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Constructing Personas: How High-Net-Worth Social Media Influencers Reconcile 

Ethicality and Living a Luxury Lifestyle 

 

Abstract 

Drawing from a multi-sourced data corpus (in-depth interviews and Instagram posts) 

gathered from high-net-worth (HNW) social media influencers, this article explores how 

these individuals reconcile ethicality and living a luxury lifestyle through the enactment of 

three types of personas on Instagram: (1) Ambassador of ‘True’ Luxury, (2) Altruist, and (3) 

‘Good’ Role Model. By applying the concepts of taste regimes and social moral licensing, we 

find that HNW social media influencers conspicuously enact and display ethicality, thereby 

retaining legitimacy in the field of luxury consumption. As these individuals are highly 

influential, they could leave a potentially significant mark on public discourse and, 

consequently, on their audiences’ construction of ethically responsible luxury consumption. 

In this vein, this article offers significant managerial insights into professional influencers 

and discusses ethical managerial practices to ensure ethical collaborations between 

influencers and managers. 

 

Keywords: Ethicality, Luxury lifestyle, Social media influencer  
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INTRODUCTION 

Many consumers seem fascinated with viewing and virtually participating in the lives of the 

wealthy (Hay and Muller 2012). This interest has increased in the past decade, as ‘Internet 

celebrities’ have become widely popular on social media platforms (Senft 2013). Some of 

these celebrities now act as social media influencers; they have created a personal brand on 

social media that has the potential to influence an audience as, in many cases, they are 

considered content creators or opinion leaders (Casaló et al. 2018). Many companies and 

marketers have attempted to collaborate with social media influencers to reach more 

consumers (Khamis et al. 2017), especially targeting influencers with large audiences.  

One type of social media influencers is high-net-worth (HNW) individuals (Hay 

2013), such as the billionaire Kylie Jenner, who has become famous for her extraordinarily 

luxurious lifestyle on social media (McClain 2013). Other notable HNW influencers include 

Roberto Cavalli and Barron Hilton, both heirs of wealthy and renowned families. We focus 

on this rare group of HNW individuals who come from rich families and share their luxurious 

lifestyle on Instagram and other social media platforms and, as such, attract a great deal of 

attention (Marwick 2015). Their large audiences and the speed of social media leave HNW 

social media influencers exposed to both positive and negative attention, and consequently 

they face a narrow path for ethical behaviour. HNW individuals are therefore an ideal 

‘extreme’ case to assess the tensions between ethicality and luxury consumption. Scandals 

related to unethical, eventually illegal conduct appear in the media every so often and can 

have tremendous repercussions for HNW social media influencers who are being judged not 

only by the legal system but also by their millions of followers. Recently, Olivia Jade, an 

HNW social media influencer with two million followers on YouTube, was accused of 

unethical conduct when it was discovered that her parents, celebrities Lori Loughlin and 
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Mossimo Giannulli, had allegedly bribed a top-rated university for her admittance 

(Greenspan 2019). 

Moreover, today, social hierarchy and status are ephemeral and changing. In this vein, 

some social media influencers displaying luxury online are able to obtain status and 

distinction by acquiring specific knowledge about the field (e.g. living a geographically 

mobile and luxurious lifestyle) (Eckhardt and Bardhi 2019) and by co-constructing and 

enacting specific taste regimes (Arsel and Bean 2012). In contrast with a class-bound 

understanding of taste (Bourdieu 1984), a taste regime is a ‘discursively constructed 

normative system that orchestrates the aesthetics of practice in a culture of consumption’ 

(Arsel and Bean 2012, p. 899), which ‘may be articulated by a singular, centralized authority 

such as an influential magazine or blog’ (p. 900). This has two implications: First, if taste is a 

narrative construct, what is considered truly luxurious in one taste regime may be considered 

untrue in others. Taste regimes are context specific and can be in opposition to one another. 

This also means that they will differ in terms of the social hierarchies linked to the enactment 

of taste. What brings high-status (e.g. what is preferred or valued) in one taste regime may 

differ from what brings high-status in another taste regime. Second, as taste regimes are 

narrative constructions, their co-creators may still narratively draw on legitimacy from the 

cultural capital of their ‘class’ to have the ‘right’ taste, but they may also achieve legitimacy 

through the loyalty, size, and influence of the audiences in which the taste regimes are 

shared. Consequently, although social media influencers may draw on family heritage and 

expertise in their narrative constructions of an authoritative luxury taste, they do not 

necessarily need to be born into a wealthy family to be a luxury influencer. Thus, HNW 

social media influencers might feel threatened by the thought of losing legitimacy in the 

‘field’ (Bourdieu 1984) they belong to—the world of high-status luxury consumption.  
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In this vein, HNW social media influencers’ portrayal of the self is suspended 

between the need to remain on moral high ground and the need to keep their legitimacy and 

aspirational influence within luxury lifestyles. While such tensions might also arise for less 

influential social media agents, the extraordinarily luxurious lifestyle that HNW social media 

influencers usually display magnifies the inherent tensions between ethicality and lavishness 

(Davies et al. 2012; Khan and Dhar 2006). Furthermore, these tensions should be of great 

concern to HNW social media influencers because the sheer magnitude of their audiences 

allows even subtle tensions to spread quickly. Many HNW social media influencers also 

come from influential backgrounds (e.g. old families with renowned businesses), which are 

sensitive to tensions between ethicality and luxury. Finally, as influencers of influencers, 

their reconciliation strategies of ethicality and living a luxury lifestyle can spread and affect 

how their audiences and the audiences of their audiences reconcile potential tensions between 

ethicality and living a luxurious lifestyle. Therefore, much can be learned from the way 

HNW social media influencers navigate the at-times bumpy waters of being ethical while 

living a luxury lifestyle. 

To this end, this study investigates how HNW social media influencers frame and 

display their luxury lifestyles on Instagram as a way to defend their status and to maintain 

legitimacy in the field of luxury consumption. Specifically, we focus on how luxury lifestyles 

are staged, performed (Marwick 2015), and intertwined with social constructions of taste 

regimes (Arsel and Bean 2012), ethicality (Moraes et al. 2012), and narrative threads of 

social moral licensing (Lasarov and Hoffmann 2018). We show how this allows for the 

presentation of the self through specific personas (Jung 1966)—that is, staged abstractions of 

identity—in which tensions between ethicality and luxury are reconciled.  

