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Abstract
Recently, a number of papers draw upon ideas from sexual selection and costly 
signaling theory to argue that conspicuous consumption has evolved as a sexually 
selected mating strategy. I outline what are considered to be the criteria for arguing 
that a trait is the outcome of sexual selection and I explore whether conspicuous 
consumption is sexual adaptation. Though I share the insight that evolutionary the-
ory can contribute to our understanding of consumption behavior, I argue that exist-
ing evolutionary explanations of conspicuous consumption do not examine human 
evolved psychology and available evidence about past environments. I further argue 
that cultural evolution theory provides an alternative explanation of conspicuous 
consumption in modern environments. In particular, conspicuous consumption is 
understood as a pattern of behavior marked by specific social learning mechanisms. 
Such an approach reflects the analytical tools of cultural evolution theory and pro-
vides a classification of cognitive factors involved in consumption choices.

Keywords Conspicuous consumption; consumer learning · Sexual selection · Costly 
signaling
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1 Introduction

Conspicuous consumption is one of the most striking phenomena in recent human 
history. Thorstein Veblen (1899) used the concept to bring forward original and pro-
vocative insights about the relation between consumer behavior and social status. 
Whereas Veblen focused on the elite of the middle to late nineteenth century west-
ern societies, conspicuous consumption is not limited to particular social groups but 
has an enormous diffusion to a vast part of contemporary human population. Over 
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the past decades, consumers belonging in different economic, religious, ethnic and 
linguistic groups are increasingly engaged in conspicuous consumption.

Has conspicuous consumption evolved? What are the psychological mechanisms 
that underlie conspicuous consumption? And can we relate human economic deci-
sions to the evolution of a culture that rewards conspicuous consumption?

Answering these questions is a daunting task. Sociological, biological, psycho-
logical and economic factors are deeply intertwined in the process of conspicuous 
consumption and it is difficult to completely isolate them from each other. Moreover, 
conspicuous consumption is a phenomenon driven by social interactions embedded 
in cultural groups, socioeconomic classes and communities in different regions and 
countries. Hence, it is hard to assert the primacy of particular causal factors.

A growing body of research attempts to explain consumer behaviors by applying 
evolutionary insights and methods (Miller 2001 and 2009, Saad 2014, Witt 2017). 
The current trend in the evolutionary literature is to explain conspicuous consump-
tion by applying sexual selection and costly signaling theory. A number of papers 
argue that conspicuous consumption has evolved as a sexually selected mating strat-
egy that provides reproductive benefits to males (e.g. Zak and Park 2002, Grisk-
evicius et al., 2007, De Fraja 2009, Nelissen and Meijers 2011, Sundie et al. 2011, 
Collins Baer and Weber 2015). Like peacocks’ large and colorful tails, conspicuous 
consumption impedes males’ chances of survival while it confers mating benefits.

In what follows, I examine the arguments put forward by these evolutionary 
researchers and I identify areas of controversy that may spark a debate among econ-
omists, psychologists and evolutionary biologists. Given that evolutionary theory 
can contribute to our understanding of consumption practices,1 I argue that in the 
recent literature evolutionary researchers attempt to examine the evolutionary under-
pinnings of conspicuous consumption without analyzing evidence about the ances-
tral environment, human psychological characteristics or socio-cultural parameters. 
In particular, an evolutionary explanation of conspicuous consumption based on 
sexual selection and costly signaling theory faces three problems:

• First, there is the issue of defining conspicuous consumption: Does this trait refer 
to psychological capacities that we have or certain types of behavior in which we 
engage?

• Second, there is the issue of whether conspicuous consumption has evolved as a 
sexually selected mating strategy: Conspicuous consumption does not conform 
to the conditions for the reliability of costly signaling traits.

• Third, there is an issue of the type of evidence needed to support an evolution-
ary explanation based on sexual selection and costly signaling theory: Available 
ethnographic evidence from foraging societies cast doubt whether conspicuous 
consumption evolved as a mating strategy.

1 The analysis of this paper is based on the idea that postulating evolutionary explanations has been suc-
cessful in evolutionary biology and therefore evolutionary theory can have a heuristic value in the social 
sciences. Economists can reflect on evolutionary processes and the demands of past and present environ-
ments to better understand human cognition and economic behavior.
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Given these problems, it is worth exploring alternative theories that could explain 
the evolution of conspicuous consumption. In particular, cultural evolution theory 
provides a plausible way to study consumption behaviors in modern environments. 
One answer to the question of why people engage in conspicuous consumption 
involves cultural transmission: people observe and learn the behaviors of others dur-
ing social interactions. The implication is that conspicuous consumption does not 
evolve as a display to potential mates but as a result of pre-existing evolved psycho-
logical traits.

Cultural evolution theory provides a framework that allows researchers to iden-
tify and classify the psychological biases that underlie conspicuous consumers. In 
contrast to an explanation based on sexual selection and costly signaling theory that 
focuses on displays that attract potential mates, I suggest that our psychological 
learning biases have a crucial motivating role in consumption decisions, including 
conspicuous consumption. These biases are genetically transmitted traits that influ-
ence the acquisition and retention of conspicuous consumption in the population.

Some clarifications are in order. Cultural evolution theory has not made any 
major inroad into economics, despite its growing representation in contemporary 
evolutionary research. Given the novelty of applying this account to the study of 
economic behavior, I focus on the role of social learning biases in consumers’ deci-
sions. However, the claim of this paper is not that the list of psychological biases I 
will present is exhaustive. Neither do I suggest that there are no other theoretical 
frameworks that could explain why we conspicuously consume. Instead, the aim is 
more modest: To present an evolutionary account that can facilitate future research 
on conspicuous consumption.

The paper is structured as follows. In the next section I provide a brief and general 
introduction to sexual selection and costly signaling theory, focusing on the aspects 
I consider more relevant for the study of conspicuous consumption. In section 3, I 
examine what kind of traits evolutionary researchers have in mind by conspicuous 
consumption. Section 4 explores in more depth whether conspicuous consumption 
does in fact possess the main features of sexual adaptations. Section 5 deals with 
evolutionary history and the importance of evidence about the ancestral environ-
ment to support hypotheses about sexual adaptations. Section  6 explores areas of 
research where cultural evolution can provide an original contribution with its com-
mitment to develop hypotheses informed by psychology and evolutionary theory. I 
focus on cultural transmission biases that influence the propagation of conspicuous 
consumption in modern environments. Section 7 concludes.

