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Abstract 

Inconspicuous luxury goods are luxury products that use lower signal signs, its product 
logo is relatively secret and the product design is more refined, which has a high 
recognition for high cultural capital consumers. Relevant research has appeared in 
foreign literature, but the domestic luxury research field is still focus on conspicuous 
luxury consumption. Through reviewed the current literature towards inconspicuous 
luxury consumption, this paper discussed the difference between conspicuous and 
inconspicuous luxury consumption. On this basis, the drivers of inconspicuous luxury 
consumption are explored, and the classification of inconspicuous luxury consumption 
in the current study is sorted out. Finally, in order to provide reference for subsequent 
related research, this article constructed the framework of future research and 
proposed research prospects. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

According to relevant agencies, by 2021, the total global luxury sales will reach 450 billion US 
dollars, with a compound growth rate of about 3%, and the luxury market has a huge growth 
space. By dividing the luxury market into regions, Asian market accounts for 53% of global 
luxury market consumption, and China is currently the largest luxury group in the world. With 
the development of consumption upgrading trend, Chinese residents have made great 
contributions to luxury consumption, and have become the largest luxury consumption group 
in the world. The potential of luxury consumption in China is very huge. With the increase of 
Chinese consumers' income and the trend of consumption upgrading, it is very important to 
study the consumption trend in China's luxury market for understanding the development of 
global luxury market. 

In the field of luxury consumption, many scholars still focus on conspicuous luxury 
consumption. Some scholars define luxury consumption as conspicuous consumption. From the 
perspective of consumer, to a great extent, luxury consumption show wealth rather than satisfy 
material needs. In order to meet the needs of identity, consumers tend to choose luxury 
products with large product logo which can clearly show their social status to the outside world. 
The conspicuous value is an important part of luxury perception of luxury value. In terms of 
consumer characteristics, high self-esteem consumers have an important role in conspicuous 
motivation when they purchase high symbolic products, especially luxury products. For the 
wealthy with lower identity needs, they prefer to consume products that can only be identified 
by consumers of the same class. However, consumers' perception of products has changed. In 
the past, products with large product logo and recognizable by everyone were the products 
consumers most willing to choose, but now they are more dependent on their lifestyle and 
personality characteristics. For consumers, luxury goods are no longer the symbol of social 
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status, they are more concerned about extraordinary experience brought by luxury goods than 
the flaunting brand logo. 

With the development of leasing system, the trend of digital marketing of luxury brands and 
the emergence of luxury life series products, the attraction of conspicuous luxury goods 
gradually decreases. Inconspicuous luxury consumption has gradually spread in the practice of 
luxury industry, but in the theoretical literature, inconspicuous consumption has not been 
effectively explored. This paper mainly study the concept and evolution of luxury goods, analyze 
the difference and connection between conspicuous luxury goods and inconspicuous luxury 
goods, combs out the social factors and consumer factors that affect the consumption of non-
conspicuous luxury goods, and probes into the internal mechanism of inconspicuous luxury 
consumption, hoping to supplement the field of luxury consumption research. 

2. LUXURY GOODS, CONSPICUOUS LUXURY GOODS AND INCONSPICUOUS 
LUXURY GOODS 

2.1. The Concept and Evolution of Luxury Consumption 

At present, there is still no clear definition about luxury goods. Among the many definitions 
of luxury goods in academic studies, most scholars define luxury goods from the perspective of 
the characteristics of luxury products. They believe that luxury goods are non-essentials with 
unique characteristics and high prices. Some scholars connect luxury goods with 
conspicuousness directly, and think conspicuousness is one of the essential characteristics of 
luxury goods. From the perspective of brand and luxury value, luxury goods are well-known 
products that provide conspicuous value and expected value. Compared with high-end products 
and other brands, luxury products provide value beyond practicability. However, the definition 
of luxury goods is based on brand and product. The ambiguity of the concept of luxury goods 
lies in that different consumers have different understanding of luxury goods. The definition of 
luxury goods differs greatly from consumers of different nationalities, cultural backgrounds and 
economic conditions. With the emergence of counterfeit luxury goods and new luxury products, 
the definition of luxury goods has changed. For consumers, luxury goods are more 
representative of value, ownership and self-pursuit. The importance of conspicuous value to 
luxury goods consumers is gradually decreasing. 

