
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

To the Luxury Breaking Point and Beyond 
A mixed methods investigation of upward social comparison, the luxury travel industry, 

and Instagram 

Francesca Gasperini Gilbe Anders Groot Drage Sørensen Sophia Bessie Svanholm Mitchell 
101473                                    100934                                         101395 

 

Copenhagen Business School MA in International Business Communication Master’s thesis 

Supervisor: Alexander Josiassen May 15, 2020 
 

363,546/364,000 characters 121/160 physical pages 
 
 



Page 2 of 133 

1. Executive summary 
 

Contemporary scholars (Liu, Wu & Li, 2019) suggest that upward social comparison affects consum-

ers’ desire to travel, while also claiming that the higher the luxury, the higher this desire becomes. 

This “the more the better” view on luxury, contradicts other findings from the literature suggesting 

that for instance (1) desire is affected negatively by the improbability of obtaining the object in ques-

tion (Belk, Ger & Askegaard, 2003) and that (2) upward social comparison can be both positive and 

negative (Collins, 1996), which leads us to speculate that it is not always the case that more luxury 

will lead to a higher desire to travel. The purpose of this project is, thus, to address these contradic-

tions, and to introduce the idea of the existence of a luxury breaking point. The project takes its point 

of departure in the proposition that any level of luxury up to the mentioned breaking point will have 

a positive influence on positive upward social comparison and, thus, in turn, on aspirational tourism 

consumption. After the breaking point is reached, however, we propose that this positive influence 

on positive upward social comparison will diminish and pave the way for a turn to negative upward 

social comparison instead. Thus, changing the nature of the upward social comparison taking place 

and, hence, lead to a change in the aspirational tourism consumption. 

 

The research objectives depicted above were addressed within a Danish consumer context, and, 

although the project was not limited to a certain age group, millennials turned out to comprise the 

majority of respondents. Also, the investigation focused on upward social comparisons taking place 

as a result of travel posts on Instagram, since, although it is one of the most popular social network-

ing sites (SNS) in the world, it has received little academic attention (Kleemans, Daalmans, Carbaat 

& Anschütz, 2018). Also, the research objectives were addressed via a sequential mixed methods 

research design, comprising (1) an exploratory phase (a focus group), then (2) a quantitative phase 

(a survey, i.e. Study 1), and finally (3) a qualitative phase (interviews, i.e. Study 2). 

 

In Study 1, a regression analysis of N=199 responses showed tendencies towards the existence of 

a luxury breaking point. Yet, the idea that, at this point, a switch from positive to negative upward 

social comparison should take place was disregarded. Instead, results indicate that this point may 

lead to a decrease in both types of upward social comparison, while suggesting that a sort of con-

sumer dissociation takes place instead. This result called for a slight change of focus as well as the 

development of a third proposition for the remainder of the investigation. In Study 2, a thematic 

analysis of N=6 interviews further strengthened the idea of the existence of a luxury breaking point. 

Just as Study 1, Study 2 cast away the original proposition of what takes place after the luxury 

breaking point. Instead, we found several indications that may confirm the revised proposition about 

dissociation. Lastly, Study 2 provided some interesting insights into the rationale behind consumer 

behavior in relation to luxury, tourism marketing and social comparison on Instagram and SNS in 

general. The key results, thus, indicate that a luxury breaking may exist, at which positive upward 

social comparison diminishes and a consumer dissociation takes place. Hence, we contribute to 

current literature by introducing the concept of a luxury breaking point in a tourism marketing context. 

Also, it adds new knowledge to the previously identified research gap concerning Instagram as a 

platform for tourism marketing. This investigation provides a range of theoretical as well as mana-

gerial implications. E.g. it provides suggestions for additions to existing theories addressing luxury 

(e.g. Vigneron & Johnson, 2004) and theories on desire (e.g. Belk et al., 2003). For practitioners, 

findings e.g. underline that Instagram is a powerful tool to manage eWOM, but that it has various 
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challenges that can make it seem untrustworthy, which in turn may impact e.g. the image and con-

sumer perception of the travel brand. The project unveils several consumer perceptions and preju-

dices regarding luxury, which may further inform current tourism marketing practices. 

 

Keywords: Luxury, aspirational tourism consumption, social comparison, Instagram, social network-

ing sites, electronic word-of-mouth, envy, conspicuous consumption, tourism marketing, desire. 
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2. Introduction 
 

Aristotle (trans. 1925) once said, "[i]n general pleasure and pain may be felt both too much and too 

little" (section 6). Accordingly, temperance is a mean through which the right balance of self-indul-

gence is reached. 

 

Within the last decades, the concept of luxury has seemed to gain increased footing within academic 

literature. Among other things, managers and scholars have highlighted a “democratization of luxury” 

(Gutsatz & Heine, 2018; 411), resulting in luxury becoming more readily accessible than ever before; 

a fact which is underlined by a large amount of contemporary academic literature (e.g. Liu, We & Li, 

2019; Meier & Schäfer, 2018; Sedera, Lokuge, Atapattu & Gretzel, 2017; Taylor, 2020 to name a 

few).  The main motivation for the choice of research field for this project is found in this topicality as 

well as the unison of the three academic research areas mentioned, each of which represent an 

area of immense interest for each of its authors. 

 

Recently, Liu et al. (2019) contributed to the theory on luxury in a travel context, among other things 

suggesting that the higher the perceived level of luxuriousness of a travel experience, the higher the 

consequent aspirational tourism consumption. The questions arising from the work by Liu et al. 

(2019) are the primary source of inspiration for the specific topics addressed in this project. Conse-

quently, we take point of departure in Liu et al. (2019) for our contribution to current academic liter-

ature in the field.  

Based on a view similar to that proposed by Aristotle above, we challenge the “the higher the 

better” view on the perceived level of luxury found in contemporary academic literature by introducing 

the idea of the existence of a possible luxury breaking point. More specifically, we propose a model, 

in which the mode (positive or negative) of the upward social comparison mediates the relationship 

between perceived level of luxuriousness and aspirational tourism consumption. Consequently, the 

proposition is that a luxury breaking point exists, at which upward social comparisons triggered by 

the level of luxury turn from positive to negative, which will lead to a decrease in aspirational tourism 

consumption after this point. This leads us to the overall problem formulation for this investigation: 

 

If current academic literature claims that increased luxury leads to increased desire to travel (Liu et 

al., 2019), but it also claims that desire is affected negatively by the unlikelihood of obtaining the 

object in question (Belk, Ger & Askegaard, 2003) and that upward social comparison affects desire 

to travel (Liu et al., 2019) but upward social comparison may be both self-enhancing and self-deflat-

ing (Collins, 1996); 

Then could it be true that increased luxury above a certain level can reach a breaking point at which 

it does not lead to increased desire and aspirational tourism consumption but instead to hopeless-

ness and decreased aspirational tourism consumption, and, if yes, what implications does it have 

for tourism marketing practices? 

 

This formulation will later on be broken into its constituents comprising two propositions with each 

two sub propositions. These will subsequently be investigated via a sequential explanatory research 

design consisting of two parts: a quantitative part (Study 1: survey) as well as a qualitative part 

(Study 2: phenomenological interviews), respectively. The studies will, moreover, be supported by 
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the results from an initial exploratory phase comprising a focus group. Consequently, the contents 

and structure of the paper is visualized via the following model: 

 

Figure 1: Progress bar 

 

This model will appear on every page of the report, continuously assisting the reader in keeping 

track of what part of the report he or she has come to. The model will make its entrance on the next 

page. 

 

3. Scope 
 

According to Wong & Zhao (2016), “the more convenient a consumer feels it is to acquire a particular 

commodity or service, the more likely he or she would purchase it” (p. 824). Thus, people who are 

geographically near to one another will be more likely to have the same idea of convenience than 

people who are geographically further apart from each other. Furthermore, people of the same ge-

ographic area are a more homogeneous group and are more likely to have the same frame of refer-

ence, which will make it easier to get consensus on e.g. their perceived level of luxury of something. 

Therefore, and for limitation purposes, we have decided to focus this investigation on travel consum-

ers in Denmark; a large segment, but still, on the world stage, a relatively confined and homogenous 

segment. 

 

We applied the lower age restriction that our participants and respondents should be at least 18 

years old, since we do not expect people younger than that to have sufficient independent travel 

experiences and preferences. On the other hand, we did not apply an upper age restriction. The 

primary users of Instagram are aged between 13 and 29, though (Chen, 2020). This means that, 

despite not deliberately applying an upper age restriction, we do expect the majority of respondents 

and participants in both of our studies to be between 18 and 29 years of age. As this investigation 

was conducted in 2020, people aged 18 to 29 will have been born between the years 1981 and 

2002, thus falling roughly within the millennial generation (e.g. Levenson, 2010; Rita, Brochado & 

Dimova, 2019). Therefore, in other words, we expect most of our participants and respondents to be 

millennials. 

 

We limit ourselves to look into the concept of luxury travel because of our interest in the industry and 

as a result of reading the recent investigation by Liu et al. (2019) on the same area, which prompted 

questions and inspiration for further research. According to Berry (1994) in the past, luxury used to 

be associated with certain items, however, now the lines have become more blurred and luxury no 
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longer only belongs to the elite, which means it has become of more interest to marketers as more 

people engage in luxury consumption. In fact, the concept of luxury seems to have gained increasing 

footing within research and thus contemporary scholars agree that luxury to an increasing extent is 

becoming more of a common property among consumers (e.g. Tak, Pareek & Rishi, 2017). 

 

3.1. Reasoning for choice of social networking site 
 

Instagram is one of the most popular social networking sites in the world, which has great implica-

tions for marketers. However, it has received very little academic attention (Kleemans et al., 2018). 

Instagram is a photo-capturing social networking site. This makes it a perfect media through which 

to study social comparison, because it gives viewers a visual element for the comparison, and it is 

known that “[p]hotos and videos are a very direct form of online self-presentation and have become 

an increasingly powerful form of social media currency” (Rainie, Brenner & Purcell, 2012 in Klee-

mans et al., 2018: 93). Besides, we know that people prefer to compare themselves to similar others 

(Miller, Turnbull & McFarland, 1988), and it is argued that we tend to follow people on Instagram 

who we are more similar to. 

Additionally, we also see the importance of word-of-mouth on consumer preference and behavior, 

and with a large presence of consumers and businesses on Instagram, it become a valuable medium 

to investigate with this purpose in mind. This is especially due to the fact that social media and 

electronic word-of-mouth have been known to be highly useful when it comes to tempt consumers 

to purchase products for purposes of conspicuous consumption in particular (e.g. Thoumrungroje, 

2014: 7). 

 

Due to its specific characteristics of ”(...) a creative and aesthetic visual culture” (Meier & Schäfer, 

2018: 411), we focus our attention on the SNS of Instagram. The purpose of this paper is to investi-

gate how the social comparison moderates the relationship between the perceived level of luxury 

and aspirational tourism consumption. This makes it interesting to take Instagram into perspective 

since this platform allows us to visually see the level of luxury being portrayed, thus enhancing the 

perception. Furthermore, since it is a platform for self-presentation, it is expected to be a medium 

through which many will post vacation photos, as such, photos are one way of presenting oneself. 

We also know that it is possible to manipulate photos on Instagram, making them better looking 

(Kleemans et al., 2018), which can have a great impact on the perceived level of luxury portrayed 

and thus the resulting social comparison. Both are important factors in this investigation. It would, of 

course, be valuable to look across multiple social networking sites to get a deeper insight into, not 

only the effects, but also how the media differ from each other, which would provide great value to 

marketers. However, for limitation reasons, Instagram was chosen, because of its popularity and 

prevalence. 

 

4. Theoretical framework 
 

This investigation will take its point of departure in Social Comparison Theory, and, with this theo-

retical point of departure, will be encircling the fields of tourism marketing, social networking sites, 

luxury, and envy. Thus, before moving on to introducing the methodological approaches of this in-

vestigation, this theory section will start out by providing an outline of our theoretical background 
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within the fields of envy, social networking sites, tourism marketing, and luxury, respectively. First of 

all, however, we will briefly present the (1) main abbreviations as well as (2) the main terms and their 

definitions that we are going to use interchangeably throughout this report in the section right below. 

 

4.1. Abbreviations 
 

 
Table 1: Abbreviations 

 

Besides, throughout this report, we will use the following terms with the definitions as specified in 

the table below: 

 

 
Table 2: Specification of terms 

 

4.2. Social comparison theory 
 

Social comparison theory, first introduced by Leon Festinger in his 1954 iconic article, A Theory of 

Social Comparison Processes, is closely related to, and takes elements from, two other theories, 
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namely Social Identity Theory and Intergroup Attribution Theory. These will initially be introduced in 

turn, before we move on to finally discussing Social Comparison Theory itself. 

 

4.2.1. Social Identity Theory 
 

The two basic tenets of Social Identity Theory are the following. Firstly, people differentiate between 

two types of persons: those persons they belong together with (i.e. who are in their in-group), and 

those persons they do not belong together with (i.e. who are in their out-group) (Ting-Toomey, 1999). 

Secondly, people have two types of identity which are different from each other, but nevertheless 

interlinked and dependent upon each other: a personal identity, which relates to a person’s unique 

idea of his or her self, and a social identity, which relates to a person’s idea of his or her self as a 

member of a social group (Tajfel, 1981). 

 

On a basis of this distinction of people into in-groups and out-groups and the two types of identity 

(personal vs. social), the main ideas of Social Identity Theory are: (1) People attempt to enhance 

their personal identities by enhancing their social identities within the in-groups through: 

 favoring the characteristics and abilities of people belonging to their in-group, and thus of them-

selves too (called in-group favoritism) and 

 disfavoring the characteristics and abilities of people belonging to their out-group (called out-

group-differentiation) (Ting-Toomey, 1999). 

(2) At the same time, people also attempt to enhance their social identities as members of the in-

group through enhancing their personal identities (Ting-Toomey, 1999). 

 

People tend to regard people belonging to their in-group more favorably, we tend to trust them more 

and we tend to have more generally positive feelings towards people in our in-group, while, by con-

trast, we generally distrust and feel emotionally detached from out-groups (Brewer & Miller, 2010; 

Ting-Toomey, 1999). While this is true, the out-groups do, nevertheless, still play an important role 

because they represent the standard frame of reference on which all comparisons are made and the 

in-group thus is distinguished from everything else and defined as a group (Brewer & Miller, 2010). 

Besides enabling the focal individual to enhance his or her personal identity through enhancing his 

or her social identity in the in-group, in-groups have the other effect that members of an in-group 

tend to regard the other members of the same in-group as more similar to themselves than members 

of the out-group (Ting-Toomey, 1999); an important point in relation to the concept of the similar 

other, discussed below. 

 

4.2.2. Intergroup attribution theory 
 

In extension to the above comes Intergroup Attribution Theory. As explained, people tend to identify 

more with members of their in-group than with members of their out-group (Brewer & Miller, 2010). 

This is what has led several authors to apply the terms similar other about someone taken to be part 

of the social in-group and dissimilar other about someone taken to be part of the social out-group 

(e.g. Cruwys, Bevelander & Hermans, 2015; Platow et al., 2005; Liu et al., 2019). Furthermore, peo-

ple tend to ascribe positive events happening to members of their in-group to internal factors such 

as hard work and negative events happening to members of their in-group to external factors such 

as bad luck, while, conversely, people tend to ascribe positive events happening to members of their 
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out-group to external factors such as good luck and negative events happening to members of their 

out-group to internal factors such as laziness (Hewstone, 1989; Pettigrew, 1979; Ting-Toomey, 

1999). 

 

These differences in attributions between in-groups and out-groups is linked to the similar other vs 

dissimilar other manner of reasoning: by explaining positive events happening to members of the in-

group, who are considered to be similar to us, to internal factors rather than external factors, we use 

our social identity as members of that in-group to strengthen our personal identity as equally capable 

as the similar others in our in-group (Pettigrew, 1979; Hewstone & Jaspars, 1984). Simultaneously, 

by ascribing negative events happening to members of the in-group, who are considered to be sim-

ilar to us, to external factors rather than internal factors, we similarly use our social identity as mem-

bers of that group to strengthen our personal identity as equally not incapable, but merely unlucky 

(Pettigrew, 1979; Hewstone & Jaspars, 1984). The same mechanisms apply in the situation with the 

out-group, however with the opposite purpose in mind, i.e. to use one’s social identity as not being 

part of that group, to strengthen one’s personal identity as more capable and less incapable than 

the out-group (Pettigrew, 1979; Hewstone & Jaspars, 1984). 

 

This has some important implications in the context of SoMe, envy and travel behavior. In line with 

the theory outlined above, we assume that, when a SoMe user sees a luxurious travel post posted 

by someone in the in-group, the person will (through his or her social identity as being similar to that 

person) more likely feel benignly envious and therefore hopeful on his or her own behalf. This is 

because it will appear more likely to him/her that he/she can obtain the same kind of travel situation, 

because he/she will feel that he/she is similarly to – and thus similarly capable as – the person who 

posted the post. Conversely, we also assume that, when the SoMe user sees a luxurious travel post 

posted by someone in the out-group, the person will (through his or her social identity as being 

dissimilar to that person) more likely feel maliciously envious and frustrated on his or her own behalf 

that he or she may not obtain the same kind of travel situation, because he or she then sees his or 

herself as not similarly capable in comparison to the person who posted the post. 

These assumptions are in line with Festinger’s (1954) hypothesis that, when comparing oneself to 

dissimilar others, the comparison may be “accompanied by hostility or derogation [against the com-

parison targets] to the extent that continued comparison with those persons implies unpleasant con-

sequences” (p. 129). In the case of the present investigation, we expect such “unpleasant conse-

quences” from comparing oneself to dissimilar others to be the realization that one is not similarly 

capable of obtaining the same degree of luxury and the consequent “hopelessness” springing from 

such a realization that Belk et al. (2003: 343) predict. The resulting “hostility or derogation” 

(Festinger, 1954: 129) is then assumed to lead to the ascription of such external explanatory factors 

(rather than internal explanatory factors) for the comparison target’s fortune as discussed by Petti-

grew (1979) and Hewstone & Jaspars (1984) and consequently a more malicious felt envy instead 

of a benign felt envy. 

 

4.2.3. Social comparison theory 
 

In direct extension to Social Identity Theory and Intergroup Attribution Theory comes Social Com-

parison Theory. As Turner (1987) explains, people generally aspire to construct positive social iden-

tities (i.e. positive ideas of themselves as members of their particular in-group) through what is called 
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social comparison. Festinger (1954) explained this phenomenon as a result of what he called a drive 

“in the human organism (…) to evaluate his opinions and his abilities” (p. 117). This is the base 

rationale behind Social Comparison Theory. 

 

4.2.3.1. Comparison directions 

 

The social comparisons can take place in two directions: upward and downward, where upward 

social comparison (USC) is the act of comparing oneself to someone, who is perceived to be better 

than oneself on a given basis for comparison. (Buunk, Collins, Taylor & Van Yperen & Dakof,1990; 

Collins, 1996). We apply this definition for the purposes of our investigation. Downward social com-

parison (DSC) stands in contrast to USC and is the act of comparing oneself to someone who is 

perceived to be worse off than oneself on a given basis for comparison (Buunk et al., 1990; Collins, 

1996). We use this definition as well in the present investigation. 

 

4.2.3.2. The mode of the comparison 

 

The interesting part relating to the comparison directions comes when we dig into the different modes 

of the USCs and the DSCs, respectively. USCs can be both self-enhancing and self-deflating (Col-

lins, 1996) and thus have both negative and positive consequences to the focal individual’s self-

construct, depending on the situation and context. In the case of DSCs, they can be either self-

enhancing or provoke negative feelings, although the latter outcome effect is seldom seen (Collins, 

1996). 

 

4.2.3.3. The similar other 

 

In Liu et al.’s (2019) investigation, variations on travel intent were measured as a result of variations 

in two factors: the level of luxury of the travel and the degree to which the person sharing his or her 

travel experience was considered to be similar or dissimilar to the focal person. 

As we intend to test the effect of the level of luxuriousness in a travel post on the SoMe user’s 

resulting travel intent, we wish to steer clear of any effects on the travel intent due to varying degrees 

of similarity or dissimilarity between the focal consumer and the person sharing the travel experi-

ence. Therefore, we will, in this investigation, construct our methodology so that there is always an 

equal level of similarity between the comparer and the comparison target while measuring the effects 

of varying levels of luxuriousness on the ATC. 

 

How are we going to ensure this? When it comes to choosing a person to compare oneself to (here-

inafter: the comparison target), Festinger (1954) writes that “[g]iven a range of possible persons for 

comparison, someone close to one’s own ability or opinion will be chosen for comparison” (p. 121) 

and that “[t]he tendency to compare oneself with some other specific person decreases as the dif-

ference between his opinion and ability and one’s own increases” (p. 120). This is what is generally 

referred to as the similar other and is opposed to a dissimilar other, which is, essentially, any other 

person that does not fulfil the criteria of being “close to one’s own ability or opinion” in Festinger’s 

words in the above quote (e.g. Zanna, Goethals & Hill, 1975; Gastorf & Suls, 1978; Liu et al., 2019). 
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To answer the question above, we will be focusing on designing our research methodology so 

that it includes such “similar others” in all the scenarios, in order that differences in similarity/dissim-

ilarity between the comparer and the comparison target will not influence our test results across 

different luxury scenarios when measuring the effect of various degrees of luxury on ATC. However, 

exactly in what way the comparison target should be “close to one’s own ability or opinion” (in 

Festinger’s (1954: 121) words), has been disputed, as there has been some debate as to what de-

fines a “similar other”. Yet, it is important to have a precise definition of what is understood to be a 

“similar other” in an investigation like the present one, in order that the methodological setup can 

properly incorporate this concept. 

 

Whereas Festinger (1954) stated that a person’s choice of comparison target relied solely on him or 

her being of similar ability, others have, on the other hand, proposed that people, rather, tend to 

choose a comparison target that is similar in terms of personal attributes such as age and gender 

and then comparing on ability (which may or may not differ) within the frames of having similar per-

sonal traits (e.g. Zanna et al. 1975; Goethals & Darley, 1977). An empirical test of the hypotheses 

presented on either side in this debate was conducted 24 years after Festinger first introduced Social 

Comparison Theory by Gastorf & Suls (1978), and here, evidence was found against Festinger’s 

interpretation, supporting the idea that people choose their comparison targets to be “similar others” 

in terms of personal traits rather than ability. For the purposes of this investigation, we therefore 

adhere to this definition of a “similar other”. 

 

How are we going to include the similar other in our methodology? A vast body of literature indicates 

that people generally tend to be attracted to other people that share similar traits as themselves 

(Montoya, Horton & Kirchner (2008) so that such personal trait similarities “play an important part in 

the formation of friendships” (Thompson & Nishimura, 1952). In other words, we argue that a close 

friend is likely to be understood as a similar other in terms of personal traits, because we often do 

form friendships with such people. Based on this, we have chosen to let the similar other be repre-

sented in our investigation by “a close friend” in the methodological setup applied to collect empirical 

data in study 1, as will be evident from the later sections on research design and methodology per-

taining to study 1. 

 There is a disadvantage with choosing “a close friend” as our similar other in the investigation, 

though. It has been argued, previously, that one of the main differences between feeling benign envy 

versus feeling malicious envy depends on the element of hostility; the more hostile the comparer is 

towards the comparison target, the more likely he or she is to feel malicious envy (Rawls, 1971; 

Smith & Kim, 2007). A “close friend” is expected to be someone that the comparer generally is not 

hostile towards. Thus, by adjusting the survey scenarios so that the similar other is presented as a 

“close friend”, the survey subjects could be less likely to feel malicious envy towards the comparison 

target, which in turn would affect the likelihood that a NUSC will result. This could influence our 

results in a way so that we will not be able to see the LBP as clearly as under other (more normal) 

circumstances. On the other hand, however, we do at the same time find it likely that most people in 

real world situations will be following more of their close friends than people they are more distant to 

and/or unfamiliar with, so, perhaps, this is not so far from real world situations after all. Nonetheless, 

it is worth noting that using “close friends” as opposed to e.g. an “anonymous person” in the survey 

setup likely will influence the frequency and/or amount of NUSCs being triggered somewhat. 
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4.2.3.4. The definitions we use 

 

Building on the discussion above about the comparison directions and the mode of comparisons, 

based on Buunk et al. (1990) and Collins (1996), we see four different types of social comparison, 

which are all relevant to address for the purpose of this investigation. In the below, we will briefly 

introduce and define these four types. Furthermore, in extension to the discussion on the similar 

other, we introduce, below, our own term to be used in this investigation and provide a definition for 

it as well. 

 

4.2.3.4.1. Positive upward social comparison 

 

We apply the term PUSC to any situation in which an USC has a self-enhancing effect, and thus a 

positive outcome to the focal person’s self-construct. An example of this is given by Van den Borne, 

Pruyn & Van den Heuvel (1987) who illustrate how, in a support group for cancer patients, especially 

the most ill patients got improved self-worth from comparing themselves to those patients who were 

recovering. 

 

4.2.3.4.2. Negative upward social comparison 

 

We apply the term NUSC to any situation in which an USC has a self-deflating effect, and thus a 

negative outcome to the focal person’s self-construct. An example is found in Liu, Zhou, Yang, Niu, 

Tian and Fan (2017), the research of which depicts how people comparing themselves upwardly on 

social networking sites are in risk of developing depressive symptoms 

 

 

4.2.3.4.3. Positive downward social comparison 

 

We apply the term positive DSC to any situation in which a DSC has a self-enhancing effect, and 

thus a positive outcome to the focal person’s self-construct. Collins (1996) exemplifies this as a 

situation in which a person attempts “to focus on worse-off others to feel good about oneself” (p. 52). 

 

4.2.3.4.4. Negative downward social comparison 

 

We apply the term negative DSC to any situation in which a DSC has a self-deflating effect, and thus 

a negative outcome to the focal person’s self-construct. For instance, Buunk et al. (1990), illustrated 

how some cancer patients – especially those with low self-esteem and perceived control over symp-

toms – would feel worse when comparing themselves to other patients that were worse off than 

them. 

 

4.2.3.5. Final remarks to the section on social comparison theory 

 

This overall investigation focuses specifically on the sharing of travel experiences on SNSs, cf. the 

section Social networking sites below. According to Liu et al. (2019), this context is “particularly 

relevant to upward social comparison” (p. 356), as it has been proven previously that “SNSs provide 

the perfect platform for meticulous self-presentation” because they “can selectively allow content 
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onto their profiles, post pictures, and describe themselves in ways that best represent their ideal self-

views” (Vogel, Rose, Roberts & Eckles, 2014: 207) and that people therefore have a tendency to 

present themselves more favorably on these platforms, which invites more USCs (Chou & Edge, 

2012; Vogel et al., 2014). 

For this reason, this investigation will be focusing on USC, exclusively, in line with the arguments 

provided right above. However, by keeping in mind that DSCs exist, and knowing the nature of these, 

we make sure to consciously work towards a more informed way of structuring our investigation so 

as to avoid unintentionally making our subjects engage in DSCs and interpreting the data collected 

on that basis as situations of USC. Within the limitations of a sole focus on USCs, we still investigate 

both positive and negative USCs. 

 

4.3. Envy and its related constructs 
 

Envy is described as “the painful emotion caused by the good fortune of others” (Van de Ven, Zeelen-

berg & Pieters, 2009: 419), and is called one of the most fundamental factors influencing the con-

sumption process and outcomes (Belk, 2011: 118). As our investigation will be relying on the expec-

tation that USC among similar others is linked to a certain type of envy (Liu et al., 2019), we find it 

relevant to also include a section here on the theoretical considerations pertaining to the concept of 

envy and its synonyms and related constructs. 

 

4.3.1. Envy 
 

Firstly, we will touch upon the different types of envy itself. According to Van de Ven et al. (2009) 

and Van de Ven (2016), the concept of envy covers not one, but rather two different experiences 

that they label benign envy and malicious envy. These two types of envy both share similarities and 

differ from each other. Van de Ven et al. (2009) explain that a common aspect is that either type of 

“envy typically arises after a frustrating upward comparison” (p. 420). In fact, for envy to occur “there 

has to be an upward social comparison: Someone needs to feel that someone else is better off for 

envy to occur” (Van de Ven, 2016: 2). Yet “the emotional experiences of benign and malicious envy 

differ, from the activated thoughts to the elicited actions” (Van de Ven et al., 2009: 420), which is the 

reason why they ought to be treated as separate feelings. 

 

4.3.1.1. Benign envy 

 

Firstly, benign envy is defined as a frustrating emotion and, in that regard, not much different from 

malicious envy (Van de Ven, 2016), because, like malicious envy, benign envy “contains the pain or 

frustration caused by another’s superiority” (Van de Ven et al., 2009). The main distinguishing aspect 

of benign envy, however, is that it involves a desire to “level up” to become as good as the compar-

ison target, e.g. by improving one’s own position through consumption emulation (Belk, 2011: 117). 

For this reason, benign envy can be regarded as “a key engine of economic growth, fashion, and 

the passionate maternal pursuit of respect and love” (Belk, 2011: 118), and, as such, a key part of 

consumer behavior. 
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4.3.1.2. Malicious envy 

 

Likewise, malicious envy is a frustrating emotion due to another person’s superiority (Van de Ven et 

al., 2009; Van de Ven, 2016). Contrasting benign envy, however, malicious envy involves a desire 

to “level down” by degrading other people’s positions instead of improving one’s own (Belk, 2011: 

117). Malicious envy also involves an element of Schadenfreude, i.e. finding joy in another person’s 

disadvantage (Smith et al., 1996; Van Dijk, Ouwerkerk, Goslinga, Nieweg, & Gallucci, 2006). 

 

Belk (2011) provides an excellent example of the distinction between benign envy and malicious 

envy, referring to the fairytale of Cinderella by the Brothers Grimm (1997), in which Cinderella’s 

sisters are maliciously envious of Cinderella’s beauty and therefore continuously attempt to level 

down Cinderella as they “take away her pretty clothes, make her wear an old grey bed gown and 

wooden shoes, confine her to dirty kitchen tasks, and dub her Cinderella” (Belk, 2011: 117). Mean-

while, Cinderella is benignly envious of her sisters and therefore tries to level herself up by getting 

hold of fancy clothes like her sisters and going to the same ball her sisters go to (Grimm & Grimm, 

1997). Put briefly, “when associated with the desire to have what others possess, envy is benign in 

nature (i.e., benign envy); when accompanied by the wish for others to lose a comparative ad-

vantage, envy is malicious (i.e., malicious envy)” (Liu, et al., 2019: 358). 

 

4.3.2. Jealousy 
 

The, perhaps, most closely related concept to envy is the concept of jealousy. Neu (1980) explains 

that the concepts of envy and jealousy often are used completely interchangeably, even though they 

do have different meanings. Whereas envy typically involves being frustrated over not having some-

thing that another person has, jealousy, to the contrary, involves being afraid to lose something you 

already possess to another person (Neu, 1980). In the case of jealousy, Van de Ven (2016) further 

adds that this fear of losing something you possess to another person is understood to be felt about 

“prototypically a romantic partner” (p. 2), although not necessarily. Moreover, envy is seen as “a 

more shameful emotion [than jealousy] and one we are likely to suppress or hide” (Belk, 2011: 119). 

This definitional separation of the concepts of jealousy and envy seem, however, to mostly spring 

from an academic context, and be detached from the everyday, layman use of the words. Besides, 

these definitions stem from the use of the words in other languages than Danish, the language in 

which the various methodological tools of the present investigation will be employed. Therefore, we 

find it necessary to investigate the everyday layman use of the relationship between the words jeal-

ousy and envy in an initial focus group, before moving on to the survey and interviews which form 

the main empirical bodies of this investigation. Consequently, we will be implementing an exploratory 

phase to our research design: a point which will be elaborated on later on in the section on “overall 

research design”.  

 

4.3.3. Desire 
 

Anything can become an object of desire (Belk et al., 2003), which makes the concept of desire 

especially interesting for marketers when examining consumer behavior. This is why we include this 

concept in the present investigation as part of our general research framework. According to Rich-

ardson (1987), desire is taken, in psychology, to be the product of a frustration during a person’s 
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childhood due to the deprival of something; a frustration which lingers on later in life. Belk et al. 2003) 

add to this that “[c]onsumers regard their desire as a hot, passionate emotion different from the 

dispassionate discourse of fulfilling wants and needs” (p. 327). This shows how, desire is “shaped 

by social and historical circumstance” (Belk et al. 2003: 328), which sets it in contrast to wants and 

needs, which are defined to be the more utilitarian end of the spectrum with desire being at the 

opposite, hedonic, end (e.g. Chernev, 2004; Dhar & Wertenbroch, 2000; Belk et al. 2003). Travels 

and usage of social media such as Instagram are both hedonic aspects of life, and therefore, we 

understand these hedonic objects of study in the present investigation to be closely linked to desire, 

thus making it further relevant to include as a concept in this investigation. 

An important point to make in relation to desire is that, according to Belk, “[d]esire is cultivated 

and kept alive until the desired object is acquired or until it becomes clear that it is beyond hope, that 

it will never be acquired” (Belk et al. 2003: 340). Thus, desire is “overshadowing other motivational 

factors in consumption such as wants” (Belk et al., 2003: 343), meaning that hedonic elements of 

travels and social media usage can overshadow utilitarian elements of the same things; an interest-

ing point to keep in mind in relation to this investigation. Moreover, according to Belk et al. (2003), 

the cycle of desire leads to either realization or frustration (p. 344); another interesting point to keep 

in mind in relation to this investigation. 

We work with a definition of desire in the same sense as consumer desire described in Belk et al. 

(2003), i.e. as “passion born between consumption fantasies and social situational contexts” (Belk 

et al., 2003: 327). 

 

4.3.4. Hope and hopelessness 
 

Desire is linked to envy through the concept of hope. Belk et al. (2003) explain that “[w]hen there 

appears to be little or no chance of realizing a desire, the resulting state of hopelessness is one that 

is negative: the person is forlorn, depressed, desolate, despairing, let down, discouraged, disap-

pointed, resigned, hurt, or bitter” (p. 343). This description of the outcome of the lack of hope (i.e. 

hopelessness) coupled with a desire is very much in line with the definition given by Van de Ven et 

al. (2009) of malicious envy, who link to malicious envy “depressive feelings” and “feelings of frus-

tration, unfairness, and perceived injustice” are thus likely to exist in both types of envy” (p. 427). It 

is, however unclear from the literature, whether malicious envy and hopelessness are taken by peo-

ple to be interchangeable in an everyday layman context, and, likewise, whether hope and benign 

envy (the antonyms to hopelessness and malicious envy) would then be taken by people to be in-

terchangeable as well in an everyday layman context. Before applying these words in our studies, 

we, therefore, also find it relevant to first investigate the everyday, layman use of the concepts of 

desire in relation to hope and hopelessness and benign and malicious envy (again, in a Danish 

context). This further highlights the need to incorporate an exploratory phase to the research design.  

 

4.3.5. Frustration 
 

According to Belk et al. (2003), one key concept that is related to envy is frustration. The link between 

the concepts of frustration and envy is explained by Van de Ven et al. (2009) who state that envy 

can lead to “feelings of frustration” (p. 427), and who describe the feeling of envy itself as a ”frustra-

tion caused by another’s superiority” (p. 420). 
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We suspect that, since envy is understood to be a “shameful emotion [that] we are likely to sup-

press or hide” (Belk, 2011: 119), our test subjects may be more prone to using words like frustration, 

or the related word irritation rather than admitting to being envious. The reason why we mention the 

related word irritation is that, being native Danish speakers ourselves, we suspect that the word 

irritation might be applied by our subjects more frequently than frustration, while at the same time 

being understood by them to mean the same thing as frustration. For these various reasons, we will 

also investigate the link between the words frustration and irritation on the one side and the concept 

of envy on the other side in the exploratory phase. 

 

4.3.6. Linking types of envy to types of upward social comparison 
 

Now that we have discussed firstly the concept of USC and its sub-concepts of PUSC and NUSC, 

and secondly the concept of envy and its sub-concepts of benign envy and malicious envy, we will 

discuss an important linkage between the two. 

As stated, PUSCs are self-enhancing and NUSCs are self-deflating (Buunk et al., 1990; Collins, 

1996). As also stated, benign envy is a frustration stemming from another person’s superiority 

(thus being a result of USC) that leads to the person trying to improve his/her own position or ca-

pability (which can be seen as a self-enhancing effect), while malicious envy is a frustration that 

likewise stems from another person’s superiority (again being a result of upward social compari-

son) but which does not cause attempts to improve one’s own position or capability, but, rather, 

leads to attempts to deflate the other person’s position or capability while staying at one’s own po-

sition and level of capability oneself (which could be seen as a self-deflating effect) (Van de Ven, 

2016; Van de Ven et al., 2009; Belk, 2011: 117), Therefore, we see clear relationships between 

benign envy and PUSC and between malicious envy and NUSC. A simplified way of explaining this 

is seen in figure 2 below. 

 

 

Figure 2: Showing the relationship between benign envy and PUSC and between malicious envy 

and NUSC that we deduct from previous literature. 