2  Sexual selection and costly signaling theory

A number of recent papers draw upon ideas from sexual selection and costly signal-
ing theory to argue that conspicuous consumption is a sexual adaptation (Griske-
vicius et al. 2007, Miller 2009, Fraja 2009, Nelissen and Meijers 2011, Sundie et al. 
2011, Collins, Baer and Weber 2015). In what follows, I briefly describe how these 
theories explain the evolution of human and animal traits.
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Sexual selection is often invoked to explain the evolution of exaggerated costly 
traits. It is an evolutionary process that results in differential mating success and can 
generate rapid genetic and phenotypic change (Darwin 1871, Maynard-Smith 1978). 
Sexual selection comes in two main forms: a) intrasexual selection by competition 
(usually among males) and b) intersexual selection by (usually female) choice. Intra-
sexual selection leads to exaggerated traits that promote the reproductive success in 
species whose members of the same sex compete for access to mates of the other 
sex. A classic example is the large antlers of male red deer that repel rivals and 
allow access to territory and female herds. In intersexual selection, members of one 
sex choose as a mate a member of the opposite sex. This leads to the evolution of 
traits that make an organism more attractive as a mating partner for the members of 
the opposite sex.

A key feature of sexual selection is that it can lead to the evolution of a trait 
that has a negative influence on an organism’s survival. In particular, females might 
choose traits that are detrimental to the males that have them and pass them on to 
the next generation. However, those females that prefer males that do not have these 
negative traits will produce offspring that live longer and will have more sexual 
interactions. Hence the challenge for evolutionary research is to provide an evolu-
tionary explanation of why such extreme traits do better than more moderate traits.

A substantial literature on animal behavior proposes the following solution to 
this problem (Zahavi 1975, Grafen 1990a, b, Bliege Bird and Smith 2005). Some 
extravagant traits are good indicators of particular male qualities that females find 
important in their choice of a mating partner. The relation between the expression 
of a relatively costly male trait and particular male qualities is such that only higher-
quality males can afford to produce it. Hence, a female can use this trait as an indica-
tor of a male’s genetic or phenotypic qualities. Females benefit if they choose males 
who display an extreme trait, while males compensate the cost of the display by an 
increase in mating opportunities.

In the evolutionary explanation presented in the previous paragraphs it is possible 
to distinguish the following traits:

i) A male display trait, a costly quality-dependent signal emitted by human males;
ii) Male quality trait(s) indicated by the display trait;
iii) A female’s preference2 for males with better quality traits. Since male quality 

traits are often unobservable, females prefer males with higher levels or better 
quality of the display trait;

Evolutionary researchers that apply costly signaling theory present the follow-
ing conditions for a trait to qualify as a costly display (e.g. Griskevicius et al. 2007, 
Nelissen and Meijers, 2011):

2 To keep the analysis simple, I assume that a female’s preference for a mating partner coincides with 
her mating choice. This is not the case when there is competition among females to attract mates and 
males demonstrate a preference for a female with certain characteristics (e.g. resources, attractiveness).
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i) it must be easily observable by others;
ii) it must be hard to fake because of its associated costs to the signaler in terms of 

economic resources, time, energy, risk, whereby the costlier the trait the more 
likely it is to be an honest indicator;

iii) it must result in a fitness benefit for the male signaler such as an increased access 
to desirable female mates;

iv) it must be an indicator to potential female mates of some unobservable but desir-
able male trait or characteristic, such as access to resources, prosocial disposition, 
courage, physical health or intelligence;

The evolutionary argument is that human conspicuous consumption has these 
four features and therefore it is a sexual adaptation. Hence, there are two ways to 
criticize an evolutionary explanation of conspicuous consumption based on sexual 
selection and costly signaling theory. First, it is possible to question the claim that 
conspicuous consumption does have these four characteristics. Second, one can 
demonstrate that there is an alternative explanation that is more plausible from 
an evolutionary perspective. In the sections that follow I apply these two lines of 
argumentation. But before I present my arguments, it is important to clarify what 
kind of trait these researchers have in mind when they use the term conspicuous 
consumption.

3  What is the main trait in question?

One of the main problems of this literature is that it is often hard to understand what 
kind of trait do evolutionary researchers refer to by conspicuous consumption. A 
close reading of evolutionary models and empirical research suggests that a single 
term covers different concepts and processes across many disciplines. In this section 
I will examine in more detail evolutionary explanations based on sexual selection 
and costly signaling theory in an attempt to clarify the main trait under investigation.

In the presentation of a model inspired by costly signaling theory, Fraja (2009) 
states that it is the psychological desire for conspicuous consumption that is 
designed by sexual selection (p.62). For Collins, Baer, & Weber (2015) conspicu-
ous consumption refers to a male preference that has deep evolutionary roots. Yet, 
in other parts of his paper, Fraja (2009) defines conspicuous consumption as “con-
sumption for its own sake” that “is easy to observe and expensive to acquire” (p.52). 
In Collins, Baer, & Weber (2015) conspicuous consumption includes “any con-
sumption activities beyond those required for survival” such as “developing art or 
other objects of beauty in traditional societies, or participating in the labour force to 
earn income in modern times” (p.191). Here it is assumed that a minimum level of 
consumption is necessary for survival (e.g. health care, food, housing) and all male 
activities that do not contribute to survival (e.g. entertainment, travelling, painting) 
are conspicuous consumption. Griskevicius et  al. (2007) and Sundie et  al. (2011) 
identify themselves as evolutionary psychologists and argue that in their experi-
mental study they investigate the design features of psychological adaptations (e.g. 
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Griskevicius et al., 2007: p.99). Their research focuses on some sort of psychologi-
cal features predicted by costly signaling theory.

