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Abstract 

This paper investigates the phenomenon of conspicuous consumption in South Korea’s luxury market under 

conditions of economic uncertainty. While traditional economic theories suggest that luxury spending should 

decrease during periods of financial instability, the South Korean market demonstrates a contrasting trend, where 

luxury consumption not only persists but often intensifies. Through qualitative interviews with consumers, 

industry experts, and market analysts, this study explores the cultural, social, and psychological factors driving 

this behavior. The findings reveal that social status, identity, and emotional coping mechanisms play crucial roles 

in sustaining luxury consumption, even amidst economic downturns. Furthermore, the influence of K-Culture 

and social media amplifies the desire for luxury goods, especially among younger consumers. The study also 

highlights the complex interplay between economic variables, such as GDP growth, unemployment rates, and 

consumer confidence, and their impact on luxury spending patterns. This paper contributes to a deeper 

understanding of the unique dynamics at play in the South Korean luxury market and offers insights for luxury 

brands, marketers, and policymakers to develop effective strategies in this rapidly evolving environment. 
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1. Introduction 

Conspicuous consumption, first introduced by Thorstein Veblen in 1899, describes the act of purchasing goods 

and services not for their practical utility but to display wealth, prestige, or social status. In South Korea, a 

country characterized by rapid economic development, a unique cultural identity, and a strong emphasis on 

social hierarchy, conspicuous consumption has evolved into a distinct trend, particularly in the luxury market. 

Despite economic uncertainties such as the 2008 global financial crisis, the recent economic slowdown, and the 

ongoing post-pandemic recovery, South Korea has seen consistent growth in luxury consumption, with major 

brands reporting significant sales increases. This resilience raises important questions about the underlying 

drivers of luxury consumption in South Korea during periods of instability. The persistence of this trend can be 

attributed to several factors: the country’s rapid industrialization and the rise of an aspirational middle class 

eager to signal their status; a collectivist culture where social conformity and group norms significantly influence 

consumer behavior; and the role of luxury goods as psychological coping mechanisms during uncertain times, 

providing consumers with a sense of control and stability. Additionally, the visibility and influence of luxury 

consumption in South Korean popular culture and social media amplify its social significance, particularly 

among younger consumers who view luxury goods as investments in social capital and future opportunities. This 

paper explores these dynamics to understand how economic uncertainty shapes conspicuous consumption in 

South Korea, offering insights into the interplay between cultural values, economic conditions, and consumer 

psychology. 
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2. Literature Review 

2.1 Conspicuous Consumption: Theoretical Background 

Conspicuous consumption, originally conceptualized by Veblen (1899), refers to the acquisition of luxury goods 

and services to publicly display wealth and status, rather than for their inherent utility. Veblen’s theory posits that 

such consumption behaviors are motivated by a desire to gain social recognition and distinguish oneself within a 

hierarchical society. Subsequent scholars have expanded upon this theory, examining conspicuous consumption 

from various psychological and sociocultural perspectives. For instance, Mason (1981) argued that conspicuous 

consumption is not solely driven by the desire for status but also by intrinsic motivations such as personal 

satisfaction and self-expression. Similarly, Belk (1988) emphasized that luxury consumption is often tied to 

self-identity, where individuals use luxury goods to construct and communicate their personal and social 

identities. More recent studies have explored the role of emotional factors, suggesting that consumers engage in 

conspicuous consumption to enhance their emotional well-being and self-esteem (Truong & McColl, 2011). This 

expanded theoretical framework illustrates that conspicuous consumption is a multifaceted phenomenon 

influenced by a complex interplay of social, psychological, and cultural factors. 

