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Abstract

Research on the effect of consumption on self-esteem is
relatively scarce and related evidence is fragmented. We
review articles from the literature on consumption, advertising,
materialism, mass media, and social media as they relate –

directly or indirectly – to consumer self-esteem. We introduce
a taxonomy of eight types of processes through which con-
sumption affects self-esteem: self-discrepancy, self-congru-
ency, self-enhancement, self-determination, compensatory
consumption, self-verification, self-object association, and
market-mediated relationships. Based on this taxonomy, we
highlight consumption domains and recent consumer trends
that impact self-esteem. Moreover, we suggest priorities for
further research.
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Introduction
Self-esteem is individuals’ own evaluation of their value
[1]. It can be relatively stable (chronic self-esteem) or
fluctuate (state self-esteem; [2]) and can encompass the
whole self (global self-esteem; [3]), or be specific to a

particular domain, such as physical appearance (contin-
gent self-esteem; [4]). Self-esteem may affect decision-
making processes, relationships, health, and well-being
[5,6]. Thus, investigating its antecedents is important.
Here, we review the role of consumption as an ante-
cedent of self-esteem.
www.sciencedirect.com
The literature on the impact of consumption on self-
esteem is relatively sparse, fragmented, and often does
not provide direct evidence of this impact. In our review,
we integrate findings that do not provide direct evi-
dence, but that suggest potentially interesting and
important effects.

We posit that many consumption-related behaviors can
boost or decrease self-esteem, via different processes.
We introduce a taxonomy of effects of consumption on
self-esteem and highlight key examples, with a focus on
recent trends. Our taxonomy delineates eight main types

of processes through which consumption affects self-
esteem: self-discrepancy, self-congruency, self-enhancement,
self-determination, compensatory consumption, self-verification,
self-object association, and market-mediated relationships. We
also discuss open research questions.

Processes
Self-discrepancy
The most studied category of effects involves self-
discrepancy [7] and social comparison [8]. Self-
discrepancy is an incongruity between different parts of
the self-concept, particularly between the actual self and
an internalized or external standard of comparison [7].
Consumption can induce a self-discrepancy. Mass media
and advertising have long been theorized to threaten
consumers’ self-esteem because they display unattain-
able standards of beauty, possessions, experiences, and
lifestyles, that may make people feel worse about
themselves in comparison (e.g., Refs. [9,10]). For

instance, materialistic cues such as displays of wealth or
luxury in mass media, advertising, and social media can
trigger selfediscrepancy processes and lower self-esteem
[10]. Interestingly, even owning luxury items might
highlight a discrepancy between the actual self and the
inflated self-image projected through luxury [11]; this
might damage self-esteemdeven though possessing
luxury and status items can also benefit self-esteem (see
section on self-enhancement).

Social media have become an integral part of people’s

lives, including adolescents and children. Arguably,
social media stimulate comparison to others and expose
consumers to others’ mostly positive online self-
representations [12]. Indeed, upward social compari-
sons on social media decrease self-esteem [13]. Thus,
following people and brands on social media might make
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consumers feel inadequate, less than, or unhappy with
what they currently have.

Moreover, individuals sometimes construe unrealistic
online versions of themselves by selectively displaying
positive aspects of their lives on social media, in order to
boost their self-views. Ironically, this might also induce a
self-discrepancy, and thus backfire. For instance,

applying virtual filters that alter natural features (e.g.,
skin tone, eye shape) to make oneself appear more
attractive can induce an unfavorable comparison with
one’s real self [14] and in turn may decrease self-
esteem, instead of increasing it. Of note, certain cate-
gories of consumers seem particularly vulnerable to
experiencing unfavorable self-discrepancy and lower
self-esteem. For instance, people who grew up poor feel
more threatened by materialistic cues [15].

Self-congruency
Self-discrepancy effects are driven by a comparison be-
tween an actual self and an ideal standard of comparison,
primed mostly by other people’s possessions and desired

characteristics, or ironically induced by unrealistic self-
images that consumers themselves project to others.
Self-congruency effects are driven by a perceived (in)
congruency between an actual or ideal self-image and a
product’s image (positive or negative).