 

Based on this, we ask ourselves the question: what factor might it be that can make the initial USC 

to trigger either a benign envy (and hence a PUSC) or a malicious envy (and hence a NUSC)? In 

other words: what makes the difference at the initial point of USC? 
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We hypothesize that the difference may lie in the degree of hope or hopelessness (in the sense 

of Belk et al., 2003) that is triggered at the initial point of USC. Following the reasoning by Belk et 

al. (2003), we further hypothesize that, when applying this to luxury in relation to travels, in particu-

lar, perhaps if the level of luxury can reach a certain point at which “there appears to be little or no 

chance of realizing” that level of luxury in the eyes of the person comparing. More about this in the 

section “4.8. Our framework and propositions” below. 

 

4.3.7. Remarks to the section on envy 
 

The varied use of terms and the overlap in meaning among these terms make it difficult to decide 

what terminology to use when communicating with the subjects who participate in the various stages 

of this investigation. This is one of the most important reasons why we begin our investigation with 

an exploratory research phase in the form of a focus group that is to inform our subsequent use of 

terms and concepts. Cf. the section “7. Exploratory phase: Focus group” below. 

 

4.4. Social networking sites 
 

According to Lange-Faria and Elliot (2012), “SoMe has become the modus operandi of the 21st 

century”, More specifically, with the introduction of the Internet, the ways in which we interact online 

have changed drastically (Lange-Faria & Elliot, 2012), and continue to change. This change from 

the “old” Internet to the web, where people use applications and generate their own content is com-

monly referred to as web 2.0 (Lange-Faria & Elliot, 2012; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010 and O’reilly, 2005 

to name a few). Social media is referred to in many different ways. However, in the context of this 

paper, we will be using the term Social networking sites and its abbreviation, SNS, in line with Lange-

Faria & Elliot (2012), meaning a web application, through which people can post and share content 

with one another (Lange-Faria & Elliot, 2012). Furthermore, SNSs “enable users to connect by cre-

ating personal information profiles, inviting friends, and colleagues to have access to those profiles 

and sending emails and instant messages” to these friends (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010: 63). Addition-

ally, SNSs enable users to share travel-related experiences, stories and information through “up-

loading text content, images, audios, and videos without any special technical skills” (Xiang & Gret-

zel, 2010 in Kang & Schuett, 2013: 94). This is commonly referred to as user generated content 

(Kang & Schuett, 2013), which is considered to be “a priceless information source” (Kang & Schuett, 

2013: 94), which marketers could benefit from. 

SNSs such as Facebook have more than 2.5 billion registered users as of late 2019 (Clement, 

2020), which is almost a third of the world’s population (Current World Population, 2020), proving 

the impact of such sites on e.g. consumption. In 2008, 75 percent of Internet surfers used SNSs 

(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010), and these users include a large range of age segments, i.e. not just the 

younger generation (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Not only has SNSs become a place to share and 

create content as previously mentioned; it has also become a place where people seek to provide 

information about brands, products, services etc., which highly influences other people’s opinions 

(Dina & Sabou, 2012), thus making SoMe a key priority for many businesses (Kaplan & Haenlein, 

2010). 

Although many business have scaled up their SoMe presence and continuously spend many 

resources on focusing their social media marketing efforts accordingly, it can be quite difficult to 

control SoMe in terms of marketing efforts, because people can post whatever they want whenever 
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and wherever they like (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). This underlines the need for extensive knowledge 

in areas pertaining to challenges and opportunities of SNSs, in order to be prepared and utilize it in 

the best possible way, since the general SoMe usage increases drastically every year (Kaplan & 

Haenlein, 2010). Consequently, “as a consumer-to-consumer medium, social media have grown 

enormously in the tourism industry as an information sear platform” (Kang & Schuett, 2013: 94). 

 

4.4.1. Electronic word-of-mouth 
 

With the yearly decline in television viewers (Porter, 2019), and the increase in people on SoMe, it 

is safe to say that the exposure to ads and brands is great on the different SNSs, whether that is 

directly from the brand, through influencers or through eWOM. EWOM is defined as “any positive or 

negative statement made by potential, actual, or former customers about a product or company, 

which is made available to a multitude of people and institutions via the Internet” (Hennig-Thurau, 

Gwinner, Walsh & Gremler, 2004: 39), thus also on SNSs. We know from extensive research on the 

area that WOM influences the most of purchase decisions made (Brooks, 1957; Dichter, 1966). In 

fact, “WOM is more influential on behavior than other marketer-controlled sources” (Buttle, 1998: 

242). Considering the fact that consumers are not able to try out travel-related products before pur-

chasing those products in the same way as people may try on clothes before purchasing them, it is 

no surprise that they rely heavily on information from other people and utilize different outlets to 

gather more information (Fodness & Murray, 1997). This makes eWOM an even more essential 

driving force within the travel industry. Furthermore, Kotler, Browen & Makens (2010) claim that 

travelers normally regard information from internal sources such as colleagues, friends, and family, 

as more credible and less biased, opposed to marketing communications from organizations. Thus, 

it is no coincidence that travel organizations apply SoMe in their communications and thus attempt 

rely on eWOM (Akehurst, 2009). 

 

4.4.1.1. McKinsey’s Consumer Decision Journey 

 

For years, marketers believed consumers would start out considering a number of brands and then 

winnow down the choices through an allegorical funnel, until finally deciding which brand to choose 

(Edelman, 2010). In the post-purchase period, the relationship with the brand has typically been 

centered around the use of the product itself (Edelman, 2010). This is an obsolete view of the con-

sumer purchase cycle, though. Newer studies has proved that consumers add and subtract brands 

from a cluster of brands under consideration during a prolonged evaluation phase (Edelman, 2010). 

The post-purchase relationship with a brand is therefore an open-ended one, where consumers 

share experiences with the brand online (Edelman, 2010), showing the importance of eWOM on the 

consumer decision journey. This new model was introduced by Court, Elzinga, Mulder and Vetvik 

(2009) in the McKinsey Quarterly. It has been developed from research into the purchase decisions 

of close to 20,000 consumers within five industries (Edelman, 2010). This research shows that con-

sumers nowadays “take a more iterative and less reductive journey of four stages: consider, evalu-

ate, buy, and enjoy, advocate and bond” (Edelman, 2010: 65). 
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Figure 3: McKinsey’s Consumer Decision Journey adopted from Court, Elzinga, Mulder & Vetvik 

(2009). 

 

Mckinsey’s Consumer Decision Journey (Court et al., 2009) involves these stages, which all work in 

a constant loop as opposed to the previous notion of a funnel. Consider is the stage at which the 

journey starts with the consumers’ top-of-mind considerations stemming from general exposure to 

ads, encounters at friends’ homes or other stimuli (Edelman, 2010) e.g. on SoMe. As opposed to the 

funnel, which contains the largest number of brands, nowadays, consumers have a much smaller 

number of products they consider due to the great media exposure and awash of choices (Edelman, 

2010). In Evaluate, the consumer seeks input from peers to further narrow down the number of 

products that they consider (Edelman, 2010). This seeking-influence-from-peers that has become 

more salient nowadays falls well in line with our choice to focus on “close friends” as the comparison 

target in this investigation (cf. “8.1. Overall survey Design” below). In this evaluate stage, consumers 

can also add new brands while discarding others, and thereby marketers push to encourage them a 

lot during this phase (Edelman, 2010). Buy is an equally important touchpoint in the Consumer De-

cision Journey, even though some may think, that the consumer has already made up their mind by 

this point (Edelman, 2010). However, packaging, pricing, availability, placement, and sales interac-

tions are very powerful to persuade and dissuade (Edelman, 2010). The stages enjoy, advocate and 

bond occur after purchase. This is the touchpoint where consumers engage in WOM, which has 

great potential for brand growth, but which also poses a great risk since dissatisfied customers also 

engage in WOM, albeit of the negative kind (Edelman, 2010). 
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4.4.1.1.1. Implications the model provides 

 

The model does not seem so far-reaching, but what it brings to marketers is quite profound, because 

it helps marketers where to best allocate their resources (Edelman, 2010). Most marketers use a 

strategy, which targets the consumers in the buy stage, which is not where they are most impres-

sionable (Edelman, 2010). Instead the Consumer Decision Journey shows the importance of allo-

cating budget and resources to target the consumers in the evaluate, enjoy, and advocate and bond 

stages (Edelman, 2010). This paper looks into the latter stage, which has great impact on the con-

sumer decision journey because of the loop we now know exists. 

 

4.4.1.2. The Evolution of WOM Theory 

 

According to Kozinets, De Valck, Wojnicki & Wilner (2010) the nature of WOM has been and still is 

changing with time, and it has therefore gone through three versions; the Organic Interconsumer 

Influence Model, the Linear Marketer Influence Model, and the Network Coproduction Model (cf. 

figures 4, 5, and 6 below). However, while these models show an evolution in the nature of WOM, 

they still all coexist today and pertain to different circumstances (Kozinets et al., 2010). All three will 

be briefly introduced below. 

 

4.4.1.2.1. The Organic Interconsumer Influence Model 

 

This is the earliest and most simple idea of consumer WOM and entails the “exchange of product- 

and brand-related marketing messages and meanings” (Kozinets et al., 2010: 72). The exchange of 

these messages happens organically between consumers without prompting them to buy or influ-

encing them in any way, and with no measurement by marketers in the ways that classic marketing 

messages do. These Interconsumer messages are thus motivated by a desire to help, warn or com-

municate status rather than to sell (Arndt 1967; Engel, Kegerreis, and Blackwell 1969; Gatignon and 

Robertson 1986 in Kozinets et al., 2010). Furthermore, this model suggests that WOM happens 

naturally among the consumers as long as marketers do their job of developing innovations and 

notifying consumers through promotions and advertisements (Bass, 1969 and Whyte, 1954 in 

Kozinets et al., 2010). So the Interconsumer messages are an extension of marketing messages. 

 

 
Figure 4: The Organic Interconsumer Influence Model, adopted from Kozinets et al. (2010). 
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4.4.1.2.2. The Linear Marketer Influence Model 

 

The second model of WOM came to be as a natural evolution of the first model (Kozinets et al., 

2010). Eventually, it became evident how influential the consumers themselves are in the WOM 

process (e.g. Feick & Price, 1987 and King & Summers, 1976 in Kozinets et al., 2010). As a result, 

it became marketers became more interested in identifying and trying to influence their most influ-

ential and respected WOM-spreading consumers (Kozinets et al., 2010). I.e., the marketers started 

to try to exert an influence on what types of organic interconsumer messages would happen between 

consumers, rather than allowing that to be random. Here, marketers thus incorporate an active in-

fluence through traditional marketing means, e.g. advertising and promotions (Kozinets et al., 2010). 

 

 
Figure 5: The Linear Marketer Influence Model, adopted from Kozinets et al. (2010). 

 

4.4.1.2.3. The Network Coproduction Model 

 

The last and newest model of WOM theory has come about as a result of the evolution of the Internet 

(Kozinets et al., 2010). The Internet allows for marketers to manage and measure these campaigns 

more effectively (Kozinets et al., 2010). This is done through communication programs and targeted 

one-to-one seeding, which places a larger importance on consumer networks, groups, and commu-

nities (Kozinets et al., 2010). Furthermore, the consumers are regarded more as co-creators of 

meaning and value, which is communicated in consumer networks (Kozinets et al., 2010). 

 

 
Figure 6: The Network Coproduction Model, adopted from Kozinets et al. (2010). 
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4.4.2. The Psychology of social networking sites 
 

Several studies suggest that “one person’s happiness and delightful moments do not necessarily 

positively affect the lives of others” (Lim & Yang, 2015: 300). In the wake of SNS, we are constantly 

getting exposed to other people’s happiness, and this potentially affects us in many different ways. 

According to Lim & Yang (2015), SNSs have fostered social comparisons and increased the ten-

dency for people to desire to compare themselves with others. Lim & Yang (2015) state that “social 

comparison causes users to become stressed and can be stimulating, thereby lowering users’ sat-

isfaction” (p. 300). However, we also know that there is a positive side to social comparison, both 

when we look at USC and DSC (Collins, 1996). In their study, Liu et al. (2019) claim that USC, which 

happens on SNSs when a person shares a positive travel experience, leads to greater travel intent. 

However, as seen in the study by Lim and Yang (2015), social comparison on SNS can just as easily 

be associated with stress and cause negative emotions, which would lead to burnout or product 

switch. Additionally, Lim and Yang (2015) stress that specific emotions triggered by a SoMe post 

results in various coping responses, thus making it hard to determine one particular outcome (Lim & 

Yang, 2015). Hence, making the control of how SNSs and SoMe in general affect marketing efforts 

even more difficult. 

 

4.4.3. Self-presentation on social networking sites 
 

The Internet has a major impact on our social lives (Seidman, 2013). The need for acceptance is 

one of fundamental human needs (Andersen, Chen & Carter, 2000), which also reflects behavior on 

SNS. According to Seidman (2013) people fulfill this fundamental need through self-presentation on 

e.g. Facebook by posting photos etc., which can enhance their popularity. Normally, people present 

their accurate self. However, it also provides a great outlet for presenting an alternate self – who you 

want to be. Likewise, it is also a place where people can post what aspects of their lives they want 

to present (Seidman, 2013). Research suggests that personality best can be explained by the Five 

Factor Model also referred to as the Big Five (Funder, 2000; McCrae & Costa, 1997). This model 

can also be used to explain how Facebook or other SNSs fulfil needs of belonging and self-presen-

tation (Seidman, 2013). The Big Five traits are openness, conscientiousness, agreeableness, extra-

version, and neuroticism (Seidman, 2013). According to Seidman (2013), there are two types of self-

presentation behaviors; general self-disclosure and emotional disclosure. Furthermore, self-presen-

tational motivation such as attention-seeking and presentation of actual, hidden, and ideal self-as-

pects is also a part of SNS behavior (Seidman, 2013). These are all factors of online behavior and 

self-presentation on SNS. 

 

4.4.4. Instagram 
 

The scope of this investigation focuses on the usage of Instagram as the chosen SNS in the context 

of travel marketing. The following sections will provide an introduction to Instagram.  
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4.4.4.1. What is Instagram?  

 

Instagram “is the most popular photo capturing and photo sharing application” in the world (Hu, 

Manikonda & Kambhampati, 2014: 595). It is unique in the sense that it allows users to post content 

such as pictures and videos using only their smartphones, and it allows them to apply manipulation 

tools to transform the appearance of that content (Hu et al., 2014). Additionally, users can add cap-

tions, use hashtags, and tag people to photos using the @-symbol (Hu et al., 2014). Instagram 

provides its users with a social connectivity because they can “follow” other users. It also adds se-

curity measures such as the opportunity to make your account private, in order that only an allowed 

number of people can see what content you post (Hu et al., 2014). Users “consume” the posted 

content mostly by viewing a core page (the “feed”) that shows a stream of the latest content shared 

by the people or brands they are following (Hu et al., 2014). Furthermore, it is possible to like, add 

comments to and save content (Hu et al., 2014). 

Instagram functions by using algorithms (Warren, 2020). These algorithms are based on users’ 

past behavior on Instagram, i.e. what they will be watching on their Instagram feed is being contin-

uously tailored to them with a basis in what they have previously been watching (Warren, 2020). The 

algorithm prioritizes content that receives the most engagement overall (is being watched most, be-

ing liked most or being commented most), and it also prioritizes showing posts from friends, family 

and accounts the individual user seems to be caring most about (Warren, 2020). The algorithm 

calculates the users’ usage of the app while keeping track of what/whom the users follow and (War-

ren, 2020). However, it is important to note that these algorithms change frequently, since the app 

keeps learning from the behavioral patterns of users and thus keeps improving itself (Warren, 2020). 

 

4.4.4.2. Instagram in numbers 

 

Instagram keeps gaining more popularity and is second to Facebook in terms of the daily amount of 

people logging onto it (Chen, 2020). In Denmark, Instagram is the third most popular SoMe platform 

after Facebook and YouTube with 24 per cent of the overall national SoMe usage (Christensen & 

Knudsen, 2019). In terms of gender, 58.5 percent of total Instagram users in Denmark as of April 

2020 were women, whereas the remaining 41.5 percent were men (“Instagram users in Denmark”, 

2020). Worldwide, the key age span of Instagram users is 13 and 29. However, there are also many 

users between 30 and 49. Above the age of 50, the proportion of users starts to decline radically 

with increased age (Chen, 2020). Moreover, also worldwide, one billion people use Instagram every 

month, and of those, 200 million Instagram users visit at least one business profile on a daily basis 

(Newberry, 2019). One third of the most viewed Stories on Instagram are stories being posted by 

businesses, and Instagram’s advertising reach is 849.3 million users. A total of 75.3 per cent of U.S. 

businesses are expected to be using Instagram in 2020 (Newberry, 2019). 

 

4.5. Tourism Marketing 
 

Since our investigation encircles the travel industry, there are a few terms from the field of tourism 

marketing that we will apply in this report, and which are therefore relevant to define here. After 

having provided these definitions, we will also provide a discussion of an aspect which is very central 

to this investigation and which provides some of the rationale behind our propositions (which will be 
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presented below). The aspect in question for this discussion is the relationship between ATC and 

USC (cf. below). 

 

4.5.1. The definitions we use 
 

4.5.1.1. Tourism 

 

“Tourism” is defined by the United Nations and World Tourism Organisation (1994) as a phenome-

non which comprises “the activities of persons traveling to and staying in places outside their usual 

environment for not more than one consecutive year” (p. 5). 

 

4.5.1.2. Aspirational tourism consumption 

 

As with all kinds of marketing efforts, the sole purpose of tourism marketing efforts is to have the 

targeted consumers buy more tourism products (i.e. travel tickets, accommodation, tours, etc.). This 

will be referred to as engaging in increased tourism consumption. However, in our present investi-

gation, the mere resulting change in tourism consumption (increased or decreased) is not the object 

of interest. Rather, the object of interest is the change in tourism consumption as a behavioral re-

sponse to the kind of social comparison taking place in the focal consumer upon being exposed to 

various levels of luxury. Therefore, we do not work with the term tourism consumption; instead, we 

use the term aspirational tourism consumption (ATC). ATC was first introduced by Liu et al. (2019), 

who do not, however, specify the exact definition of the term. Therefore, with inspiration from Liu et 

al.’s employment of the term and other sources, we will here piece together our definition and use 

of the term. The entire wording “ATC” refers to the phenomenon of “aspirational consumption”, which 

is known from previous research, but in a tourism context, specifically. We have already addressed 

the definition of the concept of tourism. However, we will briefly touch upon the concept of aspira-

tional consumption before addressing the definition of ATC. 

 

4.5.1.2.1. Aspirational consumption 

 

“Aspirational consumption” is defined within consumer psychology to be “a type of compensatory 

consumption, which refers to consumption behaviors undertaken to counteract an undesired psy-

chological condition resulting from lack of self-esteem or self-fulfillment” (Gronmon, 1988, as ex-

plained in Liu et al., 2019); in other words: consumption of some good or the like in order to improve 

one’s self-construct. In the specific contexts of our present investigation, such a lack of self-fulfillment 

is taken to be the result of USCs, with inspiration from Festinger (1954), Goethals & Darley (1977), 

and Gastorf & Suls (1978), among others. In extension to this, Belk et al. (2003) explain that people 

sometimes consume products that others have as a result of their desire “to be like them” (p. 337), 

thus showing how USC can create a desire to possess what the comparison target possesses in 

order to feel equal to the comparison target. We therefore use the following definition of “aspirational 

consumption”, which is adapted from Gronmon (1988) with inspiration from Liu et al. (2019) and Belk 

et al. (2003): consumption of some good or the like in order to improve one’s lack of self-fulfillment 

as a consequence of USCs. Pairing this definition of aspirational consumption with our definition of 

tourism above, we employ the following full definition of ATC: 
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Consumption related to activities of traveling to and staying in places outside one’s usual environ-

ment for not more than one consecutive year in order to improve one’s lack of self-fulfillment as a 

consequence of USCs. 

 

4.5.2. Aspirational tourism consumption and upward social compari-

sons 
 

Previous research depicts how an increase in a consumer’s PLL of a travel scenario will also lead 

to an increase in his/her ATC (e.g. Liu et al., 2019). This is in line with other literature regarding 

conspicuous consumption proving how there seems to be a direct correlation between luxury and 

ATC. However, a possible moderating effect of USC on this relationship between luxury and ATC 

represents a research area yet to be explored. 

Multiple scholars have unveiled how USC plays an active part in the conspicuous consumption 

patterns of consumers. For instance, Zheng, Baskin & Peng (2018) found that “consumers strive to 

keep up their consumption with those who own superior possessions by purchasing conspicuously 

displayed products” (p. 196). Moreover, contemporary research (e.g. Taylor, 2020) proves that users 

of SNSs are more likely to upwardly socially compare as opposed to downwardly socially compare 

when online, and we know that this comparison may yield either negative or positive outcomes (e.g. 

Buunk et al., 1990, Wood; 1989). In extension to this, it has been highlighted how SoMe and hence 

eWOM “are effective tools to entice demand for conspicuous products” (e.g. Thoumrungroje, 2014: 

7). If we know that (1) SoMe users are more likely to upwardly socially compare when online (Taylor, 

2020) and (2) that consumers tend to buy more luxury items as a consequence of USC (Zheng et 

al., 2018), but we also know that (3) USC may not always have such positive outcomes and( 4) that 

the more luxury, the higher the ATC, then it would perhaps also be fair to assume that the relationship 

between luxury and ATC in a SoMe setting is somehow moderated by the sentiment of the USC 

taking place. 

 

4.6. The concept of luxury 
 

There is generally little consensus in academic literature on how luxury may be defined, operation-

alized, and measured. The same goes for what comprises a luxury brand (Miller & Mills, 2012; Chris-

todoulides, Michaelidou & Li, 2009). However, although multiple popular scholars have attempted to 

provide definitions of luxury as well as frameworks through which it may be measured (e.g. Dubois, 

Laurent & Czellar, 2001; Vickers & Renand, 2003; Vigneron and Johnson, 1999, 2004), there seems 

to be agreement on the fact that luxury is subjective and thus hard to universally define. According 

to Dubois et al. (2001), the tendency for luxury to be relative manifests itself in “particularly complex 

and ambivalent consumer attitudes” (p. 2), making PLL hard to measure. In this project, we attempt 

to do so in a travel consumption and SoMe context. Due to the widespread opinions about luxury as 

well as its volatile nature, it is particularly important to introduce a more clear-cut theoretical and 

conceptual frame of reference regarding luxury, on which this paper is based. The aim of the below 

subsections is to do just that. 
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4.6.1. The “why” of luxury 

 

In the following 4 subsections, we will briefly discuss some of the main underlying rationales that 

have previously been found to drive luxury consumption. 

 

4.6.1.1. Conspicuous consumption 

 

The term conspicuous consumption was originally introduced by Veblen (1899) to describe the ten-

dency for people to acquire luxury goods or services to signal wealth externally. Conversely, the 

term status consumption may be defined as “the motivational process by which individuals strive to 

improve their social standing through the conspicuous consumption of consumer products that con-

fer and symbolize status both for the individual and surrounding significant others” (Kilsheimer, 1993:  

341). From this, we see how conspicuous consumption and status consumption have been used 

interchangeably and inherently as “the same phenomena” (O’cass & McEwen, 2004: 26). Addition-

ally, luxury consumption may also be referred to as “Compensatory Consumption”, as it may be said 

to represent an act that intends to compensate for powerlessness (Rucker & Galinsky, 2008). We 

adhere to the above views and apply the term conspicuous consumption understood as: consumer 

behavior driven by the desire to attain status and/or power and resulting in the purchase of luxury 

goods or services with the intention of signaling wealth and economic power to be publicly observa-

ble. 

 

4.6.1.2. Costly signaling theory 

  

Costly signaling is a concept originating in evolutionary biology, which may help explain why people 

tend to engage in conspicuous consumption. More specifically, costly signaling theory proposes “that 

animals (including humans) may send honest signals about desirable personal characteristics and 

access to resources through costly biological displays, altruism, or other behaviors that would be 

hard to fake” (McAndrew, 2019, p. 2). A popular example of this is found within the animal kingdom 

in the male peacock’s tendency to shake its feathers to attract a female mate. In doing so, the pea-

cock engages in expensive or wasteful (i.e. costly) behavior to signal that it is powerful and strong. 

Conversely, costly signaling may also be manifested in humans via acts of conspicuous consumption 

carried out to satisfy innate human needs of mate attraction, mate retention or status acquiring. 

Accordingly, conspicuous consumption may stem from an innate need to engage in costly signaling 

and, therefore, it can be said to have an evolutionary origin (e.g. Griskevicius et al., 2007; Miller, 

2009; Saad, 2007; Sundie et al., 2011). In this paper, we focus on acts of conspicuous consumption 

that work as a modern display of costly signaling with the purpose of acquiring status. 

 

4.6.1.3. Utilitarianism & hedonism 

 

Acquiring goods or services that lack a functional purpose can be said to be a key characteristic of 

conspicuous consumption, and engaging in conspicuous consumption therefore entails being driven 

by pleasure as opposed to functionality. Previous research shows that consumers make trade-offs 

when deciding between purchasing necessities and non-essential items, i.e. luxuries (Kivetz & Si-

monson, 2002). This distinction has led to the dualism of hedonic versus utilitarian consumption, the 
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former of which represents a more conscious type of consumption motivated by the value of func-

tionality and the latter of which represents a more spontaneous type of consumption motivated by 

the value of pleasure. The dualism may also be applicable on a product level, i.e. talking about 

hedonic versus utilitarian products, as products may exert characteristics of both utilitarian and he-

donic character (Chernev, 2004; Dhar & Wertenbroch, 2000). In fact, it may also be applied well 

beyond products (Lu, Liu & Fang, 2016). This point is rather relevant when investigating luxury in a 

travel context, as travel in itself is a piece of consumption that exerts a high degree of hedonic value. 

Nevertheless, consumers purchasing a travel may still be faced with multiple decisions, an example 

being whether or not to upgrade specific aspects of the travel. Therefore, although luxury travel may 

by default be characterized by a high degree of hedonic value, we work with a view on luxury travels 

as also entailing the potential of catering to utilitarian drivers in its consumers. The dualism may as 

mentioned above also be linked to the term desire, as Belk et al. (2003) underlines how desire rep-

resents more hedonic values of the hedonic-utilitarian spectrum.  

 

4.6.1.4. Costly signaling via luxury goods  

 

Just as the feathers on the peacock can help it communicate its reproductive abilities, products and 

brands may help consumers express and construct their individual identities (e.g. Belk 1988; Four-

nier 1998; McCracken 1989; Richins 1994). In his book “To Have or to Be?”, Fromm (1976) suggests 

that modern society has become so materialistic that having overtakes being, i.e. we are what we 

have. This idea that possessions form part of human identity is closely linked to the view on status 

as a fundamental human motive found among scholars of evolutionary psychology. In extension to 

this, we see that costly signaling via luxury goods may be driven by two primary purposes related to 

status: (1) the need to distinguish oneself from others and, in this way, construct an identity different 

from that of others, and (2) the need to gain social confirmation of this identity to feel superior. The 

former purpose related to being different from others is linked to what Kastanakis and Balabanis 

(2014) explain about people wanting to feel unique. They explain that “an independent self-concept 

and need for uniqueness” can drive people into more luxury consumption (Kastanakis and 

Balabanis, 2014: 2148). 

 

4.6.3. The democratization of luxury  

 

As already indicated in the introduction of this paper, a majority of academics as well as managers 

argue that there has been “a ‘democratization of luxury’ since the 1980s” (Gutsatz and Heine, 2018, 

p. 411), making luxury more broadly accessible. This tendency means that, today, luxury is available 

to a record large amount of social classes (Tak et al., 2017) and that, consequently, the availability 

of luxury has changed significantly, making luxury relevant in marketing across an increasing amount 

of consumer segments. The idea of this evolution of luxury has several implications for both aca-

demic literature as well as for managers. For instance, due to an increased demand for luxury goods 

and services, an increasing number of brands are attempting to enter into markets differentiating 

themselves as more luxurious. This makes the market much more confusing to navigate for con-

sumers and, therefore, issues such as authenticity “is considered to be one of the major challenges 

for the luxury segment of our time” (Hitlzer & Müller-Stewens, 2017: 29). Moreover, because so 

many brands that claim to cater to the luxury segment exist, consumers may turn to other measures 

to signal wealth or abundance. Examples include non-conformity (e.g. Bellezza, Gino & Keinan, 
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2014). Consequently, due to the democratization of luxury, contemporary luxury marketers may also 

face challenges in catering to consumers that do not wish to purchase conventional types of luxury 

goods and services. 

 

4.6.4. Conceptualizing luxury 

 

In this section, we will present the various aspects and dimensions that the concept of luxury entails 

in our view, and which, therefore, each constitute part of the total concept that is luxury. 

 

4.6.4.1. The Brand Luxury Index 

 

In the present investigation, we implement the Brand Luxury Index (BLI) scale proposed by Vigneron 

& Johnson (2004), which is among the most popular frameworks for conceptualizing luxury. The 

index comprises five dimensions that measure the extent to which consumers perceive a given brand 

to be luxurious; the contents of each are based on luxury characteristics identified in prior research 

(e.g. Dubois et al., 2001; Vickers & Renand, 2003; Vigneron & Johnson, 1999; Belk, 1988). The five 

dimensions respectively measure to what extent a brand is perceived: 

 

1. To help the consumer in signaling status or wealth (conspicuousness) 

2. To be exclusive and, as such, somewhat superior (uniqueness) 

3. To be of superior quality (quality) 

4. To yield hedonic outcomes for the consumer (hedonism) 

5. To help the consumer express his or her own personal success and identity to himself/herself 

as well as to others (extended-self) 

 

Although the BLI scale has been evaluated by several scholars (e.g. Christodoulides et al., 2009) 

challenging its precision – in part because, as we have previously mentioned in this report as well, 

luxury is highly subjective and difficult to define – it is still one of the few prominent conceptualizations 

of luxury that actually offer a concrete toolbox to measure luxury in practice. Moreover, what makes 

it especially relevant to apply in this project is the fact that it takes into consideration the different 

levels of luxury, the existence of which has been vouched for in prior research (e.g. Alleres, 1990). 

It therefore provides a highly useful tool for practitioners “(…) to fine-tune the positioning of their 

brand(s) with a view of achieving the desired level of luxury” (Christodoulides et al., 2009: 9).  

It should be noted that the purpose of the original BLI scale is to measure the PLL of a brand. We 

implement the scale in a slightly different context, namely to measure PLL of various manipulated 

vacation scenarios, as we argue that it is applicable in the case of travel experiences as well. Con-

sequently, we will use the luxury drivers included under each dimension of the BLI scale to pre-

define the level of luxury of each of the travel scenarios implemented in our studies, and we will also 

use the framework later on to measure whether or not respondents in fact ascribed the same PLLs 

to each scenario as we did. 
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4.6.5. The definitions we use 
 

Regarding the concept of luxury and its role and application within tourism marketing, we will be 

working with some terms and concepts, whose definitions we wish to initially discuss before moving 

on to applying them in the remainder of this report. 

 

4.6.5.1. Luxury goods 

 

As accounted for above, there is no clear-cut definition of what luxury entails. This naturally also 

applies to luxury goods (Liu et al., 2019). Nevertheless, Tynan, McKechnie & Chhuon (2010) as well 

as Vigneron & Johnson (2004) suggest that “luxury goods or services are defined based on percep-

tions of limited supply, high monetary value, superior quality, extra pleasure, and symbols of per-

sonal and social identity” (Liu et al., 2019: 357). In this paper, we take point of departure in this view 

on luxury goods. 

 

4.6.5.2. Luxury travel 

 

We adhere to a definition of luxury travel entailing: “a travel experience which is not commonly ac-

cessible, relatively expensive, offers superior service quality, provides extra pleasure, and can be 

considered a symbol of personal or social identity” (Liu et al., 2019: 357). Thus, “a luxury travel 

experience appears to be more exclusive, less affordable, and indicative of higher status, higher 

quality, and greater hedonic value; hence, it signals a stronger sense of superiority and uniqueness 

among luxury consumers’ peers.” (Liu et al., 2019: 357). 

 

4.6.5.3. Perceived level of luxuriousness 

 

The concept of a luxury experience includes intangible aspects and personal perceptions and feel-

ings (Brun & Castelli, 2013). Not only does perception of luxury goods differ when comparing two 

brands, both claiming for a luxury position, but also when proposing the brand to different people – 

even within a relatively homogenous group (Brun & Castelli, 2013). For this reason, we may still see 

very different views upon what luxury entails despite having limited our investigation to a Danish 

context, exclusively. One reason is that the perception of what luxury is may be dependent on the 

context and the people concerned (Vigneron & Johnson, 2004). As luxury is subjective, this paper 

looks at the PLL of various scenarios as experienced by individual consumers. PLL is attempted 

measured via Vigneron and Johnson’s (2004) BLI scale accounted for above. 

 

4.6.5.4. Luxury Consumer 

 

Consumption involves the acquisition, usage, and disposition of products or services, which can be 

used in ways that potentially provide value (Holbrook, 1987). The consumer is, thus, the person 

acquiring, using or disposing of the product or service. Furthermore, “luxury consumption elicits a 

sense of superiority over one’s peers and thus induces an upward social comparison process” (Liu 

et al., 2019: 357). Consequently, a luxury consumer can be defined as a person consuming luxury 

goods or services. 
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4.7. Luxury in tourism marketing 
 

In the below, we will provide first a brief discussion on the role of luxury in tourism marketing, spe-

cifically, then our proposition of a change of view on what effects increasing levels of luxury may 

have on consumers’ level of ATC. 

 

4.7.1. The established assumption 
 

We know from Van de Ven et al. (2009) as well as from Van de Ven (2016) that there exist two 

overall types of envy (as explained in further detail in the section “4.3.1. Envy” above), namely benign 

envy, which is a result of PUSCs, and malicious envy, which is a result of NUSCs. 

We understand from Liu et al. (2019) that an increasing level of luxury allegedly leads to increas-

ing levels of benign envy in the focal consumer. We see this because Liu et al. (2019) draw a direct 

causality between luxury and benign envy in their research framework, and we know, as stated, that 

benign envy is a result of PUSC. Thus, the assumption in Liu et al. (2019) is that increasing levels 

of luxury always will lead to increasing levels of PUSC. Furthermore, Veblen (1899) explains that 

conspicuous consumption is based on two distinct motivations. (1) That people in higher classes 

have a tendency to display their wealth, and (2) that people in lower classes have a desire to emulate 

a high-end lifestyle, thus showing that the tendency to upwardly socially compare as a result of high 

luxury has been around for quite some time. Additionally, Ogden & Venkat (2001) showed that up-

ward social comparisons correlated positively with a desire of having more possessions. Likewise, 

Chan & Prendergast (2007 in Tak et al., 2017) observed that “peer communication and peer influ-

ence leads to social comparisons among friends and with media figures, and that these social com-

parisons promote materialism and thus encourage them to buy lifestyle and luxury goods” (p.33). 

These various aspects collectively show the link between luxury on the one hand and conspicuous 

consumption and the tendency to upwardly socially compare on the other hand. 

We call this assumption about the relationship between luxury and PUSC and the effect it has on 

ATC “the established assumption”. The established assumption is illustrated in the ATC-PLL model 

(below) by the linear, red curve, which shows a directly proportional increase of ATC on the Y-axis 

as the PLL increases on the X-axis. 
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Figure 7: The ATC-PLL model, showing the relationship between the PLL and the degree of ATC 

according to the rationale in “the established assumption” (red) and according to the rationale in “our 

new assumption” (green), respectively. The major difference between the two trend lines is that the 

linear disregards the opportunity that NUSCs (taking place as a result of too high PLL) can have an 

effect on ATC, while the inverted-U-shaped trend-line takes into consideration the opportunity that 

NUSCs (taking place as a result of too high PLL) can have an effect on ATC. 

 

4.7.2. Our new assumption 
 

We know from Collins (1996) that USCs can be both self-deflating and self-enhancing. In this report, 

we refer to self-enhancing USCs as PUSCs and to self-deflating USCs as NUSCs, but apart from 

the different use of terms, the distinction is the same as that of Collins (1996). However, we see an 
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inconsistency between Liu et al.’s (2019) framework and the dichotomy between the two types of 

USC that Collins (1996) presents, because if, according to Liu et al. (2019), an increasing level of 

luxury always will lead to an increasing level of PUSC (and thus benign envy, as explained in Liu et 

al., 2019), then where does Collins’ (1996) self-deflating type of USC (the negative type) fit into this 

equation? 

Even when considering variables that are somewhat related, an increase in one variable will of 

course not always lead to a corresponding increase in the other variable. On the contrary, as Grant 

& Schwartz (2011) phrase it, an increase of something can sometimes lead to “too much of a good 

thing”, as they explain that “positive phenomena [can] reach inflection points at which their effects 

turn negative" (p. 61). They explain this tendency with reference to the inverted-U, which “is a wide-

spread phenomenon in psychology” Grant & Schwartz (2011: 71). Some examples, inspired by the 

Aristotelian virtues, are, for instance, that when courage becomes too high, it can reach an inflection 

point and become recklessness, which has a negative effect instead of a positive effect; or when 

pride becomes too high, it can reach an inflection point and become vanity, which then also has a 

negative effect instead of a positive effect (Grant & Schwartz, 2011). Haaga & Stewart (1992) inves-

tigated the same phenomenon in another context, concluding that optimism “can be too extreme, 

leading to inappropriate complacency about the adequacy of one’s skills” (p. 27). Another example 

of the inverted-U, which is more relevant to the marketing context of the present investigation, is 

given by Iyengar & Lepper (2000), who found that being exposed to too many options can lead to 

decision paralysis and make people dissociate themselves from the decision process, thus leading 

to decreasing benefits with increasing objects to choose from. 

