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ABSTRACT

Thisstudyinvestigatesthemediatedmoderatingrelationshipofself-conceptclarity,materialism,and
socialconsumptionmotivationinthecontextofCOVID-19pandemicbasedontheterrormanagement
theory.ThefindingssuggestthatMalaysianconsumershavehighself-conceptclarityabouttheir
materialisticorientation.Thismaterialisticorientationmaybeofhedonistic-utilitariannaturethatis
internallydirectedforself-satisfactionandnotexclusivelydirectedexternallyinmaterialconsumption
toportrayanimagetoothers.Furthermore,thisstudypositsthatculturalfactorslikecollectivismand
uncertaintyavoidancedelimitstheapplicabilityofterrormanagementtheoryinMalaysia,suggesting
thatthedevelopmentofthetheorydrawheavilyfromWesternideologyofindividualismnotdirectly
relevantintheAsiancontext.Finally,thisstudyoffersanunderstandingoftheself-conceptclarity
fromtheAsiancontext,addressingtheappealbyDunloptoinvestigatetheconstructofself-concept
clarityparticularlyinnon-Westerncontext.
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INTRODUCTION

TheconsumptionpatternofMalaysianconsumershascontinuouslychangedandissimultaneously
propellingthegrowthofthecountry’seconomy(Sulaiman,etal.,2018).Thissocialphenomenonis
noticedfromtheprivateconsumptiongrowthpacein2019at7.6%whichwashigherthanthelong-
termaverage(2011to2018)of7%.Malaysiaconsumersarespendingmorewhichiscontributingto
nearly60%oftheMalaysianGDPin2019(Ong&Analytica,2020).Financialagenciesprojected
positiveeconomicgrowthin2020(Asada&Lenain,2019;Shukry,2019).Furthermore,Malaysiais
placed6thgloballyontheConsumerConfidenceIndex(CCI),withanindexscoreof115pointsin
thefirstquarterof2019(“Malaysiaconsumerconfident”,2019).Malaysiawasexpectedtohavea
steadygrowthintheluxurylifestyleandgoodsspendingregardlessoftheslowingglobaleconomy
(Tan,2018).Unfortunately,alltheoptimisticprospectshavetakenadrasticturnfortheworsewith
theunprecedentedglobalCovid-19pandemic.Tocurbthespreadofthevirusinthecountry,the
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Malaysiagovernmentimplementedthreephasesofstrictcontainmentmeasurementssincefirstquarter
of2020withseriouseconomicconsequences(Kana,2020).TheCentralBankofMalaysiarevisedits
officialgrossdomesticproduct(GDP)growthforecastfor2020tobetween-3.5%and-5.5%against
4.3%growthin2019(Idris,2020).Privateconsumptionfell18.5%inthesecondquarterof2020and
a17.1%contractioninGDPwhichisthelowestquartergrowtheverrecordedbythenationsince
theAsianFinancialCrisiswhenGDPfell11.2%inthefourthquarterof1998(Idris&Salim,2020).

As Malaysian consumers resolve to manage their consumption by discriminating towards
essentialgoodsandnecessities,thefocusofpolicymakersshiftedtolow-incomespending(Mohtar
&Kamarulzaman,2020).Theimmediateeffectofdeclineindiscretionaryspendingrateappears
tocontributetothedeterioratingdemandforbrandedandluxurygoods(AmInvest,2020).Branded
andluxurygoodsofferhighsymbolic,social,andemotionalvaluetoconsumersasasourceintrinsic
pleasurewhileofferinglowratiooffunctionalitytoprice(Kapferer&Bastien,2017).Brandedand
luxurygoodsareknownassocialgoods,theconsumptionofwhichistoportrayanimagetofitinwith
desiredsocialgroups(Fitzmaurice&Comegys,2006).Thiscurtaileddemandofsocialconsumption
isexpectedas thegeneralperception toward theseasnon-essentialsmaybecomeaccentuated in
weaksituation(Mischel,1977).Inrecentyears,theluxurymarketemergedasasignificantelement
inglobalmarket(Wangetal.,2011)estimatedatthevalueof1.2trillionEurogloballyupuntil2018
(Bain&Company,2018).Thismarkethasanotablefootprintinretailindustrywheremorethan
50percentoftheMalaysiashoppingmallretailmixcomprisesnon-essentialgoods(PPKM,2018).
Assuch,luxuryproductsconsumptionratecouldsignificantlydictatethesurvivalofthe671malls
inMalaysiawhicharesaidtobeastrugglingsectorrecentlyduetochangingconsumptionpattern
owingtotheCovid-19pandemic(Birruntha,2020).Erraticconsumptionbehaviorssurfacedbecause
oftheCovid-19pandemicthatcontradictedcommonpatternexpectedofcautiousspendingduringa
crisis.Forinstance,irrationalconsumptionbehaviorsofpanicbuying,andstockpilingwereobserved
duringtheenforcementofthefirstmovementcontrolorder(MCO)inMalaysia(“Panicbuying”,
2020).Recentstudybasedondatafrom4,859respondentsfromtheUS,Canada,UK,France,and
Germanyduringtheweekof6April2020foundthat,consumerspendinghabitsacross thefour
emergingsegments,only9%reportedtheywillmaintainthesamespendingpatternspost-Covid-19
(Rogers&Cosgrove,2020).IfthispatternisrepresentativeofMalaysianconsumptionpatternas
well,thequestionarisesastothesustainabilityoftheshoppingmallsinMalaysiathataredependent
onleisureconsumption.However,verylittleisknownaboutwhatmotivatesMalaysianconsumption
ofnon-essentialgoodsduringtheCovid-19pandemic.Thisstudyinvestigatestheconsumptionof
socialgoods(Fitzmaurice&Comegys,2006)anditsrelationshipswithmaterialismandself-concept
clarityofMalaysianconsumersamidtheCovid-19pandemic.

