
incomes do not evolve in relation to these
new “needs” and the related spending
(phone bills, internet subscriptions...). The
evolution of consumer spending depends
directly on income, and as such, on eco-
nomic growth (even if the link is not clear
and also depends on the savings rates).
Brand consumerism depends directly on the
overall budget of the consumer and the
choices they are led to make.

Brands and consumerism: a paradox

To begin our analysis, we can use as a basis a
paradox that has come to light through the
results of two surveys by the IFM which
dealt with clothing consumption in Europe
and on consumer choices in France3. What
did the first study tell us? It would appear
that European consumers claim to enjoy
dressing themselves and shopping for
clothes, and that brands are without a doubt
a motivating factor in the purchase. From
this point of view the second study seems
contradictory as the interest in brand names
is much lower than we would have
expected. In fact, when we asked consumers
the reasons that would make them buy
more clothes, the answers were clear: a
higher income (17%), lower prices (15%), a
change in fashion (7%), more creativity (5%),
better adapted cuts and sizes (6%), better
quality (3%), and finally the attraction of
brand names (1%). There remains 14% of
consumers who have a strictly fixed clothes
budget, 7% had no opinion on the subject
and 25% mention other factors which are
too statistically spread out. This result, sur-
prising for those who promote the merits of
brands and here see the limits of their exer-
cise, just like those who believe that they
indoctrinate the public so that the con-
sumer is unable to resist, is in fact a very
logical result and can be summed up as fol-
lows: the consumer doesn’t have a choice. In
other words, he is free to choose, but within
a tight budget. The result of the two studies
are not contradictory. In the context of
clothing consumption, consumers are
attracted by brands and brands do encour-

The Western consumer has fully entered the
immaterial era2. He mass-purchases brands
that more or less reflect his idea of himself;
he uses information technology more and
more to do his buying or to justify his pur-
chases; he consumes products and services
that are becoming more and more demateri-
alised, supported by the digital revolution. At
the same time, he is obsessed with cost, on
the constant lookout for a bargain and is
always reconsidering his budget. This indeed
results in a better circulation of information
about price and quality which helps to 
minimise the time spent searching for infor-
mation doubled with the benefit of
cumulative knowledge for today’s con-
sumers. However, this is not the only reason.
We must introduce a fundamental fact at this
juncture, one that is familiar as a scientific
economic term; budget constraints. The
equation of the consumer is easy to formu-
late but difficult to resolve. They must satisfy
individual aspirations while at the same time
giving oneself the impression that it is possi-
ble to elevate them in time. These
aspirations also change in relation to
changes in consumer trends, even if the con-
sumer has the distinct impression that they
are individual. Not being in a position to
acquire the current goods common in soci-
ety such as a mobile phone, a computer, or
some contemporary audio-visual equipment
can be a source of much frustration as
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age them to buy but this happens within the
restrictions of their budget. If brands that
boost self-esteem are a factor in purchasing,
then they are substitutions for brands that
are less so, and for products that are brand-
less (meaning they don’t have a label as
such). One can imagine that this issue has a
general influence and is as such applicable
to all sectors of consumption, the same
causes producing the same effects. This is
true only on condition that budget cate-
gories are compartmentalised (clothes
budget, holiday budget...); which brings us
to the classic problem of  cognitive psycho-
logy, a point we will deal with later.

Brand and budget: a reality

What is the budget structure of a French
household? Let’s take a household in the top
twenty five percentile with an annual
budget of 60 900 euros made up of two pro-
fessionals (or one professional and one
employee) and two children. The average
spending amounts to 42 000 euros and can
be broken down (non-exhaustively) as fol-
lows: 7 078 euros for transport, 6 408 euros
for food (includes tobacco and drinks), 5
974 euros for housing, 4 146 euros for hotels
and restaurants, 3 527 euros for insurance
and financial costs, 3 365 euros for hobbies
and leisure (not including audio-visual and
computer equipment), 2 877 euros for furni-
ture and household equipment, 2 493 euros
for clothing, 1 927 euros for IT (Information
technology post, audio-visual and computer
purchases, phone bills, internet subscrip-
tions)... 1 730 euros on health (health costs
are in fact much higher if we include social
security reimbursements), 1 247 euros for
personal hygiene products and treatments,
869 euros for shoes, 359 euros on education.
During the past fifty years the budgetary
structure has varied to a great extent, food
and clothing have dropped considerably and
housing and transport have taken on a much
bigger part. In parallel, income has grown
substantially as has consumer spending. This
is also the period in which brands and mar-
keting have taken off, invading the territory

