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Abstract:
The theories of Torstein Veblen and Pierre Bourdieu have been used
separately in consumption studies, and are often treated as alternative
ways of examining status consumption. This study examines the
concepts of these theorists simultaneously within the domain of
personal grooming. The research was a social constructivist qualitative
study of urban and semi-urban grooming conscious youth, both males
and females, aged between 18-30 years, who belong to two social strata
– upper and lower – in Sri Lanka. The research findings reveal that
Sri Lankan youth use the groomed body to reach their desired status;
however, the way the groomed body is used to gain status is different
between the two social classes. The upper class has a broader definition
of grooming which includes subtle elements of consumption knowledge
that enables them to follow a social differentiation strategy to gain
status. In contrast, the lower class relies on the traditional definition
of grooming which is limited to the enhancement of outer appearance,
leading them to follow a social adaptation strategy to gain status
from the groomed body. These dynamics indicate a certain degree
of interconnectedness between concepts advanced by Veblen and
Bourdieu.
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Introduction
Irrespective of the income, occupation and the social class level in society, people
engage in acquiring products and services and in activities that symbolize status;
such activities can be collectively termed ‘status consumption’ (O’Cass & Frost,
2002). This has been a global trend, especially since the escalation of consumption
levels in Western countries after World War II (Patsiaouras & Fitchett, 2012). Even
third world consumers, who have less consumption power than Western consumers,
are often attracted to and indulge in status consumption, sometimes before they
have even secured food and shelter (Belk, 1985).
In the theoretical discussions of status consumption two scholars who feature
prominently are Torstein Veblen and Pierre Bourdieu. Veblen [1899 (1994)] initiated
discussions of status consumption in the late 19th century with his The Theory of
the Leisure Class (Patsiaouras & Fitchett, 2012), coining the term ‘conspicuous
consumption’ and presenting an emulation thesis of status consumption. In
brief, his argument postulated that people of higher social strata engage in status
consumption through acquiring and conspicuously displaying consumption objects
and conspicuous indulgence in leisure, and the lower classes emulate practices of the
upper classes in an attempt to gain social recognition. Bourdieu, a sociologist of the
late 20th century, advanced a more sophisticated argument on status consumption
in his book Distinction (1984) within a framework of social organization that he
called the ‘Theory of Practice’ (Bourdieu, 1977). In Distinction he argued that in
consumption practices social distinction is achieved through refined ‘taste’ that
consumers of the elite cultural classes acquire through their social upbringing, which
the lower classes could emulate only imperfectly, if they could do so at all.
In the literature, Bourdieu is often considered as having improved on Veblen’s notions
of status consumption and introduced concepts more relevant to contemporary
society (see, for example, O’Cass & Frost, 2002; Patsiaouras & Fitchett, 2012; Trigg,
2001). In such treatments of status consumption Veblen appears to be relegated to
a mere historical figure. The contribution of this paper is the simultaneous use of
Veblenian and Bourdieusian concepts to examine status consumption practices.
Through an empirical study in the domain of personal grooming, this paper examines
two propositions, which will demonstrate that Veblenian concepts can still be used
to explain status consumption and to enhance explanations that use Bourdieusian
concepts.
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Grooming and personal care business is a growing sector in global business as
an industry that reacts very quickly to the dynamics of lifestyles (Euromonitor
International, 2012). In the last two decades the global beauty market which
comprises cosmetics and personal care products has grown by 4.5% (Euromonitor
International, 2012); this phenomenon was also visible in the local context, i.e., in
Sri Lanka,which recorded a sales growth of 4.8% in 2012/2013 (Nielsen Sri Lanka
– Retail Audit, 2012/2013). This indicates the vibrant nature of consumption in the
arena of grooming. Further, Simmel ([1904] 1957) has argued that consumption
patterns in style, fashion and grooming, being aspects of the external life, can be
easily imitated by lower class consumers, as opposed to more subtle consumer
practices which are very hard to imitate; this implies Veblenian emulation. On the
other hand, the bewildering array of grooming products available in the market and
the proliferation of beauticians who appear to play the role of cultural intermediaries
(Paulson, 2008) indicate some relevance of Bourdieu’s concepts of cultural capital.
In this context, the arena of grooming provides an excellent site for examining the
dynamics of Veblenian emulation and Bourdieusian cultural capital.
The remainder of this paper is organized as follows: First, a review of the literature will
demonstrate the suitability of grooming for a study of status consumption. This will
be followed by a discussion of the key theoretical arguments in status consumption
stated above where propositions of the study will be advanced. Next, the design of
the empirical study, a social constructivist qualitative research employing urban and
semi-urban youth belonging to two social strata (upper and lower) in Colombo, will
be presented. Then, the results of the study will be presented followed by a discussion
of the findings in relation to the study propositions. The paper will conclude with a
discussion of its contributions, limitations and suggestions for further study.

