
"Luxury beliefs": Signaling through ideology?*

Margaret Samahita†
.

October 2, 2024

Abstract

The concept of "luxury beliefs" has gained increasing attention in recent months.
It captures the idea that, as status goods become more affordable, ideology has
emerged as a new way to signal status. I use a signaling game to derive a prediction
related to the concept: given some beliefs are associated with high status, lower
status individuals seek to pool with high status individuals by stating these beliefs
if the social image gain is sufficiently high. I test this prediction using two online
experiments and a series of statements commonly recognised as "luxury beliefs".
I find that i) luxury beliefs are not strongly associated with status: they are only
perceived to signal college attendance and negatively correlate with income and
perceived income; and ii) there is no evidence of signaling using these beliefs in a
(close to anonymous) online setting.
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In the past, people displayed their membership of the upper class with their material
accoutrements. But today, luxury goods are more affordable than before. And people
are less likely to receive validation for the material items they display. This is a
problem for the affluent, who still want to broadcast their high social position. But
they have come up with a clever solution. The affluent have decoupled social status
from goods, and re-attached it to beliefs.—Rob Henderson, 2019
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“... there have been always two different schemes or systems of morality current at
the same time; of which the one may be called the strict or austere; the other the
liberal, or, if you will, the loose system. ... The vices of levity are always ruinous
to the common people, and a single week’s thoughtlessness and dissipation is often
sufficient to undo a poor workman for ever, and to drive him through despair upon
committing the most enormous crimes. ... The disorder and extravagance of several
years, on the contrary, will not always ruin a man of fashion, and people of that rank
are very apt to consider the power of indulging in some degree of excess as one of the
advantages of their fortune, and the liberty of doing so without censure or reproach
as one of the privileges which belong to their station.—Adam Smith, 1776
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1 Introduction

Individuals have long used conspicuous consumption to signal status (Veblen, 1899).
As status goods become more affordable, and given the rise in sustainable consumption
and minimalism, certain ideologies have been proposed as a new way to signal status.
Sociologist Rob Henderson coined the term "luxury beliefs" in 2019 precisely to describe
these ideologies, defining them as "ideas and opinions that confer status on the rich at
very little cost, while taking a toll on the lower class."3 As Henderson noted, "(t)he
chief purpose of luxury beliefs is to indicate evidence of the believer’s social class and
education."4 An example is eliminating standardised testing for college admission: if
implemented, those from elite background have access to informal networks or legacy
admission, while those from poorer background would lose the only way they have to
signal academic potential. An individual that states that "standardised testing should

1https://quillette.com/2019/11/16/thorstein-veblens-theory-of-the-leisure-class-a-sta

tus-update/, accessed 2022-11-15.
2Wealth of Nations, Book 5, Chapter 1, Part III.
3https://nypost.com/2019/08/17/luxury-beliefs-are-the-latest-status-symbol-for-rich-a

mericans/, accessed 2022-11-15.
4https://quillette.com/2019/11/16/thorstein-veblens-theory-of-the-leisure-class-a-sta

tus-update/, accessed 2022-11-15.
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be eliminated" thus signals that they can afford to have such a belief implemented, and
thus that they have elite status. Other examples include defunding the police, promoting
degrowth, legalising casual drug use, and many others listed in Section 3.1.

This paper tests the concept of "luxury beliefs" by studying whether these beliefs are
indeed associated with high status and whether individuals use these beliefs to signal
status or genuinely believe in these ideologies. If luxury beliefs are merely used to
signal status, this can lead to uninformative public discourse and pluralistic ignorance,
giving rise to increased political polarisation. Moreover, if these ideologies are actually
implemented, there may be serious social consequences for those from lower socio-
economic background, which can amplify social inequality. It is therefore important to
study the extent to which luxury beliefs are used as signals given the potential welfare
consequences.

I start by developing a model that captures the dynamics of luxury beliefs. In a
signaling game, a high or low status sender can send a message in the form of either
a luxury belief or a mainstream belief. While sending a mainstream belief is costless,
stating a luxury belief is assumed to be more costly for a low status sender. This cor-
responds to the definition of luxury beliefs: they confer status on the rich at low cost
but take a toll on the lower class. Upon receiving the message, the receiver responds
by stating their perceived status of the sender, which incurs convex attention cost the
higher the perceived status. Interacting with a high status sender additionally yields
some benefit to the receiver. By definition, I focus on perfect Bayesian equilibria where
the probability of high status is higher when stating luxury beliefs than mainstream
beliefs. Within this set of equilibria, the likelihood that the sender states a luxury belief
is predicted to increase as the social image gain increases.

In Study 1, I test the assumption that luxury beliefs are associated with high status.
The study was conducted online with 299 participants, balanced across political affilia-
tions. Following a demographic questionnaire, participants are asked to state their level
of agreement to twelve luxury belief statements (some reverse-coded). As expected,
these statements are strongly correlated with holding a left-wing political view. I then
measure the correlation between agreement to luxury beliefs and status (education and
income), finding no significant positive correlation. While some statements (on White
Privilege and Critical Race Theory) positively correlate with education level, when all
statements are pooled the significance disappears after including controls. The corre-
lation with income, on the other hand, is negative: participants who agree with luxury
beliefs are more likely to have lower income. Exploratory sub-sample analysis indicates
that the association between holding luxury beliefs and having low income is driven
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by Democrats, for whom agreement with luxury beliefs also increases with education
level.

To study whether the association between luxury beliefs and status is predicted by
an observer, I also ask Study 1 participants to guess the education and income brackets
of another participant who agrees with a statement, randomising the statement into ei-
ther a luxury belief or its reverse. Agreement to some luxury beliefs are associated with
higher education (again, statements on White Privilege and Critical Race Theory) while
others are associated with lower education (statements that college is not necessary for
success, that the outcomes of your life are outside your control, and that standardised
testing should be eliminated). On the other hand, most statements are associated with
lower income. When all statements are pooled, I find that agreement with luxury beliefs
is predicted to describe an individual who is attending college, not necessarily someone
possessing a degree—it is perhaps unsurprising that the individual is then also pre-
dicted to be in the lowest income bracket (earning less than 50,000 USD per year). Thus,
luxury beliefs are not strongly associated with status, if anything, they only predict
college attendance. Furthermore, Republicans strongly perceive luxury belief holders
negatively: associating them with lower education and income.

In Study 2 I proceed by testing the prediction of the model: whether the likelihood
of stating luxury beliefs increases with higher social image. To manipulate social image,
I randomise participants to either a condition where their level of agreement to luxury
beliefs are shown to another participant or kept private, hypothesising that agreement
will be higher in the former. In an online sample of 534 participants, balanced in po-
litical affiliations, I find no significant difference in agreement to luxury beliefs across
treatments. I note however that my experimental setting is one which does not promote
strong signaling motives: participants’ interaction is close to anonymous, they do not
expect their audience to strongly agree with luxury beliefs, and (as shown in Study 1)
this is a sample where luxury beliefs are not strongly associated with high status. As
such, my experiment can be seen as a lower bound for the degree of social interaction
necessary to induce signaling, which is expected to be more likely in a face-to-face social
setting with audience members known to associate luxury beliefs with status.

This paper contributes to the literature on status signaling through conspicuous
consumption, as originally coined by Veblen (1899). Many other papers have shown
that individuals make consumption choices in a way that signals status (Bloch, Rao
and Desai, 2004; Charles, Hurst and Roussanov, 2009; Heffetz, 2011; Bursztyn et al.,
2018; Clingingsmith and Sheremeta, 2018). More recently, consumption choices have also
been shown to signal ideology, which is known in the literature as conspicuous convic-
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tion (Schneider, 2022; Friedrichsen and Engelmann, 2018) or conspicuous conservation,
when the consumption signals pro-environmental ideologies (Sexton and Sexton, 2014;
Delgado, Harriger and Khanna, 2015; Griskevicius, Tybur and Van den Bergh, 2010;
Palomo-Vélez, Tybur and van Vugt, 2021). This paper examines the concept of "luxury
beliefs" which instead links ideology with status: as material goods become more afford-
able, holding certain ideologies are hypothesised to be a more credible way of signaling
status.