This article builds on previous research on ethics and luxury consumption and, in 

doing so, makes several contributions. First, we contribute to the literature by empirically 
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applying the concepts of taste regimes (Arsel and Bean 2012) and ‘personas’ (Jung 1966) to 

the field of ethics. Second, we illustrate the relevance of the recent conceptual framework of 

social moral licensing (Lasarov and Hoffmann 2018) to narrative threads of ethicality and 

luxury consumption. From this, we identify and critically discuss HNW social media 

influencers’ reconciliation strategies pertaining to three different personas. Finally, at a 

managerial level, we discuss the potential repercussions of the identified personas and 

reconciliation strategies of HNW social media influencers and offer guidance on how to 

better manage collaborations to promote more ethical behaviour online. 

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Tensions between Ethicality and Living a Luxury Lifestyle 

William Lazer (1964, p. 130) introduced the lifestyle concept to business research, defining it 

as “a distinctive or characteristic mode of living, in its aggregate and broadest sense, of a 

whole society or segment thereof”, including “consumer purchases and the manner in which 

they are consumed”. In addition to material resources and their consumption, more current 

research includes ideological and social resources in conceptualizations of lifestyle 

(Thompson et al. 2018). Today, the lifestyle concept is applied to a variety of consumption 

contexts, including ‘sustainable lifestyles’ (Longo et al. 2019), ‘environmentally friendly 

lifestyles’ (Maxwell-Smith et al. 2018), and ‘middle-class lifestyles’ (Thompson et al. 2018). 

Furthermore, living in luxury is a fundamental part of high-status lifestyles, not only in terms 

of luxury goods ownership but also in terms of luxurious leisure activities (Hemetsberger et 

al. 2012). Today, the concept of luxury consumption is more experiential, non-materialistic, 

and intangible, and the luxury lifestyle many display, though still lavish, may no longer be 

linked only to traditional luxury goods (Thomsen et al. 2020).  

 Nevertheless, there are grounds for tension between being ethical or moral and living a 



7 
	

luxury lifestyle. Prior research has mostly used the terms ‘ethics’, ‘ethicality’, or ‘morality’ 

interchangeably (e.g. Carrington et al. 2014; Newholm 2007), possibly because of these 

terms’ close relationships. To acknowledge their closeness but also their difference, we 

define ethicality as abidance to a set of community norms or rules (Moraes et al. 2012) and 

morality as a sub-category of ethicality that is grounded on personal and cultural beliefs 

(Luedicke 2009). Consequently, ethicality and morality are closely connected, with morality 

being more prone to personal interpretations of ethical standards. Today, such standards 

suggest that being ethical means living a life that is just and marked by good deeds, such as 

preserving the environment (Auger et al. 2003), while a luxury lifestyle is often associated 

with lavishness and wastefulness (Veblen 1899) or status-seeking over-consumption (Sheth 

et al. 2011) and, consequently, is deemed as unethical (McDonald et al. 2015). Even so, the 

media tends to ‘glamourize’ hyper-mobility and hyper-consumption (Urry 2010), especially 

linked to the lavish lifestyles of HNW individuals. Hay and Muller (2012) coin this 

glamorization effect as ‘luxury fever’. By contrast, Striet and Davies (2013) note that ethics 

is not ‘sexy’ or ‘aspirational’ enough for luxury consumers to adopt, and thus luxury and 

ethical consumption can be incompatible concepts (Davies et al. 2012; Kapferer and 

Michaut-Denizeau 2014).  

 However, possible tensions between the two concepts are highly dependent on how 

ethicality and luxury are defined. If lavishness linked to a luxury lifestyle is deemed wasteful 

and unethical only in some contexts (e.g. when ignited by selfish rather than altruistic 

motives), a luxury lifestyle is not necessarily always in opposition to ethicality. 

Consequently, narratively constructed taste regimes (Arsel and Bean 2012) may dictate 

whether something is perceived as ethical or unethical. Furthermore, following a dissonance 

theory approach towards ethicality (Carrington et al. 2014), even when consumers perceive 

tensions between being ethical and living a luxury lifestyle, they may either change their 
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behaviour or try to reduce the dissonance by reinterpreting the lack of fit between their 

ethical beliefs and luxury consumption. To this end, they may apply moral licensing as a 

‘moral balancing mechanism’, in which good and bad deeds cancel each other out (Lasarov 

and Hoffmann 2018). Notably, according to Lasarov and Hoffmann’s (2018) framework on 

social moral licensing, the social environment can have an impact on the balancing effect of 

moral licensing practices. The framework distinguishes mainly between two approaches: 

conspicuous moral licensing and relative moral licensing. The former involves increasing the 

effect of ethical deeds through their conspicuous display, while the latter involves increasing 

the effect of ethical deeds through inter-group comparisons with less ethical groups or 

individuals. In this study, we further divide the concept of conspicuous moral licensing into 

‘continuous’ and ‘occasional’ conspicuous moral licensing.  

In this vein, while ethical consumption behaviour is fuelled primarily by personal and 

moral beliefs (Auger and Devinney 2007; Bucic et al. 2012), the social environment has a 

significant impact on whether it is perceived as ethical. Consequently, not only are the 

narrative threads of what constitutes ethical behaviour co-constructed and negotiated in social 

media, but their potential congruence with luxury lifestyles is also affected by the gaze of 

‘others’.   

 

Conspicuous Display of Ethicality and Enactment of Personas on Social Media 

HNW social media influencers’ portrayal of ethicality and the self is constantly exposed to 

the gaze of others and, as argued previously, it is suspended between the need to remain on 

the moral high ground and the need to maintain legitimacy and aspirational influence within 

luxury lifestyles. To this end, HNW social media influencers may build a narrative that 

distinguishes them from other influencers and even mainstream consumers (Luedicke et al. 

