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Review Article 
Income inequality, status consumption and status anxiety: An exploratory 
review of implications for sustainability and directions for future research 
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A B S T R A C T   

Income inequality has been associated with higher levels of status consumption with well-established harmful 
effects on health, wellbeing and economic stability. Research has suggested that status anxiety may be the 
mechanism that connects income inequality with status consumption, but the literature is disparate. In this 
interdisciplinary review, we draw together the evidence and explore the implications for climate change and 
sustainability, identifying that status anxiety may be a key driver of the higher levels of consumption in more 
unequal contexts. We find that status-anxiety fuelled consumption is associated with household debt, spatial 
inequalities, cycles of unsustainable consumption and longer commuting times, ultimately contributing to higher 
carbon emissions. We propose that further research should include more in-depth study and cohesive mea-
surement of status anxiety and seek to better understand how to reduce unsustainable patterns of status-anxiety 
driven consumption. Reducing income inequality could have both short and long-term positive global envi-
ronmental impacts.   

1. Introduction 

It is now well-established that income inequality is linked to multiple 
social, psychological, and economic indices of reduced well-being in 
societies, and there is a large and growing body of evidence suggesting 
that social rank and the associated psychological and physiological ef-
fects of status hierarchies are implicated in this relationship (Kasser, 
2002; Wilkinson & Pickett, 2018; Wilkinson & Pickett, 2010). There is 
now substantial evidence that status consumption, defined as ‘the moti-
vational process by which individuals strive to improve their social standing 
through the conspicuous consumption of consumer products that confer and 
symbolize status both for the individual and surrounding significant others’ 
(Eastman et al., 1999; p42) increases under conditions of greater income 
inequality. Emerging evidence suggests that status anxiety may be the 
mechanism that connects the two. Community life atrophies in more 
unequal societies, and status anxieties increase across all income groups 
(Layte & Whelan, 2014). As a result, we worry more about the impres-
sion we create in the minds of others, and consumerism thrives as we try 
to communicate our self-worth using status symbols. 

People in more unequal societies therefore spend more on status 
goods (Walasek and Brown, 2015), work longer hours, and are more 
likely to get into debt (Frank, 2007). The impact of income inequality on 

increased consumption not only has implications for wellbeing – with 
quality of life lower in more unequal societies – but also for sustain-
ability. Though far from universally accepted, the evidence for the 
consequences of high carbon emissions is scientifically incontrovertible. 
In May 2013, rising carbon concentrations in the atmosphere surpassed 
400 ppm–40 per cent higher than before industrialisation, and higher 
than humans have ever breathed before. In 2007, it was estimated that if 
we are to keep the rise in global temperatures to no more than 2 ◦C, 
atmospheric concentrations of carbon will have to be reduced to 350 
ppm (Hansen et al., 2013). Affluence is recognised as one of the stron-
gest predictors of higher carbon footprints and greenhouse gas emissions 
through higher levels of travel, larger and multiple houses, alongside 
greater food waste and consumption more broadly (Gibson et al., 2011). 
Consumption – and especially conspicuous consumption – underpins 
higher ecological carbon emissions, disrupting the normal regeneration 
and reproduction of ecosystems (Lynch, 2019). In this context, the need 
to understand the underlying mechanisms behind patterns of con-
sumption and to identify more sustainable future solutions has taken on 
a new urgency. 

Despite the profoundly negative consequences of both income 
inequality and status consumption, the literature on the key drivers 
underpinning the relationship between the two remains disparate, 
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therefore lacking the clarity and robust evidence base necessary for 
effective advocacy. In this exploratory review, we assess whether status 
anxiety is a plausible mechanism connecting the two. We review 
seventy-six conceptual and empirical books and articles to understand 
the relationship between income inequality, status consumption and 
status anxiety. We aim to draw out the economic and sustainability 
implications, and provide a starting point for further discussion, debate 
and research. 

We find evidence to suggest that social rank and the associated 
psychological and physiological effects of status hierarchies are impli-
cated in patterns of status consumption. The heightened emphasis on 
social rank present in more unequal settings means that income 
inequality is central to increased consumption patterns with a range of 
harmful consequences for individual finances and the environment. 
Whilst much of this evidence originates in North America, parallels exist 
across Europe and Asia, impacting on both low- and high-income 
countries. We end by identifying gaps in the current literature and 
setting out an agenda for future research. 