MATERIALISM

Thefeelingsof insecurityandthefearofdeath tendtoencouragematerialconsumption(Kasser
and Sheldon, 2000). According to terror-management theory (Pyszczynski, et al., 1997), when
confronted with the realization of inevitable death, individuals seek validation of their lives by
materialconsumptionbecausematerialpossessionsareculturallyacceptablesymbolsofsuccess.At
thecore,moneybecomesameasureofself-worthandindividualsinternalisethebeliefsofmaterial
consumptiontoovercometheirdreadofinsignificanceintheshadowofdeath(Arndtetal.,2004).
Thevaluesofmaterialconsumptioninofferingpublicmeaningsarisefromsocializationprocesses
(Richins,1994)whichofferprivatemeaningsaswell.Thatistosay,culturalnormsandexpectations
influencetheconstructionofprivatemeanings.Displayofphotographsathomeofhoneymoontrip
toParisinfrontoftheEiffeltowerhassymbolicmeaningsbothpubliclyandprivately.Suchvalues
guideindividuals’consumptionbehaviour(Richins&Dawson,1992)andevidentlyarerecognised
asanindependentdriverofluxuryconsumption(Wiedmannetal.,2009).Literatureonmaterialism
suggestthatmaterialismisauniversalsocio-culturalphenomenon(Srikant,2013)thatisnotexclusively
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heldbyaffluentgroupbutappliestogeneralconsumersaswell(Ger&Belk,1996).Thedesireof
materialthingsandtheassociationmaterialwealthwithhappinessareconsequencesofsocial-cultural
factorsthatdrivenbyadvertisement,themedia,andothersocial-structures(Larsenetal.,1999).

SOCIAL CONSUMPTION

Individualsconsumegoodsasawaytodefinetheirsocialidentity(Fitzmaurice&Comegys,2006).
One’svalueisdeterminedbywhatoneconsumesandpossesses(Kasser,2002)andtheimpressions
consumptionhasonothers(Wiedmannetal.,2009).Materialgoodsoffermeaningsshapedalsoby
advertisements(Czarneckaetal.,2018;Vigneron&Johnson,2004).Eastmanetal.(1999)explain
thatconsumerstendtoexpresstheirwealthinsocietythroughtheirconsumption.Assuch,social
consumptionexplainsthephenomenonofconsumptionthatisinfluencedbytheimageconsumers
wanttoportraythatfitsintoapreferredsocialsituationorgroup(Campbell,1987).Suchconsumption
is said tobegoalorientated (Kim&Kim,2020).For instance, thepurchaseof luxuryproducts
withtheintendedgoalofsignallingstatus(Hanetal.,2010)togainin-grouplegitimacy.Consumer
are considered as socially motivated in their consumption behaviour when others’ opinions are
valuedandweighmoreintheirconsumptiondecisions(Giletal.,2012).Theconsumptiondesireto
impressothersabouttheirabilitytoconsumecertainproductsusuallyinvolvegoodsofprestigious
naturetoportraywealthconspicuously(Eastmanetal.,1999;Mason,1981)suchmotivationleads
consumerstobemoresensitivetosocialcuesrelatedtobrandconsumptionexhibitingsuchstatus
(Giletal.,2012).However,recentresearchhasdisentangledstatusconsumptionandconspicuous
consumption(O’cass&McEwen,2004).Whileacknowledginganoverlapinconstructdomains,
statusconsumptionisdescribedastheprocessofgainingprestigethroughstatus-ladenconsumption
whichhasastrongerprivatemeaningwhereasconspicuousconsumptionfocusesonovertdisplayof
consumptiontosignificantotherswhichsuggestastrongerpublicmeaningtotheconsumption(O’cass
&McEwen,2004).KimandJang’s(2017)studyexemplifiedthissocialconsumptionsituationwhere
KoreanGenYconsumersindulgeinconspicuousconsumptionatluxurycaféduetotheinfluencesof
personalmaterialisticdesiresandtheirsusceptibilitytosocialgroupmembershipstatus.Inaddition,
ShardaandBhat(2018)detectedsimilarpositivecorrelationbetweenmaterialismandluxurysocial
consumptionintheirresearchIndiayouthwithmaterialisticinducedtendenciestopurchasesymbolic
luxuryandbrandeditemsbecausetheywanttobeseenassuccessfulandattachedtotheaffluent
socialcommunity.Thepositiverelationshipbetweenmaterialismandsocialconsumptionmotivation
is clear (Fitzmaurice&Comegys,2006).Furthermore,materialistic consumershavehigh status
consumption(Türk&Erciş,2017)andconspicuousconsumption(Podoshenetal.,2011),which
suggestthesameforsocialconsumptionmotivation.Therefore:

H1:MaterialismispositivelyrelatedtoSocialConsumptionMotivation.