Self-congruency theory posits that consumers choose or
avoid products and brands based on a perceived con-
gruency between an ideal or actual self-image and the
product- or brand-image. Perceived congruency impacts
choicedconsumers choose brands that are consistent

with a positive (actual or ideal) self-image and avoid
those that are incongruent with it. However, consumers
may not only choose products based on perceived (in)
congruency with their self-image, but they might also
derive self-information from this perceived (in)congru-
ency [16], with potential downstream effects on self-
esteem. Specifically, congruency between a positive
product image and an ideal or actual self-image might
bolster self-esteem, whereas an incongruency might
decrease it. These positive and negative effects on self-
esteem could be due to the activation and reinforcement

of existing positive or negative self-associations and
schemas. For instance, clothing manufacturers use
“vanity sizing”, that is, the size on the label is smaller
than the actual size of the clothing items. Vanity sizing
can make people feel better about themselves because a
garment with a smaller-than-expected size label is
congruent with a thinner ideal self-imagedconsumers
feel thinner [17]. In contrast, larger than expected sizes
can reduce appearance self-esteem [18]. Likewise, when
a performance brand (e.g., an energy drink boosting
athletic prowess) is congruent with a pre-existing posi-

tive self-image (e.g., of being an athlete), it reinforces
that positive self-view and bolsters self-esteem [19].
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Of note, self-congruency effects do not require moti-
vated behavior. In other words, consumers do not
necessarily need to seek congruence for these effects to
occur, but provided that a product consumers interact
with is (in)congruent with a self-image, there can be
downstream effects of this (in)congruence on self-
esteem. In contrast, other types of processes involve
motivated behavior. We review these processes below:

self-enhancement, self-determination, compensatory
consumption, and self-verification.

Self-enhancement
Consumers are motivated to engage in consumption-
related behaviors that allow them to enhance their
self-image. Consumption can help consumers fulfil their
self-enhancement goals e at least in the short term e
thanks to the symbolic and signaling properties of
products and brands. The purchase and consumption of
products and experiences allow people to convey
identity-relevant information [20] and to affirm the self
in domains from which they derive self-worth [21]. For
example, consumers consume luxury brands and other

conspicuous items to signal positive qualities, such as
status, to others [22] or to themselves [23], and status
goods can boost a person’s self-esteem [24].

Technology and social media play an important role in
supporting consumers’ self-enhancement efforts. For
instance, self-enhancement motivates online word-of-
mouth behavior [25]. Selective self-presentation on
social media may increase self-esteem [12], especially
when consumers display positive but realistic informa-
tion about themselves to close others [26]. However,

self-enhancement on social media that relies on unre-
alistically positive or false self-representations might
backfire (see section on self-discrepancy).

Self-determination
Products may not only enhance self-esteem by making
consumers appear better to others or to themselves.
Products may also enhance self-esteem by helping
consumers increase actual performance and achieve
mastery and a sense of autonomy. For example, self-
determination theory suggests that people have an
innate need to feel autonomous and competent, and
that fulfilling these needs boosts self-esteem [27].

Consumption can be directly instrumental to these goals
and be a means to actual personal growth. For instance,
products and services such as cooking courses, sports
gear, and educational apps help consumers build skills in
self-relevant domains. Other products and services help
consumers self-regulate and reach goalsde.g., fitness
and health apps [28].

However, recent consumption trends can also frustrate
the fundamental needs of competence and autonomy.
For instance, consumers resist automation when it
www.sciencedirect.com
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replaces their own skills in identity-relevant domains
[29]. More broadly, artificial intelligence and other
technological innovations that make consumers’ choices
and chores easier have been theorized to undermine
consumers’ sense of autonomy [30], which might
negatively impact self-esteem.

