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ABSTRACT

Fashion is a product of a society where upward movement between classes is possible and 

desirable. In today’s world, a luxury fashion brand plays a major role in political, business 

and social spheres. Luxury fashion brands are the face of high-level prestigious brands 

fulfilling people’s physical and psychological needs. This research investigates consumers’

responses towards luxury fashion brands. The research offers insights and implications for 

academics and practitioners in luxury fashion industry. 

KEY WORDS

Luxury fashion brands, Brand names, Emotional Attachment, Engagement, Brand attitudes



1. Introduction

Luxury can be compared to beauty in the sense that luxury (beauty) lies in the eyes of the 

beholder. One man’s trash can often be described as another’s treasure and vice versa. When 

breaking down where luxury and necessity (Bearden and Etzel, 1982) divides, we have three 

tiers of living to analyze; there’s the bare necessities of life, the minimum amount to achieve 

basic happiness, and then there’s the point of material euphoria that is often reserved for the 

wealthy and rich (Meyers, 1890). Understanding what is and not considered luxury will be 

impacted by situational relativity, temporal relativity, regional relativity, and economic 

relativity; all of which describes the time, place, culture, and financial standing of those 

giving their definition of luxury (Buttner, 2006; Nyeck, 2004; Valtin, 2004). When 

determining luxury, all aspects should be analyzed under normal conditions, and never on 

individual cases. We often see luxury as having more than enough and being over the top to 

satisfy a need, but sometimes being balanced across the board is a point of being wealthy in 

itself. The desire for wealth and luxury is often fueled by each individual’s own greed and 

desire to be envied (Berthon, 2009). 

Philosophical-sociological understanding of luxury brings us into the realm of the 

intangibles and broadens luxury into all that is desired, whether it is tangible or not (Berry, 

1994; Sombart, 1922). Some examples that often fall within this category are talents, gifts, 

and love; everything desired is luxury (Sombart, 1922). From the micro-economic aspect of 

luxury, the focus shifts to the direct relationship between price, income (Chaudhuri, 1998), 

demand and availability within that given market (Deaton and Muellbauer, 1980; Poll, 1980). 

The economic side of things shows us how the demand can drive the price up, but depending 

on the financial class, it may or may not be considered a luxury due to the amount of income. 

Ultimately availability determines its luxury value, because if something is rare and 

demanded, then it is luxurious (Meffert and Lasslop, 2003). Managerial understanding of 



luxury breaks down how a company can market itself as a luxury brand by only focusing on 

the small consumer market that can realistically purchase its products (Matthiesen and Phau, 

2005). Companies such as Gucci, Louis Vuitton, and Bentley are examples of companies that 

focus on the consumers that are in the upper financial class, and have the deposable income 

necessary to buy their product.  Determining how to or who to market to is a major question, 

so many companies rely on consumer behavioral studies (Dubois and Czellar, 2002; Heine 

2009) to determine which products to market and which consumers to market them to. It all 

comes down to understanding preferences, demographics (Dubois and Duquesne, 1993), 

culture (Casaburi, 2010), and situational factors (Dubois and Laurent, 1996) are present. They 

keep their positions as luxury companies by not lower prices and not flooding the markets 

with their product, and in return they remain rare and demanded. 

A brand is the image (Esch, 2010) that consumer thinks of when they think of a 

particular company. Some brands are viewed as cheap and in expensive, while others are 

viewed as a better quality and expensive (Kapferer, 2008). Expensive brands are nearly 

always associated with luxury (Meffert and Lasslop, 2003). They make up some of the most 

desired and rare products in the world. Their prices can sometimes reach as much as 100 

times more than the cheap and inexpensive counterparts. Some luxury brands also offer more 

affordable products that are still considered luxury in other financial classes (Kapferer and 

Bastien, 2009). Often times this is an attempt to become a realistic luxury name within other 

classes outside of the wealthy and rich. An example would be Maserati, who offers a semi 

affordable luxury sedan starting at $65,000 and also a high-end $2.2 million car for the 

wealthy and rich. 

