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Abstract 

The study aims to offer an understanding of luxury apparel behavioural intention amongst 

middle-class consumers in emerging markets. There is a lack of understanding of luxury 

apparel behavioural intention amongst the middle class in emerging markets, leading to luxury 

apparel marketers developing irrelevant marketing strategies. Consequently, this study uses 

the theory of planned behaviour by incorporating additional luxury-context antecedents and 

including collectivistic constructs and income levels as moderators to understand luxury 

apparel behavioural intention amongst the middle class in South Africa. As South Africa is the 

preferred market for luxury apparel retailers when targeting Africa, the South African middle 

class was deemed an important group to understand. Through the online questionnaire, 629 

responses were obtained. Covariance-based structural equation modelling and moderation 

analysis were used to assess the proposed relationships. The results show that the impact of 

luxury-context antecedents - fashion involvement, materialism-success, brand 

consciousness, status consumption - provide a deeper understanding to how consumers in 

emerging markets differ in their consumption of luxury apparel. The moderating role of 

collectivism reveals that middle-class consumers in emerging markets are concerned with 

conforming and face-saving when purchasing luxury apparel. In addition, the moderating role 

of income levels reveals that middle-class consumers with lower income are more influenced 

by their social groups compared to those with higher income, which suggests that lower-

income groups are more aspirational and seek acceptance. Further insights are provided 

regarding the moderating role of collectivism and income levels on behavioural intention.  
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1 INTRODUCTION  
Luxury apparel demand has increased amongst consumers in emerging markets like South 

Africa, prompting luxury retailers to recognise emerging markets as a growth opportunity 

(Euromonitor International, 2017; Seo & Buchanan-Oliver, 2015). South Africa is regarded as 

the most lucrative market for luxury apparel retailers in Africa, with an annual growth rate of 

5% and an estimated value of over R5.9 billion ($82 billion) by 2023 (Euromonitor 

International, 2018). Middle-class consumers are responsible for this growth, as they aspire 

to obtain social acceptance through the luxury apparel they purchase with their increased 

disposable income (Euromonitor International, 2018; Seo & Buchanan-Oliver, 2015).  

Although middle-class consumers in emerging markets are becoming the focus 

amongst luxury apparel retailers, efforts to understand these consumers are lacking. This is 

due to the assumption that consumers who purchase luxury do so for the same conspicuous 

reasons. Consumers in developed markets have become accustomed to buying luxury 

apparel and no longer perceive their purchases as ostentatious, while emerging-market 

consumers have not experienced the same exposure to luxury apparel and do not use their 

purchases conspicuously (Burger et al., 2015; Euromonitor International, 2017; Seo & 

Buchanan-Oliver, 2015). Incorrectly using conspicuous consumption as the basis of marketing 

strategies has resulted in marketing efforts that do not resonate with middle-class consumers 

in emerging markets (Cui et al., 2015; Hermosilla et al., 2019; Seo & Buchanan-Oliver, 2015). 

Since consumers in emerging and developed markets differ in their demographic and 

psychographic profiles (Tanusondjaja et al., 2015), luxury apparel retailers should understand 

that middle-class consumers prefer not to be stereotyped as “flashy”, “ostentatious”, and 

“materialistic” in how they purchase luxury (Steinfield, 2015) and adjust their marketing 

strategies accordingly. 

Instead of basing marketing strategies on conspicuous consumption, factors like social 

impact (through collectivism) and income levels should form the basis of luxury apparel 

research within emerging markets. Consumers in Africa’s emerging markets are collectivistic, 

where others’ opinions are significant (Chikweche & Fletcher, 2014; Green et al., 2005), and 

they aspire to have social acceptance. Furthermore, emerging-market consumers’ income 

levels are key in their decision-making (Cui et al., 2015; Goldsmith et al., 2012). Accordingly, 

the behavioural intention of the middle class in emerging markets is expected to be more 

complex and a well-established theory should be used to determine their luxury apparel 

purchase intention. The theory of planned behaviour (TPB) is used as it is regarded as an 

accurate behavioural intention model, allowing researchers to include other constructs that 

may be interesting in a particular context (Ajzen, 1991; Phau et al., 2015; White, 2005). From 

a theoretical perspective, adapting the TPB by introducing luxury-context antecedents and 

incorporating moderators offers a comprehensive understanding of the behavioural intention 
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of middle-class consumers in an emerging market. This understanding will benefit luxury 

apparel retailers that recognise middle-class consumers within developed and emerging 

markets differ (Cui et al., 2015; Seo & Buchanan-Oliver, 2015), and require insights into how 

they should develop marketing strategies that resonate with their target audience. 

 

2 LITERATURE REVIEW 
According to Berghaus et al. (2018) luxury products should include the following 

characteristics: high price, high quality, aesthetic value, rarity, extraordinariness and symbolic 

meaning. Ko et al. (2019) who reviewed eight of the most commonly used definitions of luxury, 

five key elements were included in all definitions: quality, value, image, premium pricing and 

deep connection – similar to Berghaus et al. (2018). Therefore, based on the review conducted 

by Ko et al., (2019), a luxury brand is a branded product or service that consumers perceive 

to: 1) be high quality; 2) offer authentic value via desired benefits (whether functional or 

emotional); 3) have a prestigious image within the market built on qualities such as artisanship, 

craftsmanship, or service quality; 4) be worthy of commanding a premium price; and 5) be 

capable of inspiring a deep connection, or resonance, with the consumer (Ko et al., 2019, p. 

406). Although the definition may appear generic, Ko et al. (2019) confirm that consumers in 

various countries may conceptualise the concept of luxury differently which justifies the 

development of a generic definition of luxury. 

