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ABSTRACT

Lower social class consumers tend to face more economic constraints. Reminders of these
economic constraints are cognitively burdensome and can evoke a proximal focus, which can
increase preferences for immediately-enjoyable hedonic products. In this research, we posit that
lower class consumers lack not only economic but also cultural capital—i.e., internalized
knowledge, tastes, and behaviors reflecting cultural competence and status within a social
hierarchy. Reminders of constraints on cultural capital can instead increase utilitarian choices,
which are reflective of their lower class identity. Across six studies (N = 1,359), we find that
lower class consumers prefer utilitarian to hedonic products (studies 1a-1b) when lacking
cultural capital is salient (studies 2-3). Only when lower class consumers are primed with selfimprovement goals, and therefore wish to change rather than reinforce their class identity, do
they shift to hedonic choices (study 4). Study 5 presents additional confirmatory evidence using
an ecologically-valid field study. For marketers and policy makers we offer an important
practical insight—reminding lower class consumers of their cultural, rather than economic,
constraints can reduce hedonic consumption and increase utilitarian choices.
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Social class is fundamental to who consumers are and how they live their lives (Holt
1998; Veblen 1899) and can influence consumer behavior in numerous domains (Fiske and
Markus 2012). Defined as one’s rank in society relative to others within a resource-based
hierarchy (Kraus, Piff, and Keltner 2009), class is typically considered from the perspective of
economic capital—i.e., financial resources. Lower class consumers tend to be economically
constrained, and economic constraints are known to make consumers short-term focused (Shah,
Mullainathan, and Shafir 2012), increasing preferences for immediate gratification (Shah, Shafir,
and Mullainathan 2015), and resulting in poor decisions, including sub-optimal food choices and
high-interest debt including payday loans that sacrifice long-term utility (Charles, Hurst, and
Roussanov 2009; Griskevicius et al. 2013; Hamilton et al. 2019). In contrast, economically
secure consumers are more able to delay gratification, favoring pursuit of long-term goals over
immediate needs (Griskevicius et al. 2011a; 2011b; Mittal et al. 2015; Mittal and Griskevicius
2014). This stream of research focusing on economic constraints suggests that lower class
consumers may prefer hedonic over utilitarian products. Notably, social class also comprises a
second, often neglected aspect—socio-cultural elements, including cultural capital, which refers
to internalized knowledge, tastes, and behaviors reflective of one’s class position within the
social hierarchy. We posit that this socio-cultural aspect is likely to have an important influence
on consumer preferences, opposite to that predicted by economic capital.
Cultural capital is a socio-cultural aspect of social class that allows consumers to display
and thus retain their position within the social hierarchy (Arsel and Bean 2013; Henry 2005).
This cultural aspect of social class allows class identity to express itself in consumer preferences
beyond the role of economic capital. Cultural capital includes deep knowledge of what is deemed
tasteful and befitting one’s class. A cultural fit between products and class identities could be a
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powerful driver of consumer choices because making choices that fit class identities could
provide consumers a sense of stability and self-affirmation, and give consumers a sense of safety
and predictability. Lower social class cultural capital identity is likely to fit with utilitarian
choices; these functional options are more practical and justifiable. Higher social class cultural
capital identity is likely to fit with hedonic choices, because pleasurable options may be
congruent with more leisurely tastes associated with their higher social class identity. Through its
ties to class identity, cultural capital is likely to be more influential on consumer choices. Thus,
we posit that being lower in social class is likely to increase utilitarian over hedonic preferences.
Next, we provide a brief overview of recent research on social class. Then, we introduce
the socio-cultural and economic components of social class—cultural capital and economic
capital—and explain how the different social class identities represent a cultural fit with, and
thus a preference for utilitarian versus hedonic consumption choices.

SOCIAL CLASS

Social class is largely viewed in terms of economic capital—i.e., household income,
occupation, educational attainment, and dwelling area (Coleman 1983). Traditionally used by
marketers to segment consumers on basis of their spending potential (Rich and Jain 1968), recent
research shows scarce economic resources influence how people in different social classes think
and behave. Facing economic constraints, including poverty, can increase preferences for
hedonic outcomes, such as for improved life satisfaction and wellbeing (Martin and Hill 2012;
2015), self-esteem and materialism (Chaplin, Hill, and Roedder John 2014), or ethical decisions
(Dubois, Rucker, and Galinsky 2015; Piff et al. 2012). Salient economic constraints also increase
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a preference for immediate gratification (Shah et al., 2015), and a predisposition toward myopic
behaviors (Weinberger, Zavisca, and Silva 2017) often associated with pleasurable choices,
especially among consumers raised facing economic constraints throughout childhood (Chaplin
et al. 2014; Griskevicius et al. 2013; Hill et al. 2016; Mittal and Griskevicius 2014; 2016; Mittal
et al. 2015). For instance, economic constraints can result in consumers avoiding cognitive effort
(Mittal et al. 2015). They therefore make more impulsive decisions (Mittal and Griskevicius
2014), accept greater risks, take high interest loans (Shah et al. 2012), pursue immediate
gratification (Griskevicius et al. 2011b; Mittal and Griskevicius 2016), sacrifice education and
careers to have children at a younger age (Griskevicius et al. 2011a), and are more likely to
spend than save money (Griskevicius et al. 2013).
These findings emphasize negative outcomes related to low social class and, though they
have not directly addressed the question of hedonic versus utilitarian consumption, they suggest
a preference for more hedonic alternatives among the low class who typically have constrained
economic resources. However, social class also comprises the socio-cultural aspect of cultural
capital—i.e., consumer knowledge and prestige (Bourdieu 1987). Economic capital is only one
sub-component of the broader construct of social class. Given that the multidimensional
construct of social class is often a more accurate predictor of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors
than economic capital alone (Adler et al. 2000), we surmise that cultural capital will be an
influential dimension of class that shapes consumer preferences.

FORMS OF SOCIAL CLASS CAPITAL
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In his theory of social class, Pierre Bourdieu (1987) described class hierarchies in terms
of economic (i.e., financial) and socio-cultural (i.e., informational) resources. Economic capital
represents tangible resources—such as income, accumulated wealth, property, and occupational
opportunities—which afford people the ability to exchange for products or other valued
resources. Thus, economic capital dictates consumers’ purchasing power. Cultural capital is a
set of nonfinancial socio-cultural assets including knowledge, tastes, and behaviors that reflect a
person’s cultural competence or expertise and fit within their place in the social hierarchy
(Bourdieu1986). Cultural capital represents the capabilities, ideas, practices, and perspectives
that society collectively deems valuable, such as choices considered to be of good taste, smart, or
“cultured” (Stephens and Townsend 2013). Üstüner and Holt (2010, p. 52) describe cultural
capital as centered on having “sophisticated tastes, emphasizing aesthetics, abstraction,
improvisation, eclecticism, cosmopolitanism, and authenticity.” Acquiring these resources
provides acceptance within one’s community and status maintenance (Saatcioglu and Ozanne
2013).
While access to economic capital can facilitate having cultural capital, and vice versa,
these components of social class may be only weakly correlated (e.g., see Study 2). Consumers
can lack economic capital because of financial constraints but still have high cultural capital. For
instance, an adjunct English professor may embody sophisticated tastes and educational
attainment associated with high cultural capital but have lower income, barely over the US
median household income ($61,937; US Census 2019). Conversely, consumers could be high in
economic capital while lacking cultural capital, such as an electrician with little formal education
or taste for sophistication, but with a high income of $80,200 (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2018).
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Unlike economic capital, cultural capital cannot be immediately transferred from one
person to another, because cultural nuances are learned and embodied by individuals over time.
Cultural capital has been described as a knowledge that facilitates consumers’ ability to behave
in culturally acceptable ways (Dimaggio and Useem 1978), such as participation in cultural
events (DiMaggio and Mohr 1985) and displaying symbols consistent with class (Lizardo 2006).
It follows that accumulated cultural understanding is likely to have a more pervasive influence
on consumer preferences than wealth and income—economic capital. Wealth merely provides
greater access to products and is often fleeting. For example, both the Mercedes CLA sedan and
the Chevy Silverado truck are priced around $33,000, making them equally accessible (or
inaccessible) to people with similar economic resources. However, as they acquire more cultural
capital, consumers learn that driving a Mercedes is a more sophisticated option than the similarly
priced Chevy truck, which is typically associated with being of the lower working class. As such,
even holding economic capital constant across consumers, cultural capital serves to reinforce
social stratification and to navigate their daily reality (Bellezza and Berger 2020).
Economic capital and consumer choice. The influence of economic capital on
consumption decisions has received considerable attention. Han, Nunes, and Drèze (2010)
developed a taxonomy to explain how the wealthy “haves” use conspicuous consumption to
dissociate from the “have-nots.” At the other end of the spectrum, Tully, Hershfield, and Meyvis
(2015) demonstrated that economic constraints lead to a preference for material over experiential
consumption. Hill et al. (2016) found, regardless of their current situation, people who grew up
lacking economic resources consume more calories as adults, even when not hungry. Compared
to their higher-class counterparts, people experiencing poverty also perceive greater threats from
ambiguous social situations (Chen and Matthews 2003) and experience greater overall stress in
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life and as a result suffer from more stress-related illness (Miller, Chen, and Cole 2009).
Additionally, extreme levels of poverty affect consumers’ self-esteem and increase materialism,
even among children (Chaplin et al. 2014). Furthermore, under extreme poverty, any money can
improve subjective wellbeing (Martin and Hill 2015). While important, these findings are
centered on economic capital, and do not discuss the role played by cultural capital.
Cultural capital and consumer choice. Research examining how cultural capital
influences specific product choice is limited. Recent exceptions include findings that subtle cues
of cultural capital allow consumers to display their identity as experts in specific domains to
fellow in-group members (Bellezza and Berger 2020; Berger and Ward 2010). Thus, there is a
gap in the understanding of social class in consumer behavior, as cultural capital acquired
through family upbringing, formative peer groups, and formal education is likely an influential
explanatory element of a person’s social class. Preferences are likely to be a function of a
consumers’ cultural, not economic, capital, as discussed.

