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The covid pandemic and the associated travel restrictions severely impeded
the progress of my research project. The work was accepted for presentation at a top tier
international academic conference two years ago in July 2020, based on which | had planned to
develop the project further, collect additional data, and prepare a manuscript for submission to a
top tier journal. However, the conference was rescheduled twice, and I will finally be able to
present at said conference this coming July. During the travel restrictions, 1 was also unable
travel to the US for data collection, which I had planned to conduct as a part of the research
project. Regretfully this project is two years behind schedule, and I was unable to achieve
completion within the time frame of the Kakenhi .

Now with the travel restrictions partially relaxed I will be able to conduct the rest of the data
collection as planned, and prepare a manuscript for submission to a top tier academic journal by
December 2022.



We conceptualize luxury as an indulgence in something that bringsjoy. Based

on the literature that links positive affect to abstract thinking (Labroo and Patrick 2008),

we theoreticaly propose that activating abstract (versus concrete) thinking styles

(Valacher and Wegner 1987, 1989) should promote luxury consumption. Our first

motivation was to understand luxury through the lens of a well-established and

generalizable cognitive model.

Our conceptualization of luxury overlaps with “hedonicity” (Batra and Ahtola

1991), and the literature is divided on whether abstract thinking would promote (Kivetz

and Keinan 2006) or hinder (Fujita et al. 2006) hedonic choice. Our second motivation

was to introduce “guilt” as a moderator, to reconcile thisgap. When aluxury becomes

primarily a source of guilt rather than joy, abstract thinking should hinder rather than

promote [uxury consumption.

The purpose of the research was twofold: (1) to present a theoretical framework

to suggest that when a hedonic luxury good is primarily a source of joy for the consumer,

choice contexts that activate abstract thinking promotes choice, but when a hedonic

luxury good is primarily a source of guilt, the directionality reverses, and choice contexts

that activate concrete thinking promotes choice, and (2) to provide empirical support for



our proposed framework.

Study One was an online survey of 327 participants, who first imagined and wrote

short passages about a hypothetical scenario in which they were traveling out of town to

attend a conference. Half of the participants were then randomly assigned to the

“abstract” (“concrete”) thinking condition in which they further described why (how) they

would travel to the conference. Then they chose between a luxury hotel and a business

hotel for their accommodation.

Study Two was a behaviora lab experiment with 120 participants, who indicated

their preferences for aluxury ice cream versus alow fat yogurt. Based on the literature

linking [abstract] (concrete) thinking to [greater] (closer) psychological distances

(Liberman and Trope 1998), we activated [ “abstract”] (“concrete”) thinking in arandomly

selected half of the participants by presenting the luxury item as [an import from a far-

away European country] (being locally sourced from a nearby farm). Among those

participants who were (not) trying to lose weight, there would presumably be heightened

(little) guilt associated with the luxury ice cream.

Study Three was an observational study of over 300 actual consumers at a campus

coffee shop conducted over five days.



In Study One, alogistic regression of hotel choice (1 = luxury; 0 = business) on
thinking style (0 = “concrete”; 1 = “abstract’) uncovered that the luxury choice was more
likely when abstract thinking was activated (8 = 2.608, Wald y? = 4.737, p =.03).

In Study Two, an ANOVA of preferences (1= “definitely yogurt” to 6 = “definitely
luxury”) on thinking style (0 = “concrete”; 1 = “abstract™) and guilt (O = “not on diet”; 1
= “on diet”) showed that in the absence of guilt the luxury ice cream was more preferred
asa Swissimport, but when guilt was hei ghtened the luxury ice cream was more preferred
when it was locally sourced (t = 2.37, p < .01).

Study Three showed that larger groups tended to order more luxurious items (t =
2.26, p < .01) with more sugar, cream, and/or flavor, which is consistent with our
framework that links abstract thinking and thus greater social distances to luxury
consumption.  Furthermore, on rainy versus sunny days when guilt would be mitigated
(“I deserve abreak on a nasty day!”), smaller groups ordered more luxury items.

The studies aggregatel y showed support for our theoretical predictions, that when
hedonic luxury items are primarily a source of joy for the consumer, choice is promoted
when the context activates abstract thinking, but when hedonic luxury itemsare primarily
asource of guilt rather than joy, the directionality reverses, and choice is promoted when

the context activates concrete thinking.
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