2. Methods 

Preliminary scoping searches of the literature suggested that 
research relating to income inequality, status consumption and status 
anxiety crossed multiple disciplines including sociology, psychology, 
economics, and health. It was therefore anticipated that the evidence 
base would be broad and heterogenous, and that a narrative approach 
would offer greater flexibility in drawing together these findings (Millat 
et al., 2015). A further key benefit of narrative reviews is the ability to 
incorporate higher level conceptual and theoretical frameworks into the 
synthesis alongside empirical work (Baumeister and Leary, 1997; Green 
et al., 2006). 

There were two key aims to this review. We sought to a) establish the 
nature and scope of the literature on the relationship between income 
inequality and status consumption, and b) consider possible mechanisms 
between income inequality and status consumption by describing the 
literature on the relationship between income inequality, status con-
sumption and status anxiety. In addition to considering the substantive 
evidence, we aimed to consider the methodological scope of the current 
evidence base, i.e., the ‘state’ of the literature and to draw out impli-
cations for climate change and sustainability. 

2.1. Search strategy 

Searches were conducted by MP and KP between May 2019–August 
2021 and literature was extracted from the following databases: Psy-
chInfo, Social Sciences Citation Index, PubMed Central and Scopus. The 
inclusion criteria were a) the article included a measure of income 
inequality, b) the article included a measure of status consumption or 
status anxiety (or both), c) that the article contained either theoretical or 
empirical development of these concepts, d) the article was published in 
the English language. The following search terms were used: “status 
consumption”; “conspicuous consumption”; “income inequality”; “in-
come distribution”; “status anxiety”. 

In addition, hand searching using reference lists and GoogleScholar 
was undertaken, and further literature sources were identified by KEP 
and RW, who are experts in the field of income inequality. No time 
parameters were set to enable the inclusion of key conceptual literature 
that has informed the current evidence base, for example, Veblen 
(1992). Searches identified 119 articles and books which were screened 
by KP and MP and those that did not meet the inclusion criteria were 
excluded by consensus. A total of 76 articles and books were included in 
the final review. 

3. Findings 

3.1. Signalling status 

Status consumption is a means of visibly demonstrating social rank 
that relies on the shared social meanings attached to particular goods 
(Slater, 1997). Conspicuous forms of consumption enable displays of 
wealth because they signal to others the availability of disposable in-
come. Veblen (1925: 1992) suggests that the power of consumption in 
signalling status is intrinsically linked to waste, by demonstrating an 
ability to purchase excess material goods (wasting financial resources) 
and in being able to ‘waste’ time through engaging in visible leisure 
activities rather than being in paid employment. Historically, the 
smaller size of communities meant visibly engaging in leisure activities 
was enough to signal wealth to others who were often known to the 
person and lived close by, whereas modern, industrialised societies 
require a different approach. Larger and comparatively anonymous 
populations mean that visible status goods are a more effective way of 
demonstrating wealth to others in this context (Veblen, 1925: 1992). As 
such, purchases of luxury goods have risen considerably over time 
(evident through so-called ‘Veblen effects’ whereby demand for goods 
increases with their price, even when lower-priced substitutes are 
available) and levels of this form of conspicuous consumption are now 
higher in US cities than in smaller residential areas (Currid-Halkett et al., 
2019; Goenka & Thomas, 2020). 

Conspicuous status symbols represent shared social signals of wealth 
but the success of demonstrating wealth to others through material 
goods relies on evaluative judgements about relative social status 
(Corrigan, 1997; Frank, 1999), therefore social context matters. Ac-
cording to the social rank hypothesis, how much attention individuals 
dedicate to their income-related social status relates to the overall in-
come dispersion in a society (Brown et al. 2014; Daly et al., 2015; 
Walasek & Brown, 2015a). When larger income gaps separate the 
poorest and the wealthiest, income becomes a more accurate indicator 
of one’s status or social rank (Walasek et al., 2018). Consequently, to 
increase their rank position in the income distribution, people rationally 
devote more effort towards status competition and consumption when 
they live in more unequal societies. 

The role of income inequality in status consumption has more 
recently been highlighted via cross-national research studying internet 
search terms - Walasek and Brown (2015b) find higher numbers of 
internet searches relating to designer brands and positional goods in 
more unequal countries. In addition, people are more likely express their 
support for high status brands using social media (Twitter) and to do so 
more emphatically in the presence of greater income inequality (Wala-
sek et al., 2018). The display of excess goods is not, however, the full 
picture - the nature of the goods themselves also matter for social rank. 
Over time, the wider availability of traditional status symbols such as 
cars and jewellery has - to some extent - led to a reimagining of the way 
status is expressed through consumption (Currid-Halkett, 2017; Mason, 
1998). When goods are available to all, it is more difficult to separate 
people according to status and so the social value of the product be-
comes diminished (Ritzer, 2001), necessitating more nuanced forms of 
consumption. As a result, focus has shifted to specific labels and brands 
as a more modern form of social distinction (Mason, 1998). 