CULTURAL FIT AND IDENTITY-AFFIRMING CHOICES

Cultural capital is important for establishing people’s social and cultural identity, which
includes their class rank (Bellezza and Berger 2020; Berger and Ward 2010; Erickson 1996). At
an organizational level, cultural fit—i.e., holding similar values, expectations, and implicit
rules—is critical to organizational harmony and success (Weber, Shenkar, and Raveh 1996) and
has even been linked to positive downstream effects on customer satisfaction (Yarbrough,
Morgan, and Vorhies 2011). At a societal level, Ward and Chang’s (1997) cultural fit hypothesis
proposes that, to the extent people perceive a fit between their own cultural beliefs and values

9
and those of their sociocultural environment, they will experience greater subjective wellbeing.
Consumers are thus motivated to adhere to the norms of the social class culture they identify
with. A cultural fit reduces the uncertainty and anxiety associated with social encounters
(Gudykunst and Hammer 1988), improving the quality of these interactions to facilitate social
support. As people are generally motivated to maintain consistency to avoid uncertainty (Mischel
1984), rather than compensating for perceived personal flaws, they may make identity-affirming
product choices to reduce uncertainty—providing a sense of safety and predictability.
Furthermore, cultural capital signals are likely to be pervasive and habitual (Erickson 1996)
instead of being intentional signals of status. Thus, culturally fitting choices that reflect a
consumers’ class identities are likely to be based on their cultural, rather than economic, capital.
This reasoning implies that low class consumers may prefer practical behaviors over
pleasurable ones, as they represent a cultural fit with their class identity. Thus, low class
consumers will prefer utilitarian over hedonic options because utilitarian choices reflect their low
cultural capital. While wealth merely provides access to desired products, these socio-cultural
aspects of social class—i.e., cultural capital—play a greater role in consumer preferences.

HEDONIC AND UTILITARIAN CONSUMPTION

Hedonic products are those that are experiential, fun, pleasurable, and consumption of the
product itself is the desired end state. Examples of these include enjoyable foods, designer
clothes, sports cars, and luxury watches. Utilitarian products are primarily instrumental,
functional, and serve as a means to attain a desired end state (Dhar and Wertenbroch 2000).
Healthier foods, microwaves, minivans, and personal computers are examples of products
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generally viewed as utilitarian. Though most products can be imbued with both hedonic and
utilitarian qualities, ultimately the motive of consumption makes a product more hedonic or
utilitarian in nature. In hedonic consumption, the pleasure derived from consumption itself is the
motive, whereas in utilitarian choices achieving some other function or desired end goal is the
motive (Khan, Dhar, and Wertenbroch 2004). Utilitarian purchases therefore are typically more
easily justified than hedonic ones (Okada 2005). Consumers sometimes justify making hedonic
choices when purchasing for others, but when choosing for themselves they anticipate guilt for
making a less responsible choice (Lu, Liu, and Fang 2016).
Perceived economic constraints could increase motivation to compensate by signaling
status through conspicuous, frivolous, or hedonic displays (Han et al. 2010; Mazzocco et al.
2012; Nunes, Drèze, and Han 2011; Rucker and Galinsky 2008) to improve relative status (Shah
et al. 2012, 2015). However, we posit the effects of cultural capital constraints are likely to be
the opposite. Low cultural capital consumers learn to value utility in practical choices over time
(Üstüner and Holt 2010), which is consistent with a sensible low class identity. Thus, utilitarian
preferences may be more justifiable to lower class consumers. When making choices, lower class
consumers may thus prefer identity-consistent utilitarian products as these are class-appropriate
while hedonic products may be viewed as befitting for high cultural capital consumers who value
pleasure. We therefore predict that low class consumers will be more likely to make utilitarian
over hedonic choices, while high class is associated with hedonic choices, and perceived fit with
a lower cultural capital identity underlies this effect (see figure 1). Formally:
H1:

Low social class consumers will prefer utilitarian over hedonic options.

H2:

Salience of low cultural capital will underlie the relationship between low social
class and utilitarian preferences, beyond the influence of economic capital.
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While making choices that are a cultural fit provide consumers with affirmation of their
class identity, making salient a discrepancy between their perceived and desired identity leads to
compensatory behaviors (Kim and Gal 2014). These compensatory behaviors allow consumers to
bridge the gap between their perceived cultural capital and their ideal class identity by using
consumption to signal higher cultural capital. Thus, we propose that when lower class consumers
wish to signal higher cultural capital, they will increase hedonic choices, which reflect a cultural
fit with a higher class identity and possessing an abundance of cultural capital.
H3:

A goal to fit with their lower class identity will underlie utilitarian over hedonic
preferences of low social class consumers, as utilitarian choices represent cultural
fit with having low cultural capital. Cueing social mobility goals will reverse this
effect, such that lower class consumers with less cultural capital will prefer
hedonic to utilitarian consumption.

Figure 1: Conceptual Model
Social Mobility Goals
Cultural Capital

Social Class

Product choice
(utilitarian vs. hedonic)

Economic Capital

OVERVIEW OF STUDIES
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We conducted six studies to examine the impact of social class on product preference and
choice. Studies 1a and 1b test for our basic effect—the link between social class, our key
independent variable, and relative preference and choice of utilitarian over hedonic products, our
dependent variable—by measuring or manipulating social class, respectively. Studies 2 and 3
then establish the underlying role of the salience of constrained cultural capital in the effects of
social class on utilitarian preferences, through mediation and moderation, respectively. In Study
4, we test why salience of cultural capital constraints increase utilitarian preferences among
lower class consumers. Lower class consumers prefer utilitarian products because these choices
fit better with a low cultural capital identity; this preference reverses in favor of hedonic products
when lower class consumers are cued to pursue social mobility goals because hedonic choices
are consistent with a higher cultural capital identity. Finally, in Study 5, we test the ecological
validity of our effects through a field intervention employing real choices by shoppers at a store.

STUDY 1A: THE BASIC EFFECT

Study 1a tested whether lower social class corresponds with higher utilitarian over
hedonic choices, after controlling for any influences of economic capital. We measured social
class with the MacArthur scale (Adler et al. 2000): a 10-rung ladder measure designed to gauge a
person’s subjective sense of place in society relative to others. This scale encompasses both
economic and cultural capital, so we also measured economic capital specifically (i.e., household
income) to factor out this influence on choice.

Method
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Participants. Undergraduate students (N = 293; 63.10% female, Mage = 24.41, SD = 6.20)
at a large U.S. university participated for credit in a study investigating consumer choices.
Procedure. The first task measured perceived social class of students relative to others.
Participants completed the MacArthur scale comprised of a 10-rung ladder representing a
person’s sense of place in society (Adler et al. 2000). We instructed them that the ladder
represented social hierarchy in terms of their education, occupation, neighborhood and dwelling
area, and income, and they should indicate where they fall in this social hierarchy. In the next
task, we asked participants to imagine vividly that they were looking for an apartment and had
narrowed their search to two options. Both apartments were similarly priced and in similar
neighborhoods with similar amenities. Apartment A was close to work and transportation but did
not have pleasant views or layout and therefore offered few hedonic but many utilitarian
benefits. Apartment B had a beautiful layout with a pleasant view but was not close to work and
therefore less utilitarian but more hedonic. Participants indicated which apartment they would
choose, then provided household income—representing economic capital.