In relation to luxury and tourism marketing, our reasoning is that such an inverted-U tendency 

may exist for luxury as well, meaning that luxury can, eventually, become so high that it reaches an 

“inflection point” in the same sense as Grant & Schwartz (2011) explain it with the Aristotelian virtues. 

From this point, which we will refer to as “the LBP”, we propose that the effect of increasing levels 

of luxury will lead consumers into a state of hopelessness as they realize the level of luxury is unob-

tainably high for them, in the sense that Belk et al. (2003) explain it, and that this effect will lead to 

malicious (self-deflating (Collins, 1996)) envy rather than benign (self-enhancing (Collins, 1996)) 

envy, which will then also lead to negative (self-deflating (Collins, 1996)) USCs instead of positive 

(self-enhancing (Collins, 1996)) USCs, which, in turn, will lead to decreasing ATC. Put shortly, we 

expect, in contrast to the established assumption, that increases in the level of luxury up to a certain 

point (the LBP) will lead to increasing ATC, but that, after this point, further increases in the level of 

luxury will, instead, lead to decreases in ATC. 

We do not expect this to be a direct effect, though. Rather, we expect that changes in PLL will 

have this effect on ATC through various steps. Specifically, we expect that changes in PLL will lead 

to changes in the focal consumer’s felt hope/hopelessness (either of the two), and that this, in turn, 

will lead to changes in the focal consumer’s felt malicious/benign envy (either of the two), which, in 

turn, again, will lead to changes in the nature of the focal consumer’s USC (either positive or nega-

tive), and that a PUSC, then, will positively moderate the relationship between PLL and ATC, while 

a NUSC will negatively moderate the relationship between PLL and ATC. Everything explained in 

the last two sentences here is the essential meaning of our propositions, which will be introduced 

below. We call this assumption about an inverted-U relationship between luxury and USC and the 

effects it is expected to have on ATC “our new assumption”. Our new assumption is illustrated by 

the inverted-U-shaped, green curve in the ATC-PLL model (above), which shows an initially increas-

ing, then turning and decreasing trend for the ATC on the Y-axis as the PLL increases on the X-axis. 

 



Page 39 of 133 

4.7.3. Some clarifications 
 

We are not trying to pinpoint exactly at which level of luxury this turning point lies. This is because 

we argue that it is not possible to fabricate and employ a scale of luxury that is generally applicable 

among consumers, since luxury is a personal construct (Wiedmann, Hennigs & Siebels, 2009; Tynan 

et al., 2010; Vigneron & Johnson, 2004; Brun & Castelli, 2013 in Liu et al., 2019). As a consequence 

of this, we cannot pinpoint a specific point on a scale at which the level of luxury becomes too high. 

However, we might still be able to collect subjective opinions from individual consumers about when 

luxury becomes too high. We are, therefore, in Study 1, firstly going to investigate whether such a 

luxury turning point can exist (regardless of when and where it occurs), and if it can exist, then what 

general changes to consumer behavior it can have if this turning point is reached in the eyes of the 

individual consumer. Secondly, in Study 2, we will investigate what subjective opinions consumers 

might have concerning what aspects that can make luxury “too much”. It is hoped that these subjec-

tive opinions from a select group of consumers can increase marketers’ insight into how to tailor 

luxury-marketing efforts in order not to make it “too luxurious”. 

 

4.8. Our framework and propositions 
 

Based on the entire theoretical background presented and discussed in the above theory section, 

as well as on our discussion on “the established assumption” and “our new assumption” (right 

above), we have synthesized a framework proposing the way we anticipate these various fields of 

the theory are interlinked and influence each other. The model right below illustrates this framework 

graphically. The framework is also written out in the form of two propositions (each divided into two 

sub-propositions), which are presented and elaborated on in the subsections below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Page 40 of 133 

 
Figure 8: Model of investigation 

 

4.8.1. Point of departure 
 

Our point of departure is taken in the black, horizontal arrow in our model. The line shows the rela-

tionship between PLL of a travel experience and ATC, assuming that the PLL has a direct impact on 

ATC. It is not our proposition that there may be a direct influence of PLL on ATC, because we already 

know that this is the case from e.g. Liu et al. (2019). Therefore, it will not be the main focus of this 

investigation to test whether there is a direct influence of PLL on ATC, since this connection has 

already been proven by previous literature. This relationship is, however, an important basis for the 

rest of our model. 

 

4.8.2. Proposition 1 
 

Proposition 1 also has two sub-propositions to it. These relate to the inclined red and green arrows 

between the boxes saying “the PLL of the travel experience” and “USC (positive vs. negative)”. From 

the literature being presented in the above, we know that the nature of the USC that takes place in 

the mind of the focal consumer depends on both the focal consumer’s self-esteem and the similarity 

of the experience sharer (i.e. the comparison target) to the focal consumer. However, we further 

propose that the USC is affected by a third factor, namely the PLL of the travel experience; however, 

through several steps. More specifically, we propose that the nature of the USC (positive or negative) 
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will be a product of the hope/hopelessness that is triggered in the focal consumer after having seen 

the level of luxury experienced by the comparison target, and thus, in turn, a product of the be-

nign/malicious envy that is triggered as a result of the hope/hopelessness that is triggered. There-

fore, via these steps, the PLL has an effect on the nature of the USC. 

All other things (the focal consumer’s trait self-esteem and the level of similarity of the focal consumer 

to the experience sharer) being equal, we propose that the nature of the USC that takes place in the 

mind of the focal consumer will be influenced by the PLL of the travel experience in either of the 

following two ways: 

 The PLL of the travel experience can have a negative effect (through hope/hopelessness and 

malicious/benign envy) on the nature of the USC taking place in the mind of the focal consumer, 

resulting in a NUSC. 

 The PLL of the travel experience can have a positive effect (through hope/hopelessness and 

malicious/benign envy) on the nature of the USC taking place in the mind of the focal consumer, 

resulting in a PUSC. 

 

We propose that a PUSC will take place as a result of the PLL of the travel experience up to a certain 

point at which luxury is perceived in the mind of the individual focal consumer to become too high, 

after which a NUSC will instead take place while the PUSC diminishes. We call this point at which 

luxury is perceived by the focal consumer to get too high (and thus leads the consumer from a PUSC 

to a NUSC) the “LBP”. 

 

Thus, we arrive at the following: 

 Proposition 1a: The relationship between perceived level of luxury and upward social compar-

ison follows an inverse U-shape. Specifically, there exists a point (referred to as the “luxury 

breaking point”) at which perceived level of luxury becomes too high and changes the nature of 

the upward social comparison. 

 Proposition 1b: Any level of up to the luxury breaking point (cf. proposition 1a) will have a 

positive influence on positive upward social comparison. After this point, any higher level of 

perceived level of luxury will no longer have this positive influence on positive upward social 

comparison, which will instead begin to diminish, while a negative upward social comparison 

will begin to take over. 

 

4.8.3. Proposition 2 
 

Proposition number 2 has two sub-propositions to it that relate to the vertical red and green arrows 

in our model. We propose that the direct influence of the PLL on the ATC is moderated by the nature 

of the USC that takes place in the mind of the focal consumer as a result of the level of luxuriousness 

(as perceived by the focal consumer) being experienced by the comparison target (aka. the experi-

ence sharer). We propose that one of two outcomes can happen as a result of the nature of the USC 

that takes place: 

 In case the USC becomes a NUSC as a result of the specific level of luxury, it will have a nega-

tively moderating effect (represented by the vertical, red arrow) on the influence of the PLL on the 

ATC, resulting in a lower consequent level of ATC, or 
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 In case the USC becomes a PUSC as a result of the specific level of luxury, it will have a positively 

moderating effect (represented by the vertical, green arrow) on the influence of the PLL on the 

ATC, resulting in a higher consequent level of ATC. 

 

Thus, we arrive at the following: 

 Proposition 2a: Negative upward social comparison negatively moderates the influence of per-

ceived level of luxury on aspirational tourism consumption. 

 Proposition 2b: Positive upward social comparison positively moderates the influence of per-

ceived level of luxury on aspirational tourism consumption. 

 

As stated, we will not test the direct influence of PLL on ATC indicated by the black, vertical line, as 

it has already been proved (e.g. Liu et al., 2019). However, in order to test the moderating effect of 

the nature of the USC as a result of the degree of luxury, we will still need to test the influence that 

PLL has on the ATC, in order that we can test if the moderating effect exists, and, if so, then how 

much this moderating effect moderates the relationship between PLL and ATC. In other words, we 

do not test whether PLL has an influence on ATC in itself; rather, we test how this influence may 

change when we introduce into the equation the moderating effect of different types of USC, which 

is the core idea in proposition 1, and in order to do so, we still need to measure the relationship 

between PLL and ATC. 

 

5. Science philosophical basis 
 

The choice of methodological framework and research design in any research project is influenced 

and constrained by paradigmatic considerations (Nygaard, 2013: 13). The paradigm, i.e. the over-

arching world-view and set of general assumptions within which the research is to be conducted, is 

decided by the ontological and epistemological assumptions the researchers adhere to and share 

among them (Scotland, 2012: 9; Brier, 2012: 13, 41, 201-223; Thurén, 2008: 160-161). Therefore, 

ontology and epistemology have a fundamental influence on the choices pertaining to the methodo-

logical framework applied in the research project (Nygaard, 2013: 10). Nygaard (2013) explains that 

everyone has an ontology and an epistemology, whether knowingly or not, and that, consequently, 

as a scientist, one simply cannot dissociate his or herself from any ontology or epistemology; the 

challenge is to concretize one’s ontological and epistemological assumptions in order to realize what 

implications they have to the research process and thus to the result of the research (p.11). Nygaard 

(2013) further argues that it is of necessity to any research project to explicate its underlying ontology 

and epistemology in order to create the required transparency for others to understand the research 

method and results (p. 11). For these reasons, before we move on to the introduction and discussion 

of the applied methodological framework in the present investigation in the sections below, consid-

erations pertaining to the science philosophical basis, on which this research project rests, will be 

discussed in this section. Specifically, this research project’s ontological and epistemological foun-

dation and consequent paradigm will be introduced and discussed. Likewise, the reasoning ap-

proach, which will be applied in this research project, will be introduced and discussed. 
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5.1. Ontology 

 

Ontology is concerned with the study of “being” (Crotty, 1998: 10) and is concerned with “what con-

stitutes reality, in other words what is” (Scotland, 2012: 9). Within these considerations are questions 

pertaining to the very existence and nature of the focal substance, i.e. objects and phenomena in 

the world (Brier, 2012: 41). 

Generally, two types of ontology exist: (1) A realist ontology, which implies that the focal subject 

of study (i.e. an object or phenomenon) is assumed to exist independently from our observation 

and/or communication about it, and that the reality around us generally is seen to consist of material 

objects. (2) A relativist ontology, which implies that the reality around us (including the focal subject 

of study) is seen to be made up of social constructions whose existence are dependent on their 

articulation by observers as well as these observers’ interpretations (Nygaard, 2013: 28-29). There 

are degrees to how either realistic or relativistic an ontology can be, depending on the assumptions 

made by the researcher, so it is possible to assume some degree of a limitedly realist ontology as 

well (Nygaard, 2013: 28-29). Therefore, rather than two distinct opposing types of ontology, they can 

be regarded as opposite ends on a spectrum of ontological standpoints. 

In regard to this research project, the purpose is to arrive at a clearer understanding of individual 

travelers’ and Instagram-users’ understanding and articulation of the phenomenon of luxury (and 

thus their consequent engagement in social comparisons) and how this influences these individuals’ 

resulting ATC. That is, one of the basic assumptions behind this research project is that the main 

focal subjects for analysis, viz. luxury and ATC are relative constructs that change dependent upon 

the individual observer and his/her interpretations and articulation of them. This calls for a relativistic 

ontology. As Scotland (2012) puts it, “there are as many realities as individuals” (p. 11). Our present 

investigation therefore rests upon a relativist ontology, and this has the implication that we are going 

to anticipate that objects like luxury and ATC do not exist objectively and independently from human 

interpretations, but rather as constructs made by observing individuals and thus only come in to 

being through their interpretations and articulation of these phenomena. 

 

5.2. Epistemology 

 

Epistemology is the basic set of assumptions held by the researcher about how knowledge can be 

created, including considerations about the nature of knowledge and different forms of knowledge 

(Scotland, 2012: 9; Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007: 7), i.e. what can be known, and how it can be 

known. 

Generally, researchers adhere to either of two types of epistemology: (1) An objective epistemol-

ogy, implying that it is assumed, that it is possible to arrive at an objectively true knowledge about 

the world and its objects and phenomena, a knowledge which is true regardless of the spectator and 

his/her interpretation of it. (2) A subjective epistemology, implying that what is “true”, and what can 

be known about the objects and phenomena in the world is dependent upon the spectator and will 

be more or less unique to the individual person (Scotland, 2012; Nygaard, 2013: 28-29). Similar to 

the case with realist and relativist types of ontology, it is possible to assume various degrees of 

objectivity or subjectivity with respect to the epistemological basis of a research project so that one 

might, for instance, assume a “modified objective” epistemology (Nygaard, 2013: 28-29). And there-

fore, again, rather than regarding them as mutually exclusive, these two types of epistemology can 

be seen as opposite ends on a spectrum of various epistemological standpoints. 
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In connection to the present research project, as we are assuming a relativist ontology in which 

reality consists of relative constructs that change dependent upon the individual observer and his/her 

interpretations and articulation of them, the natural epistemological standpoint is the subjective one. 

This subjective epistemological standpoint has the implications for the present research project that 

we are going to assume that what can be known and what is true in relation to the phenomena of 

luxury and ATC is dependent upon the spectator (i.e. the consumer in this case, as well as the 

researchers themselves), and that a general, objective truth does not exist. 

 

5.3. Paradigm 

 

As mentioned earlier, a paradigm is made up of the ontological standpoint, the epistemological 

standpoint, and the methodological apparatus that these ontological and epistemological assump-

tions compel (Nygaard, 2013: 28-29; Scotland, 2012; Brier, 2012: 41). The paradigm is the over-

arching worldview that binds the researchers together and enables a coherent research process to 

take place among them (Brier, 2012: 203-207 and Thurén, 2008). 

Scotland explains that with a relativist ontology and a subjective epistemology, the overall para-

digm is “interpretive” (Scotland, 2012: 11-12). However, Scotland himself, as well as Brier and Thu-

rén introduce several sub-paradigms, or methodological frames, underneath the interpretivist um-

brella. These count i.a.: 

 Hermeneutics (deriving meaning through language use and texts), 

 Critical Theory (interpreting the world with an eye to criticizing the observed and promoting a 

change), 

 Constructivism (interpreting the social constructions refined and shared among people that con-

stantly fight for hegemony in a social setting), 

 Phenomenology (understanding phenomena through examining individuals’ direct experiences 

with them without the influence of any interfering preconceptions of the phenomena by the re-

searcher) and so forth (Scotland, 2012: 12; Brier, 2013: 28-29; Nygaard, 2012: 25-47). 

 

Among these interpretivist paradigms, we find the phenomenological paradigm most relevant for the 

present investigation, since this investigation is examining specific phenomena, namely luxury, so-

cial comparison and ATC (among others). Especially since this investigation is intending to examine 

these phenomena as they are experienced and understood through the eyes of the individuals, who 

are exposed to these phenomena (i.e. the consumers, travelers and Instagram users) with a mini-

mum of influence and preconceptions from our (the researchers’) side – in line with Scotland’s (2012: 

12) explanation of it. We do bear in mind, however, that while minimizing our subjective preconcep-

tions as researchers, avoiding this entirely is not completely possible. 

Brier (2013) explains that particular attention is paid within the phenomenological paradigm to 

how the focal phenomena appear as mental experiences and thought processes in the individual 

who experiences them, and that these experiences are very unique to the individual person (p. 83). 

This is, among other reasons, why this paradigm suits our subjective epistemology. Since the phe-

nomenological paradigm with its relativistic ontology and subjective epistemology calls for a qualita-

tive methodological approach to investigations (Brier, 2013: 94), our choice to work within this para-

digm has the implication for this research project that we constrain ourselves to relying on a primarily 

qualitative methodological approach. The wording “primarily qualitative” is carefully chosen. Brier 

advices that methodological triangulation is a generally preferable approach to phenomenological 

research; and especially in the constellation of “conducting a quantitative preliminary study – typically 
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a survey – followed by a more in-depth and individualized interview method” (Brier, 2013: 95-96, 

author’s translation). In line with this, we apply a mixed methodological framework in the present 

research project, as will be explained further in the sections right below. 

 

5.4. Reasoning approach 

 

A final note in extension to the science philosophical basis of this project is related to the choice of 

reasoning approach. As is evident from the section “4.8. Our framework and propositions” above, 

we initiate this research project by formulating a line of propositions that we have logically deducted 

from prior research into this field and other relevant fields. The purpose of the investigation and the 

various methods, which will be introduced in the below sections, is then to test whether these prop-

ositions will proof to be correct or not. Thurén (2008) calls this type of reasoning approach the hypo-

thetical-deductive approach, which, he explains, involves articulating propositions or assumptions 

as your premises and deducting a logical conclusion from them, and then afterwards testing empiri-

cally whether these premises are consistent with reality, in order that, in the end, both logic and 

empiricism will have been applied in the testing of the conclusion rather than merely deductive logic 

(p. 25-41). We will thus be using a hypothetical-deductive reasoning approach in the present inves-

tigation. 

 

6. Overall research design 
 

The objectives of this research will be addressed via a mixed methods research design consisting 

of three phases; an exploratory research phase comprising a focus group, a quantitative phase com-

prising a survey and a qualitative phase involving six qualitative interviews. More specifically, the 

research design is inspired by the principles of sequential explanatory design (e.g. Creswell, Clark, 

Gutmann & Hanson, 2003), which entails a two-phase design with point of departure in a phase of 

quantitative data collection ensued by a phase of qualitative data collection. Consequently, ”[t]he 

overall purpose of this design is that qualitative data helps explain or build upon initial quantitative 

results” (Creswell et al., 2003 in Creswell & Clark, 2007: 71). In this investigation, the initial results 

will be deducted from data from a survey, which will then be followed up by results based on analysis 

of data from a range of qualitative interviews, hence the sequential design. Quantitative data will be 

analyzed through regression analysis and qualitative data will be analyzed via thematic analysis. 

Moreover, an initial phase has been added to the two-phase framework, namely an exploratory re-

search phase consisting of a focus group interview, as previously mentioned. The exploratory phase 

is, however, exclusively exploratory in that the data collected is not to be used directly to address 

research objectives; instead, its purpose is to inform the contents of the quantitative research, e.g. 

the wording of the survey. Thus, the actual research in itself consists of two phases. 

 We realize that qualitative data collection methods, such as surveys, do not really belong within 

the phenomenological paradigm (nor within any other interpretive paradigm), and it may seem odd 

that we rely on the survey method as our “primary” source of data. This is because we wish to initially 

gather information about broad tendencies, and for this purpose, a quantitative method is most 

suited. We do not merely stick to collecting this quantitative data and describing it in its raw form, 

however, and this is where the justification for choosing the phenomenological paradigm comes into 

play. Since we realize that, as mentioned, the focal objects of study in this investigation are relative 

and subjective, we choose to afterwards interpret and explain our quantitative data through the 
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lenses of phenomenology with a point of departure in our subsequently qualitatively collected data. 

We therefore weight our two sets of data (quantitative vs. qualitative) more or less equally on the 

overall. However, it is clear that in terms of the sheer amount of data that our quantitative data set 

is the primary (199 respondents vs. 6 interviewees), while, in terms of how thoroughly we use each 

data item (analysis and interpretation), the qualitative data set is the primary in that regard. Thus, an 

overall equal, but different, weighting of the two data sets. 

Numerous terms for a research method implementing multiple methods exist, including multi 

method, synthesis and integrating (Creswell, 2009: 205). However, we adhere to the term used by 

more recent scholars (e.g. Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003; Bryman, 2006), namely mixed methods. 

Moreover, we adhere to the definition provided by Creswell & Clark (2007), which explain how mixed 

methods ”is a research design (or methodology) in which the researcher collects, analyzes, and 

mixes (integrates or connects) both quantitative and qualitative data in a single study or a multiphase 

program of inquiry” (p. 119). Such design poses many advantages. For example, according to Ted-

dlie and Tashakkori (2010), a mixed methods design can provide an “in-depth investigation of pre-

viously unexplored aspects” (p: 9) of a given phenomenon and according to Denzin (1978); “the bias 

inherent in any particular data source, investigators, and particularly method will be canceled out 

when used in conjunction with other data sources, investigators, and methods” (p. 14). Therefore, 

“the result will be a convergence upon the truth about some social phenomenon” (Denzin, 1978: 14). 

However, mixed methods research has also been known to be time-consuming as well as requiring 

expertise within both methods of data collection (e.g. Creswell, 2009; Creswell & Clark, 2007). We 

implement the design in particular because it is known to bring out the strengths of both types of 

research (Creswell, 2009) as well as cancel out the weaknesses of both types (e.g. Denzin, 1978). 

 

The research and findings presented in this paper will be accounted for sequentially in the next three 

chapters, each of which will account for its respective part of the investigation. Specifically, each of 

the three chapters will comprise an account for the data collection methods, research design, anal-

ysis and results of (1) the exploratory phase, (2) Study 1 and (3) Study 2, respectively. 

 

7. Exploratory phase: Focus group 
 

According to Morgan (1993), carrying out focus groups prior to the creation of a survey can contribute 

to the quantitative method by informing its contents and phrasing. Focus groups may “(…) provide 

an understanding of what the given research project means to members of the study population” 

(Morgan, 1993: 106) and, thus, give the researcher an initial impression of public attitudes on the 

subject. Depending on the purpose, focus groups may be introduced typically at either the beginning, 

the middle, or the end of a research cycle. Ancillary purposes of focus groups can thus be used as 

either a facilitator of a contextual basis for the research design (the beginning), an interpretative aid 

to research findings (the middle), or as a sort of debriefing mechanism to communicate research 

findings to and dismiss the duties of research subjects (the end) (Bloor, Frankland, Thomas & Rob-

son, 2001). In this project, focus groups are used in the initial phase of the research cycle to provide 

a contextual basis for the subsequent survey. The reason for implementing the focus group is to gain 

an insight into the everyday language use surrounding the topics being investigated in this project, 

which Bloor et al. (2001) point out will help “ensure that the terms for use in a subsequent survey 

are ones which are consistently understood by respondents” (p.10). It is considered essential to 

access the vocabulary of everyday language users prior to the creation of the survey due to the 
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nature of the project’s key terminology. How is e.g. envy to be understood by lay people? And how 

about luxury? 

Focus groups (as opposed to e.g. group interviews) are particularly relevant to gain an insight 

into the survey respondents’ view on deliberations like these. The reason being that they set out to 

study how a group of people partake in a mutual discussion about a given subject with only little 

interference from the researcher, who instead serves as a facilitator as opposed to a controller of 

the discussion (Bloor et al., 2001) For this reason, focus groups also fit well into the phenomenolog-

ical paradigm. 

 

7.1. Sampling strategy 
 

Eight potential participants were initially invited to partake in the focus group. Eligible subjects were 

identified according to the two criteria: all were to be (1) active users of the platform Instagram (i.e. 

engage with Instagram on at least a weekly basis), and (2) active travelers (i.e. travel at least once 

a year). Participants were recruited from our circle of acquaintances, but were mostly strangers to 

each other. Those that were not were only peripherally acquainted. The acquaintance to both re-

searchers and fellow research subjects may present both advantages and disadvantages. We point 

to Morgan & Kruger (1993), who argue that it is a myth that focus groups must necessarily consist 

of complete strangers, and Jarrett (1993) who points out how recruiting people that are acquainted 

can mitigate self-disclosure issues (as quoted in Morgan, 1997). Yet, being acquainted can also 

potentially result in various issues of group dynamics coming to the surface, e.g. issues of power 

and status. As this investigation’s focus group composition only deals with peripheral acquaintances, 

however, these risks are disregarded. A focus group typically ranges in size from three to fourteen 

participants (Bloor et al., 2001). We relied on the convention of over-recruiting to make sure that the 

focus group despite potential last-minute cancellations would be a sufficient size to fulfill its purpose. 

The choice of size also reflects an attempt to avoid other often-encountered issues with few focus 

group participants, e.g. the fact that a focus group will often have one or more timid participants that, 

in the case of smaller groups, will impact the data more (Green & Hart, 1999). Yet, the focus group 

was also decided to be comprised of a maximum of eight participants, since more than this can 

potentially lead to issues such as a chaotic discussion (Green & Hart, 1999) or too little time allotted 

for the individual participant to speak, so that not all members get time enough to express their 

opinions. Due to issues related to COVID-19 (quarantines), the focus groups ended up consisting of 

five participants. 

 

7.1.1. Demographics 
 

The focus group was composed of three women and two men. One was a student (F:25 (gen-

der:age)), three were employed for wages (M:31, F:29 and M:34) and one was retired (F:69). Thus, 

the focus group was diverse on a number of parameters. As most participants were primarily millen-

nials, a retiree was also included in the sampling in order to further diversify the group. Diversity is 

needed in order to better inspire discussion and bring nuance to the discussion (Bloor et al., 2001). 
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7.2. Location 
 

The focus group was held in a large group study room available to us at Copenhagen Business 

School’s Kilen building at Frederiksberg. The choice of location was based on availability and con-

cerns of recruitment. The fact that the building is centrally located and easy to find for prospective 

subjects was of great importance. The room’s acoustics were tested prior to the date of the focus 

group and the university schedule was checked to ensure that no event was to take place that could 

interrupt the focus group. As suggested by Bloor et al. (2001), “[t]he bare and unwelcoming character 

of the average university seminar room can be modified by the offer of coffee and biscuits” (p. 39). 

Taking this into consideration, the subjects were offered various beverages and snacks. These re-

freshments were also to avoid embodied cognition issues, e.g. that participants would not be affected 

by hunger, thirst etc. The refreshments were carefully chosen to avoid chewing sounds on the audio 

recording. 

Participants were not paid to partake in the focus groups but did receive a box of chocolates 

afterwards as a token of gratitude (they were not notified of this compensation beforehand). Moreo-

ver, the participants were offered in advance to have any transportation expenses covered in order 

that this would not affect attendance. Given the voluntary nature of the subjects’ participation, the 

focus group was scheduled to last a maximum of one hour and fifteen minutes including time to fill 

out a self-completion questionnaire, time for the pre-briefing, and time for debriefing in the end. See 

appendix A for documentation of the focus group setup. 

 

7.3. Ensuring attendance 
 

Besides following the convention of over-recruiting, measures were also taken to eliminate the like-

lihood of no-shows. By recruiting subjects among our acquaintances, the probability of non-attend-

ance due to controllable measures (e.g. cold feet) was small. The reason for this is that recruiting 

from one’s own social network may eradicate problems of attendance since even a marginal relation 

between the participant and the researcher increases participants’ feelings of obligation to participate 

(Bloor et al., 2001). Attendance was also ensured by sending out a reminder to each participant of 

the time and place of the focus group approximately one week before it was to take place. With this 

reminder, we attached a briefing containing practical information (time, place, duration, agenda, and 

contact information) as well as further information (a very superficial presentation of the research, 

and a notification that the session would be audio recorded). The purpose of this was transparency 

for the participants, thereby inciting them further to attend. 

 

7.4. Structure & exercises 
 

Exercises were introduced in a funnel structure as inspired by Bloor et al. (2001), who recommend 

that focus group exercises be introduced in an order with the most open assignments first and the 

more structured ones last. Moreover, the exercises were adapted from Bloor et al. (2001), who in-

troduce the most commonly occurring exercises to facilitate discussion in a focus group. The first 

exercise see appendix B) was a photo description exercise (cf. Bloor et al., 2001) in which partici-

pants were asked to describe what was going on in a number of photos that had been manipulated 
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to look like an Instagram post (though without a concrete caption or sender). Half the photos repre-

sented high luxury; the other half represented non-luxury with reference to the framework by Vigne-

ron & Johnson (2004), discussed above. 

In the second exercise (see appendix B), participants were asked to imagine that they were to 

post two individual photos on Instagram and, in connection to that, they were asked to discuss how 

they would caption the photos as well as what sort of hashtags they would include. This exercise 

was inspired by the news bulletin exercise as presented by Bloor et al. (2001), but adapted to fit into 

a SoMe context. 

The last exercise (see appendix B) was a ranking exercise (cf. Bloor et al., 2001), in which par-

ticipants were presented to a vignette as well as an Instagram post consisting of three photos without 

captions. Participants were then asked to rank a range of emotions according to how they imagine 

the scenario would make them feel, if it was to occur in real life. The emotions listed were selected 

with inspiration from Belk et al. (2003), Van de Ven (2016), Van de Ven et al. (2009) as well as Liu 

et al. (2019) with the aim of getting the participants to discuss the meaning and difference between 

them (e.g. “jealousy vs. envy”). The words were presented in random order to minimize order bias. 

We chose a mix positive and negative emotions/reactions to the posts for our respondents to choose 

from: five with commonly positive connotations (“længsel”, “optimisme”, “forhåbningsfuldhed”, “mis-

undelse” and “en higen”) and five with commonly negative connotations (“hovmod”, “irritation”, 

“jalousi”, “pessimisme” and “skinsyge”). The words of primary interest for this research were, envy 

and jealousy (cf. Van de Ven, 2016; Van de Ven et al., 2009) as well as irritation and desire (inspired 

by the framework proposed in Belk et al., 2003: 344). The rest of the words were related or synony-

mous “empty words” whose sole purpose was to hide the words of primary interest to our research 

within a large pile of words. The exercise was inspired by Liu et al. (2019), who presented their 

participants to manipulated photos of SoMe posts and asked how it made them feel. The vignette 

was in fact adapted from Liu et al.’s (2019) hypothetical scenario explicitly created to stimulate emo-

tions related to social comparison in a research subject (p. 355). Each exercise was scheduled to 

last fifteen minutes, but leaving room in the schedule for some of the exercises to keep going for 

longer if relevant. The focus group may be characterized as semi-structured, as the facilitator pre-

sented certain exercises in a pre-defined order and shut down discussion along the way to move on 

to the next exercise, but still left it largely to the participants in what way they wished to discuss and 

conduct the exercises. 

 

7.5. Manipulating luxury vs. non-luxury in photos 
 

For exercise one, we chose two photos with a high degree of luxury (the degree of luxury was de-

termined by us, but following the dimensions by Vigneron & Johnson, 2004) and two photos with a 

low degree of luxury. We included photos of both cold and warm holiday contexts to avoid biasing 

respondents to believe luxury can only be found in e.g. a warm setting. For exercise two, we provided 

photos of glamping and camping scenarios, respectively, as the former (derived from the words: 

glamourous camping) is per definition more luxurious than the other. For exercise three, we chose 

three photos all with a high degree of luxury. 

The photos selected to accompany the exercises were royalty free images available online via 

websites such as Unsplash.com. The phots were photo-shopped into a generic Instagram frame to 

remind the focus group participants of the context. The fact that the sender was intentionally left 

undisclosed might have made it harder for the focus group to contextualize further. However, we 
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decided to refrain from including an explicit sender, because we anticipated that this would confuse 

the participants, making them focus less on what went on in the photos, and also making them forget 

that part of each exercise was to imagine the photo having been posted by “a close friend”. The 

photos were carefully selected in accordance with the dimensions of luxury accounted for in the 

section “4.6. The concept of luxury” above. In the selection process, we focused, in particular, on the 

luxury dimensions of uniqueness and conspicuousness, particularly with reference to the criteria of 

limited supply/accessibility and expensiveness, as these were perceived to be the most tangible and 

least subjective criteria to comply with. For instance, choosing a photo with many people in it is very 

likely to be perceived by most people as a signal of a lower degree of limited supply (and thus lower 

level of luxury) than a photo with few or only one person in it. Therefore, the dualism between luxury 

and less luxury was underlined by a corresponding degree of low or high crowdedness. The idea 

was that a photo with few people in it would signal limited supply, but also aspects such as low 

affordability. 

 

7.6. Facilitation 
 

The participants were asked to fill out a self-completion questionnaire. The purpose of the question-

naire was to collect basic socio-demographic information about the participants (age, gender, and 

primary occupation) as well as further information about how often they travel and are active on 

Instagram. A secondary purpose was to inform participants of the collection, storage and protection 

of their personal data as well as remind them of the confidential and anonymous nature of the data 

storage and analysis. Finally, pre-group self-completion questionnaires may also serve the hands-

on purpose of being a time-filler before the focus group begins (Bloor et al., 2001: 39) and, as such, 

the questionnaire came in handy while waiting for the final participant, who was late. Table 3 provides 

an overview of the demographics of the participants. 

 

 
Table 3: Summarizing the demographic characteristics of the focus group participants. 

 

One of us took the role as the facilitator; one of us was in charge of keeping track of the time and 

making sure that the audio recording ran smoothly; the last person took notes and supported the 

facilitator. However, all three of us asked clarifying questions at times. The facilitator was in charge 

of briefing and debriefing the participants, giving instructions about the exercises and ask for clarifi-

cations, encouraging timid participators to contribute, avoiding that the most dominant members 

repeatedly took over the discussion etc. The facilitator, therefore, acted as a background figure, 

making sure to manage discussion instead of controlling it (cf. Bloor et al., 2001). A primary reason 

why it is essential for a researcher to take on a more passive role in a focus group situation is that 

too much external control may distort the process in which group norms and meanings are disclosed 
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(Bloor et al., 2001: 49).The facilitator also focused on keeping the discussion on track. The aim was 

to preserve the group dynamic and social roles taken on by group individuals while still ensuring that 

“(…) the group does not fractionate into different simultaneous discussions”, as suggested appropri-

ate by Bloor et al. (2001: 50). 

 

7.7. Results 
 

The focus group discussion was recorded via two mobile devices placed in each end of the room for 

optimal sound capture. The discussion was afterwards subject to a simplified thematic analysis, i.e. 

the discussion was thoroughly examined to disclose relevant wordings for the succeeding survey as 

well as to identify overall and recurrent themes, which could be used to inform the survey’s content. 

In the following section, our findings are summarized. For the purpose of exemplifying our findings, 

key quotations are included in the summary. These are transcribed ad verbatim and stripped of 

superfluous paralanguage for better readability. The transcribed quotations are directly translated 

from Danish into English (for the purposes of writing this report in English) by the authors with careful 

attention to the correct translation of, in particular, key terms. In fact, we realize that the following 

sub-sections can be quite confusing to read as we will be referring to words that were originally 

applied in Danish by means of the English translations we have given them. Therefore, we have 

made an overview of what original Danish words the English translations used in this report refer to 

(cf. table 4 below). 

The knowledge about the correct use of terminology for our survey that we were informed about 

through the focus group, however, needed not be translated for methodology purposes, because the 

subsequent survey would be conducted in Danish as well as the focus group. Therefore, no transla-

tion concerns affected the use of the words found in the focus group in the survey. When referring 

to direct quotes, we will refer to the time of occurrence (minutes:seconds) in the focus group audio 

recording (cf. appendix L). 
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Table 4: Providing an overview of the English translations used in this report and the original, Danish 

words that they refer to. 

 

7.7.1. Envy versus jealousy 
 

All of the participants seemed to agree that the Danish term misundelse is definitely the most positive 

of the two terms, whereas the word jaloux has generally more negative connotations. Therefore, the 

idea about two types of envy (i.e. a benign and malicious one, here expressed via misundelse and 

jalousi, respectively) would seem to be applicable in a Danish context as well. 

Also, the idea that different terms relating to envy tend to be used interchangeably in everyday 

layman language use (e.g. Van de Ven et al., 2009) would seem to be applicable in the Danish 

language as well as it is in the English language, because we also see that, while misundelse could 

only refer to a benign type of envy, our focus group members seemed to use the word jalousi to 

express both (1) a malicious type of envy at some times and (2) a benign type of envy at other times. 

One of the participants stated: “I am thinking that I wish it was me. But not in a jealous kind of way, 
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but more so… envy… or at least a more positive yearning. At least a more positive…” (Focus group: 

36:19). Moreover, when asked by the facilitator to elaborate on why they thought envy is not nega-

tive, participant 1 stated that “it’s definitely more positive than jealousy” and participant 3 said that 

“envy is more like I don’t begrudge somebody something and jealousy is more like you do begrudge 

somebody something (…) (Focus group: 40:40). This definition is consistent with the idea of the two 

different types of envy, namely benign and malicious envy and, therefore, the focus group discussion 

may indicate that the word misundelse is understood as benign envy, whereas the word jaloux is 

understood as malicious envy in Danish daily speech. This is also further pointed out by Participant 

3 later on, as she states: “Envy.. No, not jealousy.. Because I don’t feel it in a malicious way. I’m just 

really envious. And I wish it was me. It’s on me, it’s not on my colleague. It’s on me. That’s why I get 

irritated, because it’s on me” (Focus group: 45:35). In conclusion, the focus group helped us confirm 

that two types of envy are applied in Danish as well, I.e. a benign and malicious kind (as well as 

what terms are used for either of them). Moreover, the focus group helped us identify to what extent 

envy and jealousy are used interchangeably. The reason why jealousy seems to be used inter-

changeability with a kind of envy that is malicious in particular could be that Danish (like English) 

does not have several words for envy as opposed to some other languages that typically have two 

words to distinguish between benign and malicious envy e.g. Dutch (i.e. benijden and afgunst) (Van 

de Ven et al. 2009: 420). Therefore, we concluded that it was relevant to use the word jaloux to 

describe a malicious kind of envy in the survey. However, to us, it was not relevant what the diction-

ary definitions and distinctions were between the two; rather, what the difference was to everyday 

users of the words in practice. 