What can we conclude from this multitude of different formulations of conspicu-
ous consumption? Conspicuous consumption is often treated as a psychological 
trait that is the target of sexual selection. In evolutionary research stemming from 
economics, conspicuous consumption refers to individuals’ subjective motivations 
(desires, intentions or preferences) that underlie behavior. A closely related under-
standing of conspicuous consumption in evolutionary psychology refers to actual 
causal mechanisms that produce behavior. What sexual selection explains is not 
human behavior but the behavior generating mechanisms that we have.

The key issue with these alternative formulations of conspicuous consumption 
is that they are insufficiently clear to allow an in-depth understanding of the trait 
under investigation. Evolutionary researchers frequently use the term psychological 
mechanism to refer to everything from input-output information processes to subjec-
tive mental states involved in conspicuous consumption. Although it is common for 
evolutionary psychologists and economists to examine the design characteristics of 
our brain system, in this literature they are not explicit about the model of human 
cognition and psychology they apply. Does our brain contain specialized mecha-
nisms or “modules” that evolved to solve fitness-relevant problems in the ancestral 
environment? Or is our brain a general-purpose problem solving device? It is not 
clear whether many of these conceptions of conspicuous consumption are rivals or 
they complement each other.

A distinct formulation is often used by evolutionary modelers to analyze conspic-
uous consumption. In evolutionary theory, conspicuous consumption is understood 
as behavior in relation to fitness outcomes, independently of the actor’s conscious or 
subjective motivations. What sexual selection explains is why organisms acquired 
the behaviors that they have in a particular environment. For example, in costly 
signaling theory behaviors and behavioral strategies are often described as adaptive 
traits. What these models examine is fitness consequences of types of behaviors that 
are present in the human population.

The upshot is that there are different ways to think about conspicuous consump-
tion that diverge from one another at the conceptual level. To understand the phe-
nomenon of conspicuous consumption, it is essential to disentangle behavioral out-
comes from psychological aspects. Conspicuous consumption might refer to a kind 
of a) internal behavior-generating mechanism or b) overt behavior produced by a 
mechanism. Hence, it is important for researchers to be clear about what exactly 
is the main trait they examine in their studies. Do they suggest that conspicuous 
consumption is a type of behavior that requires an evolutionary explanation? Or is 
conspicuous consumption is a psychological trait that interacts with the environment 
to produce a particular behavior?

In the analysis that follows I consider conspicuous consumption as a type of 
behavior. Evolutionary theorists rarely describe their models as comprising psycho-
logical mechanisms. However, these evolutionary models of behavior and strategies 
are often applied to generate testable hypotheses about human psychology.

In the sections I follow this line of argumentation: first, I examine whether the 
evolutionary explanations of conspicuous consumption meet the conditions specified 
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in the literature and second, I analyze the type of evidence needed to support an evo-
lutionary explanation based on costly signaling theory and sexual selection.

4  Conspicuous consumption and costly signaling theory

Whatever traits different researchers have in mind, they have to actually possess the 
four defining features presented in Section 2. In order for evolutionary researchers 
to support their argument, they must offer evidence that conspicuous consumption 
is an observable, costly trait that indicates particular qualities and provides fitness 
benefits to those that possess it. In the following sub-sections I argue that there are 
serious problems with this claim.

4.1  Conspicuous consumption is observable

Conspicuous consumption is by definition an observable trait. The first step in 
experimental research is to demonstrate that conspicuous consumption varies among 
the male members of a population. However, one of the major difficulties is that it 
is not sufficient to show that there is variation in conspicuous consumptions. Evo-
lutionary researchers must also demonstrate that differences in male conspicuous 
consumption are perceived by female conspecifics. In other words, it must be shown 
that members of the female sex can discriminate between different rates or intensi-
ties of conspicuous consumption. Merely demonstrating that conspicuous consump-
tion is observable is of no use unless it is possible to show that there is variation in 
this trait and that there is a consistent female preference for a specific part of the 
variation of conspicuous consumption.

This brings me to the following point: Conspicuous consumption behavior needs 
to be examined in a reproduction or mating context. For sexual selection, there must 
be some evidence that conspicuous consumption elicits female choices or psycho-
logical responses that are consistent with the possibility of conception. In other 
words, conspicuous consumption has to be experimentally tested at a time when the 
perception of the display can lead to successful reproduction. Hence, tests with uni-
versity students (Griskevicius et  al. 2007, Sundie et  al. 2011) are useful only if it 
can be also shown that the same display have a similar effect when females make 
decisions about conception later in life. Especially in western societies where most 
experiments take place, it is a common practice for young couples to go through 
a prolonged period of their relationship where sex is not intended for concep-
tion. Female responses to conspicuous consumption during this period may not be 
informative about sexually selected displays when conception is intended.

4.2  Conspicuous consumption is costly

The high-cost criterion is commonly cited among evolutionary researchers. We have 
seen in section 2 that costs of sexual adaptations are of central importance to the 
theory of sexual selection and costly signaling theory. In the evolutionary models 
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of Fraja (2009) and Collins, Baer and Weber (2015), costs have been explicitly 
described as having a detrimental influence on the survival of those that conspic-
uously consume. If fitness is measured in terms of offspring produced throughout 
the lifetime of an individual, then to count as an evolutionarily significant cost, an 
increase of conspicuous consumption has to lead to a decrease in survivability of 
males and an increase in the number of offspring they produce.

In the experimental literature, however, there is often confusion over what quali-
fies as a cost. Typically, costs refer to expenditure of resources such as money, time, 
energy or risk, whereby the costlier the trait the more likely it is to be an honest 
display. (Graskevicious et al. 2007, Nelissen and Meijers, 2011, Sundie et al. 2011). 
Conspicuous consumption is often associated with the purchase of expensive prod-
ucts that are consumed in public and are used by males to display material wealth. 
However, it is important to make a distinction between resource expenditure and 
fitness costs: conspicuous consumption may require a high expenditure of money or 
time without being costly in terms of lifetime male survivability. The claim that con-
spicuous consumption is costly relies almost exclusively on indirect evidence about 
resource expenditure while empirical evidence on the actual influence on lifetime 
reproduction success is at best circumstantial.