A closely related paper is Enke, Polborn and Wu (2023), which develops a theo-
retical framework where values are a luxury good. As income increases, moral liberals
can afford to prioritize liberal values, while for moral conservatives, higher income is
predicted to increase the importance of conservative values. Using two datasets, the
authors show that the prediction holds: the association between income and voting for
the Republican Party is stronger among moral conservatives than moral liberals. Gold-
berg (2022) provides the first test of luxury belief, using a statement about defunding
the police. He finds higher support for the statement with higher socioeconomic status,
however ideological self-identification is a stronger predictor of support than income
and education. My paper tests the association between beliefs and status (education
and income) using a greater range of statements commonly described to be luxury be-
liefs. Additionally, I study whether any association is predicted by an observer, and if
individuals use these statements to signal status or if they truly believe in these novel
ideologies.

My results provide the first test of "luxury beliefs" as a concept. These were orig-
inally defined and described in media narrative as beliefs that are costly for the lower
class, making them a way for elites to convey status. While this may be true in certain
settings, such as elite educational institutions, it appears that the association between
these beliefs and status have not (yet) spread to the general population. Using a more
representative sample, I do not find that these beliefs are more likely to be held by
higher status individuals (as measured by education and income levels), nor are these
statements believed by an observer to be associated with someone of a high status—
these are merely believed to predict college attendance. Thus, it is unsurprising that I
find no evidence of signaling using luxury beliefs within my sample. Any agreement to
luxury beliefs appears to be genuine rather than driven by a signaling motive.

The rest of this paper proceeds as follows. In Section 2, I develop a signaling
game to derive a prediction: assuming that luxury beliefs are associated with high
status, individuals are more likely to signal through these beliefs as the social image
gain increases. The assumption that luxury beliefs are associated with high status will
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be tested in Study 1, which is described in Section 3. The prediction that individuals
signal through luxury beliefs if the social image gain is higher will be tested in Study 2,
described in Section 4. Section 5 concludes.

2 Model

The dynamics of luxury belief can be captured by a simple signaling game. An individ-
ual (P1) can be one of two status types: High (H) or Low (L). The probability of High
types is φ. Type is unobservable, but the individual can send one of two ideological
signals: novel (N) or mainstream (M). Professing (and adhering to) mainstream beliefs
is costless, but novel beliefs incur a cost which is lower for the high status types who can
afford a lifestyle consistent with the novel belief, cL > cH.5 The observer (P2) confers
social image upon P1 by stating their perceived status of P1: p̂ when N is observed, and
q̂ when M is observed. P2 incurs convex attention cost when conferring high status on
P1: p̂2/2 and q̂2/2 respectively.6 Additionally, when interacting with a high status P1,
P2 derives payoff bH per unit of high status conferred. Interacting with a low status P1

yields no benefit to P2 (bL = 0). The extensive form of the game is shown in Figure 1.

P1H

[p]

( p̂− cH , bH p̂− p̂2/2)
p̂

N

[q]

(q̂, bH q̂− q̂2/2)
q̂

M

φ

P1L

[1− p]( p̂− cL,− p̂2/2)
p̂

N [1− q] (q̂,−q̂2/2)
q̂

M

1− φ

P2 P2

Figure 1: A luxury belief signaling game

Proposition 1. If a belief N confers status, in the sense that p = P(H|N) > P(H|M) = q, the
likelihood of signaling through belief N increases as the social image gain from being high status
relative to low status (p̂− q̂) increases.

5This cost can be thought of as a material implementation cost of adhering to the belief or a psycholog-
ical cognitive dissonance cost of professing the belief despite knowing about the material implementation
cost (or both).

6This cost can be thought of as the time and effort required to understand and engage with P1’s
statement, which increases the higher the perceived status of P1. When P1 is perceived to be low status,
P2 may likely care less and pay less attention to P1’s statement.
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Proof. P2 defines her beliefs as p = P(H|N) and q = P(H|M). Check for sequential
rationality (SR) at each information set.

At the N information set, SR2N: Eu( p̂) = pbH p̂− p̂2/2, from the FOC the optimal
p̂∗ = pbH. Similarly, at the M information set, SR2M: Eu(q̂) = qbH q̂− q̂2/2, from the
FOC the optimal q̂∗ = qbH. That is, P2’s optimal stated perception of P1’s status is
proportional to their Bayesian posterior.

Since luxury beliefs are defined to confer status on the rich, the Perfect Bayesian
Equilibria (PBE) of interest are those where p̂ > q̂. I therefore restrict attention to the
case where the perception of high status is higher when stating the novel belief than
when stating the mainstream belief: p̂ > q̂ (and equivalently p > q).

Given P2’s strategies above, P1’s best response is determined as follows. SR1H:
Eu(N) = p̂− cH, Eu(M) = q̂, thus 1H chooses N if cH ≤ p̂− q̂. SR1L: Eu(N) = p̂− cL,
Eu(M) = q̂, thus 1L chooses N if cL ≤ p̂− q̂.

There are 3 possible cases:

1. p̂− q̂ < cH < cL. If p̂− q̂ is too low, both P1H and P1L play M (pooling equilib-
rium). Then, Bayes Consistency (BC) implies that

q = φ < p

and
p̂ = pbH > q̂ = φbH

2. cH ≤ p̂− q̂ < cL. If p̂− q̂ lies between cH and cL, P1H plays N and P1L plays M
(separating equilibrium). Then, BC implies that

p = 1 > q = 0

and
p̂ = bH > q̂ = 0

3. cH < cL ≤ p̂− q̂. If p̂− q̂ is sufficiently high, both P1H and P1L play N (pooling
equilibrium). Then, Bayes Consistency (BC) implies that

p = φ > q

and
p̂ = φbH > q̂ = qbH
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The equilibria of interest are cases 2 and 3, either N is chosen only by P1H, or where
P1L also chooses N to pool with P1H. It is easy to see that the likelihood of N being
chosen by either one or both players increases as p̂− q̂ increases.

The premise of Proposition 1, that luxury beliefs confer status: p̂ > q̂, will be
tested in Study 1. The proposition itself, that stating luxury beliefs is more likely with
increased social image, will be tested in Study 2.

3 Study 1: Do luxury beliefs signify status?

3.1 Design and hypotheses

Study 1 seeks to validate the concept of luxury beliefs (p̂ > q̂): are the typical examples
of novel beliefs associated with higher status, as proxied by education and income? Is
this relationship predicted by an observer? The study timeline is shown in Figure 2.
Participants start by answering questions about demographics, risk attitude and politi-
cal affiliation. They then face two blocks, one asking them to state their own agreement
to a series of statements, and another eliciting their belief about the status of others who
agree with a series of statements. The order of the two blocks is randomised. The full
survey is included in Appendix Section A.3.

Demographics, risk attitude, political affiliation

Treatment 1 Treatment 2

Own agreement Others’ agreement ($)

Others’ agreement ($) Own agreement

End

Figure 2: Study 1 timeline
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Own agreement

In this block, participants are asked to state their agreement to fifteen randomly ordered
statements using a Likert scale from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree). The
statements are listed below and consist of twelve "luxury beliefs" or the reverse (coded
with *), two placebos (marked with "(P)") from Braghieri (2021), and one attention check.
The luxury belief statements are taken from various online articles which have argued
that such ideologies confer status to the elites while incurring costs to people from a
lower socio-economic background, as referenced and explained below.

• Attention To check that you are paying attention, please select the number two.