 

7.7.2. Words related to negative upward social comparison 
 

We included the word irritation (Danish: “irritation”) to test whether or not this was perceived as more 

or less negative than (or even used interchangeably with) frustration proposed by Belk et al. (2003) 

and Buunk et al. (1990) to measure NUSC. The reason for this is that although we wished to be able 

to identify a NUSC, we would not be able to do so if the survey respondents were hesitant to use 

the word used to measure it. The idea was that they might be so, if the word was too negative. 

Hence, the testing of irritation.  

Like jealousy, the emotion irritation might also carry different meanings for different people. The 

focus group participants did in particular not seem to fully agree on just how negatively they per-

ceived the term. Participant 3, in particular, kept stating that she would probably get irritated, if she 

saw a colleague posting some vacation photos while she was at work. However, she also noted how 

“I don’t know if I’m outright irritated, because irritated has a sort of negative connotation. But I could 

definitely be like “did you have to post this?” (…) but it’s not in that malicious way. But you may be 

irritated to see other people on vacation like “I wish it was me”” (focus group: 36:52). Based on this, 

we concluded that it would be best to be generally careful to use the word later on in the individual 

interviews. Therefore, we decided to go back to the word frustration (Danish: “frustration”) as origi-

nally proposed by Belk et al. (2003) in the hope that this would have less extreme negative conno-

tations for prospective survey respondents. To further mitigate any prospective challenges form this, 

we, furthermore, decided to balance the negative word out by also using a highly positive word re-

lating to social upward comparison, so that both ends of the spectrum was represented. 
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7.7.3. Words related to positive upward social comparison 
 

The focus group decided that between the Danish equivalents for yearning, aspiration and hope, it 

was the latter, which was perceived to be the most positive. During exercise three, Participant 4 

asked his fellow focus group participants about hope, saying: “it’s more positive, is it not?” (Focus 

group: 42:38). Hereafter, Participant 1 confirmed “yes, much more positive” (Focus group: 42:38). 

Nevertheless, the focus group discussion also disclosed a dual meaning for hope to be aware of. 

One half of the group understood the concept as hope for other people to succeed and the other half 

understood it as hope that you may yourself someday achieve the same as the person you are 

comparing yourself with. The Danish equivalents for yearning and aspiration were, moreover, per-

ceived to be words with the exact same meaning. During the focus group, Participant 2 asked: “What 

do you think of when you say yearning?” after which Participant 3 answered: “is it not a bit like 

aspiration?” and Participant 4 joined in saying: “Yeah, well one yearns after… yes, I believe so too. 

That is, you yearn after something which is sort of aspiration-like” (Focus group: 32:21). The partic-

ipants also seemed to believe that there is a fine line between yearning and irritation. Participant 1 

even defined yearning as a direct equivalent to “an urge to stage oneself on SoMe” (Focus group: 

37:25).  

Based on these different views on the words related to PUSC, we decided to go with the word 

hope in the survey to have a highly positive word represented, however, noting the importance of 

keeping in mind that it may be understood in different ways. We also decided that it was beneficial 

to leave out the words yearning and aspiration from the survey, as they seemed to represent very 

widespread meanings for different people. Instead, we implemented the word inspired as a second 

word measuring PUSC. 

 

7.7.4. Defining luxury 
 

The focus group’s discussions confirmed the idea that luxury is a relative term, which is hard to 

define in a general sense. For instance, it was mentioned several times by various participants how 

e.g. “It’s very much about your state of mind” (Focus group: 38:37). Nevertheless, the characteristics 

of luxury mentioned were similar to those found in the dimensions of Vigneron and Johnson (2004) 

presented in the section “4.6. The concept of luxury” above. Characteristics correlated to luxury in-

cluded for instance words such as expensive, quality as well as exclusiveness (in particular how a 

large crowd is not desirable when you are on a vacation). It also seemed as if participants equated 

a staged photo with a high degree of luxury and a more “authentic” or less staged photo with a lower 

degree of luxury. Yet, none of the focus group participants seemed to use the word luxury frequently. 

Instead, words such as exclusive, lovely, cool etc. was used about the manipulated luxury photos. 

The focus group findings suggest that the word luxury is used differently in Danish everyday lan-

guage to e.g. describe something, which is cozy, or pleasant/convenient. From this, we identified a 

sort of dualism between luxury and exclusiveness. We, therefore, concluded that we should be care-

ful to use the word luxury in the survey. Instead, we could use some of the other words mentioned 

during the focus group, e.g. cool or lovely and in particular exclusive, as this seemed to be used as 

a more low-key way of describing something which is luxurious. 
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7.7.5. Choice of photos 
 

Another recurrent theme entailed a discussion between what characterizes authentic versus com-

mercial content. Participants continuously – and on their own initiatives - discussed and compared 

elements such as e.g. the composition of the photos and set out to evaluate whether or not the posts 

were subject to sponsored/commercial content. Frequently, it seemed like participants wrote off the 

photos with a high degree of luxury as sponsored or content/content posted by an influencer or even 

a company. Moreover, when asked by the facilitator to elaborate on why she stated that a blue sky 

would make her envious, Participant 5 underlined that ”When one goes skiing a lot, then there just 

doesn’t exist anything as… then you will sit in that lift and soak up that sun. And people will not droop 

like that. There would be much more joy in the photo somehow” (Focus group: 14.06). She under-

lines how emotions in photos are a prerequisite for you to become envious and that emotions or 

moods in photos are primarily reflected via the people in them. Based on the focus group, we there-

fore concluded that the survey called for a range of photos with more people in some of them and 

hence emotions in them, in order to further manipulate social comparison. Several participants also 

mentioned how some of the photos were not easy to relate to and, therefore, not of interest. How-

ever, interestingly, the photos they evaluated as less relatable were also the ones that represented 

a high degree of luxury. Finally, two of the participants complained about having a hard time identi-

fying all details in some of the photos. These photos were, therefore, noted down to avoid choosing 

similar photos for the succeeding survey. 

 

7.7.6. Conclusion 
 

In the exploratory phase of this paper, we gained several insights to inform the succeeding Study 1. 

The findings from the focus group had implications for, primarily, the variables of PLL and USC, 

which was expected, as the words and concepts related to these can be said to be subject to a 

higher degree of subjectivity than those of ATC. 

We found that it would be beneficial for us to use the word Danish word jaloux to describe mali-

cious envy in a Danish consumer context, while it would be beneficial to use misundelse to describe 

benign envy. We also found that the Danish word irritation should be avoided when measuring 

NUSC, as it has too negative connotations. Moreover, hopefulness was found to be best applicable 

to measure PUSC. When measuring PLL, the word luxury was to be avoided altogether. Lastly, we 

found that it would be beneficial to include more people in some of the photos for various scenarios, 

as that would further incite USC. 

 

8. Study 1: Quantitative 
 

This section will present all aspects of the first study, i.e. the surveys. The overall design of the 

survey will be introduced; the content of the survey will be clarified; our pretesting of the survey will 

be described; the data cleaning, data preparations, and data checking we conducted before analyz-

ing the data will be accounted for; and the results of our data analysis will be presented and ex-

plained. 
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8.1. Overall survey Design 
 

The survey was divided into seven parts, the first, introductory part dealt with screening questions 

used to: 

1) clarify the respondent’s eligibility for the study (whether or not the person has an Instagram 

account and how often he/she is active on it; and how often he/she travels), 

2) the respondent’s demographic profile (year of birth, gender identification, country of residence), 

as well as 

3) socio-economic status (primary occupation and whether or not he/she has resident children). 

 

After the clarifying questions, respondents were presented to a case description similar to that used 

in one of the focus group exercises and adapted from Liu et al.’s (2019) scenario created to manip-

ulate social comparison in the respondent (p. 355). In each of the succeeding six parts of the survey, 

respondents were presented to six different Instagram posts i.e. scenarios: two of them manipulated 

to signal extreme luxury (according to our assessment guided by Vigneron & Johnson’s (2004) 

dimensions), two manipulated to signal a medium level of luxury and two of them manipulated to 

signal a low level of luxury. Cf. Liu et al.’s (2019) scenario, the respondents were asked to imagine 

themselves being in an entirely normal everyday context, in which they were exposed to a range of 

photos posted by their close friends. The respondents were asked the same range of questions in 

every scenario to make sure that changes in responses would be a result of changes in the scenar-

ios’ respective photos rather than changes in the wording of the questions. The questions were 

worded carefully according to the findings from the focus group and designed to measure 1) the 

individuals’ PLL of the specific post 2) the individuals’ level of USC (whether negative or positive) 

and 3) the individual’s level of ATC as a consequence of viewing the post. 

 

8.2. Scenarios 
 

The six scenarios each consisted of a photo of a travel context photo-shopped into an Instagram-

frame (in the same way as with the focus group exercises). The photos were carefully selected cf. 

our understanding of luxury explained in this paper’s theoretical part, and in this way, primarily guided 

by Vigneron & Johnson’s (1999; 2004) characteristics of luxury. Our selection of the photos was 

guided by prior research to ensure that the survey had in fact scenarios with different levels of luxury, 

making sure they could be used in order to compare people’s reactions to different levels of luxury 

and, consequently, to discuss any variation in these reactions. Scenarios were presented in the 

following order. Scenarios 1 and 6 included the photos that we had pre-categorized as representing 

high-level luxury travels. Scenarios 2 and 5 included the photos that we had pre-categorized as 

representing low-level luxury travels. Scenarios 3 and 4 included the photos we had pre-categorized 

as representing medium-level luxury travels. This way, the scenarios were presented in random 

order with respect to the degree of luxury. As mentioned in the section “7.7.5. Choice of photos” 

above, the focus group taught us that having more people in the photos was better because it made 

the scenarios more relatable. At first glance, this seems to contradict the idea that more people lead 

to less luxuriousness because it becomes less exclusive and less unique (Kastanakis & Balabanis, 

2014; Vigneron & Johnson, 2004). However, upon discussing the comments and arguments from 

the focus group among us, we came to the understanding that what was meant with “more people” 

was not a higher number of people in the photos per se, but, instead, that more photos with a person-
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in-focus or persons-in-focus in each photo would make the photos more relatable, because one can 

relate to the person(s) who are in focus on the photos. We think this is an interesting consideration, 

so, based on this, we decided to include photos with person(s)-in-focus in the survey. We cannot 

know for sure, however, if this will actually turn out to make the photos more relatable and thus 

trigger higher levels of USC among our survey respondents, or if it will turn out to have a negative 

effect on e.g. the PLL or the USC. Therefore, we chose that half of the photos should have (a) 

person(s)-in-focus, namely the photos of scenarios 1, 2 and 4, while the other half (the photos of 

scenarios 3, 5 and 6) should not have (a) person(s)-in-focus. This way, it would be possible to see 

if there is a difference in USC between the two types of photos, if we find it necessary. 

 

8.3. Data collection 
 

The survey was conducted via the online survey platform Qualtrics, which was available to us with 

remote access via Copenhagen Business School. It was distributed via various SoMe sites and via 

posts in several online SNS group forums. Within one week of data collection, the survey yielded 

199 usable responses, which is consistent with similar research in the area (e.g. Eagles, 1992; Ayeh, 

Au & Law, 2013; Sedera et al., 2017; Noon & Meier, (2019). Out of these, 13.57 percent were men 

and 86.43 percent were women. The overrepresentation of women was in line with expectations, as 

prior studies into gender-related online behavior have proven that women tend to be more active on 

SNSs than men do (e.g. Haferkamp, Eimler, Papadakis & Kruck, 2012). The average age of re-

spondents was 24 and although a majority of respondents were “students” (59.8 per cent), other 

demographic groups were also represented (e.g. “employed for wages” at 32.16 per cent). Moreover, 

the group of respondents was primarily very active Instagram users, with 89.45 per cent being online 

on a daily basis. Finally, the majority of respondents had a travel frequency of approximately 1-2 

times a year (59.30 per cent). See table 5-9 right below for a full overview of sample characteristics 

and eligibility specifics. 

 

 
Table 5: Showing the distribution between males and females who responded to the survey. 
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Table 6: Showing the distribution of ages among our survey respondents. 

 

Table 7: Showing the distribution of various occupations among our survey respondents.  

 

Table 8: Showing the distribution of daily, weekly and monthly users of Instagram among our survey 

respondents. 

 

 
Table 9: showing the distribution of our survey respondents into categories according to how fre-

quently they travel. 

 

 

 

 



Page 59 of 133 

8.4. Measures 
 

In the following, we will present the design of each scale measuring the variables of the survey, 

namely: PLL, ATC, NUSC and PUSC. 

 

8.4.1. Perceived level of luxury 
 

Vigneron and Johnson’s (2004) Brand Luxury Index features twenty items to measure PLL of a 

brand. The scale implemented in their study is a unipolar Likert and Stapel scale with one adjective 

on each side of the scale for each item measured. Four pairs of adjectives are included for each of 

their five dimensions of luxury. The scale may be labeled unipolar, as it by default starts from zero 

(i.e. it has a positive as opposed to negative or neutral adjective on one side) and goes to an extreme 

(i.e. it has an extremely positive adjective on its other side). The scale implemented in our survey 

presents several adaptions from Vigneron and Johnson’s (2004) original framework. For limitation 

reasons, only two of the four items were chosen to measure each dimension of conspicuousness, 

uniqueness, hedonism and extended self: and just one item was chosen in order to measure the 

dimension of quality. Initially, all items were directly translated from English to Danish. However, 

after pretesting the initial draft (see more under pretesting below), we found that several of the pretest 

respondents were confused with some of the item pair wordings. Most of them had a hard time 

understanding the difference between adjectives and, therefore, we ended up adapting some of the 

pairs further to the Danish context by choosing one of the adjectives in the original pairs and paring 

it with the same phrase to which a comparative adjective had been added. As an example, “well 

regarded” vs. “successful” became “well regarded” vs. “very well regarded”. PLL was, therefore, 

measured by asking respondents to rate to what extent they believed that the Instagram post in-

volved a vacation that was e.g. “conspicuous” vs. “very conspicuous” and so forth. 

 

8.4.2. Level of negative and positive upward social comparison 
 

In their investigation into social comparisons among cancer patients, Buunk et al. (1990: 1241) 

measured USC by asking participants to rate the frequency with which they thought they would react 

with either frustration, depression, inspiration or comfort when introduced to other patients who were 

doing better than them. The patients were asked to rate these reactions on a scale ranging from 

never, through rarely and sometimes to often. In our survey, we implemented the framework in an-

other context by asking Instagram-users: “When you see a similar post by your friend, how often will 

you then usually feel...”. We then asked respondents to rate the frequency with which they would 

feel frustrated, depressed or jealous (measuring NUSC) or hopeful, inspired or envious (measuring 

PUSC), respectively. We thereby transferred three out of four of Buunk et al.’s (1990) emotions to 

our survey context. Moreover, we substituted comfort with hopefulness, since 1) based on our focus 

group findings, we concluded that it would be beneficial to include an extremely positive word when 

also using frustration to balance it out 2) we argued that comfort did not fit into our survey context, 

as it is a word that fits more into a medical context. Cf. our finding that malicious envy may be 

expressed through the word jaloux whereas benign envy is expressed through the word misundelig 

in Danish daily language we also added these words to the scale so that it also included a measure 
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for the two types envy, and thus the two types of USC. Jaloux was added to measure NUSC (through 

malicious envy), whereas misundelig was added to measure PUSC (through benign envy). 

 

8.4.3. Aspirational tourism consumption 
 

The survey included three scales designed to measure the variable ATC. The first two were adopted 

from Hsu and Crotts’s (2006: 281) investigation into consumers’ experience, intent and desire to visit 

Hong Kong. Based on this inspiration, we e.g. formulated the question in our survey: “when I this 

see post, I intent to travel more within the next year”. As originally intended, these were measured 

according to level of agreeance on a Likert-scale. The third scale was adopted from Oberecker & 

Diamantopoulos (2011: 57), who used it to measure willingness to buy in a consumer affinity context, 

i.e. based on their frameowork, we formulated the following question: “Based on this post, I definitely 

would consider a similar destination the next time I travel”. 

 

8.5. Scale points 
 

All scale questions in the survey had their response options structured as 4-point Likert rating scales. 

Thus, the scale used for questions to measure PLL differed from that of Vigneron and Johnson 

(2004), who used a 7-point Likert and Stapel scale to measure PLL in various brands, as we included 

a 4-point Likert and Staple scale instead. The scale used for questions to measure USC was adopted 

from Buunk et al. (1990), who already used a 4-point scale (ranging from never, through rarely and 

sometimes to often) to measure USC in cancer patients. The scale used to measure ATC also dif-

fered from that of Hsu and Crotts (2006), who originally used a 7-point Likert-scale ranging from 

”extremely disagree” to ”extremely agree” to measure visit intention. Our scale ranged from ”highly 

agree” to ”highly disagree” on 4 points. 

 

8.5.1. No neutral option 
 

In order to mitigate problems of respondent satisficing, the scales included in the survey did not have 

the option ”no opinion” or any other neutral response option. Seasoned survey researchers believe 

that surveys should offer respondents a ”no opinion” or other neutral response option in order to 

“reduce the pressure to give substantive responses felt by respondents who have no true opinions” 

(Krosnick, Holbrook, Berent, Carson & Hanemann 2002: 371). Nevertheless, Krosnick et al. (2002) 

found no proof of this, or any indication that inclusion of neutral response options improves data 

quality. In fact, it was found that surveys with a neutral response option, may invite respondents to 

think less carefully about their answers and, moreover, may prohibit some meaningful opinions to 

be measured, as people that say they have no opinion about a matter, may in fact often have one 

but just revert to answer satisfyingly (Krosnick et al., 2002). It was considered particularly appropriate 

to exclude a neutral response option in the survey. This was particularly the case, as surveys with 

long banks of identical rating scales create a higher risk of satisficing amongst respondents (Daniel, 

2012: 2). The choice to not include a neutral response option is, moreover, in accordance with sev-

eral other researchers, who also found that the number of scale points does not affect the quality of 

a survey (e.g. Guilford, 1954; Matell & Jacoby, 1971; Croasmun & Ostrom, 2011). 
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8.5.2. Number of scale points 
 

We chose to go with a 4-point as opposed to e.g. a 6-point or 10-point Likert-scale, as the 4-point 

scale has previously been proven to have higher reliability than e.g. the 6-point scale (Chang, 1994). 

Moreover, the choice of a smaller scale relied on a need to optimize the survey for cellphone-view. 

A growing number of online surveys are completed on smartphones and tables (Tourangeau et al., 

2018: 542), so we expected a large part of our respondents to do the same, and for a cellphone-

view, more than 4 points on the scale became too wide for the layout to fit properly and in a way that 

would be easy for respondents to work with. More than 5 scale points would require the respondents 

completing the survey on a mobile device to slide to the right for every question to reveal all available 

response options, which we feared would fatigue our respondents. Thus, a 4-point scale proved 

suitable to make the survey more cellphone-friendly. 

 

8.5.3. Reverse scoring 
 

The Likert and Staple scale used to measure PLL was subject to random reverse scoring in line with 

how Vigneron and Johnson (2004) do it. The reverse scoring of some of the items served the pur-

pose of further mitigating potential satisficing among respondents. Reverse scoring may help indi-

cating which respondents read the instructions carefully and which most likely did not. 

 

8.6. Pretesting 
 

Before activating the survey, a preview link was sent to five test respondents for pretesting, as pre-

testing a survey may help identify problems in the survey design before it is released to the popula-

tion (Krosnick, 1999). Examples of problems that may be identified are confusing wording and ques-

tions that require further clarification (as discovered by e.g. Bischoping 1989, Nelson 1985, as cited 

in Krosnick, 1999: 541). The pretesting served the purpose of optimizing the survey design, making 

it easier to understand for the target respondents and in this way decreasing the likelihood of e.g. 

incomplete responses or respondent fatigue. Moreover, pretesting was carried out to limit researcher 

bias and make sure that the duration of the survey did not exceed a maximum response time of ten 

minutes. For the pretest, we randomly recruited six test respondents from our circle of acquaint-

ances. The criteria for the test respondent recruitment were the same as for the focus group recruit-

ment, i.e. that respondents were to be active on Instagram and active travelers. Here active user 

and traveler were also defined as one who is active at least once a week and traveling at least once 

a year on average, respectively. The reason why the pretest respondents were to be active at least 

once a week on Instagram was again based on the reasoning that the more active the user, the 

more familiar he/she is with the platform and the more opinionated he/she would likely tend to be. 

Moreover, the respondents were not to have any prior knowledge of the research and were therefore 

not to have taken part in the focus group. The respondents were asked to share their thoughts while 

they filled out the questionnaire, “verbalizing whatever comes to mind as they formulate responses” 

as Krosnick recommends (1999: 542). The pretesting took place face to face (two respondents), 

over the phone (two respondents) and via chat (one respondent), respectively. Each pretest session 

ended with a short debriefing, in which we summarized the respondent’s reflections and asked for 
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clarification in case something was unclear. Dialogue was informal and unstructured, as the pretest-

ing was inspired by the method of cognitive pretesting (e.g. Bickart & Felcher 1996; DeMaio & Roth-

geb, 1996; Forsyth & Lessler, 1991), which is described by Krosnick (1999: 542) to be an alternative 

method to conventional survey pretesting. Conventional survey pretesting has its limitations; a major 

one being variances in e.g. what respondents believe constitutes a problem (Krosnick, 1999: 541). 

The procedure of cognitive pretesting is designed to ”assess the cognitive processes by which re-

spondents answer questions, thus providing insight into the way each item is comprehended and 

the strategies used to devise answers” (Krosnick, 1999: 542), as “respondent confusion and misun-

derstandings can readily be identified in this way” (Krosnick, 1999: 542).  

 

8.7. Data cleaning 
 

We obtained 477 survey responses, 248 of which were fully completed. After further data cleaning, 

202 of the responses were determined eligible cf. the recruitment criteria mentioned above and after 

checking for satisficing, further three responses were eliminated. We, therefore, ended up with a 

final data set of 199 responses. Below we outline the procedures followed for cleaning the data. 

 

8.7.1. Satisficing 
 

The data set was thoroughly checked for signs of satisficing amongst responses, e.g. signs of pri-

macy bias. This was, in part, possible because of the occasional inverted scales. For the last scales 

measuring to what extent respondents agreed with a range of utterances, responses were checked 

with careful attention to possible instances of acquiescence bias. Moreover, careful attention was 

paid to detect tendencies of straight lining, as Daniel (2012: 2) points out how long banks of identical 

rating scales may tempt respondents to choose the same answer over and over. Only three in-

stances of potential satisficing were detected, which was expected, as the survey (as accounted for 

above) was designed with attention to mitigating problems of this kind. 

 

8.8. Other data preparations 
 

In the data analysis, we wished to make sure that we would not erroneously be applying and taking 

point of departure in our own preconceptions of the scenarios, but that we actually used the re-

sponses by the respondents rather than our preconceptions. Therefore, as part of our preparation 

of the survey data for the data-analysis, we made sure to check if our preconceptions of the data 

matched the conceptions of the respondents, and if not, then made sure to prepare ourselves to take 

point of departure in the conceptions of the respondent rather than our own. This proved to be rele-

vant in relation to how we had preconceived the level of luxury in the scenarios compared to how 

the respondents perceived it, cf. below. 

 

8.8.1. Ensuring consistency in perceptions of luxury 
 

As explained above, we designed the survey around six scenarios, each representing a specific level 

of luxury. However, even though the photos representing each level of luxury were carefully selected 

cf. prior research and with emphasis on Vigneron & Johnson’s (1999; 2004) Brand Luxury Index, we 
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cannot, in practice, be sure that the respondents’ perceptions of the level of luxury in each scenario 

is consistent with our categorization of the photos in them. The reason for this is the subjective nature 

of luxury (as accounted for earlier), which means that our selection of photos for the high-, medium- 

and low-level luxury scenarios, albeit being guided by theory, unavoidably was somewhat influenced 

by our subjective assessments. Therefore, a first step in the data analysis was to check that the 

scenario’s degree of luxury complied with respondent evaluations. If this was not the case, we would 

ensure to continue our analysis based on the actual PLL rating the scenario had received, rather 

than the rating we had ascribed to it initially. We checked this by calculating an average score of 

each respondent’s answers to the various PLL-related questions in each of the 6 scenarios. After 

this, we measured average PLL scores per scenario across respondents. This left us with 6 final 

numbers in total; each number representing the final average PLL in one of the 6 scenarios across 

all questions and across all participants (presented in the table below). 

 

 
Table 10: Comparing our pre-categorization of the level of luxuriousness of each scenario with the 

average PLL-ratings each scenario got from the survey respondents. 

 

Our calculations unveil some slight inconsistencies in our pre-categorization of the level of luxuri-

ousness in each scenario. This was expected, as our pre-categorization was merely intended to be 

a tool to create variation (to the best of our ability) in the level of luxury of each scenario rather than 

a tool to predict the PLL-scores the scenarios would get. Despite a few these inconsistencies be-

tween our pre-categorizations and the actual PLL-scores the scenarios received, we see that none 

of the scenarios that we pre-categorized as high-level luxury were perceived of as low and vice 

versa, which suggests that our pre-categorizations were in fact somewhat accurate. 

 

After re-categorizing the six scenarios to reflect the actual average PLL-ratings they received, we 

see that: 

 Scenarios 1, 3 and 6 are high-level luxury scenarios (cf. dark green in the figure below). 

 Scenario 2 is a medium-level luxury scenario (cf. medium green). 

 Scenarios 4 and 5 are low-level luxury scenarios (cf. very light green/beige). 
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Figure 9: Average scores of PLL of each travel scenario, measured across questions per respondent 

and across respondents 

 

8.9. Data checking 
 

Finally, before proceeding to the analysis of the data, we made sure to check the data for its relia-

bility, validity and normality in order to determine how suited our survey data would be to yield cred-

ible results. Our completion of these steps, as well as the reliability, validity and normality values we 

arrived at, will be described in detail in the subsections below. 

 

8.9.1. Reliability 
 

The reliability of each scale was calculated cf. coefficient alpha (Cronbach, 1951). All measurements 

were carried out after the reversal of originally reverse-scored scales. Endingly, all scales were di-

rected from negative to positive (i.e. increasing from low to high from left to right). 

Measuring a data sets’ reliability provides an insight into its strength of measurement consistency 

or precision (Raykov, 1998: 375) and, therefore, reliability may be defined as "the extent to which 

[measurements] are repeatable and that any random influence which tends to make measurements 

different from occasion to occasion is a source of measurement error" (Nunnally, 1967: 206). The 

average coefficient alpha across all scenarios was 0.58 for level of luxury, 0.68 for PUSC, 0.76 for 

NUSC and 0.67 for ATC with measures varying from 0.277 to 0.842. The majority of reliability 

measures were well over the generally accepted cut-off level of 0.70 (e.g. Nunnally, 1967; Cortina, 

1993; Kline, 1999; and DeVallis, 1991). When using the cut-off values specified by DeVallis (1991), 

5/24 measures would be considered very good (between 0.80 and .90), 10/24 scores would be con-

sidered respectable (between 0.70 and 0.80) and 1/24 scores would be considered minimally ac-

ceptable (between 0.65 and 0.70). Two of the remaining eight measures would be labeled undesir-

able (between 0.60 and 0.65) and the rest (i.e. 6/24) would be labeled unacceptable (below 0.6) (cf. 

DeVallis, 1991). See table 11 for a full overview of reliability measures. 
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Table 11: Reliability across all scales. Reliability issues highlighted.  

 

Given the nature of this study, however, we adhere to the general convention that reliabilities down 

to 0.5 can be accepted, although deemed “poor” (e.g. Hair, Black, Babin, Anderson & Tatham, 2006). 

The reliability of 0.53 initially labeled unacceptable may, as such, be perceived acceptable (although 

poor) according to this convention. The reliability for PLL in 3/6 scenarios as well as for PUSC and 

ATC in 1/6 scenarios each are, however, irrefutably unacceptable.  

Consequently, we realize that 5/24 values are unacceptable cf. common reliability cut-offs and 

that this has implications for the overall credibility of Study 1 findings, especially the succeeding 

conclusions made regarding PLL. However, we continue with the data, although keeping in mind 

these issues. Lastly, the reliability issues, moreover, underline the relevance of implementing a suc-

ceeding qualitative study, as mixing quantitative and qualitative designs by some scholars have been 

known to improve “the validity and reliability of the resulting data” as well as to strengthen “causal 

inferences by providing the opportunity to observe data convergence or divergence in hypothesis 

testing” (Abowitz and Toole, 2010, p. 108).  

 

8.9.2. Validity 
 

We checked for 4 types of validity: face validity, external validity, nomological validity, discriminant 

validity. While there are numerous types of validity to choose from, we argue that these 4 types give 

a thorough and sufficient overall insight into the validity of our collected data. 

 

8.9.2.1. Face validity 

 

Face validity entails having consistency between what the researcher says he/she attempts to in-

vestigate and what he/she actually investigates. In order for a data set to have face validity, “(…) it 

should not only be valid, but it should also appear valid” (Mosier, 1947: 192, italicization as in origi-

nal). Every scale of this research has been developed with reference to prior research (as accounted 

for above). PLL was measured by asking respondents to rate each survey scenario according to a 

range of characteristics that are consistent with other researchers’ definitions of luxury. ATC was 

measured by asking respondents about their succeeding travel intentions. Lastly, USC was meas-

ured by asking respondents about their experience with emotions commonly related to USC. Bearing 

this in mind, this survey is argued to have face validity. 
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8.9.2.2. External validity 

 

We know from prior research (e.g. Liu et al., 2019, cf. above section on “luxury in tourism marketing”) 

that the degree of luxury tends to positively affect travel consumption and that level of luxury also 

tends to positively affect USC. To ensure external validity, we tested these correlations and evidence 

was found supporting a positive relationship between level of luxury and ATC as well as between 

luxury and PUSC, respectively (not yet taking into account the moderating effects that we will be 

looking for and interpreting later). As each and every one of these relationships proved to be statis-

tically significant (*** or *****), we have proven external validity. 

 

8.9.2.3. Nomological validity 

 

To some extend for scenarios 3 and 4 and to a lesser extent also for scenario 5, we see statistically 

significant relations between the various variables in our framework (cf. the section “Interaction 

terms” in Table 13 below). This is an indication that we have nomological coherence between all of 

our three variables for those scenarios. However, for the other three scenarios, it appears that there 

are less (if at all) significant relations between the various variables. Therefore, we can conclude 

that we have somewhat of an overall nomological validity throughout the framework, although it could 

have been better. 

 

8.9.2.4. Discriminant validity 

 

Campbell and Fiske (1959) introduced the measure of discriminant validity, which entails that “(…) 

measures of the same trait should correlate more with each other than they do with measures of 

different traits involving separate methods” (p. 104). In order to test if our data had discriminant 

validity, we assessed the correlations between our variables. Our point of departure was that if a 

majority of our variables correlated with each other to a degree more than 0.9 and that these corre-

lations also had high significance all over, then it was plausible that we had in fact not measured 

different variables but rather measured the same variable multiple times. As we saw in the data that 

this was not the case, we can conclude that we have discriminant validity. 

 

8.9.3. Normality 
 

One major underlying assumption when calculating our variables based on the survey data and 

analyzing the results is the assumption that our data is normally distributed. A normal distribution is 

a distribution in which “scores on the variable are clustered around the mean in a symmetrical, uni-

modal pattern known as the bell-shaped, or normal, curve” (Hair, Black, Babin, Anderson, 2014: 34) 

where “the horizontal axis represents all possible values of a variable and the vertical axis represents 

the probability of those values occurring” (Hair et al., 2014: 34). The closer to a normal distribution 

the given set of data is (i.e. the higher the normality it has), the more confident will any predictions 

based on that data be, and therefore, normality gives statistical power. In contrast, “[i]f the variation 

from the normal distribution is sufficiently large, all resulting statistical tests are invalid” (Hair et al., 

2014: 69). For this reason, it is important, before we move on to interpreting the data and discussing 

our results, that we check the normality of the data distribution for each variable on all 6 scenarios, 
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so we know with what degree of certainty we can derive results based on the collected data in the 

given variable. 

In order to claim legitimately that a set of data is normally distributed, we look at two factors: the 

skewness value and the kurtosis value. The skewness value refers to “the balance of the distribution; 

that is, is it unbalanced and shifted to one side (right or left) or is it centered and symmetrical with 

about the same shape on both sides?” (Hair et al., 2014: 69). Here, “positive skew indicates that 

most of the scores are below the mean, and negative skew indicates just the opposite” (Kline, 2011: 

60, our italicization). The kurtosis value refers to “the peakedness or flatness of the distribution” (Hair 

et al., 2014: 33), where a peaked distribution (compared to a normal distribution) has a positive 

kurtosis and is described as leptokurtic, and a flat distribution (compared to a normal distribution) 

has a negative distribution and is called platykurtic (Kline, 2011; Hair et al., 2014). 

The perfectly normal distribution has exactly 0 skewness and 0 kurtosis (Malhotra & Birks, 2007; 

Field, 2009). However, such perfection is highly unlikely to achieve in reality, wherefore, we apply 

assumptions as to how skew and/or kurtote the distribution may be and still be accepted as approx-

imately normally distributed. There seems to be some disagreement to this question with some 

sources claiming that the cutoff point for both values should be ±1 (e.g. Hair et al., 2014), while 

others claim it should be ±2 (George & Mallery, 2010). We choose to set our cut-off point at ±2 for 

several reasons. Firstly, the ±2 rule seems to be broadly accepted (e.g. George & Mallery, 2010; 

Muzaffar, 2016). Secondly, since we chose a response-scale in our survey with relatively few points, 

(namely 4 rather than e.g. 7 or 10), the distribution of responses (and thus of the data collected) will 

inevitably be more roughly distributed than it would have been if we had used a more finely divided 

scale. This makes it more likely that our data deviates at least somewhat from a perfect normality. 

Thirdly, the fact that we used an even-numbered response-scale in the survey without a neutral 

response option means we forced respondents to “pick a side”, thus avoiding responses falling ex-

actly on the center, which again makes it more likely that our data will deviate at least somewhat 

from a perfect normality. Albeit reasons 2 and 3 should not be seen as excuses for having skew or 

kurtote data, these aspects make it more likely, and they can therefore be explanations for it. 

In some instances, it can be acceptable to check the normality of only a representative excerpt of 

the data, and, if the distribution is normal in all the variables within that representative excerpt, then 

anticipate that the rest of the data is normally distributed as well. We chose, however, to check all 

our variables for good measure, and this was not in vain, as we did spot a few normality issues. 

While the distribution values of all our variables in all our scenarios are provided in appendix E, this 

section will briefly highlight those cases in which there is a skewness-issue or a kurtosis-issue in our 

data and comment on what implications these issues have for our usage of the given data. 

 

8.9.3.1. Cases with normality issues 

 

In total, there are 108 scales when counting in all the scales for each of the variables for each sce-

nario. Of these 108, 17 scales have kurtosis issues and/or skewness issues according to our cutoff 

points. More specifically, 5 had what we labeled moderate kurtosis or skewness issues (i.e. more 

than ±2), while 12 had what we labeled severe kurtosis or skewness issues (i.e. more than ±3). All 

17 cases will be discussed below. 
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8.9.3.1.1. Scenario 2, PLL variable 

 

For scenario 2, the luxury variable, which consists of 9 scales in total, has some skewness and 

kurtosis issues in 5 of the scales. All of these 5 scales are moderately skew, as all the 5 skewness 

values are between 2 and 3. Since all the 5 skewness values are positive numbers, they are all 

positively skew, meaning that the responses are weighted towards the low end of the scale. All 5 

scales are severely kurtote, as the kurtosis values are all above 3. Since the kurtosis values are all 

positive numbers, they are all leptokurtic. The distribution of responses on these 5 scales in question 

is illustrated in the below table and histograms, each scale at a time. 

 

Statistics 

 v2lux1rev v2lux5rev v2lux6rev v2lux7rev v2lux2 v2lux3 v2lux4 v2lux8 v2lux9 

N Valid 199 199 199 199 199 199 199 199 199 

Missing 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Skewness ,674 1,533 2,320 ,983 2,154 2,554 2,864 2,094 1,542 

Std. Error of 

Skewness 

,172 ,172 ,172 ,172 ,172 ,172 ,172 ,172 ,172 

Kurtosis -1,224 ,556 3,797 -,721 5,423 6,659 8,158 4,243 1,801 

Std. Error of Kur-

tosis 

,343 ,343 ,343 ,343 ,343 ,343 ,343 ,343 ,343 
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8.9.3.1.2. Scenario 5, PLL variable 

 

The luxury variable for scenario 5 also has skewness and kurtosis issues; in this case with 6 of its 9 

scales. Similarly to the luxury variable for scenario 2, we see with the luxury variable for scenario 5 

that all the affected scales are positively skew and leptokurtic. While all the skewness values are 

moderately skew. We see that some kurtosis values are moderately kurtote, while others are se-

verely skew. Cf. the table and histograms below. 