 The definition of luxury may be considered generic however, the consumption of luxury 

apparel is not. The majority of research conducted on luxury apparel consumption frame the 

research based on conspicuous consumption undertones. While this focus may have been 

appropriate when a homogenous group of wealthy consumers were purchasing luxury 

apparel, it is no longer valid today (Chandon, Laurent, & Valette-Florence, 2016; Chen & 

Lamberti, 2015). Nowadays, consumers of luxury apparel are categorised as a heterogeneous 

group of consumers who are influenced by their social groups and culture and are typically 

middle-class consumers (Seo et al., 2015) who purchase luxury apparel to improve their social 

image and acceptance within their social groups (Hudders & Pandelaere, 2012; O’Cass, 

2001). This indicates that research on luxury consumption should focus on overall behaviour 

to determine true motivations instead of relying as conspicuous consumption.  

 The TPB posits that the more favourable the attitude and social norm concerning 

behaviour and the greater the perceived behavioural control (PBC), the stronger an 

individual’s intention to perform the behaviour (Chiu & Leng, 2015). Although the TPB has 

been criticised widely (Ajzen, 2011; Amin et al., 2016), it is still a comprehensive theoretical 

model for predicting human behaviour (Blackwell et al., 2006; Phau et al., 2015; White, 2005). 

The TPB is the most applicable theoretical model for this study for two reasons. Firstly, when 

consumers purchase luxury apparel, social value is important, as they buy luxury apparel to 
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conform to their social group’s expectations (Jain et al., 2017). The TPB includes a measure 

of social value through social norms, making it an appropriate theoretical base for a study on 

luxury apparel consumption (Jain et al., 2017). Secondly, this study is the first of its kind, 

focusing on the middle class in South Africa as a whole and investigating the impact additional 

antecedents and constructs may have on the behavioural intention towards luxury apparel, 

which calls for the use of a well-established theory allowing context-related amendments. The 

TPB includes various antecedents and constructs to further understand behaviour, and 

researchers are encouraged to include applicable antecedents and constructs to better predict 

behaviour (Sutton, 1998). The most common luxury-context antecedents used to understand 

luxury apparel consumption are materialism, fashion involvement, brand consciousness, and 

status consumption (Celik & Kocaman, 2017), Kim et al., 2012, Park et al., 2007, Yim et al., 

2014, Zhang & Kim ,2013). Although these antecedents are imperative to understand luxury 

apparel consumption (Jin & Kang, 2011; Park et al., 2007; Zhang & Kim, 2013), the above-

mentioned studies did not measure all of the luxury-context antecedents in one study, thus 

this research incorporates these antecedents in one theoretical model. This study used the 

traditional constructs in the TPB (attitude, social norms, and PBC) and included additional 

antecedents and constructs to understand how South African middle-class consumers intend 

to purchase luxury apparel.  

2.1 Luxury apparel and the South African middle-class 

Most emerging markets show a growth in the middle class owing to the reduction in income 

inequality and the growing support of entrepreneurial activities (African Development Bank 

Group, 2014). Euromonitor International (2020) confirms this growth, reporting that in 2018 

there were 679 million middle-class households within emerging markets with a spending 

power of $17.2 trillion; while in developed markets, there were 176 million households 

spending $11.8 trillion. South Africa reportedly contains the most lucrative middle class due to 

its size. The middle class in other emerging countries, such as Brazil, Russia, Egypt, and India, 

account for 3–8% of its population, while South Africa’s middle class comprise 31% of the 

population (Africa Check, 2018). Consequently, retailers are becoming more cognisant of 

emerging markets like South Africa offering substantial expansion opportunities (Euromonitor 

International, 2017).  

  Middle-class consumers use luxury apparel to enhance their social status and reflect 

their wealth (Kardes, 2016). South African middle-class consumers demand luxury, but luxury 

apparel retailers have not realised that middle-class consumers in emerging markets differ to 

those in developed markets, assuming that all middle-class consumers have uniform spending 

habits (Williams, 2017). In addition, research on South Africa’s middle class has been limited 

in two areas. Firstly, most research has focused on the black middle class, instead of South 
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Africa’s entire middle class (Anderson & Nhlapo, 2009; Burger et al., 2015). This has prompted 

marketing strategies focusing on the consumer’s race instead of their purchasing behaviour. 

Secondly, the definition of the middle class is another challenge in South Africa (Burger & 

McAravey, 2014). When defining the middle class in other markets, income levels are used. 

However, as income inequality is apparent in South Africa, using income as the sole classifier 

of the middle class would be unrealistic, and a broader definition is necessary (African 

Development Bank Group, 2014; Leibbrandt et al., 2012; Lemanski, 2017). In this study, the 

middle class are people who have achieved literacy (at least seven years of education); have 

access to key public services (electricity, clean water, and sanitation); are employed or live in 

a household with an employed member; have access to information; and live in a household 

with a stove and a refrigerator (Burger & McAravey, 2014). 

2.2 The conceptual model and hypothesis development  

The proposed conceptual model (presented in Figure 1) demonstrates how additional luxury-

context antecedents are incorporated into the TPB and the use of moderators (cultural 

variables and income) in this study.  

 

2.2.1 Luxury-context antecedents of attitude and social norms 

The first proposed antecedent to attitude in a luxury context is materialism, which is a “set of 

centrally held beliefs about the importance of possessions in one’s life” (Richins & Dawson, 

1992, p. 55). These beliefs impact the products consumers’ purchase, where materialism is 

important to understand when appearance- and status-related products are involved (Park et 

al., 2007). For example, when consumers are materialistic, they acquire valuable possessions 

to communicate their success and wealth to their social group (Durvasula & Lysonki, 2010). 

According to Hudders and Pandelaere (2012), materialistic consumers purchase luxury 

apparel due to the associated happiness and reflection of wealth and success. As attitude 

reflects the emotional response within the TPB (Alserhan et al., 2015), it is suggested that 

materialism is an antecedent to attitude in a luxury context (Liao & Wang, 2009), and the 

following hypothesis is proposed: 

H1: Materialism significantly and positively impacts attitude.  