2009) by, for example, portraying a more ethical lifestyle than other luxury influencers. Thus, 
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in contrast with Holbrook’s (1994) position that ethical consumption behaviours only serve 

genuine altruistic purposes, Lundblad and Davies (2016) propose that such behaviours serve 

primarily self-interest purposes. Research has coined this type of behaviour as ‘moral 

hypocrisy’ (Batson et al. 1999) or the act of appearing ethical without necessarily engaging in 

ethical behaviour. Scholars have also tied moral hypocrisy to the concept of ‘moral self-

licensing’, or the act of occasionally engaging in good deeds, such as pro-social behaviour 

(Monin and Miller 2001), only to counter-balance all the other immoral or unethical 

behaviours in which an individual engages (Merritt et al. 2010). As with moral hypocrisy, the 

end goal is the self-serving motive to appear ethical in the eyes of the public, but also to feel 

‘better’ in the private sphere.  

To address this public construction of the self, we adopt Goffman’s (1959) theatrical 

metaphors in our theoretical framework and distinguish between stage-related and 

performance-related consumption practices. Stage-related consumption practices include the 

choice of props (consumption objects) and scenery (consumption venues). They support the 

symbolic construction of the self through the integration of more or less idiosyncratic 

symbolic meanings pertaining to the current surroundings (Dhar and Wertenbroch 2012) or 

through the classification of the self to others by displaying shared consumption symbolism 

(Belk 2013). To appear ethical, for example, social media influencers may purchase certain 

‘green’ cars to enhance their public status and reputation (Griskevicius et al. 2010). By doing 

so, they employ certain impression management strategies to present themselves positively to 

their viewers (Leary and Allen 2011) and to align certain luxury consumption practices with 

more ethical consumption practices (McDonald et al. 2015). Performance-related 

consumption practices include the choice and enactment of scripts (consumption roles and 

behaviours) and discursive acts that facilitate a trustworthy staging of the self and interaction 

with others (Dion and Arnould 2016; Goffman 1959). Although they are analytically separate 
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constructs, stage- and performance-related consumption practices are intertwined, as 

essentially consumption objects and venues guide the performance of social roles on the stage 

of everyday life.  

Connecting this framework with the hyper-public setting of social media influencers, 

we argue that the presented self needs to be reconciled not only on the individual level but 

also in the public eye. Consequently, we propose the concept of persona (Jung 1966) to 

denote the public face of these largely co-constructed identities (Belk 2013). This concept 

draws on the masks used in ancient drama, ‘designed on the one hand to make a definite 

impression upon others, and, on the other, to conceal the true nature of the individual’ (Jung 

1966, para. 305). Prior applications of the concept in marketing include celebrity endorsers’ 

stage personas (McCracken 1988) and brand personas (Dion and Arnould 2016), designed to 

evoke societal longing and approval. Inherent in the concept of persona is the staged 

abstraction of identity, in which tensions are negotiated, ‘masked’, and/or reconciled (Dion 

and Arnould 2016; McCracken 1988). In this vein, personas include an abstraction of identity 

that is attractive not only to the audience but also to the beholder, and therefore they can 

serve as positive vehicles for reconciling identity conflicts through stage- and performance-

related consumption practices.  

In summary, this article addresses the question of how HNW social media influencers 

reconcile potential tensions between ethicality and living luxurious lifestyles by investigating 

how they interpret and enact ethicality and luxury consumption. More specifically, we 

explore their specific taste regimes for luxury consumption and how these are enacted in 

three different personas displayed on Instagram in a way that creates moral balance. Finally, 

we discuss the potential repercussions on the reconciliation practices of HNW social media 

influencers, as they constitute narrative threads that can inspire the ethicality of their 

audiences’ consumption practices. 
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METHODOLOGY 

Examining the relationship between ethicality and luxury is a notoriously difficult task 

(Beckham and Voyer 2014; Davies et al. 2012) because these concepts are in many respects 

conflicting and may be subject to social desirability bias. Luxury lifestyles are often 

associated with wastefulness and conspicuousness, whereas ethical lifestyles are associated 

with being mindful, moral, and altruistic (Amatulli et al. 2017). Little is known about high-

end consumer experiences related to a luxurious and ethical lifestyle (Creswell and Poth 

2017), and thus we employ an exploratory qualitative approach to glean insights into 

consumers’ lived experiences and related meanings they derive (Spiggle 1994). We also use a 

narrative approach to explore luxury and ethical consumption practices and their role in the 

expression and transformation of the self (Ahuvia 2005) to gain idiosyncratic insight into 

consumers’ sense making through consumption stories (Thompson 1997).  

 

Data Collection  

Investigating HNW individuals can be subject to methodological limitations (Aguiar and 

Schneider 2016) because they constitute an exclusive, niche, and difficult-to-access target 

group (Donaldson and Poynting 2007; Maxwell and Aggleton 2010). Adding to this 

difficultly, our target sample needed to fulfil three cumulative screening criteria: informants 

needed to be (1) HNW individuals, (2) social media influencers (Khamis et al. 2017), and (3) 

millennials born between 1981 and 1996, as this generation is the most active on social media 

platforms and on Instagram in particular (Pew Research Center 2019). We chose Instagram 

for our study because in recent years, social media influencers have adopted this platform 

rather than other platforms (e.g. YouTube, Facebook) (Marwick 2015). This is primarily due 

to Instagram’s higher engagement rate, as the platform facilitates more intimate relationships 

between social media influencers and their followers (Casaló et al. 2018). Moreover, the 
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platform offers more aesthetic visual content than other social media platforms (Highfield 

and Leaver 2016). 

 We undertook a purposive sampling procedure (Patton 2002) and first identified 

possible HNW informants who might fit the criteria through articles in Forbes and Rich Kids 

of the Internet. We ensured that their age corresponded to the millennial age range using an 

Internet celebrity database (https://www.famousbirthdays.com/). We further investigated 

their Instagram profiles to confirm that they were indeed social media influencers (e.g. had 

high notoriety on social media platforms, collaborated with brands) (Khamis et al. 2017). 

These social media influencers are in line with industry practice standards: macro-influencers 

with 10,000 to 100,000 followers and mega-influencers with more than 100,000 followers 

(Sandoval 2018). Accordingly, we contacted only influencers who had as a minimum 10,000 

followers. We contacted 42 potential candidates through email, website contact pages, or 

Instagram Direct Message. We also applied snowball-sampling techniques (Patton 2002), 

asking potential candidates to suggest other candidates. Not surprisingly, most inquiries 

remained unanswered, but despite these challenges, we recruited five European informants 

(three men and two women) for in-depth interviews (see Table 1). The recruitment message 

stated only that we were interested in their experiences in posting luxury content on 

Instagram as social media influencers. Therefore, our informants were initially unaware that 

we were studying ethicality. During the interviews, however, the aim of the study to explore 

ethicality and luxury was made apparent, and informants had the option of opting out at any 

time. 