These nuanced practices of consumption, which centre around ‘taste’ 

rather than purely financial displays of status, serve to legitimise the 
consumption undertaken by those of higher social status (Bourdieu, 
1984). The rarer the goods, the more they provide opportunities for 
those of higher social status to separate themselves from those in lower 
socioeconomic groups (Corrigan, 1997) and new higher status con-
sumers are likely to shun certain labels and logos as culturally low-brow, 
in favour of a ‘knowingness’ and ‘discernment’ around subtle forms of 
consumption that signify cultural capital to others in the same social 
group (Savage et al., 2015). This is best demonstrated by the rise in 
consumption of inconspicuous status goods in more recent years – 
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widespread global austerity means that overt displays of wealth are now 
less socially acceptable and so visible labels and logos are shunned in 
favour of more subtle brands that signal status to those of similar social 
rank (Eckhardt et al., 2015). Identity is also important, people who hold 
a preference for social hierarchies and following group norms are more 
likely find the purchasing and display of luxury goods socially accept-
able, particularly in more socially visible contexts and socially 
competitive (compared to co-operative) environments (Goenka & 
Thomas, 2020; Ordabayeva & Chandon, 2011). Income inequality too is 
associated with greater spending on advertising as a percentage of GDP, 
potentially because lower consumption in more equal societies means 
this is less beneficial for companies (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2018). 

The cultural capital afforded by ‘taste’ is associated with social and 
economic capital, so that whilst those in lower socioeconomic groups are 
free to consume alternative perceived status goods, they will not allow 
access to the same privileges (Bourdieu, 1984; Delhey & Steckermeier, 
2019) and may be viewed as contemptible by those with higher social 
status (Savage et al., 2015). This means that poverty is associated not 
only with a lack of access to material goods, but also exclusion from 
social meanings and power (Slater, 1997), particularly in societal con-
texts that place greater emphasis on social rank such as those charac-
terised by greater income inequality. 

Whether conspicuous or inconspicuous, the devaluing of status goods 
at the point that they become widely accessible leads to a cycle of 
consumerism as people try to keep up with the latest trends with all the 
attendant implications for global warming. Not only might societies 
with higher levels of status consumption generate more economic and 
environmental waste, they are also more divided because consumption 
practices by their nature exclude those members of society who cannot 
afford to keep up (Fiorito & Vatiero, 2018). Status consumption prac-
tices themselves become socially stratifying by generating greater 
household debt and diverting resources away from social goods, so that 
maintaining consumption standards become social habit (Dwyer, 2009), 
promoting cycles of inequality. 

3.2. Cycles of inequality 

The pervasive effects of income inequality on consumption extend 
beyond status goods and into the everyday lives and futures of those 
living in unequal societies. Even day-to-day consumption on items such 
as food, housing and leisure activities are increased with higher levels of 
income inequality (Charles & Lundy, 2013), further contributing to the 
financial burden on households. Underlying drivers of social status are 
also affected. Education has longer term benefits for maintaining or 
improving social status (Currid-Halkett et al., 2019) and may explain 
why spending on private schooling increases in some unequal contexts 
(Matos, 2007). In addition, Greenwood and Holt (2010) posit that rising 
top incomes over time have led to less political will for taxation and 
spending on public welfare programmes, in turn leading to under-
funding in education and public spaces. Lower funding in education and 
public spaces creates competition for more ‘desirable’ neighbourhoods, 
providing less incentive for developers to build moderately priced 
housing as competition for higher priced properties increases. In-
equalities become entrenched as families are pushed into debt due to 
associated rises in living costs and are unable to access the educational 
resources required for social mobility. 