 

Statistics 

 v5lux1rev v5lux5rev v5lux6rev v5lux7rev v5lux2 v5lux3 v5lux4 v5lux8 v5lux9 

N Valid 199 199 199 199 199 199 199 199 199 

Missing 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Skewness 1,172 1,034 1,958 ,491 2,269 2,715 2,020 1,899 1,760 

Std. Error of 

Skewness 

,172 ,172 ,172 ,172 ,172 ,172 ,172 ,172 ,172 

Kurtosis ,023 -,663 2,226 -1,396 5,813 7,868 3,519 3,043 2,593 

Std. Error of Kur-

tosis 

,343 ,343 ,343 ,343 ,343 ,343 ,343 ,343 ,343 
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8.9.3.1.3. Scenario 2, USC variable 

 

With regards to the USC-variable for scenario 2, there are moderate kurtosis issues with 2 of the 6 

scales, both of which are leptokurtic. Since only 2 of the 6 scales of this scenario’s USC-variable are 

affected by kurtosis issues, while there are no skewness issues whatsoever, and since both the focal 

skewness values are only slightly above the cutoff point, it is argued that, overall, the USC-variable 

for scenario 2 is only minimally affected by normality issues. 

 

Statistics 

 
v2up1neg_num

rev 

v2up3neg_num

rev 

v2up5neg_num

rev 

v2up2pos_num

rev 

v2up4pos_num

rev 

v2up6pos_num

rev 

N Valid 199 199 199 199 199 199 

Missing 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Skewness 1,662 1,665 1,588 ,380 ,397 1,004 

Std. Error of 

Skewness 

,172 ,172 ,172 ,172 ,172 ,172 

Kurtosis 2,106 2,385 1,895 -,861 -,963 ,063 

Std. Error of 

Kurtosis 

,343 ,343 ,343 ,343 ,343 ,343 
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8.9.3.1.4. Scenario 5, USC variable 

 

As with scenario 2, the USC-variable for scenario 5 is affected by normality issues, albeit to a greater 

extent than in variable 2’s case. Here, 3 scales are moderately and positively skew. The three same 

scales are severely leptokurtic, and a 4th scale is only moderately leptokurtic while not skew. 

 

Statistics 

 
v5up1neg_num

rev 

v5up3neg_num

rev 

v5up5neg_num

rev 

v5up2pos_num

rev 

v5up4pos_num

rev 

v5up6pos_num

rev 

N Valid 199 199 199 199 199 199 

Missing 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Skewness 2,017 2,169 2,269 ,883 1,044 1,668 

Std. Error of 

Skewness 

,172 ,172 ,172 ,172 ,172 ,172 

Kurtosis 3,826 5,152 5,794 -,314 ,155 2,487 

Std. Error of 

Kurtosis 

,343 ,343 ,343 ,343 ,343 ,343 
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8.9.3.2. Implications of normality issues 
 

It is striking how similar the normality issues are for those scenarios that are affected. For both 

scenarios affected by normality issues (2 and 5), the issues pertained to the PLL and the USC vari-

ables, while not for the ATC variable, and the issues entailed only positive skew and only positive 

kurtosis. The fact that there are normality issues at all could be a result of some unknown factor(s) 

or bias that may have affected responses in scenarios 2 and 5, specifically, although we cannot 

know this for sure. Nevertheless, whatever factor(s) may have lead to these normality issues, it 

seems plausible that it is the same factor(s) that have affected both scenario 2 and 5, given the 

similarity in the issues identified. What we do know, however, is that the normality issues pertaining 

to the luxury variable in scenarios 2 and 5 mean that we are not able to make predictions with as 

high a level of certainty if we use the data from the luxury variable of scenario 2 or 5 as we would be 

if we used the data from the luxury variable of other scenarios that do not have normality issues. 

Because our total data set is rather small, and because we have not had the time to take corrective 

action or to collect new data, we continue with the data that we have, while keeping in mind these 

reservations about the usability of the data, given the normality issues identified. 
 

8.10. Results 
 

8.10.1. Calculating averages 
 

To gain an initial overview, we calculated the average scores for individual variables across all sce-

narios. See below the table for an overview of these. 
 

 
Table 12: Average scores for individual variables across all six scenarios. 
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8.10.2. Regression analysis  
 

To test correlations between variables in our data set, we carried out a regression analysis, which is 

a “(…) statistical technique for investigating and modeling the relationship between variables” (Mont-

gomery, Peck & Vining, 2012: 1). More specifically, given the nature of our model and the proposi-

tions derived from it, we used linear regression analysis to investigate these relationships. The anal-

ysis was carried out via the statistical software platform SPSS. Table 13 (right below) documents 

results and correlations across all variables. We calculated both direct effects and interaction terms, 

and we included two control variables for good measure. The levels of statistical significance are 

one-tailed. The results will be discussed in the sections below. 

 

 

 
 

The table continues on the next page. 
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8.11. Results explained  
 

We tested six different relationships, the independent variable in all relationships being level PLL. 

The dependent variable was NUSC, PUSC or ATC. Lastly, we tested both PUSC and NUSC as the 

moderator of the relationship between PLL and ATC. The direct relationships in all six scenarios are 

highly significant, however, most of the moderating relationships have either very low or no signifi-

cance. In the following section, we will break down the results in each of the six scenarios. 

 

8.11.1. Scenario 1 
 

We see that when PLL increases, so does PUSC and NUSC. Likewise, ATC increases with in-

creased PLL. When we look at the relationship between PLL and ATC, ATC decreases when being 

moderated by NUSC. When being moderated by PUSC, ATC increases very little, however, this 

result is not significant. 

 

8.11.2. Scenario 2 
 

Just as scenario 1, the direct relationships are positively impacted by each other and are highly 

significant. We see in this scenario that the moderating effect of PUSC is actually slightly negative, 

although very close to zero, and NUSC is slightly positive, however both results are not significant. 

 

 

Notes: *Statistically significant at the 0,5 level; **Statistically significant at the 0,1 level;  

*** Statistically significant at the 0,01 level; **** Statistically significant at the 0,001 level. 

Table 13: Showing all the beta values calculated in the regression analysis as well as their respec-

tive levels of significance. 
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8.11.3. Scenario 3 
 

This scenario starts out in the same way as the previous two with positively impacted direct relation-

ships. However, we do see that the positive impact on both PUSC and NUSC as a result of increase 

in PLL is lower than in scenario 2, which is a lower luxury scenario. The direct relationship between 

PLL and ATC is also lower in this scenario than in the previous ones. When we look at the moder-

ating relationship, there is a slight decrease in ATC with both NUSC and PUSC. Both results are 

also significant, however, PUSC more than NUSC. 

 

8.11.4. Scenario 4 
 

Scenario 4 has been rated as a lower luxury scenario. Like the other scenarios, the direct relation-

ships are positively impacted by higher PLL, however, compared to scenario 3 the impact is higher 

on PUSC and NUSC. In this scenario, the moderating influence of both PUSC and NUSC is negative 

on ATC and are both significant. 

 

8.11.5. Scenario 5 
 

Like the others, this scenario has positive direct relationships. We also see that the positive impact 

on PUSC is much higher in this scenario, which is a low luxury scenario, compared to e.g. scenario 

3, which is a higher luxury scenario. Likewise, ATC is also much higher than in scenario 3 as a result 

of higher PLL. This scenario has been rated the lowest PLL, and it has the highest positive impact 

on PUSC. If we look at the moderating relationships of PUSC and NUSC on ATC, NUSC has a 

negative impact and has low significance, and the PUSC has a slightly positive effect, and has a low 

significance. 

 

8.11.6. Scenario 6 
 

The last scenario is a high luxury scenario, and just like the others, the direct relationships are pos-

itively impacted by each other. If we look at the impact of PLL on PUSC and NUSC, PUSC is much 

lower in this scenario than in the previous, which was low luxury. NUSC is not much different. Look-

ing at the moderator, both PUSC and NUSC have a negatively moderating effect on ATC, however, 

NUSC has a slight significance and PUSC has no significance. 

 

8.11.7 Control variables 
 

8.11.7.1 Reason for control variable testing 

 

We know from prior literature that there are differences in the preferences and consumption behav-

iors between the genders. For instance, we know that women tend to be more involved in overall 

purchase activities than men (e.g. Baltas, 2003; Homburg & Giering, 2011), which may mean that 

there could be an effect of gender on ATC. Furthermore, we also know that women tend to be more 

involved with self-exploration and self-expression than men (Ailawadi, Neslin & Gedenk, 2001), 
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which may mean, that there may be an effect of gender on ATC as a result of being exposed to 

luxury. Moreover, we know that women tend to engage more in social comparisons generally when 

it comes to certain aspects such as body-ideals and eating habits (Heinberg & Thompson, 1992; 

Tiggemann & McGill, 2004; Nesi & Prinstein, 2015), which means it is fair to assume that there might 

be an effect of gender on USC in the context of this investigation too. 

Likewise, we also read some places that the occupational status (and consequent income) has 

an effect on preferences and consumption behaviors. For instance, we know that consumers with a 

higher income as well as consumers with a higher level of education (and therefore higher antici-

pated resulting income) tend to be more prone to consume products of higher quality (and therefore 

more luxurious products) than consumers with lower incomes and lower levels of education (e.g. 

Richardson, Jain & Dick, 1996; Shukla, Banerjee & Adidam, 2013). This makes it plausible that there 

is an effect of the occupational/educational status of our respondents on their general consumption 

and thus also on their ATC. However, other places, we read that, when it comes to travel behavior, 

there seem to be no clear patterns or general tendencies when it comes to the consumption behav-

iors among people with the same level of education (Kerstetter & Holdnak, 1990). Nevertheless, it 

is still relevant to check the occupational/educational status as a control variable. Additionally, we 

see that income can be taken as an indicator of educational/occupational status, since higher income 

typically is a product of higher educational level (Richardson, Jain & Dick, 1996), and that differences 

in income can lead to differences in the amount of social comparison engaged in and also in the 

general mode of the social comparisons engaged in (Cheung & Lucas, 2016; Luttmer, 2005). 

For these reasons, we decided to include gender and occupational status as control variables in 

the regression analysis to check of gender and/or occupational status, respectively, could have ef-

fects on the USC and/or the ATC, respectively. For this very purpose, we had included questions 

pertaining to our respondents’ genders and occupational/educational statuses in the survey in the 

first part of the survey, which related to our respondents’ demographic profiles, cf. section 8.1 Overall 

survey design above. Therefore, it was easy to include these control variables in the analysis. 

 

8.11.7.2 Conclusion pertaining to control variables 

 

Gender has a clear, negative influence on NUSC (ranging from -,114 to -,438) with the beta values 

in all scenarios being significant (from 1-starred to 3-starred). Thus, we can conclude that we may 

not be able to attribute the effects on NUSC (and consequently on the level of ATC) to the variable 

PLL alone, since the variable gender clearly plays a role in this as well. Because it is outside of our 

scope, we will continue without further addressing this, but it is an interesting observation that could 

be addressed by future research. The variable occupational status seems to have no particular effect 

on NUSC with the beta values ranging from -,026 to -,060. Besides, while all of these numbers are 

less significant than in the case with the effect of gender on PLL (above), wherefore we ascribe less 

importance to them. 

For the effect of gender on PUSC, we see, among the beta values that are significant (i.e. in 5 of 

the 6 scenarios), that gender also has a clear, negative effect on PUSC (just as it had on NUSC), 

albeit a slightly smaller effect with numbers ranging from -,119 to -,308. Therefore, likewise, we may 

not be able to attribute the effects on PUSC (and consequently on the level of ATC) to the variable 

PLL alone, since the variable gender again clearly plays a role in this as well. However, likewise, 

while noting that this could be a focus for future research, we will not address this issue further in 

this report. Half of the beta values for the effect of occupational status on PUSC are insignificant. 

Among the significant values, numbers range from -,19 to -,70, thus showing no particular effect. 
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For the effects of both control variables on ATC, we see that the beta values across all six sce-

narios are close to 0. Thus, no noteworthy effect is found of neither gender nor occupational status 

on ATC. Furthermore, half of the beta values have only one-starred significance, while the rest are 

insignificant, which means that, nonetheless, we can hardly conclude anything based on these beta 

values after all. 

 

8.12. Proposition testing 
 

This section will discuss what our data analysis results told us about our propositions, and whether 

or not each sub-proposition was supported or rejected. 

 

8.12.1. Proposition 1a  
 

The relationship between PLL and USC follows an inverse U-shape. Specifically, there exists a 

point (referred to as the “LBP”) at which PLL becomes too high and changes the nature of the 

USC. 

 

We see from the different scenarios that the relationship between PLL and PUSC follows and inverse 

U-shape, since the lower luxury scenarios have a higher PUSC, while the higher luxury scenarios 

have a lower PUSC. The relationship between PLL and NUSC stays more or less the same through-

out all scenarios. Therefore, it seems there is a point where USC begins to decline as a result of 

increased PLL. Thus, proposition 1a is proved, which indicates that when luxury becomes too high 

the consumers positively compare themselves less. 

 

8.12.2. Proposition 1b 
 

Any level of PLL up to the “LBP” (cf. proposition 1a) will have a positive influence on PUSC. After 

this point, any higher level of PLL will no longer have this positive influence on PUSC, which will 

instead begin to diminish, while a NUSC will begin to take over. 

 

As explained above, PUSC is higher in lower luxury scenarios as opposed to higher luxury scenarios, 

hereby proving the existence of a luxury breaking point. However, we do not see an increase in 

NUSC in the higher luxury scenarios, which indicates, that NUSC does not take over when PUSC 

starts to decline. Thus, proposition 1b is not proved. 

 

8.12.3. Proposition 2a 
 

NUSC negatively moderates the influence of PLL on ATC. 

 

In all but one scenario, NUSC has a negatively moderating effect on the relationship between PLL 

and ATC. In scenario 2, NUSC has a positively moderating effect, however very slight. This result 

is, moreover, not statistically significant. The moderating effect is somewhat low, however, it does 

show that NUSC has a negatively moderating effect on the relationship between PLL and ATC, 

which means that proposition 2a is proved. 
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8.12.4. Proposition 2b 
 

PUSC positively moderates the influence of PLL on ATC. 

 

PUSC only positively moderates the relationship between PLL and ATC in scenario 1 and 5, the 

results of which are also of low and no significance, respectively. It also seems that the negative 

effect PUSC has in the other scenarios is very slight. Therefore, proposition 2b is neither proved nor 

disproved, since there are some contradicting and insignificant results, which do not give a clear 

indication in one way or another.  

 

8.13. Preliminary conclusion 
 

Proposition 1a and 2a were both proved, while proposition 1b was not. Moreover, proposition 2b 

was neither proved nor disproved, giving reason for future research. This means that we do see 

some indications that a breaking point exists, at which perceived luxury becomes so high that it 

changes the nature of the upward social comparison. However, what happens at this breaking point 

is not necessarily a change from positive to negative upward social comparison. 

Instead, our results show that very high PLL actually seems to lead to less USC in general. Conse-

quently, our premise that an increase in PLL up to a certain point leads to PUSC, is true. However, 

the fact that it after this point switches to NUSC was not proven, as the results do not confirm an 

increase in NUSC after a certain point, but rather a steady amount across all scenarios.   

Instead - and quite interestingly – the results display that the correlation between PUSC and 

luxury is higher in scenarios 2, 4 and 5 (i.e. those with the lowest PLL) compared with scenarios 1, 

3 and 6 (i.e. those with the highest PLL). This means that whenever luxury increases, PUSC seems 

to generally also increase. However, the increase is more prominent in lower luxury scenarios. More-

over, the difference between how much NUSC is increasing in low luxury compared to high luxury 

scenarios is not as prominent, meaning that it would seem that PUSC is more affected by PLL than 

NUSC. As such, this could indicate that a breaking point exists, at which PUSC stops and switches 

to a sort of consumer dissociation, as opposed to NUSC as originally proposed. This is already 

indicated by Belk et al. (2003) who explains that “[d]esire is also enhanced by the difficulty or im-

probability of obtaining the desired object, unless the object comes to be regarded as impossible to 

obtain or beyond any realistic hope” (p. 340). Furthermore, “The separation from the object increases 

the longing for it and the intensity of the emotion. Distance also keeps desire alive, but only so long 

as there is hope” (Belk et al., 2003: 340), thus there must be hope for there to be desire, which is 

the driving force in consumption (Belk et al., 2003). Furthermore, we see from the result that NUSC 

in fact does negatively impact the relationship between PLL and ATC. This shows that when con-

sumers in fact do compare themselves negatively, it has a negative impact on their ATC. 

 

9. Study 2: Qualitative 
 

This section will present all aspects of the second study, the post-hoc investigation, i.e. the inter-

views. The overall interview research design will be described; the subsequent data preparation will 

be accounted for; the analysis framework used will be introduced; and the analysis itself will be 

explicated in full. 
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9.1. Interview research design 
 

Morse (1991) proposes that an explanatory sequential design “(…) can be especially useful when 

unexpected results arise from a quantitative study”, (as quoted in Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2003: 227). 

This supports the relevance of our choice to conduct this investigation by means of a mixed methods 

design. We will, namely, be able to further investigate the unexpected findings from Study 1 in Study 

2 here. These unexpected findings from Study 1 lead us to deduce an altered proposition as to what 

happens at the luxury breaking point: 

 

Proposition 3: Any perceived level of luxury up to the luxury breaking point will have a positive 

influence on positive upward social comparison. After this point, any higher level of perceived level 

of luxury will no longer have this positive influence on positive upward social comparison and will 

instead lead to a decrease in both positive and negative upward social comparison, eventually cul-

minating in a consumer dissociation and, correspondingly, a diminished aspirational tourism con-

sumption. 

 

We will test this new proposition in the following subsections under Study 2. Thus, Study 2 will help 

to both uncover the “why” of the tendencies seen in the findings of Study 1, as well as to investigate 

the altered proposition outlined above. 

 

9.1.1. Data collection 
 

Six interviews were conducted for the post-hoc investigation. The reason for this number is that with 

the scope limitations and time restraints we were subjected to, anything more than two interviews 

per person would have produced too much data for it to be feasible to work with. Besides, while the 

survey was a quantitative data collection method, which requires a large number of respondents 

(Brier, 2012), the follow-up interviews in the post-hoc investigation were part of a qualitative data 

collection method, which involves “ascribing great emphasis to isolated events and seemingly small 

details” (Thurén, 2008: 127, our translation). Finally, another reason why it was not crucial to have 

a large number of interviewees is that the interviews were not the main body of data in this overall 

investigation, but merely a post-hoc investigation to add more explanatory knowledge to the survey 

findings. Instead of focusing on a large number of interviewees, we therefore sought to find “typical 

representatives”, as Brier (2012, p. 93, our translation) explains, who we deem to be representative 

of the general group of people who are frequent travelers and users of Instagram, cf. the section 

“9.1.3. Interviewee selection” for more. 

 

9.1.2. Interview method 
 

The goal with our follow-up interviews was to supplement the findings from our survey with an insight 

into the rationale behind the consumer preferences and tendencies that we spotted in the results of 

the survey data analysis. Thus, while the survey was to answer the question “what tendencies do 

we see?”, the interviews were to answer the question “why do we see these tendencies?” 

In order to answer the why-question, we needed to get an in-depth insight into the rationales of 

real-life consumers who were frequent travelers and frequent users of Instagram. The intuitive way 
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of doing this would be to ask our interviewees of explanations through a bunch of interrogative ques-

tions. However, we were very aware that we needed to avoid letting our biased or prejudiced expla-

nations affect the investigation, since that would have made our results useless, as we were looking 

for what explanations the consumers had to give. For this purpose, the phenomenological interview 

technique was a suitable solution. 

According to Thompson, Locander & Pollio (1989), the phenomenological interview technique is 

used in order to “attain a first-person description” (p. 138) of certain phenomena (in our case: luxury 

travels and Instagram usage) and through those descriptions work towards an understanding of the 

rationales through subsequent analysis, which is one of the reasons why we found it a suitable 

method for our needs of not biasing our interviewees unintentionally. A key aspect of the phenome-

nological interview technique is letting the interviewee steer the course of the interview to the great-

est extent possible (Thompson et al., 1989), while still making sure to keep the interview within the 

limits of the topic at hand, of course. We ensured this by using a semi-structured interview-guide 

(see appendix G) that included a few main questions to keep the interview from going completely 

off-topic but with most questions asked by the questioner being only follow-up questions to what the 

interviewee decided to talk about. This way, the interviewee was relatively free to talk about what 

he/she wanted (within the limits of the topic of the interview) and thereby relatively free to utter the 

rationales that he/she had, specifically (without too much influence from the interviewer). 

Part of the phenomenological interview technique is avoiding to the greatest extent possible any 

directly interrogative questions such as “why…” or “what caused you to do that?” (Thompson et al., 

1989: 138). There are two main reasons for this. Firstly, asking an interrogative question can be 

interpreted by the interviewee as a mistrust and a personal attack (Argyris, 1982), which could create 

an interpersonal distance between the questioner and the interviewee and keep the interviewee from 

opening up and speaking freely. Secondly, by asking the interviewee for an explanation or a reason 

to something that he/she might not have a reason or explanation for, we risk putting the interviewee 

“in the position of a “naïve scientist”” (in the words of Thompson et al., 1989: 138) and he/she might 

start making up reasons/explanations ad-hoc or even guessing about it instead, and that is not very 

useful data to work with in the subsequent analysis. This avoidance of interrogative questions alto-

gether in the phenomenological interview technique is another reason why we found it a suitable 

method for our needs. In applying this method, we thus sought to ask for descriptions, elaborations 

or clarifications and then hoped that our interviewees would provide any reasons/explanations them-

selves whenever they had any. 

 

9.1.3. Interviewee selection 
 

The six interviews were single-person, person-to-person interviews, meaning a total of 6 interview-

ees had to be selected. The Interviewees were selected for a number of criteria, the first two being 

that interviewees (1) were to be active users of Instagram (use the app at least once a month) and 

(2) were to be frequent travelers (travel at least once a year). The third criterion was to not choose 

our interviewees from among the people, who participated in our focus group. We feared that they 

would know too much about our investigation from having interacted directly with us once before, 

and with this knowledge, they could fall victim to a kind of participant bias. We did not, however, rule 

out people who had participated in our survey, as we argue that participating in a survey does not 

reveal as much information about our overall investigation as participating in a focus group. Not all 

interviewees we ended up recruiting had taken the survey, though. We also laid down some criteria 
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in order to ensure that our interviewees together would represent, as well as possible, the overall 

group of people who are frequent travelers and user of Instagram in a Danish context. This was done 

by recruiting as diverse interviewees as possible in terms of gender, age, and educational and oc-

cupational status. 

 

Despite these criteria, there was still an element of selection for convenience, since our interviewee 

participants were selected from our respective circles of acquaintances. The main reasons for this 

are that we wanted to make sure that our interviewees had a higher motivation participate in the 

interview without any last-minute cancellations, and we also wanted to make sure that our interview-

ees felt comfortable with the questioner (i.e. interviewer) so they would engage more in self-disclo-

sure. Both of these aspects are more likely to be achieved when the interviewee is acquainted with 

the interviewer (Jarrett , 1993, as quoted in Morgan, 1997; Bloor et al., 2001), as we already dis-

cussed earlier in relation to focus groups, cf. “7.1. Sampling strategy” and “7.3. Ensuring attendance” 

above. The table right below outlines the characteristics of our six interviewees with respect to the 

selection criteria. 

 

 
Table 14: Overview of interviewees and selection criteria  

 

9.1.4. Interview context 
 

Under normal circumstances, we would have conducted the interviews face-to-face. However, be-

cause of the national COVID-19 lockdown in Denmark, all interviews were conducted via online 

media (e.g. Skype), while both the interviewee and the interviewer were at home. There are both 

advantages and disadvantages to this. Thompson et al. (1989) explain that “[t]he role of the inter-

viewer is to provide a context in which respondents freely describe their experiences in detail” (p. 

138). Interviewing the interviewees while they were at home meant that the interviewees were in the 

most comfortable surroundings possible, thus maximizing the chances of them feeling relaxed 

enough to open up and talk. Furthermore, Kvale (1983) highlights the importance of the interviewer 

and the respondent being in equal positions, and with both parties being at their respective homes, 

both of them would feel they were “on their home turf”, thus equally comfortable with their surround-

ings. This could have been an issue if we had invited the interviewees to a meeting room at the 

university (as was the original plan), since that would have been the “home turf” of the interviewer 

while an alien context to the interviewee. 

One of the disadvantages, however, was related to the communication channels used to conduct 

the interview and internet connection issues. In lines 196-220 in the transcript of interview 4, an 
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example of this is seen. This created disruptions in interviews that might have meant a loss of im-

portant data. Another issue is the lack of a visual element in the interviews. An estimated 60 to 93 

per cent of what people communicate is in the form of nonverbal communication (e.g. facial expres-

sions and body-gestures) rather than through words (Mehrabian, 2007; Matsumoto, Frank & Hwang, 

2013; and Guerrero & Floyd, 2006), meaning that conducting interviews through audio-calls have 

some limitations to how well the interviewees’ messages are communicated, and how full a picture 

we as interviewers could gather. Our calls were only audio-calls and not video-calls, which was an 

active decision in order to minimize connection issues (video-footage consumes a lot of bandwidth). 

Besides, looking at a limited section of a person (typically just the face) during a video-call rather 

than the full-body sight of a face-to-face interview still had its limitations, so an audio-call seemed to 

be the better option if the interviews had to be conducted from a distance.  

 

9.1.5. Ethics 
 

In the recruiting process, all interviewees were informed that their participation would be voluntary, 

and that, therefore, they would not be obliged to carry through with the interview, but that they were 

free to cancel the interview beforehand, terminate the interview prematurely, or withdraw their an-

swers. We also informed each interviewee that he/she was welcome to contact the respective person 

who had interviewed him/her at a later point in time after the interview, if he/she had any comments 

or questions. The interviewees were also informed, in the recruiting process, that their participation 

would be anonymous; their identity would not be traceable through the presentation of the data, and 

their identity would not appear anywhere in the report or its appendices. At the same time, we in-

formed the interviewees that we would collect and disclose basic information about each interviewee 

(namely: Instagram activity, travel activity, gender, age and vocational/educational background; cf. 

Table 14 above) in order to distinguish the interviewees from each other and in order to factor in 

these aspects in the analysis if relevant. 

Finally, the interviewees were made aware that the interviews would be audio recorded and sub-

sequently transcribed. We explained to them that they would only be audio-recorded in order to allow 

transcription of the interviews, which would assist the later analysis, and that, upon finalizing these, 

the recording would be deleted. We also informed the interviewees that the audio-recordings would 

be played to no one else but the three researchers conducting the study as part of the research 

process. We made sure to get verbal consent from each interviewee to all these terms before con-

ducting the interviews. As stated, the interviewees were already informed of these terms and condi-

tions in the recruiting process. This was to make sure that each interviewee knew what he/she was 

getting into before participating. 

 

9.1.6. Interview language 
 

Studying language boundaries in relation to interviews, Welch & Piekkari (2006) concluded that a 

“particular risk to data accuracy was found in organizational settings (...) in which English was used 

as a working language despite it being a non-native language for most employees” (p. 428). All the 

interviewees recruited for Study 2 were native Danes being familiar with the English languages to 

various extends, however, in any case as a second language. Due to concerns about the abilities of 
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our interviewees to express themselves fully and fluently in English, we decided to conduct all inter-

views in Danish and later translate the transcripts into English, since, it was deemed, this would 

ensure the best data accuracy. 

 

9.1.7. Transcription 
 

In preparing the interview data for analysis, we went through the two steps of first transcribing the 

audio-recordings, and then translating the transcriptions. 

 

Machine-assisted transcription can be helpful in managing the transcription of large amounts of data. 

However, it has been found that the advantage “decreases dramatically with spontaneous speech” 

(Bazillon, Esteve & Luzzati, 2008). At the same time, manual transcription allows the researcher to 

be “much more familiar with your data after spending the time listening to your audio files while you 

transcribe” (Researchware, 2018). For these reasons, we chose to transcribe all interviews manu-

ally. We acknowledge “the importance of verbatim transcription in pure qualitative research, where 

closeness between researchers and their data is critical to the philosophical underpinnings of the 

methodology” (Halcomb & Davidson, 2006: 42). However, in relation to research that is not purely 

qualitative, Halcomb & Davidson (2006) at the same time question “the necessity to transcribe all 

audio-recorded interview data verbatim, particularly in relation to mixed-method investigations” (p. 

38). This investigation is indeed a mixed method, incorporating the quantitative survey data as the 

main data source while supplying that data with the qualitative interview data. Therefore, it can be 

argued that it was not of the utmost importance to transcribe the interviews verbatim. Nevertheless, 

verbatim transcription was employed to a certain extent. The interviewees’ comments and phrasings 

are kept largely as they were spoken, which is why there are instances of unfinished sentences and 

words appearing multiple times in a row in the transcripts. While these are elements of verbatim 

transcription, we did, however, exclude all non-lexical utterances such as “uh”, “mhm” and the like, 

unless these sounds served important meaning-carrying purposes. Likewise, all instances of laugh-

ter and sighs etc. were excluded, unless, again, they served an important meaning-carrying purpose. 

There are two reasons for this pragmatically verbatim transcription: (1) it eases the readability of the 

transcripts while not compromising the data richness (we would not have paid attention to “um”’s or 

laughter that carried no meaning, anyway), and (2) it saved time transcribing the interviews. 

 

9.1.8. Translation 
 

After ended transcription, each interview was translated. The argument about manual transcription 

(as opposed to assisted transcription) allowing the researcher to become better acquainted with the 

data (Researchware, 2018) is relevant when it comes to translation as well. However, because we 

already got well familiarized with the data in the manual transcription process, we decided to save 

some time in the translation process and apply the method of post-editing machine-translations. 

According to Koby (2013), this method entails that the “translator compares a course text with a 

translation produced by an automated process (machine translation or MT) and edits it to make it 

acceptable for its intended purpose” (p. 1). The goal is to save time by only having to go through the 

“correction of a pre-translated text rather than translation ‘from scratch’” (Wagner, 1985). In our case, 

we used Google Translate. The post-editing stage involved a thorough review of the entire transla-

tion while comparing it to the Danish source text, editing the translation when necessary in order to 
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make it more fluent and idiomatically correct English, or in order to optimize the translation’s congru-

ency with the Danish source text so that meaning was not lost or skewed in the translation. Our 

“intended purpose” with the translation (in the words of Koby, 2013, p. 1) was to collect themes from 

the uttered meanings, opinions and rationales in the interviews. The analysis would not be literal and 

text-oriented in nature, as is the case with other types of analyses such as Critical Discourse Analysis 

(Fairclough, 2013). Therefore, it was not extremely important to make direct, literal, word-for-word 

translations. Taking this into consideration, our post-editing efforts sought to keep translations as 

direct as possible, however included what Schjoldager (2008) refers to as the adaptation and para-

phrasing micro-strategies when necessary, since these can help make the translation more fluent in 

the target language, increasing the readability of the translations and thus easing the subsequent 

analysis. 

 

9.2. Data preparation 
 

The data that was collected through the six interviews was analyzed using thematic analysis as put 

forth by Braun & Clarke (2006), Fereday & Muir-Cochrane (2006), Kendall (1999), Strauss (1987), 

and Strauss & Corbin (1990a, 1990b, 2015). Thematic analysis was chosen for several reasons. 

First of all, thematic analysis is a “widely-used qualitative analytic method within psychology” (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006: 2), which is a good indication that it is a relevant and well-working analysis that 

researchers prefer to use. Besides, since, our present investigation is within the realm of consumer 

psychology, using a method for analysis stemming from psychology seems to be a reasonable 

choice. Secondly, we intended the interview-data and its analysis to be a qualitative addition to the 

quantitative survey data; not another quantitative analysis. Braun & Clarke (2006) explain that the-

matic analysis differs from e.g. content analysis “in that themes tend not to be quantified” and “the 

unit of analysis tends to be more than a word or phrase, which it typically is in content analysis” (pp. 

29-30). Thirdly, thematic analysis can be seen as a procedure applied within major analytic traditions 

(for instance in Grounded Theory), rather than an independent method (Ryan & Bernard, 2000). In 

relation to this, Kendall (1999) explains that “[o]ne grounded theory approach is not necessarily su-

perior to another, and the decision to use a particular approach depends on the goal of the research 

study” (p. 756). In our case, the goal was to get as unbiased and uninfluenced descriptions of con-

sumer preferences and rationales as possible, as is also explained in the section “9.1.2. Interview 

method“ above, and for this purpose, thematic analysis served the purpose since it allows the re-

searchers to let the data speak to them without letting the researchers’ preconceived ideas (i.e. 

biases) influence the process (Glaser & Strauss, 2017). 

 

Thematic analysis involves, first finding themes across the data through three overall stages of cod-

ing called open coding, axial coding, and selective coding, and then interpreting the themes in order 

to arrive at conclusions to the investigation (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In relation to our investigation, 

the interpretation-part of the analysis will be outlined in the section below called “9.3. Interview anal-

ysis”. This section, however, will first explain the process of finding the themes as well as how we 

did it. 

All of the three coding stages were conducted manually because “it may take several weeks to 

get acquainted with a software package to code qualitative data electronically” (Basit, 2003: 153), 

and that would be too much time to spend on learning to use a piece of software for the analysis of 

only six interviews. We believed we could analyze the interviews faster, manually. Besides, Basit 
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(2013) argues that coding manually allows researchers to better “communicate and connect with the 

data” (p. 152), and this is important since, according Braun & Clarke (2006), the process of coding 

already starts “when the analyst begins to notice, and look for, patterns of meaning and issues of 

potential interest in the data (…) [which already] may 

be during data collection” (p. 15). 

 

Figure 10 (right below) overall illustrates our personal 

take on the literature on thematic analysis and thus 

our application of the framework in this study. It is de-

veloped with inspiration from Figure 1 in Fereday & 

Muir-Cochrane (2006: 84). 

 

9.2.1. Open coding 
 

According to Strauss & Corbin (1990a), “[o]pen cod-

ing is the interpretive process by which data are bro-

ken down analytically” (p.12). The idea is that without 

this stage, the “researcher may inadvertently place 

data in a category where they do not analytically be-

long”, but “[f]racturing the data forces preconceived 

notions and ideas to be examined against the data 

themselves”, and that “enables investigators to break 

through subjectivity and bias” (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990a: 13). Essentially, the goal with this stage is to 

arrive at a large set of highly fragmented data-pieces 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990a; Braun & Clarke, 2006; 

Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). In our procedure, 

from the six interviews that were conducted, 170 in-

dividual codes were found in the initial open coding 

stage. Please see the Code Table (appendix J) for a 

full overview of all codes and the key quotes that they 

stem from as well as what interviewee each code 

stems from. The codes were either direct quotes 

from the interviews or our re-phrasings of utterances 

given by the interviewees. 

Examples of quotes from the interviews being used directly as codes are the code “I love luxury, 

but it can definitely be too much” (appearing under the sub-theme “A LBP”), which is a direct quote 

of an utterance by interviewee 1 (l. 220), and the code “I also need something I can mirror myself in” 

(appearing under the sub-theme “Relatability”), which is a direct quote of an utterance by interviewee 

2 (l.148). In cases when it was difficult to use a quote from the interview directly as a code, we 

rephrased the interviewee’s utterance more briefly in our own words and used that as a code instead, 

i.e. gave the codes “conceptual labels” in the words of Strauss & Corbin (1990a: 12). This would be 

the case when, for instance, the interviewee had spent a lot of time explaining something and the 

entire utterance would be too long of a piece of text to use as a code. An example of this is seen 

when interviewee 4 offers a long explanation of how she does not like crowded places (ll. 228-233). 

Figure 10: The Coding Stages Figure, 
showing our take on the literature on the-
matic analysis, and thus our application of 
the framework 
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Instead of quoting all five lines directly and using that as a code, we made a shorter rephrasing of 

her utterance and used that as a code instead: “Refers to our survey and says she doesn’t like 

crowded places with many people”. This code appears under the sub-theme “Exclusive vs. touristy”. 

We would also rephrase the interviewees’ utterances and use our re-phrasings as codes instead of 

the direct quotes in situations when the utterance was spread over several paragraphs in a conver-

sation between the interviewee and the questioner. An example of this is seen when interviewee 3 

talks about his idea of the difference between the Danish word “vandrerhjem” and the English word 

“hostel” (ll. 351-367), and the questioner asks follow-up questions in-between the interviewee’s ex-

planations. Here, rather than using the entire section of the interview as a code (which would be a 

long piece of text), we made a shorter rephrasing and used that as a code instead: “Distinguishes 

between hostel rooms (private) and hostel dorms (shared), and prefers the private option”. This code 

also appears under the sub-theme “Exclusive vs. touristy”. 