 

Fashion involvement, the second proposed antecedent to attitude, is as “an individual’s 

favourable feelings and associations about the accepted styles of luxury products as 

meaningful, important, and engaging” (Bhaduri & Stanforth, 2017, p. 179). Consumers who 

like fashion tend to seek approval for their purchases from their social group, thereby 

amplifying their involvement in fashion (Bhaduri & Stanforth, 2017). In a luxury context, fashion 
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FIGURE 1. Presents the conceptual model developed for this study  
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involvement is crucial, as consumers who buy luxury apparel want to be regarded as 

trendsetters and seek approval from their social group (Jain & Mishra, 2020; Kim et al., 2012). 

Consequently, consumers who purchase luxury apparel are highly involved in fashion 

(O’Cass, 2004). This suggests that what the consumers deem fashionable will directly impact 

their attitudes, which are often socially motivated (Alserhan et al., 2015). Hence, the more 

consumers perceive the luxury apparel brand as being socially acceptable and trendy, the 

more positive their attitudes will be (Celik & Kocaman, 2017; Kim et al., 2012; O’Cass, 2004). 

Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed:  

H2: Fashion involvement significantly and positively impacts attitude.  

 

The final proposed antecedent to attitude, brand consciousness, is described by Ye et al. 

(2012) as the psychological preference for well-known brands. This is impacted by how 

exposed the consumers are to the brand and whether it reflects their personalities (Nan & 

Heo, 2007). Brand-conscious consumers tend to be sensitive to the brand name and seek 

products from a brand that reflects their personality (Nan & Heo, 2007). In a luxury context, a 

consumer’s level of brand consciousness is amplified, as brand-conscious consumers tend to 

purchase expensive, well-known luxury apparel brands they believe enhance their image in 

their social group (Zhang & Kim, 2013). This is expected to impact consumers’ attitudes 

towards luxury apparel, as brand-conscious consumers tend to develop favourable attitudes 

towards luxury apparel (Yim et al., 2014). This is because luxury apparel gives consumers a 

positive image amongst their social group, making them more conscious of the brands they 

purchase and shaping their attitude towards certain luxury apparel brands (Sharda & Bhat, 

2018). This indicates that consumers’ level of brand consciousness will impact their attitude 

towards specific luxury apparel brands (Zhang & Kim, 2013). Consequently, the following 

hypothesis is proposed: 

H3: Brand consciousness significantly and positively impacts attitude.  

Status consumption is proposed as the antecedent to social norms. Status consumption is 

“the motivations and practices that consumers adopt to improve their social standing through 

the use of products that signal social status to other consumers” (Grotts and Johnson, 2013, 

p. 284). Status consumption is influential in a luxury apparel context, as consumers seeking 

status purchase products that allow them to communicate status and wealth to their social 

group (Gil et al., 2012; Goldsmith et al., 2012; Phau et al., 2015). This indicates that consumers 

who purchase luxury apparel aim to validate their position within their social group (Grotts & 

Johnson, 2013). This is especially true within the South African context where consumers are 

status-motivated and purchase clothing according to their social group’s expectations to obtain 

approval (Cronje et al., 2016). Hence, the following hypothesis is proposed: 

H4: Status consumption significantly and positively impacts social norms. 
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2.2.2 Direct effect of attitude, perceived behavioural control and social norms on 

behavioural intention 

Attitude is based on a predisposition and determines whether people will respond favourably 

or unfavourably to an object (Ajzen, 1991; Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010; Schade et al., 2016). 

Researchers should focus on attitudes, as consumers use these to guide their intentions and 

behaviour (Ajzen, 2001; De Houwer et al., 2013). As luxury apparel purchases are emotionally 

and socially motivated, the attitude construct in the TPB gives researchers important insights 

into the behavioural intention towards luxury apparel (Alserhan et al., 2015). A favourable 

attitude towards luxury apparel urges consumers to commit to the behaviour and make 

favourable decisions (Jain & Khan, 2017; Loureiro & Araújo, 2014). Thus, the following 

hypothesis is presented: 

H5:  Attitude significantly and positively impacts behavioural intention. 

 

Social norms refer to whether the brand or product consumers purchase is socially acceptable 

in their social group (Lakmali & Kajendra, 2017; Son et al., 2013). Consumers want to adhere 

to their social group’s expectations and purchase products based on others’ opinions (Hegner 

et al., 2017). The social norms construct comprises normative beliefs (i.e., the trust placed in 

the social group and their opinion) and motivation to comply (i.e., complying with the social 

group’s expectations) (Bearden et al., 1990), which are influential in luxury purchasing (Phau 

et al., 2015). As luxury apparel is used in a public setting, consumers are motivated by their 

desires to fit in and purchase luxury apparel allowing them to do so (Karjaluoto et al., 2016; 

Phau et al., 2015). Thus, as luxury apparel purchases reflect people’s images and their social 

groups’ opinions impact their intention to buy luxury apparel (Phau et al., 2015), the following 

hypotheses are presented: 

H6: Social norms significantly and positively impact behavioural intention.  

H7: Normative beliefs significantly and positively impact social norms.  

H8: Motivation to comply significantly and positively impacts social norms.  

 

In the TPB, the PBC is the degree of difficulty that individuals perceive when performing a 

specific behaviour (Armitage & Conner, 2001). PBC allows the measurement of resources or 

opportunities that could be outside of consumers’ control (Ajzen, 1991). For example, 

consumers may not feel as though they are able to choose the correct apparel, resulting in 

them not feeling in control. Thus, this construct lets researchers understand how consumers’ 

perceived level of control impacts their intention to engage in behaviour. The most accurate 

method to measuring PBC is to include capacity (a person’s ability to perform the behaviour) 

and autonomy (a person’s perception of control over the behaviour) (Ajzen, 2002; Brickell et 

al., 2006; Kidwell & Jewell, 2010) – the greater the control, the more likely the person is to 
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perform the behaviour. Although luxury apparel purchases are usually within the consumer’s 

control, thus making PBC irrelevant, PBC has been found to impact luxury apparel behavioural 

intention (Gil et al., 2012; Jin & Kang, 2011). This is because confident consumers may be 

willing to purchase luxury apparel, but the control they have over their financial resources may 

negatively impact their behavioural intention (Bagheri, 2014; Lakmali & Kajendra, 2017). Gao 

(2009) found that, in China, the PBC had the greatest impact on luxury apparel purchase 

intentions. As luxury apparel behavioural intention is expected to be affected by PBC, the 

following hypothesis is presented: 

H9: PBC significantly and positively impacts the behavioural intention of luxury apparel. 