There is an additional problem with the handicap principle frequently cited by 
researchers as a mechanism for ensuring that conspicuous consumption is a reliable 
trait. The costly signaling hypothesis suggests that the cost associated with the pro-
duction or maintenance of the display is crucial for its reliability. However, recent 
research on costly signaling theory suggests that a decrease in a fitness component 
is not necessary to prevent deception (Grose 2011, Számadó 2011). In other words, 
a high display cost is not the only mechanism that maintains honesty and cheap or 
even cost-free displays can also be honest and reliable. For example, according to 
the index hypothesis, the actual fitness costs of honest displays could be zero. A dis-
play that is not difficult to produce or maintain can still be honest if there is causal 
link between a male quality (e.g. material wealth) and the display (e.g. conspicu-
ous consumption) (e.g. Dezecache, Mercier and Scott-Phillips 2013). Cheap or even 
cost-free signals can also be honest although they have largely been ignored in the 
research of conspicuous consumption.

To sum up, in the recent literature fitness costs are confused with expenditure. 
Costs in terms of resources are suggested to provide evidence for the fitness costli-
ness of conspicuous consumption. In line with theoretical requirements, more care is 
needed in future empirical studies to distinguish fitness costs from resource expendi-
ture. In addition, evolutionary researchers working on conspicuous consumption 
must justify their preference of particular evolutionary models over other alterna-
tives that provide evolutionary explanations of why conspicuous consumption is a 
reliable display.

4.3  Conspicuous consumption provides fitness benefits

The third criterion is that conspicuous consumption must increase the probability 
that the male signaler will gain some fitness advantage through the display, such as 
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increased ability to attract and copulate desirable mates. This is not easy to exper-
imentally test in human populations, mainly because it is difficult to demonstrate 
that those that have a display trait produce more offspring through their lifetime. 
There are no studies that show a correlation between male conspicuous consumption 
and differential reproductive benefits. At best, there is plenty of anecdotal evidence 
that human females find male conspicuous consumers attractive. In the absence of 
empirical studies that show that differences in conspicuous consumption actually 
results in differential reproductive success, a claim that conspicuous consumption is 
a sexual adaptation is simply a hypothesis in need for empirical support.

There is an additional and more serious problem in the claim that conspicuous 
consumption is a sexual adaptation. Empirical studies in evolutionary psychology 
suggest that human females prefer high status males or those that demonstrate the 
potential to attain high status (Buss 1989 and 2016, Geary 1998). Using this insight, 
evolutionary researchers often argue that display traits such as conspicuous con-
sumption are used by human males to maintain or increase their status. This argu-
ment finds conspicuous consumption to have an intermediary role: an increase in 
conspicuous consumption leads to an increase in a male’s status relative to the status 
of other competitors. Females prefer higher status mates and therefore there is an 
increase in male reproductive success.

What is problematic with this argument is that in this literature it is also assumed 
that conspicuous consumption has negative or minimal influence on survivorship 
(Fraja, 2009, Collins Baer and Weber 2015). The pursuit of social status via con-
spicuous consumption however can provide direct or indirect benefits for high status 
males in addition to mating access. Such benefits include deference, coalitions, aid 
in childcare or after injury and illness, leniency after a failure to reciprocate. The 
benefits derived from having status can be cumulative since they are received from 
multiple conspecifics. Hence the overall impact of high status on fitness is not only 
an increase in fertility, but also an increase in the viability (or well-being depending 
on how viability is conceived) of self, spouse, offspring and other kin.

4.4  Conspicuous consumption is an indicator of male quality traits

By their very construction, evolutionary models of conspicuous consumption treat 
all male qualities traits as exogenous. Females are assumed to have a fixed pref-
erence for whatever male qualities are displayed (Collins Baer and Weber 2015: 
p.194). Moreover, quality traits are not heritable but are randomly allocated at birth. 
These assumptions allow tractable models for the theoretical analysis of conspicu-
ous consumption (Fraja 2009, Collins Baer and Weber 2015: p. 203). However, this 
also creates ambiguity about what kind of attributes males convey by the display 
trait. Accumulated resources (i.e. wealth), potential to acquire resources, dexterity, 
altruism, courage, health, status, physical condition, artistic skills, ambition, indus-
triousness, intelligence or (unspecified) genetic qualities are mentioned in this litera-
ture as quality attributes indicated by conspicuous consumption. Whether there is a 
reliable link between a males’ conspicuous consumption and these qualities cannot 
simply be assumed to be true but require experimental and theoretical investigation.
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A plausible response to this problem is the following. It is possible to argue that 
females choose mates that conspicuously consume because this is a good indicator 
of a male’s overall quality. When it is difficult to determine specific quality traits of 
potential mating partners, a female can use conspicuous consumption as a proxy of 
a male’s composite of genetic or phenotypic qualities. Whether this hypothesis is 
plausible depends on the environment in which mating interactions are taking place. 
For example, in small and stable groups, females would not be so much interested in 
males’ conspicuous consumption because they could acquire information about spe-
cific qualities of potential mates through gossip or repeated interactions.

To conclude this section, it is doubtful whether conspicuous consumption meets 
the criteria of costly signaling theory and sexual selection. As we will see in the next 
section, problems only multiply when one considers that the male display trait and 
female preference are supposed to have evolved sometime during the Pleistocene.

5  Conspicuous consumption and evidence from hunter‑gatherer 
societies

In order for evolutionary researchers to make their argument they must offer reason-
able evidence that conspicuous consumption does in fact possess the characteristics 
presented in the previous section. We have seen that there are reasons to doubt this 
claim. Suppose however that evolutionary research has experimentally demonstrated 
that conspicuous consumption is an easily observable, costly trait that confers repro-
ductive success to males. Let us suppose even further that evolutionary research has 
shown that females have a preference for males’ level or quality of conspicuous con-
sumption. A question left to ask is whether these researchers have shown that con-
spicuous consumption is a sexual adaptation.