[INSERT TABLE 1]  

Although the number of informants is low, Kozinets (2015) maintains that a final 

sample should encompass the specific group researchers are investigating, regardless of size. 

Moreover, previous researchers interested in consumption and brand experiences have 
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reported meaningful findings with similar sample sizes (Coupland 2005; McGrath and Otnes 

1995; Schembri et al. 2010). Finally, the informants’ social media posts supplemented the 

interview data, for a rich data corpus that aided in our ability to answer our research 

questions. 

We manually extracted archival social media data (Rose 2016) from the informants’ 

Instagram accounts. Data collection took place in January 2019. We collected 862 archived 

Instagram posts in total from January 2017 to January 2019. We deemed two years’ worth of 

posts suitable, as most informants officially began becoming social media influencers in 

2016–2017. To conform to Internet ethical guidelines (Markham and Buchanan 2012) in the 

usage of online content as illustrative examples for research, we altered all Instagram posts 

using ToonCamera application, blurring informants’ faces and deleting the associated text to 

ensure informant anonymity. 

The five semi-structured interviews occurred remotely, on Skype, WhatsApp, or 

FaceTime. Interviews, which took 372 minutes in total, were recorded and then transcribed 

verbatim (Denzin and Lincoln 2000). The interviews were of an inductive and explorative 

nature, with the aim to collect informant-centred narratives about luxury and ethicality. The 

interviews began with grand-tour questions (McCracken 1988) about informants’ background 

and hobbies, to place the conversation in the context of each informant’s lived experiences. 

Then, we prompted topics such as their luxury consumption experiences, personal views on 

luxury, and views on ethical behaviour in general. Sample questions included ‘What is ethical 

behaviour for you?’ and ‘What does it mean for you to behave ethically?’ We also invited the 

informants to describe and reflect on their Instagram practices, asking, for example, ‘Could 

you tell [us] about the time you started using Instagram?’ and ‘How has your Instagram use 

changed since you first joined/since you became a social media influencer?’ Overall, we 

encouraged the informants to elaborate on what they typically posted on Instagram, as well as 
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posts they deemed ethical versus unethical. Throughout the interviews, the role of the 

researcher was to encourage the interviewees to give deep insights into their lived 

consumption experiences (McCracken 1988). 

 

Data Analysis 

We analysed the interviews and Instagram posts by means of the ‘hermeneutic circle’ 

(Thompson 1997), moving back and forth both intra-textually (i.e. within one interview and 

associated social media posts) and inter-textually (i.e. comparing themes from one interview 

with those from other interviews and their associated social media posts). We did this to 

identify common themes across interviews and Instagram posts, while maintaining a close 

connection with informants’ lived experiences and unique perspectives. This process, 

performed by all co-authors independently, yielded an exhaustive list of themes for the 

coding scheme (Spiggle 1994). The themes best capturing informants’ everyday lived 

experiences echoed theoretical constructs and yet-to-be-theorized constructions of how they 

made sense of the topics at hand. Analyses converged to six major themes, covering 45 sub-

themes: (1) consumption and sharing of (ethical) luxurious lifestyles, (2) creation of 

congruence between luxury and ethics, (3) ethical behaviours, (4) identity outcomes, (5) 

luxury lifestyle, and (6) speech acts. After finalising the coding scheme, we uploaded the data 

from both sets (i.e. interviews and Instagram posts) to NVivo 12 to code the data. We first 

entered all themes into NVivo as coding categories (called nodes) and then manually coded 

all relevant text sections, pictures, and Instagram comments into these nodes or emerging 

sub-categories. This allowed for systematic qualitative content coding (Rose 2016) of the 

substantial dataset and enabled us to link and compare both interview and Instagram data. 

Next, through NVivo we used ‘double coding’, which pinpoints the overlap between different 

analytical categories, such as ‘ethical behaviours’ and ‘identity outcomes’.  
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FINDINGS 

HNW social media influencers reconcile ethicality and living a luxury lifestyle through 

identity work in terms of constructing different personas. In the following paragraphs, we 

present how our informants narratively construct ethical behaviour through their Instagram 

profiles and during the interviews when juxtaposed with a luxury lifestyle. Then, we present 

how these narrative threads are intertwined with stage- and performance-related consumption 

practices that allow for the construction of three personas that act as public masks that can 

both display and conceal (Jung 1966), especially by means of social moral licensing (Lasarov 

and Hoffmann 2018). The three personas are (1) Ambassador of ‘True’ Luxury, (2) Altruist, 

and (3) ‘Good’ Role Model (see Fig 1.).  

[INSERT FIGURE 1] 

 

Narrative Threads of Ethicality  

Reiterating that ethicality is defined as abidance to a set of community norms and rules 

(Moraes et al. 2012), the question is what our informants perceived these norms and rules to 

be. When we discussed the meaning of ethical behaviours with them, mainly two types of 

narratives of ethicality emerged. The first, which is the most intuitive and well-researched 

narrative, involved being an ‘ethical consumer’ in the sense that they were aware of social, 

environmental, and production issues before purchasing luxury goods or services (Auger et 

al. 2003; Newholm and Shaw 2007): 

I would consider the environment, production, animal testing for some of them. So 

mainly the really important things like that because I know there were issues with 

Nike having child labour and other problems which is quite a bad thing and not 

ethical actually. I'll definitely ask about that. Well maybe not ask, but I’ll try to find 

information about that. (Informant 2) 
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In the second type of narrative, which informants put more emphasis on, inherent 

tensions between ethicality and luxury were negotiated through their own taste regime and 

related viewpoint of ethical behaviour, luxury consumption, and their role as social media 

influencers. For example, Informant 1 noted: 

Well, I would say that, it would be behaving in the right way. Especially if you're an 

influencer. You need to have a sort of ethic in what you're doing, so not only showing 

off your, I don't know, your clothing, the places you go, even though you're paid for 

it, but you also need to consider about society, and individuals. So I would typically 

try to show also good values in what I'm doing. So, demonstrating as well, like moral 

principles, something about awareness of the world that you have around quality, 

dignity, honesty, diversity, the individual rights. 