Income inequality becomes self-perpetuating, since in societies 
where social rank is more important, it becomes increasingly beneficial 
for those with financial resources to separate themselves from wider 
society through exclusive schools and neighbourhoods. This is evident in 
the USA, where consumption inequalities in education and healthcare 
are increasing over time (Lee & Painter, 2016), and social divisions are 
increasingly visible. As top incomes rise and economic elites isolate 
themselves in gated communities, exclusive clubs and private schools, 
there are political consequences as power becomes concentrated 
amongst high income individuals who may then support measures to 

increase their own income and wealth. In turn, this leads to a weakened 
social safety net, economic deregulation and an erosion of endorsement 
of public services that support lower income households and contribute 
to greater equality (Wisman, 2013). 

In the following section we will discuss how status anxiety acts as a 
driver for status consumption, exacerbated by income inequality, before 
moving to consider the consequences for two key areas of spending: 
household finances and housing. 

3.3. Status anxiety is more salient in unequal settings 

The social rank hypothesis suggests that societal well-being suffers 
when people put social status ahead of other important aspects of their 
lives, such as their family, traditions, or maintenance of other supportive 
and health-protective relationships. As such, status competition (or 
status anxiety; Layte & Whelan, 2014) is identified as an important 
cause of poor health in a society (Adler et al., 2000; Präg et al., 2016; 
Wilkinson & Pickett, 2018). In more unequal settings, the amplification 
of status hierarchies means that lower status becomes associated with 
perceptions of inferiority, leading to a range of negative psychosocial 
responses such as increased stress and reduced social capital (Pickett and 
Wilkinson, 2015a, Pickett and Wilkinson, 2015b; Layte, 2012). 
Perceived income inequality is associated with a perception of higher 
status competition at the societal level, and this in turn impacts on in-
dividual feelings of status anxiety (Melita et al., 2021). Status compe-
tition therefore affects all members of unequal societies 
(Adjaye-Gbewonyo & Kawachi, 2012) as people seek to display as high 
social status as possible and income inequality worsens mental and 
physical health for everyone (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010, 2018). 
Recent data on over 18,000 individuals in European countries, for 
example, confirms links between income inequality and physiological 
markers of inflammation that are associated with chronic stress, with 
those in lower socioeconomic positions being worst affected (Layte 
et al., 2019). 

A diverse range of measures are used to capture experiences of status 
anxiety, these include perceptions of inferiority and social evaluative 
threat, and physiological responses to social hierarchies (Layte, 2012; 
Wilkinson & Pickett, 2017), all of which are exacerbated by income 
inequality. Each of these measures highlight the role of subjective social 
comparisons in generating status anxiety. Using the statement ‘some 
people look down on me because of my job situation or income’ in the 
European Quality of Life Survey, for example, Layte and Whelan (2014) 
find that status anxiety at all points on the income distribution is higher 
in more unequal countries with stronger impacts on those at the lower 
end of the income distribution. Income inequality additionally lowers 
people’s perceptions of their own social status with negative conse-
quences for wellbeing (Schneider, 2019), meaning that dissatisfaction 
occurs across the income spectrum in more unequal settings as people 
constantly strive to improve their social standing. 

Paskov et al. (2013) have developed a comprehensive measure of 
status anxiety designed to reflect the extent to which a person engages in 
‘status seeking’, which includes concerns about relative social position, 
awareness of social hierarchies and an assessment of how much the 
person relies on the opinions of other people. Studying data from the 
European Social Survey, they find a clear association between income 
inequality and status seeking, so that all individuals in unequal societies 
seek more status and express higher concerns about how they are viewed 
by others. Lower income respondents were more strongly affected, 
perhaps reflecting the more limited resources available to these in-
dividuals to improve social position. Income inequality therefore creates 
a context in which status and power are salient, all members worry 
about their social rank and social relationships are viewed as competi-
tive rather than collaborative (Rodriguez-Bailon et al., 2020), resulting 
in heightened status anxiety and lowered social trust (Layte, 2011; 
Delhey & Dragolov, 2014). 
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3.4. Status anxiety as a link between income inequality and status 
consumption 

Consumption practices can act to ameliorate the harmful effects of 
status anxiety by enabling individuals to signal their status to others and 
so counteract low self-esteem, social evaluative threat and feelings of 
inferiority. Extensive biological and neurological evidence suggests that 
higher social status may bring physiological rewards and in turn, so does 
status consumption (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2018). When individuals are 
primed to think about social competition, the purchasing of status goods 
increases (Ordabayeva & Chandon, 2011), suggesting that status con-
cerns are central to consumption practices. More recent experimental 
research has confirmed that status seeking may be considered a medi-
ating influence in the relationship between economic inequality and 
forms of status and conspicuous consumption (Velandia-Morales et al., 
2022). 