Most of the published literature implicitly assumes that to demonstrate that a trait 
such as conspicuous consumption has the characteristics presented in section 2 is 
sufficient to conclude that a trait evolved by sexual selection. In current research 
there is little effort in establishing a plausible link between the display trait, the qual-
ity traits and the preference traits by using available information about the ancestral 
environment. It appears that evolutionary research has lost track of the kind of evi-
dence is needed for the empirical support of sexual selection explanations. Even if 
evolutionary researchers demonstrate that conspicuous consumption has the charac-
teristics presented in the previous section, one has no reason to think that it is likely 
brought about by sexual selection. At best, evidence about current behavior and cur-
rent mating success can only suggest that sexual selection acts in the present envi-
ronment. No matter which traits one chooses to examine, some evidence about the 
ancestral environment is essential to support hypotheses about sexual adaptations.

This critique goes back to the classic work of Gould and Lewontin (1979). How-
ever, the key concern here is not so much that an evolutionary explanation of con-
spicuous consumption is not well supported by empirical evidence. The point is that 
historical evidence complements evolutionary explanations and is important in our 
understanding of the trait under investigation. If researchers claim that conspicu-
ous consumption is a sexual adaptation in a particular environment, it is essential 
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to present in some detail what that environment is like. Conspicuous consumption 
needs to be understood according to its unique, time and place in human evolution. 
Some evolutionary researchers are aware of the present-centered starting point of 
their investigation but think that knowledge of how sexual selection is operating in 
the present allows them to extrapolate back in time. This, however, is problematic 
unless one can also demonstrate that the selection conditions have remained con-
stant through time. In turn, examining whether this assumption holds requires evi-
dence about our ancestral past.

Fraja (2009) seems to agree and suggests that conspicuous consumption “was 
hard wired in the brain of early humans prior to their dispersion from Africa, and 
therefore must have provided evolutionary advantages in the conditions prevail-
ing between one million and 80,000 years ago” (p.52). In order to get antecedent 
knowledge about the social organization, mating patterns and food acquisition in the 
ancestral past, anthropologists and ethnographers typically examine present hunter-
gatherer societies not conducive to agriculture.3 These foraging groups might have 
changed significantly over time but they can shed light on the social environment in 
which the evolution of human traits has taken place.

What can we infer about our distant ancestors by looking at the few thoroughly 
studied hunter-gatherer societies of recent times? Ethnographers that study mod-
ern foraging groups as a proxy of ancestral hunter-gatherer societies have arrived at 
some generally accepted conditions about Pleistocene social life:

i) Population density was low and groups were small with an average size of a few 
hundred members4;

ii) Groups of hunter-gatherers were highly mobile and nomadic, moving frequently 
from one territory to another to get food resources necessary for subsistence;

iii) There was little difference in resources among individuals because sharing prac-
tices were common;

If we accept that hunter-gatherer populations have the above characteristics, there 
are two important implications for an evolutionary explanation of conspicuous con-
sumption based on costly signaling theory and sexual selection.

3 There is a great diversity among these groups (Marlowe, 2005, Kelly 2007, Henrich and McElreath 
2007) and anthropology typically distinguishes between delayed-return and immediate-return hunter-
gatherer societies (Woodburn 1982). Immediate-return societies are considered a good proxy of life in 
the human past while more modern delayed-return societies demonstrate marked inequalities, social hier-
archy and larger group size. As any other categorization, it is not absolute; in some groups, it is possible 
to find characteristics of both delayed and immediate-return societies. The evidence examined in this 
paper is based on immediate-return hunter-gatherer societies.
4 Ethnographic research demonstrates that hunter-gatherer populations operate in a network of groups 
that have different sizes. Small bands with a size of around thirty five individuals are embedded into 
larger groups of a few hundred members (e.g. Kelly 2007, Gamble 1999, Marlowe 2005).
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First, a display trait such as conspicuous consumption would have little value in 
small and relatively stable groups,5 either because there is continuous interaction 
between group members or because private information would have become public 
through third parties that communicate the quality traits of group members. In small 
hunter-gatherer groups, it is more likely that mate choice is based on the accumu-
lation and integration of information over a long period of time through repeated 
encounters or over the course of development.6

More generally, females have an incentive to respond to a display trait such as 
conspicuous consumption when they face information asymmetry about male pri-
vate quality traits such as accumulated resources, status, skills related to the acquisi-
tion of food or the construction of privately owned objects. Because there is female 
uncertainty about these traits, males are motivated to conspicuously consume and 
females value this display trait. In the context of foraging societies, demographic 
factors such as small group size mitigate information asymmetry and the value of a 
display trait such as conspicuous consumption.

Second, these nomadic hunter-gatherer groups strive to meet daily subsistence 
requirements without devices that allow the storage of a surplus in resources. They 
often emphasize sharing in the distribution of resources and reciprocation to endure 
harsh environmental conditions. The implication of ethnographic research is that 
even if there is inequality in hunting abilities, there is near equality in lifetime con-
sumption of food resources. When the prey is not consumed near the place where it 
is captured, specific sharing rules prescribe how it is distributed among the nuclear 
family and other member of the group. Moreover, displays of wealth cannot be 
used as source of information in a mating context because storage of accumulated 
resources is nonexistent. In contrast to modern societies, in these hunter-gatherer 
groups inequality in the production of resources (i.e. capturing game) does not 
result to major inequalities in accumulated resources (i.e. wealth) or consumption of 
resources.

Since sharing norms and the nomadic lifestyle prevent saving and accumulation 
of resources, it leaves the production and possession of skillfully made objects (i.e. 
tools, weapons, ornaments) to act as a signaling medium directed to potential mates. 
Collins, Baer, and Weber (2015: p.191) and Fraja (2009; p.62) suggest that the work 
of Kohn and Mithen (1999) on the elaborate morphology of Palaeolithic Acheulian 
handaxes supports the hypothesis that conspicuous consumption is a sexual adapta-
tion. According to Kohn and Mithen (1999), impractically large hand axes made 

5 The boundaries of hunter-gatherer groups are often fluid and local bands fission or fuse in search of 
resources (Marlowe, 2005). If the group size is very small, it will require regular genetic inputs from 
other camps in order to stay viable. This, however, does not necessary implies that when males move 
to other camps they engage in conspicuous consumption to attract mating partners that belong to other 
bands. I thank Krist Vaesen for bringing these points to my attention.
6 Hunter-gatherers appear to promote play from a very young age in order for children to acquire the 
skills, knowledge and values of their group (e.g. Gray 2014). Until they reach reproductive maturity, 
females have ample opportunity to observe the skills of potential mates that will become successful 
adults in their group.
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from about 1.4 Myr ago to around 100,000 years ago were symbols of status, built 
and displayed by males to attract potential mates.