 

As Informant’s 1 narrative reveals, ethicality means not only ‘doing the right thing’ 

but also showcasing or displaying ethicality online. As Informant 1 argues, and consistent 

with prior research (Luedicke et al. 2009), displaying ethicality, such as ethical principles, on 

his Instagram profile is a way to create distinction from other social media influencers and 

mainstream consumers. This distinction is based on the enacted taste regime (Arsel and Bean 

2012) that opposes ‘untrue’ luxury, lavishness, and non-exemplary bearing. The enactment of 

this specific taste regime helps our informants navigate towards ethical behaviour. For 

example, Informant 4 explained: 

It’s unethical, especially when [others] post loads of money on the table, they don't 

need to show that, no one really cares first of all. I think it's just rude. You can have a 

nice bag, a nice car or something and yeah, if you are wearing that bag the day where 

you take the picture, well that's okay. Good for you. That's a nice bag. But just don’t 
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put lots of money on the table, lots of expensive bottles of alcohol just to prove your 

point and say ‘Oh, I'm rich’. You’re just trying to show you are rich and you might 

not even be rich. 

 

Here, Informant 4 distances herself from other social media influencers who fall outside the 

taste regimes enacted by our respondents. A taste different from what is traditionally linked 

to the conspicuous behaviours and tacky tastes of the ‘nouveaux riche’ (Bourdieu 1984) can 

help informants stay ‘classy’ and, at the same time, ethical. 

In summary, in contrast with more mainstream consumer viewpoints of what 

behaving ethically means, typically behaviours that take into consideration social, 

environmental, and production issues before purchasing goods or services (Auger et al. 2003; 

Newholm and Shaw 2007), our HNW social media influencers link ethicality to a specific 

taste regime that is enacted both offline and online. This taste regime is threefold: it depicts 

that true luxury is more ethical than untrue luxury, it presents altruistic lavishness as more 

ethical than self-centred lavishness, and it deems luxury consumption accompanied by 

exemplary bearing as more ethical than consumption without exemplary bearing. As we 

explain subsequently, the different aspects of this taste regime surface in different 

presentations of the self (i.e. the different personas enacted).  

 

Personas Enacted through Stage- and Performance-related Consumption Practices 

The personas identified on Instagram were enacted by almost all informants (see Table 2) and 

thus are not idiosyncratic. In this section, we present each persona separately, including the 

specific taste regime and moral licensing approach that guide the consumption—and thus 

self-presentation—practices through which each persona is enacted.  

[INSERT TABLE 2] 



18 
	

 

Ambassador of ‘True’ Luxury 

This persona projects informants as educators or ambassadors of ‘true’ luxury. The term 

‘true’ luxury is context specific, and the opposite of ‘true’ luxury or being a ‘true luxury 

influencer’ has nothing to do with counterfeit products or having a fake social media account; 

rather, the opposite means non-compliance with the specific taste regime advocated by our 

informants. According to our informants, true luxury is classy and inconspicuous, which is in 

line with studies on luxury consumers that conceptualise luxury as discreet and 

inconspicuous (Berger and Ward 2010; Bourdieu 1984). This notion of luxury allows them to 

pursue a luxury lifestyle while avoiding careless, meaningless over-consumption and other 

unethical behaviors; thus, it allows them to synthesise luxury consumption and appear ethical 

by emphasising the meaningfulness, tastefulness, durability, and sustainability of luxury 

activities, goods, and settings. Furthermore, this persona enables HNW social media 

influencers to walk the talk and offer a vicarious experience of ‘true’ luxury to their 

audiences. In defining ‘true’ luxury as more ethical than ‘untrue’ luxury, this persona creates 

moral balance and reduces tensions between ethicality and luxury by couching luxury 

consumption within the narrative threads of relative moral licensing (Lasarov and Hoffmann 

2018); this means that these people can deem their luxury consumption ethical merely by 

comparing it with others’ less ethical consumption of luxury.   

Regarding stage-related consumption practices, our informants indicated that living a 

‘proper’ (ethical) luxury lifestyle is not only about purchasing ‘true’ or ‘real’ luxury products 

but also about singling out luxurious settings because of the joy they provide rather than 

because they are expensive. This projects them as being less unethical than others (Gruber 

and Schlegelmilch 2014), thus allowing them to enhance the self (Luedicke et al. 2009). True 

luxury settings are valued not for their price but for their pricelessness, whether a public 
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beach or a five-star hotel. Here, the informants adopt an experiential rather than materialistic 

approach to the meaning of luxury (Cristini et al. 2017). For them, luxury is not just about the 

mere possession of luxury products; luxury also means being free from life constraints, 

enjoying life, and discovering the world through appropriate leisure experiences:  

I think luxury is more like being comfortable without having to worry about anything. 

People usually think that it's just buying expensive things and I don't think luxury is 

really that. (Informant 4) 

 

This informant adopts an experiential luxury perspective and, at the same time, distances 

himself from ‘people’ who over-consume. An example of experiential luxury is portrayed in 

the joyful scenery of Fig. 2.  

[INSERT FIGURE 2] 

As social media influencers, the informants are able to continuously showcase such 

experiential luxury-related content on their profiles. They enact and share an experiential 

luxury lifestyle, which allows their followers to be vicariously involved—if only virtually 

(Belk 2013)—in their luxury experiences. In this vein, informants claim that they are giving 

followers the opportunity to experience luxury, an experience that some may never have 

beyond Instagram. Previous research illustrates how followers of HNW social media 

influencers value the content they post because it gives them virtual access to the luxury 

world (Leban et al. 2020). For example, informant 2 stated: 

At first I had no idea about [how others felt about me posting luxury content on my 

Instagram]. But then when my Instagram became quite famous, I received so many 

nice messages saying, ‘Wow, I love your life. Like that's amazing. Like keep sharing 

what you're doing. It's so cool to see that. Like I feel like I'm traveling with you’, and 
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I thought that was really nice. People like seeing that because they might not 

necessarily be able to do that. 

