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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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