Compensatory consumption
The functional, symbolic, and hedonic properties of
products help consumers cope with self-threats, by
replenishing aspects of the self that are threatened, by

allowing consumers to affirm the self in other domains, or
by allowing consumers to direct attention away from the
threat. Much research investigates consumers’ motiva-
tions to engage in compensatory consumption [31,32].
Less research examines whether engaging in compensa-
tory consumption actually replenishes the self [31] and
actually protects or improves self-esteem. For example, if
self-esteem in the domain of intelligence is threatened,
would buying a science book help replenish it? Interest-
ingly, there is suggestive evidence that some compensa-
tory strategies are more effective than others or might

even backfire. For instance, symbolic, within-domain
consumption might be detrimental if it does not actually
increase competence or performance: when consumers
buy a science book after their intelligence is threatened,
but do not actually read it, the bookmight remind themof
their lack of intelligence. Thus, when products acquired
to compensate self-deficits only remind consumers of
their deficits, self-repair is impeded [33] and induce
consumers to ruminate about it [34]. However, when
consumers do not compensate symbolically but use con-
sumption adaptively to actually address a self-discrepancy

[35], this might be more beneficial for self-worth.

Self-verification
Self-enhancement, self-determination, and compensa-
tory mechanisms entail a desire to maintain or boost the
positivity of one’s self-views. These motives are perva-
sive and many consumers indeed use products to feel
good about themselves. However, consumers may not
always be primarily motivated to maintain a positive self-
image or self-enhance. Indeed, a competing motive e
self-verification [36] e might induce some people to
confirm their self-views, even when these self-views are
negative, because this allows them to perceive the world

as predictable and safe. Thus, some consumers might be
motivated to prefer inferior products that keep their self-
esteem low. Consumers with chronic low self-esteem are
especially motivated to self-verify and may prefer inferior
products that confirm their negative self-views [37]. To
these insecure consumers, self-verification provides
much-needed psychological benefitsda sense of secu-
rity, predictability, and self-protection. We speculate that
the consumption of lower quality products that confirm
negative self-views might in turn reinforce or solidify low
chronic self-esteem.
www.sciencedirect.com
Self-object association
Consumers form strong links with their possessions,
even to the extent that they may include possessions in
their sense of self [38,39]. Such self-object associations
may have significant implications for self-esteem. Strong
self-object links allow direct transfers of associations
between the object and the consumer who owns it. For
example, owning an aesthetically appealing product
might make consumers feel more physically attractive
[40]. Thus, when products’ qualities are positive this
might boost self-esteem. The opposite may happen

when products’ qualities are negative. For example,
consuming aesthetically unattractive products can
decrease self-evaluations [41]. Moreover, when a brand
fails, consumers who are strongly attached to it react as if
it was a personal failure [42]. Similarly, disposing of a
self-associated object represents a form self-threat [43].

Market-mediated relationships
Consumer-firm interactions
Individuals’ self-esteem is particularly sensitive to cues
of interpersonal acceptance and rejection [44], which
can often be experienced in the marketplace. Indeed,
the notion that interpersonal processes may apply in
consumerefirm interactions and that consumers rely on
interpersonal norms as a guide to respond to a firm’s
actions is well established (e.g., Ref. [45]). Interper-
sonal processes are particularly relevant in service con-
texts, which typically involve some degree of
interpersonal interaction. Evidence suggests that the
quality of consumers’ interactions with service providers

may impact self-esteem [46]. For instance, poor service
may instil feelings that the service provider does not
value the customer nor its relationship with the
customer [47]. This interpersonal devaluation cue may
damage self-esteem [44]. In contrast, when service
providers fulfil consumers’ essential need to feel
respected and valued self-esteem may be boosted
[46,48]. Of note, brand relationship theory [49] would
predict that similar processes apply not just in re-
lationships with service providers, but also in in-
teractions with products and brands.