of consumption, multiplying advertising
spending. However, there is no link between
budget structure and brand weight. In the
food industry where brands have become
incredibly powerful, their development has
accompanied a change in distribution prac-
tices and a drop in budgetary coefficient.
The importance of brands in clothing has
not prevented their coefficient from drop-
ping either. The development of brands on
the contrary enabled the purchase of a the
automobile and its relative explosion in
terms of market share. What does this mean?
The spread of brands in society and the
economy, as essential as it is, played a part in
the most important movement in the way in
which lifestyles have changed. The develop-
ment of capitalism, in the trail of “Fordism”
has been built around basic car and house-
hold appliance purchases and this mutation
has conditioned the change in budget struc-
ture. In parallel, competition has intensified,
and brands, the sign of the unbridled spread
of the commercial in the social domain, have
taken over, to the detriment of the anony-
mous product. If one observes the variants
from one country to another, or from one
region in the world to another, a common
evolution can be seen in recent decades
which shows a tendency towards the
American budgetary structure.

Brands and the immaterial: a strong link

In Western countries, the level of equipment
of households in terms of cars and house-
hold appliances has reached its limit. So the
manufacturers and distributors in the 
relevant sectors, as in all mature market seg-
ments, have to concentrate on keeping an
even keel, to attract renewal purchases by
promoting their acceleration, by giving their
offer a new meaning through design, creativ-
ity and lower prices. Here we find the
oscillation between brands and discount. In
household appliances, the success of Dyson
proves that a higher price is acceptable if it
is justified by a creative and intelligent pol-
icy, just like the car business where discount
arrived with the Logan.



in fixed currency, in France has been around
3.7% per annum on average and in compa-
rison 6.7% for the hobbies and culture
section, 5.1% for housing, 4.8% for transport,
2.5% for food and 2% for clothes. As for the
communication budget, it has grown by
48.4% and the purchase of audio-visual 
and computer equipment has risen by 65%
(which contributes to the rise in the hob-
bies and culture section). From an
immaterialism standpoint we must be struck
(but not surprised ) by the drastic accelera-
tion that has occurred since 1998, the
longstanding trend of continually increasing
phone bills, and television purchases has
grown considerably, in fact it has doubled in
five years and this spending now takes up a
considerable amount of household budgets
(close to the clothing budget for example).
This change can be seen in a number of
European countries and in the US with dif-
ferences in terms of the level of mobile
phones and consumers and in terms of the
appetite for new digital products and what
is available on the market, and finally in
terms of the cost of a call in the different
countries (both telephone and Internet). If
the overall budget for phones and IT is 3.3%
in France, it is 5% in Finland (higher owner-
ship level) and around 4% in the U.S. where
phone bill spending is lower due to a lower
level of mobile phone ownership in compar-
ison to Europe but where the purchase of
audio-visual and IT equipment is much
higher.
This new norm of consumption is unavoid-
able, and fundamentally, it means freeing up
hard cash so that consumers can satisfy it.