 

2.2.3 Moderating role of face-saving and group conformity (collectivism)  

Luxury apparel purchases were found to be socially driven, where consumers want to conform 

to their social group’s expectations (Chiu & Leng, 2015). This suggests that when buying 

luxury apparel, consumers behave collectively, purchasing apparel they believe their social 

group will approve of (Phau et al., 2015). As luxury purchases are collective, it is worthwhile 

understanding collectivism’s role in behavioural intention. Although the TPB offers social 

norms as a construct to explain how consumers behave according to their social group’s 

expectations, this does not measure collectivism’s role (Malhotra & McCort, 2001). Instead, 

two additional constructs developed by Lee (1991) – face-saving and group conformity – 

enable researchers to understand collectivism’s role in the TPB. Incorporating these two 

constructs in the TPB has been supported by researchers (Chung & Psyarchik, 2010; Le 

Monkhouse et al., 2012; Siu et al., 2016; Son et al., 2013), as it allows an accurate predication 

of behavioural intention.  

Face-saving refers to the consumers’ position in their social network (Jin & Kang, 

2011), whereas group conformity relates to beliefs or actions altered by group pressures (Son 

et al., 2013). Siu et al. (2016) concurred that the TPB supports the idea that face-saving is a 

self-esteem maintenance process relating to a desire to avoid losing face in front of others. 

Consequently, humiliation may arise from how individuals are treated by their social group and 

consumers may feel forced to meet others’ expectations to save face. Alternatively, group 

conformity is evident in cases where individuals feel pressure to comply with the social norms, 

regardless of their own views (Chung & Pysarchik, 2000). When including the constructs in 

the TPB, it is agreed that face-saving and group conformity should be used as moderators to 

independent constructs in the TPB (attitude, PBC, and social norms) and behavioural 

intention. This changes the weighting of the constructs and improves the predictability of the 

TPB model (Lee et al., 2006), and offers an understanding of the role collectivistic constructs 

play in luxury apparel behavioural intention. Thus, the following hypotheses are proposed: 
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H10a: Face-saving moderates the relationship between attitude and behavioural 

intention to purchase luxury apparel. 

H10b: Face-saving moderates the relationship between PBC and behavioural intention 

to purchase luxury apparel. 

H10c: Face-saving moderates the relationship between social norms and behavioural 

intention to purchase luxury apparel. 

H11a: Group conformity moderates the relationship between attitude behavioural 

intention to purchase luxury apparel. 

H11b: Group conformity moderates the relationship between PBC and behavioural 

intention to purchase luxury apparel.  

H11c: Group conformity moderates the relationship between social norms and 

behavioural intention to purchase luxury apparel. 

 

2.2.4 Moderating role of South African middle-class income levels   

Due to the study’s context (luxury apparel behavioural intention), income levels are used to 

segment the middle class into emerging and established middle-class consumers. Emerging 

middle-class consumers have a disposable income of R9 084–R31 500 ($626–$2 173/€561–

€1 948) per month, whereas established middle-class consumers earn R31 501–R65 350 

($2 174–$4 510/€1 949–€4 041) per month after deductions (“What you need to know about 

South Africa’s middle class”, 2016). 

Segmenting the middle class into two income levels offers the potential to further 

understand the middle class and their intention to purchase luxury apparel. The two groups’ 

behaviour is expected to differ as the established middle-class consumers (higher income) 

have been in the middle class for some time and may not purchase luxury as frequently, while 

the emerging middle-class consumers (lower income) may purchase luxury apparel more 

frequently to conform to social norms (Burger et al., 2015; Mai & Tambyah, 2011). Thus, 

behaviour amongst the two income groups is expected to differ through moderation, as income 

levels impact behavioural intention (Eizenberg & Salvo, 2015; Wong & Zeng, 2015). Hence, 

the following hypotheses are proposed: 

H12a: Middle-class income levels moderate the relationship between attitude and 

behavioural intention to purchase luxury apparel. 

H12b: Middle-class income levels moderate the relationship between PBC and 

behavioural intention to purchase luxury apparel. 

H12c: Middle-class income levels moderate the relationship between social norms and 

behavioural intention to purchase luxury apparel. 
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3 METHOD 
3.1 Sampling  

This study’s unit of analysis included South African middle-class consumers at a certain 

income level, who reside in Gauteng and have purchased luxury apparel in the past six months 

from luxury apparel retailers. Gauteng was chosen as it is regarded South Africa’s economic 

hub and where most luxury apparel purchases are made (Grange, 2015), and boasts the 

largest middle-class representation (Statistics SA, 2018). Non-probability sampling was 

executed by a well-established research agency that used its research panel to identify 

respondents who met the criteria. A sample of 650 respondents was predicted for this study, 

comprising 325 emerging middle-class and 325 established middle-class consumers.  

 

3.2 Measuring instrument and data collection 

Data was collected for this study via a self-administered online questionnaire comprising 

mostly close-ended questions. The questionnaire revealed the respondents’ demographic 

profile and luxury apparel patronage habits, and included existing scales adapted from 

previous studies to measure the constructs in the conceptual model. Table 1 presents the 

constructs, their corresponding items, and the source of each scale. All scales in Table 1, 

excluding attitude and PBC, were measured using a seven-point Likert-type scale, where 1 

indicated “strongly disagree” and 7 indicated “strongly agree”. The attitude and PBC scales 

were measured using seven-point semantic differential scales with bipolar descriptors. 

