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Abstract: In modern life, filled with symbols, trends, and digital exposure, purchasing is no
longer simply a matter of fulfilling daily needs. This study examines how purchasing decisions
serve not only to fulfill needs but also as a way for consumers to express their identity and
construct a psychological sense of who they are. Using a qualitative descriptive narrative
approach, this study explores the subjective experiences of three participants who
consciously choose certain products to represent their personal values and the social image
they desire to project. The results show that the decision to purchase an Osprey bag, Rubtrack
shoes, and Mykonos perfume reflects different psychological needs, such as self-
actualization, utilitarian values, and the need for social recognition and appreciation. These
findings confirm that consumption is a meaningful psychological and social practice, reflecting
not only economic preferences but also a role in the formation of self-narratives, social
integration, and individual strategies for presenting their identities to others.
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Introduction

In modern life, purchasing decisions are no longer simply about fulfilling needs, but
rather a means of expressing self-identity. Consumers now choose products that represent
their personal values and the social image they wish to project. This phenomenon is evident
in the behavior of the younger generation, who use brands and lifestyles as symbols of
status and identity (Belk, 1988). In the era of social media, consumption activities have even
become part of the self- narrative presented to the public. This suggests that purchasing
behavior has deep psychological significance, where consumption acts as a reflection of the
self and a tool for shaping individual identity (Luna-Cortés, 2017).

Numerous empirical studies over the past decade have reinforced the notion that
purchasing decisions serve as a reflection of identity. Empirical research shows that
experiential consumption and possession of goods contribute to the extended self,
particularly when the product or experience is viewed as part of an individual's personal
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narrative (Bachelor, 2022). A critical review of possessions/extended self-theory also
confirms the concept's relevance in the digital age, with empirical evidence that the self-
product relationship continues to influence consumption behavior despite being
fragmented by digital access and experiences (Vlieger de Oliveira et al., 2024).

In the context of consumer psychology, individuals not only purchase products to
fulfill functional needs, but also as a means of expressing self-identity (Sirgy, 1982).
Consumers build symbolic relationships with products that are considered to represent the
values, lifestyle, and self-image they wish to project (Jakob, 2020). This phenomenon is
increasingly prominent in the digital era, where purchasing decisions are often influenced
by the need for social recognition through online media (Escalas & Bettman, 2005). Recent
research shows that millennials and Gen Z tend to choose brands that reflect their
authenticity and uniqueness, making consumption part of their personal identity
construction (Rahmasari et al., 2022). This, purchasing behavior is no longer simply an
economic act, but rather a psychological representation of an individual's efforts to
construct, affirm, and present themselves to others (Belk, 2013).

In the modern era, social pressure and high digital media exposure cause individuals
to experience psychological exhaustion due to the pressure to project an ideal self-image
through consumption. Excessive consumption and a focus on social symbols often lead to
identity stress, especially when the desired image is not aligned with the true self (Nowlan
et al., 2022). Conversely, when consumers can authentically express their self-worth
through purchasing decisions, this contributes to psychological well-being and healthy
identity formation (Vignoles et al., 2011). Understanding consumption behavior as a form
of self-reflection allows individuals to achieve a balance between social and personal needs,
thereby strengthening resilience in the face of consumer cultural pressures (Gentina &
Rowe, 2020). In this context, consumption is not merely an economic activity, but also an
adaptive process that reflects individuals' efforts to negotiate self-meaning amidst
constantly changing social dynamics (Kim & Johnson, 2016).

In the context of modern consumer psychology, self-identity is a crucial element
influencing how individuals interpret and make purchasing decisions. Based on the Identity-
Based Consumer Behavior Framework and the conceptual development of (Belk, 1988). On
the extended self in a digital world, this study emphasizes how the interaction between self-
image, product symbolic meaning, and digital social context shapes consumer identity
narratives. In the era of social media, purchasing decisions reflect not only economic
preferences but also psychological strategies for presenting oneself and gaining social
recognition. Self- reflection in consumption can manifest in the form of selecting brands
aligned with personal values, using products labeled ethical or sustainable, and participating
in digital communities that strengthen group identity (Rahmasari et al., 2022). However,
research on the relationship between selfidentity formation and consumption behavior in
non-Western cultural contexts, particularly Indonesia, is still limited (Pentina et al., 2018).
Therefore, by narratively exploring how purchasing decisions become a medium for
Indonesian consumers to negotiate and present their identities amidst the increasingly
complex dynamics of digital culture.