SELF-CONCEPT CLARITy

Theconceptofselfcanbedescribedastheviewthatapersonhasabouthisqualitiesandhowhe
assessesthesequalitiesinhimself(Ünaletal.,2019).Thenotionofselfisaverycomplexmechanism,
itcanincludemulti-dimensionalpersonal traitsandattributessuchasself-beliefsandperception
ofoneselfthatmaybedomainspecific(Alvandietal.,2013).GuerrettazandArkin(2016)posit
thehighersubjectivesenseofselfisfoundtohaveinfluenceonhowpeoplesearchandinterpret
information about their surroundings. The stability of the self-concept can be evaluated by the
constructcalledself-conceptclarity(SCC)whichisdefinedbyCampbelletal.(1996,p.142)asthe
extenttowhichone’sselfconceptis“clearlyandconfidentiallydefined,internallyconsistentand
temporallystable”.SCCiscloselyrelevantwithconsistencyandstabilityoftheoverallconstructof
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self-conceptinsteadofspecificidentity(ReedIIetal.,2012)(SeeSchwartzetal.,(2017)foraclear
delineatingofself-conceptclarityandpersonalidentity).SCCreferstoassessmentsofthestructural
dimensionsofselfratherthanthecontentofself.AlthoughSCCismalleable,highSCCpersons
havewell-articulatedself-conceptwhichislessvulnerabletotheeffectsofexternalstimuliandable
tocopewellwithdepressionandhavehealthyhabits,suchasconstructiveself-talkandenhanced
mentalprocessingcapacity;thisisbecauseonewithwell-developedSCCisunlikelytointegratefresh
andpossiblycontradictoryinformationaboutthemselves(Campbell,1990;Campbelletal.,1996).
However,recentstudiessuggestedthereverse.LowSCCisfoundtobeassociatedwithhigherrisk
adversityinself-expansionastherearepossibilitiesofadoptingattributescontrarytoself-concept
whichisperceivedtoberisky(Emeryetal.,2015).ThestudybyEmeryetal.(2015)investigated
self-concept clarity involving respondents in the context of romantic relationships. Contrary to
Emery’sfindings,researchshowthatlowSCCcompelsindividualstoseeksexternalreferencesto
consolidateones’conceptofself(Vartanian,2009).Furthermore,womenwithlowSCCtendtomake
referencetoothersandinternaliseexternalideals(Vartanian&Dey,2013)todeveloptheirsense
ofidentity.Itseemsthereforethattheconfusedselfislessresistanceinembracingcontradictory
qualitiestotheirself-conceptbecauselowSCCisnotsurethesearecontradictory.Weakmetacognitive
knowledgeoftheself,subjectstheselftobeguidedbyexternalandsituationalcuesinsteadbythe
self-concept(Light,2017).ApersonwithhighSCCdemonstratesawell-articulatedself-concept
whichtendstobelesssusceptibletoexternalcuesforself-definition.Incontrast,theindividualwith
vaguelydefinedorambiguousself-concepts,asindicatedwithlowSCC,tendstodependonand
behighlysusceptibletoexternalsituationinfluences(Campbelletal.,1996)suchaspeerpressure,
massmedia,socialconsumptionmotives,andotherbeliefslikematerialismthatcanimpacthuman
behavioursanddecision-makingprocesses(Kernisetal.,2000).Thepositiverelationshipbetween
SCCandmaterialismhasempiricalsupport(Reevesetal.,2012).Inconsumerbehaviourresearch,
SCChasremainedunder-investigated.Amongthelimitedstudies,itwasfoundthatlowSCCpersons
arepronetomarketingpersuasion(Burger&Guadagno,2003;Leeetal.,2010)whilelow-income
BritishteenswithlowSCCaresusceptibletointerpersonalinfluenceinbrandedgoodsconsumption
(Isaksen&Roper,2008).Reevesetal.(2012)discoveredthatstudentswhoarepronetocelebrity
worshipandwhobuycompulsivelylackSCC.Mittal(2015)foundthatconsumerswithlowSCC
arevulnerabletointerpersonalpressureandmaterialism;theyuseconsumptionasaformofescape.
Furthermore,Mittal(2015)suggestthatlowSCCusetheirpurchasetobolsterself-esteembutsuffer
frompostpurchaseself-doubt.Recentstudytreatsworkasaconsumptionobject(Godlewska-Werner
etal.,2020)thatfoundanegativerelationshipwithSCC.Sincesocialconsumptiondescribesthe
consumptionphenomenonthatisaffectedbyothersalientsocialgroups(Campbell,1987),weexpect
consumerswithlowSCCtobesusceptibletosuchmotivation.Fromtheextentliterature,wepropose
thefollowinghypotheses:

H2:Self-conceptclarityisnegativelyrelatedtoMaterialism.
H3:Self-conceptclarityisnegativelyrelatedtoSocialConsumptionMotivation.