 

Data was collected using an online questionnaire, before starting the questionnaire, 

respondents were informed of their ethical rights and consented to participating in the study.  

The questionnaire’s screening questions ensured respondents who completed the 

questionnaire formed part of the target population (i.e., middle class with a certain level of 

disposable income). Six-hundred and twenty-nine completed responses were received, with 

318 respondents classified as emerging middle-class and 311 as established middle-class 

consumers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

11



 

 

 

12



 

 

13



 

 

14



 

 

3.3. Data analysis  

IBM’s SPSS version 25 was used to compute the descriptive statistics and assess the 

normality of the data. Through Mplus version 8, CB-SEM was used to estimate the 

measurement and structural models. Using CB-SEM was deemed appropriate as it accounts 

for measurement error (Strasheim, 2014) and tests interrelationships. When estimating the 

measurement model, the purpose was to test the psychometric properties of the scales 

adapted for this study by assessing the model fit, convergent and discriminant validity. CB-

SEM was also used to estimate the structural model, specifically hypotheses H1 to H9. As the 

data was not normally distributed, the measurement and structural models were estimated 

using the MLM estimator, which is robust to non-normality (Muthén and Muthén, 1998-

2010:533) and the Satorra-Bentler chi-square fit index. Indirect effects were tested using 

Hayes’s PROCESS macro, these tests focused on hypotheses H10 to H12c. In addition, 

variance inflation factors were inspected and none were higher than 5 therefore indicating that 

there were no multicollinearity concerns. Moreover, Harman single factor analyses revealed 

that no single factor explained the majority of the variance in the study. Therefore, this reveals 

that multicollinearity and common method bias were not factors in this study. 

 

4 FINDINGS 
4.1 Demographics and patronage habits 

Of the 629 respondents, there was an equal distribution in terms of income levels, with 50.6% 

being classified as emerging middle-class consumers (lower-income level) and 49.4% being 

classified as established middle-class consumers (higher-income level). The respondents 

comprised 53.9% males and 46.1% females. Most respondents were aged 30–41 (33.1%) 

and were married with children in their households (36.1%). Lastly, most participants (38.9%) 

spent less than R1 999.99 ($138/€124) per month on luxury apparel, followed by R2 000–R3 

999.99 ($139–$276/€125–€247) per month (32.8%). 
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4.2 Measurement model 

The measurement model revealed acceptable fit (Satorra-Bentler /df = 2.717; 

RMSEA = 0.052; CFI = 0.918; TLI = 0.909; SRMR = 0.060). Table 2 presents the construct 

reliability and validity for the model, and descriptive statistics for each item.  

 

The results in Table 2 reveal that the data is reliable and valid, as the AVE values are above 

0.5, the CR values are greater than 0.7, and the Cronbach alpha scores are above 0.7 (Hair 

et al., 2013; Hooper et al., 2008). To assess construct validity, the Fornell and Larcker (1981) 

procedure was followed, based on this procedure, it was observed that the square root of the 

AVE exceeded its correlation with most constructs, except for: fashion involvement and brand 

consciousness; social norms and status consumption; and social norms and group conformity. 

To further assess discriminant validity for these constructs, the procedure proposed by Shiu 

et al. (2011) was followed, allowing a fixed model to be measured against a free model. The 

fixed model is set to a fixed correlation of 1.0 and the free model is freely estimated (Farrell, 

2010). If the free model, with a drop of one degree of freedom, presents a  value greater 

than 3.84, then discriminant validity between the two constructs is supported. These 

constructs revealed values greater than 3.84, providing sufficient evidence for construct 

validity. As the measurement model supplied sufficient evidence of construct validity and 

reliability, the structural model was estimated based on the conceptual model presented in 

Figure 1.  

 

4.3 Structural model 

The structural model tested H1–9 and revealed acceptable fit (Satorra-Bentler /df = 3.23; 

RMSEA = 0.060; CFI = 0.903; TLI = 0.894; SRMR = 0.074). Although the /df is slightly above 

the cut-off of 3 and the TLI is slightly below the 0.09 cut-off, Hair et al. (2015) suggested that 

the range of absolute and incremental model fit indices be assessed and that the theory should 

not be compromised. The results of the structural model are presented in Table 3.  
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H1–3 were developed to test the relationships between the luxury-context proposed 

antecedents and attitude. Table 3 shows that materialism-success and fashion involvement 

have statistically significant relationships with attitude. The relationship between fashion 

involvement and attitude (H2) was positive and significant (β = 0.544; p = 0.0001), since 

fashion involvement is related to a consumer’s need to remain engaged with fashion trends 

and to receive social acceptance (Celik & Kocaman, 2017). Bhaduri and Stanforth (2017) add 

that due to luxury apparel being expensive, consumers want to be more involved, which 

impacts their attitudes. This is consistent with research on emerging markets (Kim et al., 2012; 

Zhang & Kim, 2013). Replicating the study in a developed market, Kim and Zhang (2015) 

found a significant and positive relationship between fashion involvement and attitude towards 

luxury. This is because consumers purchasing luxury apparel are more fashion-conscious, 

using luxury apparel to communicate status amongst their social group (Cui et al., 2015). 

Therefore, fashion involvement is an important element when studying luxury apparel 

consumption – regardless of whether the study is in an emerging or developed market. 

The relationship between materialism-success and attitude (H3) was negative (β = -

0.157; p = 0.001). Zhang and Kim (2013) found materialism to have a marginally significant 

relationship with attitude in a luxury context; whereas this study found that the more 

materialistic consumers are, the more negative their attitude towards luxury apparel is. This 

indicates that the seminal materialism scale used (developed by Richins, 2004) in this study 
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may not be applicable to all emerging markets. The seminal scale consisted of three 

dimensions (happiness, centrality and success) and were used to measure the materialism 

construct in this study. However, only the items relating to the ‘success’ dimension met the 

factor loading criteria. Therefore, the measure of materialism in this study relates to 

materialism-success. Although Zhang and Kim’s (2013) study was conducted in an emerging 

market, most of the items loaded onto the success and centrality sub-dimensions, which 

explains why this study’s findings differ (as success was the only sub-dimension included). 