2.2 The South Korean Context 

South Korea offers a distinctive context for studying conspicuous consumption due to its rapid economic growth, 

cultural transformation, and unique social dynamics. Since the 1960s, South Korea has transitioned from a 

low-income agrarian society to a high-income industrialized nation, creating new wealth and a burgeoning 

middle class. This rapid modernization has brought about significant social change, including increased social 

mobility and the emergence of a consumer-oriented culture (Kim & Jang, 2017). In South Korea, social status 

and appearance are highly valued, and luxury consumption often serves as a visible indicator of one’s social 

position. Research suggests that South Korean consumers are particularly influenced by social norms and the 

desire for social conformity, which can lead to increased luxury consumption (Kim, 2018). According to Moon 

and Rhee (2020), the prevalence of luxury consumption in South Korea is also shaped by the country’s 

collectivist culture, where individuals prioritize group harmony and social approval. In this context, luxury 

goods are often used to signal membership in a desired social group or to conform to societal expectations. The 

influence of K-Culture, including K-pop, K-dramas, and celebrity endorsements, has significantly impacted 

consumer behavior in South Korea. Celebrities and social media influencers frequently display luxury items, 

thereby shaping consumer preferences and aspirations (Lee & Watkins, 2016). The rise of social media platforms, 

such as Instagram and YouTube, has amplified the visibility of luxury consumption, creating a powerful 

feedback loop that reinforces the desire for conspicuous consumption (Park & Lee, 2021). As a result, luxury 

consumption in South Korea is not only a reflection of individual desires but also a socially constructed practice 

influenced by cultural narratives and media representations. 

2.3 Economic Uncertainty and Consumer Behavior 

Traditionally, economic uncertainty—characterized by factors such as fluctuating GDP, inflation, unemployment, 

and geopolitical tensions—leads to a decrease in consumer spending as individuals adopt more cautious 

financial behaviors (Choi & Lim, 2022). However, the luxury market in South Korea often defies this trend, 

exhibiting resilience or even growth during periods of economic instability. This paradox suggests that economic 

uncertainty may trigger a compensatory consumption mechanism, where individuals turn to luxury goods as a 

means of coping with anxiety and reinforcing their social status (Park & Sohn, 2023). Research by Lee and Han 

(2022) indicates that, in times of economic downturn, South Korean consumers may prioritize spending on 

luxury goods over other discretionary expenses, viewing them as investments in social capital and as a way to 

maintain a sense of normalcy. Studies have also shown that during periods of economic uncertainty, consumers 

may perceive luxury goods as more valuable and durable compared to other products, reinforcing their 

commitment to conspicuous consumption (Choi et al., 2021). The psychological literature supports this notion, 

suggesting that luxury consumption can serve as an emotional coping strategy, providing comfort, control, and 

confidence during times of instability (Kim & Lee, 2022). This behavior aligns with the “bandwagon effect,” 

where individuals are motivated to purchase luxury goods to align with perceived social norms and maintain 

their social standing (Leibenstein, 1950). Thus, in South Korea, the intersection of economic uncertainty, social 

pressure, and cultural values creates a unique environment where conspicuous consumption continues to thrive. 

2.4 Cultural and Psychological Drivers of Luxury Consumption 

Cultural and psychological factors play a crucial role in driving luxury consumption in South Korea. The 

concept of “chaemyoun” (face-saving) is deeply embedded in South Korean culture, where maintaining a 

positive social image and avoiding public shame are paramount (Kim & Ahn, 2019). Luxury goods are often 

used to enhance one’s image and project an aura of success and affluence, reflecting the cultural importance of 

outward appearances and social reputation. In addition, the psychological need for social belonging and 



LAW AND ECONOMY                                                                         SEP. 2024 VOL.3, NO.9 

24 

self-esteem drives individuals to engage in conspicuous consumption (Mandel et al., 2006). The “self-congruity 

theory” posits that consumers are likely to choose products that align with their self-concept, thereby reinforcing 

their identity and social status (Sirgy, 1982). In South Korea, this theory is particularly relevant given the high 

value placed on social harmony and collective identity. The role of intergenerational influences cannot be 

overlooked. Younger South Koreans, often referred to as the “MZ Generation” (Millennials and Generation Z), 

have grown up in an era of globalization and digital connectivity, where exposure to global luxury brands and 

consumer culture is ubiquitous (Shin & Lee, 2023). These younger consumers are often more inclined towards 

luxury consumption due to their desire to express individuality and differentiate themselves from older 

generations while simultaneously achieving social recognition and approval from their peers (Jeon & Yoo, 2022). 