FEAR OF COVID-19

TheCoronavirus2019 (Covid-19)pandemic first emerged inChina inDecember2019andwas
confirmedbyWorldHealthOrganisation(WHO)onJanuary12,2020beforeitsabruptoutbreakin
213countries(Shahetal.,2020).Thisdeadlypneumoniadiseasecausedwidearrayofrespiratoryand
non-respiratorysymptoms(Rothan&Byrareddy,2020).Infectionsymptomslikefever,exhaustion,
dry cough, myalgia, and dyspnoea are the most frequently observe within the first 2 – 14 days
(Wangetal.,2020).Around80percentofpatientsundergoandrecoverfrommoderateinfections.
Theremainingpatientshaveseriousdyspnoeaandpoorbloodoxygensaturationinfectionsormay
beinsevereconditionwithrespiratoryormultipleorganfailure(Shahetal.,2020).Itssevereglobal
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proliferationratepromptstheWHOtoannounceanurgentcallforpublichealthemergencies(Wu&
McGoogan,2020).InMalaysia,theCovid-19pandemicstartedwith2digitsconfirmedcasesdaily
andacceleratedrapidlytonewrecordofmorethan5,700casesonJanuary29,2021whichbrought
thecumulativenumberofcasessincethepandemichitthecountrytomorethan203,000casesand
733deaths(Zainul,2021).

Harperetal.(2020)positthattheimminentfearofCovid-19itselfsupersedesotherfearsthat
mightexacerbatetheharminflictbythediseaseitself.86%Malaysianresidentsindicatedthefear
ofcontractingthevirus(Hirschmann,2020).Disproportionatefearisoneofdistinctassociationof
infectiousdiseasesbecauseoftheirrapidtransmissionandinvisibilitywhichcanbeexacerbatedbythe
misinformationofthemedia(Pappasetal.2009).Underthepsychologicalinfluenceoffear,irrational
reactionsreplacelogicalthinkinginthefaceofCovid-19pandemic(Ahorsuetal.,2020).Human
awarenessofdeathduringthepandemicwilltriggervariousformsofpsychologicaldistress(Lietal.,
2020);forinstance,fearandanxiety(Greenbergetal.,1997;Solomonetal.,1991).Naturally,people
willcounterreacttoseekpositiveemotiontocopewiththeirfearofdeaththreat(Hikosaka,2010;
Hseeetal.,2008)hence;consumerbehaviourwillchangetomatchtheirpsychologicalconditions
(Songetal,2020).Researchonconsumerbehaviourunveilshiftspendingpatternswitchingtoward
compulsiveconsumption(Arndtetal.,2004;Mandel&Smeesters,2007)asacopingmechanism
addressingthefearandanxietyduetotheexposure(Shrivastavaetal.,2017).Sucherraticconsumption
patternsaresimilarlyobservedinMalaysian(Yauetal.,2020).

According to terror management theory, the pursuit of material consumption is a way to
mitigatethethreatofdeath.Therealisationoftheinevitabilityofdeathpostsanexistentialthreat
which engenders a debilitating fear triggering an ameliorating mechanism by fulfilling cultural
idealsofmeaningandsignificance.Suchculturalidealsarecalledculturalworldview(Arndtetal.,
2004).Consumptionisawaytosupressthethoughtsofdeath,asin“livinguptothestandardsof
valueinherent”(Pyszczynskietal.,1999,p.2)intheculturalworldview.Asmaterialpossessions
aresymbolsofsuccessintheculturalworldview,thepursuitofhighpricedandculturallydesired
commoditiesprojectsimaginesmatchingthesocietalstandardofhavingultimatelyarrived(Mandel
&Heine,1999;Truong&McColl,2011).Havinglivedtheculturallyacceptedworldviewofthegood
lifeisonewaytoatlastovercometheexistentialanxietiesofdeath(Arndtetal,2004;Rindfleisch
&Burroughs,2004).

InthecontextofCovid-19infectiousdisease,Lietal.(2020)foundthatthepandemiccaused
impulsiveconsumptionpropensitywhichseemstobedrivenbymaterialistictendency.Similarly,Song
etal.(2020)highlightedthepositiverelationshipbetweenthethreadofdeathinlightofCovid-19
andmaterialismwhere,consumerusegoodsacquisitiontoenhancetheirsenseofsecuritylikethe
needofbelongingthroughsocialconformityconsumption.Similarly,basedonterrormanagement
theory,inthefaceofexistentialthreat,thefearofCovid-19ispositashavingapositivemoderating
effectontherelationshipbetweenmaterialismandsocialconsumptionmotivation:

H4: Fear of Covid-19 positively moderates the relationship between Materialism and Social
ConsumptionMotivation.