2.2. Conspicuous Luxury Consumption and the Motivation 

In previous studies, luxury goods and conspicuous characteristics are closely related, 
conspicuous characteristics are an important dimension of judging luxury products, it is an 
important part of perceiving luxury value. Highly conspicuous luxury products can effectively 
transfer the status of consumers and meet the status and social needs of consumers. Veblen 
(2001) first put forward the concept of "conspicuous consumption", pointing out that 
consumption of luxury goods is only to show off wealth, not the functional characteristics of 
products. From the perspective of consumption scenarios, Bearden (1982) found that 
compared with the luxury products consumed in private, most of the luxury products consumed 
in public occasions are conspicuous luxury products. In public, conspicuous luxury products 
can often change the consumption tendency of luxury consumers. Different classes consume 
conspicuous luxury goods for different purposes. Higher social status groups show their 
advantages through conspicuous consumption, while lower class tries to improve their status 
by imitating consumption. 

In the existing research, the influencing factors of conspicuous luxury goods mainly 
concentrate on materialism, face consciousness, right concept, self-esteem and so on. However, 
with the continuous maturity of consumers and the continuous development of luxury market, 
the contribution of purchasing conspicuous luxury products to social status has been greatly 
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reduced. In the past, in the environment of rapid economic growth and constant changes of 
social classes, conspicuous consumption can become an effective way to acquire status. 
However, in the period of mature development and stable social classes, conspicuous 
consumption can no longer meet the needs of consumers' status, especially in the increasingly 
complex development of the Internet. Now people can get connect with luxury products 
through various information media. At the same time, through the promotion of luxury brands 
through all channels, we can get conspicuous luxury products more quickly. The status and 
scarcity value of conspicuous luxury goods have been weakened, and consumers' willingness to 
pay for conspicuous luxury goods has also declined. Compared with conspicuous luxury 
products, more and more consumers prefer inconspicuous luxury products to show their taste 
and differentiation. 

2.3. The Rise of Inconspicuous Consumption 

Academic articles generally believe that luxury goods with high conspicuousness have a 
higher brand prominence status, because their brand logos are larger, more obvious and more 
recognizable, so they are easier to be effectively identified by consumers than products with 
subtle features. However, with the development of economy and the trend of mass marketing of 
luxury brands, conspicuous luxury products can no longer meet the differentiation needs of 
consumers. Hemetsberger (2015) and others observed that luxury consumption is no longer a 
sign of social class, and that luxury goods are now more meaningful goods and activities that 
consumers may experience than conspicuous brand names. It is found that consumers are more 
willing to send differential signals to a small range of reference groups by consuming 
inconspicuous luxury goods, and their preference and willingness to buy inconspicuous luxury 
products with lower product labels are increasing. Compared with the social attributes and 
other external values of luxury products, inconspicuous luxury consumers pay more attention 
to luxury experience and the intrinsic quality of luxury products. With the luxury brands tilting 
to the mass market and the improvement of consumers' consumption purchasing ability, the 
attraction of conspicuous luxury goods has gradually declined, and inconspicuous luxury goods 
as a new trend of luxury consumption has gradually spread. 

With the popularity of luxury brands and the strengthen of rational consumption trend, more 
and more luxury brands are developing toward the inconspicuous direction of de-logo. Bvlgari 
successfully creates a high-end, niche and customized brand impression with its low-key and 
inconspicuous trait. Its exquisite design and perfect handicraft quality have strong attraction to 
consumers, and its sales performance is superior to other luxury brands. At the same time, the 
academic community has gradually launched the study of inconspicuous luxury goods. At 
present, many literatures focus on the definition of inconspicuous luxury goods. Different 
scholars have different definitions of inconspicuous luxury consumption. From the perspective 
of consumption form, inconspicuous luxury consumption refers to luxury consumption 
behavior that does not publicly display wealth and social status. From the point of view of 
product characteristics, the product labels of inconspicuous luxury goods are relatively hidden 
and not easily recognized by most observers, but consumers with specific cultural capital can 
effectively identify non-conspicuous luxury products. The significance of inconspicuous luxury 
products is low, and the product design is relatively delicate and low-key. It needs certain 
cultural capital to distinguish inconspicuous luxury products effectively. Inconspicuous luxury 
products can become a powerful signal of status and consumption of luxury consumer groups. 
This paper defines inconspicuous luxury goods as luxury products using lower signal signs. 
These products cannot be effectively identified by the mainstream of society, but for those who 
have a certain appreciation of luxury goods, inconspicuous luxury goods still have a strong 
signal effect. Consumers want to show their tastes and differences through inconspicuous 
products with low consumer recognition and elaborate design. Inconspicuous luxury 
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consumption is a way of low-key consumption of luxury goods. It avoids displaying eye-catching 
logos and patterns on products. This trend represents the escalation of luxury consumption and 
challenges the traditional perception of luxury consumption.  