Cho et al. (2016) suggest that the materialism sub-dimensions (success, centrality, and 

happiness) will differ according to the country’s level of collectivism. As in the case of this 

study whereby the materialism construct only measured through the success dimension. 

Although South Africa is collectivistic (Chikweche & Fletcher, 2014; Green et al., 2005), 

research has found that South African consumers relate materialism to happiness and not 

success (Guse & Jesse, 2014), suggesting that these consumers view their possessions as a 

means of deriving pleasure instead of the quality and quantity of their possessions (as shown 

by the success sub-dimension) (Cho et al., 2016). Furthermore, South African middle-class 

consumers tend to associate materialism with negative connotations (greedy, ostentatious), 

and due to the vast income inequality gaps in emerging markets, particularly South Africa 

(Sulla & Zikhali, 2018), they may not want to appear materialistic. This suggests that 

consumers across emerging markets differ in their perceptions of materialism.  

The relationship between brand consciousness and attitude (H4), was the only 

relationship in the structural model found to be insignificant (β = 0.047; p = 0.470), which 

contradicts the findings of Zhang and Kim (2013). A possible explanation of the finding in this 

study could be the lack of exposure to luxury apparel in South Africa. Luxury apparel stores 

are only available in selected shopping centres in three of the nine cities, Johannesburg, 

Pretoria, and Cape Town (Grange, 2015), indicating that consumers may be less aware and 

conscious of the luxury apparel available. In a study by Mukherjee et al. (2012) in India, the 

same finding was reported, as the consumers were only recently exposed to luxury apparel 

brands in selected locations. In a more recent study by Sharda and Bhat (2019), a significant 

and positive relationship was found between brand consciousness and attitude towards luxury 

apparel. This suggests that the more consumers are aware of a brand, the more conscious 

they become (Ye et al., 2012).  

H4 and H7–8 were developed to test the relationship between antecedents and social 

norms. All three proposed antecedents – normative beliefs (β = 0.157; p = 0.0001), motivation 

to comply (β = 0.262; p = 0.0001), and status consumption (β = 0.620; p = 0.0001) – were 

found to have a significant and positive relationship with social norms, which resulted in H4 

and H7–8 being accepted. Normative beliefs and motivation to comply were established 

relationships within the TPB and the results of this study correspond with the findings of 
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Summers et al. (2006). Status consumption was the last luxury-context antecedent tested and 

the results suggest that consumers use luxury apparel to express their status amongst their 

social group. South African consumers are status-driven and use apparel to communicate this 

(Cronje et al., 2016). Thus, the more consumers are driven by their need to communicate 

status, the more they will conform to the expectations of their social group.  

H5, H6, and H9 were developed to test the structural paths between the three key TPB 

constructs (attitude, social norms, and PBC). All three relationships were found to be 

statistically significant, with the relationships between attitude and the behavioural intention 

(H5) (β = 0.294; p = 0.0001), and social norms and behavioural intention (H6) (β = 0.297; p = 

0.0001) being positive and significant. However, the relationship between PBC and 

behavioural intention towards luxury apparel (H9) was found to be negative (β = -0.077; p = 

0.032), resulting in H9 being rejected. The finding relating to attitude supports Babin and Harris 

(2016), as attitudes significantly impacts behaviour and are difficult to alter. Additionally, the 

finding relating to social norms and luxury apparel behavioural intention can be explained by 

luxury apparel being used to project the consumers’ image (Loureiro & Araújo, 2014). Although 

PBC had a significant relationship with luxury apparel behavioural intention, it was negative. 

Armitage and Conner (2001) explained that PBC should not have a positive relationship with 

behavioural intention when the consumer is making a conscious choice. Consequently, the 

study confirms that purchasing luxury apparel is a conscious choice and a negative 

relationship between the PBC and behavioural intention should be expected in a luxury 

apparel context. The results are presented in Figure 2. 

 

4.4 Moderation analyses  

H10a–12c were developed to test the moderation of the collectivism constructs (face-saving and 

group conformity) and the middle-class income levels. Table 4 presents the interaction effects 

and p-values for the first set of moderation analyses relating to the collectivism constructs – 

H10a–11c – to test whether the collectivism constructs affect the three relationships in the TPB.  
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FIGURE 2. Presentation of structural equation modelling results 
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From Table 4, the only non-significant effect found was face-saving on the relationship 

between attitude and behavioural intention (p = 0.118), resulting in H10a not being accepted. 

This could be because face-saving refers to consumers’ social network and how they fit in 

based on their reputation and self-worth (Jin & Kang, 2011). As the relationship was tested 

after an attitude was formed, consumers may have considered their face-saving before 

forming their attitude, resulting in face-saving not moderating the relationship between attitude 

and behavioural intention. However, the interaction effects of face-saving on the relationships 

between PBC and behavioural intention (H10b) and social norms and behavioural intention 

(H10c) were found to be significant, reporting p-values of 0.002. This resulted in H10b–c being 

accepted. Thus, consumers seeking to enhance their reputation amongst their social group, 

would purchase luxury apparel their social group approves of.  

H11a–c tested the interaction effects of group conformity on the key relationships in the 

TPB. The interaction of group conformity between attitude and behavioural intention was 

significant (p = 0.030), resulting in H11a being accepted. The interaction of group conformity 

between PBC and behavioural intention was also significant (p = 0.012), resulting in H11b being 

accepted. Lastly, the interaction of group conformity between social norms and behavioural 
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intention was significant (p = 0.012), too, resulting in H11c being accepted. These results are 

due to South African consumers being driven by their need for social acceptance and 

purchasing products that will assist them in achieving this (Stiehler, 2016). Therefore, the more 

pressure consumers feel, the more likely they are to conform to their social group’s 

expectations.  