METHODS

Measurements.For self-concept clarity, theoriginal12-itemscaledevelopedbyCampbell et al.
(1996)wasusedwhich contentquestions aboutbeliefsofoneself (e.g., “I can changemymind
aboutmyselffromdaytoday”and“SometimesIfeelthatIamnotreallythepersonthatIappearto
be”).Therespondentprovidesanswerstoquestionsona5-pointLikertscale,where1=Strongly 
disagreeand5=Strongly agree.Reliabilityinthecurrentstudywasα=0.84.Socialconsumption
motivationwasmeasuredusinga4-itemscaledevelopedbyMoschis(1981)consistingofquestions
like“Beforepurchasingaproduct,itisimportanttoknowwhatothersthinkofdifferentbrandsor
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products”and“Beforepurchasingaproduct,itisimportanttoknowwhatothersthinkofpeople
whousecertainbrandsorproducts”.Responseswerecapturedusinga5-pointLikertscale,where
1=Strongly disagreeand5=Strongly agree.Reliabilityinthecurrentstudywasα=0.83.Richins
andDawson’s(1992)materialismscalewasusedwhichconsistsofthethreefactorscorrespondto
theelementsofmaterialisminconstructdefinition.Participantsratedtheitemusinga5‐pointLikert
scale(1=Strongly disagree,5=Strongly agree),andhighervaluesindicategreatermaterialism.The
reliabilitycorrelationsareasfollow:success(α=0.61),centrality(α=0.23),happiness(α=0.55),
andmaterialism(α=0.69forthecombinedscale).SimilarreadingswerereportedbyHeaneyetal,
(2005)withdatadrawnfromMalaysianrespondents.The7-itemunidimensionalFearofCovid-19scale
developedbyAhorsuetal.(2020)wasusedtoassessMalaysiaconsumers’fearofthecoronavirus.
ThescalehasbeentranslatedintoMalayversionaimtobeusedinMalaysiacontextandhasbetested
inLietal.(2020).Examplesofitemquestionsare“Iammostafraidofcoronavirus-19”,“Itmakes
meuncomfortabletothinkaboutcoronavirus-19”,and“MyhandsbecomeclammywhenIthink
aboutcoronavirus-19”.Responseswerecollectedusinga5-itemLikert(1=Strongly disagree,5=
Strongly agree),resultingininstrumentreliabilityα=87.FearofCovid-19wasrecodedtoanew
variablewiththreegroupsusingthefirstandfourthquartilevaluesascutoff(1=lowfear,2=mid
fear,3=highfear).Fordemographicdata,respondentswereaskedabouttheirgender(0=female,
1=male),age,nationality,seniority(1=frontlinestaff,2=middlemanager,3=seniormanager,4=
topmanager),andincome(B40consistingof1=below2500,2=2501–3169,=3170–3969,4=
3970–4849;M40consistingof5=4850–5879,6=5880–7099,7=7100–8699,8=8700–10959;and
T20consistingof9=10960–15039,10=15040andabove).

Respondents.Anonymousonlinequestionnairewasusedinthesurveytosolicitaterespondents
whoarestayinginMalaysia.Atotalof167completedquestionnaireswerecollected.Aprioriminimum
samplesizeof84wasascertainedbasedonpoweranalysis(Soper,2021a)withparametersfora
4-predictormodel,withmediumeffectsize(f2)of0.15,statisticalpowerof0.80,andprobability
levelof0.05(Cohen,1988).Post-hocanalysisofstatisticalpowerwas0.92basedona4-predictor
modelwithobservedR2at0.0916,probabilitylevelof0.05andsamplesizeof167(Soper,2021b).
Thesamplesizeof167isdeemedtohavesufficientstatisticalpowerfortheanalysisinthisstudy.
MajorityoftherespondentswereMalaysians(159,95.2%)with8respondentswhoareforeigners
stayinginMalaysia.Outofwhich87respondentsarefemale(52.1%)and80aremale(47.9%).The
largestagegroupwastherangeof30to39thatconsistsof89respondents(53.3%),followedby22to
29rangewhichconsistsof40respondents(24.0%),andfinallythe40andaboveagerangeconsisted
of38respondents(22.7%).Majorityof48.5%heldmid-levelmanagementpositionswithfront-liners
accountingfor31.7%andseniorandtopmanagersfor19.8%oftheremainderrespondents.Based
on thehousehold incomeclassificationbyDepartmentofStatisticMalaysia (DOSM,2019), the
bottom40percentbracket(B40)whichsegregateshouseholdincomeintotherangesof2,500and
below,2,501to3,169,3,170to3,969,and3,970to4,849,accountedfor25.1%oftherespondents.
Themiddle40percentbracket(M40)whichsegregateshouseholdincomeintotherangesof4,850
to5,879,5,880to7,099,7,100to8,699,and8,700to10,959,accountedforthemajority50.9%of
therespondents.Finally,thetop20percentbracket(T20)whichconsistsofthehouseholdincome
rangefrom10,960to15,039and15,040andabove,accountedfor24%oftherespondentsinthis
survey.Comparatively,thissamplehasmorerepresentationfromthemiddle-incomebracket(M40).