3. INCONSPICUOUS CONSUMERS CLASSIFICATION 

Han (2010) regards the size of social wealth and the need for social status needs as the 
criteria to distinguish consumers' preferences for luxury conspicuous goods, and shows the 
consistency of these preferences with consumers' motivation of contact and deviation. 
Consumers with abundant social wealth and low status demand are noble class consumers. 
When they consume luxury goods, they tend to consume inconspicuous luxury products with 
signal effect on the same level customers willing to choose, hoping to connect with their own 
class and pay premiums for inconspicuous products that only they can identify. The second is 
Nouveau riche consumers. They acquire more social wealth and tend to use conspicuous luxury 
goods to signal to poorer people that they are not one of them. Consumers with strong status 
needs but limited social wealth are mostly pretentious consumers, they have a greater desire 
for money. The consumption mode of the wealthy class is more prone to conspicuous luxury 
products; the proletariat type is the consumers who have less social wealth and lower status 
needs, and they generally do not engage in signal consumption behavior. Different consumers 
have different choices of luxury display types. 

Based on the above consumer classification, Makkars (2018) made some supplements to the 
types of inconspicuous luxury consumers. According to the difference of consumer cultural 
capital and identity signals, there are four types of inconspicuous luxury consumers: fashion 
influencers, fashion leaders, luxury conservatives and fashion followers. Fashion influencers 
have high cultural capital, but the demand for identity signals is weak. They are often respected 
and trustworthy opinion leaders with strong emotional ties with luxury products. They believe 
that luxury goods are artistic products. They often purchase luxury goods for the purpose of 
self-enjoyment, self-satisfaction and self-pleasure. They hope to distinguish them from mass 
consumers by consuming inconspicuous luxury goods. The characteristics of cultural capital 
and identity needs of the trendsetters are at a high level. They have a higher acceptance of new 
trends and fashions, a lower recognition of traditional rules, a stronger sense of rebellion, and 
a more creative design to break the tradition. Leaders regard luxury goods as representatives 
of fashion trends and design, hoping to convey their own uniqueness through consumption 
luxury goods, and at the same time convey their identity and status characteristics to designated 
social groups through luxury goods. Consumption luxury goods can stimulate the jealousy of 
others and satisfy their vanity. Fashion followers have low cultural capital, but strong demand 
for identity signals. They have a certain understanding of luxury products and do not consider 
luxury goods as experiential products. Most of these consumers pay attention to materialism. 
They hope that they can establish links with established groups and distance from other groups 
by consuming luxury goods. The level of cultural capital and identity signals of luxury 
conservatives are low. Luxury conservatives are a symbol of class, taste and elegance. When 
they buy luxury goods, they pay more attention to the functional characteristics, the durability 
and comfort of luxury goods, and the recognition of luxury experience is low. 

4. IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

With the development of the Internet and the adjustment of luxury brand development 
strategy, coupled with the increase of consumers' economic income and the improvement of 
education level, conspicuous luxury consumption has gradually lost its original charm. In 
today's era, consumer conspicuous luxury goods have been unable to achieve consumers' status 
and their own pleasant consumer needs. It is particularly important to grasp the changes in 
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consumer demand for luxury products in the context of the times. To rebuild the unique 
advantages of luxury products in the information age is a problem that luxury brands should 
consider. This paper points out the development trend of inconspicuous luxury consumption 
on the basis of existing research on luxury products and conspicuous products, and analyses 
the definition and consumer’s classification. To some extent, conspicuous luxury goods weaken 
the perceived value of luxury products and lose the essence of luxury scarcity. This paper points 
out the development trend of inconspicuous luxury consumption, and provides a new direction 
for domestic luxury research. However, due to the lack of domestic literature, this paper mainly 
refers to foreign literature. From the perspective of foreign scholars to analyze the development 
of luxury products in the Chinese market, to a certain extent, ignoring the consumer psychology 
under Chinese cultural factors. On the other hand, the change of consumer's perceived value of 
luxury has not been clarified. Besides that, the mechanism and path of inconspicuous luxury 
consumption have not been clearly defined. In view of the lack of quantitative measurement of 
the influencing factors mentioned, further research is necessary in the future.  
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