 

9.2.2. Axial coding 
 

According to Strauss & Corbin (1990b), axial coding is “a set of procedures whereby data are put 

back together in new ways after open coding, by making connections between categories” (p. 96). 

In this step “further development of categories [i.e. themes, in our terminology] takes place and one 

continues to look for indications of them” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990a: 13). Put differently, this step 

involves “[s]ummarizing data and identifying initial themes” (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006: 86). 

 

In our procedure, the final set of codes was initially “prepared” for the axial and open coding stages. 

This preparation consisted of writing each individual code on its own small piece of paper and laying 

out the individual pieces of paper in front of us on a table. Hereafter, the individual codes could be 

physically moved around and easily grouped with other codes in various combinations. The method 

of using physical cards or pieces of paper in this way has previously been described by Lofland 

(1971) and by Bogdan & Biklen (1982), and it seemed a reasonable method in order to make the 

axial coding stage more easily manageable to conduct. Besides, the process of turning the codes 

into physical entities that could be moved around and grouped together was our physical equivalent 

to what Braun & Clarke (2006) refer to as making a “thematic map”. Creating a thematic map entails 

drawing maps in which all codes are grouped together and connected with lines in various ways until 

one arrives at a final map of all codes and their groupings and interconnections that “’accurately’ 

reflects the meanings evident in the data set as a whole” (Braun & Clarke, 2006: 21). 

Upon having arrived at our own sorting of the codes into a system of groups that reflected the 

meanings of the data set, we had 20 initial themes (which we will refer to as “sub-themes”), cf. Table 

15 right below. Each sub-theme contained four or more codes, cf. the “Table of themes, sub-themes 

and codes” (appendix K). 

 

9.2.3. Selective coding 
 

Strauss & Corbin (1990a) define the final coding stage, selective coding, as “the process by which 

all categories are unified around a "core" category” (p. 14). Such a core category is what we refer to 

as “main themes” in this study, and they represent a “central phenomenon of the study” (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990a: 14). 
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In our procedure, this was a relatively short stage, since grouping the 20 found into sub-themes 

was a short and fairly uncomplicated process. Besides, elements of the selective coding process 

had already taken place in combination with the axial coding stage preceding it, since, as Fereday 

& Muir-Cochrane (2006) explain, the progress through the coding stages is “an iterative and reflexive 

process”, and it is important to “reread the previous stages of the process before undertaking further 

analysis to ensure that the developing themes were grounded in the original data” (p. 83). This back-

and-forth between the selective and axial coding stages is illustrated by the arrows pointing up and 

down between these two stages in Figure 10. The selective coding stage resulted in 6 overall themes, 

each containing two to four sub-themes, cf. Table 15 right below. 

 

9.3. Interview analysis 
 

This section will introduce all the themes that were found in the thematic analysis, describe what 

sub-themes each theme consists of and what codes each sub-theme entails. It will also outline how 

each sub-theme, specifically, relates to previous literature, i.e. whether it confirms or contradicts 

previous literature, or whether it may be a new finding altogether. Firstly, however, we will outline 

some initial remarks concerning the adaptation to the original method of analysis.  

 

9.3.1. Introduction 
 

After the completion of all three coding stages, a simplified and slightly more visual representation 

of the 6 themes and 20 sub-themes was formed. This is summarized in Table 15 right below. 

 

 
Table 15: Providing an overview of the themes and sub-themes found in the thematic analysis. 

 

It is relevant to include a critical comment on the themes presented. First of all, we started out by 

clearly delimiting the topics of the interview to each interviewee, explaining that we had recruited 

each interviewee, because they had reported they were frequent users of Instagram and frequent 

travelers. Secondly, the few questions that we did include in our otherwise semi-structured interview 

protocol among other things were about luxury. For these two reasons, it is no surprise that the 

themes resulting from the thematic analysis would relate to Instagram, travel and luxury. We do not 

see it as a major surprise that the themes have developed this way, as claiming that would be subject 
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to an experimenter bias. Nevertheless, hat is interesting and indeed surprising at times, are the 

various sub-themes that make up the overall themes and the codes that they, in turn, consist of. 

 

Braun and Clarke (2006) explain that after the first step of the thematic analysis, which includes 

finding the themes and sub-themes in the interview data, it is crucial to make sure that the data is 

also being “interpreted, made sense of - rather than just paraphrased or described” (p. 36). In other 

words, it is not enough to just find the themes and describe them; there needs to be an interpretation 

of the themes as well. This typically involves theorizing the findings in the data (Patton, 1990), by 

comparing the themes and sub-themes to what the external literature has previously found on the 

subject matter Braun & Clarke (2006). Besides providing an element of interpretation to the analysis, 

this also helps in checking the interview data for external validity. This is why the analysis will both 

(1) present the themes in detail, including comments about what codes and sub-themes each theme 

consists of, and (2) contain comments about how each theme relates to external literature. 

However, after having done that, the interpretation of the themes will still not be finished. As an 

extra layer on the interpretation of the themes, we will (in the section “10. Discussion” coming after 

this analysis) furthermore provide a discussion on how the themes link to the findings from the survey 

and discuss whether – and if so, how – the findings from the themes can help in explaining the 

findings from the survey. It is this discussion of the themes in relation to the survey data that has 

been the main reason for using a mixed-methods research design with a quantitative element fol-

lowed by a qualitative element, and it is also the reason why thematic analysis was chosen, specifi-

cally, as the framework for the qualitative part (Study 2) of the present investigation. Through this 

final interpretive step of how the themes relate to the survey data, we get a chance to infer the 

rationale behind the interviewees’ Instagram behavior and travel habits and then compare that infor-

mation with the survey results in order to, hopefully, apply some explanations to the trends that were 

found in the survey results. In other words, it allows us to use the interviews to add a “why” to the 

“what” of the survey, and thus enhance our findings with an extra, deeper layer of understanding, 

which is crucial to the sections “10.4. Managerial implications” and “10.3. Theoretical contributions 

and implications” later. 

 

9.3.2. The nature of Instagram 
 

“But it really inspires me to be on Instagram. And what I myself use it for too, I think it is such a bit 

of a diary for me maybe. But somehow, it is also a very superficial thing. After all, it is about what 

you want to radiate externally as well.” (Interview 1, l. 14). This quote is a good example of the theme 

that we have decided to label the nature of Instagram. Interviewee 1 here discusses how Instagram 

is superficial; a notion that seems to be present through all the conducted interviews. We know from 

research that SoMe has a great impact on USC and PLL, which stresses the importance of the 

content being shared, showing the importance of the theme the nature of Instagram. This theme 

includes four sub-themes; Relatability, Self-staging, Manipulation and Picture perfection. 

 

9.3.2.1. Relatability 

 

According to several of our interviewees, relatability is important for the desire to travel. “So, it evokes 

a sort of comfortable and lovely feeling inside you, sort of like when you see a lemon, then your 

mouth may very well start watering because you can almost taste how sour it is. So, just in your 
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mind. That is how I also think you may feel about a vacation” (Interview 6, l. 287). This quote clearly 

shows the importance of an Instagram photo being relatable, and the impact that has. Interviewee 2 

says something similar: “I also need something I can mirror myself in” (Interview 2, l. 144), and 

Interviewee 5 as well: “I think that it is far from my world” (Interview 5, l. 441), which indicates a 

distancing when content becomes too unrelatable. Furthermore, Interviewee 5 adds, “When some-

thing has a narrative and there is something for you to explore, you feel that you are experiencing it 

yourself or somehow become part of it” (Interview 5, l. 96), strengthening the argument that in order 

for it to make you want to travel it must be relatable i.e. something you can imagine yourself doing. 

We know from Belk et al. (2003) that desire drives consumption, especially conspicuous con-

sumption, and as seen in our interviews people need something relatable in order to desire it. “Now 

I know of course that you are influenced very subconsciously but I think an inspiration is inspiration 

you can scale things up and down” (Interview 2, l. 215). This quote shows the flexibility of relatability. 

It does not have to be a scenario that seems like something you would do at first; you can scale it 

up and down if it becomes too much or if it is too far from the imagination. As Belk et al. (2003) say, 

“distance by itself is not motivating if there is no hope of overcoming barriers to acquiring desired 

objects” (p. 340). 

 

9.3.2.2. Self-staging 

 

According to Kleemans et al. (2018), photos and videos on SNSs are a kind of social currency. Thus, 

it is no wonder that people want to show their best self on e.g. Instagram. As Interviewee 4 says, 

”[y]ou pose for the photos so that it looks as good as possible, for example, all the food photos are 

very nicely staged, so you get very much inspired by it” (Interview 4, l. 22). This quote sums up the 

sub-theme Self-staging, which has turned out to be a very important part of the overall theme The 

nature of Instagram. Four of the six interviewees touched upon the subject of self-staging. 

 

According to Interviewee 3 and 6, people post pictures of themselves in the places they are going 

and especially when they travel luxuriously. In response to the question of what Interviewee 1 sees 

on their Instagram feed, Interviewee 1 responds, “[i]t could be travel. And that is because for those 

influencers, it is obviously about putting up [i.e. posting] good-looking places” (Interview 1, l. 70). 

This coincides with what Seidman (2013) finds about how basic human needs such as the need for 

belonging and attention can affect our decision making. 

 

Interviewee 4, however, also states that photos on Instagram do not necessarily have to be staged 

(Interview 4, l. 22-29), which falls more in line with the same that Back et al. make (2010 in Seidman, 

2013), stating that profiles generally represent accurate self-presentation. This is an interesting point, 

since self-presentation is not necessarily about presenting everything about oneself but rather what 

you want the world to see, which is perhaps not untrue but rather just not the whole truth. Interviewee 

1 states, “[a]fter all, it is about what you want to radiate externally as well” (Interview 1, l. 16) and 

continues, “[b]ecause they have, after all, thought about the pictures they post. You do not post 

something, or I do not post something completely ugly, for example” (Interview 1, l. 21). 

 

This self-staging also affects our social comparison, which we know from research can have both 

positive and negative consequences for us as consumers and general human beings. Lim & Yang 

(2015) have shown that the USC taking place on SNSs can be stressful; a point which Interviewee 

1 seems to somewhat agree with saying “I also need to relax when I am on vacation” (Interview 1, l. 
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271), where the “also” indicates that too much luxury and the constant need to measure up becomes 

stressful rather than creating an enjoyable time. 

 

9.3.2.3. Manipulation 

 

“So again, it is very superficial sometimes, Instagram. You can sometimes get a little suspicious. I 

must admit that. If you look the sea is really blue and the palm tree is really green and the drink is 

just so delicious to look at and she looks just freaking good or something like that, you can sometimes 

be like, it is kind of a bit manipulated or something” (Interview 1, l. 147). This quote provides a good 

example of the third sub-theme, which touches upon the manipulation of content on Instagram. Four 

of the six interviewees touched upon the concept of manipulation, but Interviewee 1 had most to add 

to this among them all. When asked how she would feel if something on Instagram looked too perfect 

(i.e. manipulated), Interviewee 1 replied, “I think that is fake. I think it is cheating. I think you will be 

disappointed if you get there and it is not like the picture” (Interview 1, l. 182). We know from Klee-

mans et al. (2018) that it is easy to manipulate content (photos in particular) on Instagram. It is 

evident from this comment by interviewee 1 that consumers are aware of this aspect that Kleemans 

et al. discuss. Interviewee 1 adds that “it is very polished and a little superficial, I have to admit. What 

I post myself, but I am well aware of that” (Interview 1, l. 26). Since it is known that photos on Insta-

gram can be manipulated, it creates an adverse reaction to the content, which is very evident by 

several of the interviewees’ statements. If you suspect that you will be disappointed when seeing in 

real life what you have first seen on a photo, then this could very well have a negative effect on your 

desire to go to that given destination. 

 

Another aspect of the manipulation of Instagram is the algorithms, which manipulate the way in which 

we receive the content we see on Instagram. Interviewee 5 states, “I am very conscious of how the 

algorithm picks up on my behavior” (Interview 5, l. 61). Interviewee 2 also touches upon this ten-

dency, saying “[a]nd also I am just mad that they have to get to know me and suggest what to see. 

I have never used the explore page, ever. Every time I log on, there is something I think could be a 

little bit interesting, but I cannot bear to click on it because I am slightly allergic to it” (Interview 2, l. 

114). It seems our interviewees are aware of this type of manipulation just as the interviewees are 

aware of photo manipulation on Instagram. However, since the algorithms change so often, it is hard 

to know exactly what kind of manipulation you will be subjected to at any given time. Perhaps this 

sort of manipulation also affects the authenticity of the content, which affects the perception of the 

content evident by the statements presented earlier. For it to resonate with the interviewees’ desires, 

“it should not be too manipulated” (Interview 1, l. 227). It refers to the content and also the travel 

experience, since both need to be authentic in order for it to be appealing. 

 

9.3.2.4. Picture perfection 

 

The fourth and last sub-theme within this overall theme is the concept of picture perfection. There 

seems to be consensus among several of the interviewees that Instagram is for “pretty” things, as 

Interviewee 3 states, “The things on Instagram, it is usually very high-class” (Interview 3, l. 490), 

hence indicating that people do not post ugly things on Instagram, which we have seen to be true 

previously as Interviewee 1 says, “[b]ecause they have, after all, thought about the pictures they 

post. You do not post something, or I do not post something completely ugly, for example” (Interview 
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1, l. 21). Furthermore, Interviewee 6 states that she has never seen a non-luxury photo on her In-

stagram feed, a comment which is reinforced by multiple interviewees who also acknowledge that 

they are fully aware of (and accept) this aspect of Instagram. This is in tune with what we have 

previously discovered from the interviews that people are aware of the influence that Instagram has 

on them, cf. the section “9.3.2.3. Manipulation”. Interviewee 1 states, “so it is very polished and a 

little superficial” (Interview 1, l. 26) and, “it is very superficial sometimes, Instagram” (Interview 1, l. 

147), hence associating the word superficial with the idea of Instagram being “perfect”. 

“I have clearly been through a period that I have talked to a lot of my friends about where I stopped 

following a number of people who... The classic picture-perfect photo they just posted, or everything 

was super nice, and they did the wildest things and had the most beautiful bodies and the coolest 

clothes, and everything was fun and fairies. It has been a long time since I have stopped following 

them” (Interview 2, l. 126). What Interviewee 2 here states further strengthens the argument that 

people do not necessarily respond well to this picture-perfectness that content on Instagram tends 

to adhere to. 

 

9.3.3. Word of mouth 
 

The following quote from Interviewee 6 nicely sums up the theme which deals with word-of-mouth 

(hereinafter, this theme will be referred to as: WOM). “And, in fact, I realize that perhaps I should 

actually go to this area... in Bali…. which I would have never visited if she had not been there. So, I 

take recommendations very seriously. Although she has not recommended it to me directly, she has 

just been there. But it has inspired me” (Interview 6, l. 204). We know from research that SNSs are 

platforms for inspiration seeking (e.g. Meier & Schäfer, 2018). This point is confirmed by the inter-

viewees, many of which seem to use Instagram for just these purposes. Like Interviewee 6, Inter-

viewee 1 also gets inspired by posts on Instagram. An example is found in the utterance: “Rhodes. 

I would like to go there. And that is because I follow an influencer that I think is really cool. And she 

was on Rhodes. And everything just looked perfect” (Interview 1, l. 276). Interviewee 1 answers this 

after being asked to describe a situation in which she had seen something on Instagram which made 

her want to travel. Her answer shows how Instagram can be an important source of travel inspiration. 

This underlines the deduction of the theme of WOM, which consists of three sub-themes, namely: 

In-goup/out-group, Subconscious influence, Active Inspiration-seeking and Value of eWOM.  

 

9.3.3.1. In-group/out-group 

 

“When it comes from a friend of mine whom I know is not sponsored by anyone – or if he is, at least 

it is not staged – then I think it looks nice. I would want to experience that” (Interview 5, l. 302). This 

quote shows the power of WOM from an in-group member. Likewise you see Interviewee 4 stating, 

“I really would like to do that myself; especially because, you see a lot of your friends and family 

going such places” (Interview 4, l. 164). 

 Five out of six interviewees touched upon the subject of in-group/out-group, showing the impact 

that this has on SoMe and travel behavior. As we know from research, people tend to compare 

themselves with similar others cf. Festinger (1954), and the similar others are usually a part of our 

in-group. According to our interviewees it also seems like we trust recommendations from people of 

our in-group more than we trust recommendations by people from the out-group. Interviewee 2, for 

instance, says, “[f]or me, it is a credible source of inspiration because I know them” (Interview 2, l. 
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66), thus it is not just about comparing oneself but also about whom you trust to take advise from. 

Interviewee 1 states, “It probably also affects me differently depending on whether it is just a friend 

or an influencer, but the influencers they just have a voice” (Interview 1, l. 95). This statement put 

the statement of Interviewee 2 to the test, because Interviewee 1 recognizes the voice that influenc-

ers have gained in recent times. While we believe we will not take advice from influencers, who are 

normally a part of our out-group, it seems we have started to let them in and become a prominent 

member, taking their advice and comparing ourselves to them. 

 

We also see the importance of in-groups in relation to WOM with the following statement from Inter-

viewee 1, “[s]o, those I think are inspirational, they definitely affect me more clearly than those I do 

not think are so inspiring” (Interview 1, l. 96). Hence we tend to put the inspiring people in our in-

group, which then gives them the power to affect our decisions rather than the uninspiring people, 

who will continue to be (or become) a part of the out-group and not have the same powers. Further-

more, according to Interviewee 5, people of your in-group even have the power to make you follow 

them or interact with their SoMe posts, even if their content is not really that interesting, “[s]ome I 

follow solely to be kind, if it is someone I know, but where I may not find their content particularly 

interesting. For example, seven photos in a row of their garden” (Interview 5, l. 62). 

 

9.3.3.2. Subconscious influence 

 

We know from prior research that an SNS becomes a place where people seek and provide infor-

mation about brands, products and services (Dina & Sabou, 2012), however, during the axial stages 

of the analysis, the sub-theme of subconscious influence emerged as a prominent one among three 

of the interviewees. Interviewee 4 states, “if someone posts photos of a walk in the woods, then you 

also want to take a walk in the woods, and then I tend to say to [mentions the name of her husband], 

“shouldn't we take a walk in the woods?” because you have just been inspired by it, right?” (Interview 

4, l. 48). In this quote, we see the power of subconscious influence on the consumer’s decisions. 

This is also seen in the following quote. “You can actually go in there and then be inspired about 

what you would like to eat tomorrow, for example, based on what people post” (Interview 4, l. 51). 

Interviewee 2 states, “[s]o, I do not use it actively in the action itself for when I just like to sit and 

plan, but it really affects me a lot” (Interview 2, l. 83) and “[b]ut indirectly, it affects me a lot, because 

when I sit and think about it, I dream away to somewhere, where I got input from” (Interview 2, l. 93), 

showing that while Interviewee 2 does not actively seek out inspiration on Instagram when planning 

to travel, he does still become inspired whether he intends to or not. Interviewee 2 further states, 

“[t]he thoughts I have myself, these are not my original thoughts. It is because I have heard that 

someone has been, whatever, somewhere, Mykonos” (lnterview 2, l. 84), pointing out that we get 

travel ideas from other people, who have seen in those places. 

Likewise, Interviewee 4 seems to become inspired by what she sees on her Instagram feed, as 

she states, “[w]ell, of course, one thing [that could affect her travel desire] may be what you have 

seen on Instagram about what others have done” (Interview 4, l. 143). This statement again suggests 

that travel desire can be subconsciously influenced by posts on Instagram, whether it be to a specific 

destination or in general. This could potentially be important for marketers to keep in mind. We do 

not just get subconsciously influenced to do things but also to avoid things we do not find appealing. 

Interviewee 1 here states, “[s]o I try to be conscious, but I do get influenced unconsciously too. For 

sure” (Interview 1, l. 101), showing that she is aware that content on Instagram affects her decisions, 
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thus giving even more power to the concept of subconscious influence, since even the people, who 

are aware of its power, has to accept its powers and not fight it. 

 

9.3.3.3. Active inspiration-seeking 

 

After being asked the question “[y]ou say you look on Instagram, when you need to be inspired, do 

you use it specifically for when you want to travel? Is it a conscious choice you make? That you use 

Instagram to get inspiration?” (Interview 1, l. 113), Interviewee 1 comments “I must admit that it has 

become that. It was not at the beginning. But I have found that it is a good platform to go and explore 

what is great, great places abroad, so yes I do” (Interview 1, l. 117). This sums up this sub-theme, 

which touches upon the notion of using Instagram for active inspiration-seeking, which Interviewee 

2 also agrees with by stating, “I clearly use it as inspiration” (Interview 2, l. 64). Four out of the six 

interviewees touched upon this sub-theme, however, Interviewee 1 seemed to have the most to say 

in this regard. Her first words in her description of her Instagram usage is, “for inspiration” (Interview 

1, l. 14), thus showing straight away that she actively seeks out information on Instagram. This point 

is further reinforced in her explanation of a specific incident, in which she used Instagram for inspi-

ration-seeking, “I have to admit that I actually used Instagram a lot to search if it was okay to go to 

Morocco” (Interview 1, l. 35). 

 

Interviewee 5 explains that, in his opinion, inspiration starts on Instagram and then moves to plat-

forms like e.g. TripAdvisor. This shows that while TripAdvisor is an SNS which is made specifically 

for WOM, Instagram is equally as powerful if not more, since inspiration starts there and therefore 

sets the precedent for future inspiration-seeking. Furthermore, Interviewee 1 adds, “But I have found 

that it is a good platform to go and explore what is great, great places abroad” (Interview 1, l. 117). 

This comment further strengthens this argument. This coincides with e.g. Meier & Schäfer (2018), 

who state, as previously mentioned, that we use SNSs for active inspiration seeking. However, there 

seems to be a lack of literature that touches upon Instagram as a medium for WOM. We know that 

Instagram is the third most popular SNS in Denmark, as discussed in the section “4. Theoretical 

framework” above, and, in connection with our observations that our interviewees seem to actively 

seek out travel inspiration on Instagram, this particular SNS begins to reveal its full potential as a 

key communication channel for travel marketers. 

 

Lastly, we also see that Instagram can be just a pastime for some people rather than a means of 

active inspiration-seeking. This is for instance reflected in an utterance by Interviewee 4, who depicts 

how, “I mostly use Instagram to see what people are doing, the ones I follow, and I look a few times 

a day, and maybe I even post myself once in a while (Interview 4, l. 127). However, as we saw in 

the previous sub-theme “9.3.3.2. Subconscious influence”, we quite often get subconsciously influ-

enced on Instagram, which will more often than not influence our decisions and desires just as much 

as our active inspiration-seeking will affect these decisions. 

 

9.3.3.4. Value of eWOM  

 

“I think I value recommendations and reviews quite highly (...) So, I think I actually attach a lot of 

importance to the fact that others think it is a cool place to go” (Interview 5, l. 299 & l. 248). This 

quote shows how important eWOM is to the consumer, which is why it excellently sums up the last 
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sub-theme about the value of WOM. And like Interviewee 5, Interviewee 6 also takes recommenda-

tions on SNS very seriously, as appears from the comment “I have a document with some notes on; 

okay, which cities are good to visit in Bali and what can you ... where to search, where is the jungle 

and so on ... it is a planned trip, which I have not realized yet (...) So I take recommendations very 

seriously. Although she has not recommended it to me directly, she has just been there. But it has 

inspired me” (Interview 6, l. 153 and l. 206). Interviewees 5 and 6, who make the most comments 

pertaining to the value of eWOM displayed similarities in their eWOM behavior. For instance, both 

interviewees describe how they write down specific recommendations they get online and thus re-

veal how they take such recommendations very seriously. 

 

We know from the evolution of WOM and the Consumer Decision Journey by McKinsey (Court et 

al., 2009) that WOM (and now especially eWOM) has a huge influence on consumer purchase de-

cisions and therefore is an important aspect for marketers. Furthermore, we also see that this step 

in the Consumer Decision Journey is a “newly” realized important part of the journey, since this step 

was not a part of the older models. The interviewees of this study further illustrate how important 

eWOM is for their inspiration seeking processes and ultimately for their purchase decisions. Further-

more, we know that it is not possible to “try” travels before you buy them in the same way as other 

products can be tried before purchase. This may be why so many people seek out inspiration on 

e.g. SNSs to help make their decisions and why recommendations are so appreciated among the 

interviewees, since this is their only frame of reference. This paired with the fact that some interview-

ees claim that they believe they can trust recommendations from friends on SNSs, makes eWOM 

even more valuable. 

 

9.3.4. Upward social comparisons 
 

In the interview data, we also found the overall theme upward social comparisons (hereinafter, this 

theme will be referred to as: USC), which relates to our respondents’ resulting ATC when exposed 

to various content on Instagram. This theme is well summarized by the quote: 

 

“I think I would react [to Instagram posts] either positively or neutrally, depending on how over the 

top it was (...). I think I would have, like, a positive attitude and think; wow, how nice for them. Or just 

a neutral attitude. But I would not be repulsed by it” (Interview 6, l. 318-325). 

This is an interesting utterance, because it speaks against our proposition 1 (especially 1b). 

Therefore, this utterance is in line with the tendencies we spotted in the survey data, revealing that 

there seemed to be no general relationship between a high PLL and a high NUSC. This quote can 

therefore act as an explanation to this (on our part) unexpected finding. More such explanations to 

this appeared, as will become evident in the below discussion on this theme’s sub-themes. 

 

The theme USC is also comprised of three sub-themes in total, namely desire (comprised of 7 

codes), envy (comprised of 6 codes), and dissociation (comprised of 10 codes). Each of these sub-

themes will be discussed below. 
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9.3.4.1. Envy 

 

The sub-theme envy occurred in 3 of the 6 interviews and comprises 6 codes. Interviewee 4 captures 

this sub-theme well in the comment, “[s]o, for example, if you take the vacation photos. You get very 

inspired to go on vacation. You get a little jealous ... A little envious of people and it also makes you 

want to do something yourself” (Interview 4, l. 46), showing an example of her benign envy towards 

the people, whose posts she sees on Instagram, because seeing those posts triggers a desire and 

a self-enhancing quest to obtain the same things. The benign nature of her envy is even underlined 

by her self-correction from “jealous” (she did in fact use the Danish word jaloux) to “envious” (the 

Danish word misundelig), which were determined, based on the input given by our focus group, to 

be the direct Danish counterparts to the English words malicious envy and benign envy, respectively 

(cf. the section “7.7. Results”). 

Generally, the envy sub-theme reveals that benign envy, as a reaction, is much more common 

than malicious envy, because none of the instances of envy that our interviewees mentioned had 

any elements of Schadenfreude, i.e. finding joy in another person’s disadvantage (Smith et al., 1996; 

Van Dijk et al., 2006), as we discussed in section “4. Theoretical framework” above is one of the key 

characteristics of malicious envy. For instance, Interviewee 6 said, when speaking of seeing luxury 

vacation posts on Instagram, “I think I will be like; wow, I wish it was me who was there right now” 

(Interview 6, l. 171), and Interviewee 1 says at one point, “[w]ell I think I am fine, but sometimes you 

also think when everyone else can, why can I not?” (Interview 1, l. 252). At one point, Interviewee 1 

makes a comment that seems on the edge of benign and malicious envy, “[s]ometimes you can also 

get a little envious of people, who are together and doing something. If they have something that 

you do not have, you may become a little bit, be a little annoyed and want to get that thing” (Interview 

1, l. 107). It seems benign, because she utters that she wants to get the same thing, i.e. it is self-

enhancing. It might seem a little malicious, though, since she says that she gets annoyed when 

someone has something, she does not. However, as discussed in the theory section above, (Van 

de Ven et al., 2009) explains that both types of envy can entail negative feelings, so it seems that 

interviewee 6’s description here tends more towards benign envy as well. 

 

9.3.4.2. Desire 

 

The sub-theme desire occurred in 4 of the 6 interviews and is comprised of a total of 7 codes. It is 

very well summarized by this quote, “I do not think I am getting jealous of watching what I see. I 

become more like both "oh, can you do that? I also want that” (Interview 4, l. 55), which is an example 

of both benign envy and of desire, because the benign envy leads to a self-enhancing outcome of 

wanting to have the same thing. Implicitly in this statement, you see desire being driven by the USC 

(in this case of positive nature) that lies in the benign envy and resulting want for the same thing. 

 

A general tendency here is that our interviewees seem to have most desire for the travel experiences 

that are moderately luxurious; not too luxurious. For instance, Interviewee 3 says, “[i]t does not take 

more than a beautiful forest for me to want it” (Interview 3, l. 120), and Interviewee 1 says, “[w]hen 

you see that the water or something is too much, it affects my desire to travel. To that place at least” 

(Interview 1, l. 170). It seems, at the same time, that the interviewees are not negatively affected by 

seeing something overly luxurious (for instance, Interviewee 1 says, “[s]o I can really be happy and 

inspired to see that people are doing well” (Interview 1, l. 106)), but that, instead, their desire just 
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disappears. For instance, Interviewee 5 says, “if people experience something insanely great, then 

I think, well, someday I will reach a level where I will have the opportunity to experience the same 

thing too. And would I want to experience the same thing? Not necessarily. But would I like the 

opportunity? Well, I would” (Interview 5, l. 521), and Interviewee 1 says, speaking of things seeming 

unnaturally luscious, “[i]t probably affects my desire sometimes” (Interview 1, l. 157). 

These utterances fall in line with our prior knowledge that, “[d]esire coupled with the chance for 

realizing a desire creates a state of hope that is itself pleasurable” (Belk et al., 2003: 343), i.e. that 

as long as there is a hope for realizing something desired, the desire lives on through that hope. This 

is why only the types of vacations that are moderately luxurious create a desire according to the 

interviewees. In the case of Interviewee 5’s utterance, specifically, it appears that his high ambitions 

enable him to retain his hope and thus desire despite being exposed to high-luxury scenarios. Fur-

thermore, in some of Interviewee 1’s utterances, we see examples of what Belk et al. (2003) referred 

to as a “state of hopelessness” resulting from the realization that “there appears to be little or no 

chance of realizing a desire” (p. 343). Contrasting Belk et al. (2003), who argued that this “resulting 

state of hopelessness” would lead to people feeling “forlorn, depressed, desolate, despairing, let 

down, discouraged, disappointed, resigned, hurt, or bitter” (p. 343), it seems that our interviewees 

have no particular emotional response in these cases whatsoever. The fact that malicious envy did 

not take place can also be a result of the nature of the sender. All the interviewees were talking 

mostly about their friends’ posts (and thus similar others’ posts), and, as we discussed in the section 

“4. Theoretical framework” above, it is less likely that people will be maliciously envious towards 

similar others as opposed to towards dissimilar others 

 

9.3.4.3. Dissociation 

 

As will be evident in a short while, the sub-theme dissociation and the findings within are very much 

related to the sub-theme desire, which was just discussed above. The sub-theme dissociation oc-

curred in 5 of the 6 interviews and is composed of 10 codes, making it both one of the most broadly 

mentioned and generally salient sub-themes. It is very well captured by Interviewee 6, “I think I would 

react either positively or neutrally, depending on how over the top it was” (Interview 6, l. 318), as she 

is speaking about high luxury vacation scenarios, revealing what was initially discussed under the 

sub-theme desire above, namely the absence of a negative response (and a NUSC) to very high 

luxury scenarios, and a lack of any particular emotional response altogether. We have called this 

kind of reaction to exposure to very high-luxury scenarios dissociation, as was also discussed under 

the section “8.10. Results” previously. 

Interviewee 5, in speaking of a person he once followed on Instagram, says, “I ended up un-

following him because it was, I was not inspired by the fact that he all the time bought a new gold 

watch or a new diamond necklace” (Interview 5, l. 484), again pointing towards a tendency to disso-

ciate; in this case by not following the person anymore. Interviewee 2 says something very similar 

that shows the same kind of response, “[t]here are a lot of people within gay Instagram… there are 

a lot of such types that are super fitness-luscious and some I think are super appealing, but it is not 

something I bother to stop on my feed for” (Interview 2, l. 134), and he adds to this specific example 

with a more broad description of his tendency to dissociate from people he follows on Instagram in 

this way, “I have clearly been through a period that I have talked to a lot of my friends about where I 

stopped following a number of people who... The classic picture-perfect photo they just posted or 

everything was super nice and they did the wildest things and had the most beautiful bodies and the 
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coolest clothes and everything was fun and fairies. That is why I say that I do not really follow tradi-

tional lifestyle blog types or there are also some celebrities, I have stopped following because it was 

just boring” (Interviewee 2, l. 126). Interviewee 5 adds another perspective to this dissociation on 

Instagram, speaking of advertisements, “I do see these sponsored posts where they do in fact not 

really do anything. Then it becomes too much for… I really would stop bothering” (Interview 5, l. 

332). Interviewee 3’s dissociation is also seen through a lack of opinion and willingness to discuss 

further on a luxury scenario, “I think it is nice for people that they are out about to see the world. So 

I am only happy on their behalf that they get out and see something. There is nothing more to add” 

(Interview 3, l. 299). 

 

As stated, this dissociation seems to go against what Belk et al. (2003) explained about hopeless-

ness leading to negative emotional outcomes in various different ways. While directly speaking 

against Collins’ (1996) argument that USC can be both positive and negative, the absence of nega-

tive responses to the very high luxury scenarios is unexpected in relation to this explanation too. It 

seems, that the social comparison simply stops altogether in instances with very high luxury, which, 

however, speaks against Festinger’s (1954) idea of an ever-present drive “in the human organism 

(…) to evaluate his opinions and his abilities” (p. 117). Perhaps, though, this drive is manipulatable 

and responsive to such factors as authenticity, hopelessness or realistic expectations. Perhaps this 

calls for more research. 

 

9.3.5. Uniqueness 
 

As it appears fromTable 15 above, one of the overall themes found in the interview data was unique-

ness, which related to traveling and to content shared on Instagram. This theme is well summarized 

by the quote uttered by Interviewee 5 when speaking of Crete, Greece, “[t]here is, after all, 30 kilo-

meters of coastline on one side of the island, where it is very similar. Here you find the same restau-

rants and you see, like, the same British flag hanging and there are photos of the food on the menu. 

And then you know it is the same all the way down the coast. And it does not attract me at all. It is 

not unique and it is not exciting” (Interview 5, l. 126). The key aspect to pay attention to in this quote 

is how Interviewee 5 describes something that is “the same” and “not unique”, and then links this 

lack of uniqueness to a consequent lack of excitement. Thereby, Interviewee 5 taps into the discus-

sion about luxury being linked to perceptions of limited supply, as discussed in the section “4. The-

oretical framework” above (Tynan, McKechnie & Chhuon, 2010; Vigneron & Johnson, 2004 in Liu et 

al., 2019), as he criticizes Crete for being a destination that is not associated with a limited supply. 

His comment is also in line with the discussion on luxury being used to satisfy psychological needs 

(Vigneron & Johnson, 2004: 486), since he states that this lack of limited supply (and thus lack of 

luxury) cannot satisfy his psychological need for excitement. 

 

Another key aspect in relation to this theme is the concept of something being “touristy”. In fact, it 

was discovered that the word “touristy” (Danish: “turistet”) is being used with two different definitions, 

namely either that “touristy” means “having large groups of people” (for instance, Interviewee 4 says, 

“there were many people; it was actually quite touristy” (Interview 4, l. 359), or that “touristy” means 

“being designed to appeal to tourists, specifically” (for instance, Interviewee 3 said, ”[e]verything on 

Gran Canaria, it just became so Danish. So the menu cards were written in Danish, and they almost 

had their street signs written in Danish...” (Interview 3, l. 407), and that that was ”a little stressful 
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somehow” (Interview 3, l. 420), indicating that when destinations are adapted to resemble the home 

country of the people who travel there, it becomes repelling, at least to him). 

The aspect that the word “touristy” had two definitions is important for two reasons. Firstly, it 

needed to be taken into account in our analysis so that misunderstandings about what definition of 

“touristy” was being used in any instance would not have an impact on the development of our 

themes. We took that measure by creating two sub-themes (exclusivity and authenticity, respec-

tively); each encompassing codes falling under either of the two definitions of luxury. Secondly, the 

fact that “touristy” can mean two things is relevant to take into account in relation to the managerial 

implications that we will arrive at from the discussion of themes and sub-themes. 

 

The theme uniqueness is comprised of a total of three sub-themes, viz. exclusivity (comprised of 6 

codes), authenticity (comprised of 11 codes), and variation (comprised of 8 codes). Below, each 

sub-theme under the theme uniqueness will be discussed. 

 

9.3.5.1. Exclusivity 

 

The sub-theme exclusivity occurred in 4 of the 6 interviews. It is very well captured by this quote, “[a] 

lot of it is the exclusivity, the fact that there are not that many who - that maybe not everyone bothers 

to spend that much money on it” (Interview 5, l. 365), revealing Interviewee 5’s willingness to make 

an extra effort to avoid places that are touristy in the sense of having a lot of people; in his case by 

paying more to get exclusivity. 