Results and Discussion
One-hundred thirty participants (44.47%) chose the utilitarian apartment, and 163
(55.63%) chose the hedonic one. An independent t-test revealed that the social class of those
who selected the utilitarian option (M = 5.68, SD = 2.12) was lower than the social class of those
who selected the hedonic option (M = 6.31, SD = 2.05; t(291) = -2.57, p = .011, d = .30).
Additional analysis showed that lower social class, expectedly, was correlated with
having less economic capital (r = .17, p = .003). Thus, to ensure that lower social class predicts
increased utilitarian choices beyond the effects of economic capital, we conducted a hierarchical
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logistic regression predicting apartment choice (1 = utilitarian, 0 = hedonic) from social class,
after controlling for economic capital (income).1 A predicted effect of social class emerged (β = .13, SE = .06, Wald χ2 = 4.76, p = .029); social class corresponded negatively with utilitarian
choice, indicating that this was preferred by lower class participants. Economic capital, as
depicted by income, did not significantly influence utilitarian (vs. hedonic) choice (β = -.10, SE
= .06, Wald χ2 = 2.65, p = .104).
Thus, we measured social class and found that lower class consumers are more likely to
make utilitarian over hedonic choices, supporting hypothesis 1. These choices are independent of
their economic capital, partially supporting hypothesis 2. Social class is typically considered in
terms of economic capital and existing research suggests an association between low social class
and hedonic choices instead. Consumers who lack economic capital tend to undervalue the future
because they have less to look forward to (Griskevicius et al. 2011a; 2011b; Mittal et al. 2015;
Mittal and Griskevicius 2014). Therefore, they might increase myopic choices, including hedonic
choices that are frivolous and less justifiable than utilitarian ones (Okada 2005). Lower class
consumers might also compensate for their lack of resources by mimicking purchases, including
those of hedonic products, made by consumers with higher economic capital (Charles, Hurst, and
Roussanov 2009). We did not find support for either of these perspectives in our data. Instead,
we found support that social class is a broader construct that incorporates, and more strongly
reflects, influences of cultural capital. As we theorized, we found that lower class consumers
make utilitarian over hedonic choices, consistent with their perceived cultural capital identity.

STUDY 1B: MANIPULATING PERCEIVED SOCIAL CLASS
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In study 1b, we further investigate the relationship between social class and preferences
for utilitarian over hedonic products. We manipulate perception of being lower in social class
(vs. a baseline). Manipulating social class allows us to establish the causality of this factor in
increasing utilitarian preferences. We used chocolate as the target product, randomly assigning
half the participants to read an article describing chocolate framed as having utilitarian benefits
and the other half to read about chocolate framed as having hedonic benefits. The study thus
utilized a 2 (social class: baseline vs. low) × 2 (product framing: utilitarian vs. hedonic) betweensubjects design. We predicted that participants experiencing lower (vs. baseline) social class
would display higher preferences for the utilitarian-framed (vs. hedonic) product.

Method
We recruited 124 adults (72.9% female, Mage = 42.22, SD = 13.14) to participate in a
study on consumer decision making. We randomly assigned participants to a condition in which
they experienced lower social class or to a baseline condition. Following procedures from
Dubois et al. (2015), participants assigned to the low social class condition compared themselves
to those highest in social class—with the most education, income, and highest occupational
status. Participants assigned to the baseline social class condition considered their social class
without making any social comparisons. As a manipulation check, they indicated their social
class on the 10-rung MacArthur scale used in Study 1a.
We thanked participants for completing this part of the study, then presented them with
an article about dark chocolate. Half the participants read an article describing chocolate as
having utilitarian benefits (e.g., healthy—associated with improved cardiovascular health). The
remaining read an article describing chocolate in hedonic terms (e.g., having mood-altering
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properties and feeling pleasure). They then completed manipulation check items indicating how
hedonic they perceived the chocolate to be (pleasurable, gratifying, delightful; 1 = not at all, 7
extremely; α = .92), and indicated preferences for the chocolate (I like chocolate, I would like to
eat chocolate often, I would like some chocolate right now; 1 = not at all, 7 = very much; α =
.75). Finally, as a measure of economic capital, participants reported household income.

Results
Manipulation checks. A manipulation check using the ladder item measuring social class
revealed our social class manipulation was successful (t(122) = 3.04, p = .003, d =.54).
Participants indicated lower class when assigned to the low social class condition (M = 4.47, SD
= 2.18) than the baseline condition (M = 5.61, SD = 2.02). Next, a 2 (social class) × 2 (product
frame) ANOVA on an index of how hedonic the chocolate was perceived revealed only a main
effect of framing (F(1, 120) = 6.80, p = .010, η2 = .05; all other ps > .129), indicating our
framing manipulation was successful. The chocolate was perceived as more hedonic when we
framed it as hedonic (M = 6.48, SD = .73) than as utilitarian (M = 6.05, SD = .99).
Hypothesis testing. A 2 (social class) × 2 (product frame) ANCOVA on chocolate
preferences, controlling for economic capital (income, p = .765), revealed a main effect of social
class (F(1, 119) = 5.21, p = .024, η2 = .04), and a significant interaction (F(1, 119) = 7.35, p =
.008, η2 = .06; main effect of frame: p = .359). As we predicted, planned contrasts showed that
lowering social class (vs. baseline) increased preferences for the utilitarian-framed chocolate
(Mlow = 6.24, SE = .22 vs. Mbaseline = 5.24, SE = .20; F(1, 119) = 12.15, p = .001); it did not
impact preferences for hedonic-framed chocolate (Mlow = 5.88, SE = .18 vs. Mbaseline = 5.96, SE =
.20; p = .817).
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As may be expected for a more hedonic product category like chocolate, among those in
the baseline condition, the hedonic chocolate was generally preferred to the more utilitarian
chocolate (F(1, 119) = 6.98, p = .009), but this preference reversed non-significantly among
people in the low class condition (p = .322). Thus, feeling lower in social class increases
preferences for utilitarian products that are consistent with an identity lacking in cultural capital.

Figure 2: Preferences as Function of Social Class and Chocolate Framing (Study 1b)

Chocolate Preference

7.00

Low Class

Baseline

6.00

5.00

4.00
Utilitarian chocolate

Hedonic chocolate

Note: Error bar denotes ±1 SE.

Discussion
In Study 1b, we manipulated, rather than measured, social class and replicated the results
of Study 1a. By doing so, we provide further support for hypotheses 1, that low social class
predicts utilitarian preference. We also provide partial support for hypothesis 2 by showing that
this effect of social class on preference is beyond the influence of economic capital.
Our findings in studies 1a and 1b differ from past research that found that consumers
compensate by consuming products that signal status when they lack power, as they might if they
are of a low class (Dubois et al. 2015). Instead, we show that consumers low in social class
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prefer utilitarian options. These choices are more consistent with their low cultural capital
identity, as opposed to hedonic choices that are more frivolous. Such choices could be more
justifiable because they are consistent with how they see themselves. Our objective in Study 2
was to replicate these findings while demonstrating the role of cultural capital as an underling
mechanism. We also employ a different target product for generalizability.

STUDY 2: PROCESS DEMONSTRATION: THE ROLE OF CULTURAL CAPITAL

In Study 2, we presented participants with a car ad framing the vehicle as having either
utilitarian or hedonic benefits, manipulated between subjects. We also measured social class and
perceived cultural capital. As predicted in hypothesis 2, we expected social class would have an
indirect effect on preferences for the car, as a function of respondents’ cultural capital and the
framing of the car. Lower class participants identifying with a low cultural capital identity were
expected to prefer cars described as utilitarian (vs. hedonic).

Method
We recruited 171 workers from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk; 44.4% female; Mage
= 36.23, SD = 11.28) for a study on consumer decision making. Half of the participants were
randomly assigned to review a car ad highlighting utilitarian benefits (e.g., reliable, dependable,
and well-built), while the other half reviewed an ad highlighting the car’s hedonic benefits (e.g.,
exhilarating, pleasurable, and a fun drive). A pretest confirmed that the framing of the car indeed
manipulated how participants viewed the car as primarily utilitarian (useful, practical,
functional—reverse coded) or hedonic (enjoyable, pleasant, fun; 1 = Strongly disagree, 7 =
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Strongly agree; N = 101; Mhedonic = .55, SD = 1.98; Mutilitarian = -.70, SD = 1.87; t(99) = 3.26, p =
.002, d = .65). After reading the car ad, participants indicated their preferences for the car (e.g., I
would like to buy it this car, 1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree; How interested would
you be in driving this car? 1 = not at all, 7 = very much; α = .95).
Next, participants indicated their social class on the 10-rung ladder used in studies 1a and
1b, and responded to a measure of subjective cultural capital. Cultural capital is a knowledgebased resource that reflects a person’s understanding of “high culture” (Dimaggio and Useem
1978), aesthetic taste (Bourdieu 1986, 1987), and participation in behaviors consistent with class
identity (Lizardo 2006). We operationalized the construct by adopting a measure of subjective
knowledge (Moorman et al. 2003) with regard to cultural understandings that allow people to
display expertise and fit within their place in society (Bellezza and Berger 2020). Items included:
I am knowledgeable about culture in general, I have gathered a great deal of cultural knowledge,
I have a wealth of cultural experience, and I have more cultural experience than others (1 = not at
all, 7 = extremely; α = .93).
Finally, participants responded to a subjective measure of economic capital comparable
to our measure of cultural capital (e.g., I don’t think I’ll have to worry about money too much in
the future; Mittal and Griskevicius 2016). This measure was collected to include as a competing
mediator to rule out economic capital as an alternative explanation for the effects found in
studies 1a and 1b, and thus show that cultural capital underlies the relationship between social
class and consumer preferences beyond the influence of economic capital.