 

Regarding performance-related aspects of their consumption, by carefully crafting 

their content on Instagram, not only do our HNW social media influencers display luxury 

lifestyle or products, but they also claim to do so in a ‘classy’, inconspicuous, and, thus, 

ethical way: 

It's like the page they have, called ‘Rich Kids of Instagram’, I know that for my 

Instagram account I got many followers thanks to them, because they reposted my 

pictures. But some used to keep class in their pictures compared to now, now if you 

see what they're sharing, it's more like money all over, yeah, it’s sort of disgusting, 

they show money and they will put guns and 12 cars with diamonds and I'm like no 

don’t do that. Or you can see people pouring champagne in their bath and I'm like, no 

that’s just rude. (Informant 4) 

[INSERT FIGURE 3] 

 

By giving examples of what she considers unethical (see Fig. 3), this informant expresses 

strong opposition to luxury consumers who are overly conspicuous. The critique is not about 

champagne being consumed in these pictures; it is about how the champagne is being 

consumed and wasted. Consequently, the informant describes these luxury consumers as 

being ‘vulgar’ and ‘classless’ and therefore regards it as his duty to promote a taste regime 

that can show what ‘true luxury’ is about. Here, not only are these HNW social media 

influencers differentiating themselves from lower classes, but they are also differentiating 

themselves from the ‘vulgar’, conspicuous upper classes (Han et al. 2010) and portraying 

themselves as promoters of ethical luxury consumption behaviour. For example, Informant 1 
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projects intellectual cultivation on his Instagram profile by actively informing his viewers on 

matters such as history, culture, and architecture (see Fig. 4). 

[INSERT FIGURE 4] 

Overall, HNW social media influencers stage and perform aspects of the Ambassador 

of ‘True’ Luxury persona online by pursuing, sharing, and enforcing a taste regime that 

outlines ‘true’ luxury. Through this persona, they present themselves and luxury consumption 

in an ethical way by engaging in codes of conduct that only pertain to their field (Bourdieu 

1984). In turn, they benefit from the relative moral licensing effect (Lasarov and Hoffmann 

2018) by comparing a ‘true’ luxury lifestyle with the ‘untrue’ luxury lifestyle of other social 

media influencers. In other words, although HNW social media influencers may be fully 

aware of unethical aspects of consuming luxury, they view the out-group as being more 

unethical and thereby improve the perceived moral balance within their own luxury lifestyle. 

 

The Altruist 

The second prominent persona that emerged from the interviews was the Altruist. This 

persona creates moral balance by couching luxury consumption within the narrative threads 

of conspicuous moral licensing (Lasarov and Hoffmann 2018), enabling the public display of 

altruistic acts to outweigh an otherwise lavish luxury lifestyle. According to previous 

research, philanthropy is a way for HNW individuals to maintain their status and appear 

‘ethical’ (Liu and Baker 2016). Furthermore, in line with their enacted taste regime, our 

informants deem lavishness as more or less ethical, depending on the specific context and 

motives for lavishness. They consider lavishness more ethical if it serves an altruistic motive, 

such as planning and participating in lavish but charitable events. Consequently, lavishness 

can be paired with altruism to decrease its potential tensions with ethicality. The public 

display of altruism carried out by our informants is occasional (not necessarily ongoing), but 
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because affluence is also a means to engage in philanthropic or other altruistic work, the 

‘good’ may outweigh the ‘bad’ overall (Merritt et al. 2010). 

The Altruist is enacted through different stage-related consumption practices that are 

preceded by the construction of scenery and props through which this persona is best 

performed (e.g. the production of charitable brands that can subsequently be consumed). For 

example, Informant 5 recalled how she created a jewellery luxury company with conflict-free 

diamonds from Africa: 

I started this jewellery company and I thought it's really cool. And then I thought, you 

know, what, I don't want to promote gun violence and what can I do to turn this 

around […] into something which [is] actually going to help people, maybe even 

change people's lives. So I thought that if I'm making money from this brand, then 

why not also help other people? Every product I sell donates to war funds. So like war 

child. So every piece I sell, a percentage is donated to a charity. 

 

As this quote illustrates, in addition to being based on conflict-free production, the brand 

serves as a source for philanthropic donations. Thus, informants can pursue the Altruist 

persona by adding philanthropic, quality, craftsmanship, and durability aspects while co-

constructing the physical stage and props with which they are associated.  

Through performance-related consumption practices, such as contributing to society 

through philanthropy, informants integrate ethical values and adapt to the lifestyle of famous 

philanthropists such as Bill Gates (Liu and Baker 2016). Our informants also reconcile 

ethicality and living a luxurious lifestyle by volunteering. Examples of such activities include 

hosting charitable galas, creating companies with the aim to help a social cause, and helping 

building schools in impoverished areas of the world. These activities, which mainly occur 

offline but are also displayed sometimes online (see Fig. 5), support HNW social media 
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influencers in reconciling the identity conflicts within their constructed self by sharing part of 

their wealth with those in need. Informant 1 described a feeling of self-fulfilment and 

satisfaction from such acts: 

Well, I think it’s [volunteering/giving money] something amazing because you not 

only help people in terms of sharing awareness, but you actually help them by 

fundraising money and bringing them clothes, bringing them food.… I've been twice 

in [country destination], the way that they look at you, when you’re just there 

spending time with them. Not necessarily giving them food or money. Well of course 

that comes with it because you can’t just go there and hang out, you have to go there 

and bring something to them. But the way they look at you, the smile on their face is 

something that, you know, is crazy. 

[INSERT FIGURE 5] 

Engaging in acts of philanthropy, albeit occasionally, can serve as a gateway to abide 

a moral lifestyle (McDonald et al. 2015) as a form of trade-off or justification (Gruber and 

Schlegelmilch 2014) for living a luxury lifestyle. Khan and Dhar (2006) show that acting 

ethically reduces the negative attributions associated with consuming luxury. Moreover, 

showcasing these occasional altruistic acts online can leverage the conspicuous moral 

licensing effect (Lasarov and Hoffmann 2018), as the compensatory influences of altruism 

may increase the social gaze. We coin this effect as occasional conspicuous moral licensing, 

in which occasional good deeds become ‘moral credits’ (Merritt et al. 2010) that HNW social 

media influencers accumulate and may use to outweigh less ethical behaviour (i.e. lavish 

lifestyles).  