Consumer characteristics, such as education level, income, and age, influence how
they form and express their identity through purchasing decisions. Therefore, the first
hypothesis states that consumer characteristics positively influence consumer identity
formation (Tse & Wilton, 1988) Research shows that the fit between lifestyle, brand, and
demographic characteristics increases consumer brand attachment (Azam et al., 2024)
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Furthermore, social support from family, friends, and digital communities also helps
individuals feel more confident in expressing their identity through consumption.
Therefore, the second hypothesis states that social support positively influences consumer
identity (Li et al., 2024). Recent studies have shown that social support can increase
consumer engagement and strengthen the meaning of identity in purchasing behavior
(Molinillo et al., 2020)

Literature Review

Self-congruity theory (Sirgy, 1982) which emphasizes the fit between self- image and
brand image as a driver of product choice; and identity-based motivation (Oyserman, 2009)
which views identity as a motivating driver of consumer behavior. Furthermore, social
comparison theory (Festinger, 1954) and social norms theory (Cialdini et al., 1990). Are used
to explain how social referents (peers, community, and superiors) influence consumer choice.
The research file places the interaction between self-image, product symbolic meaning, and
socio- digital context as the main analytical foundation.

The empirical studies reviewed demonstrate consistent findings: consumption serves
not only a utilitarian function but also a means of identity expression (Escalas & Bettman,
2005) Contemporary research demonstrates a shift in the digital era—products and
experiences contribute to an extended self, despite the fragmentation of consumption
experiences by online platforms (Vlieger de Oliveira et al., 2024). Furthermore, research on
social support in digital commercial contexts (Molinillo et al., 2020) emphasizes the role of
social validation in strengthening the identity-meaning of product choices. The younger
generation (millennials/Gen Z) also frequently emphasizes authenticity and product
alignment with their personal narratives (Rahmasari et al., 2022).

Research Methods

The respondents chose their products because each item reflected an important
aspect of their personal identity. The first participant selected the Osprey backpack as a
symbol of achievement and commitment to the hiking lifestyle, reinforcing his image as a
serious and capable adventurer. The second participant chose Rubtrack shoes because they
align with his identity as a hardworking yet financially cautious individual who values
practicality over luxury. Meanwhile, the third participant preferred Mykonos perfume
because it supports his self-image as a neat, confident, and professional person. In general,
each respondent evaluated the product based on how well it matched their internal self-view
and how it helped them present themselves to others.

Result and Discussion
Theme: Symbolic Meaning of Products

Across participants, products were chosen not only for functional reasons but for their
symbolic meanings. The Osprey backpack symbolized durability, prestige, and membership
in a respected hiking community, leading the first respondent to value it as a marker of status
and capability. The second respondent viewed Rubtrack shoes as a symbol of practicality and
financial wisdom, reinforcing his modest and grounded lifestyle. For the third respondent,
Mykonos perfume symbolized attractiveness, freshness, and positive social impression,
making it valuable for shaping how others perceive him. Their judgments emphasized that
symbolic meaning often outweighs utility in shaping product preference.
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Theme: Social Support Influence

Social validation played a notable role in reinforcing product choices. The first
participant trusted the recommendations of his hiking friends, which strengthened his belief
that Osprey was a high-quality and reputable choice. The second participant relied on
coworkers who assured him that Rubtrack shoes were durable and economical, affirming his
decision. The third participant gained confidence in using Mykonos perfume after receiving
positive comments from colleagues about its scent. In each case, respondents evaluated the
products more positively because the people around them supported and validated their
choices.
Theme: Consumption Narratives

The participants’ stories reveal that each product carried emotional and psychological
significance. The first participant perceived purchasing the Osprey backpack as a personal
milestone, which enhanced his sense of pride and self- worth. The second respondent viewed
Rubtrack shoes as a practical decision that allowed him to maintain financial stability while
still meeting his needs, giving him a sense of control. The third participant used Mykonos
perfume as a way to manage impressions and boost his confidence in social interactions.
Their evaluations were grounded in how the products contributed to their emotional well-
being and daily experiences.
Theme: Self-Congruity (Match Between Product & Self-Image)

Each respondent chose a product that closely aligned with how they see themselves.
The first respondent found Osprey fitting because it represented strength, resilience, and
adventure—values he personally identifies with. The second respondent believed Rubtrack
matched his simple and practical self-image, as the product did not exceed his lifestyle or
financial boundaries. The third respondent felt that Mykonos perfume supported his aim to
appear professional and well-groomed. Their evaluations show that self-congruity strongly
influenced product preference, as they favored items that reinforced their internal sense of
identity.

Conclusion

Based on an in-depth analysis of the three cases, it can be concluded that consumer
purchasing decisions are a complex manifestation of interrelated psychological and social
dynamics. On the one hand, individual characteristics— such as developmental stage, life
priorities, and psychological needs (self- actualization, utilitarianism, and esteem) are the
main foundations that drive product preferences. Osprey bags, Rubtrack shoes, and Mykonos
perfume each fulfill different intrinsic needs of the informants, reflecting the self-identities
they seek to build.

On the other hand, social support from reference groups acts as a catalyst and
validator, solidifying these choices. Climbing communities, peer groups, and professional
circles not only provide information and recommendations but also establish social norms
that guide consumption behavior. This group recognition, acceptance, and validation
transform products from mere functional objects into powerful symbols of social identity. As
such, these products serve as strategic tools for individuals to negotiate their position and
identity within the social structure, demonstrating that consumption is inherently a
meaningful social practice.
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