Immaterialism and economic growth

The hypothesis that needs to be examined
here is that those consumers whose income
– and therefore overall spending – is rising,
have a margin for manoeuvre to finance the
goods and services in the new consumer
norm without having to skimp on the tradi-
tional consumer goods. On the contrary,
consumers whose income has stalled have
to rethink their budget structure. The follow-

The arrival of information technology and
communication has been accompanied by a
huge mutation which has changed our daily
lives and has changed, its been said a million
times, the relationship between humans and
space and time. Let us remember here that
the immaterial takes two forms. On the one
hand the use of IT and communication in
the production, exchange and consumption
process which increases the speed at which
information circulates and as such knowl-
edge (which refers back to the concept of
cognitive economy and related work). On
the other hand the development of the
brand, design and creativity which, if not
totally lacking in rational approach in the
traditional sense (notably for design), it
appeals largely to the emotional rather than
a form of anthropo-morphic rationality,
where one thing is as true as the next
according to the coherence of the narrative
that expresses it4. This mutation has evident
consequences on economic structuring,
leading to what we term immaterialism, a
term which presents the double advantage
of directly reflecting the object it intends to
designate, and to refers back to Berkeley,
whose philosophy on illusions of reality has
major echoes in our post-modern society.

Immaterialism and budget: a new norm in 
consumption

From the point of view of the household
budget the first type of immaterial applies
(and brands are mostly concerned with the
second). We can see an obvious rise in
spending on IT and communication equip-
ment. In fact we find a similar line of enquiry
in statistics as in contemporary anthropol-
ogy so far as spending linked to IT and
communications are now disassociated and
spread through other budget categories
with the communication spending isolated
on one side (services, subscriptions...), and
the purchase of audio-visual material, com-
puters on the other, now integrated into the
hobbies and culture section.
If we take the period from 1960 to 2003, we
can see that the rise in consumer spending,



ing analysis validates this hypothesis. It
examines the current evolution of clothing,
equipment, housing and communication
spending in relation to overall spending in
the different European countries and in the
U.S., to show that clothing spending is still
slowing down in countries where growth
levels are low, but that it is growing faster
than overall spending when the level rises to
a higher level, lets say 3%. The same stage
effect can be seen in spending on household
equipment with however an increase that is
slower above the 3% stage as it is linked to
overall spending. Finally no correlation
appears for communication spending which
makes it, by definition, possibly infinite. The
appearance of the new consumer norms
depends much more on socio-economic fac-
tors that, if fundamental, are nonetheless
exterior to this analysis (like the extremely
high level of mobile phone ownership in
Italy, that can be traced back to the Latin oral
tradition and the function of the mobile as
fashion accessory; the training role of Nokia
in Finland; the U.S.’s technological advance
in terms of IT...).

Luxury and brands: a new set up

In strict micro-economic terms, a luxury
item is characterised by the fact that its con-
sumption grows faster than the income of
the consumer. This link can be examined in
different ways: in relation to chronological
evolution, from one socio-professional cate-
gory (and income level) to another in a
society at a given time, and from one coun-
try to another. If we examine clothes in this
particular case, the idea that it is a sector in
decline traditionally comes from an exami-
nation of a chronological series. However, a
look at the two other approaches is rich in
information. Indeed, it would appear that
the budget coefficient for clothing does rise
today in tandem with a rise in overall spend-
ing. As for an analysis per country of the link
over the period from 1995 to 2002, there is
no room for ambiguity, and highlights on the
one hand that fact that spending on clothes
is still dropping in relative value (in France it

is almost at ground floor level), and on the
other hand that according to the criteria
examined, clothing is considered a luxury
over a certain stage. What must be under-
lined here is that the results are in line with
the results of a study carried out in France 
in which the priority spending of con-
sumers is shown to be in chronological
order, household improvements, clothing,
hobbies (followed by two and four wheeled
vehicles, then by DIY and gardening equip-
ment, household appliances, computer
equipment, health and beauty products, and
audio-visual equipment) and which also
shows that clothing is one of the sectors
that would be privileged in the case of an
income rise5.
If it is reasonable to consider clothing as a
luxury product from now on, then we must
consider the consequences and in particular
understand that it is first and foremost a
pleasure purchase, obviously once one has
ascertained that one’s family is dressed in
the literal sense. So, for clothing as for other
sectors, the way in which it is categorised no
longer corresponds to the reality of the 
situation. The term clothing refers to a func-
tionality that no longer corresponds to the
mindset of the century, above a certain level
(and not counting the poverty-stricken who
can only afford their “clothing”). Clothing
has definitively given its place to fashion.
This also applies to other sectors which
explains the omnipresence of brands other
than discount (which in all sectors defines
the lowest level of functional consumption).
The logic of luxury products spreads to all
sectors and at price levels it didn’t touch
before as the number of consumers aware of
luxury products (meaning conspicuous lux-
ury and/or refinement and sensual pleasure)
is as high as the number who can afford tra-
ditional luxury goods is low ; the idea that
refinement can represent an idea that is
commonly shared by all social levels opens
up a big debate.
It remains however, that the frenzied invest-
ment of brands is a lost cause in some ways.
Budgets are limited in each of the sectors
mentioned, so the fact that each brand tries