Status Consumption and the Groomed Body
Contemporary social life is predominantly mediated by the market; thus, it is called
a consumer culture, which is defined as a system in which consumption, a set of
behaviours found in all times and places, is dominated by the consumption of
commercial products (Arnould, Price & Zinkhan, 2002). In the literature, consumer
culture is broadly discussed through consumerism and materialism. Miles (1998)
stated that consumerism has become “the religion of the late twentieth century” (p. 1)
in which the consumer is controlling the market place based on the new lifestyles and
emerging value systems. Belk (1985, p. 291) defined materialism as “the importance
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a consumer attaches to worldly possessions”. Both consumerism and materialism
are directly connoted in social mobility, and as a means for demarcating social
status (Goldsmith & Clark, 2012). As such, the penetration of both consumerism and
materialism indicates an increase in the consumption of products and services to
gain social status (Singh, 2011).
Consumerism and materialism are increasing more rapidly in the Asian context than
before (Eckhardt & Mahi, 2004; Pinches, 1999). There are country specific researches
that emphasize this growing phenomenon in the Asian region where people tend to
consume life style products to achieve their image-driven needs (Lange & Meier,
2009). These studies also emphasize an enormous growth with regard to the fashion
industry, clothing, cosmetics and accessories, which have been particularly targeted
at women as the new affluent consumer segment in the modern economic context
(Pinches, 1999). Therefore, it is noteworthy that grooming appears to be a key aspect
of the growing consumer culture and status consumption in the Asian context. This
growing cultural phenomenon is also apparent in the Sri Lankan context though
there is no literature on the current practices of consumer culture in Sri Lanka in
terms of status and grooming.
The current literature indicates that consumption practices related to grooming
such as the use of cosmetics and hair styling are implicated in people’s attempts
at gaining social status (Nash, Fieldman, Hussey, Lévêque & Pineau, 2006; Russel,
2010). Nevertheless, there is little discussion in the status consumption literature
in relation to grooming and the groomed body although there has been discussion
about the role of physical attractiveness. Featherstone (2003), as a key contributor
to the field of ‘body and culture’, argued that the body is charged as a vehicle of
self-expression which is reinforced by consumerism. Further, he stated that body
projects, particularly those directed at the body’s surface, are attempts to construct
and maintain a coherent and viable sense of self-identity through attention
to the body. The body has been considered as a symbolic site for socialization
(Wattanasuwan, 2005), as an expression of symbolic consumption, (Entwistle &
Wilson, 2001; Featherstone, 1982; Franzoi, 2001), and as an object to consume
social status through the identities created by the body (Thompson & Hirschman,
1995). In contemporary society, the body has become increasingly conceptualized as
a social construction (Featherstone, 2003; Giddens, 1991). As such, the body creates
identities and in turn acts as an object utilized in status consumption (Harrison,
2008; Wattanasuwan, 2005).
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In order to create identities through the body, there are ways that it is decorated
by external attires and accessories or by enhancement of the physical appearance
through personal grooming (Skeggs, 1997). It is noteworthy that rather than a
naked body, a ‘groomed body’ stands out in society and enables people to construct
identities and project status (Giddens, 1991). The groomed body is an outcome of
the process of ‘grooming’, where grooming is defined as the manipulation of one’s
superficial physical structure using cosmetics and other grooming products so as to
make a desired impression upon others (Wax, 1957). As cited by Wax (1957), some
ethnographic researchers such as Ichheiser have observed the association between
the groomed body and social status, noting how changes in dress and grooming are
universally employed to denote the movement from one social position to another
as well as to denote differences in identity and status. Wax (1957) highlighted this
phenomenon as the ‘social function’ of grooming and the consumption of cosmetics
and personal care products.
In the current context of consumer culture, how a person grooms the body in
anticipation of a social situation is considered as a normal social process to obtain
status (Feingold, 1992). Groomed attractiveness of the body is now rewarded with
occupational success, social acceptance, upgrading of the current social status and
identity; in other words, with better social outcomes in different social situations
(Dion, Berscheid, & Walster, 1972; Feingold, 1992; Franzoi, 2001).Thus, it is evident
that in contemporary society, the body is used as an object of constructing identity
and projecting status, and grooming helps in turning the body into this object used
symbolically to gain status. Therefore, the arena of grooming provides an ideal site
to examine status consumption.

Theoretical Arguments in Status Consumption and Study
Propositions
In defining the concept of ‘status’ in consumption, Veblen ([1899]1994) pioneered
the discussion of this phenomenon and argued that conspicuous displays of
consumption and leisure were the means to demonstrate one’s superiority. He
characterized this type of consumer behaviour as ‘conspicuous consumption’. Veblen
([1899] 1994) argued that individuals undertake to satisfy their needs for self-respect,
high esteem and social standing not only through the reputability of professions and
work, but also via the acquisition, accumulation, consumption and display of goods
which demonstrate one’s membership of a superior social group. Consequently,
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people of each class demonstrate their belongings as symbols of power and wealth
by attempting to emulate the consumption preferences of the class above them.

Social Emulation
The concept of social emulation dates back to the end of the 19th century when Veblen
put forth his seminal work The Theory of the Leisure Class ([1899]1994). According
to him, ‘social emulation’ describes the idea that whenever people buy something
conspicuously, they do it to emulate their social superiors. People always tend to aim
for higher status, and consume like the upper classes in order to be the upper classes.
Veblen introduced this theory primarily to describe the consumption of the leisure
classes2 of the late 19th century, and argued that social order is a fundamental part of
all societies, and so social emulation is in human nature (Veblen, [1899]1994).
Veblen’s ([1899] 1994) explanation of emulation has its roots in ownership; once the
immediate material needs are met, people buy items for their conspicuous nature,
to emulate those in higher earning strata or status. According to him, in the late
19th century ownership had become associated with power and dominance, and had
originated a new sort of social division: one that separated owners from non-owners.
Veblen ([1899] 1994) asserted that “Wealth is now itself intrinsically honourable and
confers honour on its possessor” (p.18). Thus the struggle for survival had become
a struggle for pecuniary respect. In other words, competition for the accumulation
of goods was aimed at gaining the esteem of the community and enhancing one’s
reputation. In Veblen’s words:
The standard of expenditure which commonly guides our efforts is not
the average, ordinary expenditure already achieved; it is an ideal of
consumption that lies just beyond our reach, or to reach which requires
some strain. The motive is emulation - the stimulus of an invidious
comparison which prompts us to outdo those with whom we are in the
habit of classing ourselves ([1899] 1994, p. 52).
In explaining social emulation, Veblen ([1899] 1994) used the concept of ‘trickledown’ effect to explain how this social emulation works as a cycle in the space of
fashion. He proposed that fashion moves in cycles, beginning with the upper-class

