus on 
the product's role in safeguarding against romantic rivals, which 
is consistent with mate-guarding goals.

However, marketers must navigate these strategies carefully, 
given the evolving roles of women in society. As women increas-
ingly occupy prominent positions and enjoy greater economic 
independence, the traditional approach highlighting dependency 
on male approval or financial support may appear regressive 
and potentially offensive. Such considerations are especially 
pertinent in light of feminist critiques that argue that emphasiz-
ing physical attractiveness in mate selection can contribute to 
the objectification of women, potentially overshadowing other 
valuable attributes such as intelligence, competence, and per-
sonality (Buss 1996; Singh and Singh 2011; Vandermassen 2005; 
Wolf 1991).

 14706431, 2025, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ijcs.70067 by C

hung-A
ng U

niversity, Seoul, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [27/04/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



17 of 20

Therefore, while the evolutionary psychological perspective 
provides a valuable framework for understanding consumer be-
havior, the evolutionary psychological insights must be applied 
to marketing with sensitivity to societal shifts and consumer 
perceptions. Brands should consider these dynamics to avoid 
alienating modern consumers, who might view such market-
ing tactics as reinforcing outdated stereotypes. Instead, brands 
could focus on empowering messages that highlight personal 
achievement and self-expression through luxury consumption 
rather than male approval.

In conclusion, while mating-related motivations behind conspic-
uous female consumption provide a valuable angle for targeted 
marketing strategies, they must be balanced with a nuanced un-
derstanding of contemporary gender roles and a broader social 
context. Brands that succeed in the aforementioned balancing 
act are likely to foster a more positive reception and stronger 
consumer relationships.

4.4   |   Limitations and Future Research

The present study provides valuable insights into the relation-
ship between women's conspicuous consumption and their mat-
ing goals. However, several limitations must be acknowledged 
and addressed in future studies.

The experiments were conducted with Chinese participants, 
potentially limiting the applicability of the results to other 
cultural contexts. However, the current focus on the Chinese 
market is both timely and significant given the current trends 
in the global luxury industry. The luxury market landscape is 
undergoing substantial shifts, with Bain and Company (2023) 
projecting China to become the dominant player by 2030. This 
trend underscores the importance of understanding Chinese 
consumer behavior in the luxury sector, as it will likely shape 
global market dynamics in the coming years. While our find-
ings may not be directly generalizable to all cultural contexts, 
they provide crucial insights into a market that is becoming 
increasingly influential on a global scale. Recent research on 
conspicuous consumption in emerging markets, particularly 
in developing nations like China, has shown unique patterns 
and motivations (Barrera and Ponce 2020). Comparative stud-
ies have revealed that Chinese consumers place greater impor-
tance on social perceptions when making luxury purchases, 
contrasting with their American counterparts (Jinkins  2016). 
These cultural nuances highlight the need for targeted research 
in specific markets, especially one as significant as China. 
Nevertheless, future research should aim to extend these find-
ings through cross-cultural comparisons and longitudinal stud-
ies to capture the evolving nature of luxury consumption across 
different markets.

Second, Study 1 demonstrated that women associate conspic-
uous consumption with increased attractiveness and power, 
suggesting that conspicuous goods serve mating goals better 
than ordinary goods. These results stem from the compari-
son of women with differing mating goals and manipulating 
powers under experimental conditions. However, it remains 
uncertain whether conspicuous consumption preferences re-
main stable over time among women who consistently pursue 

specific mating goals. Additionally, this study involved a pre-
dominantly young population, limiting the generalizability of 
the findings to older women. Future studies should explore 
the persistence of consumption patterns across different age 
groups over time.

Furthermore, Study 1's methodological approach involved 
assigning participants to fixed scenarios based on power ma-
nipulation rather than grouping them based on their actual 
power levels measured via a questionnaire. The fixed sce-
nario approach may have affected the representativeness of 
the sample. Future studies should directly assess the partic-
ipants' power levels to ensure more representative and accu-
rate findings.

Study 2 analyzed the reactions of young males to conspicuous 
consumption by females of similar ages. The findings from the 
young adult demographic study cannot be extrapolated to older 
individuals or those in different life stages who may prioritize 
long-term relationships and familial bonds over short-term mat-
ing opportunities (Ko et al. 2020). As individuals age, their in-
vestment strategies and relationship priorities shift, potentially 
altering their perceptions of and reactions to conspicuous con-
sumption. Subsequent research should consider these demo-
graphic variables and examine how they influence responses to 
conspicuous consumption.

An unexpected finding of our study was the preference of low-
power males for high-power females, a result that has not been 
thoroughly explored within the current research framework. 
The observed preference of low-power males for high-power 
females may be driven by intrinsic motivations linked to future 
financial aspirations, in which low-power males anticipate 
that high-status partners could enhance their socioeconomic 
prospects (Fisher and Stinson  2020; McClintock  2014). 
Investigating the underlying motivations for these preferences 
could provide deeper insight into the social dynamics of mat-
ing strategies.

Finally, although our study focused on the mating context, 
conspicuous consumption by women may also have signifi-
cant implications in professional settings. As women increas-
ingly occupy managerial roles and engage in frontline sales 
and marketing, understanding the impact of conspicuous 
consumption in these areas could reveal when and why such 
behaviors are advantageous or detrimental. Future research 
should extend the investigation of the social consequences of 
conspicuous consumption to professional contexts to enrich 
our understanding of its broader implications for contempo-
rary consumer culture.

Moreover, the current study primarily focused on female con-
spicuous consumption and male reactions. A more balanced 
examination that includes male perspectives and behaviors in 
similar contexts is beyond our current research scope but pres-
ents an important avenue for future research.
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