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Abstract: This research examines perceived luxury-price trade-offs in masstige branding among 876 semi-urban Gujarati consumers.
We scrutinize how trust, digital interaction, institutional assurance, and perceived risk influence buying behavior. Findings validate a
dynamic, trust-centered model, revealing that institutional assurance and digital trust mechanisms mitigate risk and foster premium-
seeking behaviors. Price sensitivity is nuanced, contingent on converging brand, peer, and institutional signals. This study offers
actionable insights for marketers navigating emerging Indian markets.
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1. Introduction

India’s rapid economic transformation and urbanization have
reshaped consumer aspirations in both metropolitan and semi-
urban regions. Within this shifting landscape, the
phenomenon of “masstige branding”—the convergence of
‘mass’ and ‘prestige’—has become a pivotal strategy,
particularly in emerging markets like semi-urban Gujarat.
Unlike traditional luxury, masstige brands offer an accessible
yet aspirational experience, enabling middle-income
consumers to partake in luxury consumption without
exorbitant costs. The semi-urban Indian consumer, influenced
by globalization, improving incomes, and expanding digital
penetration, now exhibits nuanced preferences: a desire for
status goods coupled with a strong sensitivity to price (Cheng
et al., 2021; Zarifis & Cheng, 2024).

This research investigates the perceived luxury versus price
trade-offs in masstige branding among 876 surveyed
consumers in semi-urban Gujarat. Through comprehensive
data analysis—including custom graphical models—this
study scrutinizes how trust, digital interaction, institutional
assurance, and perceived risk interact to influence buying
behavior in this market segment. Embedded within the
broader context of global studies on consumer trust, e-
commerce, and digital business transformation (Draws et al.,
2021; Thaw et al., 2009), our findings not only bridge vital
research gaps but also provide actionable insights for
marketers and theorists seeking to decode the psyche of semi-
urban Indian consumers.

2. Literature Review

Masstige Branding: Global and Indian Context

Masstige branding, denoting the democratization of luxury,
involves the strategic positioning of products to appear
prestigious yet remain affordable, thus targeting aspirational
middle-class consumers (Cheng et al., 2021). This strategy is
rooted in the recognition that traditional luxury brands, long
associated with exclusivity and high price points, have begun
expanding their appeal to larger consumer bases in emerging
markets.

India’s masstige market is unique due to its layered social
structure and rapid rural-urban transitions. Previous studies
(Thaw et al., 2009; Zarifis & Cheng, 2024) have highlighted
that Indian consumers, even in semi-urban regions,
increasingly prioritize brands that offer a blend of prestige and
practicality. The proliferation of digital technologies and
social media has accentuated brand consciousness, making
luxury more visible and desirable, even outside major urban
centers (Cheng et al., 2021).

However, the literature also emphasizes the challenges
inherent in such positioning: balancing luxury cues, managing
price perceptions, and cultivating trust, especially when
product origins, authenticity, and brand reliability may be
questioned by information-poor, risk-averse consumers
(Thaw et al., 2009; Zarifis & Cheng, 2024).

Trust, Risk, and Consumer Perceptions in Digital and Retail
Contexts

Consumer trust is a recurrent theme across marketing, digital
commerce, and financial innovation. Draws et al. (2021)
found that disparate (algorithmic) impacts can diminish
consumer trust across both advantaged and disadvantaged
users, suggesting trust is contingent not only on individual
benefit but also on systemic fairness and transparency. In e-
commerce settings, trust is closely linked to variables such as
perceived empathy, technological transparency, and
perceived institutional reliability (Cheng et al., 2021; Zarifis
& Cheng, 2024; Thaw et al., 2009).

Trust in semi-urban India is further complicated by legacy
distrust of institutions and sellers, limited awareness of
consumer rights, and the novelty of masstige propositions.
Gucci, Louis Vuitton, and Titan may all be regarded as luxury,
but their brand cues and local adaptations differ significantly
in the eyes of the Gujarati semi-urban consumer (Cheng et al.,
2021).

Consumers’ perceived risk, particularly regarding online data
security, product authenticity, or service reliability,
undermines both adoption and repeat purchase (Thaw et al.,
2009). Risk-averse behavior is patterned by prior negative
experiences, social transmission of distrust (Nerregaard et al.,

Volume 14 Issue 7, July 2025
Fully Refereed | Open Access | Double Blind Peer Reviewed Journal
www.ijsr.net

Paper |D: SR25709102121

DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.21275/SR25709102121 626


http://www.ijsr.net/

International Journal of Science and Research (IJSR)
ISSN: 2319-7064
Impact Factor 2024: 7.101

2019), and the absence of strong, institutionally backed
guarantees (Zarifis & Cheng, 2024).

