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Abstract 
Background. One of the areas of business activity that has become not only a matter 
of voluntary choice in recent times, but more and more often a necessity is CSR. 
This area is very little recognised and explored in the context of luxury goods. It is 
obvious that the prosperity of this market gives its participants great opportunities 
for actions in the area of CSR. However, it is important to consider and examine 
whether this behaviour is desirable from the perspective of both consumers and 
other stakeholders of the brand.

Research aims. The purpose of this paper is (1) to identify the areas in which 
socially responsible actions can have a positive impact on the perception of brand 
value, as well as those that do not apply, and indeed are contrary to these values, 
and (2) to assess whether and to what extent CSR activities are desirable in the 
luxury market, both from the consumers and other stakeholders’ perspective.

Methodology. For the full explanation and understanding of this issue, the 
identification of luxury brand values has been conducted. On this basis, the author 
of the paper has identified the areas in which the socially responsible actions can 
have a positive impact on the perception of brand value, as well as those that do not 
apply, and are contrary to these values. The paper reviews the literature, analyses 
the scope of research conducted in this area and presents examples of socially 
responsible luxury brands.

Key findings. The results of the analysis conducted in the paper, indicate that 
although there are more important values of luxury brand than its social respon-
sibility, there are areas of CSR that are compatible with values of luxury brand 
and there are stakeholder groups that demand socially responsible behaviour from 
luxury brands. CSR is considered as both the opportunity and the responsibility of 
luxury sector. Some trends in ethical/social responsible consumption that already 
exist in the mass market can and should be transposed into the luxury dimension.
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iNTrODuCTiON

The luxury market is one of the most controversial sectors, it raises 
intense discussions and always has as many followers as the oppo-
nents. The purchasers of luxury goods are most closely associated 
with conspicuous consumption, spending money on superfluous 
products. Managers of luxury brands face a particularly difficult 
task. On the one hand, they have to satisfy the desires of a very 
specific and demanding customer, on the other, it is expected from 
them to maintain the best image of the company and brand in the 
eyes of other stakeholders.

Marketing of luxury goods is often being called as being paradoxical. 
The tools used in this market stand in complete contradiction with the 
assumptions of traditional marketing directed to the mass market. 
However, one should consider whether all the trends that have entered 
the mass market, should in principle be rejected by luxury brands? 
Such an approach actually dominated the luxury sector until recently. 
New technologies, more and more intensive modern communications, 
have forced luxury marketers to redefine their approach.

One of the areas of business activity that has become not only 
a matter of voluntary choice in recent times, but more and more often 
a necessity is CSR. This area is very little recognised and explored in 
the context of luxury goods. It is obvious that the prosperity of this 
market gives its participants great opportunities for actions in the area 
of CSR. However, it is important to consider and examine whether 
this behaviour is desirable from the perspective of both consumers 
and other stakeholders of the brand.

The aim of this paper is to assess whether and to what extent CSR 
activities are desirable in the luxury market, both from the consum-
ers and other stakeholders’ perspective. For a full explanation and 
understanding of this issue, the identification of luxury brand values, 
important from the perspective of consumers has been conducted. On 
this basis, the author of the paper identified the areas in which socially 
responsible actions can have a positive impact on the perception of 
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brand value, as well as those that do not apply, and indeed are contrary 
to these values.

The paper reviews the literature and analyses the scope of research 
conducted in this area.

LiTErATurE rEviEw AND DEFiNiTiON OF ThE kEy 
CONCEpTS AND rELATiONShipS BETwEEN ThEM 

Definition of luxury goods 

Defining luxury product is not an easy task and must follow an 
integrative approach (Wiedmann et al., 2009). “What is luxury to one 
may just be ordinary to another” (Phau & Prendergast, 2000, p. 123). 
This statement perfectly reflects the idiosyncratic nature of luxury, 
and consequently the lack of unanimity in the way of defining the 
concept of luxury product.

The major challenge in defining luxury products is that luxury and 
the related terms are especially vague and their meaning depends a lot 
on the user’s perspective (Kapferer, 2008). The consumers’ perception 
of luxury may differ according to many factors. Heine and Sikora 
recognise the multidimensional nature of the relativity of luxury. 
According to the authors, the relativity of the luxurious nature of the 
product has the regional, time, economic, cultural and situational 
form (Heine & Sikora, 2012). Previous studies also indicate that the 
perception of luxury depends on socio-demographic factors such as 
age, gender, and ethnic groups (Gardyn, 2002). 