Substituting interpersonal interactions
Consumption can also substitute interpersonal in-

teractions [50]. For example, products and brands are
increasingly designed to be anthropomorphic in design
and function, providing benefits similar to human-like
interactions. For this reason, interacting with anthro-
pomorphic brands can mitigate the negative effects of
social exclusion in the short termdin fact, interacting
with anthropomorphic brands may also serve as a form of
compensatory consumption (see section on Compensa-
tory consumption) following social exclusion. However,
when consumers are more strongly aware that products
do not provide genuine human interactions, these

beneficial effects are negated [51]. Moreover, one might
Current Opinion in Psychology 2022, 46:101341
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speculate that a persistent substitution of interpersonal
interactions is detrimental in the long term. For
instance, social networks sites have moved interpersonal
processes to online interactions, and recent meta-
analyses show that social network usage and self-
esteem are negatively correlated [52,53]. It seems
possible that meaningful face-to-face interactions are
essential for building and maintaining self-esteem and

that substituting them with less meaningful online in-
teractions in the metaverse has a negative overall impact
on self-esteem.
Conclusions
In this literature review, we presented a taxonomy of
consumption effects on self-esteem. We hope that this
primer will help guide future research in this important
domain. Indeed, even though our taxonomy was based
on a comprehensive literature review, many of our spe-
cific propositions were necessarily speculative and based

on indirect evidence. We hope they inspire empirical
research aimed at testing them.

In addition to inviting further investigation on our more
speculative propositions, we emphasize three research
questions to move research forward. A first priority is to
investigate under which conditions we can expect long-
term effects of consumption on self-esteem. Due to
feasibility and cost, much research focuses on short-
term fluctuations in self-esteem. Research that em-
ploys longitudinal designs to investigate consumption’s

long-lasting impact on people’s core self-views remains
rare ([54] is a notable exception).

Some processes are likely to produce short-lived effects.
For example, compensatory consumption might tempo-
rarily patch up a self-wound butmight leave the consumer
in their original state (or worse) if the underlying in-
securities are not really treated. Thus, we support the call
for further research in this domain [32]. Other processes
may affect consumers’ self-esteem in the long run. For
example, individuals’ self-esteem responds strongly to

interpersonal cues of acceptance and rejection [44].Thus,
it is possible that negative brand relationships in service
industries in which failures are frequent and consumers
consistently do not feel respected and valued, have more
extreme and longer-lasting effects on self-esteem.

A second, related priority is to identify moderators for
long-term effects of consumption on self-esteem. Long-
lasting effects of consumption on self-esteem might
occur especially among categories of consumers who are
particularly vulnerable. For instance, younger con-

sumers, whose self-esteem has not crystallized yet,
could be particularly sensitive to self-discrepancy and
signals of interpersonal devaluation. Nationally
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representative surveys of U.S. children and adolescents
showed a sudden decrease in self-esteem after 2012, in
tandem with a rise in social media usage, and adoles-
cents who spent more time online and less time on non-
screen activities (e.g., in-person social interaction) had
lower psychological well-being [55].

Finally, in this review we have focused on self-esteem as

a consequence of consumption. However, self-esteem is
also an important antecedent of consumption. In
particular, the interplay between chronic and state self-
esteem may determine which types of processes are
likely to prevail.

For instance, research suggests that consumers with
varying levels of chronic self-esteem react to self-threats
and drops in state self-esteem differently. Specifically,
consumers with chronic high self-esteem e who are
more confident and optimistic in their self-views e
might seek to restore their positive sense of self by
engaging in targeted compensatory behaviors [56]. In
contrast, low chronic self-esteem consumers’ behavior
might become more conservative and risk-averse in face
of a self-threat [47,56]. Thus, these consumers might be
more likely to engage in processes that entail less risk of
further harm and disappointment. They might address a
self-threat indirectly [56] e for instance, by focusing on
their physical appearance if their intelligence is threat-
ened e or seek self-verifying information confirming
their negative self-views, as a means to find comfort and

safety in a predictable world [37].

Moreover, people who developed chronic low self-
esteem unfortunately engage in more frequent and
extreme upward comparisons [13] and seem to be
generally more likely to update their self-views nega-
tively rather than positively [37]. In contrast, people
with high chronic self-esteem might be better able to
reap the benefits of consumption in terms of positive
updating of self-views. In conclusion, our understanding
of the link between consumption and self-esteem would
benefit from further research on self-esteem both as an

antecedent and as a consequence of consumer behavior.
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