This demographic shift underscores the evolving nature of conspicuous consumption in South Korea, where 

luxury goods are not just a symbol of wealth but also a tool for identity formation and social mobility. 

3. Research Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative research methodology to explore the phenomenon of conspicuous consumption in 

South Korea’s luxury market under economic uncertainty, aiming to understand the cultural, psychological, and 

social drivers of luxury consumption through in-depth insights. The research is based on semi-structured 

interviews with a diverse group of participants, including consumers, industry experts, and market analysts, 

using a purposive sampling strategy to capture a range of demographic variables such as age, gender, income 

level, and occupation. The consumer group consists of individuals who have purchased luxury goods at least 

once in the past year, while industry experts include executives from luxury brands, marketing managers, and 

fashion consultants. Additionally, market analysts from leading research firms and academic institutions provide 

broader perspectives on market dynamics and consumer behavior. A total of 20 interviews are conducted—12 

with consumers and 8 with experts and analysts. The interviews are semi-structured, allowing flexibility to 

explore various aspects of conspicuous consumption while maintaining a consistent focus on key themes, such 

as motivations for luxury purchases, the impact of economic uncertainty on behavior, and the influence of social 

and cultural norms. Each interview lasts between 20 to 30 minutes and is conducted both in-person and online to 

accommodate participants’ preferences and ensure geographical diversity. All interviews are audio-recorded with 

participants’ consent and transcribed verbatim for analysis. Thematic analysis is employed to analyze the data, 

following a systematic process to identify and interpret patterns related to the cultural significance of luxury 

goods, psychological motivations, social influences, and responses to economic uncertainty. NVivo software is 

used to assist in coding and organizing the data. To enhance the validity of the findings, triangulation is 

employed by cross-referencing insights from different participant groups, and member checking is conducted by 

sharing preliminary findings with a subset of participants to verify the accuracy of interpretations. Ethical 

considerations are strictly adhered to, with all participants fully informed about the study’s purpose and methods, 

and their confidentiality and anonymity are maintained. Ethical approval is obtained from the Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) of the university overseeing the research. This qualitative approach provides a rich and 

contextual understanding of the complex interplay of cultural, psychological, and social factors driving luxury 

consumption in South Korea, particularly in the context of economic uncertainty. 

4. Findings and Analysis 

4.1 The Growth of the Luxury Market in South Korea 

Despite various economic challenges, South Korea’s luxury market has demonstrated remarkable resilience and 

growth. Data from the Korea Customs Service shows that luxury imports reached an all-time high in 2022, 

solidifying South Korea’s position as one of the leading markets for luxury goods globally. Luxury brands such 

as Louis Vuitton, Chanel, and Gucci have experienced significant increases in sales, frequently surpassing their 

growth rates in other regions. This growth is notable given the economic volatility experienced over recent years, 

including the global financial crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic, and subsequent economic downturns. Interviews 

with industry experts suggest that this surge in luxury spending is driven by several factors, including a growing 

affluent class, increasing disposable incomes among younger consumers, and a cultural shift towards 

individualism and self-expression through consumption. Experts highlighted that the market has also been 

buoyed by innovative marketing strategies tailored to local tastes, such as limited-edition products and exclusive 

events that appeal to South Korean consumers’ desire for unique, high-status goods. Additionally, the digital 

transformation in retail, with luxury brands embracing online platforms and social media, has expanded access to 

luxury products, particularly among younger consumers who are heavily influenced by digital content and online 

influencers. Interviewees noted that the shift to digital channels during the pandemic further accelerated this 

trend, making luxury goods more accessible and desirable across various demographics. 