Results and Discussion
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As we expected, cultural capital was moderately correlated to economic capital (r = .29, p
< .001) and social class (r = .36, p < .001). Additionally, economic capital and social class were
moderately correlated (r = .46, p = .001). Thus, the three items are related to one another, but are
still distinct constructs.
To test hypothesis 2—that cultural capital underlies the relationship between social class
and consumer preferences beyond the influence of economic capital—we conducted a mediated
moderation analysis (model 14, Hayes 2013). The model tested the indirect effect of social class
on car preference through cultural capital, when the ad described the car as having utilitarian (vs.
hedonic) benefits. Additionally, this model simultaneously tested economic capital as a
competing mediator to cultural capital, rather than using it as a control variable as we did in
Studies 1a and 1b.
As we expected, social class was positively related to both cultural capital (b = .23, SE =
.05, t(169) = 4.98, p <.001) and economic capital (b = .34, SE = .05, t(169) = 6.68, p < .001) in
the first path of the mediation model. In the second path, after controlling for social class (p =
.817) and the framing of the ad as either utilitarian or hedonic (b = -1.32, SE = .66, t(164) = 1.99, p = .049), neither cultural capital (p = .973) nor economic capital (p = .274) had a
significant direct effect on preferences for the car. However, as predicted, the interaction of
cultural capital and the ad framing was significant (b = .29, SE = .12, t(164) = 2.37, p = .019),
while the interaction of economic capital with ad frame was not significant (p = .601).
Importantly, the significant index of moderated mediation (.07, SE = .04, 95% CI [.001, .151])
indicates that social class had an indirect effect on car preferences through cultural capital,
depending on the framing of the ad as utilitarian or hedonic. The same cannot be said for
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economic capital as an underlying mechanism, as the confidence interval for the index of
moderated mediation crossed zero (95% CI [-.094, .055]), indicating non-significance.

Figure 3: Indirect Effect of Social Class on Preferences as Function of Car Framing,
Through Cultural (vs. Economic) Capital (Study 2)
Index of Moderated Mediation
(.07, SE = .04, 95% CI [.001, .151])

Cultural Capital

.23**

Product Frame
(Hedonic vs. Utilitarian)

.29*
-.01

Social Class

Car Evaluation

.34**

Economic Capital

-.06

Index of Moderated Mediation
(-.02, SE = .04, 95% CI [-.094, .055])

Note: Values reported denote unstandardized beta coefficients; *p < .05, **p ≤ .001

Using a floodlight analysis, we found that participants with lower cultural capital (values
≤ 4.06) liked the car more when it highlighted utilitarian rather than hedonic benefits. The effect
of social class through economic capital on preferences based on framing was not significant. In
support of hypothesis 2, these results imply that cultural capital, but not economic capital,
underlies the effect of low social class on preferences for utilitarian consumption.

Figure 4: Preferences as Function of Economic Capital and Car Framing (left) and
Cultural Capital and Car Framing (right; Study 2)
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Note: The grey line and shaded area indicate the JN point at values ≤ 4.06 on the x-axis (right). The utilitarian and
hedonic groups are significantly different at all values of cultural capital below this point.

STUDY 3: THE ROLE OF CULTURAL CAPITAL: PROCESS BY MODERATION

In Study 3, we replicate the findings of Study 2 and test process through moderation to
provide causal support for our position that cultural capital underlies the effect of social class on
utilitarian preferences. To do so we measure social class and manipulate cultural capital. Our
premise is that low class consumers prefer utilitarian products because functional products are
more justifiable and fit better with having a low cultural capital identity. Thus, making high class
consumers feel situationally low in cultural capital should increase their utilitarian choices. In a
social class (measured) × 2 (cue: control vs. low cultural capital) design, participants indicated
preferences for utilitarian over hedonic products. We expect, in the control condition, higher
relative utilitarian preferences among lower class participants, replicating Studies 1a, 1b, and 2.
Cueing participants with a lack of cultural capital will increase utilitarian preferences among
high class participants, rendering their preferences for utilitarian products similar to low class
participants, whose chronic lack of cultural capital drives utilitarian choices.
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Method
We recruited 241 MTurk workers (61.40% female, Mage = 36.35, SD = 12.04) for a small
compensation. Participants first indicated their social class on the MacArthur scale. Next, we
randomly assigned participants to a control condition or one in which we cued them with a lack
of cultural capital. The cover story was that participants would take part in a portrait
identification task to demonstrate their cultural and institutional knowledge. Their task was to
identify the title and painter of the portrait. Participants randomly assigned in the control
condition were shown an image of the Mona Lisa—an extremely well known painting. Being
able to identify this painting and the artist does not provide diagnostic information that a person
has cultural capital because the answer is obvious to most people. Participants cued to low
cultural capital were shown a portrait of a similar, but unknown renaissance-style portrait. We
indicated that people knowledgeable about culture should be able to identify this portrait. In
reality, almost no one should be able to identify the portrait but, based on the cover story, the
inability to identify this portrait should result in a person perceiving that they lack cultural
capital. As manipulation check, participants indicated their cultural capital on the measure from
Study 2.
Next, a product evaluation task adapted from Lu et al. (2016) contained our key
dependent variable. To increase generalizability of Studies 1-2 results, participants made five
product choices. Each choice comprised a pair of products—one described as utilitarian and the
other as hedonic (a durable vs. stylish laptop, warm vs. fashionable coat, comfortable vs. trendy
sofa, supportive vs. stylish workout gear, and a fuel-efficient vs. fast car). Product categories
used in this study represented a mix of items at different price points entailing varying levels of
purchase involvement. Importantly, within each product category, we indicated that the hedonic
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and utilitarian options were of equal price. In each pair, we coded a choice of the hedonic option
as 0 and the utilitarian option as 1. We averaged across all five choices to create a utilitarian
choice index (zero indicates exclusively hedonic choices; one indicates exclusively utilitarian
choices). Finally, participants provided household income as a measure of economic capital.

Results
Manipulation check. Participants indicated having lower cultural capital when cued to
having low cultural capital (M = 3.78, SD = 1.57) than not (M = 4.46, SD = 1.41; t(239) = -3.53,
p < .001, d = .46). Thus, our cultural capital manipulation was successful.
Hypothesis testing. Regression analyses predicting utilitarian choice from social class,
situational cue (control = 0, low cultural capital = 1), and their interaction, while controlling for
economic capital (model 1, Hayes 2013) revealed that lower class is associated with more
utilitarian choices (b = -.04, SE = .01, t(236) = -4.79, p < .001). The main effect of economic
capital (b = .01, SE = .01, t(236) = 1.55, p = .124) was directional and consistent with past
research, suggesting that lower economic capital is associated with more hedonic choices,
however this effect failed to reach conventional levels of significance. The main effect of the
cultural capital cue was also directional (b = -.09, SE = .07, t(236) = -1.31, p = .192) as expected,
since low class utilitarian choices are chronically high and priming a lack of cultural capital
should only increase utilitarian choices among high class participants. Importantly, as predicted,
we observed a significant interaction between social class and the cultural capital cue (b = .03,
SE = .01, t(236) = 2.29, p = .023). Floodlight analysis confirmed that cueing low cultural capital
increased utilitarian choices among the high class (≥ 4.81), but not among low class participants
chronically low in cultural capital.
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Figure 5: Utilitarian Choices as a Function of Social Class and Cue of Low Cultural
Capital (Study 3)

Note: The grey line and shaded area indicate the JN point at values ≥ 4.81 on the x-axis. The control and low
cultural capital cued groups are significantly different at all values of social class above this point.

Discussion
In Study 3, replicating Studies 1-2, we found that low class consumers preferred
utilitarian options to hedonic ones. While in prior studies we used a choice for a single product,
in study 3 we used five different product categories each with a utilitarian versus hedonic option.
Thus, we generalized results from Studies 1-2 to additional product categories, including
outerwear, apparel, electronics, furniture, and cars. More importantly, we provided evidence of
process by moderation that supports our theorizing—cuing participants to a lack of cultural
capital increased utilitarian choices among high class people, making their choices similar to
those of lower class consumers. This finding provides process evidence that a perceived lack of
cultural capital increases preferences for utilitarian products (hypothesis 2) and this shift is
especially notable among people who do not chronically feel they lack cultural capital. Also
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consistent with our theorizing, people who report being lower class prefer utilitarian products
(hypothesis 1) with or without reminders of their low cultural capital. This demonstrates that
being low in social class is inherently related to a lack of cultural capital, as shown in Study 2.
Again, these effects exist beyond the influence of economic capital (hypothesis 2).2

STUDY 4: CULTURAL CAPITAL AND IDENTITY FIT

Study 4 was designed to test our third hypothesis, which posits that cultural capital
underlies low class preferences for utilitarian products because these choices are consistent with
a low cultural capital identity. We seek to demonstrate that there is a fit between utilitarian
consumption and low cultural capital identity. Thus, when social mobility goals are cued, we
expect the effect will be reversed. Rather than make utilitarian choices that represent a cultural
fit, we expect they will prefer hedonic consumption. To test hypothesis 3, Study 4 used a 2
(social class: low vs. high) × 2 (identity: fit vs. growth) between subjects design.