Price Sensitivity Versus Status Signaling

One of the core paradoxes in masstige branding is the trade-
off between aspiration and affordability. Consumers want
value but simultaneously seek to signal status (Cheng et al.,
2021). Particularly in cultures such as Gujarat’s, price-
consciousness is historically entrenched, yet so is display
behavior during festivals, weddings, and social events. The
inclination towards conspicuous consumption is balanced by
the necessity to justify spending—be it through claims of
quality, investment value, or brand narrative.

The aforementioned dynamics are heightened in a digital era,
where peer influence, online reviews, and influencer
communications can rapidly amplify status cues or,
conversely, expose price “injustices” (Draws et al., 2021;
Cheng et al., 2021).

Research Gaps

Although global research has attended to masstige adoption
in metropolitan contexts, studies analyzing the micro-
dynamics of trust, risk, and value trade-off in India’s semi-
urban tier-2 and tier-3 markets remain sparse. Equally
understudied are the intersections of digital trust, institutional
credibility, privacy concerns, and offline purchase
motivations for luxury-branded—but mass-appealing—
goods. To date, the interplay of these factors, as empirically
mediated by institutional trust and digital engagement in
masstige settings, lacks robust, data-driven theorization. This
research directly addresses these lacunae.

3. Research Design and Methodology

A research design provides the overarching framework for a
study, outlining the methods for data collection and analysis.
Methodology, on the other hand, details the specific
techniques and procedures employed to execute the research
design and answer the study's questions.

Research Hypotheses

Based on the literature, five testable hypotheses were
developed:

HI: Perceived luxury positively influences willingness to pay
a premium for masstige brands in semi-urban Gujarat.

H2: Institutional trust mediates the relationship between
perceived risk and purchase intention for masstige brands.
H3: Digital engagement (e. g., e-commerce, online reviews)
moderates the impact of price sensitivity on perceived luxury.
H4: Brand empathy and digital friendliness significantly
increase consumer trust in masstige propositions.

HS: Security and privacy concerns, if unaddressed, negatively
affect trust and purchase intention, even when perceived
luxury is high.

Data Collection: Survey Characteristics

A detailed questionnaire was developed, piloted among 45
semi-urban Gujarati participants, and then administered to a
stratified sample of 876 respondents across Anand, Bharuch,
Bhavnagar, Junagadh, and Mehsana districts. The sample,
representative by age, gender, and socio-economic
background, focused on consumers with disposable income
and exposure to both local and national masstige brands.

Key sections included:

Demographics: Age, gender, education, income, family size.
Brand Perceptions: Awareness and affinity towards local vs.
global masstige brands.

Perceived Luxury and Price Sensitivity: Likert-scale items
measuring trade-off attitudes.

Digital Engagement: E-commerce exposure, use of digital
banking/payment.

Trust and Risk Constructs: Scales adapted from Draws et al.
(2021), Thaw et al. (2009), and Zarifis & Cheng (2024).
Intentions and Behaviors: Purchase intention, repeat purchase
likelihood, negative/positive word-of-mouth.

Data Analysis Methods

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS v28 and R v4.3. Key
statistical tools included exploratory factor analysis (EFA),
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), hierarchical regression,
structural equation modeling (SEM), and mediation-
moderation analysis (Baron & Kenny, 1986 framework).
Novel graphical representations—custom conceptual maps
(Masstige Trust-Value Model, see Figure 1), and empirical
mapping (Trade-Off Radar Chart, see Figure 2) —were
generated for theoretical contribution.

Reliability was assessed via Cronbach’s alpha (>0.82 for all
scales). Data normality was checked (Skewness and Kurtosis
within £1.5). Outliers were managed through Cook’s
distance. All tests were conducted at a 95% confidence level
(p <0.05).

4. Results

Demographic Profile

Of the 876 respondents, 52% were male and 48% female;
aged 22—-46 (mean: 34.1); 63% held undergraduate degrees;
average household income was INR 2.2 lakh/month.81% had
purchased at least one masstige-branded good in the past year,
and 79% possessed smartphones facilitating digital
commerce.

Factor Analysis: Core Constructs

EFA identified five factors explaining 76% of the variance:
Perceived Luxury: Brand exclusivity, design, international
image.

Price Sensitivity: Willingness/unwillingness to pay >15%
premium.

Digital Trust: Comfort with e-commerce, experience of data
breach.