• Border*7 People and goods should NOT be free to move between jurisdictions with
no border restrictions. Explanation: Open border leads to higher unemployment
among those in low-skilled jobs relative to high-skilled jobs.8910

• College College is NOT necessary to be successful. Explanation: Those from lower
status benefit greatly from college education.9

• CRT* Racism is NOT a systemic issue and caused only by individuals’ prejudice.
Explanation: Teaching Critical Race Theory (CRT) should be given lower priority
when students struggle with more basic history.91011

• Degrowth* Societies should prioritise economic growth over social and ecological
well-being. Explanation: Emphasizing social and economic well-bring over eco-
nomic growth hurts those from poorer background who would benefit most from
economic development.12

• Drug* Casual drug use should be illegal. Explanation: Excessive drug use is less
costly for those who can afford treatment or rehab facilities.89

• EU (P) Member states of the European Union should cede more powers to the E.U.
(placebo)

7For statements with *, the luxury belief is obtained by reversing the statement. In this example,
the luxury belief is that "People and goods should be free to move between jurisdictions with no border
restrictions."

8Henderson (2019b)
9Henderson (2024)

10Godwin (2023)
11Pondiscio (2021)
12Clark (2023)
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• Family All family structures (including polyamory) should be equally recognised
in society. Explanation: The more affluent are better able to manage complications
from novel relationship arrangements and have resources to lean on if these do
not work out.8913

• Gender Gender is a social construct and NOT based on biological sex. Explanation:
Female prisoners are the ones exposed to potentially dangerous male prisoners
identifying as women.10

• Locus* The outcomes of your life are mostly under your control. Explanation:
People from poorer background are less likely to strive if they believe the outcomes
of life are purely due to luck.913

• Penny (P) The one-cent coin (i.e. the penny) should be removed from circulation.
(placebo)

• Police We should defund the police and redirect funds towards social services.
Explanation: Those from disadvantaged communities are more likely to experience
a rise in crime while the elites can afford to pay for their own security.910

• Religion* Religion is a net benefit to society. Explanation: Religion may provide
meaning and community for those from poorer background, even if the elites
find meaning elsewhere (e.g. in their work) and can thrive without a religious
community.13

• SAT Universities should eliminate standardised testing as a requirement for ad-
mission. Explanation: The elites can rely on legacy admission, recommendation
letters and extracurriculars, but the SAT is an important way for those from dis-
advantaged background to signal their potential.14

• WhitePriv White people enjoy a privilege over non-white people in this society.
Explanation: Poorer white individuals are the ones who would suffer if laws are
enacted to combat white privilege.8913

Others’ agreement

In this block, participants are randomly presented with either a luxury belief statement
or its reverse, and asked to guess the status (education and income brackets) of some-

13Henderson (2019a)
14Henderson (2023)
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one who agrees with the statement. They face each of the fifteen statements above (or
its reverse) in random order. They are then asked to consider a participant who agrees
with the statement (by selecting either 6 or 7 in the 1-7 Likert scale for agreement), and
to guess such participant’s education (has never attended college, is attending college
or has a college degree) and income level (annually earns less than 50,000 USD, between
50,000-100,000 USD, or over 100,000 USD). To incentivize participants, one of these ques-
tions would be picked at random and a correct answer (based on the responses of other
participants) would earn the individual a bonus of $2. The interface for one of the
statements is shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3: Belief elicitation about others’ agreement

Other variables

I collect demographic variables at the start of the study. These include: age, gender, eth-
nicity, education, income, employment status, state, community type (large city, suburb,
small city/town or rural), risk attitude, political views on a Left-Right scale (henceforth
LR scale) and religion.
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Implementation

The study was conducted in March 2024 and participants were recruited from Pro-
lific. In order to ensure a balanced number of participants across political affiliations,
I recruited 100 self-identified Democrats, Independents (including unaligned) and Re-
publicans, targeting 300 participants.

Table 1 provides summary statistics for Study 1. Participants are on average 43

years old, roughly split between male and female. 68% of participants are white and
54% have a college degree. 75% are employed, with median income bracket "Greater
than/equal to 25,000 USD and less than 50,000 USD". 40% live in a suburb near a large
city, 25% in a large city, 23% in a small city/town and the rest in a rural area. 59% state
they have a religion. They score close to the middle (4.8) on both 0-10 risk and political
scales.

Table 1: Summary statistics for Study 1

N Mean SD Min Max
Age 299 43.47 14.33 18 94

Male 299 0.49 0.50 0 1

White 299 0.68 0.47 0 1

Education
Some high school or less 299 0.01 0.08 0 1

High school diploma or GED 299 0.15 0.36 0 1

Some college, but no degree 299 0.18 0.38 0 1

Associates or technical degree 299 0.12 0.33 0 1

Bachelor’s degree 299 0.39 0.49 0 1

Postgraduate degree 299 0.15 0.36 0 1

Income
Less than 25,000 USD 299 0.22 0.42 0 1

≥ 25,000 USD and <50,000 USD 299 0.30 0.46 0 1

≥ 50,000 USD and <75,000 USD 299 0.17 0.37 0 1

≥ 75,000 USD and <100,000 USD 299 0.13 0.34 0 1

≥ 100,000 USD and < 125,000 USD 299 0.05 0.23 0 1

≥ 125,000 USD 299 0.13 0.34 0 1

Employed 299 0.75 0.44 0 1

Religious 299 0.59 0.49 0 1

Risk tolerance 299 4.82 2.59 0 10

LR Scale 299 4.83 3.19 0 10

Hypotheses

I pre-registered the study on As Predicted #166784, hypothesising that luxury beliefs
are associated with and confer status:
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Hypothesis 1. Luxury beliefs are more likely to be held by individuals with higher status, as
measured by education and income.

Hypothesis 2. Observers associate luxury beliefs with people of higher status, as measured by
education and income.

Hypothesis 1 will be tested by correlating participants’ own agreement to luxury
belief statements and their education and income. Hypothesis 2 will be tested by com-
paring the perceived status of other participants, when they agree with a luxury belief
statement versus when they agree with the reverse statement.

3.2 Results

As shown in Figure 4, agreement to luxury beliefs vary depending on the statement.
Strong agreement (skewness < −0.5) is found for the statement that "College is NOT
necessary to be successful". However, many participants strongly disagree (skewness
> 0.5) with "Gender is a social construct and NOT based on biological sex" and "We
should defund the police and redirect funds towards social services".

As expected, luxury beliefs are more likely to be held by progressives. Figure 5 plots
coefficients from the regression of agreement with each statement on the participant’s
response on the 0-10 left-right scale. Almost all coefficients are negative (including the
two placebo statements): more conservative individuals are less likely to hold luxury
beliefs, particularly the Gender and Family statements. Only the coefficient for the
College statement is not significantly different from zero.

Own agreement

Figure 6 shows the relationship between agreement to luxury beliefs and own educa-
tion and income, plotting the coefficients from the regression of agreement with each
statement on education level (left) and income level (right). The association between
agreement to luxury belief and higher education is only found for two of the state-
ments: White Privilege and Critical Race Theory (CRT). For the majority of statements,
agreement is not associated with higher education. The College statement is in fact
more likely to be agreed to by those with lower education (who presumably have not
attended college).

I do not find an association between luxury beliefs and higher income. In fact, the
opposite is true: those with higher income are more likely to disagree to most of the
luxury belief statements, in particular regarding Drug, College and Gender.
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Figure 4: Agreement to luxury beliefs in Study 1

Note: Agreement to statements among other Study 1 participants. Statements have been reverse-coded
where relevant so that higher values correspond with "strongly agree" with the luxury belief.