 

A ‘Good’ Role Model  
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Similar to the second persona, the ‘Good’ Role Model enables HNW social media influencers 

to create moral balance through conspicuous moral licensing, though in this case they harness 

moral credits (Merritt et al. 2010) through the ongoing projection of exemplary bearing. So, 

rather than engaging in occasional activities such as altruistic acts, this persona continuously 

displays exemplary bearing online, thus reducing tensions between ethicality and luxury. This 

is in line with the informants’ taste regime, according to which luxury consumption is 

rendered less unethical if it is coupled with exemplary bearing (e.g. being kind, helpful, 

relatable). This is similar to previous research linking intellectual cultivation (i.e. being well 

mannered) to positive recognition (i.e. social status) (Bourdieu 1984). 

Regarding stage-related consumption practices, HNW social media influencers 

consciously manage and modify their Instagram presence to offer content they expect their 

followers to consider ‘ethical’:  

I obviously deleted every photo that I thought was bad. So just for my career and for 

everyone else's sake and just to be a good role model for other people. (Informant 5) 

 

I post [ethical content] all the time.… If you look at my pictures, there is no rude 

content and I’m always trying to stay classy as well. I live in a classy way. Well 

maybe it’s … because I'm [nationality mentioned], but I like classy things and nice 

things and I don't see the [point of] being rude and putting everything I can in one 

picture. (Informant 4) 

 

In addition to purposefully including content aligned with their taste regime, 

informants curate their accounts by deleting what their followers or the media might describe 

as falling outside this taste regime. Through these practices, they construct a stage or 

platform on which to enact a trustworthy performance of being a ‘Good’ Role Model. 
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Informants mentioned performance-related consumption practices as a result of 

previous backlashes in which they were portrayed in the media as spoiled ‘rich kids’, which 

generated a strong desire to be viewed as ‘good’ overall. Therefore, they employ 

performance-related consumption practices from scripts that align with this taste regime. For 

example, Informant 5 explained why she tries to present herself as being nice and helpful 

after being negatively portrayed in the media:  

I did this documentary a couple years ago.… They would ask me questions and then I 

would respond, but they would cut stuff so it would sound like a complete brat.… So 

now on Instagram I'm just trying to be nice to everyone and I'm always open to 

helping people. 

 

The informants explained how they continuously try to engage in high levels of 

netiquette (Sharf 1999) and use social media as a way to reinforce a taste regime and present 

themselves as ethical (Wallace et al. 2018). Informants also harness moral credits by adopting 

a relatable persona, so that followers will believe they are trustworthy.  

[INSERT FIGURE 6] 

In addition to occasionally down-dressing, informants try to be relatable by initiating 

conversations with their Instagram followers about mundane topics, such as feeling ‘lost’ or 

being in the middle of a university exam week (see Fig. 6). These techniques are similar to 

what McQuarrie et al. (2012) define as ‘feigning similarities’, in which bloggers emphasise 

mundane aspects of their lives to downplay their status of having certain privileges 

unobtainable by their followers. Doing so makes them appear as if they are living ‘good’ 

lives, similar to those of their followers. For example, Informant 2 explained:  

For me it is important in the sense that, as a future leader, if I don't act ethical, my 

subordinates won’t act ethically, because I need to show the example. So if I have bad 
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value and bad behaviours, they will act the same because they will follow me. I don't 

want to change the mind of people. I want to give the best example and I can't expect 

… them to be ethical if I’m not. 

 

This informant expects his projected ethicality to influence the ethicality of his social media 

audience. This is a central aspect of how this persona leverages conspicuous social moral 

licensing through the continuous portrayal of being ‘Good’ Role Models. Furthermore, 

compared with the Altruist persona, this portrayal is based on continuous exceptional bearing 

in the public gaze rather than on occasional good deeds. Thus, we coin this type of moral 

balancing as continuous conspicuous moral licensing, in which the on-going portrayal of 

being a ‘Good’ Role Model in itself is deemed ethical and, at the same time, able to 

outbalance less ethical behaviour that falls outside the enacted taste regime (i.e. self-centred 

lavish lifestyles).  

 

 

CONCLUDING DISCUSSION 

This article addresses relevant knowledge gaps by building on previous research in the area 

of ethics and luxury consumption and explores how HNW social media influencers reconcile 

ethicality and living a luxury lifestyle through the enactment of three personas on Instagram. 

Drawing on Arsel and Bean’s (2012) concept of taste regimes and Lasarov and Hoffmann’s 

(2018) framework on social moral licensing, we examine moral balance in the context of 

luxury consumption and discuss our findings with a specific focus on selected narratives of 

HNW social media influencers.  

Our study makes three contributions. First, we apply central aspects of the conceptual 

framework on social moral licensing (Lasarov and Hoffmann 2018) to a relevant ethics 
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context (i.e. luxury consumption). Second, we identify two sub-categories of conspicuous 

moral licensing: continuous and occasional. Only a few scholars have treated persona as an 

impression management strategy to appear ethical (Rozuel 2011). This concept is particularly 

relevant in the field of ethics, especially in the context of social media and high-end luxury. 

Third, by adopting the notion of taste regimes (Arsel and Bean 2012), we show how tensions 

between ethicality and luxury are context dependent and particular to those who have 

authoritative narrative power (e.g. HNW social media influencers). Our research has social 

implications, as HNW social media influencers are considered role models from whom 

reconciliation strategies can be vicariously learned. Thus, followers of these influencers could 

adopt their narratives in their own balancing act between being ethical and having a luxury 

lifestyle.  

Our findings show how HNW social media influencers conspicuously display 

ethicality online and offline and thereby retain legitimacy in the field of luxury consumption. 

We identify three personas these influencers enact to reconcile ethicality and living a luxury 

lifestyle. First, HNW social media influencers enact the Ambassador of ‘True’ Luxury 

through their portrayal of what they view as ‘true’ luxury according to their taste regime. We 

discuss these practices as a form of relative conspicuous moral licensing (Lasarov and 

Hoffmann 2018). By framing narratives about how the out-group (i.e. social media 

influencers pursuing ‘untrue’ luxury) engages in unethical activities, HNW social media 

influencers are able to build their moral licensing and elevate their sense of self online and 

offline. The end goal with this type of moral licensing behaviour is public audience 

recognition (Lasarov and Hoffmann 2018).  