Method
We recruited 436 adults on the CloudResearch participant-sourcing platform to complete
a short study (67.2% female; Mage = 45.39, SD = 17.98). First, they completed a social class
manipulation similar to the one used in study 1b. Participants assigned to the low social class
condition compared and contrasted themselves to those highest in social class. Those assigned to
the high social class condition compared themselves to those lowest in social class. As a
manipulation check, they responded to measures of social class and economic capital from prior
studies. Next, they were told that they would view one of two short YouTube food videos. One
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was a video about useful cooking hacks (a utilitarian option), and the other about enjoyable
meals (a hedonic option). In the fit condition, participants were asked which video someone like
them would prefer to watch (1 = enjoyable meals, 7 = useful cooking hacks). In the growth
condition, they were asked which video someone like them—who is seeking to move up the
social ladder—would prefer to watch. Then, they chose a video to actually watch (0 = enjoyable
meals, 1 = useful cooking hacks). After watching the video of their choice, they rated it in terms
of “Useful, practical, or functional” and “Enjoyable, pleasant, or fun” (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 =
Strongly agree). “Enjoyable, pleasant, or fun” was reverse scored and combined with “Useful,
practical, or functional” for a utilitarian (vs. hedonic) index. Finally, they provided household
income—representing economic capital.

Results
Manipulation checks. Participants assigned to the low class condition indicated having
lower class on the 10-rung ladder (M = 4.75, SD = 2.22) than those in the high class group (M =
5.22, SD = 2.22; t(434) = 2.77, p = .028, d = .21), confirming our successful manipulation of
social class. Confirming the positioning of the videos, the 47.71 percent (208/436) of participants
who viewed the utilitarian video rated their choice more utilitarian and less hedonic (M = -.04,
SD = .38) compared to the 52.29 percent (228/436) of participants who viewed the hedonic video
(M = -.37, SD = .74; t(434) = 5.87, p < .001, d = .56).
Video preference. A 2 (social class: low vs. high) × 2 (identity: fit vs. growth) ANCOVA
was run with preference for the utilitarian video as the dependent variable and household income
included as a control variable. The main effects of economic capital and the identity
manipulation were non-significant (both ps > . 442), but the main effect of the social class

28
manipulation approached significance at the conventional .05-level (F(1, 431) = 3.02, p = .083,
η2 = .01). Importantly, the interaction of the social class and identity manipulations was
significant (F(1, 431) = 7.43, p = .007, η2 = .02). Planned contrasts showed that among the low
class group, cueing identity fit increased preference for the utilitarian choice (M = 4.67, SE =
.20) compared to cueing identity growth (M = 3.95, SE = .22; F(1, 431) = 6.57, p = .011). Within
the high class group, this difference was not significant (Mfit = 3.75, SE = .22 vs. Mmobility = 4.15,
SE = .19; p = .217). Furthermore, when making identity fit choices, participants in the low social
class group (M = 4.67, SE = .20) preferred the utilitarian video more than those in the high class
group (M = .75, SE = .22; F(1, 431) = 10.18, p = .002). Conversely, when participants aimed for
identity growth, there was no difference in video preference between those in the low class group
(M = 3.95, SE = .22) compared to the high class group (M = 4.15, SE = .19; p = .532). Results on
the choice measure revealed similar effects (see Web Appendix).

Figure 6: Utilitarian (vs. Hedonic) Video Preference as a Function of Social Class and
Identity Goals (Study 4)
Low Social Class

High Social Class

Utilitarian Video Preference

6.00
5.00
4.00
3.00
2.00
Identity Fit

Identity Growth

Note: Error bar denotes ±1 SE.

Discussion
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Results from Study 4 replicate our findings in support of hypothesis 1—that low class
consumers prefer utilitarian to hedonic consumption choices. Additionally, by manipulating the
consumption motive underlying participants’ choices, we demonstrate that low social class
preferences for utilitarian consumption emerge because these choices represent a fit between the
low cultural capital identity and utilitarian consumption. The effect was reversed when
participants were cued with identity improvement goals, such that lower class consumers with
less cultural capital preferred hedonic consumption. This reversal of the effect under conditions
of identity improvement goals suggest that low class consumers use hedonic consumption as a
means to achieve upward social mobility by mimicking the behaviors of high class consumers.
Study 4 has an additional benefit of employing real consumption (online video views) as
the dependent measure. Watching online videos represents real-world choice. Our findings in
this study thus contribute to the ecological validity of our stance that lower class consumers
prefer utilitarian over hedonic consumption. Study 5 was designed to further validate this
position with a field study using real consumers in an actual shopping setting.

STUDY 5: FIELD EXPERIMENT

Having demonstrated that lower class consumers prefer utilitarian over hedonic product
choices (Studies 1a and 1b) due to a perceived lack of cultural (vs. economic) capital (Studies 2
and 3), because these choices fit with their identity (Study 4); the present study was designed to
provide an ecologically valid demonstration of our theorizing. A field experiment tests our
theorizing in a context where we have little control over environmental factors, with actual
consumer choices, in a realistic setting highly relevant to marketing practitioners and policy
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makers alike. We utilized a single factor, between-subjects design with three levels (lacking
cultural capital vs. lacking economic capital vs. control), in which shoppers were asked to make
real choices between a hedonic and utilitarian product. We predict that those primed with a lack
of cultural capital will have an increased preference for utilitarian over hedonic products, in line
with the findings from Studies 1-4.

Method
Sample and Procedure. We approached 100 adult shoppers at a grocery store. Data of
five participants were removed from our analysis because they participated as a group and were
disruptive of one another. One additional data point was removed because of an apparent
learning disability that impaired ability to easily process the information presented. Thus, we had
a final sample of 94 participants (41.5% female).
Data were collected in front of a grocery store in a low-income (i.e., low economic
capital) neighborhood in Nashville, TN. Shoppers were approached as they walked towards the
entrance of the grocery store and given the choice of either a functional black-ink pen or a fun
purple-ink pen. The experimenter greeted the participant and said “Today we were giving every
shopper a free gift.” In the control condition, the experimenter continued, “You can choose either
this useful black pen or this fun purple pen.” In the condition where participants were cued with
a lack of cultural capital, the experimenter said, “The reason for the free gift is we understand
that these days being classy can be difficult,” before offering the two options. In the condition
where participants were cued with a lack of economic capital, the experimenter instead noted
that “The reason for the free gift is that we understand that money can be tight these days,”
before offering the two options.
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Results and Discussion
Overall, 27.66% (26/94) of the consumers chose the utilitarian pen, 36.17% (34/94) chose
the hedonic pen, and 36.17% (34/94) declined a pen. First, with respect to utilitarian choices and
crucial to our theorizing, we found that priming a lack of cultural capital increased the proportion
of consumers making a utilitarian choice (14/31) compared to the no-cue control condition (5/29;
z = 2.32, p = .023). Equally crucial to our theorizing, priming a lack of cultural capital also
increased proportion of consumers making a utilitarian choice compared to priming a lack of
economic capital (7/34; z = 2.12, p = .034). The proportion of consumers making a utilitarian
choice did not differ when comparing the control condition and the condition cueing a lack of
economic capital (z = 0.34, p = .736). These results thus show that the control and economic
constraint conditions are similar in their preferences for the utilitarian pen and cueing cultural
capital constraints increases choice of the utilitarian pen. Furthermore, with respect to hedonic
choices, we also found that proportion of consumers making a hedonic choice did not differ
when comparing the control condition (15/29) and the condition cueing a lack of economic
capital (12/34; z = 1.31, p = .189). Priming a lack of cultural capital reduced proportion of
consumers making a hedonic choice (7/31) compared to the control condition (15/29; z = 2.34, p
= .019) and the lack of economic capital condition, though this latter difference was not
significant (12/34; z = 1.13, p = .260).
Finally, consumers in the control group were more likely to make a hedonic (15/29)
compared to utilitarian choice (5/29; z = 2.76, p = .006), as were participants primed with
economic constraints (z = 1.35, p = .177), though this latter effect did not reach significance.
Thus, in general, the hedonic pen was preferred by our shoppers. Notably, this preference
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reversed among shoppers cued with a lack of cultural capital who were more likely to make a
utilitarian (14/31) compared to hedonic choice (7/31; z = 1.88, p = .061). These results are
consistent with the findings from studies 1-4, showing that when consumers’ low cultural capital
is made salient, they make more utilitarian choices consistent with that low class identity. Thus,
in an ecologically valid field environment, economically constrained shoppers generally
preferred the immediate gratification of hedonic products, which is consistent with past research
(Cannon, Goldsmith, and Roux 2018; Griskevicius et al. 2011b; Mittal and Griskevicius 2016;
Shah et al. 2012). However, cueing a lack of cultural capital increased utilitarian over hedonic
choices. Notably, reminding shoppers they are economically constrained reduced their
willingness to choose a gift at all, suggesting such reminders reduce willingness of consumers to
accept help from others.