2

The richest and parasitic class who lived in the late 19th century that was subjected to Veblen’s writings
in The Theory of the Leisure Class ([1899] 1994), and represented by idle elite engaged in continuous
public demonstration of their status through conspicuous consumption.
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society, moving down through the middle class and completing the cycle with the
lower class. After this, the cycle begins again, where Veblen argued that as the
lower classes emulate trends in the upper classes the current fashion becomes less
desirable, requiring the upper class to adopt newer fashions. Thus, fashion becomes
a way for the elite members of society to show their separateness from the lower
classes of society.
Whereas Veblen was the first to focus on conceptualizing emulation, Simmel ([1904]
1957) went further in trying to explain the socio-psychological forces behind the
emulative behaviour described by Veblen. He explained the social processes of
emulation in general and in fashion in particular. Simmel ([1904] 1957) claimed that
two antagonistic forces, which mutually limit each other, influence the individual
and the public minds: the tendencies of generalization and specialization, or in other
terms, adaptation and differentiation (Ulver & Ostberg, 2008). Adaptation occurs
among individuals who belong to the lower strata of the social hierarchy. When the
upper class follows a particular fashion, those in lower classes experience a mental
conflict of not being on a par with the upper class and thus try to imitate the same or
closest possible fashion to adapt themselves to the changing fashion environment;
this process is called adaptation. Differentiation can be explained as the reaction of
the upper class of the social hierarchy to the adaptations made by the lower classes.
When the lower classes imitate the upper class fashion, the upper class loses its
uniqueness and thus rapidly differentiates itself by creating new demarcations of
fashion. This behaviour of the upper class is explained as differentiation.
According to Simmel ([1904] 1957), this dual process is enacted through imitation and
demarcation. Imitation works in favour of social adaptation, transfers responsibility
of choice on to others, and is, therefore, in a sense passive. The tendency of demarcation
on the other hand is satisfied both through a constant change of content, and not the
least, through the division between social classes (Ulver & Ostberg, 2008). In other
words, the changes undertaken by upper classes become the default fashion trends.
There is a high tendency that people emulate the upper society by following their
latest fashion to be on a par with their social status (Simmel, [1904] 1957). Further,
Simmel noted that style and fashion, being dimensions that are visible and external,
are more easily imitable by the lower classes; this is also applicable to grooming
which, as noted previously, refers to the manipulation of one’s superficial physical
structure through various means.
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In this context, this paper advances its first proposition:
Consumers of lower and upper classes engage in imitation and demarcation
behaviours respectively in using the groomed body as an object in projecting
social status in order to achieve social adaptation and social differentiation
respectively.
While proposing that emulation plays a role in status consumption in relation to
grooming, it should also be noted that in recent times, the notions of conspicuous
consumption and emulation have been challenged from outside of the mainstream
Veblenian thought, and as a result new theories have been formulated, to explain the
behaviour of humans with regard to status consumption (Trigg, 2001).

Taste and Cultural Capital
One such new theorist, Bourdieu, showed in his book, Distinction (1984), how the
taste people develop for culture and consumption knowledge constitute social class
fractions in the modern capitalist society and how individuals claim status in a given
class fraction by imbibing the right taste. According to him, taste is an individual’s
personal and cultural patterns of choice, preference and knowledge, which draw
distinctions between things such as styles, manners and consumer goods.
Bourdieu (1984) argued that through the practical applications and implications
of taste, people classify objects and also classify themselves; “Taste classifies, and
it classifies the classifier” (p. 6). These tastes are determined by one’s habitus (a
cognitive structure developed through one’s social upbringing) which is related to
one’s social class (Paterson, 2005). In a somewhat Veblenian fashion, those in the
lower classes, especially the petite bourgeoisie, attempt at acquiring elite tastes,
although they only succeed in doing so imperfectly, and the working class, completely
unable to acquire elite consumption tastes, is restricted to fulfilling their functional
requirements (Weininger, 2005). Despite bearing some similarities to Veblen
([1899] 1994), Bourdieu (1984) developed a broader and more complex theory.
According to Bourdieu (1984), social life can be described as an on-going game
in which individuals compete for social status in several areas of life (i.e., work,
religion, education, etc.) by utilizing three types of resources - economic, social
and cultural capital. The term ‘economic capital’ refers to one’s level of financial
resources, while ‘social capital’ is used to describe an individual’s social networks
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or organizational affiliations (Jaeger, 2004). Cultural capital, the form of capital
relevant to this discussion, refers to culturally specific competences (one dimension
of which is consumption taste discussed in Distinction) that can accord a person
social recognition or power in specific social settings (Weininger, 2005).
Describing cultural capital as an accumulated stock of knowledge (Patsiaouras, 2010),
Bourdieu focused on the process of how artistic and intellectual establishments
reproduce inequality amongst social groups. He emphasized that it is aesthetic
taste of individuals developed through cultural capital through which status-seeking
consumers are positioned within social hierarchies, and are enabled to secure desired
social distinction, rather than the Veblenian propensity for achievement expressed
via material culture or conspicuous consumption (Trigg, 2001). Challenging and
updating Veblen’s ideas, which related mainly to products and services, Bourdieu
claimed that the aesthetic aspects of preferences turn into the most eminent vehicles
both for social upbringing and social exclusion (Patsiaouras, 2010). He explained
the continuous class distinctions in society with examples from the purchase and
exhibition of furniture, food, manners and fashions, and suggested that the eating
habits and intellectual taste of the upper classes represent social barriers for the rest
(Patsiaouras, 2010) that enable the upper classes to remain distinct.
The primary mode through which people acquire cultural capital, according to
Bourdieu, is the habitus (Weininger, 2005). Habitus may be defined as the mental
or cognitive structures through which people deal with the social world - a system of
dispositions (Bourdieu, 1977, 1984). The dispositions, produced by the habitus, are
passed on through generations, inculcated from an early age and socially reinforced
through education and culture (Bourdieu, 1984). ‘Habitus’ refers, in Bourdieu’s
own words, to “an acquired system of generative schemes objectively adjusted to
the particular conditions in which it is constituted” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 95). In other
words, habitus is thinking and acting in an innate way; it is not a set of rules one
consciously learns. Therefore, Bourdieu (1984) claims that habitus helps to transmit
the distinct culture of a class and thereby reproduce that culture which, in turn,
reproduces the class.
In the current context of status consumption, authors have used the ideas of Bourdieu’s
than the Veblenian stream of thoughts because of the high relevance of Bourdieu’s
theories to the current intellectual society in contemporary culture (Trigg, 2001). In
line with Bourdieu, O’Cass and Frost (2002) argued that direct display of wealth and
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outrageous showiness are no longer indicators of status in the contemporary culture,
in which social status is conveyed in more subtle and sophisticated ways. Many
authors have discussed the new forms of status consumption instead of conventional
conspicuous consumption (Jaeger, 2004).
The relevance of consumption knowledge and taste, i.e., cultural capital, in the
domain of grooming is implied in the confusing proliferation of products and
grooming procedures that are presented to consumers with varying claims, such as
fairness, slimness, and lustrous hair, to name but a few. Thus, a person who is rich in
cultural capital related to grooming will possess the knowledge of best (or culturally
acceptable) brands or products to be used for each occasion, and will have a better
groomed body to gain a higher status. Further, it has been noted in the literature that
beauty therapists act as ‘cultural intermediaries’ (Bourdieu, 1984), who transmit
the cultural knowledge and practices related to beauty care to the general public
(Paulson, 2008); this highlights the importance of cultural capital in the domain.
In this context, this paper advances its second proposition:
Cultural capital plays a role in consumers’ grooming practices and their use
of the groomed body as an object in projecting social status.