Data Analysis
CorrelationanalysisofallscalesshownonTable2revealsstrongsupportforthehypothesesdeveloped
inthisstudy.One-wayANOVAwasconductedtocomparethemeanvaluesofthemultiplegroups.
Table3showsthemeanandstandarddeviationvalues.Thereissignificantdifferenceinself-concept
claritybetweentheincomegroups[F(2,164)=3.40,p=0.036].PosthoccomparisonusingGames-
HowelltestindicatedthattheSCCmeanscoreforB40(M=3.20,SD=0.83)wassignificantlyhigher
thanthemeanscoreforM40(M=2.86,SD=0.64).
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Furthermore,betweenincomegroups,thereisasignificantdifferenceinmaterialism[F(2,164)=
7.96,p=0.001].PosthoccomparisonusingGames-Howelltestindicatedthatthemeanscorefor
B40(M=3.26,SD=0.46)wassignificantlyhigherthanthemeanscoreforT20(M=2.92,SD=
0.55)andthemeanscoreforM40(M=3.25,SD=0.40)wassignificantlyhigherthanthemean
scoreforT20(M=2.92,SD=0.55).ThisbasicallyindicatedthatrespondentsintheT20income
bracketscoredsignificantlylowerinmaterialism.Betweenagegroups,thereissignificantdifference
inmaterialism[F(2,164)=4.11,p=0.018].PosthoccomparisonusingGames-Howelltestindicated
thatthemeanscoreforagegroup22to29(M=3.35,SD=0.42)issignificantlyhigherthanforage
group30to39(M=3.13,SD=0.45)andsimilarlysignificantlyhigherwhencomparedwithagegroup
40+(M=3.09,SD=0.55).Agegroup40+(M=2.77,SD=0.85)scoresignificantlyhigherforFear
ofCovid-19[F(2,164)=3.26,p=0.041]thanagedgroup30to39(M=2.36,SD=0.84).Comparing

Figure 1. Conceptual model

Table 1. Profile of respondents

Characteristics Frequency Percentage (%)

Gender Female 87 52.1

Male 80 47.9

Age 22-29 40 24

30-39 89 53.3

40&above 38 22.7

Nationality Non-Malaysian 8 4.8

Malaysian 159 95.2

Seniority Frontline 53 31.7

MiddleManager 81 48.5

SeniorManager 22 13.2

TopManager 11 6.6

Income B40 42 25.1

M40 85 50.9

T20 40 24.0
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senioritygroups,thereissignificantdifferenceinmaterialism[F(3,163)=6.31,p=0.000]between
front-liners(M=3.39,SD=0.40)andmid-levelmanagement(M=3.05,SD=0.49).

MultipleregressionanalysisofthemodelwasexecutedwithHayesproceedmacro(3.3)integrated
inSPSS(Model14)using50,000bootstrappingsamples.TheresultsareshowninTable4.The
moderatingeffectissignificant[F(1,162)=9.681,p=0.002,∆R2=0.05).Themoderatedmediation
effectisalsosignificantbecausethebootstrappedresultsdidnotcontainazerobetweenthelower-and
upper-levelconfidenceintervals(p<0.05)withanindexvalueof-0.091.Figure2showsthemodel
withresultsandFigure3showstheinteractioneffects.

Table 2. Correlation analysis

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

SCM 3.258 1.010 1

M 3.173 0.474 0.296** 1

SCC 2.945 0.740 0.167* 0.303** 1

Fear 2.520 0.900 0.213** 0.212** 0.307** 1

Gender 0.480 0.501 0.073 0.094 0.092 -0.014 1

Age 35.020 6.906 0.045 -0.279** -0.139 0.031 0.037 1

Seniority 1.950 0.845 0.011 -0.208** -0.132 0.031 0.118 0.314** 1

Income 6.200 2.667 0.033 -0.286** -0.219** -0.073 0.174* 0.610** 0.441**

* p<0.05, **p<0.01, M = Materialism, SCC = Self-concept clarity, SCM = Social consumption motivation, Fear = Fear of Covid-19

Table 3. Comparing means

SCM SCC Fear Materialism

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Gender Female 3.19 1.04 2.88 0.70 2.53 0.90 3.13 0.42

Male 3.33 0.98 3.02 0.78 2.51 0.91 3.22 0.52

Seniority Frontline 3.41 0.94 3.10 0.85 2.52 1.03 3.39 0.40

Middle 3.08 1.06 2.92 0.64 2.52 0.79 3.05 0.49

Senior 3.36 0.87 2.66 0.81 2.37 0.93 3.13 0.48

Top 3.59 1.13 2.97 0.62 2.84 0.96 3.11 0.37

Age 22-29 3.16 1.27 3.14 0.72 2.63 1.01 3.35 0.42

30-39 3.26 0.96 2.86 0.71 2.36 0.84 3.13 0.45

40+ 3.37 0.81 2.95 0.81 2.77 0.85 3.09 0.55

Income B40 3.11 1.02 3.20 0.83 2.59 1.05 3.26 0.46

M40 3.33 1.06 2.86 0.64 2.50 0.83 3.25 0.40

T20 3.26 0.90 2.86 0.80 2.49 0.89 2.92 0.55
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DISCUSSION

The results indicated that social consumption motivation is driven by self-concept clarity and
materialismwhilethefearofCovid-19dampenthiseffect.Sincesocialconsumptionsubsumesstatus
consumption(O’cass&McEwen,2004),thisstudyiscongruentwithHeaney’setal.(2005)reported
findingsthatmaterialismispositivelycorrelatedwithstatusconsumptioninMalaysia.Zakariaet
al.(2020)alsofoundmaterialismtobethemostsignificantpredictorofsocialconsumptionamong
GenYinMalaysia,accentuatedbythenationalcollectivismvalue.However,thisstudycontributes