Individuals who feel disempowered are more prone to overspending 
and debt because the purchasing of expensive, status signalling goods is 
perceived as providing higher social status and therefore power (Rucker 
& Galinsky, 2008). These effects are particularly acute for people with 
lower socioeconomic status, who may not have financial resources 
readily available to fund this consumption. Briggs (2013), for example, 
demonstrates how low-income tourists holidaying in Ibiza use excessive 
spending to counteract low pay, economic uncertainty and powerless-
ness through hyper-consumption designed to give the impression of high 
status. More recently, Du et al. (2021) found similar effects among 
Chinese college students with lower subjective social status – perceived 
income inequality in this context led to the increased pursuit of posi-
tional goods. Both females and males attempt to enhance their physical 
appearance to improve their status in response to status anxiety asso-
ciated with more unequal environments (Blake & Brooks, 2019) and 
using a measure of financial scarcity, Sommet et al. (2018) find that 
those in lower socioeconomic positions in more unequal societies report 
higher levels of unhappiness than those higher up the income scale. 

Status anxiety appears to be lower amongst those who own their 
home and have higher occupation or education status (Delhey & 
Steckermeier, 2019) but levels of job satisfaction are reduced across all 
income groups in more unequal settings, perhaps relating to concerns 
about meeting societal expectations for success (Keshabyan & Day, 
2020), which may be less achievable when there are larger gaps between 
rich and poor and status concerns are heightened across the income 
spectrum. Income inequality in the workplace can itself impact on levels 
of status consumption, particularly affecting individuals with a lower 
job rank in their place of work (Muggleton et al., 2022). In fact, some 
evidence suggests that socioeconomic disadvantage can sometimes lead 
to less status-seeking because in very unequal settings higher status can 
seem out of reach – ‘giving up’, rather than ‘keeping up’ with the Joneses 
(Paskov et al., 2017). 

Financial dissatisfaction more broadly has increased for all house-
holds over time, but middle-income households are also particularly 
affected by income inequality because these individuals are likely to face 
the largest gap between aspirations and economic reality (Hastings, 
2019). Schor (1997) terms this the ‘aspiration gap’ and notes that the 
amount of income required to achieve a desired lifestyle increased 
considerably during the 1980s and 1990s, with the level of income 
required to meet aspirations doubling during this time. Balikci and 
Koylan (2020), for example, find during a series of in-depth interviews 
with residents of an upmarket Istanbul street undergoing urban renewal 
that much of the demand for new homes was derived from a desire to 
demonstrate wealth to neighbours rather than having any functional 
basis (in fact, residents frequently complained that the new buildings 
were worse in multiple functional ways). Individuals who care more 
about how they are perceived by others are more likely to engage in 
consumption practices that are associated with higher carbon con-
sumption behaviours through, for example, transport and the purchas-
ing of high-status goods (Mi et al., 2018). 

Consumption patterns have changed over time, becoming more 
complex and taking on more subtle and nuanced forms, but their impact 
on household finances, the broader economy and the environment are 
no less diminished, and they remain driven by the type of status con-
cerns that are more salient in unequal societies. Consumption practices 
fuelled by income inequality have led to a range of wide-reaching and 
negative consequences. 

3.5. Economic and social consequences of status-anxiety driven 
consumption 

3.5.1. Rising household debt 
In the USA, average household debt rose from 66% to 113% of 

disposable household income between 1981 and 2003 and during this 
time consumption inequalities (i.e., whether lower income households 
consume at the same rate as higher income households) rose less than 
income inequality, suggesting a higher flow of credit to lower income 
households who were able to maintain consumption practices using debt 
(Iacoviello, 2008). Evidence suggests that social comparisons play a role 
in the use of credit. In the USA between 1999 and 2009, household 
leverage increased particularly sharply for individuals whose relative 
income was lower compared to others in their state (Carr & Jayadev, 
2015) and in states with higher top incomes, lower income households 
devoted more of their household budget to visible goods and services 
(Bertrand & Morse, 2016). Income inequality at the US county level is 
associated with an increase in demand for high status cars, suggesting 
signalling motives as expressed through visible status goods are stronger 
in more unequal areas (Bricker et al., 2021). 