Figure 5: Agreement with luxury beliefs and political views

Note: Coefficient of LR scale from OLS regressions of agreement with statement on LR scale. LR scale
is response to "In political matters, people talk of ‘the left’ and ‘the right’. How would you place your
views on this scale, generally speaking?" on a scale from 0 The Left to 10 The Right.
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Figure 6: Agreement with luxury beliefs and own status

Note: Coefficient of Education (left) and Income (Right) from OLS regressions of agreement with
statement on education level and income level (separately). Education level is 1 for "Some high school
or less", 2 for "High school diploma or GED", 3 for "Some college, but no degree", 4 for "Associates
or technical degree", 5 for "Bachelor’s degree", 6 for "Graduate or professional degree (MA, MS, MBA,
PhD, JD, MD, DDS etc.)". Income level is 1 for "<25,000 USD", 2 for "≥25,000 USD and <50,000 USD",
3 for "≥50,000 USD and <75,000 USD", 4 for "≥75,000 USD and <100,000 USD", 5 for "≥100,000 USD
and <125,000 USD", 6 for "≥125,000 USD".

To test Hypothesis 1, I pool all statements (excluding placebos) and estimate the
following regression:

Agreementsi = β0 + β1Edui + β2 Inci + X′iγ + Σδs + εi

Agreementsi is individual i’s agreement to luxury belief statement s (reverse-coding
where applicable) on a 1-7 scale. Edui and Inci are i’s education and income levels,
using a continuous scale (1-6) or categorical. X′i is a vector of demographic controls,
including age, male DV, race and LR scale. In some specifications I also include state
political affiliation, community, risk tolerance, religion DV and order DV. I include topic
fixed effects δs and cluster standard errors at the individual level.

Table 2 shows the regression results. While the coefficient for education (continu-
ously coded) is positive, it is no longer significant when including controls in columns
(2)-(3). On the other hand, the coefficient for income (continuously coded) is consis-
tently negative and significant (columns 1-3). To understand whether certain education
or income brackets are more likely to be associated with luxury beliefs, columns (4)-(6)
regress agreement with all the categorical dummy variables for education and income.
Holding a Bachelor’s degree (relative to the omitted category, high school diploma or
less) is significantly correlated with agreement to luxury beliefs (column 4), however the
significance disappears with controls in columns (5)-(6). While the coefficients for other
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education levels are positive, none of these is significant. On the other hand, column
(4) shows the coefficients for all income categories are significantly negative: relative to
the omitted category, earning < 25,000 USD per year, earning more is associated with
lower agreement with luxury beliefs. Most of these coefficients are still significant when
including the full set of controls in column (6). The relationship is particularly strong
for the top income bracket: earning ≥ 125,000 USD per year is associated with 0.43

points lower agreement with luxury beliefs on the 1-7 scale.15

Table 2: Agreement to statements

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Education level (cont.) 0.114

∗∗
0.044 0.056

(0.053) (0.034) (0.035)
Income level (cont.) -0.175

∗∗∗ -0.083
∗∗∗ -0.074

∗∗

(0.046) (0.030) (0.030)
Some college, but no degree 0.319 0.154 0.143

(0.201) (0.144) (0.141)
Associates or technical degree 0.461

∗
0.261 0.242

(0.246) (0.173) (0.176)
Bachelor’s degree 0.568

∗∗∗
0.213 0.221

(0.200) (0.140) (0.140)
Postgraduate degree 0.399 0.183 0.235

(0.249) (0.164) (0.165)
≥ 25,000 USD and <50,000 USD -0.601

∗∗∗ -0.195
∗ -0.249

∗∗

(0.196) (0.116) (0.114)
≥ 50,000 USD and <75,000 USD -0.464

∗ -0.398
∗∗∗ -0.387

∗∗∗

(0.240) (0.149) (0.140)
≥ 75,000 USD and <100,000 USD -0.889

∗∗∗ -0.202 -0.202

(0.259) (0.154) (0.153)
≥ 100,000 USD and < 125,000 USD -0.888

∗∗ -0.482
∗∗ -0.428

∗

(0.345) (0.227) (0.224)
≥ 125,000 USD -0.984

∗∗∗ -0.441
∗∗∗ -0.433

∗∗∗

(0.259) (0.170) (0.162)
N 3588 3588 3588 3588 3588 3588

R-sq 0.107 0.284 0.293 0.116 0.287 0.296

Demog. controls X X X X
Extra controls X X

Note: OLS regressions of agreement with statements. Education level is 1 for "Some high school or
less", 2 for "High school diploma or GED", 3 for "Some college, but no degree", 4 for "Associates or
technical degree", 5 for "Bachelor’s degree", 6 for "Graduate or professional degree (MA, MS, MBA,
PhD, JD, MD, DDS etc.)". Income level is 1 for "<25,000 USD", 2 for "≥25,000 USD and <50,000 USD",
3 for "≥50,000 USD and <75,000 USD", 4 for "≥75,000 USD and <100,000 USD", 5 for "≥100,000 USD
and <125,000 USD", 6 for "≥125,000 USD". Demographic controls: age, male DV, race and LR scale.
Extra controls: state political affiliation, community, risk tolerance, religion DV and order DV. All
specifications include topic fixed effects and standard errors are clustered at the individual level.

15Results are similar excluding participants who completed the task second (though I also find signif-
icant positive correlations with higher levels of education), who failed the attention checks and whose
duration is outside the 10th and 90th percentile. See Table A1 in the Appendix.
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Result 1. Luxury belief holders are not more likely to have higher status: there is no strong
correlation with education and there is a strong negative correlation with income.

Others’ agreement

Figure 7 shows the relationship between others’ agreement to luxury beliefs and their
perceived status (education and income), plotting the coefficients from the regression
of beliefs about status variables on treatment DV which equals 1 for others’ agreement
to luxury beliefs and 0 for others’ agreement to the reverse statement. The association
between luxury belief and higher level of education is not uniform and significantly pos-
itive only for CRT, White Privilege, Religion and Family. On the other hand, agreement
with statements about Police, Drug, SAT, Locus and College is negatively associated with
education. Focusing on college attendance, as expected, most of the coefficients are pos-
itive: almost all luxury belief holders are perceived to be current college students.

I do not find an association between agreement with luxury beliefs and perceived
higher income. In fact, as Figure 7 shows, most luxury belief holders are expected to
have lower income.

To test Hypothesis 2, I pool all statements (excluding placebos) and estimate the
following regression:

Outcomesi = β0 + β1Agreements + X′iγ + Σδs + εi

Outcomesi is a dummy variable which equals 1 if individual i selects a particular educa-
tion or income level for someone who agrees with statement s, where education level is
one of the following: "Has never attended college", "Is attending college", "Has a college
degree" and income level is one of the following: "<50,000 USD", "≥50,000 USD and
≤100,000 USD", "≥100,000 USD". Agreements is treatment dummy which equals 1 for
others’ agreement (6-7 on the 1-7 Likert scale) to statement s when expressed as a lux-
ury belief and equals 0 when statement s is expressed as the reverse of a luxury belief.
X′i is a vector of demographic controls, including age, male DV, race and LR scale. In
some specifications I also include state political affiliation, community, risk tolerance,
religion DV and order DV. I include topic fixed effects δs and cluster standard errors at
the individual level.

Table 3 shows the regression results for education levels. A fellow participant who
agrees with a luxury belief statement is perceived to be most likely attending college,
while the association with having a degree is negative. Table 4 shows the regression
results for income levels. A fellow participant who agrees with a luxury belief statement
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Figure 7: Others’ agreement with luxury beliefs and perceived status

Note: Coefficient of treatment DV for others’ agreement with luxury beliefs from OLS regressions of
beliefs about education level (top), college attendance dummy (middle), and income level (bottom).
Education level is 1 for "Has never attended college", 2 for "Is attending college", 3 for "Has a college
degree". Income level is 1 for "<50,000 USD", 2 for "≥50,000 USD and ≤100,000 USD", 3 for "≥100,000

USD".
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is perceived to be most likely in the lowest income bracket (earning less than 50,000 USD
per year), while a fellow participant who agrees with the reverse luxury belief statement
is perceived to be in the highest income bracket (earning more than 100,000 USD per
year).16

Table 3: Perceived likelihood of education level

No degree Attending college Has degree

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Agreement DV -0.014 -0.014 0.182

∗∗∗
0.183

∗∗∗ -0.169
∗∗∗ -0.169

∗∗∗

(0.023) (0.023) (0.017) (0.017) (0.023) (0.023)
N 3588 3588 3588 3588 3588 3588

R-sq 0.030 0.032 0.076 0.078 0.057 0.061

Demog. controls X X X X X X
Extra controls X X X

Note: OLS regressions of perceived levels of education. Agreement DV is equal to 1 if statement pre-
sented is a "luxury belief" and 0 otherwise. Demographic controls: age, male DV, race, own education,
own income and LR scale. Extra controls: state political affiliation, community, risk tolerance, religion
DV and order DV. All specifications include topic fixed effects and standard errors are clustered at the
individual level.