Given the abovementioned restrictions, it should be noted that only 
an interdisciplinary, broad perspective allows to create a definition 
of luxury product, that will not raise a lively debate. The concept of 
luxury lies in the scope of interest in such sciences as among others: 
economy, sociology, psychology, management, and marketing. Table 1 
presents the definitions of luxury products created by representatives 
of various sciences, presenting different approaches to the problem.
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Table 1. Definitions of luxury product from the perspective of different sciences

Approach to 
the concept 

of luxury 
product

Representative
/ author Definition

Economic 
approach

Leibenstein (1950) 
The phenomenon of conspicuous consumption, 
manifested by an increase in demand for the goods 
with the increase in their prices, and the degree of 
desire by other consumers

McKinsey (1990)
The category where prices are appreciably higher 
to products presenting comparable tangible 
features, where price and quality ratios are the 
highest of the market

Nueno & Quelch 
(1998)

Products whose ratio of functionality to price is 
low, while the ratio of intangible and situational 
utility to price is high

Kemp (1998) Goods, according to which the income elasticity of 
their demand is higher than that of the other goods

Symbolic 
approach

Kapferer (1997)
“Luxury defines beauty; it is art applied to func-
tional items. Like light, luxury is enlightening. (…) 
Luxury items provide extra pleasure and flatter all 
senses at once…” 

Roux & Floch (1996)
A luxury brand is characterised by a symbolic, 
imaginary or social added value, which differenti-
ates it from other brands

Psychological 
approach

Kemp (1998)
The product becomes luxurious when the need to 
own it is more a result of desire than the need to 
eliminate discomfort

Nia & Zaichkowsky 
(2000)

These psychological benefits as prestige or self-im-
age’s enhancement are the main factor that distin-
guishes luxury products from non-luxury ones

Kapferer & Bastien 
(2009)
Vigneron & Johnson 
(2004)

“Those that provide extra pleasure and flatter all 
senses at once” 

Dubois & Laurent 
(1994) 
Sweeney & Soutar 
(2001) 

The intangible perception of luxury is strongly 
correlated with pleasure, happiness and inspiration

Marketing 
approach

Keller (2009)
Kapferer (1997)

Maintaining premium image, controlling distribu-
tion carefully via a selective channel strategy, and 
employing premium pricing strategy with strong 
quality cues and few markdowns

Sociological 
approach

Cornell (2002)
“A strong element of human involvement, very 
limited supply and the recognition of value by 
others are key components”

Van der Veen (2003) The luxury product is the one everyone wants, but 
only a few can have

Source: own work.
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The broad definition of the luxury product, taking into account the 
interdisciplinarity of this concept was created by Tynan, Mckechine 
and Chhuon (2010). They recognise as important, the three dimensions 
of a luxury product: functionalism, experientialism and symbolic 
interactionism. On this basis, luxury products have been described 
as high quality, expensive, superfluous products and services that are 
rare, exclusive, original and prestigious and offer consumers specific 
experiences related to high levels of symbolic and emotional / hedonistic 
values (Tynan et al., 2010).

A broad perspective, strongly considering the marketing aspect of 
the essence of luxury, is presented by the definition created by Dubois, 
Laurent and Czellar (2001). The definition is presented in Figure 1.

In order to avoid discrepancies in the understanding of the concept 
of a luxury product, for the purpose of this article, luxury goods 

Figure 1. The Definition of Luxury Products by Dubois, Laurent, and 
Czellar (2001) 
Source: Dubois et al., 2001, p. 8.
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are defined as follows (Dryl & Gil, 2016): high-quality, expensive 
goods, which are rare, exclusive, original, and prestigious (Tynan 
et al., 2010), for which demand is growing through increasing their 
prices (Leibenstein, 1950) and the level of desire by other consumers 
(Leibenstein, 1950), which are purchased in order to achieve a high 
social status (Bagwell & Bernheim, 1996), not influenced by need, but 
desire, not in order to eliminate discomfort, but in order to provide 
pleasure (Berry, 1994).

Luxury value perception

The value of luxury is considered in literature in many respects. Vi-
gneron and Johnson emphasise the physical and psychological values 
of luxury (1999). The authors have indicated in this regard 5 core 
values that create the luxury value of the product, namely (Vigneron 
& Jonson, 1999):

1) Perceived conspicuousness – related to the effect of the reference 
groups in the process of consumption. Luxury goods help give 
their owners the opportunity to be recognised and to acquire 
a specific identity in the reference group. Luxury goods are 
a sign of social and symbolic status.

2) Perceived uniqueness – shapes the personal and social identity 
of the consumer. Limited production of goods causes increase 
in demand. The uniqueness of the product becomes stronger 
due to the limited production of handmade products, original 
design and high price.

3) Perceived quality – luxury products provide a higher quality 
level in comparison to non – luxury ones. The quality is an 
important source of satisfaction of luxury goods’ consumers 
and a positive image of the brand.

4) Perceived hedonism – luxury consumption provides emotional 
experience and values experiences of pleasure, happiness, 
aesthetics, and fun.

5) Perceived social value/ego – on the one hand, luxury goods 
consumption let consumers associate with certain prestigious 
groups, on the other hand, differentiate from non – prestigious 
reference groups.

It should be noted that, this way of considering luxury value percep-
tion is at the same time very broad as well as detailed. As mentioned 
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above, the luxury value perception is considered in the literature in 
many respects. Some interesting approaches to this phenomenon are 
presented in table 2.