Second, HNW social media influencers enact the Altruist persona by occasionally 

engaging in altruistic activities (e.g. philanthropy), which, according to their taste regime, 

render luxury consumption more ethical. We discuss these altruistic practices as a form of 
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occasional conspicuous moral licensing. Lasarov and Hoffmann (2018) identify this practice 

as a strategic type of conspicuous moral licensing, as HNW social media influencers also 

occasionally portray their commitment to ethical activities online. This helps these 

influencers build moral credit (Merritt et al. 2010) which may outbalance less ethical 

behaviours. 

Third, HNW social media influencers enact the ‘Good’ Role Model persona through 

the different practices they use to appear generally ‘good’. We discuss this as a form of 

continuous conspicuous moral licensing, in which they engage in small deeds and exemplary 

bearing to appear ‘good’ and, thus, ethical, according to their taste regime. A particularity of 

this persona is that these influencers need to continuously curate the self through impression 

management strategies to maintain their ethical image online. Not doing so can harm their 

image as a generally good person and role model and might result in media backlashes. 

Overall, enactment of these personas on the grounds of moral licensing is fragile 

because HNW social media influencers could be judged as suffering from moral hypocrisy. 

For example, their audiences may believe they enact the personas only to create balance, not 

because of an inherent desire to do ‘good’ (Batson et al. 1999; Lasarov and Hoffmann 2018). 

Furthermore, in line with Goffman’s (1959) front-stage and backstage theatre metaphors, the 

enactment of these personas is, by definition, ‘front-stage’ and public and may not be aligned 

with ‘back-stage’ and more hidden behaviours, thus also leading to moral hypocrisy and 

backlashes in the media. This is unfortunate, as HNW social media influencers leave a 

potentially significant mark on public discourse (Djafarova and Rushworth 2017) and, 

consequently, on their audiences’ construction of ethically responsible luxury consumption. 

These influencers could therefore unintentionally endorse moral hypocrisy as an inevitable 

aspect of luxury lifestyles.  

From a managerial perspective, luxury brands could draw inspiration from our 
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informants’ taste regime (Arsel and Bean 2012) by linking it to the notions of ‘true’ luxury, 

altruistic features, and fit with exemplary behaviour. Doing so will render the consumption of 

luxury brands less in conflict with ethicality. To date, research on influencer marketing has 

explored only a few unethical behaviours of social media influencers, such as promoting 

sponsored products with no disclosure (e.g. Audrezet et al. 2018). However, as social media 

influencers are considered role models and, consequently, opinion leaders (Casaló et al. 

2018), managers need to seriously regard them as ‘informal leaders’ (Pielstick 2000); in other 

words, they are responsible for any ethical or unethical behaviour they exhibit on their social 

media platforms. Moreover, social media influencers have a high impact on their followers, 

who also regard them as having ethical responsibility (Archer et al. 2014). As social media 

influencers are prosumers (consumers and producers) (Ritzer and Jurgenson 2010) 

themselves, it can sometimes be difficult for them to produce content while acting in ethical 

ways. Thus, when deciding to collaborate with HNW social media influencers, managers 

should ensure that the taste regime of these influencers is aligned with what the company 

deems as ethical and unethical online behaviour and that they are aware of their leadership 

role. 

 

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

Given the difficulties in sourcing people with a millennial, HNW, and social media influencer 

profile, the corpus of data collected and analysed represents a valuable window into the world 

of this population. The findings provide new insights into the lived experiences of relevant 

representatives of this critical consumer group (Thompson 1997). These insights, however, 

come at the expense of external validity, which is clearly limited. Thus, although we used a 

multi-data corpus to extract and analyse valuable information on how informants construct 

coherent identity narratives, the findings may not be exhaustive of all taste regimes, moral 
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balancing practices or personas enacted to reconcile tensions between ethicality and luxury 

lifestyles. Future research could address this limitation by using our findings as basis for 

developing a larger-scale study with a similar group of people—for example, millennial 

influencers of lower HNW—to determine whether similar or additional reconciliation 

practices are at play in these contexts.  

Furthermore, drawing on cross-cultural psychology (Kastanakis and Voyer 2014; 

Markus and Kitayama 1991), our results may differ in the extent to which they apply to 

different cultural contexts, especially outside a Western, individualist cultural context. In 

addition, as moral licensing may differ depending on cultural values (Lasarov and Hoffmann 

2018), future research could investigate the nature and relationship between appearing ethical 

and pursuing luxury lifestyles in collectivist versus individualist societies. Cultures vary in 

the extent to which people signal status through conspicuous consumption; in turn, this could 

affect the type of strategy HNW social media influencers adopt in these cultural 

environments. 

Last, social desirability bias may have played a role and shaped responses to an 

explicit display of care for ethics within the narratives. Previous research (Auger et al. 2003) 

indeed suggests that the sensitive nature of ethics as a research topic makes it susceptible to 

this bias. 
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Table 1 Overview of informants 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Table 2 Overview of personas addressed by our informants 
	

Informant 1 2 3 4 5 
Persona:      
Ambassador of ‘True’ Luxury X X X X X 
Altruist X X  X X 
‘Good’ Role Model X X X X X 

	
 
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
 

  

Informant 
# 

Gender Age Family/wealth background # 
Followers 

# of Instagram 
posts gathered 

1 Male 25 Noble, aristocratic heir 202k 288 
2 Male 21 Son of self-made 

millionaire 
52k 97 

3 Female 21 Daughter of a billionaire 
and former politician 

174k 117 

4 Male 26 Son of self-made 
millionaire 

94k 85 

5 Female 24 Daughter of self-made 
billionaire 

110k 275 
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Fig. 1 Personas emanating from consumption-based practices 
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Fig. 2 Example of HNW social media influencer projecting ‘true’ luxury 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 3 Example of what HNW social media influencers consider ‘immoral’ content 
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Fig. 4 Example of an HNW social media influencer’s projection of intellectual cultivation 
 

 
	
	

Fig. 5 Example of an HNW social media influencer appearing moral online, through 
philanthropic acts 
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Fig. 6 HNW social media influencers using relatability techniques to appear to be living 
similar lives as followers 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

	