Table 4: Perceived likelihood of income level

<50k USD 50k-100k USD >100k USD

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Agreement DV 0.177

∗∗∗
0.176

∗∗∗ -0.028 -0.028 -0.149
∗∗∗ -0.148

∗∗∗

(0.023) (0.023) (0.020) (0.020) (0.016) (0.016)
N 3588 3588 3588 3588 3588 3588

R-sq 0.079 0.084 0.018 0.021 0.089 0.093

Demog. controls X X X X X X
Extra controls X X X

Note: OLS regressions of perceived levels of income. Agreement DV is equal to 1 if statement presented
is a "luxury belief" and 0 otherwise. Demographic controls: age, male DV, race, own education, own
income and LR scale. Extra controls: state political affiliation, community, risk tolerance, religion DV
and order DV. All specifications include topic fixed effects and standard errors are clustered at the
individual level.

Result 2. Luxury belief holders are not perceived to have higher status: they are perceived to be
most likely currently attending college and in the lowest income bracket.

16Results are robust to excluding participants who completed the task second, who failed the attention
checks and whose duration is outside the 10th and 90th percentile. See Tables A2 and A3 in the Appendix.
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Political signals17

Narrative surrounding luxury beliefs has argued that it is a term used by the right to
describe virtue signaling by the left.18 In this section, I test whether my results above on
the actual and perceived correlation between luxury beliefs and status varies across the
political spectrum. Table 5 presents results from the regression of agreement to luxury
beliefs on education and income levels (continuous and categorical), corresponding to
Table 2, but split by political affiliation. The results indicate Democrats are the ones
driving the result that agreement to luxury beliefs becomes stronger the lower the in-
dividual’s income. Additionally, the positive correlation between luxury beliefs and
education is statistically significant for this group: Democrats are more likely to state
agreement with luxury beliefs the more educated they are, especially those with a post-
graduate degree. Thus, luxury beliefs likely signal that the belief-holder is a highly
educated Democrat, though with low income.

Turning to perceived correlation between luxury beliefs and status, Tables 6 and 7

show the regression of perceived education and income levels on agreement to lux-
ury beliefs split by political affiliation (corresponding to Tables 3 and 4 above). All
three political groups associate luxury beliefs with someone currently attending college.
However, Republicans also perceive a strong negative correlation with education levels:
someone holding a luxury belief is perceived to have a positive (though marginally sig-
nificant) likelihood of having no degree at all, and a much lower likelihood of having
a degree (the perceived likelihood of having a degree is lower by 25.6 pp, compared to
the coefficients for Independents and Democrats at -17.6 and -7.6 respectively). Simi-
larly, Table 7 shows that the negative perceived correlation between agreement to luxury
beliefs and income levels is strongest for Republicans.

Overall, the above exploratory analyses offer some support for the narrative sur-
rounding luxury beliefs: the perception of luxury beliefs as signaling college attendance
is consistent across the political spectrum, and indeed luxury beliefs are more likely to
be held by highly educated Democrats. However, all political groups and especially
Republicans perceive a negative, rather than positive, correlation between luxury beliefs
and income—a perception that is largely correct and especially true among Democrats,
the group often criticised for holding luxury beliefs.

17The analyses described in this section have not been pre-registered and should be treated as ex-
ploratory.

18See, e.g., Goldberg (2022): “conservatives often suggest that those on the woke left are siloed in
predominantly white and upscale communities that do not suffer the consequences of the policies they
advocate for.”
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Table 5: Agreement to statements

Dems Inds Reps

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Education level (cont.) 0.147

∗∗
0.005 0.027

(0.072) (0.058) (0.052)
Income level (cont.) -0.175

∗∗ -0.030 -0.045

(0.071) (0.043) (0.036)
Some college, but no degree 0.097 0.073 0.230

(0.292) (0.249) (0.186)
Associates or technical degree 0.360 0.037 0.249

(0.349) (0.237) (0.243)
Bachelor’s degree 0.437 0.177 0.279

(0.275) (0.267) (0.205)
Postgraduate degree 0.802

∗∗ -0.094 0.032

(0.333) (0.275) (0.246)
≥ 25,000 USD and <50,000 USD -0.672

∗∗∗ -0.109 0.114

(0.245) (0.181) (0.162)
≥ 50,000 USD and <75,000 USD -0.828

∗∗∗ -0.054 -0.110

(0.238) (0.278) (0.213)
≥ 75,000 USD and <100,000 USD -0.646 -0.196 0.016

(0.392) (0.255) (0.198)
≥ 100,000 USD and < 125,000 USD -0.838

∗∗ -0.156 -0.247

(0.413) (0.370) (0.252)
≥ 125,000 USD -1.138

∗∗∗ -0.139 -0.168

(0.399) (0.233) (0.193)
N 1200 1200 1188 1188 1200 1200

R-sq 0.218 0.229 0.272 0.274 0.265 0.269

Demog. controls X X X X X X
Extra controls X X X X X X

Note: OLS regressions of agreement with statements. Education level is 1 for "Some high school or
less", 2 for "High school diploma or GED", 3 for "Some college, but no degree", 4 for "Associates or
technical degree", 5 for "Bachelor’s degree", 6 for "Graduate or professional degree (MA, MS, MBA,
PhD, JD, MD, DDS etc.)". Income level is 1 for "<25,000 USD", 2 for "≥25,000 USD and <50,000 USD",
3 for "≥50,000 USD and <75,000 USD", 4 for "≥75,000 USD and <100,000 USD", 5 for "≥100,000 USD
and <125,000 USD", 6 for "≥125,000 USD". Demographic controls: age, male DV, race and LR scale.
Extra controls: state political affiliation, community, risk tolerance, religion DV and order DV. All
specifications include topic fixed effects and standard errors are clustered at the individual level.
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Table 6: Perceived likelihood of education level

Dems Inds Reps

No degree Attending Has degree No degree Attending Has degree No degree Attending Has degree
Agreement DV -0.105

∗∗∗
0.181

∗∗∗ -0.076
∗∗ -0.020 0.197

∗∗∗ -0.176
∗∗∗

0.078
∗

0.178
∗∗∗ -0.256

∗∗∗

(0.036) (0.032) (0.037) (0.040) (0.028) (0.038) (0.039) (0.026) (0.041)
N 1200 1200 1200 1188 1188 1188 1200 1200 1200

R-sq 0.060 0.110 0.081 0.049 0.136 0.093 0.086 0.085 0.113

Demog. controls X X X X X X X X X
Extra controls X X X X X X X X X

Note: OLS regressions of perceived levels of education. Agreement DV is equal to 1 if statement presented is a "luxury belief" and 0 otherwise.
Demographic controls: age, male DV, race, own education, own income and LR scale. Extra controls: state political affiliation, community,
risk tolerance, religion DV and order DV. All specifications include topic fixed effects and standard errors are clustered at the individual level.