However, providing an evolutionary explanation of why these hand axes have 
been built is one of the most controversial research topics in Palaeolithic archaeol-
ogy. After decades of research, it is still difficult for archaeologists to establish the 
purpose of this important tool found in many different locations around the world. 
Nowell and Chang (2009) review the available ethological and archaeological evi-
dence and provide a detailed critique of Kohn and Mithen’s explanation. In accord 
with the analysis of this paper they conclude that

“the evidence strongly suggests that variation in handaxe morphology is gov-
erned by a number of complex factors that differ in influence over time and 
space, rather than a single overarching mechanism such as sexual selection. 
As with most questions of interest in Palaeolithic archaeology, we are bet-
ter served by context-specific, historically situated explanations rather than 
monocausal scenarios, particularly when our desire is to understand the form 
and function of an artefact such as the handaxe, which is found in the record, 
in one form or another, for more than 1.5 million years” (p. 84).

The foregoing considerations suggest that an evolutionary explanation of conspicu-
ous consumption is not well supported by historical evidence. It is more plausible 
to argue that conspicuous consumption is a kind of behavior undertaken in a social 
context that already includes aspects such as rapid population growth, high popula-
tion densities, technological innovations, political institutions and formalized hierar-
chies based on the inheritance of wealth. Human societies grew in complexity due 
to labor specialization and notable inequalities in the production and the consump-
tion of resources began to emerge. Moreover, production lost its privileged position 
and consumption became the mean through which individuals present themselves to 
others.

This proposal is explicit in Veblen’s work. In first chapters of the Theory of the 
Leisure Class, Veblen (1899) described the social and historical background of con-
sumption phenomena. In contrast to contemporary research on conspicuous con-
sumption, Veblen’s analysis was based on the anthropological work of his time. This 
allowed him to distinguish modern market societies from traditional societies that 
lived at the edge of subsistence struggling to acquire the basic means for survival.7 
Without references to particular historical periods, Veblen positioned conspicuous 
consumption within a particular social and cultural context. He examined the dis-
play of commodities as a mean of securing social differentiation and status in socie-
ties characterized by property rights and the accumulation of monetary and material 
resources.

Apart from distinguishing between the modern and ancestral societies, Veblen’s 
second important contribution is that he analyzed evolved psychological aspects of 

7 He summarizes his views in the following way: “They are small groups and of a simple (archaic) 
structure; they are commonly peaceable and sedentary; they are poor; and the individual ownership is 
not a dominant feature of their economic system.” (Veblen 1899: p.8)
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human conspicuous consumption. He argued that “irreducible elements of human 
nature”, what he called “instincts”, might have a significant influence on evolution-
ary processes (1914, p.3). According to Richerson and Christiansen (2013), Veblen’s 
work on human predispositions “clearly foreshadows the notion of epigenetic rules, 
cultural selection, and biased transmission that figure in the late twentieth century 
revival of Darwinian theories of cultural evolution” (p.7). In the section that follows 
I will expand on this insight to present an alternative explanation of conspicuous 
consumption.

6  Social learning and conspicuous consumption

In the previous sections I argued that an evolutionary explanation of conspicuous 
consumption based on sexual selection and costly signaling theory faces conceptual 
and empirical problems. First, it is not clear what kind of traits researchers have 
in mind by conspicuous consumption. Second, conspicuous consumption does not 
appear to be a costly signaling trait. Finally, the available evidence from hunter-
gatherer societies casts doubt on whether conspicuous consumption evolved as a 
mating strategy.

Given that the long term evolution of conspicuous consumption is difficult 
to explain on the basis of sexual selection and costly signaling theory, it is worth 
exploring alternative theoretical accounts. In line with Veblen’s work, my sugges-
tion in the previous section was that conspicuous consumption is better conceived 
as a type of overt behavior that is present in contemporary market economies. In 
contrast to an evolutionary explanation based on costly signaling theory that applies 
Darwinian theory directly to conspicuous consumption, what figures prominently in 
the account advanced in this section is that biological evolution has built a set of 
cognitive adaptations in ancestral environments that have a lasting influence on eco-
nomic behavior (e.g. Witt 2008).

A key question is what are the cognitive foundations of conspicuous consump-
tion? One way to answering this question is to apply cultural evolution theory, the 
most advanced theoretical approach to studying social learning mechanisms and the 
dynamics of cultural change (e.g. Boyd and Richerson 1985, Richerson and Boyd 
2005). In what follows, I will explore more in depth areas of consumption research 
where cultural evolution can provide an original contribution.

According to Richerson and Boyd (2005), extensive and cumulative cultural evo-
lution is the main reason that modern societies are different from ancestral socie-
ties. From an evolutionary perspective, “culture” refers to ideas, skills, beliefs, hab-
its, behaviors and values transmitted from one individual to another via imitation, 
teaching and other forms of social learning (Boyd and Richerson, 1985, Henrich and 
McElreath 2003, Richerson and Boyd 2005). This definition of culture emphasizes 
the importance of cognitive abilities to acquire behaviors, ideas etc. by observing or 
interacting with others. For example, a child that reaches puberty may start to imi-
tate cultural traits of her teachers or her friends and abandon traits acquired from her 
parents. This can be the result of peer pressure or personal experience that made her 
realize that parent imitation is not useful anymore.
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Various kinds of cognitive biases structure human social learning and the 
transmission of behaviors, ideas, and other components of culture. These biases 
can be understood as individual level mechanisms or as population-level prop-
erties that affect the rate of transmission within and between different groups. 
Cultural evolution theory typically distinguishes the following types of learning 
biases:

i) Content bias (or “direct” bias) is similar to economists’ cost–benefit analysis. An 
individual selects a trait based on its perceived value or intrinsic attractiveness.

ii) Frequency-dependent biases refer to the relationship between the frequency of a 
trait and its probability of adoption. Individuals may put higher or lower weight 
to more frequent traits (conformity bias and anti-conformity bias).

iii) Context bias (or “indirect” bias) refers to individuals acquiring traits based on the 
characteristics of an individual (or “model”) who exhibits it. Social learners use 
a cue such as age, gender, familiarity, prestige and success in a particular domain 
to determine whether a particular individual is an appropriate model.