Table 2. Drivers of luxury value perception 

Authors Luxury value perception

Bourdieu (1984), 
Wiedmann et al. 
(2009), Vigneron & 
Johnson (2004)

Social value (i.e. conspicuous value, prestige value), functional 
value (i.e. usability value, quality value, uniqueness value), indi-
vidual value (i.e. self-identity value, hedonic value, materialistic 
value), financial value (price value)

Dubois et al. (2001) Outstanding quality, excessive price, personal story from the 
past, rarity and uniqueness, aesthetics and beauty, uselessness

Woodall (2003) Exchange value, intrinsic value, use value, utilitarian value

Vigneron & Johnson 
(2004)

Personal perceptions (perceived hedonic value, perceived extend-
ed self), non-personal perceptions (perceived conspicuousness, 
perceived uniqueness, perceived quality)

Ruiz et al. (2007) Quality, price value

Smith & Colgate 
(2007)

Symbolic/expressive value, experiential/hedonic value, 
utilitarian/functional value, cost/sacrifice value

Wiedmann et al. 
(2009)

Financial value (price value), functional value (usability value, 
quality value, uniqueness value), individual value (self-identify 
value, hedonic value, materialistic value), social value (conspicu-
ousness value, prestige value)

Berthon et al. (2009) Objective value (material), subjective value (individual), collec-
tive value (social)

Tynan et al. (2010)
Symbolic/expressive value (self-directed, other-directed), experi-
ential/hedonic value, utilitarian/functional value, cost/sacrifice 
value

Wang et al. (2010)
Interpersonal – orientated perceptions (conspicuousness value, 
quality value), personal orientated perceptions (hedonism, ex-
tended-self) 

Source: own work.

In accordance with the considerations outlined in the previous section 
of the article, rarity and uniqueness are the essential features that 
define a luxury character of the product. Research on the perception 
of luxury confirms the validity of this approach. The uniqueness of 
luxury goods lies in their inaccessibility for the average non-prestige 
consumers. There are many barriers that can be built to achieve an 
appropriate level of inaccessibility, such as high price, limited dis-
tribution or limited natural resources of the product. When it comes 
to uniqueness, the authors suggest that the aesthetics, design, and 
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handmade production may be the sources of the value. These values 
are also pointed out by Vigneron and Johnson (2004). 

Taking into account the considerations presented in the literature 
on luxury goods and the results of research in this area, it can be seen 
that the most popular model of perceived value of luxury is the one 
created by Wiedmann et al. (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Luxury value perception

Source: based on: Wiedmann et al., 2009, p. 7.

CSR definition

Corporations are nowadays encouraged to behave socially responsibly 
(Engle, 2006). The main problem is that, for some organisations the 
meaning of CSR is not clear, and for the others the social respon-
sibility is not important enough to pay an appropriate attention to 
this issue. According to Bowen, who is called the father of corporate 
social responsibility, CSR should be considered as “the obligations of 
businessmen to pursue those policies, to make those decisions, or to 
follow those lines of action which are desirable in terms of the objectives 
and values of our society” (Bowen, 1953, p. 6). The cited definition 
was created in the early 1950s. Nowadays, the meaning of CSR has 
transformed from philanthropy to regular practices (Rojek-Nowosielska, 
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2015). Modern companies are under intense pressure on compliance 
with regulations on environmental protection, transparency, and the 
necessity of the introduction of CSR as a strategy to survive and be 
more efficient (Glan, 2006).

Corporate Social Responsibility is both in the interest of busi-
ness, science, international political organisations, as well as broad 
stakeholders: consumers, organisations protecting the environment 
and human rights, and so on (Raczkowski et al., 2016). According to 
the results of the study conducted in 2006, there were 37 definitions 
of CSR in the literature (Dahlsrud, 2005). Despite the multitude of 
definitions of CSR, it is possible to indicate the basic characteristics 
and scope of activities in this area. Worth the attention is certainly 
the definition according to which:

The social responsibility of business encompasses the economic, 
legal, ethical, and discretionary (later referred to as philanthropic) 
expectations that society has of organizations at a given point in time 
(Carroll, 1999, p. 269).

It presents four basic dimensions of CSR, which can be interpreted 
as the expectations placed on the corporation by corporate stakeholders 
and society as a whole (Caroll & Shabana, 2016). 

1) Economic responsibility – “to produce goods and services that 
society desires and to sell them at a profit” (Carroll, 1999, 
p. 269). 

2) Legal responsibilities – “The legal responsibilities of business 
refer to the positive and negative obligations put on businesses 
by the laws and regulations of the society where it operates” 
(Caroll & Shabana, 2016, p. 91). While meeting these legal 
responsibilities, important expectations of business include:
– performing in a manner consistent with expectations of 

government and law,
– complying with various federal, state, and local regula-

tions,
– conducting themselves as law-abiding corporate citizens,
– fulfilling all their legal obligations to societal stakeholders,
– providing goods and services that at least meet minimal 

legal requirements (Caroll & Shabana, 2016).
3) Ethical responsibilities – Taking on ethical responsibilities 

implies that organisations will embrace those activities, 
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norms, standards, and practices that even though they are 
not codified into law, are expected nonetheless. While meet-
ing these ethical responsibilities, important expectations of 
business include:
– performing in a manner consistent with the expectations 

of societal mores and ethical norms,
– recognising and respecting new or evolving ethical/moral 

norms adopted by society,
– preventing ethical norms from being compromised in order 

to achieve business goals,
– being good corporate citizens by doing what is expected 

morally or ethically,
– recognising that business integrity and ethical behaviour 

go beyond mere compliance with laws and regulations 
(Carroll, 1991).