Research Design
This study utilized a social constructivist approach since it aims at understanding the
meanings of grooming practices of consumers (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012), although
it is guided by two broad propositions based on status consumption theories. For this
purpose, the researchers followed a qualitative methodology utilizing a purposive
sampling method (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012) and a mix of data collection methods.
Data collection methods used were emergent in nature (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012)
starting with focus group discussions, followed by in-depth interviews, including
two expert interviews when the influence of beauticians became apparent in the
consumer interviews. This was followed by observations in beauty salons at the
suggestions of beauticians. This enabled the researchers to mould data collection in
a systematic way, which is suitable for a study that follows the social constructivist
approach (Barbour, 2008).
Sri Lankan youth between 18-30 years of age , living in both urban and semi-urban
areas of Colombo, who were grooming-conscious (making an extra effort to groom
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their bodies by using cosmetics and personal care products and patronizing salons)
were selected as the target group for the study. This age group was deemed suitable
based on the outcomes of a preliminary study that indicated they were relatively more
prone to engage in status consumption compared to older consumers. The sample
was selected from two socio-economic classes (SEC): SEC A which is identified as the
upper class and SEC C which is identified as the lower class. The SEC classification
was based on the criteria used in the local research industry which determines the
socio-economic classes depending on the occupation and the education level of the
head of household. Researchers recruited these respondents by obtaining contacts
from a professional research agency
In collecting data the researchers conducted two focus group discussions and twenty
in-depth interviews within a period of one month. The group discussions were held
as mixed gender groups, one from the upper class (SEC A) and the other from the
lower class (SEC C); each comprised eight participants as recommended by Barbour
(2008). The twenty in-depth interviews were conducted equally among males and
females as well as the SEC A and SEC C. In addition, two beauty expert interviews,
one representing each class, were conducted in their salons and the interview was
supplemented by one observation session each of around 4-5 hours during a peak
customer arrival day.
All the discussions and interviews were conducted by the first and second author
in locations familiar to the participants to make them more comfortable to express
ideas, and were recorded with the permission of the participants. The average time
of an interview was about 70 minutes, and was conducted using a semi-structured
interview guide. Interviews were conducted in Sinhala or English to suit the
respondent(s), and data was analyzed in the same language but was translated into
English when writing the paper. Further, to ensure the quality of data collection, the
researchers followed several quality principles suggested by Tracy (2010) such as indepth engagement and following meaningful coherence and ethics when conducting
field work.
The researchers used the thematic analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2013) to
conduct the analysis of the study. As the first step, the data was transcribed and
researchers got familiarized with it. Thereafter, the researchers coded the data by
using NVivo 7 software using an open coding system providing labels for features
of data that were potentially relevant in addressing the propositions. Then, the
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codes were categorized under different themes which were developed based on the
theoretical concepts identified earlier. After following this process, the researchers
identified five main themes and twenty eight sub-themes that captured the most
salient patterns in relation to the key propositions investigated. Finally, the
researchers identified the patterns across coding that were grouped by themes and
sub-themes, and these were interpreted to gain an insight into understanding the
meanings related to grooming as a form of status consumption.

Results of the Study
The researchers identified clear differences between the upper class (SEC A) and
the lower class (SEC C) in terms of their grooming behaviour and the way they use
the groomed body to project status. Therefore, all the findings will be discussed by
highlighting the core differences of the social classes.