The brand’s identity (Aaker, 1997) determines how the brand will be viewed in a 

given market. By promoting certain products at a particular price to specific consumers, 

brands are able to establish their identity (Esch, 2010; Kotler, 2009). It lets the world know 



what they stand for, and it distinguishes it from the other brands. The two main components 

that identify a brand’s identity are the physical and the abstract components (Kapferer, 2008), 

with the physical being the quality and everything tangible associated with the product and 

the abstract being the intangible image that is associated with the brand. There’s also an 

emotional connection (Aaker, 1997) that is often made between a brand and the consumers, 

and in some cases there’s a loyalty (Heine and Trommsdorff, 2010) that goes far beyond the 

normal thought. An example that is commonly used would be between Apple and its 

customers, because they often become emotionally attached to their products. 

This research focuses on defining luxury, luxury brand types and analyzes the luxury 

brand type – engagement – attitude framework for gauging consumers’ perception and 

responses towards luxury brands. The next section, literature review, describes in depth about

luxury and non-luxury brands, types of luxury brands, and consumer engagement-attitudes

nexus towards luxury branding.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Luxury Versus Semi-Luxury Brand

The definition of luxury is often broad and can easily be interpreted as vague. For the sake of 

conversation and studies, the general measuring stick used to determine which items can be 

deemed luxury is separated into four categories: Price, rarity, extraordinariness, and quality 

(Kromrey, 2009). Not all luxury brands score high in all categories when measured, therefore 

there’s a wide variety of luxury brands (Kapferer and Bastien, 2009); those that measure as 

luxury in a given category are often times much higher than the next best item in that 

particular category. As a result there are semi-luxury brands that exist, which are shown on 

the figure 1, and these brands are known as premium and masstige brands, and they also score 

high when measured on the luxury scale. 



Premium brands and products are high quality items that are more common, 

affordable, and appeal more to the masses than luxury brands and products (Kapferer and 

Bastien, 2009). Though premium brands score high on the luxury scale, they do not score 

within close proximity to luxury brands. For example, the Ritz Carlton in comparison to the 

Hyatt and the Holiday Inn (Murphy, 2011) would be considered as a luxury, while the Hyatt 

would stand as the premium, and the Holiday the masstige.

A masstige brand is often a brand that falls somewhere between luxury and non-

luxury. Brands that fall into this category tend to offer a high quality product or service to the 

masses. With affordable pricing, masstige products are typically seen as a more practical buy 

for those looking to budget (Kapferer and Bastien, 2009). Where they lack in quality and 

rarity, they typical make up with lower prices and are usually readily available. Masstige 



products are generally marketed more towards the middle class than any other class. 

Examples of masstige brands are companies such as Olive Garden, Victoria Secret, or Target.

2.2 Types of Luxury Brands

Luxury brands are broken down into different ranks and categories based off of 

quality, price, and rarity (Kromrey, 2009). The brands are separated into entry-level brands, 

connoisseur brands, star brands, and elite brands (Hieu-Dess and Esteve, 2005). Entry-level 

brands are more affordable and less rare, while the elite brands set standard for how luxury is 

to be measured. Elite level brands are often priced much higher than any other brand types of 

brands, and can usually consist of some most rare services and products. Brands that would 

fall under the entry-level would be brands such as Ralph Lauren, Lacoste, or Express 

(Kapferer and Bastien, 2009). Elite level brands would be Chanel and Harvard, in their 

respected categories. 

Connoisseur brands (Nueno, 1998) specialize in niche markets are often not known 

outside of the small market. These brands usually specialize in a specific service or product, 

and are considered the standard in their field. Star brands are much different from connoisseur 

brands in the way that they advertise and strive to appeal to as many as possible. Those 

outside of their target group usually know brands that are considered star brands; they are 

household names. Starbucks is an example of a star brand; coffee drinkers and non-coffee 

drinkers alike know it. 

Consumers develop different types of feelings towards brands based off on how the 

brand is marketed and how they actually receive it (Barthes, 1971). This is seen as the 

foundation for the initial engagement between the consumer and the brand; first impressions 

are everything. Some brands come across to consumers as down to earth everyday brands, 

while others seen as rarity, and depending on financial status, even farfetched. However, some 



customers are willing to pay more than they can actually afford, because of a personal 

attachment that has been forged between the consumer and the brand. 