In line with this research, it is possible to suggest that different social learning 
biases are involved in conspicuous consumption.

First, according to content bias, individuals acquire consumption behaviors by 
observing and comparing their main characteristics to other alternatives. They may 
consume specific goods simply because they think that some of their features (their 
content) are better than other goods. Even if some goods are purchased and con-
sumed primarily for their display value, most of them have also use value. Consumers 
may acquire conspicuous goods because of their speed, design or comfort. To use an 
example from the literature, a consumer may buy a Porsche car instead of a VW car 
because it allows her to move fast from one location to another with relative safety.

Second, according to frequency-dependent biases, individuals have the propen-
sity to adopt consumption behaviors that are common or rare in the population. 
Although future empirical research might test which of the two biases – conformity 
or anti-conformity - is more potent in the case of conspicuous consumption, both 
provide insights into human consumption behavior. In particular, consumers are dis-
proportionately more likely to copy behaviors that are present at a high frequency 
to conform to the majority of the group or the population they belong. Acquiring 
expensive goods to communicate a conforming image is often necessary to gain 
acceptance by other group members. In the case of conspicuous consumption this 
motivation appears to be more significant and pronounced. Hence, the intuitive sug-
gestion of cultural evolution theory is that independently of their position in a social 
hierarchy, individuals have a propensity to conform to the expectations of groups 
with whom they are associated with and this limits the variability of individual con-
sumer behavior within these groups.

Conversely, consumers might have the propensity to differ from the consumption 
behaviors that are most common in the population or a group.8 One key character-
istic of conspicuous consumption is exclusivity - consumers desire to be perceived 

8 In economics this is described by Leibenstein (1950) as the “snob effect.”
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as different from the members of the group they belong or the population in gen-
eral. Hence, goods that are considered scarce or unique appear to have higher value. 
Moreover, the perceived exclusivity of particular goods decreases when more con-
sumers purchase and demonstrate them in public. To return to the Porsche example, 
although there is a long waiting list for Porsche cars, in order to maintain their sales, 
Porsche limits the quantity of cars produced by their factories to a few thousand 
vehicles per year. This is also the case with goods such as watches, jewellery, per-
fumes or collector’s items such as stamps. Producers of consumption goods high-
light their exclusivity since many consumers would find a Porsche less valuable if 
it is widely available. An insight of cultural evolution theory compared to sexual 
selection is that rather than to display their wealth, social status or particular quality 
traits to potential mates, consumers would often choose to buy and display expen-
sive goods just for the sake of being different from other consumers.

Third, consumers may have a propensity to acquire specific consumption behav-
iors based on the observable attributes of a model individual that exhibits particu-
lar values, ideas and behavior that are considered important within a group. Veblen 
(1899) was one of the first theorists who argued that consumption is actually a pro-
cess of emulation and goods function as markers of model individuals. According 
to this idea, individuals emulate the consumption patterns of those that are per-
ceived as higher in the hierarchy of a group or the population. However, in mod-
ern times, emulation is a round or two-directional process: it can be top-down or 
bottom-up. According to Trigg (2001), Bourdieu (1984, 1990) provides a contempo-
rary development of the theory of conspicuous consumption. Although consumers 
typically emulate the consumption pattern of prosperous or prestigious individuals, 
Bourdieu’s hypothesis is that emulation can also be bottom-up: those with a higher 
position in the social hierarchy might emulate the behavior and consumption pat-
terns of those in a lower position. Individuals with a higher status may increase their 
reliance on social learning and copy those who they perceive as having lower status 
because they see them as superior sources of information.

What reason do we have for thinking, on the basis of empirical work, that such 
psychological biases are present and influence conspicuous consumption? Evo-
lutionary explanations are more plausible when they are supported by empirical 
evidence from multiple sources. Laboratory experiments and field studies have 
provided evidence for many of the biases explored in the theoretical literature and 
resonate with an explanation of conspicuous consumption based on social learning 
biases. There is good evidence that conformist and anti-conformist learning is a fea-
ture of our psychology and has a strong influence on our behavior (e.g. McElreath 
et  al. 2005, Morgan and Laland 2012). Moreover, experimental research suggests 
that under controlled conditions children selectively learn a wide range of traits from 
prestigious and successful individuals (e.g. Chudek et  al. 2012).9 Consistent with 
this, ethnographic research that focuses on how children of hunter-gatherer groups 
learn different hunting and gathering skills and whom they learn from aligns with 

9 There are concerns about importing results from empirical and theoretical psychological work into cul-
tural evolution theory. Building on insights from social psychology requires detailed conceptual analysis 
(e.g. Lewens, 2015).
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cultural evolution theory (e.g. MacDonald 2007, Lew-Levy et al. 2017). In domains 
such as fishing, growing yams and using medicinal plants, prestige and success 
guide model-based bias among people living on the Yasawa Island of the Fijian 
Archipelago (Henrich and Broesh 2011). Moreover, the presence of prestige-bias 
social learning of beneficial food taboos is documented in traditional Fijian popula-
tions (Henrich and Henrich 2010).

Evolutionary researchers might raise the following objection. The analysis in 
this section refers to proximate behavior-generating mechanisms, not evolutionary 
causes such as sexual selection. My response is based on Henrich and McElreath’s 
(2007) work on the evolution of social learning biases:

• Genetic evolution gives rise to psychological adaptations that allow the acquisi-
tion of information such as ideas, beliefs or strategies of other individuals.

• These adaptations allow the evolution of the cultural system of inheritance inde-
pendent from genetic inheritance. Humans become gradually reliant on social 
learning and cultural evolution could arise.

• Cultural evolution processes might change the selection conditions on which nat-
ural selection operates.