4) Strategic philanthropy, defined as “the process by which 
contributions are targeted to serve direct business interests 
while also servicing beneficiary organizations” (Tokarski, 1999, 
p. 34), helps companies to gain a competitive advantage and, 
in turn, boosts its bottom line (Seifert et al., 2003). 

The above-mentioned responsibilities are the levels of pyramid, 
referring to Maslow’s Pyramid. Hence the name of the concept: 
Carroll’s Pyramid of CSR, to which refer, among others Wartick and 
Cochran (1985).

It is also important to emphasise that trust is increasingly important 
in building positive relationships with stakeholders. This factor is 
also determined by CSR activities. Trust makes consumers willing to 
recommend products, which is a testament to their high satisfaction 
and even loyalty to the brand (Dryl, 2014).

A feature of CSR, which most often appears in the definitions pre-
sented in the literature, is the voluntary nature. However, one should 
consider whether in today’s highly competitive market, a company 
can succeed if it does not operate in accordance with CSR guidelines. 
On the one hand, segments of ethical and ecological consumers, and 
prosumers by their expectations, pressures and purchasing decisions 
are forcing on companies the pro-social activities. On the other hand, 
companies through their offers enriched by consumer preferences 
(products, packaging, social campaigns, educational activities) shape 
the social attitudes of consumers and their behaviour. It can therefore 
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be said that socially sensitive consumers influence the growth of socially 
responsible companies and vice versa – socially responsible companies 
influence pro-social behaviour of consumers (Czubała, 2011).

METhOD

The purpose of this paper is (1) to identify the areas in which the 
socially responsible actions can have a positive impact on the percep-
tion of brand value, as well as those that do not apply, and indeed are 
contrary to these values, and (2) to assess whether and to what extent 
CSR activities are desirable in the luxury market, both from the con-
sumers and other stakeholders’ perspective. The analysis of literature 
in the field of luxury products and the dimensions of their value as 
well as corporate social responsibility was carried out for the need to 
implement aim number 1. The author reviewed the categorisation of 
the dimensions of the value of the luxury brand, and also presented 
the concept by Wiedmann et al. (2009), which in the further part of 
the article is the basis for considering the compliance of the values 
of luxury brand with the CSR concept. On the basis of the literature 
analysis, the areas and objectives of the concept of corporate social 
responsibility were also indicated.

To achieve the aim number 2, the author analysed secondary 
sources, namely the results of research carried out so far by such 
authors as Avies et al. Social responsibility of luxury is still a poorly 
investigated concept. The results of the research of Avies et al. mainly 
concern consumers’ expectations regarding the ethical sphere of social 
responsibility of luxury brands. Research on responsible luxury has 
not been undertaken in Poland so far. The KPMG research company 
conducts an annual research on the market and behaviour of con-
sumers of luxury goods in Poland. One of the areas of the study is 
the relevance of particular characteristics of luxury goods from the 
consumers’ point of view. The participants of the study are: affluent 
people (with a gross monthly income between PLN 7–10 thousand), 
very affluent people (with a gross monthly income between PLN 10–20 
thousand), and rich people (with a gross monthly income in excess of 
PLN 20 thousand). The author of the article has analysed the results 
of KPMG research (edition 2016) in terms of the expectations of Polish 
consumers of luxury goods related to corporate social responsibility. 
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To sum up, for the purpose of this article, the author has used such 
research methods as literature analysis and analysis of secondary 
sources: studies carried out by Davies et al. (2012) and KPMG.

rESuLTS AND DiSCuSSiON

Perceived value of luxury and Corporate Social 
responsibility – contradiction or common voice? – 
literature review
“The notion of ‘responsible luxury’ may appear as a contradiction in 
terms” (Janssen et al., 2014, p. 46). Responsible luxury is certainly 
a controversial statement, but what is important is becoming an in-
creasingly popular area of both theoretical consideration and research. 
Researchers of the phenomenon recognise the growing need to analyse 
this area and at the same time to make the luxury goods companies 
aware of the importance of CSR in their activities. According to Bendell 
and Kleanthous (2007), luxury brands “have both the opportunity 
and the responsibility to promote sustainable consumption”. Trends 
in ethical consumption that already exist in the mass market will 
naturally be transposed into the luxury dimension.