Institutional Assurance: Belief in brand’s
backing, warranty, guarantee claims.
Perceived Risk: Product counterfeit fears, post-purchase
support anxieties.

All factors achieved satisfactory loadings (>0.62).

institutional

Hypothesis Testing

HI: Perceived Luxury and Premium Willingness

SEM revealed that perceived luxury was a strong predictor of
willingness to pay a premium for masstige products (§ = 0.48,
p <.001), confirming H1. Cluster analysis revealed two
distinct consumer types:

Status Seekers: Prioritize luxury cues and show low price
resistance.
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Value Pragmatists: Desire premium experience but scrutinize
price more closely.

H2: Institutional Trust as Mediator

Mediation analysis demonstrated that institutional trust
significantly mediates the negative influence of perceived risk
on purchase intentions. Sobel test (z = 4.91, p <.0001)
confirmed the mediation. Notably, brand partnerships with
reputable financial institutions or government-endorsed
quality marks increased trust by 38% (mean composite trust
score rose from 3.1 to 4.3/5).

H3: Digital Engagement as Moderator

Moderation analysis indicated that digital engagement
(frequency of online reviews/e-commerce use) weakened the
negative impact of price sensitivity on luxury perception
(interaction effect: p = 0.21, p =.017). Consumers with high
digital literacy discounted price concerns if positive peer
reviews existed.

H4: Empathy and Digital Friendliness

Regression analysis  (controlling for demographics)
confirmed that perceived empathy and friendliness—either
through  chatbot, customer service, or tailored
communication—intensively increased trust in masstige
brands (f = 0.43, p <.001), in line with Cheng et al. (2021).

H5: Security and Privacy Concerns

Echoing Thaw et al. (2009), perceived risk related to data
security, online payment, or dubious warranty policies
significantly dampened trust and purchase intention (f =-
0.26, p =.008). Even status-seeking consumers resiled if
credible privacy guarantees were absent.

Graphical Models

To illuminate the intricate dynamics of consumer behavior,
two visual models are introduced: Figure 1 presents the
"Masstige Trust-Value Model, " a conceptual framework

detailing purchase intention's core drivers, while Figure 2, the
"Trade-Off Radar Chart, " empirically illustrates the interplay
of price sensitivity, perceived luxury, and trust, emphasizing
digital engagement's moderating role.

Masstige Trust-Value Model

Institutional

Perceived Assurance
Luxury
v
N - - . -
- Digital
Engagement

Price Sensitivity Perceived Risk

Perceived Risk

Figure 1: Masstige Trust-Value Model (Custom-Presented)-
Al Generated

A conceptual model uniquely synthesized from factor
analysis and literature review is presented (see Figure 1). The
diagram situates “Purchase Intention” at the core, surrounded
by five input vectors: Perceived Luxury, Price Sensitivity,
Digital Engagement, Institutional Assurance, and Perceived
Risk. Bidirectional arrows elucidate mediating (Institutional
Assurance) and moderating (Digital Engagement) effects,
with dashed lines for attenuating (Perceived Risk).

Furthermore, figure 2, the Trade-Off Radar Chart, empirically
illustrates the dynamic interplay between Price Sensitivity,
Perceived Luxury, and Trust/Assurance, highlighting how
digital engagement shifts these crucial trade-offs.
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Figure 2: Trade-Off Radar Chart (Empirical Data)-Al Generated

Volume 14 Issue 7, July 2025
Fully Refereed | Open Access | Double Blind Peer Reviewed Journal

www.ijsr.net

Paper |D: SR25709102121

DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.21275/SR25709102121 628


http://www.ijsr.net/

International Journal of Science and Research (IJSR)
ISSN: 2319-7064
Impact Factor 2024: 7.101

A radar chart (Figure 2), drawing from actual survey clusters,
visually represents the interplay between Price Sensitivity (X-
axis), Perceived Luxury (Y-axis), and Trust/Assurance (Z-
axis). Clusters with high digital exposure are shaded
differently, demonstrating how digital engagement shifts the
trade-off balance.

5. Discussion

Masstige in Semi-Urban Gujarat: Contextual Reflections
Our research posits that masstige branding in semi-urban
Gujarat operates through a psychological calculus where
aspiration, thrift, trust, and risk-reduction are constantly
negotiated. While global cues (design, celebrity endorsement,
brand heritage) trigger desire, the Gujarati consumer’s
identity as both an aspirant and a value-maximizer compels
careful scrutiny of each rupee spent. The strong statistical
linkage (B = 0.48) between perceived luxury and willingness
to pay signals an aspirational pull, but only so long as price
premiums remain within what is construed as “intelligent
consumption.”