Figure 7: Product Choice as Function of Prime (Study 5)
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GENERAL DISCUSSION

Social class is an important determinant of the choices consumers make. Low class
consumers have fewer economic resources, and economic constraints are known to increase a
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proximal focus and attention to immediate over future concerns. As a result, consumers facing
economic constraints become more likely to seek immediate rewards (Cannon, Goldsmith, and
Roux 2018; Griskevicius et al. 2011b; Mittal and Griskevicius 2016; Shah et al. 2012). Facing
economic constraints can also feel cognitively burdensome (Shah et al. 2015), and the resulting
cognitive depletion can additionally reduce the tendency to engage in responsible choices that
benefit a person long-term (Griskevicius et al. 2011a/b, 2013; Mittal and Griskevicius 2014;
Weinberger et al. 2017). These views suggest that people facing economic constraints, and are
thus low social class consumers, may be more likely to make hedonic over utilitarian choices, as
the former are immediately rewarding. Making hedonic choices could also help people facing
economic constraints to signal status to others and facilitate social mobility (Dubois, Rucker, and
Galinsky 2012; Mazzocco et al. 2012; Rucker and Galinsky 2008). Thus, because of the link
between economic constraints and social class, and between economic constraints and hedonic
choice, it would be reasonable to associate lower class consumers with more hedonic choices.
However, social class encompasses not only the economic status of a consumer but also
socio-cultural aspects. The socio-cultural aspect of class refers to where consumers fit in the
social hierarchy based on intangibles, such as their social connections and cultural capital—
internalized knowledge, tastes, behaviors, and competence signaling their place within the social
hierarchy (Bourdieu1987; Stephens and Townsend 2013; Saatcioglu and Ozanne 2013; Üstüner
and Holt 2010). We theorized that this duality could result in effects on consumer choice that
differ from those that might be predicted from the purely economic perspective of social class.
When consumers infer that they lack cultural capital, they are more likely to engage in selfconfirming behaviors befitting of their low class identity as such choices are more justifiable
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(Berger and Ward, 2010). Thus, low class consumers are more likely to make utilitarian rather
than hedonic choices because they are consistent with their constrained cultural capital.
We tested our theorizing across six studies. In study 1a, we measured social class and
economic capital. We showed that, controlling for economic capital, lower class consumers
prefer utilitarian to hedonic products. Study 1b replicated this effect and established causality
with a manipulation of social class. In Study 2, we established the underlying role of perceived
cultural capital in the relationship between low social class and preferences for utilitarian
products via mediation. We showed low social class results in increased utilitarian preferences to
the extent consumers perceive they are constrained in cultural capital, but not economic capital.
In Study 3, we provided further evidence for the underlying role of perceived cultural capital in
the relationship between low social class and preferences for utilitarian products via moderation.
We found higher class participants made to feel low in cultural capital match the behaviors of
low class consumers that feel chronically low in cultural capital. In Study 4, we additionally
demonstrated that cultural capital underlies the relationship between low social class and
utilitarian consumption because utilitarian choices are more practical and thus fit with
consumers’ lower class identity. When participants were asked to make choices that would
constitute identity improvement goals, those who were low in class and thus low in cultural
capital instead made more hedonic choices consistent with a high class identity. We observed
this effect using real choices. Finally, Study 5 used a simple field experiment to demonstrate
ecological validity of our theory by cueing shoppers with a lack of cultural capital (vs. economic
capital vs. control) in a realistic consumption setting—a grocery store. Importantly, this study
also showed the practical use of cultural capital primes in shifting consumers’ choices.
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Overall, across these six studies, we employed 1,359 participants and measured and
manipulated both social class and cultural capital. We also employed nine different dependent
variables representing a variety of consumption contexts and price points (apartment choice,
chocolate, coat, laptop, sofa, workout gear, car, online videos, and pens) and across studies we
held products constant while framing them as either hedonic or utilitarian. We demonstrated
process by mediating the effects of social class through cultural capital. We also demonstrated
process by moderating the effects of social class with a manipulation of cultural capital. Also, by
manipulating consumption goals, we demonstrated that utilitarian choices as self-affirming for a
low cultural capital identity. Finally, we showed that these effects are robust and ecologically
valid through multiple replications, including a real choice study and a field experiment.

Theoretical Implications
The findings reported in this research are of theoretical importance for several reasons.
Most importantly, we disentangle two aspects of social class—the economic from the sociocultural—and show effects that diverge from assumptions based on previously reported effects of
economic deprivation on consumer choice. Past research focused on the economic constraints
associated with low social class would suggest that lacking economic capital might make
consumer choices more hedonic. For example, some studies showed that financial constraints
increase myopia because financially constrained people have less to look forward to in the future
and more to worry about in the present (Griskevicius et al. 2011a/b, 2013; Mittal and
Griskevicius 2014). Since hedonic choices align more with immediate enjoyment, people
experiencing financial constraints may be more likely to engage in hedonic choices (Shah et al.
2015; Weinberger et al. 2017). A second stream of research showed that financially constrained
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consumers have many worries that cause cognitive burdens (Hamilton et al. 2019). The inability
to think clearly about their future interests can result in more hedonic choices (Shah et al. 2012).
A third stream of research proposed that financial constraints highlight scarcity of resources and
prompt consumers to focus on garnering financial resources and gains (Cannon, Goldsmith, and
Roux 2018; Roux, Goldsmith, and Bonezzi 2015). Since hedonic products are associated with
gains and reward, consumers seeking gains may seek hedonic products. A fourth set of studies
investigated how feeling powerless (i.e., perceived lack of control over resources, similar to what
low class consumers feel) impacts choice and found such consumers seek status-signaling
products (Dubois et al. 2012; Mazzocco et al. 2012; Rucker and Galinsky 2008), which can
include hedonic purchases. All of these factors associated with economic constraints and low
power are associated with having low social class, and therefore one prediction could be that
lower class consumers are likely to make more hedonic choices.
In contrast to these findings, we proposed and found that low class consumers experience
a lack of cultural capital. Because low cultural capital is associated with more pragmatic tastes
and behaviors, utilitarian preference and choices are self-affirming for these consumers. We thus
broadened the understanding of the effects of social class on consumption choices in novel
directions and showed that low class does not increase hedonic choice, as might be suggested by
past research. The effects of class on choice are reflective of consumers’ perceived cultural
capital. Making lower class consumers aware of their economic constraints could potentially
increase their hedonic choices, though we find limited support of this. However, beyond their
economic constraints, lower class consumers face a chronic salience of cultural capital
constraints and utilitarian choices are more justifiable choices that fit with their lower class
identity. We also aligned our findings with existing research by showing that when low class
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consumers seek social mobility, they engage in more hedonic choices as a means to attain
upward social mobility—presumably because they view these choices consistent with a high
cultural capital. Ultimately, the effects of social class on choice will depend on whether
economic or socio-cultural aspects of class are more salient, and on the identity goals of the
consumer.

Marketing, Societal, and Policy Implications
Our studies are important for strategic marketing decisions. First, they highlight how to
target different types of consumers for different products. Of course, inherently hedonic products
may be more suited for high class consumers who have the financial means to make purchases
merely for the sake of pleasure, and firms targeting these consumers would benefit more from
more hedonic positioning—fun, pleasurable, exciting. Firms targeting low class consumers
would benefit more from describing products in utilitarian terms—practical, useful, efficient, and
responsible. Firms could frame the same product as more hedonic or more utilitarian based on
social class of targeted consumers. When targeting low class consumers with hedonic products,
firms could also highlight status-signaling (a form of identity improvement) through displays of
cultural capital over economic capital needs (e.g., price discounts). Thus, firms can adjust their
messaging for greater impact on target consumers by making salient the need for cultural capital
or economic capital, and the utilitarian or hedonic product benefits.
That firms may be able to persuade vulnerable lower class consumers to buy their
products through simple framing also raises concerns from a policy and societal perspective. Our
results provide policy makers with insight into how to monitor against predatory practices. For
instance, predatory lenders could position themselves as a means for low class consumers to
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meet their utilitarian goals. Policy makers charged with protecting consumers should be wary of
actions that unjustly and unnecessarily appeal to low class consumers. Additionally, making
consumers aware of their susceptibility to such messaging might also enhance their ability to
reject persuasive appeals related to product offerings that are not in their best interests. Likewise,
making high class consumers aware of their susceptibility to messaging framed in hedonic terms
may reduce unnecessary hedonic purchases, helping to reduce overconsumption and waste.

Future Research
On their own, economic constraints are insufficient to explain consumer choice, while
considering the effects of cultural capital can offer rich insights into consumer choice. However,
social capital—a person’s connections and group memberships—is yet another form of capital
that results from social class (Bourdieu 1986), and its role within the context of class and
decision-making is not yet fully understood. One possible extension of this research is an
exploration of the explanatory power of social capital on choice. For example, research might
seek to understand how dyadic interactions between consumers from the same versus other
levels of social class lead to divergent choice outcomes.
While this and other important investigations await future research, the present research
provides a deeper understanding of the influence of an understudied aspect of social class—
cultural capital—on consumer choice. Income and accumulated wealth (i.e., economic capital)
indeed play an important role in dictating what consumers can afford to buy, however, a
consumer’s cultural capital has a strong influence on the development of their product
preferences. Holding prices constant, lower class consumers still prefer utilitarian products
because these fit with their cultural identity. The effects of cultural capital on choice appear to be
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stronger than the effects of economic capital, though this premise deserves further investigation
and specification of additional boundary conditions. Importantly, that the influence of cultural
capital can be invariant over economic capital does suggest that even if a consumer’s financial
situation were to change in the short term, their preference in the long term will not change if
cultural capital does not change as well.