Table 4. Regression results

Coeff SE t-value p-value LLCI ULCI R2

Step 1

SCC->M 0.194 0.048 4.08 0.000** 0.100 0.288 0.092

Step 2

SCC->SCM 0.045 0.107 0.418 0.676 -0.166 0.256 0.163

M->SCM 1.734 0.418 4.150 0.000** 0.909 2.560

Fear->SCM 1.683 0.496 3.394 0.000** 0.704 2.663

FearxM->SCM -0.470 0.151 -3.110 0.002** -0.769 -0.172

Step 3

Index=-0.0912 0.032 -0.159 -0.034

Conditional Indirect Effects

Fear Effect BootSE BootLLCI BootULCI

1.5714(Low) 0.193 0.066 0.075 0.334

2.4286(Mid) 0.115 0.046 0.035 0.215

3.2857(High) 0.037 0.037 -0.032 0.115

** p < 0.01, M = Materialism, SCC = Self-concept clarity, SCM = Social consumption motivation, Fear = Fear of Covid-19

Figure 2. Model with results
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tonewfindingsabouthowself-conceptclarity feature in therelationship.Thisstudyshows that
self-conceptclarityispositivelyrelatedtomaterialism,atleastinMalaysia.Paststudiessuggestthat
consumerswithlowSCCderiveclaritytotheiridentityfromconsumingproductswithculturally
embeddedmeanings(Reevesetal.,2012).Cushman’semptyself-theory(Cushman,1990)istheidea
thatWesternsecularman,inrejectingreligionasareferenceformeaning,islefttofilltheemptiness
in the self by ceaseless acquisition.Supporting this claim isReeves’ et al. (2012) resultswhich
showthatindividualswithlowSCCaresusceptibletomaterialisticconsumption.Furthermore,this
isinlinewithMickenandRoberts’(1999)claimthatmaterialistsareseekersformeaningintheir
consumptiontofixtheiridentity.However,thereisacompetingperspective(Fitzmaurice&Comegys,
2006)whichsuggeststhatmaterialistsarenotlostsoulsbutareinsteadsaidtohavecorebeliefsthat
distinguishthemfromnon-materialists(Richins&Dawson,1992).Materialandbrandpossessions
havemeaninginandofthemselvesthatisbeyondtheirsocialsymbolicstatus.Thisstudysupports
thecounterperspective.MalaysianconsumerswithhighSCCtendtobemorematerialisticbuttheir
understandingoftheirselfisnotdirectedtowardssocialconsumption.Onepossibleexplanationis
thatMalaysianconsumersaremoreutilitarianintheirconsumptionpreferencewhichisinsyncwith
theconceptofmaterialismratherthansocialconsumption(Eastmanetal.,1997).Theinsignificant
relationshipbetweenSCCandSCMfurthersupportsthisclaimalthoughself-conceptunderstanding
ofmaterialismhaspositiveindirecteffects.Futurestudiesshouldinvestigatetheeffectofself-concept
claritywithsuchself-directedconsumptionconstructakintohedonic/utilitarianconsumption(Ladeira
etal.,2013)asdependentvariable,mediatedbymaterialism.Otherrelatedvariablesthatshouldbe
investigatedinasinglemodelwithself-conceptclarityarestatusandconspicuousconsumptionto
haveaclearerpictureof thesocialpsychologicalmotivationsofAsianconsumers.SinceSCCis
conceivedasametacognitiveunderstandingofthestructureofselfratherthanthecontentsofself-
concept(Dunlop,2017),wesuggest thatMalaysianconsumershavesuperficialunderstandingof
thedetailedcontentsoftheirself-conceptbutafirmstructuralalignmentwithmaterialisticvalues
intheirself-concept.Inaddition,althoughitisstillanopenquestionwhetherAsianconsumersare
morematerialisticthanWesternconsumers(compareEastmanetal.,1997andGer&Belk,1996)
whatisclearisthatMalaysiansseethemselvesasmaterialistic,especiallythecasefortheB40income
bracket,frontlinemanagers,andtheagegroupof22to29.Thisfurtherindicatethematerialismis
notincomerelated,whichiscongruentwithpaststudies(LaBarberaetal.,1997;Watson,2003)
indicatinghighmaterialisticaspiration.