3. Conceptual Framework and Hypotheses 

The luxury fashion industry is believed to be one of the most profitable industries in 

the world (more than US$252 billion annually (The Economist, 2012)). Therefore, luxury 

fashion brands help develop the best luxury fashion products for the market. Due to the 

importance and high profitability of the fashion industry, consumers’ perceptions of luxury 

and semi-luxury brands along with the motivation as a driving force for consumers to 

purchase high-end products need to be examined. 

Luxury fashion industry consists of luxury and semi-luxury brands. Semi-luxury 

brands are those that do not reach the highest level of satisfaction as luxury brands, but they 

are above the line of something that is considered more than necessary. The results of the 

investigation related to the consumers’ purchasing power for luxury fashion brands are of 

major importance for the research. They reveal that the intention to purchase fashion products 

is determined by the consumers’ behavior towards luxury and semi-luxury fashion brands. 

According to Gentry, Putrevu and Shultz (2006) consumers consider semi-luxury fashion 

brands to be the best alternative for the luxury brands due to the lower prices but same quality 

of goods. Keeping up with the latest fashion trends gives the consumers more satisfaction 

when purchasing the semi-luxury brands as well. The following hypothesis will determine the 

cause and effect relationship between the consumers’ behavior and consumers’ engagement:

H1: Consumers’ behavior towards luxury and semi-luxury brands has a direct effect on the 

consumers’ engagement towards brands. 

Value consciousness is defined as a “concern for paying lower prices, subject to some 

quality constraint” (Lichtenstein Netemeyer and Burton, 1990). Most buyers of luxury fashion 



brands pursue prestige and image benefits, but may be unwilling to pay a higher price for it. 

For a lower price and a slightly substandard quality, semi-luxury brands are still considered 

“value for money”(Zhang and Ouyang, 2005). Thus, a positive relationship is predicted 

between value consciousness and attitude toward luxury and semi-luxury fashion brands. 

Based on the discussion above, the hypothesis is:

H2: Consumers’ value of luxury and semi-luxury brands has a direct effect on the consumer’s 

engagement towards brands.

The consumers’ perception about brands is caused by the brand recognition and 

brand’s distinctive features such as high quality or trend-setting designs. Due to the emotional 

attachment towards brands, consumers are more likely to engage in purchasing the luxury or 

semi-luxury brands. Once the attachment is formed, the consumers’ minds and behaviors are 

influenced by their desire to purchase the product and enjoy the higher levels of satisfaction. 

Wyner (2003) defined the term “attachment” as “how much the brand has entered the 

consumer’s mind and influenced behavior”. It’s implied that brand engagement can exist 

among those who use luxury and semi-luxury fashion brands, and that both feelings and 

thoughts may be involved. Additionally, supported by the numerous findings, the attitude 

influences consumer choice. According to the theory of planned behavior, purchase behavior 

is determined by the purchase intention, which is in turn determined by the attitudes. Luxury 

brands affect consumer’ engagement and make the brands more desirable. Therefore, it can be 

postulated:

H3: Consumers’ engagement toward luxury and semi-luxury fashion brands has a positive 

effect on consumers’ attitudes toward them.

Attitude can be defined as “a learned predisposition to behave in a consistently 

favorable or unfavorable manner with respect to a given object” (Schiffman and Kanuk, 

1997). Regardless of how favorable or unfavorable products are, consumers’ can make



purchases based on their value consciousness. If there is no preference or attachment in 

consumers’ attitude toward luxury and semi-luxury brands, the intention to purchase a certain 

product will be based on its monetary or social value, good quality or uniqueness regardless 

of the brand recognition or brand loyalty. Consequently, the hypothesis is:

H4: Consumers’ value toward luxury and semi-luxury fashion brands has a direct 

relationship toward consumers’ attitude. 