 

This sub-theme is comprised of 6 codes, most of which were concerned with disliking places with 

large masses of people (hence the label “exclusivity”). In relation to this, Interviewee 6 says, for 

instance, when talking about watching photos with travel destinations on Instagram, ”there does not 

have to be any people in the photo, because then it might be easier for you to imagine yourself in 

the setting” (Interview 6, l. 230), and Interviewee 4 depicts how, “it is important that we do not choose 

charter vacations, because they can sometimes involve a lot of people” (Interview 4, l. 163). Inter-

viewee 3 even said, when speaking about the differences between hotel rooms and hostel dorms, “I 

want my own room to be in, without anyone else looking at me” (Interview 3, l. 355), indicating that 

he would be willing to make an extra effort to avoid places that are “touristy” in the sense of having 

large groups of people; in his case by paying the extra money to avoid sharing a dorm room with 

other people. Last, Interviewee 6 also highlights that, “[s]o I would be willing to spend a little more 

money on something, maybe a little more exclusive and a little more untouched and less over-

crowded” (Interview 6, l. 258), directly showing that she is willing to make an extra effort to avoid 

places that are “touristy” in the sense of having large groups of people; also in her case by paying 

more money. 

 

Uniqueness (the overall theme here) is one of the five key dimensions of luxury as discussed in the 

theory section above, and, according to Vigneron & Johnson (2004), the uniqueness dimension en-

tails such considerations as “avoiding similar consumption” (p. 490) as what other people consume. 

In fact, Kastanakis & Balabanis (2014) argue that “an independent self-concept and need for unique-

ness” drive people into more luxury consumption (p. 2148), which they refer to as “conspicuous 

luxury consumption” (p. 2147), and which is done “in search of social representation and position” 

(Vigneron & Johnson, 2004: 489). That is, we consume more luxury in order to dissociate ourselves 

from other people and appear unique. This also relates to the scarcity principle (discussed in the 
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section “4. Theoretical framework”), i.e. that something that is scarce is more appealing, because by 

avoiding similar consumption, the consumption that each person consumes appears more “scarce” 

and thus appealing. This falls perfectly in line with our interviewees’ preference for exclusivity. In 

other words, we want to “consume” our vacations by ourselves (exclusivity), and not have to share 

the experience with many other people and be aware that we are consuming similarly to what others 

consume, because by avoiding this, our vacation will appear more “scarce” – more unique – and 

thus more appealing. Therefore, the preference for exclusivity uttered by our interviewees is not 

surprising given what the external literature claims. 

 

9.3.5.2. Authenticity 

 

This theme also occurred in 4 of the 6 interviews, and Interviewee 3 very well summarizes it with the 

quote, “it does not have to be such a exclusive hotel. I like it more when the place [the accommoda-

tion] is a little more integrated into the area you are in” (Interview 3, l. 378), revealing, with his own 

words, how he cares more about authenticity than other benefits. 

 

This sub-theme is comprised of 11 codes, most of which were concerned with disliking places that 

are designed to appeal to tourists. In relation to this, Interviewee 4 utters, “we would try to look for 

places that are not totally touristy (…). Where there are not 50 other Germans or Swedes just sitting 

there eating something fast food-like” (Interview 4, l. 248-253), indicating that fast food restaurants 

are a sign that the place is designed to appeal to tourists. Also, it appears from this quote that many 

foreigners (who are not local to the country you are in) gathered in one place is also an indirect sign 

that that place is designed to appeal to tourists. In relation to this, she also utters “[w]e actually tried 

that when we were in France 2 years ago, where we actually got so far away from too much touristy 

stuff that they did not understand what we were saying, so we just got something weird food” (Inter-

view 4, l. 248), showing how she is willing to make an extra effort to avoid places that are “touristy” 

in the sense of being designed to appeal to tourists; in this case by traveling further. Interviewee 3 

says something similar, “[i]t may well be something that is a bit on the outskirts ... or something that 

lies in a slightly strange place that has something really local that tastes the way it should taste” 

(Interview 3, l. 250), again, indicating that in order to avoid dining places designed for tourists and 

get a taste of the localities, he is willing to make the extra effort of traveling further. Furthermore, 

Interviewee 1 states, in speaking about places that are manipulated and affected by human activity 

that “there must also be some kind of nature that is untouched, where you travel, I think” (Interview 

1, l. 227), which, with the word “untouched”, reveals a desire for something unmanipulated and au-

thentic. Another perspective on this is seen in a comment by Interviewee 5, “I like when it has a 

story. When something has a narrative and there is something for you to explore, you feel that you 

are experiencing it yourself or somehow become part of it” (interview 5, l. 96). These feelings of 

“experiencing it yourself” or “becoming part of it” also fall well in line with the feeling of it being 

authentic, which Interviewee 5 then says he prefers. 

 

The fact that a preference for authenticity is spotted in the interviews, falls well in line with the expla-

nation given by Hitzler & Müller-Stewens (2017) that, today, “luxury clients are looking for authentic-

ity” (p. 29), especially millennials (all our interviewees were millennials), who value uniqueness and 

authenticity (Nielsen, 2014), as is also discussed in the section “4. Theoretical framework”. For in-

stance, it has been found that, among millennial travelers, one of the “most attractive destination 

activities are ‘to try local food’” (Rita, Brochado & Dimova, 2019: 2034), i.e. to get authentic food 
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experiences, which backs up the comments about food-experiences by interviewees 3 and 4. This 

may be a result of the democratization of luxury (which we discuss in the section “4. Theoretical 

framework” mentioned above), i.e. that luxury has become much more of a common, public property 

nowadays than it used to be. As this is the case now, it seems plausible that people may have 

reacted by developing a preference for authenticity, thinking that if everyone can get luxury, but not 

everyone can get authenticity, then authenticity is the new “luxury” – the new thing to strive for. 

Furthermore, according to Vigneron & Johnson (2004), the uniqueness dimension entails a quest to 

“enhance one’s self-image and social image by adhering to one’s personal taste” (p. 490), which fits 

well with the preference for authenticity, because choosing something that is authentic rather than 

something that is “the same” (in Interviewee 5’s words, as discussed above) can help “adhering to 

one’s personal taste” (Vigneron & Johnson, 2004: 490). For these reasons, it is not surprising that 

we see this preference for authenticity. 

 

9.3.5.3. Variation 

 

The sub-theme variation occurred in 3 of the 6 interviews and it is comprised of a total of 8 codes. It 

is very well captured in Interviewee 5’s quote, “I like to get new knowledge and new experiences. I 

do not feel that I can get that in such instances; it is somehow a copy paste vacation, if you can put 

it like that” (Interview 5, l. 328). The wording “copy-paste” is a strikingly appropriate way of describing 

a scenario with a lack of variation; the point being that variation is preferred. 

 

Interviewee 3 says something very similar to this utterance about “copy-paste vacations”, stating, 

“I am not the type who just goes on charter holidays” (Interview 3, l. 308), also explaining that the 

sights and activities at such destinations are too similar. Interviewee 4 explains very well one of the 

things that makes those destinations similar, referring to them as “such places where you do not ... 

Like, not ... Where there are not 50 other Germans or Swedes” (Interview 4, l. 251). In fact inter-

viewee 3 also mentions large groups of North European nationalities in one place as a common 

characteristic of charter destinations that makes these destinations not varied, “there was nothing 

but Englishmen and Dutchmen and Germans just running around getting wasted. You can probably 

imagine that?” (Interview 3, l. 400). Interviewee 3 also offers another perspective on the preference 

for variation in the utterance “something that is not Danish (…). Something I am not used to seeing” 

(Interview 3, l.515-519), revealing that his vacations should preferably be somewhere different from 

Denmark, thus creating variation from his everyday life. 

 

As is discussed in the section “4. Theoretical framework” above, people tend to engage in “conspic-

uous luxury consumption” (Kastanakis & Balabanis, 2014: 2147), i.e. to “publicly consume luxury 

products” (herein luxury travels), “in search of social representation and position” (Vigneron & John-

son, 2004: 489), that is, in order to gain recognition in a social group. If the consumption one engages 

in is always the same, then one would be practicing such “similar consumption” as Vigneron and 

Johnson explain (2004: 490). 

 

Russell & Levy (2012) argue that consumers tend to engage in volitional reconsumption (i.e. con-

suming the same commodities, services and experiences multiple times), because by doing so, they 

not only “gain richer and deeper insights into the reconsumption object itself but also an enhanced 

awareness of their own growth in understanding and appreciation through the lens of the recon-

sumption object” (p. 341), i.e. that this re-consumption takes place as a response to the individual’s 
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existential insecurity (Rindfleisch, Burroughs & Wong, 2009).The strong preference for variation that 

we see among our interviewees appears to contradict this literature. However, the reason might have 

to do with the specific industry that we are looking into. Perhaps the travel industry is an exception 

when it comes to the tendency towards volitional reconsumption? More research is needed into this. 

The reason that we see a preference for variety in contrast with the tendency towards volitional 

reconsumption might also have to do with another factor, namely the demographic characteristics of 

the interviewees. These are all born between 1988 and 1997, and therefore all falling within the 

millennial generation, which is generally understood to apply to people born between 1980-2000 

(e.g. Levenson, 2010; Rita, Brochado & Dimova, 2019; Bolton, Parasuraman, Hoefnagels, Migchels, 

Kabadayi, Gruber, Loureiro & Solnet, 2013). In relation to their travel behavior, millennials have been 

found to be mainly driven by a motivation “to discover somewhere new” (Xu, Morgan & Song, 2009: 

255), “learning about other cultures” (Xu, Morgan & Song, 2009: 259), “[l]earning new things or in-

creasing knowledge” (Kim & Jogaratnam, 2003: 71), “Seeing as much as possible”, (Kim & 

Jogaratnam, 2003: 71.), and “[e]scaping from the ordinary” (Kim & Jogaratnam, 2003: 71). All of this 

point towards an explanation to why our interviewees had a strong preference for variation in their 

travels. 

 

9.3.6. The nature of luxury  
 

An overall theme recurrent in all six interviews deals with what luxury tourism entails and, moreover, 

how luxury may be characterized. A quote that nicely summarizes this first luxury-related theme we 

found sounds as follows: 

 

“It is two-sided for me. Because I think something can be too flashy and lavish for my taste, but I do 

not think in general that something can be too much. Because it is different from person to person 

what you like and what you prefer” (Interview 2, l. 168). 

 

In this quote, Interviewee 2 highlights how he believes that the nature of luxury is highly subjective 

– a point already addressed several times in this paper’s theoretical part. Therefore, this first luxury-

related theme taps into a very interesting discussion still going on amongst conspicuous consump-

tion scholars, i.e. what is luxury in fact and what words may we use to define it? The theme comprises 

29 codes divided into 4 sub-themes, each dealing with one very frequently mentioned luxury char-

acteristic by the interviewees: relativity, expensiveness, lack of purpose and laziness, respectively.  

 

9.3.6.1. Relativity 

 

This theme was one of the most salient sub-themes when it came to the nature of luxury; as such, 

all interviewees highlighted the relativity of luxury several times. For instance, Interviewee 3 depicts 

how, “[w]ell, luxury, yeah, there might be some people who think that it is about trying, eating and 

experiencing all the most expensive things, whereas luxury to others is just… luxury to others, can 

be little things” (Interview 3, l. 539) and Interviewee 1 states that, “[a] luxury trip. It can be many 

things” (Interview 1, l. 191). Moreover, Interviewee 2 points out that “(…) it is different from person 

to person what you like and what you prefer” (Interview 2, l. 169). With point of departure in a trip to 

Madrid he had taken a while back, Interviewee 5, moreover, thoroughly describes how different lev-

els of luxury exist, pointing out how luxury tourism is not necessarily a question of either or; it is 
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rather a question of prioritizing and selecting which elements of luxury gives one value (Interview 5, 

494-411). He states that, “most of the vacations I go on, there must be some kind of luscious expe-

rience associated with it. Whether it is the way you live or whether it is the food you eat or the fact 

that you can get a driver to drive you somewhere instead of having to fight your way on foot” (Inter-

view 5, l. 275). A similar point is highlighted by Interviewee 3, who points out how luxury does not 

necessarily have to include a nice hotel; it might as well entail living in a tent, depending on what 

sort of vacation you are into or in the mood for (Interview 3, l. 532). All of the interviewees thus seem 

to agree that luxury comes in all shapes and sizes, and as such, “you can easily get a little luxury” 

incorporated into your tourism experience (Interview 5, l. 354, italicization added). Just as Inter-

viewee 2 and 3 highlight that luxury – and the degree of luxury you prefer - depends on your personal 

preferences, Interviewee 6 adds to this aspect, stressing how luxury “has to do with what I feel like 

doing now” (Interview 6, l. 91, italicization added). As such, she seems to be pointing to issues 

related to social and cognitive psychology, more specifically the principles of embodied cognition 

and how our motor system affects our decision-making. Interviewee 6 mentions the term “dream 

beach vacation” several times, but seems to ascribe some of the reasoning behind what sort of 

vacation posts she gets most affected by to her mood, the season etc. This may also affect Inter-

viewee 1, who highlights that luxury is relative, however, “when I think of luxury it is the blue sky and 

the nice sun bed and a drink in my hand. Something exotic” (Interview 1, l. 191). Finally, the inter-

views also disclose various reflections regarding the relative nature of what signals luxury in imagery, 

for example summarized by Interviewee 4, “[i]t can be anything from a cow pasture to a beach trip” 

(Interview 4, l. 24) or in the recurring discourse between beach vs. big city vacations and “natural” 

vs. touristy settings also inherent in the interviews. 

The relative nature of luxury is, as mentioned, a general discussion point when it comes to re-

search within conspicuous consumption: and our post-hoc investigation thus support prior research 

in this matter. Many scholars point to the complicated nature of luxury (e.g. Tak et al., 2017: 31), and 

some (e.g. Vigneron and Johnson, 2004 as accounted for above) attempt to operationalize the con-

cept by offering a list of characteristics to define it. As accounted for above, our interviewees see 

luxury as something that can take many forms, however, also as something that can be present in 

various degrees in a travel context. This point fits with the rationale behind Vigneron and Johnson’s 

(2004) Brand Luxury Index, which was created in an attempt to measure these various degrees in 

practice. The agreement between interviewees regarding how luxury can be achieved in different 

ways in a tourism context and that a trip may have both luxurious and non-luxurious elements ac-

cording to what one prioritizes, thus fits well with the propositions of Vigneron and Johnson (2004), 

who depict how luxury may be measured in degrees, as well as of other scholars that underline the 

existence of various luxury value drivers that cater to different individuals (e.g. Wiedmann, Hennigs 

& Siebels, 2007; Alan, Dursun, Kabadavi, Aydin & Anlagen, 2016). An example of such opposing 

value drivers may also be found in the hedonism vs. utilitarianism dualism previously mentioned: 

some consumers may be driven much more by a hedonic motive and vice versa. This may also 

explain why there seems to be a division between interviewees who are more rational travelers, e.g., 

“there should be nothing but a table and a bed anyway, because I probably would not use my time 

up there [in the hotel room] (Interview 3, l. 227 – Utilitarian driver) and interviewees who seem much 

more emotionally driven, e.g., ”I get really inspired and calm and happy when I am in a place where 

it is just beautiful (…) so that is what I associate a nice place with” (Interview 1, l. 130 – Hedonic 

driver). 
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9.3.6.2. Expensiveness 

 

Just like relativity, the theme sub-theme of expensiveness was quite prominent in all six interviews. 

However, in contrast to the first sub-theme, with this one, we come a bit closer as to how one might 

in fact operationalize luxury according to the perceptions of the interviewees. The words “luscious” 

and “exclusive” were first and foremost used extensively across all interviews to describe what luxury 

entails. The former seems to be used as a sort of synonym for luxury, while the latter is closely 

related to the other theme of uniqueness as accounted for above. However, the latter may also 

represent another sort of exclusivity, namely that luxury can be characterized as so expensive that 

it is not for everyone. Interviewee 3 provides a definition of luxury that goes, “[i]t is… an expensive 

hotel, expensive food, expensive habits. And I do not think it has to be like that in order to be nice 

(Interview 3, l. 501). As such, he defines luxury – or high-class, as he labels it - as involving an 

element of expensiveness in all elements of the travel experience. This is in line with interviewee 5, 

who uses the words exclusive, expensive as well as posh to describe the concept of luxury. The 

phrases expensive habits (Interview 3) and posh (Interview 5) underline another interesting point 

stressed by several interviewees; namely that luxury may be a way of life for some people and, 

therefore, also may be a signal of wealth. Interviewee 1 mentions price as a factor, though, here 

price is both seen as a luxury attribute as well as an obstacle. An example is found in her answer to 

the follow-up question regarding when she believes luxury can become too much, “[i]t should not be 

too expensive compared to what you get” (Interview 1, l. 226). This utterance is similar to points 

made by Interviewee 3, who also seems to see the expensive nature of luxury as an obstacle. For 

example, he explains that for him to indulge in a more luxurious travel experience, it depends on the 

generosity of others, i.e., “[w]hen there is not enough money, then someone else must pay (Interview 

3, l. 558). Furthermore, he explains how, “[n]ow that I am dependent upon my SU, then the budget 

has to allow it” (Interview 3, l. 312). Additionally, Interviewee 5 highlights another interesting point, 

namely that luxury somehow has an unattainable nature, i.e. he states that, “[i]t should be possible 

for me to go there. If not now, then at least in the future” (Interview 5, l. 124). 

All in all, the sub-theme of expensiveness suddenly adds a more attainable dimension to the 

otherwise very relative depictions of luxury. The characteristic of expensiveness as described above 

fits perfectly with the dimensions of luxury related to conspicuousness proposed by Vigneron and 

Johnson (2004). More specifically, the dimension of “affordable vs. extremely expensive” may ex-

plain the view of price as a constraint. Moreover, the dimensions of “For wealthy vs. “For well off” 

and “Popular vs. elitist” may explain the view of luxury as exclusive and a lifestyle for certain people. 

Finally, the tendency for interviewees to view luxury as a signal of wealth fits well with the dimension 

of “Conspicuous vs. Noticeable”. The tendency to view luxury as expensive has been highlighted in 

multiple pieces of prior research, however, it may also pose an interesting paradox, as luxury is to 

an increasing extent starting to be viewed as more accessible, i.e. “luxury is no longer a preserve of 

elite. More and more social classes are indulging themselves in luxury brand consumption” (Tak et 

al., 2017: 31). Accordingly, there seems to be inconsistency between how a majority of academics 

and managers “believe that there is a ‘democratization of luxury’ since the 1980s” (Gutsatz and 

Heine, 2018: 411), making luxury accessible to anyone, and the fact that nonetheless “researchers 

and consumers still consider ‘high prices’ as one of the most important luxury characteristics” (Gut-

satz and Heine, 2018: 411). Therefore, the fact that interviewees agree on expensiveness as a key 

luxury characteristic comes as no surprise; however, it underlines a key debate within the evolution 

of conspicuous consumption research: that is, if luxury is available to everyone, then why is it con-

tinuously perceived as expensive? 
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9.3.6.3. Lack of purpose 

 

Although it was not as prominent as the former two, the theme of luxury as purposeless was consid-

ered a sub-theme of its own, as it came up in four out of six interviews. Moreover, the importance of 

purpose – or “experience” as he labels it - was a central theme for in particular Interviewee 5, who 

mentioned it several times throughout the interview. In fact, the term “experience” was mentioned a 

total of 39 times throughout Interview 5. Thus, Interviewee 5 highlighted how the need to experience 

something is key for him in a vacation context, e.g. summarized by the following quote, “[i]t has to 

entail the opportunity to experience what is special about that place” (Interview 5, l. 130). This view 

fits well with Interviewee 6, who describes how her ideal travel experience needs to entail an adven-

ture, and how this adventure cannot be achieved in a setting that is too luxurious. She defines ad-

venturous as “(…) it is not adventurous in the Disney adventure kind of way, it is not like that. It is 

more; it is probably more in such an explorer-adventure kind of way” (Interview 6, l. 216). Many of 

the other interviewees also seem to tap into this depiction, addressing the need to have opportunities 

to explore. Moreover, Interviewee 4 underlines how a first priority when it comes to vacations is to 

go visit and spend time with extended family (Interview 4, l. 143-152). A similar point is made by 

Interviewee 1, who highlights that, “when I travel, it is not for luxury. It is also being with my family or 

with a boyfriend, so it [a high-luxury vacation] can definitely be too much” (Interview 1, l. 216). Thus, 

there seems to be consensus between the mentioned interviewees of how a vacation should have 

a purpose, and this purpose seems to be less prominent or – for some even non-existent - in a luxury 

vacation context. An example that nicely summarizes this point is, “it gets a little too much the same 

and too few, too few experiences and a little too little historical in their experience” (Interview 5, l. 

347, italicization added). 

 According to Kim, Oh and Jogaratnam (2007) who studied motivation in US students “knowledge, 

sports and adventure are important motivational push factors” (as quoted in Rita et al., 2019: 2037, 

italicization added) and likewise several scholars (e.g. Levenson, 2010; Xu, Morgan & Song, 2009) 

have found that millennials strive to explore and learn something new. This is in line with Pine and 

Gilmore (1999), who describe the move towards an “experience economy”, to which Andrews (2009: 

5) adds that the tourism industry is no exception. Moreover, as accounted for in the section “4. The-

oretical framework”, the concept of luxury can be said to have undergone a transformation within the 

last decades seen in the fact that "[t]oday, luxury clients are looking for authenticity, purpose and 

sustainability" (Hitzler et al, 2017: 29, italicization added). Therefore, the theme of purpose – as well 

as the codes regarding adventure and experience - is not entirely new to luxury scholars. However 

– quite interestingly – in the interviews, interviewees do seem to see a lack of purpose as a charac-

teristic of luxury vacations, somehow ascribing it a limitation of luxury rather than an opportunity. 

More specifically, some interviewees do not seem to be able to imagine a travel setting, in which 

both luxury and purpose may be united. This limiting nature of luxury manifested through a lack of 

purpose may be recapped via Interviewee 5, who explains how a high luxury scenario could poten-

tially make him feel “locked up” (Interview 5, l. 422) and Interviewee 6, who depicts how a high luxury 

scenario could make her feel watched (Interview 6, l. 303). Thus, it would seem as if the interviewees 

believe that a point exists, at which luxury constrains. This point is in the interviews also highly related 

to the sub-theme of laziness. 
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9.3.6.4. Laziness 

 

The last sub-theme dealing with the nature of luxury entails a depiction of luxury as lazy, a theme 

that was also very prominent amongst interviewees. The lazy nature of luxury is for example high-

lighted by Interviewee 4, who depicts how more than three weeks of luxury in a vacation context 

sounds boring to her, i.e. to pursue three weeks of luxury “that would be lazy” (Interview 4, l. 375). 

The same goes for Interviewee 3, who also multiple times highlights how luxury would quickly bore 

him. In particular, the following statement by him underlines an interesting point, “I think I would be 

bored too quickly because everything would be served to me” (Interview 3, l. 567, our italicization). 

This matches the formerly mentioned depiction of various levels of luxury by Interviewee 5 (l. 394-

411), the description of which includes gradually adding more areas of service as he goes. For in-

stance, a medium level of luxury involves having a nice room in a hotel, whereas a “grotesque” luxury 

scenario entails a hotel suite as well as a private chauffeur driving him around. Thus, it would seem 

as if the interviewees see luxury as a sort of constraint in that it somehow strips them from their 

autonomy. For instance, in line with the depiction by Interviewee 5 of extreme luxury entailing a 

private chauffeur, both Interviewees 3 and 4 prefer to be able to rent their own car. Moreover, Inter-

viewee 3 points out how, “I would also like if there was the possibility that you could cook for yourself 

some times” (Interview 3, l. 301). Therefore, the laziness of luxury is manifested in the fact that high 

luxury seems to be assumed to entail a low degree of self-effort. Furthermore, Interviewee 3 also 

depicts how, “[y]ou do not really have to actively do anything” (Interview 3, l. 572). Moreover, as 

mentioned above, Interviewee 6 depicts her “too much” luxury scenario, in which she states she 

would feel monitored. This scenario involves that “the waiters are like, the ones who lay the napkin 

in your lap” (Interview 6, l. 299). Lastly, Interviewee 5 recounts how, “[t]hen, I think, if I just see 

someone who is on a vacation and doing nothing else but being waited on all the time ... just paying 

for someone to cook for them or if they just lie by a pool and just buy drinks all the time (…) that is 

not something I would feel like doing” (Interview 5, l. 342). 

 The theme of laziness may be related to current research depicting how being able to relax is a 

travel motivation amongst millennials worldwide (e.g. Mohsin & Alsawafi, 2011; Rita & et al., 2019, 

studying US and UK millenials, respectively). In fact, according to Rita et al. (2019), the most im-

portant motivations are “‘to relax’ and ‘to escape from the ordinary” (p. 2034). The theme of luxury 

as lazy may be explained through means of Costly Signaling theory: being able to be lazy may be a 

signal of wealth and abundance. It may also be addressed by means of the dualism between he-

donism and utilitarianism, i.e. being lazy is the epitome of pleasure for some (i.e. a hedonic driver), 

however for others, it would be perceived as abundant and thus unnecessary (i.e. a utilitarian driver). 

It is quite interesting that interviewees seem to believe that a point exists, at which luxury becomes 

so relaxing that it is simply lazy. Of course, it is only natural that some consumers are not attracted 

to a vacation exclusively offering relaxation; however, it is interesting that interviewees seem to agree 

on a perception on luxury travels as exclusively offering relaxation to a lazy degree. 

 

9.3.7. Luxury overload 
 

”And in this case I ended up unfollowing him because it was, I was not inspired by the fact that he 

all the time bought a new gold watch or a new diamond necklace” (Interview 5, l. 484). 
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The above quote nicely summarizes the final theme of this analysis, which addresses a potential 

point at which luxury becomes too much for the consumer. The theme comprises 12 codes divided 

into two sub-themes; a luxury breaking point and a balancing act, respectively. The appearance of 

this theme was rather interesting – although not surprising – given the results of the survey and 

proposition 1a. However, as already noted, naturally the fact that the inclusion of questions regarding 

luxury and a possible breaking point were included in the interviews may have driven the formation 

of this theme. Nevertheless, its existence proved rather prominent. For instance, as mentioned, in 

his depiction of various levels of luxury, Interviewee 5 depicts a rather luxurious travel and then 

keeps adding on until he gets to what he labels “grotesque luxuriousness”. Similar utterances were 

made throughout all interviews. 

It should be noted that when referring to luxury overload, we do not refer to a commonly used 

phrase amongst some scholars as luxury as democratized, i.e. luxury excess, instead, we refer to 

luxury as too much for the individual to strive for it. 

 

9.3.7.1. A luxury breaking point 

 

As it has already been indicated from the points made in the nature of luxury, it would seem as if 

interviewees do believe that a point exists, at which luxury in a travel context becomes too much for 

them to strive for it. For instance, luxury may sometimes be lazy and thus may become boring. The 

sub-theme of an LBP may be recapped by the following quotes, “[t]hen you lose a little of the desire 

I would say, so when it seems too unnatural or too luscious or too much then sometimes, it becomes 

a bit like, now it is not for me” (Interview 1, l. 154) and, “I love luxury, but it can definitely be too much 

(Interview 1, l. 216). Moreover, Interviewee 5 depicts how, “[n]o, I do not see myself finding myself 

at home in the grotesque luxury scenario” (Interview 5, l. 415), Interviewee 6 highlights, “[s]o, I do 

not like hotels that are too nice” (Interview 6, l. 299, italicization added) and Interviewee 2 points out 

how “I definitely think it would be too much” (Interview 2, l. 198, italicization added). A similar point 

is made by Interviewee 3, who states how luxury vacation photos on Instagram will quickly become 

unappealing to him as well as how he would still not choose luxury even if he had all the money in 

the world, “because when you get something very high-class... When you get that, I think, you could 

be in any country” (Interview 3, l. 370). Few of the interviewees, moreover, offer an explanation as 

to what causes this breaking point to happen. Interviewee 2 proposes that this breaking point arises 

“(…) if it is at the expense of others” (Interview 2, l. 299). Interviewee 6 proposes that this breaking 

point arises when the service level is exaggerated, e.g., “[o]r if we were the only ones in the hotel 

and there was just a lot of staff and all eyes were just on me and stuff like that” (Interview 6, l. 301). 

Thus, “I do not think it can become too much regarding how nice the beach is or how great the pool 

is. Or nice, how nice the place is. It is probably more the people” (Interview 6, l. 304). The same 

goes for Interviewee 5, who depicts a similar scenario, in which all areas of the vacation are taken 

care of by service personnel. 

Grant and Schwartz (2011) highlighted how any positive phenomenon can reach a point at which 

it becomes “too much of a good thing” (e.g. p. 69). In our survey, we found some strong indications 

confirming the existence of a LBP. The qualitative investigation supports our propositions that there 

exists an LBP. Moreover, interviewees point towards some of the factors that should be present for 

it to be reached; for instance, an excess service level or the fact that it is at the expense of others. 

The specifics about these factors as well as the unveiling of other factors are, however, still subject 

to further research. 
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9.3.7.2. A balancing act  

 

Similar to the relative nature of luxury, this sub-theme deals with the relative nature of what “too 

much” luxury entails. As proposed by Interviewee 2, “I think something can be too flashy and lavish 

for my taste, but I do not think in general that something can be too much” (Interview 2, l. 168). A 

similar point is made by Interviewee 1, who depicts how, “[i]t is actually a balancing act that it can be 

both too bad looking and it can be too luscious to make you want to go” (Interview 1, l. 156) and “It 

is again that, it must not look too cheap, it must not look too expensive, it must not look too under-

manipulated, nor should it be too much” (Interview 1, l. 184). Moreover, this sub-theme was also 

prominent in Interviewee 5’s depiction of different levels of luxury, which he initiated with the remark, 

“I probably do not know what defines the specific degrees or where the line is” (Interview 5, l. 394). 

Thus, although several interviewees provided indications of what sort of factors should be present 

for an LBP to be reached, they also seemed to agree on the fact that it is delicate balance to avoid 

that it is reached. 

 Luxury scholars (e.g. Vigneron & Johnson, 1999) have highlighted how some consumers may 

seek to exploit all luxury value drivers of a given luxury brand, whereas “others may be prepared to 

trade off less salient values for more salient ones“ (Christodoulides et al., 2009: 4). As such, the fact 

that luxury is perceived to entail a balancing act is no surprise to us. This sub-theme may, therefore, 

also be closely linked to relativity, as it highlights a different perspective concerning the relative na-

ture of luxury. More specifically, it further confirms the fact that luxury is a complicated and highly 

subjective concept; both to define and when it comes to defining at what point it becomes desirable. 

 

9.4. Preliminary conclusion 
 

In the nature of Instagram, consensus was found among the interviewees that Instagram is for ‘pretty 

things’ and that it has a tendency to be rather manipulated and superficial. Furthermore, we saw 

how it is important for desire that posts and experiences are relatable, which can be a challenge on 

a medium like Instagram, further strengthening the notion of Instagram being manipulated. However, 

we also found that while being aware of this fact, the Interviewees still used Instagram in their eve-

ryday lives and sought inspiration both consciously and subconsciously. In the section addressing 

the theme WOM, our interview findings supported prior research dealing with how posts from the in-

group has a greater impact than those of the out-group. Also, the interviewees put great value on 

the WOM they receive in connection to travel, which makes Instagram an even bigger player in 

comparison with actual WOM platforms like TripAdvisor. Furthermore, WOM plays a significant role 

in the travel planning process both consciously and subconsciously, making it important for market-

ers to keep in mind when planning their resources on the basis of the consumer decision journey. 

In the theme uniqueness, we found that our interviewees generally distinguished between two 

definitions of the concept of something being “touristy”: it could mean either (1) being too over-

crowded with tourists, and thus relate to the degree of exclusivity, or (2) being manipulated or de-

signed to appeal to tourists specifically, and thus relate to the degree of authenticity. The interview-

ees generally had a preference for both authenticity and exclusivity in their vacations, which is in line 

with what has been discussed in previous research. We also found a general preference for varia-

tion, which was more difficult to explain with reference to previous research, as it goes against the 

idea of a tendency towards volitional reconsumption. The explanation is likely to be found in either 

the focal industry of this investigation (viz. the travel industry) or the demographic characteristics of 
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our interviewees. In the theme USC, it was found that malicious envy does not seem to take place 

regardless of how high a PLL the consumer is experiencing. This finding was surprising, as it con-

tradicted the original propositions of this investigation, although it is in line with what was observed 

in the survey data. We found that merely benign envy is in play at any time our interviewees report 

feelings of envy. However, we also found (as we already saw indications of in our survey) that rather 

than the expected shift to malicious envy, a dissociation seems to take place after PLL reaches a 

certain point; a finding which was not originally anticipated. 

In the nature of luxury, coherence was found between prevailing definitions of luxury and the 

definitions proposed by interviewees, especially concerning the luxury dimension of expensiveness. 

Moreover, we concluded coherence between theoretical and in-practice views on luxury as highly 

relative. The sub-themes of a lack of purpose and laziness, however, unveiled a possible consumer 

prejudice about the luxury travel industry entailing the fact that all luxury travels were generally seen 

as lazy and purposeless and – for some – this even gave rise to a view of luxury as limiting. In the 

theme of luxury overload, we found evidence of the possible existence of an LBP and some prelim-

inary indications of what sort of factors should be present in order for this breaking point to be 

reached. Furthermore, we also concluded coherence between theoretical and in-practice views on 

how luxury is a balancing act: i.e. too little is too little and too much is too much. Regardless, how 

this balance is best achieved remains yet to be uncovered. 

 

The findings from Study 2 offer several interesting implications, both when it comes to answering the 

“why” of its objectives as well as when it comes to managerial as well as theoretical implications for 

future research. This leads to the last chapter of this project, in which findings from both Study 1 and 

2 will be discussed in unison.  

 

10. Discussion 
 

As mentioned above, our implementation of a sequential explanatory design involves the gathering 

and analysis of first quantitative data, and subsequently of qualitative data. In the following chapter, 

the findings from both of the studies will be linked for a more in-depth discussion. Specifically, the 

purpose of the next chapter is to outline the theoretical and practical implications based on the results 

from Study 1 and Study 2. The discussion is structured into five parts; the first part discusses the 

findings from both Study 1 and 2, the next two deal with the theoretical as well as managerial impli-

cations deducted from the overall research and the final two address the limitations and implications 

for future research. Part one is for the sake of clarity divided into several headings, each one taking 

its point of departure in one of the themes found in the qualitative interviews. 

 

10.1. Linking survey and interview findings 
 

10.1.1. The nature of Instagram 
 

The preference for relatability found in the interviews supports the idea that people tend to socially 

compare more to similar others than to dissimilar others, as we discussed in the section “4. Theore-

tical framework”. This was why we designed our survey so that it emphasized that the vacation 

photos of all the scenarios had been posted by the respondents’ “good friends” (DA: “gode venner”, 
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cf. the survey-design in appendix C). By doing so, we hoped to spark stronger reactions of social 

comparison and thereby have more measurable social comparisons in our data to analyze. With the 

preference for relatability found in the interviews, we are confirmed that this design was the right 

choice. We learned from the focus group that photos with a “person-in-focus” was preferred as it 

made the scenarios in the photos more relatable (cf. “8.2. Scenarios”). In relation to this, the prefer-

ence for relatability that we have found from our interviews might lead one to anticipate that the 

photos containing a “person-in-focus”, i.e. the selfie in scenario 4, the photo with a girl in focus on 

scenario 1, or the family photo in scenario 2, would trigger higher levels of USC than photos that do 

not contain a “person-in-focus”, namely the deserted beach in scenario 6, the nearly-deserted pool 

area in scenario 3, or the large crowd of people seen from afar in scenario 5. However, this does not 

seem to be the case. When looking at the averages of PUSC and NUSC for the scenarios (cf. Table 

12), we see that scenarios 1, 2 and 4 did not generally have higher averages of PUSC or NUSC 

than scenarios 3, 5 and 6; rather, it is very varied. Thus, the preference for relatability does not seem 

to apply to the question of having a person-in-focus in the photo or not. More research is needed 

into this in order to say anything conclusively, though. However, we did see in the survey that the 

respondents tended to stop their USC, when the PLL became too high (“dissociation”). Perhaps this 

is because when PLL becomes too high, it becomes unrelatable, and that lack of relatability may be 

what triggers a dissociation. 

In relation to the self-staging, the manipulation, and the picture-perfection sub-themes, it is inter-

esting how it is evident that our interviewees were well aware – and seemed to even expect – content 

on Instagram to be staged and manipulated in order to appear better, more positive or even perfect. 

This is interesting because if this is something people are generally aware of as they scroll down 

their Instagram feeds, they may also be subconsciously influenced in their evaluations of the content 

they see. Expecting a certain level of manipulation, perfection, and staging of the content, people 

may have a higher threshold for when something seems luxurious, and thus a higher threshold for 

when something seems too luxurious. In other words, it is likely that people become used to seeing 

things that are extremely luscious and luxurious when being exposed to the manipulation, perfection 

and staging of Instagram content, and, therefore, that even more lusciousness and luxuriousness is 

needed in order to make people dissociate than in any other context. This might be an explanation 

as to why even the scenarios that we expected to be rated with the highest PLL – and which were 

also rated with the highest PLL by the survey respondents – namely scenario 1 and 6 only still did 

not receive top-scores on average. As appears from Table 12, scenario 1 was rated with a 2.86 

average PLL and scenario 6 was rated with a 3.22 average PLL; both still relatively far from the top 

(4) when taking into consideration that the scores could be anything between 1 and 4. On SoMe, 

there might be an effect of people becoming accustomed to – and even expecting – higher-than-

usual staging, perfection, and manipulation, and therefore also behaving and reacting to posts on a 

basis of this accustomization and expectation. This calls for further research. 