Ethical dimension

The ethical side of the luxury business is particularly prominent in 
the literature. Previous studies – although very few, prove that CSR is 
not an essential factor determining consumers’ choices on the luxury 
market. According to a study by Davies et al. (2012) ethical responsi-
bility of luxury brands is of marginal importance for their consumers. 
Interestingly, on the one hand, the authors suggest that we live in an 
“ethic era”, but on the other hand, they indicate the results of research 
in which even in the mass market “for most product categories, ethical 
products account for less than 1% of the total market share” (The 
Co-operative Bank, 2009, as cited in: Davies et al., 2012). The authors 
suggest that “this ethics era is more limited in application than the 
literature sometimes suggests”. 

The assumption of ethical consumption is that consumers are 
concerned with the effects that a purchasing choice has, not only on 
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themselves, but also on the external world around them (Harrison et 
al., 2005). According to the results of the previous studies, the trend 
towards ethical consumption, is the strongest for food related products, 
cosmetics, and apparel (Auger et al., 2003; McGoldrick & Freestone, 
2008). These categories have the largest share in the ethical products 
market (The Co-operative Bank, 2009, as cited in: Davies et al., 2012). 
The literature also identifies ethical products, primarily eco-labels 
(Anderson & Hansen, 2004; Bjørner et al., 2004) or fair-trade brands 
(Pelsmacker et al., 2005; Loureiro & Lotade, 2005). Davies et al. point 
to the need to extend the research into wider product categories, such 
as luxury goods (Davies et al., 2012). 

According to Barnier et al. (2006), defining the luxury goods and 
their potential for growth in ethical consumption, three interrelated 
perspectives must be considered, such as:

– the economic view,
– the psychological view,
– the marketing view.
To accurately determine the potential of luxury goods in the context 

of their ethical dimension, one should refer to dimensions of perceived 
luxury value. The key question to answer is: whether the values of 
luxury products, considered relevant to their consumers, correspond 
to the basic principles of ethical/responsible consumption. Taking into 
account the financial value of luxury, the source of which can be found 
in the economics approach to the definition of luxury, the first factor 
to consider is the price. According to the definition of luxury goods, the 
price-to-functionality and quality ratio of the product is extremely low 
(Wiedmann et al., 2009). At the same time, it should be noted that the 
high price is also a result of the marketing strategy of luxury brands. 
At this point one should consider whether this type of strategy, based 
on unreasonably high level of price, is ethical?

According to many opponents of luxury brands, consumption of 
luxury goods involves spending huge amounts on products, by defi-
nition useless, while this money could be used to help poorer regions 
of the world. Taking actions to finance the poor communities and, of 
course, properly communicating this fact to engaged consumers can 
break this popular opinion about the luxury sector. Luxury brands 
support numerous initiatives. It should be emphasised, however, that 
they focus primarily on sponsoring/supporting activities the image 
of which is compatible with the personality of the brand. Therefore, 
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these are usually events and institutions from the circle of culture, art, 
sport, science, and medicine/health. Taking into account the fact that 
the image of many luxury brands is based on their history as well as 
the history of their creators or the places in the world that are their 
roots, it has become particularly popular to finance the brand-rele-
vant cultural monuments, works of art, etc. Examples of this type of 
activities may be brands like Fendi, Bulgari, and Tods, which have 
donated to Italian architectural icons such as Roman fountains, the 
Spanish Steps, and the Colosseum, etc. Prada’s foundation supports 
arts, architecture, and “philosophy projects”. Omega announced a 
five-year partnership with a new section of Milan’s Leonardo da Vinci 
Museum of Science and Technology devoted exclusively to space and 
astronomy.

But these are not the only opportunities for a more legitimate and 
socially desirable way of spending money by luxury goods manufacturers. 
Brands can raise awareness while creating value for the company also 
by giving charity through the sale of dedicated products. For example, 
brands from The Estee Lauder Group launched a range of “Pink Ribbon 
Products”, which each contribute a proportion of sales to The Breast 
Cancer Research Foundation. Similar actions are being led by Gucci, 
handing 10% of its sales income from the Fifth Avenue Flagship store 
during a specific period in June 2014, to raise additional support for 
girls and women around the world. 

It should be noted, that such activities can certainly be considered 
as a mature approach to CSR activities. What is important in the 
context of the theory is that these actions are part of the principles 
of Carolls’ pyramid – the luxury brands presented above, carry out 
activities that are both philanthropic and break the ethical contro-
versy surrounding the consumption of luxury goods. The awareness 
that part of the high price of a luxury product is intended to support 
the initiatives mentioned above may, to some extent, justify the 
consumption of luxury goods.

However, this is the point of view of manufacturers of luxury goods. 
From a consumers’ point of view the high price is considered from 
another perspective. According to the results of numerous studies 
on the perception of luxury, the high price is a testament to the high 
quality of the luxury product, and it also constitutes a barrier limiting 
access to luxury brands to consumers, undesirable from the brands’ 
point of view – the less affluent ones.
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An important aspect of CSR strategy is the identification and 
evaluation of stakeholder groups. Certainly, customers are an im-
portant stakeholder for any business. However, given the controversy 
surrounding conspicuousness consumption, the society and its expec-
tations are particularly important for the manufacturers of luxury 
goods. The luxury industry is faced with the challenge of creating the 
right communication that will justify the high price of the product, 
not just by the snobbish character of the consumer, but also the social 
well-being in general.

individual values

The next perspective which needs to be considered while aiming to 
define the luxury goods potential for growth in responsible consumption 
is psychological view. According to many researchers, mentioned in 
previous chapter of the paper (Mason, 1992; Vickers & Renand, 2003; 
Vigneron & Johnson, 2004), the psychological view explores the intra 
and interpersonal context of luxury consumption, around peer and 
self – perception. According to Nia and Zaichkowsky (2000, p. 487), 
“psychological benefits as prestige or self-image’s enhancement are the 
main factor that distinguishes luxury products from non-luxury ones”.