The links between income inequality, consumption and debt carry a 
range of negative financial consequences. Frank et al. (2014) find at the 
USA county level that between 1990 and 2000, rising income inequality 
was associated with a 33% increase in bankruptcy filings, whilst lower 
income households in more unequal contexts self-report higher levels of 
deteriorating personal financial circumstances (Bertrand & Morse, 
2016). Savings are also affected, meaning that households may have less 
of a buffer to meet unexpected costs or to weather larger financial shocks 
such as unemployment. Using over two decades of data from the USA 
and OECD countries, Alvarez-Cuadrado and Vilalta (2018) found greater 
inequalities in savings rates between lower and higher income house-
holds in more unequal settings but whilst lower income households were 
worst affected, all households saved less in the presence of greater in-
come inequality. 

This evidence demonstrates that the harmful financial consequences 
of income inequality and associated consumption practices extend 
beyond lower income households. In more unequal settings, overall 
spending is increased for people of all income levels across a range of 
household goods including housing and groceries (Charles & Lundy, 
2013). These additional costs arise because income inequality raises the 
standards of what is considered an average lifestyle. Lower income 
households spend more on visible forms of consumption such as clothing 
and entertainment, reflecting a greater need to conform to these raised 
standards of ‘normal’ (Charles & Lundy, 2013). Evidence from rural 
China corroborates that of North America and Europe, Sun and Wang 
(2013) find a relationship between relative income position and 
household consumption particularly relating to expenditures on hous-
ing, education, clothing and eating out. Villages with higher income 
inequality had higher levels of household consumption. 

Rising personal debt and falling household savings since the 1980s 
have had longstanding economic consequences, one of which was the 
2007 recession (Bazillier & Hericourt, 2017; Rajan, 2010; Van Treeck, 
2014; Wisman, 2013). In Portugal, Matos (2019) finds between 2000 
and 2007 that despite slowing economic growth, households increased 
their spending on mortgages, upmarket cars and private schools, leaving 
a spending gap that was filled by higher household debt, particularly 
amongst middle-income households who strived to emulate the 
spending of those above. Using data from the 2004–2005 India Human 
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Development Survey, Jaikumar and Sarin (2015) find that income 
inequality in Indian states is associated with higher levels of conspicuous 
consumption across all status groups, but particularly for those in lower 
income groups and rural households. The authors suggest that these 
groups may be especially susceptible to using visible status goods to 
convey wealth because of reduced access to other indicators of status, 
such as education. 

More recently, there has been some debate as to whether inequalities 
in consumption-focused spending have increased, remained unchanged 
or decreased in line with increasing income inequality (Aguiar & Bils, 
2015; Hwang & Lee, 2017; Krueger & Perri, 2006; Lee & Painter, 2016), 
but the links between income inequality and debt remain clear. 

The relationship between household debt and income inequality may 
also be self-reinforcing. Wood (2020) finds that household debt in the 
UK contributes to rising inequality by increasing the share of income at 
the upper end of the distribution, whilst reducing the concentration of 
income away from the middle. Further to this, household debt provides a 
revenue stream from indebted households to the financial sector where 
it is distributed to managers, shareholders and employees at the top of 
the income scale. In more unequal settings, economic power becomes 
concentrated at the top and this may be reflected in political power that 
in turn alters the regulatory structure of lending practices (Holt & 
Greenwood, 2012). Where there is a strong desire to emulate those 
higher up in the income scale and lending practices are accommodating, 
financial instability is more likely (Ryoo & Kim, 2014). 

Credit supply, however, does not necessarily provide a full picture of 
the relationship between income inequality and status consumption. 
Coibion et al. (2016) find, for example, that lower income households in 
high inequality areas borrow less than higher income households which 
the authors suggest may be because banks are less willing to lend to 
lower income households in these settings. Households may therefore 
also supplement their income through working practices - higher levels 
of income inequality are associated with longer working hours (Bowles 
& Park, 2005; Alexiou & Kartiyasa, 2020). 

3.5.2. Housing as status consumption 
Housing is a particularly useful indicator for those seeking to signal 

their wealth because it is highly visible and those who do not live in a 
desirable home or area cannot imitate doing so (Balikci & Koylan, 
2020). Rising top incomes in the context of income inequality may 
therefore fuel increased housing consumption at the top, which in turn 
inspires debt-financed housing consumption further down the distribu-
tion (Thompson, 2018). In addition, where disposable incomes at the top 
are larger than usual this may bid up the price of land and housing in 
more affluent neighbourhoods, since those in the highest income bracket 
have more spare income to dedicate to housing. The inelasticity of 
housing supply means much more rapid rises in price than other goods 
when people at the top spend more (Holt & Greenwood, 2012). 