40
REFERENCES

Adler, Nancy E., Elissa S. Epel, Grace Castellazzo, and Jeannette R. Ickovics (2000),
“Relationship of Subjective and Objective Social Status with Psychological and Physiological
Functioning: Preliminary Data in Healthy White Women,” Health Psychology, 19, 586–92.
Arsel, Zeynep, and Jonathan Bean (2013), "Taste regimes and market-mediated practice,"
Journal of Consumer Research, 39(5), 899-917.
Bellezza, Silvia, and Jonah Berger (2020), "Trickle-Round Signals: When Low Status Is Mixed
with High," Journal of Consumer Research, 47(1), 100-27.
Berger, Jonah, and Morgan Ward (2010), "Subtle Signals of Inconspicuous Consumption,"
Journal of Consumer Research, 37(4), 555-69.
Bourdieu, Pierre (1986), “The Forms of Capital,” in Handbook of Theory: Research for the
Sociology of Education, ed. John Richardson, New York: Greenwood, 241–58.
Bourdieu, Pierre (1987), “What makes a social class? On the theoretical and practical existence
of groups,” Berkeley Journal of Sociology, 32, 1-17.
Cannon, Christopher, Kelly Goldsmith, and Caroline Roux (2018), "A self‐regulatory Model of
Resource Scarcity," Journal of Consumer Psychology, 29(1), 104-27.
Chaplin, Lan Nguyen, Ronald Paul Hill, and Deborah Roedder John (2014), “Poverty and
materialism: A look at impoverished versus affluent children,” Journal of Public Policy &
Marketing, 33(1), 78-92.
Charles, Kerwin Kofi, Erik Hurst, and Nikolai Roussanov (2009), "Conspicuous Consumption
and Race," The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 124(2), 425-67.
Chen, Edith, and Karen A. Matthews (2003), “Development of the cognitive appraisal and
understanding of social events (CAUSE) videos,” Health Psychology, 22(1), 106-10.

41
Coleman, Richard P. (1983), “The continuing significance of social class to marketing,” Journal
of Consumer Research, 10(3), 265-80.
Dhar, Ravi, and Klaus Wertenbroch (2000), “Consumer choice between hedonic and utilitarian
goods,” Journal of Marketing Research, 37(1), 60-71.
DiMaggio, Paul, and John Mohr (1985), “Cultural Capital, Educational Attainment, and Marital
Selection,” American Journal of Sociology, 90(6), 1231-1261.
DiMaggio, Paul, and Michael Useem (1978), “Cultural Democracy in a Period of Cultural
Expansion: The Social Composition of Arts Audiences in the United States,” Social Problems,
26(2), 179-197.
Dubois, David, Derek D. Rucker, and Adam D. Galinsky (2012), "Super Size Me: Product Size
as a Signal of Status," Journal of Consumer Research, 38(6), 1047-62.
Dubois, David, Derek D. Rucker, and Adam D. Galinsky (2015), “Social Class, Power, and
Selfishness: When and Why Upper and Lower Class Individuals Behave Unethically,” Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, 108(3), 436-51.
Erickson, Bonnie H. (1996), "Culture, Class, and Connections," American Journal of Sociology,
102(1), 217-51.
Fiske, Susan T., and Hazel Rose Markus (2012), Facing social class: How societal rank
influences interaction, Russell Sage Foundation.
Griskevicius, Vladas, Joshua M. Tybur, Andrew W. Delton, and Theresa E. Robertson (2011),
“The Influence of Mortality and Socioeconomic Status on Risk and Delayed Rewards: A Life
History Theory Approach,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 100(6), 1015-26.
Griskevicius, Vladas, Andrew W. Delton, Theresa E. Robertson, and Joshua M. Tybur (2011),
“Environmental Contingency in Life History Strategies: The Influence of Mortality and

42
Socioeconomic Status on Reproductive Timing,” Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 100(2), 241-54.
Griskevicius, Vladas, Joshua M. Ackerman, Stephanie M. Cantú, Andrew W. Delton, Theresa E.
Robertson, Jeffry A. Simpson, Melissa Emery Thompson, and Joshua M. Tybur (2013), “When
the economy falters, do people spend or save? Responses to resource scarcity depend on
childhood environments,” Psychological Science, 24(2), 197-205.
Gudykunst, W. B., & Hammer, M. R. (1988). Strangers and hosts: An uncertainty reduction
based theory of intercultural adaptation. In Y. Y. Kim & W. B. Gudykunst (Eds.), Crosscultural adaptation: Current approaches (pp. 106-139). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.
Hamilton, Rebecca W., Chiraag Mittal, Anuj Shah, Debora V. Thompson, and Vladas
Griskevicius (2019), "How Financial Constraints Influence Consumer Behavior: An Integrative
Framework," Journal of Consumer Psychology, 29(2), 285-305.
Han, Young Jee, Joseph C. Nunes, and Xavier Drèze (2010), “Signaling Status with Luxury
Goods: The Role of Brand Prominence,” Journal of Marketing, 74(4), 15-30.
Hayes, Andrew F. (2013), Introduction to Mediation, Moderation, and Conditional Process
Analysis: A Regression-Based Approach, New York, NY: Guilford Press.
Henry, Paul C. (2005), “Social Class, Market Situation, and Consumers’ Metaphors of
(Dis)Empowerment,” Journal of Consumer Research, 31 (March), 766–78.
Hill, Sarah E., Marjorie L. Prokosch, Danielle J. DelPriore, Vladas Griskevicius, and Andrew
Kramer (2016), “Low childhood socioeconomic status promotes eating in the absence of
energy need,” Psychological Science, 27(3), 354-64.
Holt, Douglas B. (1998), “Does cultural capital structure American consumption?,” Journal of
Consumer Research, 25(1), 1-25.

43
Khan, Uzma and Ravi Dhar (2006), “Licensing Effect in Consumer Choice,” Journal of
Marketing Research, 43(2), 259–66.
Kim, Soo and David Gal (2014), "From compensatory consumption to adaptive consumption:
The role of self-acceptance in resolving self-deficits," Journal of Consumer Research, 41(2),
526-42.
Kraus, Michael W., Paul K. Piff, and Dacher Keltner (2009), “Social Class, Sense of Control,
and Social Explanation,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 97(6), 992–1004.
Lizardo, Omar (2006), "How Cultural Tastes Shape Personal Networks," American Sociological
Review, 71(5), 778-807.
Lu, Jingyi, Zhengyan Liu, and Zhe Fang (2016), “Hedonic Products for You, Utilitarian Products
for Me,” Judgment and Decision Making, 11(4), 332–41.
Martin, Kelly D., and Ronald Paul Hill (2012), “Life satisfaction, self-determination, and
consumption adequacy at the bottom of the pyramid,” Journal of Consumer Research, 38(6),
1155-68.
Martin, Kelly D., and Ronald Paul Hill (2015), “Saving and well-being at the base of the
pyramid: Implications for transformative financial services delivery,” Journal of Service
Research, 18(3), 405-21.
Mazzocco, Philip J., Derek D. Rucker, Adam D. Galinsky, and Eric T. Anderson (2012), “Direct
and Vicarious Conspicuous Consumption: Identification with Low-Status Groups Increases the
Desire for High-Status Goods,” Journal of Consumer Psychology, 22 (4), 520–8.
Miller, Gregory, Edith Chen, and Steve W. Cole (2009), “Health psychology: Developing
biologically plausible models linking the social world and physical health,” Annual Review of
Psychology, 60, 501-24.

44
Mittal, Chiraag, and Vladas Griskevicius (2014), “Sense of Control Under Uncertainty Depends
on People’s Childhood Environment: A Life History Theory Approach,” Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 107(4), 621-36.
Mittal, Chiraag, and Vladas Griskevicius (2016), “Silver spoons and platinum plans: How
childhood environment affects adult health care decisions,” Journal of Consumer Research,
43(4), 636-56.
Mittal, Chiraag, Vladas Griskevicius, Jeffry A. Simpson, Sooyeon Sung, and Ethan S. Young
(2015), “Cognitive Adaptations to Stressful Environments: When Childhood Adversity
Enhances Adult Executive Function,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 109(4),
604-21.
Mischel, Walter (1984), “Convergences and challenges in the search for consistency," American
Psychologist, 39(4), 351-64.
Moorman, Christine, Kristin Diehl, David Brinberg, and Blair Kidwell (2004), "Subjective
Knowledge, Search Locations, and Consumer Choice," Journal of Consumer Research, 31(3),
673-80.
Nunes, Joseph C., Xavier Drèze, and Young Jee Han (2011), “Conspicuous Consumption in a
Recession: Toning It Down or Turning It Up?” Journal of Consumer Psychology, 21 (2), 199–
205.
Okada, Erica M. (2005), “Justification effects on consumer choice of hedonic and utilitarian
goods,” Journal of Marketing Research, 42(1), 43-53.
Piff, Paul K., Daniel M. Stancato, Stéphane Côté, Rodolfo Mendoza-Denton, and Dacher Keltner
(2012), “Higher Social Class Predicts Increased Unethical Behavior,” Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences, 109(11), 4086-91.