Table 7: Perceived likelihood of income level

Dems Inds Reps

<50k USD 50k-100k USD >100k USD <50k USD 50k-100k USD >100k USD <50k USD 50k-100k USD >100k USD
Agreement DV 0.113

∗∗∗
0.004 -0.117

∗∗∗
0.151

∗∗∗
0.027 -0.179

∗∗∗
0.257

∗∗∗ -0.100
∗∗∗ -0.157

∗∗∗

(0.041) (0.037) (0.028) (0.042) (0.035) (0.025) (0.037) (0.032) (0.032)
N 1200 1200 1200 1188 1188 1188 1200 1200 1200

R-sq 0.092 0.034 0.106 0.111 0.062 0.145 0.162 0.112 0.122

Demog. controls X X X X X X X X X
Extra controls X X X X X X X X X

Note: OLS regressions of perceived levels of income. Agreement DV is equal to 1 if statement presented is a "luxury belief" and 0 otherwise.
Demographic controls: age, male DV, race, own education, own income and LR scale. Extra controls: state political affiliation, community,
risk tolerance, religion DV and order DV. All specifications include topic fixed effects and standard errors are clustered at the individual level.
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4 Study 2: Do individuals signal through luxury beliefs?

4.1 Design and hypotheses

Study 2 seeks to test the prediction of Proposition 1 that individuals are more likely
to signal using luxury beliefs when the social image, as measured by p̂− q̂, increases.
Recall that p̂− q̂ = bH(p− q), where bH is the observer’s benefit from interacting with
a high status sender while p and q are the probabilities that the sender is high status
conditional on stating the luxury belief and mainstream belief, respectively. I manipu-
late social image by varying whether participants’ responses are shown to an audience
(yielding bH > 0) or kept private (bH = 0).

The study timeline is shown in Figure 8. Participants start by answering questions
about demographics, risk attitude and political affiliation. They are then randomised
into one of two treatments which determines whether their agreement to a series of
statements would be shown to another participant or kept private. At the end they
complete a post-survey questionnaire containing an incentivized norm elicitation, a
question about social image, and a conformity scale. The full survey is included in
Appendix Section A.3.

Demographics, risk attitude, political affiliation

Treatment A Treatment B

Own beliefs
To be shown to B

Own beliefs
Kept private

Questionnaire:
Norm elicitation ($), social image, conformity scale

End

Figure 8: Study 2 timeline

Treatments

After completing the demographic questionnaire, participants are presented with the
following information. They would be matched with another participant and be part-
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ners for the remainder of the study. One of them would be Participant A and the other
Participant B. They would then be asked to state their agreement to a series of ques-
tions. After they have both completed the study, the responses of Participant A would
be shown to Participant B, for example: "Your partner Participant A states that they
[level of agreement] with [statement]." The responses of Participant B would not be
shown to Participant A. Thus, Participant A whose statements are shown to an audi-
ence should anticipate higher social image gain (bH > 0) relative to Participant B whose
statements are kept private and yield no social image gain (bH = 0).

In the next screen, participants observe which role they are assigned and are re-
minded of the relevant information:

You are Participant A.

You will now see a series of statements. After each statement, you will be
asked how much you agree/disagree with it.

Remember that your responses will be shown to your partner Participant
B after both of you have completed the study.

or

You are Participant B.

You will now see a series of statements. After each statement, you will be
asked how much you agree/disagree with it.

Remember that your responses will NOT be shown to your partner Partic-
ipant A.

Participants then face the same fifteen randomly ordered statements as described
in Section 3.1 and state their agreement using a Likert scale from 1 (Strongly disagree)
to 7 (Strongly agree).

Norm elicitation, social image and conformity scale

In the post-survey questionnaire, I elicit participants’ belief about the popularity of lux-
ury beliefs. For each of the fifteen statements (either presented as a luxury belief or its
reverse), randomly ordered, participants are asked to guess what the majority opinion
is among "all participants in this US-based survey". They respond on a Likert scale
from 1 "Most people strongly disagree" to 7 "Most people strongly agree". Participants
are urged to read each statement carefully as it may be stated in reverse compared to
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what they saw before. To incentivize thoughtful responses, each correct answer earns
the participant a ticket for a lottery of 50 USD, to be paid out after the study.

Next, I ask: "How important is the opinion that others hold about you to you?" and
participants answer on a scale from 0 "Not important at all" to 10 "Extremely important".
This question has been used to measure social image concerns in other studies such as
Petrishcheva, Riener and Schildberg-Hörisch (2023); Ewers and Zimmermann (2015).

Finally, to measure participants’ tendency to conform, I include the Social Confor-
mity scale (Mehrabian and Stefl, 1995) which include eleven statements such as "I am
more independent than conforming in my ways" and "I tend to rely on others when
I have to make an important decision quickly". Participants answer on a scale from 0

"Not at all true of me" to 7 "Extremely true of me".

Other variables

I collect demographic variables at the start of the study. These include: age, gender, eth-
nicity, education, income, employment status, state, community type (large city, suburb,
small city/town or rural), risk attitude, political views (LR scale) and religion.

Implementation

The study was conducted in April 2024 on Prolific. To ensure a balanced number of
participants across political affiliations, I recruited 180 self-identified Democrats, Inde-
pendents (including unaligned) and Republicans, targeting 540 participants.

Table 8 provides summary statistics for Study 2. Participants are on average 43

years old, roughly split between male and female. 67% of participants are white and
54% have a college degree. 73% are employed, with median income bracket "Greater
than/equal to 50,000 USD and less than 75,000 USD". 40% live in a suburb near a large
city, 29% in a large city, 20% in a small city/town and the rest in a rural area. 63% state
they have a religion. They score close to the middle on the 0-10 scales for risk (5.1),
political views (4.7) and social image concern (4.2). On the social conformity index, the
average score is 35.6 for the eleven items, out of a possible maximum of 77.

After the study is completed, Participant A’s responses were communicated to Par-
ticipant B through a Prolific message containing a link to a spreadsheet. In the first
column, Participant B could identify their applicable row using characters 20-23 of their
24-character Prolific ID. The next 15 columns contain the responses (1-7, where 1 is
Strongly disagree and 7 is Strongly agree) of their matched Participant A for each of the
15 statements. The last column provides an explanation of what these statements are.
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Table 8: Summary statistics for Study 2

N Mean SD Min Max
Age 534 43.40 13.02 19 86

Male 534 0.49 0.50 0 1

White 534 0.67 0.47 0 1

Education
Some high school or less 533 0.01 0.07 0 1

High school diploma or GED 533 0.14 0.35 0 1

Some college, but no degree 533 0.21 0.41 0 1

Associates or technical degree 533 0.11 0.31 0 1

Bachelor’s degree 533 0.36 0.48 0 1

Postgraduate degree 533 0.18 0.38 0 1

Income
Less than 25,000 USD 534 0.22 0.41 0 1

≥ 25,000 USD and <50,000 USD 534 0.24 0.43 0 1

≥ 50,000 USD and <75,000 USD 534 0.20 0.40 0 1

≥ 75,000 USD and <100,000 USD 534 0.13 0.33 0 1

≥ 100,000 USD and < 125,000 USD 534 0.06 0.23 0 1

≥ 125,000 USD 534 0.16 0.36 0 1

Employed 534 0.73 0.44 0 1

Religious 534 0.63 0.48 0 1

Risk tolerance 534 5.05 2.60 0 10

LR Scale 534 4.71 3.15 0 10

Others’ opinion important 534 4.20 2.92 0 10

Social conformity index 534 35.64 10.21 11 71
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Hypotheses

I pre-registered the study on As Predicted #169913, hypothesising that signaling through
luxury beliefs is more likely with higher social image:

Hypothesis 3. Participants are more likely to state luxury beliefs when their beliefs are shown
to others than when kept private.

Hypothesis 4. Treatment effect is stronger when participant: i) is more conforming, ii) cares
more about others’ opinion of them, iii) thinks others also hold the luxury belief, and iv) the
stronger the association between the belief and status (income or education) as measured in
Study 1.