Defining the groomed body and grooming practices
Grooming is commonly defined as the maintenance and enhancement of the outer
appearance of a person. As per the findings, there were noticeable differences among
the upper class and the lower class in terms of interpreting the groomed body. The
upper class had a broader definition of the groomed body, which they discussed
in terms of preserving and maintaining the body in the long term; the definition
also included a dimension of ‘inner appearance’ comprising the personality, health,
modern attitudes, communication skills and mannerisms as essential prerequisites
for a perfectly groomed body. In contrast, in the lower class, the definition of the
groomed body was mainly limited to impermanent enhancement of the outer
appearance in which their grooming practices too were much more temporary and
superficial than those of the upper class. The following is one of the beauticians’ view
of grooming and how it is differently defined by different classes:
“Grooming of high class people is called 100% grooming. It is not only
a physical but also a mental transformation of the personality. This is
different in the lower class. Let’s assume that we tried to polish a lower
class girl. If we ask her to wear a mini skirt, she won’t feel easy to go
out in that. She will pull the skirt down as soon as she sits down and
look whether others are looking at her. That means she has changed
physically but not mentally. It’s not complete grooming” (DI3 – Beauty
Expert – SEC A)
3

DI stands for Depth Interviews.
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The upper class always added the subtle aspects to the groomed body and for them
attractiveness of the body is not only made up with makeup or any other temporarily
enhancements, but a complete package of social skills and personality in addition to
good looks.
In marked difference to the upper class, the scope of the lower class in relation to
the groomed body was basic, limited to the enhancement of the outer appearance
through cosmetics, and did not focus on the subtle aspects of the groomed body
as discussed by the upper class. For them, grooming was basically improving the
physical appearance of the body through cleaning, dressing up, making-up and
using personal care products and cosmetics. The following is this narrow definition
of grooming interpreted by a participant of the lower class (SEC C) focus group
discussion:
“Grooming is enhancing your appearance and beauty that you have. No
one is perfect from birth, so we need to use personal care items and
cosmetics to improve our looks” (FGD4 – Male - SEC C)
In keeping with these differences in the definitions of the groomed body, there were
wide differences between the two classes in grooming practices. The upper class had
a complex and broad range of grooming practices to maintain body appearance
in the long term, which included healthy eating, patronization of gyms, high-end
spas and salons, in addition to using various branded high-end (mostly imported)
products to enhance one’s natural beauty. Further, in keeping with their broader
definition of a groomed body, they also included the acquisition of various social
skills and development of personality among grooming practices:
“Most people think only about their outer appearance. But if you want
to groom yourself, you have to develop your personality in addition to
your looks. For that you need to learn presenting skills, interactive skills,
networking skills, manners and social etiquette accepted by the upper
classes. There are many good-looking girls and boys in this society but
they are like Persian cats. They just have the beauty but cannot prove
their capabilities in society” (FGD – Female –SEC A)
In predictable contrast to the above, the lower class had temporary practices to
present themselves as a groomed person. This was more or less from make-up
since they wanted to get temporarily highlighted in the short term through good
4

FGD stands for Focus Group Discussions.
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appearance rather than maintain a beautiful body in the long term. For example,
when considering the use of makeup, the lower class females had a greater desire to
cover their faces with makeup to temporarily disguise skin impurities when they get
exposed to society. Makeup was a mandatory and unavoidable grooming need for
them when they go out from home since the attempt was to present themselves as
beautiful. For instance, Nimesha from the lower class (SEC C) stated that she never
goes out without applying heavy makeup because she is afraid to reveal her skin
which she thought was not good looking.