Figure 3. Interaction effects
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InthemidstoftheCovid-19pandemic,weinvestigatedwhetherthefearofthevirusconfers
significantthreadtolifesuchthatittriggersanextenuatingprocessofself-preservationinwhatis
describedasterrormanagement(Greenbergetal.,1986).Terrormanagementtheorysuggeststhatin
thefaceofexistentialthreadofdeath,efforttosafeguardself-esteementailsaddressculturallyrelevant
shortcomings.Basedonthistheory,weexpectthefearofCovid-19wouldcompelMalaysiansto
increasesocialconsumptionasasymbolicgesturetosignalhavingachievedtheculturalworldview
valueofachievingsignificanceinsuccess.WeexpectedthefearofCovid-19tomoderatepositively
therelationshipbetweenmaterialismandsocialconsumptionmotivation.Besides,theagegroupof
40andabove(significantpositivecorrelatedwithincome)indicatedsignificantlyhigherfearofthe
Covid-19suggestingthelikelihoodto“shop‘tilyoudrop”(Mandel&Smeesters,2007).However,
theresultsarecontrarytothisexpectation.Boththesignificantmoderatingandmediatedmoderating
effectswerenegative.OnepossibleexplanationisthatMalaysianconsumers,althoughmaterialistic,
arealsopragmatic,risk-averse,andcollectivistic.Malaysianshavehighuncertaintyavoidanceand
havehighgroup/familycollectivism(Kennedy,2002).Risk-aversebehavioursduringthepandemic
werereportedbyAzlanetal.(2020)likeavoidingcrowdedplacesandhandhygiene.Preservingthe
well-beingofthecommunityandfamilyandavoidunnecessaryspendingwilltendtobepriorityduring
thepandemic.Inotherwords,welfareofthefamilytakesprecedenceoverdiscretionarypersonal
spending.Forinstance,althoughwearingmaskisacontroversial topicintheWest(Finn,2020),
themandatetowearmaskinpublicisenforcedbytheMalaysiangovernmentwithoutmuchdebate
whensupplyofmaskwasnotanissue(Azlanetal.,2020;Wong&Alias,2020).Congruentwith
collectivism,thesocialutilityofwearingmaskinpreventionofpossibleharmtoothersbyspreading
thevirussupersedesindividualinconveniences.ContrastingwithWesternculturalvaluesofhigher
individualismandloweruncertaintyavoidance,thissuggeststhatculturalvaluesofcollectivismand
uncertaintyavoidance(Houseetal.,2004)areboundaryconditionstotheterrormanagementtheory.
Zakariaetal.(2020)haveshownthat,priortotheCovid-19pandemic,collectivismispositively
associatedwithmaterialismamongMalaysianGenYconsumers.Thisfurtherstrengthensthecase
forcollectivismasamoderatingfactorwhenconsideringterrormanagementtheoryintheAsian
context,oratleastinMalaysia.Consequently,futurestudiesshouldalsoinvestigatetheothercultural
dimensionsintheGLODEstudy(Houseetal,2004)aspossibleboundaryconditionswhenapplying
terrormanagementtheoryintheAsiancontext.

Marketing implications. Shopping malls owners and operators will find it challenging to
marketsocialconsumptionrelatedgoodstoMalaysiansamidtheCovid-19pandemic.Malaysian
marketersmaytheireffortsinpromotingstatussymbolsinsocialconsumptionmarketingbackfiring.
Furthermore,therestrictedmovementorderbytheauthoritiesmayfurtherreducesocialcomparison
saliencyassocialgatheringsareillegal.However,promotingmaterialisticconsumptionbyemphasizing
utilitarianvaluesandhedonisticappealoftheproductsmaygainmoretraction,particularlyforthe
agegroupof40andabove.Nevertheless, further studiesareneeded tounderstandconsumption
preferencealongthisapproach.GiventhattheB40andtheyoungeragegroupinthisstudyhave
highermaterialisticdesire,thereisanethicaldilemmainpersuadingtheseconsumerstospendwhat
isobviouslybeyondtheirmeans.

Limitations.Thisstudyisnotwithoutitslimitations.First,theself-conceptclarityandself-esteem
constructshaveoverlappingdomains.Thisstudydidnotcontrolfortheeffectsofself-esteemthus
preventusfromaccuratelypredictingthetrueassociatesofself-conceptclarityconstruct(DeMarree
&Bobrowski,2017).Apossibleapproachinfuturestudiestoreducethisuncertaintyistomeasure
self-esteemconcurrentlyanddeterminingtheR2changeinstepwiseregressionanalysis.Second,
theMoschis’s(1981)socialconsumptionmotivationconstructcapturesinfluencefrommeaningof
bothproductsandotherpeople.Itdoesnotonlymeasuresocialinfluenceinconsumption.Third,
alternativeinstrumentformaterialismthatofferbetterreliabilitystatisticsshouldimprovedimensional
analysisthatwasnotprovidedinthisstudy.Fourth,generalisabilityislimitedbythesamplesizeas
circumstancesduringtheCovid-19pandemicrestrictedaccesstorespondentsacrossawiderspectrum
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andabiggerrange.Futurestudiesmayhaveopportunitytocloselyreplicatesuchuniquesituational
contextconfrontingus.

Contributions. Notwithstanding these limitations, this study contributes important new
understandingofmaterialismandsocialconsumptionmotivationinthecontextofCovid-19pandemic
inMalaysia.Malaysianconsumershavehighself-conceptclarityabouttheirmaterialisticorientation
thatmaybeofahedonistic-utilitariannature.Furthermore,cultural factors likecollectivismand
uncertaintyavoidanceboundstheapplicabilityofterrormanagementtheoryinMalaysia,suggesting
thatthedevelopmentofthetheorydrawheavilyfromWesternideologyofindividualismforeigntothe
Asianmindset.Finally,thisstudyoffersanunderstandingoftheself-conceptclarityfromtheAsian
context,answeringthetheappealbyDunlop(2017)toinvestigatetheconstructofself-conceptclarity
particularlyinnon-Westerncontext.Giventhelimitedstudiesofself-conceptclarityinconsumer
behaviourresearch,itisthehopethatthisstudybroachesinterest.
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