Hypothesis 3 will be tested by comparing agreement to luxury beliefs across treat-
ments. To test Hypothesis 4, I will conduct heterogeneity analyses for variables that are
expected to increase signaling at the individual level: degree of conformity, social image
concern and perceived majority views. I also check for heterogeneity at the topic level,
using the coefficients from regressions of i) own belief on status and ii) perceived status
of others on luxury belief, as measured in Study 1. An increase in these coefficients are
expected to correspond to an increase in p− q, the status gain from stating the luxury
belief.

4.2 Results

Participants’ level of agreement to the luxury belief statements are similar to Study 1 and
presented in Figures A1 and A2 in the Appendix, for each treatment separately. Aside
from a more pronounced shift towards the middle of the distribution in the audience
treatment for Border and Religion, there is no notable difference between the treatments.

Audience treatment

To test Hypothesis 3, I pool all statements (excluding placebos) and estimate the follow-
ing regression:

Agreementsi = β0 + β1Audiencei + X′iγ + Σδs + εi

Agreementsi is individual i’s agreement to luxury belief statement s (reverse-coding
where applicable) on a 1-7 scale. Audiencei is a dummy variable for the Audience treat-
ment. X′i is a vector of demographic controls, including age, male DV, race, education,
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income and LR scale. In some specifications I also include state political affiliation,
community, risk tolerance and religion DV. I include topic fixed effects δs and cluster
standard errors at the individual level.

Table 9 shows the regression results. Overall, I do not find any evidence of signal-
ing: participants are not more likely to state luxury beliefs when their responses would
be shown to another participant, relative to when they are kept private. The results
are consistent when including demographic and additional controls. Results are similar
when split across political affiliation, see Table A4 in the Appendix.

Table 9: Agreement to statements

(1) (2) (3)
Audience 0.051 -0.013 -0.032

(0.103) (0.065) (0.064)
N 6408 6396 6396

R-sq 0.107 0.302 0.307

Demog. controls X X
Extra controls X

Note: OLS regressions of agreement with statements. Demographic controls: age, male DV, race,
education, income and LR scale. Extra controls: state political affiliation, community, risk tolerance
and religion DV. All specifications include topic fixed effects and standard errors are clustered at the
individual level.

Heterogeneity analyses

Although overall I find no treatment effect to suggest participants signal through lux-
ury beliefs, this null result may mask some heterogeneity across different groups, as
predicted in Hypothesis 4.19 I first check for heterogeneity across degree of conformity,
hypothesising that those who have a higher tendency to conform may be more likely
to signal through luxury beliefs than those who care less about conforming. I therefore
interact the treatment dummy with the standardised responses to the Social Confor-
mity scale (Mehrabian and Stefl, 1995). The results are shown in column (1) of Table 10.
While the coefficient of the interaction term is positive (as expected), it is not significant.

I next test whether the audience effect is greater for those who care more about
others’ opinion of them, interacting treatment with responses to "How important is the
opinion that others hold about you to you? " on a scale from 0-10. The results are shown
in column (2) of Table 10. I do not find any significant heterogeneity in this dimension
either.

19None of the heterogeneity variables conformity, social image concern, or belief about majority opinion
is significantly different across treatments (p = 0.4196, p = 0.1288, and p = 0.3995 respectively).
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Table 10: Agreement to statements

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Audience -0.031 -0.006 -0.065 -0.015 0.054

(0.065) (0.119) (0.164) (0.063) (0.080)
Social conformity index 0.018

(0.050)
Audience × Social conformity index 0.010

(0.067)
Others’ opinion important 0.013

(0.017)
Audience × Others’ opinion important -0.006

(0.024)
Perceived norm 0.259

∗∗∗

(0.031)
Audience × Perceived norm 0.010

(0.041)
β(own agreement & edu) (S1) 9.647

∗∗∗

(1.501)
Audience × β(own agreement & edu) (S1) -0.675

(0.421)
β(college & others’ agreement) (S1) 6.413

∗∗∗

(1.010)
Audience × β(college & others’ agreement) (S1) -0.470

(0.414)
N 6396 6396 6396 6396 6396

R-sq 0.307 0.307 0.346 0.307 0.307

Demog. & extra controls X X X X X

Note: OLS regressions of agreement with statements. Social conformity index: responses to Social
Conformity scale (Mehrabian and Stefl, 1995) (standardised). Others’ opinion important: response to
"How important is the opinion that others hold about you to you? " (0-10). Perceived norm: belief
about majority opinion on statement (1-7). β(own agreement & edu): coefficients from OLS regressions
of agreement on education level in Study 1. β(college & others’ agreement): coefficients from OLS
regressions of belief about current college attendance on DV for others’ agreement. Demographic
controls: age, male DV, race, education, income and LR scale. Extra controls: state political affiliation,
community, risk tolerance and religion DV. All specifications include topic fixed effects and standard
errors are clustered at the individual level.
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Signaling is also expected to be stronger if participants think their audience holds
luxury beliefs. Figure 9 shows the perceived majority views for each of the luxury belief
statements. An ideal condition for a strong signaling motive is that participants expect
others to hold luxury beliefs, which would be indicated by a negative skew (a mass on
the right). As can be seen in the figure, this condition is only met for some statements:
CRT, College, Drug, SAT and White Privilege. Thus, ex-ante, signaling motive is not
expected to be strong in this sample: most participants do not expect others to have
strong agreement with the luxury beliefs. To isolate those who believe otherwise, my
third heterogeneity analysis therefore interacts treatment with the perceived majority
view for each statement (from 1 Strongly disagree to 7 Strongly agree), reverse-coded
where relevant. The results are shown in column (3) of Table 10. Unsurprisingly, the
coefficient for perceived norm is positive and significant, indicating a correlation be-
tween own views and the perceived views of others. The interaction coefficient, while
as expected is positive, is not significant.

Finally, as hypothesised in Proposition 1, the likelihood of stating luxury beliefs is
also expected to be higher as (p− q), the probability of being high status when stating
luxury beliefs relative to mainstream beliefs, increases. As the results of Study 1 show,
in general luxury beliefs are not strongly associated with high status. To check if the
signaling motive is stronger for statements that are more highly correlated with status,
in the last two columns of Table 10 I interact treatment with statement-specific coeffi-
cients. In column (4), I use coefficients from the regression of own agreement on own
education level (as plotted in the left panel of Figure 6). In column (5), I use coefficients
from the regression of belief about others’ college attendance on treatment DV which
equals 1 for luxury belief and 0 for its reverse (as plotted in the middle panel of Figure
7). Visual inspection shows that these specific models display the most positive corre-
lation between luxury beliefs and the status variable (unlike, say, income). In column
(4), β(own agreement & edu) has a large positive and significant coefficient: for each
unit change in the agreement to luxury belief due to going up one education level in
Study 1, agreement to luxury belief in Study 2 increases by over 9 units. However, there
is no significant interaction effect with the audience treatment. Similarly, in column (5),
β(college & others’ agreement) has a large positive and significant coefficient: for each
unit change in the probability of selecting college attendance for someone agreeing to
the luxury belief in Study 1, agreement to luxury belief in Study 2 increases by over
6 units. However, there is no significant interaction effect with the audience treatment
either.

To sum up, I do not find evidence that participants seek to signal status by stating
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Figure 9: Perceived norms

Note: Perceived majority views among other study participants. Statements have been reverse-coded
where relevant so that higher values correspond with "Most people strongly agree" with the luxury
belief.
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luxury beliefs when their responses are shown to an audience.

Result 3. There is no evidence that individuals use "luxury beliefs" for signaling.

However, I note the following caveats. First, as shown in Study 1 and Figure 9, in
my studies luxury beliefs are not perceived to strongly signal status and nor are they
perceived to be held by the majority. Thus, the motive to signal in the current setting is
weak relative to social networks in elite institutions where many are expected to hold
such beliefs.