The groomed body and status
The groomed body was considered as an object of status by both classes but in a
more pronounced way by the upper class. They considered the groomed body as a
key signifier of their status and used the body to express their uniqueness, success,
and achievements in life since they believed it to be a complete image of themselves
enriched with outer and inner appearance including subtle dimensions such as
refined taste, personality, health and manners. For the lower class, the primary
symbol of status was money, but they too considered the groomed body as a reflector
of status to a certain extent. The lower class had mainly used the groomed body to get
recognized in society, to find a wealthy life partner, and to enjoy social advantages
to go ahead in life and career. Although they use the groomed body to get statusrelated advantages, the majority in the lower class stated that they could not acquire
the same social status that an upper class person would gain from their groomed
body.
What signals social status was also different between the two classes. The noticeable,
overt kind of grooming used by the upper class to signal status was being unique,
through, for example, using exclusive branded products and publicizing (e.g., on
Facebook) and patronizing high-end spas and salons. They took pains to emphasize
uniqueness as exemplified in the following quote:
“I like J’lo. [Jennifer Lopez – American Singer] and her fashions.
Although I like her so much I will not follow her like madly. She is just
another celebrity, and I have a unique personality. I might take points
from her, but I will adjust them based on what I want” (DI – Shena –
Female – SEC A)
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They also expressed an unwillingness to share their beauty secrets for fear of losing
any uniqueness such secrets might accord them. In addition, for them, status also
comes in the form of subtle aspects of the groomed body such as manners which are
derived through knowledge and upbringing. They used knowledge to differentiate
themselves from the lower class as shown in the excerpt below:
“I have seen the assistant girls in our office. They put on very heavy
makeup when they come to office as if they are going to a wedding. They
don’t at least know how to makeup evenly. Their face is one colour and
the hands and legs are another colour. We are just laughing at them and
sometimes feel pity for them. They follow all the fashions on this earth,
but have no sense of what they are doing” (FGD – Females - SEC A)
The lower class is well aware of this distinction. The discussions with the SEC C
group revealed how they fail to gain status through the groomed body owing to the
absence of the subtle aspects of the groomed body as expected by the upper class.
“Let’s see a situation where a person from the upper class or I go to a
high-end hotel wearing a singlet, shorts and rubber slippers. We may
be dressed in similar clothes, but his personality will clearly stand out.
The staff will greet and welcome him although he is in this basic attire.
If I go there like that, definitely they will kick me out from the premises
since I look like a shabby person to them” (FGD – Male – SEC C)
Given this, the status they sought to achieve through grooming was at a much more
modest level than the upper class.
Further, whatever the level of status the lower class sought to achieve was through
being unique like the upper class respondents, but through following fashion trends
and being noticed in society by becoming a visible element of the prevailing trend:
“I don’t know whether it [David Bekham’s hairstyle] suits me or not.
But I simply wanted to follow that fashion since all my friends follow it.
I’m also a football player, so I’m a big fan of David Beckham. Whatever
he does, we like to follow that fashion to show that we are followers of
him” (DI – Ranil – Male – SEC C)
Ranil here was not concerned whether the hairstyle he sports suits him, let alone
being unique. He simply wanted to be a part of the trend in which all his friends were
participating. As will be discussed later, this tendency to follow the prevailing trends
is due largely to a lack of consumption knowledge.
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Class differences in consumption knowledge and social
background
The researchers identified a number of reasons for the differences between the
two social classes in terms of definition and practices of grooming and the use of
grooming in status projects. One obvious reason is the economic disparity between
the classes which precludes the lower class from many of the practices such as use of
high-end branded products and patronizing spas. In addition, it was also clear that
the level of knowledge on grooming was very different between the two classes.
The knowledge of preservation of the body beauty using various methods, including
regular exercise and beauty treatment aimed at preserving the ‘natural’ beauty,
was quite high among the upper class. However, the lower class did not have that
knowledge to protect their body beauty in the long term. They were mainly focusing
on make-ups and other cosmetics that give ‘temporary get-up’.
Further to the knowledge of what to use, the upper class was conversant with how
to change their looks and appropriate behaviours and mannerisms according to the
context. For example, an upper class male would possess knowledge of how to dress
‘up’ for a social function and dress ‘down’ for a religious event without changing their
status connotations, for example, by sporting a jewel on a pierced body part and
displaying a tattoo when he goes to a party, and removing the jewel and covering the
tattoo when he goes to a temple. However, a lower class male will display ostentatious
jewellery and tattoos all the time, simply to get the attention of others. This example
was related to more overt grooming practices, but as previously noted, knowledge
of the more subtle aspects of grooming was markedly absent among the lower class
participants, and upper-class participants highlighted this lack in projecting status
through these subtle aspects.
What was clearly indicated in the research findings was that the social milieus in
which the two classes operate facilitate grooming in very different ways that are
markedly disadvantageous for the lower class.
The upper class had gained consumption knowledge as well as support and
encouragement from their upbringing, family, the general social environment and
constant exposure to foreign countries. As expressed by one upper class participant:
“My mother knows what is good for me. Since she was in the UK for 10
years, she knows the best brands in the world. So I don’t have a hassle
in finding the right products” (DI – Lakshi – Female – SEC A)
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This participant’s mother has not only obtained consumption knowledge from a
First World country, but also imparts the knowledge to her daughter and obviously
encourages the daughter to groom herself.
In contrast, the lower class had not received any grooming-related knowledge from
their upbringing nor had encouragement from their families:
“My mother doesn’t like to see me styling my hair and wearing these
fashion accessories. She doesn’t like to see me wearing short skirts. She
says she didn’t do this kind of stuff during her childhood. She scolds me
always” (DI – Nimesha – Female – SEC C).
“No one taught me what to choose. My family doesn’t know anything
about styling. I learnt it through the papers and TV programmes. I
asked the Salon too. Then I decided this brand is good for me” (DI –
Rasara – Female – SEC C)
The above two quotes demonstrate the lack of social support for grooming. Not only
do they lack the social background that imparts subtler aspects of grooming that the
upper class values highly, they haven’t got parental approval even for the superficial
grooming practices they engage in. In this context, the only consumption knowledge
they could acquire is from television and beauticians of the low-end salons they
patronize as expressed by Rasara above, and also from peers who have been exposed
to similar sources. This means they’ve had very little opportunity to be ‘unique’ like
the upper class participants, but have had to resort to participating in broad trends.

Acquisition of consumption knowledge and emulation
In the absence of knowledge of the subtle (or even the more superficial) aspects of the
groomed body, there were some lower class respondents who have made attempts
to acquire the needed consumption knowledge by training and exposure to the
upper society. A few had succeeded in this endeavor to some extent, but not to an
appreciable level, especially in relation to the subtler aspects of grooming.
Acquisition of consumption knowledge was not limited to the lower class; it was
something visible in the upper class too. Upper class participants such as Amila
and Megha who had been born to middle class families (such as SEC B) had had to
acquire this knowledge when they went abroad or arrived in town from the village.
When they were exposed to the upper society, they had had to adapt to the changing
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environment through learning and experiencing the features of the upper class to be
on par with the upper society.
Further, in acquiring status through grooming, imitation has played a role in both
social classes. However, this emulation is qualified in the upper classes in that they
only imitated fashions that fitted in with the unique identity they were attempting to
construct. In anything they imitate, they tried their best to adjust that imitation in a
way that highlights their own identity. Further, they took great pains to emphasize
that if at all they imitated any broad fashions, those would be the ones established by
Western celebrities that this class considered as the elites in fashion and grooming.
Even this was done somewhat sparingly as shown in the quote by Shena.
In contrast, following the common trendy fashion was significantly prevalent among
the lower class; they were comfortable in following any fashion and being unique
was not a key concern. Indeed, as previously discussed, in light of the numerous
difficulties they face in gaining the necessary consumption knowledge, emulating
the prevailing trends was their key means of participating in status games through
grooming.
In conclusion, it was established from the results that the groomed body is used to
gain status in society by both the upper and lower classes. However, the way the
upper and lower classes use the groomed body to signify status is different, with
the upper class placing much more importance on uniqueness and consumption
knowledge. The upper class is enriched with the knowledge because of their social
upbringing and appropriate exposure, whereas the lower class is lacking in such
knowledge because of their social environment that did not have the necessary
ingredients to provide this consumption knowledge. In this context the lower class
engages in status projects by imitating current trends to be socially highlighted.