Furthermore, the fact that some of our interviewees responded to the picture perfection by un-

following people who post content that is picture perfect (e.g. interviewee 1’s examples of unfollowing 

such persons), and, likewise, that some of our interviewees react with repulsion to the manipulation 

of Instagram content (e.g. interviewee 2 who compares his reaction to manipulation as allergic reac-

tions) may be part of the reason to the dissociation that we see in the survey results. That is, if 

content on Instagram becomes too manipulated or picture perfect, it may add to (or even be the 

main cause of) people dissociating with such content. This would be an interesting focus for further 

investigation. 
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10.1.2. Word-of-mouth 
 

The findings in relation to the sub-theme in-group/out-group contain an interesting validation of the 

chosen survey design. When the survey respondents were asked to answer questions on the 6 

different scenarios, they were told that the Instagram posts they saw, were from good friends (in 

order to ensure it was from a similar other), and thus a person from the in-group. We see from the 

interviews and we know from prior research that people compare themselves more to similar others 

or people of the in-group (cf. “4. Theoretical framework”), which is why this was particularly important. 

Study 2 findings, therefore, further strengthen the premise that it was important for the posts to come 

from a member of the in-group in order to be most effective in having an impact, whether that be 

positive or negative. And as Interviewee 6 touches upon, we all influence each other and it becomes 

a snowball effect, where the influence of others become the most prominent part of our decision-

making process. 

While seeing from the interview data that the in-group/out-group dynamics indeed do play an 

important part in what types of eWOM we listen to (as was also expected based on what prior re-

search says, cf. “4. Theoretical framework”), it is also very interesting to see that our in-group – and 

the eWOM that we listen to from members in it – are more flexible and contextual than we expected. 

The fact that (1) we let influencers (people that we essentially do not know in person) become part 

of the trusted in-group and therefore listen to their eWOM, merely because they are interesting; and 

the fact that (2) we tend to disregard the eWOM of some close friends even though, theoretically, 

they are supposed to be the trusted in-group members that we are expected to listen to (merely 

because these people are not interesting) points to some possible limitations in our survey design. 

The survey was designed so that the person having posted the travel photos were a “close friend” 

in all the scenarios. Perhaps having instead used the phrasing “a close friend that always posts 

interesting content” or “a close friend whose posts you usually get inspired by” or perhaps even – 

“an inspiring influencer whom you have followed for a while”, making sure to emphasize the aspect 

of the person sharing the photo being – not just a member of the in-group – but also in our respond-

ents’ interest, might potentially have had an effect on the interest with which our respondents looked 

at the photo of each scenario and. Thus, influencing the level of USC measured in the survey. We 

did not consider this element of the interest of the comparison target when designing the survey, 

and we did not consider the fact that influencers could be part of the in-group, but these aspects 

could play a significant role and thus are interesting potential foci for future research. 

Lastly, from the sub-themes active inspiration-seeking and the value of eWOM, we see that 

eWOM, generally, is becoming an increasingly important source of information. This finding, paired 

with the confession by some of the interviewees that they would be more inspired by content they 

see on Instagram than by content from professional travel sites such as TripAdvisor, because they 

find content posted by trusted in-group members more credible, confirms our choice to focus on 

Instagram in the survey and in this entire investigation at large. It even appears from the sub-theme 

subconscious influence that many people not only actively seek our information on Instagram and 

value that specific media for its potential to do this, but that, in cases when they are not actively 

seeking out inspiration, they still become more or less subconsciously influenced by the vacation 

content that they see on Instagram and that they are fine with that. Actually, they do not seem to 

have a problem with that, which only adds to the increasing importance of Instagram (and other 

media alike) when it comes to its travel marketing prospects. For this investigation, there could have 

been more focus on other channels, e.g. the before-mentioned professional travel sites such as 
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TripAdvisor, Lonely Planet and so on, or we could have focused on more traditional non-electronic 

channels, but as we are confirmed by our interviewees in these various ways that the value of chan-

nels like Instagram is increasing in the eyes of consumers themselves, we are also confirmed in the 

choice to focus on Instagram and to add to the theory and to the knowledge of marketing practitioners 

with Instagram in their scope. 

 

10.1.3. Upward social comparisons 
 

Now that evidence was not found in the survey data that NUSC was taking over at a certain level of 

luxury and driving the survey respondents towards a lower ATC, the elaborations from the interview-

ees about what kinds of envy experiences they have and feel in various travel scenarios with various 

degrees of luxury (seen in the analysis of the sub-theme envy) actually helps in explaining the un-

expected survey results. In the theory section above (especially in the discussion “4.7.1. The estab-

lished assumption”), we linked malicious envy to NUSC. As we now figure out from these interviews 

even high degrees of luxury do not trigger malicious envy in our interviewees, it is fair to assume 

that the survey respondents have had similar reactions, and without malicious envy reactions even 

in the scenarios with the highest PLL, it is easier to understand now that no NUSC was seen to take 

over as the PUSC stopped due to the high PLL. 

From the quotes under the sub-theme desire, we see proof of proposition 1a (stating that PLL 

can become too high and change the nature of the USC) and thus a confirmation of the existence of 

a LBP. However, there is still not a confirmation of proposition 1b (stating that from the LBP, “any 

higher level of PLL will no longer have this positive influence on PUSC, which will instead begin to 

diminish, while a NUSC will begin to take over”), since the NUSC never seems to take over, and the 

PUSC simply seems to stop or diminish at this breaking point. The codes under the sub-theme desire 

thus help to back up and explain the findings we derived from the survey analysis. 

Again, as we could conclude on a basis of some of the survey data (and now seem to be able 

to confirm from the interview data as well), we have not found what we expected to find in relation 

to proposition 1b regarding the expected transition from PUSC to NUSC after the LBP. However, the 

survey findings did unveil a rather interesting tendency; namely an indication that USC in general is 

lower when luxury is high. This provided the idea that perhaps upward social comparison simply 

ceases to take place or at least diminishes when luxury gets too high. This sort of post-hoc proposi-

tion was supported by the analysis of the sub-theme dissociation; in which signs were found of how 

a “LBP” may exist, at which the PUSC stops and is not taken over by NUSC, but, instead, merely by 

a dissociation; in other words, the social comparison just stops altogether. The fact that this sub-

theme dissociation is one of the most broadly mentioned and generally salient sub-themes, and that 

these tendencies are seen broadly in the sub-themes under the theme USC, only adds to the 

strength and relevance of this conclusion. 

 

10.1.4. Uniqueness 
 

The preference for exclusivity that the interviewees mention (and which falls in line with external 

literature) may be part of the explanation proposition 1b (stating that, after the LBP, “any higher level 

of PLL will no longer have this positive influence on PUSC, which will instead begin to diminish, while 

a NUSC will begin to take over”) was not confirmed. The three scenarios in the survey that triggered 

the highest levels of ATC (scenarios 1, 3 and 6) were exactly the three scenarios that had the fewest 
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people in their photos (scenario1: 1 person, ATC=2.81; scenario2: uncountably many persons, 

ATC=1.99; scenario3: 3 people, ATC=3.14; scenario4: uncountably many people, ATC=2.55; sce-

nario5: uncountably many people, ATC=1.73; scenario 6: 0 persons, ATC=2.78), which indicates 

that more exclusivity leads to higher ATC. These three photos were also the ones scoring the highest 

on PLL (scenario1: PLL=2.86; scenario2: PLL=2.04; scenario3: PLL=2.79; scenario4: PLL=1.69; 

scenario5: PLL=1.42; scenario6: PLL=3.22). Therefore, even though these three photos had ex-

tremely high levels of luxury, which we expected would repel the survey respondents and create the 

“luxury turning point” (cf. “4.8. Our framework and propositions”), it appears that, despite this extreme 

level of luxury, the survey respondents may not have felt repelled after all, because these three 

photos also had more exclusivity, which was favored by the respondents. The reason why we chose 

that the photos in the extreme-luxury scenarios should have fewer people was because judging from 

the literature, exclusivity is a dimension of luxury (Vigneron & Johnson, 2004), as is discussed in the 

theory section, and it was therefore expected that choosing photos with very few (or no) people in 

them would further increase the PLL and be a factor in reaching the luxury breaking point. The fact 

that we did not reach a LBP with these extreme-luxury photos, but only managed to trigger even 

higher ATCs, can be an indicator of either of two things: either (1) the extreme-luxury photos that we 

chose did not display high enough exclusivity in order for it to make our respondents reach a LBP, 

or (2) it is not possible to reach a LBP by increasing the level of exclusivity. If the latter is the case, 

it may point to a finding that not all the dimensions of luxury can become “too much” in the consum-

ers’ opinions; maybe only some of the dimensions of luxury can become too high and lead to a LBP 

– exclusivity not being one of them. More research is needed into this. 

The preference for authenticity that was also found in the interview data may be one of the 

explanations to the unexpected results of the survey. If the survey respondents believed that the 

photos rated with the highest PLL were also the most authentic, then this may help in explaining why 

we did not see the LBP in our survey data, because, then, that authenticity would only have added 

to the ATC in the high-PLL photos, reducing the chances of reaching a LBP. More specifically, we 

based the manipulation of the scenarios on the luxury dimensions proposed by Vigneron and John-

son (1999, 2004), which do not take authenticity into consideration. Therefore, if 1) Authenticity is – 

as suggested by the interview findings – in fact some sort of moderator of the relationship between 

luxury and ATC and 2) we unintendedly have created a range of survey scenarios that signal au-

thenticity, then the presence of authenticity may have worked against us in finding a clear-cut LBP 

(i.e. beta values pertaining to the interaction terms of 0 or below). This finding entails an interesting 

potential for future research.  

The preference for variation which was found in the interview data may help in explaining why we 

saw in the survey that all of the 6 scenarios scored relatively high ATCs; even those scenarios with 

the lowest PLL (scenario 5 had the lowest ATC of 1.73, which, on a scale from 1 to 4 (with 1 being 

the absolute lowest) still is a relatively high ATC for a low-luxury scenario, as appears from Table 

12). To the survey respondents, who all were, at the time the survey was in circulation, far from going 

on vacation – as it was in March and therefore well outside of the holiday-season – and who were 

also all subject to the national Covid-19 lockdown in Denmark, any kind of travel – be it low-level 

luxury or high-level luxury – would be “[e]scaping from the ordinary” (in the words of Kim & 

Jogaratnam, 2003: 71) and would entail discovering “somewhere new” (in the words of Xu, Morgan 

& Song, 2009: 255). Thus, in any case, it would be a variation that might have added somewhat to 

the ATC regardless of PLL. 
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10.1.5. The nature of luxury 
 

From the codes mentioned under the sub-theme of relativity, it could deducted that luxury was in 

fact perceived to be relative by the interviewees. As mentioned, this supports the view on luxury we 

implement in this investigation, and it underlines other research and common views on luxury found 

amongst luxury scholars. The theme relativity in relation to luxury was, however, not directly reflected 

in our Study 1 findings. Nevertheless, it most likely affected survey results. Therefore, survey re-

spondents are likely to have interpreted the luxury scale items differently, i.e. what a glamorous or 

first-class vacation entails differs vastly from person to person. This point may – besides being an 

obvious limitation of Study 1 - explain why we did not find any clear-cut evidence of where the LBP 

exists. The reason for this is that if people’s perception of luxury varies, then finding the exact LBP 

might require testing a highly homogenous group of people and displaying them to exactly the kind 

of scenario they agreed on. Yet, the attitude towards luxury as relative found in Study 2 combined 

with the lack of evidence for a clear-cut breaking point in Study 1 may also be a reflection of how 

some of the dimensions used to measure PLL are no longer valid. This may be highlighted especially 

since the majority of respondents in both Study 1 and 2 were millennials and prior research – as 

accounted for above – also highlight specific new traits of luxury that are especially applicable when 

it comes to millennials. As such, perhaps luxury is in fact dynamic, that is, it changes concurrently 

with generations. This poses an interesting point for future research. 

One criterion that, however, did not seem outdated or invalid was the view on luxury as expensive. 

This is evident from both Study 1 and 2. As already accounted for above, scenarios 1, 3 and 6 were 

the scenarios that scored the highest PLL cf. Table 10. However, upon this discovery, we reviewed 

our measurements of PLL and saw that these were also the scenarios that scored the highest when 

it came to affordability; one of the scales that formed part of the variable PLL. More specifically, the 

respondents were – as part of this scale - asked to rank each scenario from affordable to extremely 

expensive on a level from 1 to 4 (where affordable was 1 and extremely expensive was 4). The 

scenarios averagely scored respectively: 3,5 (scenario 1), 1,25 (scenario 2), 2,88 (scenario 3), 1,4 

(scenario 4), 1,28 (scenario 5) and 3,33 (scenario 6). Consequently, scenarios 1, 3 and 6 scored 

remarkably the highest both when it came to people’s perceptions of their level of luxury as well as 

signaled affordability. This fits with the findings from Study 2, in which we found that interviewees 

generally saw expensive as a key characteristic of luxury. Accordingly, both studies underline the 

paradox found in academic research dealing with how luxury still tends to be regarded as expensive, 

although it is becoming significantly more accessible across social classes. Looking more into this 

would benefit both academic literature as well as luxury practitioners. The latter especially concerns 

practitioners with medium level luxury goods that aim to sell to a more middleclass target consumer. 

This point is further strengthened by the fact that some of the interviewees see expensiveness as a 

limitation that results in them disregarding the possibility of purchasing a luxury travel experience, 

although they are in fact potentially able to afford it. 

On one hand, the findings regarding expensiveness may evidently be an expression of a too 

homogenous group of respondents with a relatively low income and thus lower barrier for what ex-

tremely expensiveness entails: for instance, the majority of survey respondents were students. Nev-

ertheless, although all interviewees were millennials, the interviews represent a balanced division 

between students and wage earners. On the other hand - and perhaps more interestingly – it may 

also support above discussion on the nature of luxury as relative. Thus, the findings may be a re-

flection of the fact that luxury is perhaps also dynamic by nature and, as such, changes concurrently 
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with society. Consequently, luxury may now be inflated. Therefore, this investigation’s findings re-

garding expensiveness may also be an expression of the fact that luxury has adapted to a world, in 

which it is more democratized, resulting in extreme luxury to become even more extreme. This 

means that the thresholds between various levels of luxury that exist may perhaps also have 

changed. 

The sub-themes lack of purpose as well as laziness did – as opposed to the sub-themes of rela-

tivity and expensiveness – represent some of Study 2’s more surprising findings regarding how some 

people perceive the nature of luxury. Therefore, if the idea of luxury as dynamic as proposed earlier 

is true, these two sub-themes entail indications of what new dimensions they should be substituted 

with. Although the views on luxury as purposeless and lazy were not directly observable in the sur-

vey, however, they do offer some possible explanations to some of the findings of Study 1. For 

instance, survey respondents rated scenario 3 as a high luxury scenario, although it was pre-cate-

gorized by us as a medium luxury scenario. Perhaps the reason for this may be found in the fact that 

this scenario comprised a criterion of luxury, the existence of which we were not aware. More spe-

cifically, scenario 3 involved a photo displaying a small crowd of people (hence the medium luxury 

pre-categorization), which were lying on loungers by a pool. Consequently, this scenario may have 

signaled a high degree of laziness, thus, unintentionally adding to its intended luxury level. Moreover, 

the sub-themes could also add to an explanation as to why survey participants at all seemed to 

engage in PUSC in high PLL scenarios. Accordingly, if people do in fact perceive high luxury as 

purposeless and lazy, then that will perhaps naturally also trigger less negative emotions when they 

compare themselves upwards with people engaging in it. This might be because, there is in reality 

not much to feel negative about. The luxury criteria disclosed here may in fact also pose a possible 

explanation for the dissociation indicated in the survey findings: if extreme luxury is fully purposeless 

and lazy, why would people then compare themselves with these sorts of scenarios altogether? 

Thus, it is perhaps not luxury per se that makes people upwardly socially compare with a scenario 

entailing luxury, but more so the experience and level of activity in a photo. So, when comparing 

themselves with people who engage in extreme luxury, there is no exciting, adventurous or active 

element to trigger an emotional response. With this in mind it could, thus, be interesting for future 

research to look into whether scenarios displaying other types of vacations involving more active 

luxury (e.g. photos displaying people trekking, exercising expensive and rare sports etc.) would 

make people react differently when it comes to USC. 

 

10.1.6. Luxury overload 
 

In Study 2 evidence was found of views on luxury as a balancing act, however, we did not observe 

any direct expressions of this in the survey. Similar to what was discussed previously, the findings 

of luxury as a balancing act in Study 2 may, however, have indirectly impacted the results of Study 

1. Therefore, survey respondents may have had a hard time distinguishing between different PLL. 

Consequently, some respondents may have evaluated all scenarios to represent high luxury and 

others may have evaluated all scenarios to represent low or medium luxury. 

In Study 1, we did not find any undisputable evidence of the existence of a clear LBP. Neverthe-

less, we did find several indications of the fact that it may exist. As mentioned, there are multiple 

possible explanations, as to why we did not manage to find this particular point; the relative nature 

of luxury being an obvious one. Moreover, the idea of an LBP was supported by the findings from 

Study 2, one of the most prominent themes of which was labeled luxury overload. In Study 2 in 
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general, some preliminary indications of what parts of luxury may in fact lead to a breaking point 

were found, which could drive future research. On one hand, interviewees suggested concrete in-

practice things that drive them towards an LBP, e.g. an extensive service level or seeing people that 

gain luxury at the expense of others. On the other hand, Study 2 also provided indications of which 

luxury dimensions that may be of greatest importance when dealing with an LBP. This may be related 

to some of the points discussed in “10.1.4. Uniqueness” above, from which we may deduct two 

things: (1) that perhaps exclusivity is a dimension of luxury, which cannot be too much and, as such, 

perhaps the nature of luxury may entail both dimensions that work as sort of dependent and inde-

pendent variables in the PLL equation (2) rather than being a dimension of luxury, exclusivity may 

perhaps be an independent phenomenon. Evidently, these suggestions may again be due to differ-

ences in people’s age, financial position etc., however, they may also be a reflection of the previously 

mentioned discussion; namely that luxury develops constantly and, therefore, the nature of luxury 

has changed with younger generations (such as millennials) and thus a change in frame of reference. 

 

10.1.7. Preliminary conclusion 
 

Both Study 1 and Study 2 findings support the idea that an LBP exists, nevertheless, at what point 

this occurs still remains unknown. A side note: as discussed previously, we had reliability issues with 

some of the scales in study 1. The fact that our study 2 results point towards some of the same 

tendencies as those we found in study 1 arguably mitigates the reliability issues which were dis-

cussed in connection with study 1, although it does not cancel out entirely the reliability concerns. 

From the discussion outlined above, we now understand more clearly that what likely happens at 

the “LBP” when PUSC stop, is that a dissociation takes place and we understand that this dissocia-

tion likely takes place instead of the expected NUSC, because no malicious envy reactions are trig-

gered even at the highest luxury scenarios. Therefore, we see some clear indications that confirm 

the new proposition created based on Study 1 findings. This leads us to a discussion of the theoret-

ical and managerial implications this – and other key points of the project – represent. Moreover, it 

leads us to a discussion of the limitations and possibilities for future research. 

 

10.2. Limitations 
 

The investigations undertaken in this thesis are evidently subject to a range of limitations. First of all, 

the scope and frame size of the project limit us to stay within the borders of Denmark, which makes 

it difficult to conclude something in a broader geographical sense. Additionally, the research was 

limited to Instagram specifically and this fact makes it difficult to transfer its findings to a broader 

SNS context as well. Therefore, a natural extension of the investigations would be to repeat the 

research in different country as well as SNS contexts to verify if the tendencies found, apply in a 

more general sense. 

As stated earlier, we know from prior research (e.g. Liu et al., 2019) that variables such as trait 

self-esteem may play a significant role when it comes to the nature and mode of any social compar-

ison. In addition to not taking self-esteem into consideration, our project also only looks into upward 

social comparison, in this way neglecting the fact that the respondents may also have downwardly 

socially compared. A similar point may be made concerning the fact that social comparison was 

manipulated through posts from a similar as opposed to dissimilar other. Finally, as was also evident 

by the testing of the control variables in Study 1, other variables such as e.g. gender were found to 
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have somewhat of an impact on both positive and negative upward social comparison. Therefore, a 

clear limitation of this project is the fact that we have not taken other variables that could have an 

effect on our results into consideration, and therefore, we may have put too much emphasis on the 

variable perceived level of luxury. In other words, we may have based our conclusions on just a 

fragment of the larger picture. 

We see issues in our research with some reliability and normality (data skewness and kurtosis), 

the nature of which call for further investigation in order to provide results that can post-test our 

propositions. Furthermore, as a result of the nature of this paper, the number of respondents of the 

survey as well as the number of interviews were – although complying with similar research in the 

area as previously accounted for – only large enough to provide a small glimpse into a broader 

tendency. In order to conclude definite results, it may, therefore, be beneficial to replicate this study 

and at the same time gather a larger sample size. 

Lastly, an obvious limitation, which cannot be ignored, pertains to the context of COVID-19. As 

the pandemic has had great impacts on our daily lives and mindsets, it will inevitably also have had 

an impact on the investigations undertaken, as it took place. We know that mood can have an impact 

on behavior and we also know from Belk et al. (2003) that mood affects our consumption patterns. 

As such, the fact that the COVID-19 situation prompted an extensive travel ban may have had an 

impact on our respondents’ desire to travel and, thereby, have provoked some responses in both 

Study 1 and 2, which may not represent “normal” (i.e. pre-COVID-19) conditions. This may have 

affected the confirmations and rejections of our various propositions to some unknown extent. Ac-

cordingly, it could be interesting to replicate our study in a post COVID-19 context, and in this way 

attempt to identify differences in patterns of NUSC, PUSC, ATC and PLL in a post-crisis as opposed 

to crisis context. 

 

10.3. Theoretical contributions and implications 
 

This paper took its point of departure on the basis of different investigations, which all provide insight 

into tourism marketing, social media usage for marketing purposes, consumer psychology and the 

luxury market. The overall framework, which prompted this investigation, was conducted by Liu et 

al. (2019), which is a rather new framework and therefore has not had much time to be challenged 

or modified. We also see from extensive research that the notion is that the more luxury, the more 

PUSC, which Liu et al. (2019) have proved leads to increased ATC. However, this project sets out 

to challenge this notion and bring further nuance to the framework taking NUSC into consideration, 

which we know from prior research can be self-deflating and thereby have a negative impact on 

desire and in turn on consumption. This notion was proved in Study 1 of this investigation, which 

somewhat changes the premise of the original framework, since it shows the importance of distin-

guishing between PUSC and NUSC, while showing the negative impact NUSC has on ATC, when it 

is present. Furthermore, we saw a new tendency, which was also not taken into consideration in the 

original framework by Liu et al. (2019), and neither in our initial framework, namely the notion of 

dissociation. 

According to Liu et al. (2019), researchers must look more into the concept of luxury destinations, 

since, as they argue, previous research has focused more on luxury hospitality venues. This will, 

according to Liu et al. (2019), provide a more holistic understanding of the luxury travel experience 

and thus into tourists’ overall perceptions about a destination; an area which currently presents a 

gap in the theory on luxury travel. It is this gap that this paper has set out to fill. Furthermore, Liu et 
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al. (2019) explore the impact of USC on eWOM in the context of SNSs; an area which has also 

received fairly little attention in comparison to other major theories within consumer psychology, 

communication, and marketing, such as the Elaboration Likelihood Model, Dual Process Theory, 

Social Influence Theory, Source Credibility Theory and Attribution Theory (Filieri & McLeay, 2014; 

Gupta & Harris, 2010; Filieri, 2015; Park & Lee, 2009; Huang & Chen, 2006; Ayeh et al., 2013; Filieri, 

2016 and Lee & Youn, 2009 in Liu et al., 2019). This present investigation further strengthens the 

rather newly discovered notion that social comparison can be used to study eWOM on SNSs. 

As opposed to Russell & Levy (2012), we see a tendency among the interviewees towards desir-

ing change and unexplored destinations. The notion of volitional reconsumption seems to be chal-

lenged by our interviewees, who find this form of travel less appealing. This could indicate that times 

have changed since Russell & Levy (2012) conducted their investigation, or perhaps that this notion 

of volitional reconsumption does not apply to the travel industry. Consequently, our present investi-

gation challenges this existing theory and provides insights which the original theory did not take into 

consideration. 

Additionally, we recognize that the interviews were conducted with millennials, which may have 

been a reason to the consensus among our interviewees that it is more luxurious to try something 

new than go to a place you have visited before. The reason being that this seems to be a preference 

among millennials, specifically. 

The present investigation also adds to the framework put forth by Vigneron & Johnson (2004) by 

adding two new factors defining luxury. We see from our interviewees that laziness and purpose-

lessness are very prominent parts of a luxury experience, which seem not to have been factored into 

the original framework by Vigneron & Johnson (2004). With the mixed method design of the present 

investigation, we have been able to provide further nuance and expanded on this. 

This paper also ads additional insights to Belk et al.’s (2003) theory on desire in consumption. 

We have seen throughout this investigation that desire is extremely important for consumption, and 

that desire is affected by many different factors. For instance, we noticed a tendency in our survey 

which was later confirmed in the interview findings, namely the tendency towards a consumer dis-

sociation. This is a factor which is not taken into consideration in the original framework by Belk et 

al. (2003), as that framework focuses solely on the negative effects of hopelessness. The framework 

is 17 years old, and should, therefore, be susceptive to alterations and additions in order to stay 

relevant, and our present investigation provides an angle which was not considered originally, thus 

offering such an addition to that framework. The theme of dissociation was the most prominent one 

in our conducted interviews. It thus appears to be a factor of extraordinary salience, which should 

therefore be taken into consideration in the future when looking at desire in consumption. 

Consequently, bearing both the contributions and theoretical implications of this project in mind, 

we propose a revised version of our original framework deducted in Figure 8. This model is displayed 

below. 
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Figure 11: Modified model of investigation 

 

10.4. Managerial implications 
 

The studies conducted in this project also had the purpose of providing concrete implications for 

practitioners within luxury tourism, tourism in general and perhaps also for other luxury businesses; 

as well as for marketers wishing to apply Instagram as a communication channel in general. The 

implications deducted will be listed here. 

A decision of particularly great importance for the present investigation was the choice of focal 

SNS, namely Instagram. The choice of SNS did not become a key point of interest until the post hoc 

investigation, during which it became evident that Instagram has innate qualities, challenges and 

opportunities for marketers. As mentioned previously, we already know from prior research that 

SNSs in general are valuable to businesses and that content posted on SNSs is a form of social 

currency that has great impacts on both our public and private selves. This in fact seems to have 

created a barrier to the consumer, since it has become evident that Instagram as a medium has a 

tendency to seem “fake” or “manipulated”, challenging its authenticity and thus in turn the authenticity 

of any business using Instagram. Thus, businesses must be aware of how to use Instagram as a 

marketing tool and what effects the content on Instagram has on the consumer. 

Perhaps the luxury breaking point – whose existence is still not completely proven with this in-

vestigation, albeit we found tendencies indicating the existence of it – might not only be influenced 

by the given PLL but also be influenced by the given SNS. Some of the interviewees stressed the 

fact that more or less everything on Instagram is (and therefore also is expected to be) manipulated. 
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Furthermore, marketers should be aware that Instagram users are well aware of the algorithms that 

determine the functions on Instagram. These algorithms are, too, seen as manipulation, which fur-

ther weaken Instagram’s apparent authenticity, and in turn, therefore, the apparent authenticity of 

businesses applying Instagram in their marketing efforts. This could perhaps make consumers more 

critical of what they see on Instagram as opposed to other SNS. 

The concept of uniqueness poses other important implications. Being successful on Instagram is 

a balancing act. Content must be relatable in order to be desirable, but if it becomes too “touristy” it 

loses authenticity and thus also desirability. The concept of desire seems to be the driving force of 

consumption, as proved by previous research, therefore making it very important to bear in mind 

when making a marketing strategy. We see in the analysis in study 2 that there is a preconceived 

notion that luxury is expensive, which could be a reason as to why the dissociation occurs, as we 

found. However, while luxury can be expensive, to a lot of people, it might not necessarily be too 

expensive to afford. It seems, though, based on our survey and interview findings that the general 

expectation is that luxury is too expensive to afford. By disclosing prices of luxury vacations or ac-

commodations etc. more clearly and/or more frequently, luxury travel marketers may be more suc-

cessful in making people forget this general expectation and realize that luxury can be affordable. 

On the contrary, this same knowledge and strategy could also be used on the opposite way to better 

cater to a specific segment who do not care about the price. Moreover, another interesting implica-

tion relating to luxury is manifested in the findings from Study 2, which disclose an inconsistency in 

consumers’ definition of the term touristy. Accordingly, touristy may either refer to the crowdedness 

of a location or a location or destination, which is specifically designed to appeal to tourists. This has 

implications in particular for destination marketers, who may benefit from keeping the definitions in 

mind when e.g. selection the visual material used for marketing purposes on Instagram, as this 

should not appear neither crowded, nor specifically designed to tourists.  

The post-purchase and pre-purchase parts of the consumer journey were not part of older models 

and frameworks. The results of both studies have turned out to focus primarily on these stages of 

the journey, thus underlining the importance of these new additions to the framework. Furthermore, 

this project shows the value of allocating resources to cater more for the customers who are in the 

post-purchase stage, since we have seen in the present investigation that this step has a great 

impact on not only the original consumer, but also on potential consumers due to the effects of 

(e)WOM. 

As discussed, people tend to socially compare on SNSs, and they are more likely to compare 

more with people from their ingroup. For instance, the interviewees in this investigation all agreed 

that they prefer advice and even content from their ingroup rather than from the outgroup, and this 

can pose a challenge to marketers, since targeting consumers normally goes through outgroup 

channels such as influencers or their own brand. However, we also disclosed that influencers can 

actually be considered part of a person’s ingroup and thus be taken to be more credible. This is 

valuable knowledge to marketers who wish to make use of influencers for their marketing campaigns. 

Furthermore, not only can consumers be consciously influenced in several stages of the con-

sumer decision journey, we also see from this investigation that subconscious influence plays a 

prominent role as well. The ideas, dreams and thoughts are formed subconsciously, and this impacts 

consumption patterns greatly; both negatively and positively. Therefore, as underlined in particular 

by Study 2, both aspects of consciousness and subconsciousness would benefit from gaining more 

attention amongst marketers. This is because it is important for markers to be conscious of how their 

brand, image, and posts are perceived both consciously and subconsciously, since both aspects 

impact purchase decisions. 
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Lastly, we know that people seek inspiration and information on SNSs. However, the fact that 

Instagram is such a greatly used SNS for information and inspiration seeking when it comes to trav-

els and tourism is a rather new discovery. While certain sites like TripAdvisor are designed for this 

specific purpose, it seems that consumers begin their journey on other sites like Instagram, which 

could indicate that Instagram has more influential power in the land of eWOM than initially thought. 

The implication for travel marketers is that it may be wise to allocate more resources to platforms 

like Instagram than to platforms like TripAdvisor, or at least to be aware of the fact that these SNSs 

have an unanticipatedly large impact on consumers in comparison to the SNSs specifically designed 

for the purpose of travel eWOM. 

 

10.5. Implications for future research 
 

The possibilities for future research in this area are many, as appears from the various discussions 

throughout this project. However, there are some that are more relevant given the problem formula-

tion and objectives of the project than others. For instance, we learned from the interviews that In-

stagram is a very debated SNS, therefore, future research could look into the impacts that the spe-

cific choice of SNS has on marketing efforts. Furthermore, we saw how Instagram has become a big 

player in the field of eWOM, which prompts a need for more research into Instagram, specifically, as 

such, supporting a similar argument as already proposed by Kleemans et al. (2018). Our research 

also prompted more questions about the manipulating nature of SNSs and how algorithms can affect 

perception. We are left with some unanswered questions that pave the way for future research. 

Additionally, the present investigation did not focus in depth on the impact of the tenets of in-

group/outgroup theory when conducting the surveys. According to Festinger (1954), however, taking 

this into consideration is very important when investigating social comparisons. We briefly discussed 

ingroup/outgroup theory in relation with social comparison theory, but we did not add it to our re-

search model. Therefore, this investigation would likely have benefitted from adding this dimension 

to the research framework; especially since it seemed to be a relevant factor during the post-hoc 

investigation. Future research could attempt to do just so.  

 

Several new tendencies were discovered during this investigation which could be explored further. 

Two new dimensions of luxury were added to an existing framework, which may be labeled as di-

mensions addressing purposefulness and degree of laziness. Since these were merely discovered 

during the post-hoc investigation of this paper, and not part of the original focus, we call for further 

testing of these to check if they indeed ought to be added as new dimensions of luxury. This would 

solidify their presence in the framework and further develop a measure for luxury (which is, as of 

today, a concept that is difficult to define), which would be valuable to marketers working within the 

luxury brand industry. Furthermore, we see that perhaps some dimensions of luxury provoke differ-

ent reactions than so far anticipated. Exclusivity is already a recognized dimension of luxury (Vigne-

ron & Johnson, 1999 & 2004), and authenticity may be a new additional dimension of luxury. Com-

mon to both is that it seems that these cannot become “too much” in the same way as other dimen-

sions of luxury can. As a result of these findings, it would be valuable to look more into these two 

dimensions of luxury and how they, specifically, affect consumer perceptions differently than other 

dimensions of luxury do. Also, it could prompt a complete alteration of the original framework from 

Vigneron & Johnson (2004). This further solidifies the dynamic nature of luxury, which in turn calls 

for a constant and continuous monitoring of this highly subjective concept. Lastly, the concept of 
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dissociation as a result of too much luxury was discovered, and since it was not what this investiga-

tion originally set out to find, it requires more research to determine its applicability and potential 

usefulness for luxury marketers. 

 

11. Conclusion 
 

In this paper, we set out to challenge the “the more the better” view on luxury found in contemporary 

academic literature (i.e. Liu et al. 2019) addressing the relationship between PLL and ATC in a travel 

context. More specifically, the idea was that a breaking point exists, at which PLL becomes so high 

that consumers start to negatively as opposed to positively upwardly socially compare themselves, 

leading to decreased ATC. Consequently, the investigations have addressed the possibility of a 

moderating effect of USC on the relationship between PLL and ATC in a luxury travel and SNS 

context. 

The results from the survey conducted in Study 1 proved some of the original propositions pre-

sented. Furthermore, they displayed some clear tendencies suggesting the possible confirmation of 

the existence of a luxury breaking point. Moreover, quite interestingly, Study 1 also uncovered an 

indication of a tendency, which was not initially considered; namely that instead of a change from 

PUSC to NUSC as a result of increased PLL, luxury may instead reach a breaking point, at which a 

consumer dissociation happens, which, consequently, may lead to decreased ATC. This indication 

contributed to the explorations in Study 2, which comprised six qualitative phenomenological inter-

views conducted with travel consumers highly active on the SNS of Instagram. This resulted in six 

themes and 20 sub-themes, which shed some light on Study 1 findings and contributed to the impli-

cations uncovered for marketing practitioners. In particular, the discovery of the theme luxury over-

load further renders the existence of a luxury breaking point probable. Furthermore, as seen from 

the contents of several of the remaining themes, Study 2 also supports the idea that what happens 

at such luxury breaking point is more likely to be a dissociation rather than a switch from PUSC to 

NUSC. 

To answer the research question elaborated in the introduction of this paper, we may conclude 

that it is indeed plausible that a certain luxury breaking point exists. However, what likely happens 

at this breaking point is not a shift from PUSC to NUSC, but rather a consumer dissociation, that 

indeed leads to decreased ATC. For marketing practitioners, these findings for instance emphasize 

the unique nature of PLL on Instagram as opposed to other SNS and the vital role Instagram seems 

to play as an information and inspiration-seeking platform amongst consumers. Consequently, the 

findings also highlight the importance of the pre- and post-purchase parts of the consumer decision 

journey. Moreover, the studies shed light on several new luxury drivers to cater to as well as a range 

of luxury prejudices to take into consideration in future marketing efforts. 

The investigations conducted in this paper are subject to certain limitations. For instance, the 

scope of the investigations evidently limits the applicability of findings to certain contexts, e.g. Danish 

consumers, Instagram as opposed to other SNS etc. Therefore, one implication for future research 

could be to extend the framework to other contexts to see if similar results would be uncovered. 

Moreover, certain variables such as self-esteem were not taken into consideration. Thus, future re-

search could also potentially benefit from extending the paper’s framework to include such variables. 

Consequently, this paper will end on the same note as it began, i.e. in the words of Aristotle, “we 

must incline sometimes towards the excess, sometimes towards the deficiency; for so shall we most 

easily hit the mean and what is right” (Aristotle, trans. 1925, section). Although this was written 23 
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centuries ago, we believe that the point is just as relevant today; especially in a luxury marketing 

and social media context. 
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