Second, the experimental setting is one of close to complete anonymity. While it
would be ideal to have closer interactions between study participants to increase the
salience of social image concerns, it is difficult to achieve in an online experimental
setting. Nevertheless, my setting can be interpreted as a lower bound for the social
interaction required for signaling and replicates many close-to-anonymous online inter-
actions between individuals.

5 Conclusion

This paper tests the concept of "luxury beliefs" and whether individuals use these state-
ments to signal status. While luxury beliefs are associated with left-wing political views,
the correlation with high education is only found among Democrats. For others, there
is no association with high status as measured by the education and income of the
belief-holder or as predicted by an observer. If anything, these statements are believed
to signal college attendance. I find no evidence that individuals signal using luxury
beliefs: agreement to these statements is not higher in the audience treatment relative
to the private treatment.

One possible reason for the lack of evidence for signaling is the weak association
between luxury beliefs and status in my sample. While luxury beliefs were originally
hypothesised to convey status and used as a signaling device among the elites, I show
that their association with status has not (yet) trickled down to the more general pop-
ulation. To this sample, and arguable to the general population, agreement to luxury
beliefs may be perceived to signal wokeness cultivated through college attendance. No-
tably, Republicans strongly perceive luxury belief holders negatively: associating them
with low education and low income. Given the weak signal of status, it is unsurprising
that I find no increase in agreement to luxury beliefs in the presence of an audience.

A second possible reason for the lack of signaling is the close-to-anonymous setting
employed in the online experiment. While not unlike many online interactions, future
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studies can explore the signaling motive in other types of face-to-face settings, especially
one where the audience members are known to associate luxury beliefs with status. This
is more likely to be the case in elite institution settings, where the individuals are also
more likely to be active or influential in policy debates—thus pointing to the importance
of future research on the topic.
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A Appendix

A.1 Appendix Tables

Table A1: Agreement to statements

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Some college, but no degree 0.218 0.297 0.163 0.165 0.024 0.017

(0.203) (0.191) (0.147) (0.138) (0.151) (0.145)
Associates or technical degree 0.349 0.393

∗
0.303

∗
0.309

∗
0.151 0.094

(0.219) (0.212) (0.178) (0.171) (0.194) (0.191)
Bachelor’s degree 0.299 0.427

∗∗
0.210 0.213 0.180 0.172

(0.193) (0.182) (0.140) (0.133) (0.155) (0.152)
Postgraduate degree 0.467

∗∗
0.593

∗∗∗
0.191 0.247 0.187 0.234

(0.223) (0.224) (0.168) (0.164) (0.184) (0.182)
≥ 25,000 USD and <50,000 USD -0.315

∗ -0.404
∗∗ -0.187 -0.268

∗∗ -0.222
∗ -0.300

∗∗

(0.162) (0.161) (0.114) (0.108) (0.130) (0.126)
≥ 50,000 USD and <75,000 USD -0.295 -0.252 -0.384

∗∗∗ -0.370
∗∗∗ -0.476

∗∗∗ -0.471
∗∗∗

(0.228) (0.231) (0.148) (0.138) (0.166) (0.153)
≥ 75,000 USD and <100,000 USD -0.141 -0.098 -0.157 -0.142 -0.304

∗ -0.288

(0.179) (0.194) (0.157) (0.150) (0.175) (0.177)
≥ 100,000 USD and < 125,000 USD -0.396 -0.349 -0.418

∗ -0.390 -0.572
∗∗ -0.544

∗∗

(0.336) (0.329) (0.244) (0.239) (0.232) (0.227)
≥ 125,000 USD -0.578

∗∗ -0.563
∗∗ -0.413

∗∗ -0.379
∗∗ -0.373

∗∗ -0.377
∗∗

(0.226) (0.221) (0.167) (0.157) (0.185) (0.180)
N 1776 1776 3408 3408 2892 2892

R-sq 0.287 0.299 0.292 0.305 0.292 0.305

Demog. controls X X X X X X
Extra controls X X X
Sample T1 T1 Att Att Dur Dur

Note: OLS regressions of agreement with statements. Sample excludes participants who completed the
task second (1-2), who failed the attention checks (3-4) and whose duration is outside the 10th and 90th
percentile (5-6). Demographic controls: age, male DV, race and LR scale. Extra controls: state political
affiliation, community, risk tolerance, religion DV and order DV. All specifications include topic fixed
effects and standard errors are clustered at the individual level.
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Table A2: Perceived likelihood of education level

No degree Attending college Has degree

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)
Agreement DV -0.007 -0.012 -0.007 0.183

∗∗∗
0.187

∗∗∗
0.176

∗∗∗ -0.176
∗∗∗ -0.176

∗∗∗ -0.169
∗∗∗

(0.034) (0.024) (0.026) (0.022) (0.017) (0.018) (0.032) (0.024) (0.026)
N 1812 3408 2892 1812 3408 2892 1812 3408 2892

R-sq 0.046 0.034 0.029 0.088 0.078 0.077 0.081 0.060 0.063

Controls X X X X X X X X X
Sample T2 Att Dur T2 Att Dur T2 Att Dur

Note: OLS regressions of perceived levels of education. Sample excludes participants who completed
the task second, who failed the attention checks and whose duration is outside the 10th and 90th
percentile. Agreement DV is equal to 1 if statement presented is a "luxury belief" and 0 otherwise.
Controls: age, male DV, race, own education, own income, LR scale, state political affiliation, commu-
nity, risk tolerance, religion DV and order DV. All specifications include topic fixed effects and standard
errors are clustered at the individual level.

Table A3: Perceived likelihood of income level

<50k USD 50k-100k USD >100k USD

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)
Agreement DV 0.196

∗∗∗
0.187

∗∗∗
0.183

∗∗∗ -0.062
∗∗ -0.035

∗ -0.033 -0.134
∗∗∗ -0.152

∗∗∗ -0.150
∗∗∗

(0.032) (0.024) (0.026) (0.029) (0.021) (0.022) (0.023) (0.017) (0.019)
N 1812 3408 2892 1812 3408 2892 1812 3408 2892

R-sq 0.092 0.086 0.087 0.042 0.020 0.022 0.089 0.093 0.092

Controls X X X X X X X X X
Sample T2 Att Dur T2 Att Dur T2 Att Dur

Note: OLS regressions of perceived levels of income. Sample excludes participants who completed the
task second, who failed the attention checks and whose duration is outside the 10th and 90th percentile.
Agreement DV is equal to 1 if statement presented is a "luxury belief" and 0 otherwise. Controls:
age, male DV, race, own education, own income, LR scale, state political affiliation, community, risk
tolerance, religion DV and order DV. All specifications include topic fixed effects and standard errors
are clustered at the individual level.

Table A4: Agreement to statements

Dems Inds Reps

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Audience -0.088 -0.093 0.129 0.102 -0.056 -0.067

(0.106) (0.108) (0.121) (0.122) (0.095) (0.090)
N 2148 2148 2136 2136 2112 2112

R-sq 0.205 0.209 0.306 0.311 0.255 0.263

Demog. controls X X X X X X
Extra controls X X X

Note: OLS regressions of agreement with statements. Demographic controls: age, male DV, race,
education, income and LR scale. Extra controls: state political affiliation, community, risk tolerance
and religion DV. All specifications include topic fixed effects and standard errors are clustered at the
individual level.
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A.2 Appendix Figures

Figure A1: Agreement to luxury beliefs in Study 2, private treatment

Note: Agreement to statements among other Study 2 participants. Statements have been reverse-coded
where relevant so that higher values correspond with "strongly agree" with the luxury belief.
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Figure A2: Agreement to luxury beliefs in Study 2, audience treatment

Note: Agreement to statements among other Study 2 participants. Statements have been reverse-coded
where relevant so that higher values correspond with "strongly agree" with the luxury belief.
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A.3 Full Surveys

Begins on next page.
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