Discussion of Findings
Before discussing the role of grooming in status consumption, it is noteworthy that
the traditional definition of grooming, namely, manipulating the superficial physical
appearance of the body (Wax, 1957) was applicable only to the grooming practices
of the lower class. In the upper class, the definition of grooming was broader and
included other aspects of social signalling and identity that is related to the body,
such as body language (Rook, 1985), mannerisms (Featherstone, Hepworth &
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Turner, 1991) and linguistic capabilities (Bourdieu, 1984). This broader definition
has implications for the use of the groomed body in status consumption, especially
in Bourdieusian form. However, as will be shown below, Veblenian forms of status
consumption was also quite significantly prevalent.
The first proposition of this paper was advanced along the Veblenian views of
status consumption: Consumers of lower and upper classes engage in imitation
and demarcation behaviours respectively in using the groomed body as an
object in projecting social status in order to achieve social adaptation and social
differentiation respectively. It was noted from the findings that the upper class
acted as the trend setter in the process and they clearly differentiated themselves
from the lower class by following unique grooming practices. These behaviours are
very much in line with Simmel’s demarcation practices aimed at achieving social
differentiation. Another term introduced by Veblenian scholars to discuss this
behaviour is Snob Effect (Leibenstein, 1950) that explains how the upper class
attempts to distinguish itself from the lower classes. The lower class participants in
the study engaged in emulating the upper class by following the prevailing trends in
order to be compatible with the society they live. Once again, this is compatible with
Simmel’s imitation practices aimed at social adaptation. This behaviour can also
be explained through the Bandwagon Effect (Leibenstein, 1950), which is another
variation of the Veblen’s social emulation theory that explains how the lower classes
‘get into the swing of things.’ Thus, the findings clearly support the first proposition.
However, it should be noted that the degree of success of the outcome of emulation
was doubted by both upper and lower class participants in the study, where they
doubted the ability of the lower class to completely and accurately emulate the subtle
aspects of the groomed body adopted by the upper class. Therefore, although Simmel
([1904] 1957) stated that social climbing through fashion, styles and grooming is easy
for the lower class, the findings of the study reveal that it is not that easy. Emulation
is a form of action that is guided by the intention of equalling or surpassing someone;
if the action requires certain tastes and knowledge in order to equal the person
being emulated which the emulator lacks, the attempt fails (Campbell, 1995). This is
where the broader upper class definition of grooming comes into play. The findings
of the study highlight that emulation is difficult since the upper class definition of
the groomed body is not merely the outer appearance (as implied by the traditional
definition) but comprises elements of right taste and knowledge of developing the
body appropriately which are directly linked with upper class social upbringing.
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This brings the discussion to the second proposition of the paper: Cultural capital
plays a role in consumers’ grooming practices and their use of the groomed body
as an object in projecting social status. It was clearly noted that in all aspects of
grooming in the upper class - how they define grooming, the practices they engage in
and their utilization of the groomed body in status projects - taste and consumption
knowledge play a key role. Further, how this role is played out in the arena of
grooming closely aligns with Bourdieu’s (1984) descriptions of the formation of
cultural capital and its utilization in social stratification.
Bourdieu’s (1984) claim that lower class consumption is functional which essentially
excludes this class from status games and that the tastes of elite classes tend to be
more aesthetic is supported to a limited extent by the findings of this study. The
lower class practices of using grooming products to hide skin blemishes and the
upper class practices that are much more geared towards ‘tasteful’ grooming are
somewhat akin to this view of consumption. Nevertheless, it should also be noted
that grooming practices of the lower class were not limited to such functional aspects;
trend-following behaviours indicated that they are very much interested in and
actively attempt at participating in status consumption games. The limited success
they have in these attempts, however, highlights Bourdieu’s (1984) argument of the
relationship between cultural capital and habitus.
According to Bourdieu (1984), taste exists predominantly as a part of habitus.
Further, cultural capital is a set of generic transposable characteristics - bodily
dispositions, skills, sensibilities, embodied knowledge concerning the body, beauty,
creativity, individuality, achievement, and so on that together compose the habitus
of cultural elites (Holt, 1997). As previously noted, habitus is a system of dispositions
that passes from generation to generation and is inculcated from early childhood, that
manifest in individuals’ behaviours with hardly any conscious thought (Bourdieu,
1977, 1984). The findings of this study clearly show that forms of cultural capital
related to grooming were fostered systematically in the upper class participants
through their upbringing and life in a particular social milieu, or in other words,
through their habitus. Therefore, the cultural capital related to grooming can be
considered as a transposable resource belonging to the upper class enabling their
social differentiation from the lower classes (Holt, 1997) as Bourdieu claimed.
A recent theoretical argument related to cultural capital, namely, that cultural capital
can also be strategically acquired instead of unconsciously internalized (Ustuner &
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Holt, 2010), was also supported to some extent in this study. People who do not
have access to cultural capital through habitus were seen to attempt at gaining such
capital through strategic acquisition, for example, through training and gaining close
exposure to the upper class. It was evident that some of the upper class participants
who had middle class beginnings had successfully achieved upper class status
through the effective strategic acquisition of cultural capital related to grooming.
However, such success was not evident in the lower class, despite efforts at acquiring
such capital. This probably indicates a certain level of cultural capital necessarily
acquired through habitus, which middle class consumers would presumably possess,
but the lower class consumers would lack, for strategic acquisition to be successful.
However, this notion is largely speculative since there was no clear evidence to
support it.
In combination, the manner in which the two propositions were supported in this
study suggests a certain degree of interconnectedness between emulation in status
consumption and cultural capital-based status consumption as depicted in Figure 1:
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Figure 1: Dynamics between emulation & cultural capital in status
consumption
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As shown in Figure 1, the findings highlight the role of ‘social adaptation’ and ‘social
differentiation’ processes (Ulver & Ostberg, 2008) in distinguishing the status
seeking behaviour of the lower and upper classes. The lower class that doesn’t have
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status as the upper class, appear to face a conflict about their current situation and
tend to adapt themselves to prevailing trends through emulation; this behaviour can
be identified as the ‘social adaptation’ process of the lower class. When the lower
class adapts through emulation, the upper class reacts by differentiating themselves
through creating new subtle aspects of the groomed body that cannot be easily
imitated by the lower class; this behaviour can be identified as ‘social differentiation’.
The upper class can successfully engage in this differentiation process because of
the high cultural capital related to grooming that they have obtained through their
habitus (Bourdieu, 1984), which is denied to the lower classes. Finally, at least
some participants from both groups appear to engage in (or in the case of upper
class participants, have engaged in at some point in time) strategic acquisition
of the cultural capital of the upper class (Ustuner & Holt, 2010). Those who have
succeeded in these attempts have joined the upper class ranks and are now engaging
in differentiation, while those who have failed (i.e., the lower class) are still largely
engaged in emulation.