4.2 Drivers of Conspicuous Consumption in South Korea 

4.2.1 Social Status and Identity 



LAW AND ECONOMY                                                                         SEP. 2024 VOL.3, NO.9 

25 

The desire to achieve and display social status remains a dominant driver of conspicuous consumption in South 

Korea. Interviews with consumers revealed that many view luxury goods as essential tools for social navigation 

and differentiation in a competitive society. One interviewee, a 34-year-old marketing professional, stated, 

“Owning luxury items helps me feel confident and shows others that I am successful.” This sentiment was 

echoed by several participants who perceive luxury goods as visible markers of economic power and social 

standing. These findings align with the cultural context in South Korea, where social hierarchy and appearance 

are deeply embedded values. Many consumers, particularly those in urban areas like Seoul, believe that 

displaying luxury items is necessary to assert one’s place within the social hierarchy and to gain social 

recognition. Interview data also suggests that younger consumers, especially those in their 20s and 30s, view 

luxury goods as symbols of modernity, global citizenship, and a way to express their individuality. Meanwhile, 

older consumers often regard luxury items as symbols of enduring success and social status. Across all age 

groups, participants indicated that societal pressures and expectations drive their luxury consumption, with 

several noting that they feel compelled to purchase high-end products to align with the perceived standards of 

their peer groups or professional circles. 

 

 

Figure 1. Relative Importance of Drivers in Luxury Purchase Decisions 

 

As shown in the figure, there are significant differences in how consumers of different age groups evaluate the 

importance of various drivers in luxury purchase decisions. For younger consumers, “Social Status” (35%) and 

“K-Culture Influence” (25%) are the primary drivers, indicating that this group is more inclined to use luxury 

goods to express fashion sense and social status, heavily influenced by social networks and K-Culture (such as 

K-Pop and K-Dramas). Respondents in this group generally believe that following trends and gaining peer 

recognition are crucial reasons for their luxury purchases. Additionally, the impact of “Emotional Coping” is 

relatively high among younger consumers (20%), suggesting that they may view luxury consumption as a way to 

cope with economic and social pressures. In contrast, older consumers place greater importance on “Social 

Status” (40%), reflecting that luxury goods are more likely to be seen as symbols of success and identity in this 

group. Moreover, “Peer Pressure” (20%) has a more significant influence on older consumers than on younger 

ones, which could be related to their higher sensitivity to peer evaluation in more traditional social settings. 

“Brand Loyalty” (15%) also holds a substantial share among older consumers, indicating that this group tends to 

trust and remain committed to brands with which they have established trust over time. These differences reflect 

the varying psychological and social needs of different age groups in their luxury consumption decisions. 

Younger consumers are more strongly influenced by culture and social media, focusing on group identity and 

self-expression, while older consumers are more reliant on social status and traditional social pressures, placing a 

higher emphasis on the long-term value and trust of a brand. This diversity in consumption motives suggests that 

luxury brands need to develop differentiated marketing strategies tailored to different age groups to better meet 

the needs of diverse consumers. 

4.2.2 Influence of K-Culture and Social Media 

The influence of K-Culture, encompassing K-pop, K-drama, and digital influencers, has significantly shaped 

luxury consumption in South Korea. Several interviewees mentioned that their purchasing decisions were 
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heavily influenced by celebrities and social media personalities. One 27-year-old participant, an avid follower of 

K-pop, stated, “When I see my favorite idols wearing a brand, I feel more inclined to buy it because it feels 

aspirational and trendy.” This sentiment was common among younger consumers, who frequently cited social 

media as a primary source of inspiration for their luxury purchases. Industry experts interviewed also 

emphasized the role of social media platforms like Instagram and YouTube in promoting luxury brands, noting 

that these channels have become essential for engaging with South Korean consumers. They highlighted that 

influencer marketing, celebrity endorsements, and digital campaigns have created a strong association between 

luxury goods and aspirational lifestyles. Interviewees described how the visibility of luxury consumption on 

social media creates a “bandwagon effect,” where individuals feel pressure to keep up with the consumption 

patterns of their favorite celebrities or peers. This “fear of missing out” (FOMO) phenomenon was noted as a 

significant driver of conspicuous consumption, particularly among Millennials and Generation Z. Experts also 

observed that the digitalization of luxury marketing has not only heightened the visibility of luxury goods but 

also reinforced their status as symbols of prestige and exclusivity. 