The last moderation analyses tested the effect of middle-class income levels (emerging 

and established middle-class income levels) on the three key relationships in the TPB, 

represented by H12a–c. Table 5 presents these results. 

From Table 5, it is evident that middle-class income levels do not affect the 

relationships between attitude and behavioural intention, nor PBC and behavioural intention, 

resulting in H12a–b not being accepted. This indicates that income levels do not affect 

consumers’ attitude or perceived control when intending to purchase luxury apparel. However, 

middle-class income levels moderate the relationship between social norms and behavioural 

intention. Social norms have a significant relationship with the intention to purchase luxury 

apparel in this study, which is understandable as consumers would be willing to spend more 

of their income to attain social approval. It can be observed that the behavioural intention for 

established middle-class consumers (higher-income earners) is higher than for emerging 

middle-class consumers (lower-income earners). The impact of social norms on behavioural 

intention is stronger for emerging middle-class consumers which can be explained by these 

consumers have only recently been exposed to an increase in disposable income and may be 

motivated to purchase luxury apparel that would allow them to conform with their social group’s 

expectations and achieve social acceptance (Burger et al., 2015; Mai & Tambyah, 2011), while 

established middle-class (higher disposable income levels) may not feel as much social 

pressure.  
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5 CONCLUSION AND CONTRIBUTIONS 
5.1 Theoretical contributions 

Overall, this study has provided an understanding of how middle-class South African 

consumers intend on purchasing luxury apparel through a wider lens compared to previous 

studies where conspicuous consumption was the focus (Atwal & Bryson, 2014). The use of 

the TPB within this study’s context provides a theoretical contribution as it allowed for a better 

understanding of the middle-class (emerging market) consumers’ behavioural intention 

towards luxury apparel. Specifically, by understanding how middle-class consumers in 

emerging markets form attitudes, their perception of control and social norms impact their 

intention to purchase luxury apparel. Further to the use of the TPB in this study, by including 

the luxury-context antecedents, the study provides further theoretical contributions, especially 

in terms of materialism-success, brand consciousness, and status consumption.  

The study found that the more materialistic consumers are, the less positive their 

attitude towards their luxury apparel is (H1). This is a theoretical contribution, as literature 

(Sharda & Bhat, 2018; Zhang & Kim, 2013) suggests that emerging-market consumers are 

materialistic in their attitudes towards luxury apparel, and it could be argued that consumers 
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in certain emerging markets are more cognisant of the social cost of being seen as 

materialistic (greedy and ostentatious). Therefore, consumers in emerging markets may not 

conform to the understanding of materialism in a developed context (across all sub-

dimensions: success, centrality, and happiness) as measured using the seminal scale 

developed by Richins (2004). Instead, as the findings of this and other studies (Zhang & Kim, 

2013) suggest that consumers from different cultures differ with regards to their perception of 

materialism – as in the case of this study where materialism referred to success. As 

materialism is linked to individualistic cultures (Liao & Wang, 2009), it explains why the 

relationship between materialism and attitude may differ depending on culture. The study 

conducted by Zhang and Kim (2013) where the perception of materialism between consumers 

in the USA and China were compared, confirms this as there were differences observed 

amongst these two groups. Consumers from collective cultures tend to purchase luxury goods 

in order to reflect success. Therefore, within emerging markets where the culture may be more 

collective, different perceptions of materialism may be evident (as compared to individualistic 

cultures), indicating that the sub-dimensions of materialism should be explored before 

claiming that a group is materialistic.  

The brand consciousness luxury-context antecedent provides a theoretical 

contribution, as the relationship with attitude was found to be insignificant (H3), contradicting 

the findings of other studies conducted in luxury contexts (Yim et al., 2014; Zhang et al., 2013). 

Although South African consumers are brand-conscious (Chase, Legoete, & Van Wamelen, 

2010), South African consumers have only recently been exposed to luxury apparel, which is 

available in two of the nine provinces in South Africa (within four shopping centres) (Grange, 

2015) suggesting that the majority are less brand conscious because of their lack of exposure 

to luxury apparel. In a study conducted in India, consumers were not as brand-conscious as 

expected which was due to their recent exposure luxury brands and the availability of the 

luxury brands was limited to selected locations (Murkherjee, Satija, Goyal, Mantrala, & Zou, 

2012), Consequently, the theoretical contribution is that consumers are typically only brand 

conscious towards brands that they are exposed to and as exposure increases, the level of 

brand consciousness would increase. This is supported by the notion that the level of a 

consumer’s brand consciousness is based on the awareness and exposure to the brand (Liao 

& Wang, 2009; Soh et al., 2017). 

The status consumption luxury-context antecedent provided a theoretical contribution, 

as the relationship between status consumption and social norms (within this context) is yet 

to be examined. As the result was significant (H4), it reveals that middle-class South Africans 

are cognisant of their status, using luxury apparel to communicate this and obtain social 

approval. This suggests that when studying emerging-market consumers, status consumption 
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should be considered, as these consumers purchase products to obtain social approval and 

enhance their status amongst their social group.  

Another theoretical contribution refers to the use of cultural variables as moderators to 

the key relationships in the TPB. The traditional TPB developed by Ajzen (1991) did not 

include measures for external influence – expect for social norms. By incorporating additional 

cultural variables – accounting for external influences – this study was able to more accurately 

predict luxury apparel behavioural intention. Furthermore, Lee (1991) introduced the cultural 

variables (face-saving and group conformity) as antecedents to certain constructs in the TPB 

and not as moderators, as in this study. Operationalising these cultural variables as 

moderators allowed the effect that the variables have on key relationships in the TPB to be 

measured. This provided more insight into the South African middle-class consumers, 

revealing they use luxury apparel to gain social acceptance with their social groups. 