Theoretical and Managerial Contributions
This study utilized the theoretical foundations of both Veblen ([1899]1994) and
Bourdieu (1984) in combination to explain the status consumption behaviour of two
social classes. This is the key theoretical contribution of this research. Further, this
study has contributed to both grooming and status literature by identifying grooming
as a key activity used by young people in status projection. Therefore, in the absence
of literature that directly addresses the relationship between grooming and status
consumption, this study has established that consumers engage in status games
utilizing the groomed body as a symbolic object. Finally, this study has contributed
to grooming and fashion literature by showing that due to the broadening of the
definition of grooming through the inclusion of cultural capital elements by the
upper class, the lower classes cannot easily engage in the social emulation of fashion
as previous theorists such as Simmel ([1904] 1957) have indicated.
The study also provides managerial implications for marketers engaged in the
grooming industry in formulating communication and marketing strategies. The
findings imply that marketers should customize their strategies according to the class
of the consumer segment. The upper class consumers expect offerings that enable
them to be unique in terms of grooming because they want to clearly differentiate
themselves from the rest of the social classes. Therefore, marketers should approach
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them in a way that their exclusivity and uniqueness are facilitated and enhanced. In
contrast, the lower class consumer requires ease of adaptation in terms of being a part
of the common trend through emulation and acquisition of knowledge. Therefore,
the products designed for them should be affordable but help them in upward social
mobility in the social hierarchy. In addition, marketers can adopt the role of cultural
intermediaries providing them with a constant flow of grooming knowledge to assist
them in obtaining the cultural capital required for social mobility.

Limitations and Directions for Further Research
One limitation of this study was having a sample that represented only two social
classes. Although having participants from the upper and lower classes enabled
the researchers to identify class contrasts more sharply, the study also revealed
that some SEC A participants appeared to have climbed up from the middle class;
dynamics of such social mobility could not be properly investigated since the sample
did not include middle class (such as SEC B) participants. Also, the lowest social
classes such as SEC D and E were not considered in this study; their inclusion might
have shed more light on aspects such as ‘functional’ consumption of the lower
classes that Bourdieu (1984) proposed. Through these very limitations, new research
directions have emerged for further study. Social mobility (or attempted social
mobility) through strategic acquisition of cultural capital was an observed trend.
The dynamics of such attempts in the arena of grooming and the extent of success
achieved by consumers of different social classes would be an interesting avenue to
explore. Further, the degree of functional consumption within the arena of grooming
can be explored in the lower social classes.

Conclusion
The purpose of this paper was to explore the possibility of coupling the two key
theories utilized in status consumption studies to examine a given consumption
domain. The study indicates that not only is it possible to do so, but also that the
combination of these theories provide a richer explanation of status consumption
dynamics.
In recent literature, Veblenian concepts have largely been discarded in favour of
Bourdieusian ones, the former being considered as inappropriate for discussing
contemporary consumption. This study demonstrates that Veblenian emulation
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is far from outdated. The applicability of Bourdieu’s theory was of course quite
visible in the study: Status consumption has indeed been made complex and the
demarcation between classes more pronounced by the incorporation of less visible,
habitus generated cultural capital elements to consumption practices by the elite
classes. Where possible, those in lower classes attempt at strategically acquiring
the necessary cultural capital; such attempts are not always successful and they
are conscious of this. However, that does not mean the lower classes give up on
status consumption; instead they resort to emulation, which, while not enabling
social mobility, at least enables them to gain social status within their class. Thus, it
appears that Veblenian emulation has been prematurely set aside by scholars; when
coupled with Bourdieu’s theory, it can help to provide a much more comprehensive
explanation of contemporary status consumption than either theory could do by
itself.
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