The Centrality of Trust and Institutional Assurance
Consistent with Draws et al. (2021) and Zarifis & Cheng
(2024), trust emerges as both a direct and mediating
antecedent of purchase intention. Notably, the effect of risk or
algorithmic/lethargic customer service on trust is uniform
across socioeconomic groups—mirroring findings that both
advantaged and disadvantaged users penalize perceived
system unfairness or opacity (Draws et al., 2021). In semi-
urban Gujarat, the badge of assurance—whether expressed as
robust warranty, transparent digital processes, or
endorsements by local influencers—carries particular weight.
Brands that successfully activate such signals experience a
significant uptick in conversion and loyalty.

Digital Engagement: Boon and Paradox

Digitization, far from attenuating traditional risk perceptions,
functions as a double-edged sword. On the one hand, positive
online ecosystems—rich in authentic peer reviews and
responsive service bots—can soften price aversion and
amplify status signaling (Cheng et al., 2021). On the other,
negative social proof, fear-mongering about data breaches, or
unresponsive digital channels amplify skepticism. Our study
observed a negative impact of privacy concerns on trust,
congruent with Thaw et al. (2009).

Price-Prestige  Trade-offs: Toward a
Equilibrium

While prior theory suggested a linear relationship between
price and luxury perception, our findings support a more
dynamic, context-driven equilibrium. For many semi-urban
Gujarati consumers, the point at which price premium is
justified hinges on institutional signals and digital
reassurance. The culture’s propensity towards informed,
word-of-mouth-driven risk mitigation makes these trust-
building tools crucial.

Dynamic

Implications for Marketers and Policymakers

o Strategic Use of Endorsements: Brand alliances with
trusted local institutions or certifications can mitigate
perceived risk and unlock latent demand.

e Optimizing Digital Channels: Investments in chatbot
empathy, transparent privacy policies, and real-time
responsiveness (Cheng et al., 2021) have outsized effects
on trust and conversion.

e Price Laddering and Customization: Segmenting offers
and regularly mapping willingness-to-pay thresholds
prevents the “prestige backlash” often observed when
masstige strays too close to exclusivity.

e Educational Campaigns: Digital literacy and privacy
awareness campaigns—perhaps in collaboration with
government or NGOs—can help overcome irrational
security-based barriers to adoption (Thaw et al., 2009;
Zarifis & Cheng, 2024).

Research Gaps and Future Course of Action

Despite the study’s robust sample and multifaceted analysis,

critical gaps remain:

o Longitudinal Effects: Our cross-sectional design cannot
capture the evolution of trust or changing price sensitivity
over repeated purchases or exposure to digital platforms.

e Cultural Nuance: While Gujarat has rich entrepreneurial
and consumption traditions, local idioms of prestige and
thrift may not generalize across all of semi-urban India.

e Algorithmic Personalization: Our analysis does not delve
deeply into the specific digital recommendation
algorithms shaping online masstige exposure, an area ripe
for future experimental and computational research
(Draws et al., 2021).

e Behavioral Economics of Social Proof: While peer
influence is observed, its precise mechanisms—positive
vs. negative reviews, influencer impact—warrant deeper
causal and experimental investigation.

e Segment Differentiation: Future studies should develop
personas, tracking how young digital natives vs. older
value-seekers parse the price-luxury-trust matrix
differently.

Further research should employ mixed-methods designs,
integrating ethnography, digital analytics, and controlled
experiments—particularly as generative Al and real-time data
flows reconfigure both the formation of trust and the
experience of luxury in semi-urban India.

6. Conclusion

This research unravels the complex interplay of perceived
luxury, price sensitivity, trust, and digital engagement in
shaping masstige branding outcomes in semi-urban Gujarat.
We empirically validate a dynamic, trust-centered model
attuned to the realities of this unique consumer cohort:
aspirational, discerning, and alternately enthusiastic and
cautious in brand adoption. Institutional assurance and digital
trust mechanisms serve as levers for overcoming risk and
unlocking premium-seeking behaviors, while price sensitivity
is nuanced rather than absolute, contingent on the
convergence of favorable brand, peer, and institutional
signals.

The contributed models and data—particularly the Masstige
Trust-Value Model and Trade-Off Radar Chart—offer new
tools for both theory and practice. As semi-urban Gujarat and
similar markets become the new frontiers of Indian
consumption, success will depend on thoughtful, trust-
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enabling strategies that harmonize aspiration and access. The
future of masstige in India is thus not merely a function of
price or prestige, but of trust, assurance, and empathetic
engagement—digital or otherwise.
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