Figure 2 Conceptual Framework of Consumers' Behavior and Value – Engagement-
Attitude toward luxury and semi-luxury brands

Consumers' 
Behavior of Luxury 

and Semi-luxury  
Brands

Consumers' Value of 
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luxury Brands
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Attitude toward 

Brands



4. Methodology

4.1. Procedures

In order to find out what drives consumers to a particular brand, researcher chose a 

collage approach to gain a visual for what would engage and motivate consumers. The 

volunteers were asked, “What makes this brand to be called as luxury?”(Creswell 1994; Hall 

and Rist 1999). Collages bring an interesting aspect to expressing feelings, thoughts, and 

emotions. They bring light to those “grey areas” of life, and reach areas where words often 

fall short (Boddy, 2005). Collages can show the thought process and how someone arrived at 

a particular place emotionally and psychologically. Often as we tour through our thoughts, we 

remember things, ideas, places, and feelings by the images from those particular moments; 

seldom do we ever think of them in words. Overall collages open a more direct form of 

communicating certain thoughts, ideas, and emotions (Boddy, 2005). 

In addition to collages, the second method was conducted. A small group of volunteers 

were collected and asked a series of questions. Each volunteer was interviewed. One on one 

interviews are great way to collect data and useful background information on each of the 

participants. Ryan, Coughlan and Cronin, 2009). However, the interview is more than a 

conversational interaction between two people and requires considerable knowledge and skill 

on behalf of the interviewer. The one-to-one interviewing format consisted of a series of 

prepared questions that also left room for the subjects to freely respond (Rubin and Rubin, 

2005). With the freedom of one-to-one interview questions, the researcher was able to grab 

more information from each person in a passive aggressive manner; they willingly chose to go 

in depth on each question, while not knowing that each question was a trap door that was 

meant to allow them to fall into their minds. One-to-one interviewing allows for valuable 

information and data to be collected in its purest form, due to the fact that the respondents are 

answering each question unrestricted and willingly. When analyzing consumers buying 



habits, crossing paths with their emotions and personal beliefs is inevitable; some volunteers 

were not completely comfortable disclosing this information in a group setting.

4.2 Sample and Data Collection

The collection of data was collected at southern historically black university (HBCU) 

in United States of America, and all the way to Kazakhstan. Twenty-four participants from 

the focus group and seventeen participants for the small group responded to the experimental 

questionnaire to be used for research and analysis. The researcher put together a very diverse 

group to try to have representation of as many gender, race, and ethnicities as possible. By 

creating a more diverse group, data collected is less likely to be viewed as biased 

generalization (Pannucci and Edwin, 2010). Each participant was chosen for his or her 

particular lifestyle, creed, and income status.

To steer each interview into the topics that were most needed for the research, a guide 

was set in place (Krueger and Casey, 2000). The guide was a strategically assembled array of 

questions that naturally drove each participant into disclosing more of the information about 

the topics that were needed, and less of the irrelevant information (Krueger and Casey, 2000); 

those being interviewed were not made aware of the guide or the complete nature of the 

questioning.

During the focus group, each participant was asked a series of questions in reference 

to cars, jewelry, handbags, and perfumes to see how each individual participant perceived 

each brand or product as luxury or semi luxury. The question was administered for 15 minutes 

to obtain enough information to analyze. The focus group was asked to create a collage to 

distinguish luxury and semi luxury products, while the smaller group of volunteers was asked 

to answer questions pertaining to brands and products freely, to collect accurate data; each 

one-to-one interview lasted 30 minutes.

5. Results



The information collected from the interviews yielded many interesting findings in 

regards to how each participant perceived certain brands as luxury or semi luxury, while 

bringing to forefront the different variables that often go into a consumer perceiving a brand 

as luxury or semi luxury.

5.1 Focus Group

The findings from the focus group appeared to be a reliable source of data to analyze 

and form an informative assessment of consumers and what drives them to a particular 

product.

As illustrated on the Figure 2 below, those lines that are closer to the center are most 

important for consumers’ while shopping. Most participants in the focus group measured 

Quality as the top driving force when shopping or thinking of a particular brand. The second 

largest tally as an identification of luxury for consumers was Price. With the third largest 

group of participants identifying it as a driving force, a brand’s name played a major role for 

consumers when choosing a particular product, service, or as a brand to identify with. From 

the data collected, a category – Need to be recognized in peer group ranks last as a motivation 

factor for consumers, and identifying brand as luxury.