The last theoretical contribution relates to using income as a moderator to the key 

relationships in the TPB. Research on South Africa’s middle class tends to utilise race to 

explain the increase in luxury apparel spending, but this ignores other possible influencers like 

income levels, which directly influence the amount of disposable income – a key consideration 

for luxury apparel purchases (Anderson & Nhlapo, 2009; “Bandwagon consumption”, 2017; 

Burger et al., 2015). Therefore, this study contributes to the theoretical understanding of how 

consumers in emerging markets, particularly South Africa, are influenced by their different 

income levels when intending to purchase luxury apparel. More specifically, the study 

contributes by explaining that middle-class consumers with lower income (emerging middle 

class) are more impacted by their social groups, compared to those with higher income 

(established middle class). This suggests that middle-class consumers with lower levels of 

disposable income strive to meet the expectations of their social groups compared to those 

who have higher disposable income levels. This is a theoretical contribution as proposes that 

consumers with higher levels of disposable income do not necessarily strive to conform to 

their social group’s expectations and are perhaps more individualistic in their purchasing 

behaviour of luxury apparel. 

 

5.2 Managerial contributions  

The study offers luxury apparel retailers various insights, especially within the South African 

market where luxury apparel retailers enter South Africa as a starting point for the rest of Africa 

(Euromonitor International, 2018). Research reveals that luxury apparel retailers should not 

focus on delivering generic materialistic undertones in their marketing strategies. The results 

of this study and Zhang and Kim’s (2013) study differ in their perceptions of materialism. 

Consumers may differ in their perception of materialism, for instance, in South Africa the word 

‘materialistic’ has a negative connotation (being greedy and ostentatious) which may be 
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explained by the country’s large income inequity gaps (Sulla & Zikhali, 2018). Thus, marketers 

of luxury apparel retailers should aim to understand materialism perceptions amongst their 

target market (success, centrality, and happiness) before developing their marketing 

strategies. As is the case in this study where materialism relates to success. Although it is 

assumed that middle-class consumers are brand-conscious (Euromonitor International, 2018), 

the study revealed that brand consciousness does not have a significant relationship with the 

attitude of luxury apparel within the South African context. This may be explained by the fact 

that luxury apparel brands are still relatively new to South Africans – for instance, the Diamond 

Walk in Sandton City was only launched in 2015 (“Diamond Walk”, 2020). Therefore, as the 

study found that South African middle-class consumers are fashion conscious, luxury apparel 

retailers should focus on offering fashionable, high-quality apparel to impact attitudes, instead 

of relying on brand consciousness to shape attitude. Suggesting that luxury apparel retailers 

should ensure that their apparel reflects the latest trends and styles. This is especially 

important for emerging-market middle-class consumers who want to appear fashionable 

amongst peers (Cui et al., 2015; Euromonitor International, 2017). In order to achieve this, 

luxury apparel retailers could make use of influencers who consumers trust and whose 

appearance they would like to emulate (Karjaluoto et al., 2016). 

Furthermore, the status consumption antecedent was the strongest relationship within 

the conceptual model, thus stressing its importance. This indicates that luxury apparel retailers 

should ensure their luxury apparel signals status to consumers and their social group (e.g. 

ensuring the store communicates status, and the apparel is of the highest quality). This could 

be achieved by ensuring that consumers consider the luxury apparel brand as exclusive and 

unique with regards to its availability (i.e. the use of flagship stores). Although luxury apparel 

in South Africa is only available through certain locations, luxury apparel retailers should not 

be tempted to proliferate the market by increasing the amount of physical stores drastically or 

offering an online platform. This would negate the exclusivity that consumers associate with 

luxury brands. 

In addition to status consumption, the study revealed the importance of conforming to 

social norms. This indicates that luxury apparel retailers should continually search for new 

trends or behaviour which could impact the purchasing of the luxury apparel brand. As this 

study has shown, middle-class consumers with lower levels of disposable income strive to 

conform to their social group’s expectations suggesting that these consumers will purchase 

luxury apparel items that will provide social acceptance. 

The study also revealed that face-saving and group conformity are important 

constructs, suggesting that luxury apparel retailers should remain cognisant of what middle-

class consumers regard as acceptable. This would ensure that middle-class consumers are 

motivated to purchase luxury apparel that allows them to conform to their social group’s 
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expectations and manage their reputation favourably (Kardes, 2016). Lastly, luxury apparel 

retailers should not ignore emerging middle-class consumers with lower income levels, as this 

study revealed that although the intention to purchase luxury apparel was greater amongst 

the established middle-class consumers (higher incomes), the impact of social norms on 

behavioural intention was greater among the emerging middle-class consumers. This 

suggests that people with higher incomes do not use luxury apparel to conform to their social 

group’s expectations, yet those with lower incomes do (Burger et al., 2015; Mai & Tambyah, 

2011).  

 

6 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH  
The study aimed to provide a more comprehensive understanding of luxury apparel 

behavioural intention in an emerging market, focusing on South Africa. Additional antecedents 

were included in the study in order to improve its applicability although a semantic measure of 

materialism was used it did not measure as expected, nor according to the seminal work by 

O’Cass (2004) and Richins (2004). This revealed that the perception of materialism in South 

Africa could differ to consumers in other countries and limits the applicability of the concept of 

‘materialism’ (across the three dimensions, happiness, centrality and success) as this study 

revealed that materialism-success represented the concept of materialism. Thus suggesting 

that the development a materialism scale for emerging markets be explored. The availability 

of an updated definition of the middle-class also limited the study, a comprehensive definition 

of the middle-class within South Africa (where assets cannot be used due to the income 

inequalities observed) is needed. Another limitation of the study was the inclusion of Lee’s 

(1990) cultural variables, although these were the most supported variables incorporated into 

the TPB, they were developed from a Confucius perspective suggesting that another 

perspective for emerging countries in Africa may be applicable and further researched. 

Another limitation was that the study was cross-sectional in nature and a longitudinal study 

may offer interesting insights into how brand consciousness of luxury apparel develops over 

time as consumers become more aware of the luxury apparel brands. Given the focus of the 

study (South Africa), this may limit the generalisability of the results, it would be beneficial to 

replicate the study in another emerging market with similar characteristics to compare 

similarities or differences. 
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