4.2.3 Psychological Coping Mechanism 

Interviews with consumers revealed that conspicuous consumption also serves as a psychological coping 

mechanism in the face of economic uncertainty. Many participants indicated that during periods of financial 

instability, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, purchasing luxury goods provided them with a sense of control and 

normalcy. A 41-year-old entrepreneur described luxury shopping as a “way to feel grounded and remind myself 

of my achievements, especially when everything else seems uncertain.” Several consumers shared similar 

experiences, suggesting that luxury goods are perceived not just as status symbols but as “emotional assets” that 

offer comfort, reassurance, and a sense of security. This behavior aligns with psychological theories that suggest 

consumption can be a form of emotional regulation, where individuals use material goods to cope with stress or 

mitigate negative emotions. Experts also noted that in a society like South Korea, where maintaining face and 

social standing is critical, the need to appear successful and stable becomes even more pronounced during 

economic downturns. As one marketing manager explained, “People buy luxury items to project confidence and 

stability, even when the economic environment is uncertain.” The findings suggest that many consumers view 

luxury goods as durable investments that hold value over time, providing both psychological comfort and a 

perceived financial safety net. 

 

 

Figure 2. Word Cloud 

 

The word cloud above illustrates the range of emotions expressed by consumers in relation to luxury purchases, 

reflecting both the positive and negative emotional drivers behind conspicuous consumption. Notably, terms 

such as “satisfaction,” “happiness,” “pride,” and “status” appear prominently, indicating that many consumers 

associate luxury goods with positive feelings of self-worth, success, and social recognition. These emotions 

suggest that luxury consumption is often perceived as a rewarding experience that enhances self-esteem and 

conveys social prestige. The presence of words like “comfort,” “confidence,” and “reassurance” further 

underscores the role of luxury goods in providing emotional comfort and stability, particularly during times of 

economic uncertainty. However, the word cloud also highlights the existence of negative emotions such as 

“insecurity,” “fear,” and “anxiety,” suggesting that some consumers engage in luxury consumption to cope with 

underlying feelings of inadequacy or social pressure. This aligns with the idea that conspicuous consumption 

may function as a psychological coping mechanism, where luxury goods serve as “emotional assets” that help 

consumers manage stress and maintain a sense of control in uncertain times. The coexistence of both positive 

and negative emotions reflects the complex psychological landscape of luxury consumption in South Korea, 

where cultural and social expectations intersect with individual emotional needs. These insights imply that 
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luxury brands should be mindful of the dual emotional nature of their products’ appeal. On one hand, they can 

emphasize the aspirational and rewarding aspects of their offerings to attract consumers seeking positive 

reinforcement; on the other hand, they should also be aware of the social anxieties and pressures that may drive 

certain consumer behaviors, tailoring their marketing strategies to address both sets of emotions effectively. This 

understanding is crucial for developing targeted campaigns that resonate with consumers on multiple emotional 

levels, fostering deeper brand loyalty and engagement. 

4.3 Impact of Economic Uncertainty on Luxury Consumption 

Contrary to conventional economic theories that predict a decline in discretionary spending during periods of 

economic uncertainty, the study finds that such instability can actually intensify conspicuous consumption in 

South Korea. Interviews with both consumers and experts suggest that rather than reducing luxury spending, 

many South Koreans prioritize it over other expenses, viewing luxury goods as investments in social capital. As 

one 45-year-old financial analyst noted, “During uncertain times, luxury goods become more valuable because 

they help maintain my social status and are seen as less volatile than other investments.” Several interviewees 

highlighted that the symbolic value of luxury items often outweighs their economic cost, particularly when 

social signals are critical for maintaining one’s position in society. Additionally, some consumers perceive luxury 

goods as “safe haven” investments akin to gold or real estate, which retain or appreciate in value over time. This 

belief, combined with cultural norms that emphasize the importance of maintaining face, drives continued or 

even increased spending on luxury items during economic downturns. Experts confirmed that the aspirational 

nature of luxury consumption, reinforced by cultural narratives and media portrayals, heightens the desire for 

products that symbolize success, resilience, and exclusivity, especially in uncertain economic climates. Thus, 

economic uncertainty, rather than suppressing luxury consumption, appears to act as a catalyst, intensifying the 

social, psychological, and cultural factors that underpin conspicuous consumption in South Korea’s luxury 

market. 