Figure 2: Consumers Perception of Luxury Branding based on focus group



5.2 Small Group

The findings from the one-to-one interviews revealed that most of the respondents 

viewed luxury as rare oppose to its actual monetary value. The scarcity of an item seemed to 

be their driving factor in whether to label it as a luxury. In most cases the more rare something 

is, the more people are willing to pay for it (Meffert and Lasslop, 2003). One respondent 

described luxury as, “something rare and scarce.” 

Respondents stressed the importance of an item differentiating itself from the 

everyday items to be considered as luxury. In order for them to consider an item luxurious it 

must have a certain lever of rarity, and the more common it becomes, the less luxurious it is 

deemed to be (Meffert and Lasslop, 2003). Once luxury items began to lose their scarcity, 

they start to fall into the category of semi luxury. Semi luxury items are items that have 

become more of a norm, but not the masses (Gentry, Putrevu and Shultz 2006).

Among the many reasons to purchase luxury items, social acceptance ranked high with 

many of the respondents (Mick and DeMoss, 1990). Getting the approval of their peers and 

others around them is their driving force for shopping and as well as other aspects within their 

lives. The sense of belonging, being sociable acceptable, and as well as having things that 

seemingly separated them from the “have-nots” in the world is one their top priorities and top 

motives (Ryan and Deci, 2000). Along with the need for social acceptance, respondents also 

expressed loyalty towards designers, mottos, and overall missions of certain brands; 

consumers love their brands. One of respondents mentioned how she is infatuated with Prada, 

but due to her financial situation, she treats herself occasionally to Miu Miu, which is also 

produced by Prada at a more affordable price. It is often seen as semi luxury (Moore and 

Doyle, 2010).



6. Discussions and Conclusion

The purpose of this research was to investigate the consumers’ perception toward 

luxury and semi-luxury brands. Specifically, this study focused on consumers’ behavior 

toward luxury and semi-luxury brands, consumers’ value of them, and consumers’ 

engagement and attitude toward luxury and semi-luxury brands.  

However, from my focus group study of luxury brands and semi luxury brands, 

consumers are influenced by an abundant of variables on a daily basis that dictates their 

perception of a brand. For a brand to be recognized as a luxury brand, often times it must 

appeal to consumers as exclusive, rare, and trendy (Meffert and Lasslop, 2003).

Many consumers like to treat themselves to luxurious items, as a way of coping with 

whatever life has to give, as well as rewarding themselves for different monumental moments 

in their lives. Luxury items are often times looked to when choosing something to raise a 

person’s moral (Ryan and Deci, 2000). The value of a particular luxury item depends on a 

number of variables in that person’s life. In some instances, an item that is often seen as semi-

luxury may be accepted as a luxury item due to the lack of availability in a given area, and 

vice versa items that are often seen as luxury items can be seen as semi-luxury due to the 

everyday nature of an area; an example would be a cozy bungalow in Hollywood, CA as well 

as that same bungalow in a small cottage community. A consumer’s perception of luxury 

could be influenced by a number of factors including and not limited to social class, gender, 

race, and demographical location. Those with lower incomes generally find brands that higher 

income consumers would generally see as semi luxury or non-luxury, as luxury (Kapferer and 

Bastien, 2009). 

The results of this study should be interpreted with a few limitations. With a small 

number of participants, it did not accurately illustrate a diverse study population. Related to 

the characteristics of the sample, some of the dimensions appear to be culturally-bounded, 



which suggests that a cross-cultural study would bring valuable insights to understanding the

cultural issue of luxury perception, luxury fashion brands, and motives to gift oneself with 

luxury fashion. Limitations could also be seen in the consumer side of the study due to the 

student population and their average income, or their lack of income. A more diverse and 

random study population is needed to accurately depict consumers and their relationship with 

luxury and semi luxury brands. Future research is required to determine a more effective way 

to measure consumers' perception of luxury and semi-luxury brands. Future research will also 

focus on how consumers' engagement and attitude toward luxury and semi-luxury brands 

influences their shopping choices. Future data collection will require a more diversified sub-

sample. These changes can help to future research better understand consumers' relationship 

with brands. 
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