Fligstein et al. (2017) studied over four thousand residential moves 
in the USA and found that in areas with higher income inequality, 
households experienced higher housing costs and took on more debt. 
The impact on households with the highest incomes who were able to 
take on less debt to finance their increased expenses was limited; but 
financial consequences were much greater further down the income 
distribution. Those with higher incomes could afford the most desirable 
neighbourhoods, whilst everyone else paid more for housing in other 
neighbourhoods. Most households attempted to increase the size of their 
home when moving, reflecting demographic changes such as an increase 
in family size but also potentially reflecting aspirations to increase status 
through larger homes (Fligstein et al., 2017). Frank et al. (2014) find at 
the US county level that between 1990 and 2000, there was a length-
ening of commuting times as households become priced out of more 
central (and desirable) neighbourhoods. 

In addition to the higher costs faced by households attached to 
housing and desirable neighbourhoods in unequal contexts, evidence 
suggests that housing may also be used as leverage to increase 

borrowing capacity for non-housing related costs. The use of home eq-
uity loans may therefore also account for higher housing costs associated 
with more unequal areas. Using data on household borrowing in the USA 
between 1953 and 2003, Christen and Morgan (2005) found that the 
effect of income inequality on household debt has increased over time 
since the 1980s, particularly in relation to conspicuous forms of con-
sumption (status goods). Home equity loans and financing options, for 
example, car loans or store cards, were most important in explaining this 
relationship. 

Housing as a form of consumption, driven by status concerns, has led 
to rising property and land prices and this pattern is exacerbated by 
income inequality. The social implications go beyond the individual 
health implications – the stress and anxiety caused by trying to achieve 
higher social status – and may also perpetuate cycles of inequality 
through spatial forms of social segregation. Desirable housing is 
attached to more exclusive neighbourhoods that may also provide other 
resources such as education and social capital that are not available to 
those who are priced out. Longer commuting times have further envi-
ronmental implications. 

4. Discussion 

4.1. Summary of findings 

Taken together, this evidence suggests that income inequality pro-
motes increased status consumption as people at each income level try to 
emulate those above and that status anxiety is a potential driver in this 
relationship. Income inequality raises the standards of what is consid-
ered a normal lifestyle, exerting further pressure on households to 
purchase visible goods. It also creates the conditions that lock people in 
cycles of consumption, as they try to ameliorate status concerns by 
purchasing material goods and paying for experiences that signal status 
to others. Consequences include debt, longer working hours, spatial 
inequalities, and greater macro-economic instability. The literature 
suggests that relative income matters more for status consumption than 
absolute income, reflecting the increased status competition attached to 
more unequal settings. People across the income spectrum are affected, 
though greater disempowerment and the need to keep up with perpetual 
displays of status may be ultimately more harmful to the financial cir-
cumstances of lower income households. 

Status anxiety has important implications for both individual fi-
nances and the broader economy, as well as spatial inequalities, and the 
environment. It also creates cycles of inequality, as status consumption 
practices broaden to include not only material goods but access to more 
exclusive education and housing. 

4.2. The state of the literature and directions for future research 

Through reviewing the current literature, this paper has established 
links between status anxiety, status consumption and income inequality. 
The evidence base could be further strengthened, however, by devel-
opment of an agreed measure of status anxiety with which to carry out 
more extensive and comparative research. Assessment of the relation-
ship between income inequality, status consumption and status anxiety 
currently is made more difficult by heterogeneity in the measurement of 
status anxiety and the relatively low number of experimental studies 
compared to those using pre-existing survey data (Buttrick & Oishi, 
2017). Using an experimental design based on the Bimboola Paradigm, 
Velandia-Morales et al. (2022) did not find a statistically significant 
relationship between income inequality, status anxiety and status con-
sumption, but highlight the importance of social context in experimental 
designs such as this. If participants are not aware of what constitutes a 
status good in such hypothetical scenarios, it may be more difficult to 
elicit accurate responses to status anxiety questions (Velandia-Morales 
et al., 2022). Similarly, greater consistency in relation to agreed mea-
sures of income inequality itself, particularly how this is perceived by 
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those participating in research on this topic, would be beneficial (see 
Jachimowicz et al., 2020 and Phillips et al., 2020 for a comprehensive 
discussion). 