 

 

Figure 3. Impact of Consumer Confidence on Luxury Sales 

 

The figure above shows three scatter plots with regression lines, illustrating the impact of different economic 

factors on luxury sales in South Korea. This first figure shows a positive relationship between GDP growth and 

luxury sales, indicating that as GDP growth increases, luxury consumption tends to rise. This suggests that 

economic expansion, reflected by a higher GDP growth rate, boosts consumer confidence and disposable income, 

thereby encouraging luxury spending. The second figure illustrates a negative relationship between 

unemployment rates and luxury sales. As unemployment rates increase, luxury sales tend to decline, reflecting 

reduced consumer purchasing power and confidence during periods of higher unemployment. The third figure 

shows a positive correlation between the consumer confidence index and luxury sales. Higher consumer 

confidence is associated with increased luxury spending, suggesting that when consumers feel more optimistic 

about their economic prospects, they are more likely to purchase luxury goods. These regression analyses 

provide a clear visual representation of how different economic variables can influence luxury consumption, 

particularly in the context of economic uncertainty. The trends indicate that positive economic conditions (such 

as higher GDP growth and consumer confidence) tend to boost luxury sales, while negative conditions (like high 

unemployment) may dampen them. This understanding is critical for stakeholders aiming to predict market 

trends and develop strategies in the luxury sector.  

5. Discussion 

The findings of this study challenge the conventional economic assumption that consumer spending, particularly 
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on non-essential luxury goods, diminishes during periods of economic uncertainty. In the South Korean context, 

conspicuous consumption not only persists but often intensifies under such conditions, suggesting a more 

complex interplay of cultural, social, and psychological factors that shape consumer behavior in unique ways. 

This section explores these dynamics in greater depth, examining how cultural values, social pressures, and 

psychological needs converge to sustain and even drive luxury consumption during times of financial instability. 

One of the central themes emerging from the analysis is the profound influence of social status and identity on 

luxury consumption in South Korea. The strong cultural emphasis on social hierarchy and reputation, deeply 

rooted in Confucian values, creates a social environment where outward displays of wealth and status are 

integral to one’s identity and social standing. This study finds that many South Korean consumers use luxury 

goods as a means to navigate social hierarchies, secure social recognition, and reinforce their desired self-image. 

The interviews revealed that consumers across various demographic groups, from young professionals to 

established businesspeople, perceive luxury items as essential tools for signaling success and differentiating 

themselves within a highly competitive society. This behavior is particularly pronounced in urban centers like 

Seoul, where maintaining appearances and conforming to social expectations is critical. The desire for social 

approval, driven by the fear of losing face or being perceived as less successful, compels individuals to continue 

luxury consumption even in times of economic uncertainty. This finding aligns with existing research on the 

importance of social status in South Korean society but also underscores the extent to which these cultural 

imperatives persist and adapt in response to economic challenges. Another significant finding is the role of 

K-Culture and social media in shaping and sustaining conspicuous consumption. The rise of K-pop, K-drama, 

and digital influencers has created a unique cultural phenomenon that directly impacts consumer behavior. The 

study shows that luxury brands have successfully leveraged K-Culture to position their products as symbols of 

modernity, aspiration, and global sophistication. Through celebrity endorsements and social media marketing, 

luxury goods are embedded in the cultural narratives of success and desirability. The interviews highlighted that 

many consumers, especially younger ones, are heavily influenced by their favorite celebrities and social media 

personalities, who often display and endorse luxury products. This visibility creates a powerful “bandwagon 

effect,” where luxury consumption becomes not only normalized but also celebrated as a marker of status and 

trendiness. The findings suggest that social media platforms have amplified the reach and impact of luxury 

marketing, making it easier for brands to connect with consumers and for consumers to display their purchases. 