Evolutionary approaches suggest that our species’ social learning biases – the psycho-
logical mechanisms that underlie the evolution of traits such as conspicuous consump-
tion – are genetically evolved adaptations in ancestral environments. It is social learn-
ing mechanisms that evolved to enhance fitness while conspicuous consumption taps 
into psychological biases already in place. Put in a different way, social learning biases 
arose some time during our evolutionary history because they were favored by natural 
selection and have remained an important feature of human psychology since that time. 
Hence the question that needs to be addressed is whether genetic evolution gave rise to 
psychological adaptations that have an influence on conspicuous consumption.

In the last 30 years, evolutionary theorists have produced a large number of evolu-
tion models that examine the dynamics of learning biases. Within the framework of 
cultural evolution, formal work explores environmental conditions that favor the evolu-
tion of social learning strategies (e.g. Boyd and Richerson, 1985, Henrich and Boyd, 
1998, Rendell et al. 2009, Nakahashi et al. 2012). In particular, theoretical research pre-
dicts under what conditions social learning biases and individual learning evolve and 
whether it is evolutionarily advantageous to use multiple social learning biases. It is 
argued that if environments did not change rapidly and the rate of migration between 
groups was low, conformist or prestige bias would have been favored over individual 
learning. However, in rapidly changing environments, social transmission will be of lit-
tle benefit since the information accumulated from past generations would be quickly 
outdated. In such environments, individual learners that experiment with alternative 
traits will perform better since they acquire information directly from their environment.

To sum up, I put forward an account of conspicuous consumption based on the evolu-
tion of human social learning biases. Conspicuous consumption can be traced back to 
evolved cognitive biases that shape what we learn and whom we learn from. Moreover, 
the evolutionary explanation presented in this section is plausible from the perspective 
of natural selection. However, consistency of this account with existing evidence is not 
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equivalent to establishing that conspicuous consumption resulted from social learning 
adaptations. The work in the previous paragraphs takes seriously the task of giving some 
initial support to an evolutionary explanation of conspicuous consumption based on cul-
tural evolution theory. It can serve a valuable heuristic role throughout evolutionary eco-
nomics by setting out the foundations for further research. But it is far from being conclu-
sive or complete. But the following issues remain when modern cultural evolution theory 
is applied to formulate an evolutionary explanation of conspicuous consumption.

First, evolutionary researchers take inspiration from population genetics and 
social psychology to build evolutionary models that emphasize particular social 
learning biases. However, there has been very little formal modeling of how social 
learning influences the evolution of display traits such as conspicuous consumption. 
As far as I am aware of there is only one rigorous attempt that carefully examines 
the evolution of conspicuous consumption (Boyd and Richerson, 1985: ch.8, for a 
discussion see Cordes 2009). Boyd and Richerson demonstrate that a runaway pro-
cess can lead a display trait such as conspicuous consumption to take exaggerated 
forms. Unfortunately, conspicuous consumption is relatively infrequent (or entirely 
unexplored) subjects of analysis using Darwinian concepts and methods. Although 
psychological propensities can be easily modeled as frequency-dependent selection 
strategies, there is no formal work that examines the role of conformity and anti-
conformity transmission to the emergence and stability of conspicuous consumption.

Second, the previous discussion suggests that empirical research causes trouble for 
an evolutionary account based on sexual selection and costly signaling theory and that 
an explanation of conspicuous consumption based on social learning appears to fit with 
available empirical evidence. However, one should not be too hasty to conclude that this 
evolutionary explanation is well supported. To make this explanation much more plausi-
ble, evolutionary researchers need to link this explanation to fine grained empirical data 
from archaeological and palaeoanthropological records. Evolutionary models and simu-
lations demonstrate what sort of social learning biases would have evolved under a very 
broad range of plausible environmental conditions. However, empirical data about long-
run dynamics of cultural transmission mechanisms are rare. To improve our understand-
ing of conspicuous consumption, a theoretical reflection on the selection conditions in 
ancestral environments must be supported by detailed historical evidence.

Having said this, applying cultural evolutionary theory has important advan-
tages. First, cultural evolution theory provides the mathematical tools to build 
evolutionary models that link social learning biases to population-level dynamics. 
Another advantage is that it is possible to provide a taxonomy that collects diverse 
concrete factors that produce conspicuous consumption into classes with similar 
features. The processes of selectively acquiring particular traits are attributed to 
different forms of cognitive biases. Finally, whereas the evolution of cognitive 
biases must be studied using evidence from the ancestral environment, the influ-
ence of these biases on consumption behavior is empirically accessible to histori-
cal observation in modern societies. Thus, it is easier to identify and subsequently 
empirically examine what generates conspicuous consumption. Hence, cultural 
evolution theory’s commitment to develop evolutionary explanations informed by 
cognitive science, evolutionary theory and evidence about the selection environ-
ment can provide novel insights into the evolution of human economic behavior.
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7  Conclusion

This paper explores the evolution of what is commonly referred to as conspicuous 
consumption in ancestral and contemporary societies. With respect to sexual selection 
and costly signaling theory this paper leads to the conclusion that the study of con-
spicuous consumption in human primates needs a critical examination of the assump-
tions made and the data gathered. The available data demonstrate that our ancestors 
lived in small, relatively stable, egalitarian groups and therefore it is doubtful that 
conspicuous consumption is a sexual adaptation. Females were likely to accumulate 
information about potential mates from multiple sources over a long time frame.

After examining the hypothesis that conspicuous consumption is a sexual adapta-
tion, I suggest that whereas human psychological capacities may have a long history 
in the human lineage, conspicuous consumption appears relatively late human his-
tory. Cultural evolution theory can elucidate evolved aspects of our psychology that 
promote and maintain conspicuous consumption in the population.

Explaining the complex phenomenon of conspicuous consumption is still not 
complete. The exact nature of human cognition involved in conspicuous con-
sumption has not been fully investigated and understanding the underlying psy-
chology remains a largely open issue. Future studies have to examine the psy-
chological and evolutionary side of the issue and evaluate cultural and ecological 
factors that influence conspicuous consumption.
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