The psychological approach to the luxury product definition, em-
phasises also the fact that luxury goods do not fill the basic needs, 
but they meet the desires (Mortelmans, 2005), they “provide extra 
pleasure and flatter all senses at once” (Kapferer & Bastien, 2009, 
p. 313). This is quite a controversial way of defining luxury products, 
which is arousing disapproval of the society sensitive to the problem 
of poverty. The basic dilemma is whether or not the company can base 
its efforts on satisfying the desires of the “leisure class” and at the 
same time be socially responsible. This dilemma is recognised not only 
by luxury companies but also by the researchers of this phenomenon. 
According to Amatulli et al.:

The growing consumers’ sensitivity toward the social and environ-
mental impact of luxury consumption, paired with the fact that many 
luxury companies are still not used to thinking about themselves as 
able to deliver dreams while being sustainable, indicates that the 
whole luxury industry would need a new strategic approach to develop 
luxury brands, as well as marketing professionals with the right 
skills to appeal to changing consumers (Amatulli et al., 2017, p. 3).
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Social values

Taking into consideration the subject of psychological values relevant 
to the consumer of luxury goods, one cannot ignore the social value of 
luxury. This is one of the values of a luxury product that is strongly 
opposed to CSR. The conspicuous consumption and spending money 
on products and services, to demonstrate the high social class and to 
cause envy, was already described by Veblen in 1899. This theory has 
given rise to considering the luxury goods, as products that allow the 
consumer to stand out from the class of lower social status (Bagwell 
et al., 1996).

This aspect of consumption of luxury goods has awakened and still 
raises serious controversies and is widely criticised. Manufacturers 
of luxury goods have a very difficult task, on the one hand, their 
consumers expect the luxury brand to distinguish themselves, and to 
make them feel better than the rest of the society, and on the other 
hand, the public clearly criticises this kind of attitude. It should be 
noted that, this is a particularly troublesome aspect of the value of 
luxury goods for their manufacturers. The social dimension of con-
sumption of luxury goods strongly contradicts the idea of CSR. From 
both theoretical and practical points of view, it is not justified, and 
more importantly not possible, to modify the perception of luxury in 
the context of its social value.

Functional values

The marketing view, as the last aspect of luxury goods potential in 
ethical consumption, should be considered in a very wide perspective. 
According to marketing definitions, a luxury product should be ac-
companied by premium image, high quality, craftsmanship, limited 
distribution, high price, and low promotional activity (Chevalier & 
Mazzalovo, 2008).

One of the criticised aspects of mass production is the transfer 
of their production to the Eastern markets, where labour costs are 
significantly lower than in other parts of the world. This treatment 
has been heavily criticized for the use of people for working in bad 
conditions, for very low rates and, above all, for employing children. 
Until recently, the luxury sector was outside of the circle of criticism 
in this aspect, as luxury brands boasted their own production of 
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goods in countries such as France or Italy – the cradle of luxury. 
Increasingly, however, democratized luxury also moves its factories 
to the East, what in the near future will undoubtedly expose the 
luxury brands to attacks of the stakeholder for whom fair trade is 
of great importance.

Luxury brands also pride themselves on the highest quality mate-
rials used to produce their products. More and more brands insist on 
ethical and ecological sourcing of raw materials. For example, Hermes 
invested in Shang Xia, a Chinese premium luxury brand of graceful, 
contemporary handcrafted products. The usage of Cashmere Felt, 
Zitan Wood, Eggshell Porcelain, and Bamboo Weaving are some of 
the crafts revived and used as the brand story (Shang Xia – Chinese 
Fine Living). BMW’s Efficient Dynamics technology was created to 
reduce harmful emissions and fuel consumption without sacrificing 
the comfort and pleasure of driving (Ivan et al., 2016).

One should not forget, however, that the important value of a 
luxury product is its uniqueness, due to its limited availability. 
However, such an approach is often possible through the use of raw 
materials the rarity of which is derived from limited natural resources. 
Examples may be leather goods made of exotic hides, rare animals, 
fur, or the most controversial – diamonds. The diamond industry, for 
example, has come under fire for benefiting from injustice along its 
supply chain. “Blood diamonds” or “conflict diamonds” are diamonds 
which have been sourced from war zones, where rebel groups often 
fund their campaigns through mining, frequently using children. 
Such situations have arisen in Angola, Liberia, Ivory Coast, Mo-
zambique, Zimbabwe, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and 
Congo-Brazzaville. International consumer and NGO pressure has 
caused diamond companies to scrutinise their supply chain, and has 
reduced the number of diamonds from conflict zones reaching the 
market (www.investopedia.com). 