The “fear of missing out” (FOMO), driven by constant exposure to luxury consumption on social media, further 

reinforces the desire to participate in this consumption culture, even amid economic uncertainty. This dynamic 

demonstrates how digital and cultural forces intersect to sustain luxury consumption in South Korea, offering 

insights into how global and local cultural trends can shape market behavior. 

The study also provides compelling evidence that conspicuous consumption functions as a psychological coping 

mechanism in times of economic uncertainty. During periods of financial instability, such as the COVID-19 

pandemic, many consumers experience heightened anxiety, insecurity, and a perceived loss of control over their 

circumstances. The findings suggest that luxury consumption offers a means of emotional regulation, helping 

individuals cope with stress and maintain a sense of stability. Consumers in the study frequently described 

luxury goods as “emotional assets” that provide comfort, reassurance, and a sense of continuity in uncertain 

times. This behavior aligns with psychological theories that highlight the role of consumption in managing 

emotions and mitigating negative feelings. For many South Koreans, purchasing luxury items is not just about 

displaying wealth but also about reinforcing their self-esteem and sense of worth. The idea that luxury goods 

hold intrinsic value, either as investments or as symbols of personal success, contributes to their appeal during 

economic downturns. This perspective challenges the traditional view that luxury consumption is purely 

frivolous or irrational in times of crisis, suggesting instead that it may serve a more profound psychological and 

social function. The findings indicate that economic uncertainty can act as a catalyst for luxury consumption, 

rather than a deterrent. The interviews revealed that many consumers view luxury goods as safer investments 

than other forms of expenditure, perceiving them as assets that retain or even appreciate in value over time. This 

perception is particularly strong in a country like South Korea, where economic volatility is often accompanied 

by a strong desire for stability and security. Consumers reported prioritizing luxury spending over other 

discretionary expenses, seeing it as a way to maintain their social capital and signal resilience in the face of 

adversity. This behavior suggests that luxury goods are viewed not only as status symbols but also as strategic 

assets that can provide social and economic benefits. The study challenges the assumption that luxury 

consumption is inherently irrational during downturns, proposing instead that it can be a rational response to 

uncertainty, driven by deeply embedded cultural values and social expectations. 

The findings of this study underscore the importance of understanding the cultural, social, and psychological 

contexts that shape consumer behavior in specific markets. In South Korea, luxury consumption is not merely a 

reflection of economic conditions but is deeply intertwined with cultural narratives, social norms, and 

psychological needs. The resilience of the luxury market during periods of economic uncertainty highlights the 
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limitations of traditional economic theories that fail to account for these complex dynamics. This study 

contributes to the broader literature by providing a nuanced understanding of how conspicuous consumption 

operates in a rapidly changing society, offering valuable insights for luxury brands, marketers, and policymakers 

aiming to navigate the unique landscape of the South Korean market. It also opens up new avenues for future 

research, suggesting that further exploration of the role of digital culture, generational shifts, and cross-cultural 

comparisons could provide a more comprehensive understanding of luxury consumption patterns in different 

contexts. 

6. Conclusion 

This study provides a comprehensive examination of conspicuous consumption in South Korea’s luxury market 

during periods of economic uncertainty, revealing that such consumption is deeply embedded in the cultural, 

social, and psychological fabric of South Korean society. Contrary to traditional economic theories that predict 

reduced discretionary spending in times of financial instability, the findings demonstrate that luxury 

consumption in South Korea not only persists but often thrives amid economic downturns. This resilience is 

driven by a complex interplay of cultural values, social pressures, and psychological needs that extend far 

beyond mere economic considerations. A key insight from this study is the significant role of social status and 

identity in driving luxury consumption. In a society where hierarchical social structures and outward 