45
Rich, Stuart U., and Subhash C. Jain (1968), “Social class and life cycle as predictors of
shopping behavior,” Journal of Marketing Research, 41-49.
Roux, Caroline, Kelly Goldsmith, and Andrea Bonezzi (2015), "On the Psychology of Scarcity:
When Reminders of Resource Scarcity Promote Selfish (and Generous) Behavior," Journal of
Consumer Research, 42(4), 615-31.
Rucker, Derek D. and Adam D. Galinsky (2008), “Desire to Acquire: Powerlessness and
Compensatory Consumption,” Journal of Consumer Research, 35 (2), 257–67.
Saatcioglu, Bige, and Julie L. Ozanne (2013), “Moral Habitus and Status Negotiation in a
Marginalized Working-Class Neighborhood,” Journal of Consumer Research, 40(4), 692-710.
Shah, Anuj K., Sendhil Mullainathan, and Eldar Shafir (2012), “Some Consequences of Having
Too Little,” Science, 338(6107), 682–85.
Shah, Anuj K., Eldar Shafir, and Sendhil Mullainathan (2015), "Scarcity Frames Value,"
Psychological Science, 26(4), 402-12.
Stephens, Nicole M., and Sarah M. Townsend (2013), “Rank is not enough: Why we need a
sociocultural perspective to understand social class,” Psychological Inquiry, 24(2), 126-30.
Stuppy, Anika, Nicole L. Mead, and Stijn MJ Van Osselaer (2020), “I Am, Therefore I Buy:
Low Self-Esteem and the Pursuit of Self-Verifying Consumption,” Journal of Consumer
Research, 46(5), 956-73.Tully, Stephanie M., Hal E. Hershfield, and Tom Meyvis (2015),
“Seeking lasting enjoyment with limited money: Financial constraints increase preference for
material goods over experiences,” Journal of Consumer Research, 42(1), 59-75.
Üstüner, Tuba, and Douglas B. Holt (2010), "Toward a Theory of Status Consumption in Less
Industrialized Countries,” Journal of Consumer Research, 37(1), 37-56.

46
Veblen, Thorstein (1899), The theory of the leisure class: An economic study in the evolution of
institutions. Macmillan.
Ward, Coleen, and Weining C. Chang (1997), “'Cultural fit': A new perspective on personality
and sojourner adjustment," International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 21(4), 525-33.
Weber, Yaakov, Oded Shenkar, and Adi Raveh (1996), "National and corporate cultural fit in
mergers/acquisitions: An exploratory study," Management Science, 42(8), 1215-27.
Weinberger, Michelle F., Jane R. Zavisca, and Jennifer M. Silva (2017), “Consuming for an
imagined future: Middle-class consumer lifestyle and exploratory experiences in the transition
to adulthood,” Journal of Consumer Research, 44(2), 332-60.
Yarbrough, Larry, Neil A. Morgan, and Douglas W. Vorhies (2011), "The impact of product
market strategy-organizational culture fit on business performance," Journal of the Academy of
Marketing Science, 39(4), 555-573.

47
FOOTNOTES
1

In this study and all other reported studies, not controlling for economic capital results in near

identical results to those reported after controlling for a possible influence of economic capital.
We control for economic capital in all studies for greater confidence that perceived cultural
rather than economic capital accounts for our results.

2

See web appendix further data that the effect of cultural capital on choice is invariant to

economic capital.
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WEB APPENDIX

Supplemental Analysis for Study 4: Cultural Capital and Identity Fit
In study 4, after the social class and identity fit (vs. growth) manipulations, then rating
their preferences, participants chose a video to watch (0 = enjoyable meals, 1 = useful cooking
hacks). This supplemental analysis uses binary choice the dependent variable.
A binary logistic regression was run to test the video choice that participants made as the
outcome, a more realistic dependent measure. This choice is representative of real behavior,
given that participants actually selected a video to watch as they would in a real-world online
consumption setting. After controlling for economic capital (income: p = .549), neither the direct
effect of social class nor the identity condition was significant (both ps > .451). The interaction
of social class and identity on video choice was marginally significant (b = 1.12, SE = .62, Wald
= 3.34, p = .068). These results on are similar to the effects on preferences reported in study 4
within the main document.

Utilitarian (vs. Hedonic) Video Choice as a Function of Social Class and Identity Goals
(Study 4)
Low Social Class

High Social Class

Utilitarian Video Choice

0.80
0.60
0.40
0.20
0.00
Identity Fit
Identity Growth
Note: Error bar denotes ±1 SE.
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Supplemental Study: Levels of Economic Capital
Our objective in this study was two-fold: 1) to replicate the finding from study 3 that
lowering cultural capital increases utilitarian preferences for high class consumers; and 2) to
show this effect is invariant to economic capital—lower economic capital alone does not also
increase utilitarian preferences. Notably, we found our effects in studies 1a, 1b, and 3 after
controlling for economic capital (income). Still, varying the level of economic capital by
collecting data from a low and a high-income sample allows us to further demonstrate the
independence of the effects of cultural capital from those of economic capital.
We used a 2 (economic capital: high vs. low) × 2 (cultural capital: low vs. control)
between-subjects design in which participants made choices between hedonic and utilitarian
products. We predict only a main effect such that lowering cultural capital will increase
utilitarian preferences, regardless of levels of economic capital. This prediction is different from
study 3 where we measured social class—a broader construct than economic capital alone
because it includes cultural and economic capital—and observed an interaction such that
lowering cultural capital increased utilitarian choices only among those of high class. Low class
identities are inherently low in cultural capital and thus priming low cultural capital does not
further increase their utilitarian choices. In the present study, if the effects of economic capital on
choice are independent of cultural capital, then regardless of level of economic capital, lowering
cultural capital will increase utilitarian choices among consumers.

Method
We recruited 241 adults on Amazon MTurk to complete a short online study (63.5%
female, Mage = 42.15, SD = 13.81). We simultaneously recruited two samples based on their self-
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reported household incomes: a high economic capital group with income greater than $80,000
and a low economic capital group with income less than $40,000. These income levels are well
over or under the 2017 median household income of $61,937 in the U.S. respectively (U.S.
Census 2019). Using a premium filter in MTurk allowed us to specifically target workers who
had previously responded to a set of screener questions, including household income. Workers
whose incomes did not fall within these pre-selected ranges did not qualify for the study and
were not able to view the recruitment ad we posted for the study.
Participants who qualified for the study completed a situational cue of cultural capital
task identical to the one we employed in study 3. As a manipulation check, participants
completed questions reflecting their cultural capital used in study 2 and 3. We then asked them to
complete the same product selection task from study 3.

Results and Discussion
Manipulation check. A 2 (cultural capital) × 2 (economic capital) ANOVA on the cultural
capital manipulation check items revealed only a significant main effect of cultural capital (F(1,
236) = 14.79, p < .0001, η2 = .06; other ps > .476). This demonstrates that our cultural capital
manipulation was successful. Participants assigned to the cue of low cultural capital indicated
having lower cultural capital (M = 3.79, SD = 1.48) than those assigned to the baseline cultural
capital condition (M = 4.51, SD = 1.37) regardless of their economic capital.
Hypothesis testing. A 2 (cultural capital) × 2 (economic capital) ANOVA on utilitarian
preferences revealed that, as we expected, economic capital did not influence choice (p = .745),
nor did an interaction emerge between economic and cultural capital (p = .811). Only the
expected main effect of cultural capital emerged (F(1, 236) = 8.53, p = .004, η2 = .04), indicating
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that a perceived lack of cultural capital increased choice of utilitarian over hedonic products.
Planned contrasts showed that within the low economic capital group, lowering cultural capital
increased utilitarian choices (M = .91, SD = .16) compared to baseline (M = .84, SD = .21; F(1,
237) = 4.54, p = .034). A similar pattern of results was found in the high economic capital
group—lowering cultural capital increased utilitarian choices among them as well (M = .92, SD
= .15) compared to baseline (M = .84, SD = .20; F(1, 237) = 4.65, p = .032).
Thus, regardless of economic capital, we found that lowering cultural capital increased
utilitarian choices. These results replicate our findings from study 3, showing that situationally
lowering cultural capital increases utilitarian choices among populations not chronically
considered low in cultural capital. While high class consumers do not feel chronically low in
cultural capital in study 3 and are thus impacted by the situational cue, the results of present
study showed that economic capital, high or low, also does not determine chronic accessibility of
thoughts related to cultural capital. In further support of hypotheses 2, we find that it is not a
consumer’s economic capital, but rather their cultural capital that increases their preferences for
utilitarian over hedonic choices.