According to Kapferer (1998), sustainability is a part of the luxury 
business ethos:

(…) luxury is at its essence very close to sustainable preoccu-
pations because it is nourished by rarity and beauty and thus has 
an interest in preserving them. The unique values of the luxury 
business – Uniqueness, Timelessness and Heritage, all overlap with 
the ideology of Sustainability.
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While many aspects of the perception of the luxury character of the 
product are in complete opposition to CSR principles, it is undeniable 
that luxury manufacturers must be involved in socially responsible 
activities. Especially as unlike smaller and less profitable companies, the 
luxury sector has tremendous financial capacity to operate effectively 
in this area – financial issues cannot be an excuse.

There are more and more organisations dealing exactly with the 
social responsibility of the luxury industry. This type of organisation 
is Positive Luxury, founded in 2011 by Diana Verde Nieto and Karen 
Hanton. Positive Luxury is a global award = winning membership 
programme. Every brand featured in Positive Luxury must take 
care of its sourcing of raw materials, manufacturing, and marketing 
services. The members of Positive Luxury are for example: Alexander 
McQueen, Balenciaga, Berluti, Boucheron, Burberry, Chaumet, Dior, 
DKNY, Emilio Pucci, Fendi, Gucci, Louis Vuitton, etc. 

Another example of the activities of luxury brands in the area of 
CSR is The GCC Brandmark. The founder of the Green Carpet Chal-
lenge (GCC) is Livia Firth, the Creative Director of Eco Age Limited. 
The GCC Brandmark is a guarantor of sustainable excellence and is 
awarded when the GCC social and ethical benchmark standards for 
a product or collection are met. Gucci is the brand awarded the GCC 
Brandmark as the first luxury brand, when it created, in partnership 
with Eco-Age, the world’s first handbag collection made from zero-de-
forestation, certified Amazonian leather.

The evidence of the fact that the social responsibility of manufacturers 
of luxury goods is growing in importance, might be the emergence of 
the sector called “sustainable luxury”. It is a growing market sector, 
which first emerged in 2004. The term essentially refers to luxury 
brands that produce high-end ready-to-wear and couture clothing 
using ethical and fair trade practices from start to finish.

Research on the social responsibility of luxury – analysis of 
secondary sources
Linking luxury brands to CSR activities, is still causing live discussions 
and it has many supporters and opponents. According to Torelli et 
al. (2012, p. 961), “differentiation based on the promotion of a CSR 
agenda might not be the best strategy for luxury brand”. The authors 
also believe that communicating to clients that a luxury brand carries 
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out CSR activities may suggest to consumers that “something is not 
right” and might negatively affect brand perception. (Torelli et al., 
2012). The authors explain their findings by pointing to some abstract 
brand associated meanings (Park et al., 1991) that influence brand 
evaluation by activating specific motives (Chartrand et al., 2008).

Referring to the motives influencing perception of luxury brand, C. Jan-
sen et al. (2014) point some conflicts between factors shaping perception 
of luxury and social responsibility of the luxury brand. One of the main 
objectives of CSR is a concern for welfare of others and the environment, 
which reflects self – transcendence values, while luxury is clearly linked 
to conspicuousness (Han et al., 2010), hedonism (Hagtvedt & Patrick, 
2009), and success (Mandel et al., 2006) – concepts that emphasize the 
consumers’ own interests and well-being, or self-enhancement values. 
On this basis, the authors claim that the term “responsible luxury” may 
be treated as contradiction in terms. According to Torelli et al. (2012), 
Schwartz (1992), CSR – associated self – transcendence values conflict 
with luxury – associated self – enhancement values. 

Although Schwartz points to areas of contradiction between luxury 
brands and CSR activities, the author also sees areas in which these 
issues are compatible. Among the significant features of luxury 
goods are: craftsmanship, art, creativity, high quality and respect 
to the material, timelessness, and the highest quality of products 
(Kapferer, 1998; Vigneron & Johnson, 2004; Kapferer & Bastien, 
2009). According to Schwartz, under such assumptions, luxury 
could be associated with openness and conservation values, which 
are highly compatible with CSR – associated self – transcendence 
values (Schwartz, 2012; Janssen et al., 2014). According to these two 
opposing viewpoints, there are some factors which might accentuate 
perceptions that CSR and luxury are compatible, whereas others 
may trigger an opposite perception. This situation should inspire 
the luxury brands’ managers to engage in responsible luxury, espe-
cially as the topic is becoming more and more popular. Considering 
the above described interdependencies and conflicts between CSR 
and luxury perception, it is important to note that luxury brand 
managers need a better understanding of the possibilities they can 
use to achieve high effectiveness in CSR and marketing strategies, 
if they are to take further steps toward more responsible business 
practices, but at the same time avoid the negative consequences of 
promoting responsible luxury (Torelli et al., 2012).
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An important aspect of the research on corporate social responsibility 
is the differences between consumers of luxury and commodity products 
occurring in this aspect. Taking into account the very specific motives 
of consumers of luxury goods, it can be assumed that their approach 
to CSR and ethical consumption will be completely different from the 
approach of other consumers (Nia & Zaichhkowsky, 2000; Vigneron 
& Johnson, 2004; Ward & Chiari, 2008). However, it is acknowledged 
that this research area is still under-described and poorly analysed in 
the literature. Avies et al. investigated if consumers care about ethical 
luxury and if their behaviour differs significantly in comparison with 
the approach of consumers of commodity goods to ethical consumption. 
According to the research results of the above-mentioned authors:

– consumers are less likely to brand switch based on ethics due 
to the low priority of ethics in the purchasing decision, 

– consumers are less inclined to identify or perceive high moral 
intensity to ethical issues in luxury products based on the 
“Fallacy of Clean-Luxury”, the irregularity of purchase and 
reduced perception of peer pressure,

– the ethical-luxury brands would also face significant barriers 
(having less flexibility on price premiums, less active pursuit 
of information by ethical consumers, and lower perception of 
an ability to create social change). 

At the same time, the results show that consumers do care about 
ethical-luxury, although it has not significantly affected their purchase 
decisions previously. Ethics is only a part of CSR, thus it should be 
mentioned that the above presented results of the studies do not show 
the problem of CSR in luxury business comprehensively.

The authors of the research conclude that at the present time 
ethical luxury is unlikely to keep pace with the growth of ethical 
commodities. The implication of this is that in years to come we may 
see the rise of some ethical luxuries, but due to resource, information 
search, and information salience it is unlikely that they will ever be 
as universally successful. 

As already mentioned, the social responsibility of the luxury sector is 
not a popular research subject. Most of the literature tends to focus on 
non-luxury goods. In Poland, this topic is also not very well described. 
Polish scientists are more and more concerned about the luxury goods 
market, perception of luxury as well as segmentation and behaviour 
of consumers of luxury goods (Sikora, 2012; Bombol, 2012). The issue 



 Can a luxury brand be socially responsible? Luxury business and corporate social… 83

of social responsibility of the luxury business, however, is still little 
understood and examined. Interestingly, reports on the market of luxury 
goods in Poland and the behaviour of Polish consumers on this market 
also do not take into account CSR as a factor which could influence 
the purchasing decisions of Polish consumers. The KPMG research 
company conducts an annual research on the market and behaviour of 
consumers of luxury goods in Poland. One area of study is to assess the 
relevance of particular characteristics of luxury goods from the point of 
view of the buyers. It should be noted that in the studies conducted so 
far, there is no indication of CSR or ethical consumption, as important 
determinants of purchasing behaviour of Polish consumers. In Figure 
3, the results of the 2016 study are presented.

Figure 3. Factors that affluent and rich Poles consider in their decisions 
in purchasing luxury goods

Source: own work on the basis of: KPMG in Poland based on consumers research (2016), p. 21. 
The respondents could indicate a maximum of four important factors.

It should be noted that the characteristics pointed by Polish re-
spondents may indicate the rationality of their purchasing decisions. 
The most important features of a luxury product are, according to 
them: quality, appearance, design, and aesthetics. What is important, 
however, is that the study did not include CSR or ethical behaviour 
as important factors influencing consumer decisions. The only areas 
in which these factors could be included are the values represented 
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by the brand. However, without knowing the precise explanation of 
this factor, it is difficult to say clearly whether it contained CSR-as-
sociated values.

CONCLuSiONS 

Responsible luxury is certainly a controversial statement. According 
to some researchers this notion even may appear as a contradiction 
in terms. The sceptics of necessity, and even the possibility of con-
ducting socially responsible luxury business, believe that this type 
of market approach is not desirable from the consumer perspective. 
The assumptions of CSR stand in contradiction with such values of 
luxury as their social dimension. One of the problematic issues is, for 
example: how to reconcile conspicuous consumption with the image 
of a socially responsible company. On the one hand, luxury goods are 
meant to enable their consumers to stand out from the others, while on 
the other, they are supposed to be socially responsible. Such behaviour 
stands in contradiction to each other.

But there are some researchers and brand managers, who see in 
CSR both the opportunity and the responsibility. In their opinion, 
trends in ethical/socially responsible consumption that already exist 
in the mass market might be naturally transposed into the luxury 
dimension. Researchers of the phenomenon recognise the growing 
need to analyse this area and at the same time to make the luxury 
goods companies aware of the importance of CSR in their activities. 
The key question to answer is: whether the values of luxury products, 
considered relevant to their consumers, correspond to the basic 
principles of ethical/responsible consumption, and which stakeholder 
groups, really expect socially responsible behaviour from luxury 
brands.

The analysis of the literature, the studies of the importance of 
CSR for luxury goods’ consumers, and examples of luxury brands’ 
activities in this field, clearly indicate that although this dimension 
of brand value is not essential to its buyers, there are stakeholder 
groups who demand socially responsible behaviour from luxury 
brands.
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