appearances are highly valued, luxury goods serve as critical tools for signaling success, navigating social 

hierarchies, and reinforcing one’s self-image. The study shows that consumers across different demographic 

groups, from young professionals to older businesspeople, use luxury items to assert their social standing and 

gain recognition in a competitive social landscape. This behavior is reinforced by cultural norms that place a 

high premium on maintaining face and achieving social approval, which remains crucial even during periods of 

economic uncertainty. As such, luxury consumption in South Korea is not merely about the acquisition of 

high-end products but is fundamentally tied to the pursuit of social status and identity in a rapidly modernizing 

society. 

The study also highlights the powerful influence of K-Culture and social media in shaping consumer behavior. 

The integration of luxury goods into the narratives of K-pop, K-drama, and digital influencers has created a 

unique cultural phenomenon where luxury consumption is associated with aspiration, modernity, and global 

sophistication. The findings suggest that social media platforms have become critical in promoting luxury brands, 

amplifying their reach and impact by leveraging the visibility of celebrities and influencers. The “fear of missing 

out” (FOMO) and the bandwagon effect, driven by constant exposure to luxury consumption on social media, 

further reinforce the desire to own high-status goods, especially among younger generations. This dynamic 

demonstrates how digital and cultural forces intersect to sustain luxury consumption, making it a pervasive and 

celebrated aspect of contemporary South Korean life. Thus, luxury brands that understand and engage with these 

cultural dynamics are more likely to succeed in this market. The study reveals that conspicuous consumption 

serves as a psychological coping mechanism during times of economic uncertainty. When faced with financial 

instability, many South Korean consumers turn to luxury purchases as a means of emotional regulation, seeking 

comfort, reassurance, and a sense of control. The perception of luxury goods as “emotional assets” that provide 

stability and continuity amid uncertainty underscores their importance beyond their economic value. Consumers 

view luxury items not only as symbols of wealth but also as sources of personal affirmation and psychological 

security. This finding challenges the notion that luxury consumption is irrational or purely frivolous during 

downturns, suggesting instead that it fulfills a deeper emotional and social need for many individuals. The study 

further challenges the assumption that economic uncertainty dampens consumer spending on luxury goods by 

showing that such conditions can actually intensify conspicuous consumption. Many South Korean consumers 

regard luxury items as safer investments compared to other forms of expenditure, believing that they retain or 

appreciate in value over time. This perspective, combined with the cultural emphasis on maintaining social status 

and face, drives continued or even increased spending on luxury goods during economic downturns. The 

aspirational nature of luxury consumption, reinforced by cultural narratives and media portrayals, suggests that 

economic uncertainty may heighten the desire for products that symbolize success, resilience, and exclusivity. 

Therefore, economic uncertainty, rather than suppressing luxury consumption, can act as a catalyst, intensifying 

the underlying social, psychological, and cultural drivers. 

This study provides valuable insights into the unique dynamics of conspicuous consumption in South Korea’s 

luxury market, emphasizing that consumer behavior is shaped by a broader set of factors beyond mere economic 

conditions. It highlights the limitations of traditional economic models that do not account for the cultural, social, 

and psychological contexts that drive consumption in specific markets. The findings underscore the need for 

luxury brands, marketers, and policymakers to consider these complex dynamics when developing strategies for 

engaging with South Korean consumers. By understanding the cultural significance, social motivations, and 

psychological needs underpinning luxury consumption, stakeholders can better navigate the challenges and 

opportunities presented by this rapidly evolving market. 
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This study opens up several avenues for future research. Comparative studies could examine how conspicuous 

consumption behaviors differ across other East Asian markets or globally, providing a more nuanced 

understanding of regional variations and cultural influences. Further research could also explore the evolving 

role of digital platforms and generational shifts in shaping luxury consumption patterns. As South Korea 

continues to play a pivotal role in the global luxury market, ongoing investigation into these factors will be 

crucial for developing effective engagement strategies and understanding the future trajectory of luxury 

consumption in this unique context. 
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