consumers); conquer a legitimacy whose
impact is reinforced outside of its original
sector (the legitimacy of the fashion means
it sells the accessories); become a place of
identification, the vastest and most intense
possible in the mind of the consumer; build
a reputation that enables world-wide distri-
bution. But the power of the brand has its
limits, as if it is true that it is the opium of
the consumer society and knows how to
adapt to its mutations, it is but the tip of the
iceberg of the social and economic transfor-
mation that has taken place, it is merely the
cosmetics of capitalism. This does not mean
that it is without real influence and struc-
tural importance and at the end of the day, a
brand which enables a product to sell well
has fulfilled its mission. It is not as brands
themselves, but because they incarnate a
major innovation (technological, social, cre-
ative...) that some play a bigger role, even if
we must not confuse the meaning behind
them with that which they gain from their
power of seduction and the widespread
rhetoric so as not to give them too much
credit.

Pascal Morand
Director of the IFM

1. This article is a resumé of a talk given during the
“Perspectives Internationales 2005” day organised by the
IFM.
2. See Mode de recherche n° 1 (January 2004).
3. The first survey was part of a vast study carried out in
2002 for the DEFI (New consumer behaviour in clothing
in Europe); the second was carried out for an annual 
seminar at the IFM in November 2004.
4. See also the interview with Bruno Remaury in this col-
lection and the book he recently published on the
subject, Marques et Récits (IFM/Regard, Paris, 2004).
5. Another proof if needed is the fact that clothing out-
stripped computer and audio-visual equipment in
Christmas purchases in 2004.
6. If an individual envisages a trip to the theatre, he would
be must more willing to buy the tickets if he had lost
money elsewhere than if he had lost the tickets and had
to buy them again even though logically the two situa-
tions are the same. This comes from the fact that in the
second case he would have the impression that he had
already spent his “theatre budget” which is not the case in
the first instance. 

to develop its images is ineffective in the
long run. It is the classic problem in game
theory: if the market is made up of two com-
peting companies faced with a limited
market and if both feel it is in their interest
to develop the image and brand to conquer
the market, both will adopt this strategy and
cancel each other out, having incurred high
costs. If, in the eyes of the public, brands are
seen to be faking it, the remedy can be far
worse than the illness. This explains the
downturn in the public’s affections for
brands as their profusion and growth can be
perceived in the end as avoiding the issue.

Brands and mental accounts: how are they linked?

All through this article, the emphasis has
been put on budget constraints, and the
compartmentalised nature of budget sec-
tors, while explaining that brand is a
motivating factor for the consumer within a
given budgetary limit and sector. This idea
goes along with the theory of mental arith-
metic that says that individuals make their
choices by choosing between predeter-
mined categories6 (with the difference that
the introduction of a new norm “takes up
space” and shoves out the “traditional”
spending as far as it needs to). However the
vocation of brands is to be transversal and to
apply to several sectors of consumption.
In addition to this theory, we must add the
equally transversal nature of big consumer
trends notably aspiration, comfort and well-
being. On the one hand, this implies that
certain budgetary sectors have taken off,
such as beauty and healthcare products, on
the other, that the content of the demand in
a given sector can evolve enormously, which
means serious reallocations within a same
budget sector. We can only take the example
of the enormous change in successful bars
and restaurants in the past few years to
realise the extent of the change. In this con-
text, brands have a number of functions:
capturing modernity and placing them-
selves in relation to it to the extent
sometimes that they appear to sell only
what is timeless, (or perceived as such by