Furthermore, the evidence base relating to income inequality, status 
consumption and status anxiety focuses on extensive and robust quan-
titative analyses, perhaps a reflection of the need to use country or state 
level analyses when measuring the effects of income inequality, how-
ever, this type of analysis offers less opportunity for in depth study of the 
mechanisms by which each are linked. In a review of current psycho-
logical literature, Dubois, Jung, and Ordabayeva (2021) find that drivers 
of luxury consumption included political belief systems, biological in-
dicators (e.g., testosterone) and whether individuals socially valued 
uniqueness or assimilation, but this type of research is rare in the evi-
dence base. Qualitative research is lacking in the literature on status 
consumption, status anxiety and income inequality, and the introduc-
tion of this type of evidence may help to develop a fuller understanding 
of the psychological underpinnings of status concerns. To do so requires 
data on peoples shared interest in, and attitudes toward positional 
consumption, in addition to the expenditure-based measures discussed 
here (Walasek et al., 2018). 

Whilst earlier commentators and researchers focused on the role of 
the media and advertising in promoting status consumption, research 
has not kept pace by considering (in depth) the role of social media in 
generating status anxiety and consumption, aside from a few studies (see 
for example, Walasek & Brown, 2015a; 2015b). The role of social media 
celebrity advertising campaigns, ‘aspirational’ Instagram accounts and 
social media influencers should be considered an area for future 
research. 

Widening of research to focus on settings outside of the USA and 
Europe is also needed. This may, however, be a limitation of the review 
itself which only included books and articles written in the English 
language, for example, we were unable to access the German study: 
Anxiety and Anger: On the emotional dimensions of social inequality 
(Rackow et al., 2012) in writing this article. 

4.3. Implications for sustainability and climate change 

Consumption patterns, including not only material goods but also the 
rise of the ‘experience economy’ where globalised tourism and travel 
becomes a further site to display status, are each leading to higher and 
unsustainable levels of carbon emissions (Urry, 2010). In the socially 
competitive, digital world of social media sites such as Instagram, this is 
unlikely to improve any time soon. Whilst there is often a focus on 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions in developing nations who are 
engaged in programmes of industrialisation, this diverts attention away 
from the unsustainable levels of environmental damage caused by the 
high levels of consumption in industrialised nations (Shwom & Lor-
enzen, 2012). Although the sites of production for material goods are 
often in developing countries, these goods are transported and 
consumed in high income countries, contributing significantly to 
greenhouse gas emissions (Shwom & Lorenzen, 2012). Global food 
systems too are implicated here. 

Once people become locked in a pattern of consumption, as the ev-
idence suggests is more likely in unequal settings, the environmental 
impacts will only worsen over time on the current trajectory. This is in 
addition to the implications of urban sprawl and suburbanisation dis-
cussed earlier in the article, which require greater use of transport for 
commuting and in the case of suburbanisation, more likely cars than 
public transport. Survey data collected in the UK during the Covid-19 
pandemic suggests that whilst people initially reflected on consump-
tion patterns and environmental concerns during periods of lockdown, 
access to consumerism via digital platforms and a desire to return to 
previous consumption patterns, coupled with policy maker encourage-
ment to spend in order to boost the economy, means that there seems 
ultimately to be limited impetus for change in a post-Covid world 
(Briggs et al., 2020). 

Sexton and Sexton (2014) do find that conspicuous consumption may 
conversely be harnessed as a force for public good in environmental 
terms, what they term ‘conspicuous conservation’. They suggest that in 
the context of a recent global history of austerity and rising environ-
mental concerns, status can now be displayed via green credentials. This 
has led to increased purchasing of lower emission vehicles in some USA 
states as visible status goods, also known as the ‘Prius Halo’. Status 
competition in this context can potentially have a positive impact on 
climate change. Ultimately, however, it seems that the most effective 
way to reduce current unsustainable levels of climate change is to reduce 
patterns of consumption overall. 

5. Conclusion 

Income inequality has harmful effects on physical and mental well-
being for everyone, driven by concerns about status that become more 
salient in unequal settings. Status competition drives consumption pat-
terns by enabling visible displays of status that aim to ameliorate status 
anxieties. Alongside these harmful effects on our health, associated 
consumption patterns cause harm to household finances, promote 
spatial inequalities and have the potential to have lasting, damaging 
effects on the environment. There are broader economic implications 
too, and social impacts where cycles of inequality become entrenched 
and power becomes concentrated in the hands of those with the greatest 
financial resources. Addressing income inequality, and therefore asso-
ciated status anxieties, would have wide-reaching societal benefits, not 
just now but in creating a more sustainable global future. 
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