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Abstract

The consumers do not pay for just a product but to satisfy their needs and desires, which
are always embedded within cultural, and social symbols and structures. Thus, when the
ideology in which the meanings of daily life are to be found by purchasing goods is
spreading widely in society. The concept of "consumerism" shifts into a type of popular
culture that might influence both the economy and patterns of social interactions. How
does consumerism culture have an impact on the two aspects above? What is the
relationship between them? To answer the questions, this paper chooses two
representative research objects that can specifically reflect current characteristics of
society, particularly the group of urban young women, respectively luxury fashion
consumption for economy and diversities of intimacy for interpersonal relationships,
and tries to analyze the two separately, and then find their correlations. The main results
are as follows: first, with the unpopularity trend of traditional "marriage oriented"
relationships, there's a positive correlation between changes in women's spending
power and diversities of romantic relationships; Besides, the shifts in urban women's
attitudes towards romantic love have similar motivations to the increase in sales volume
of luxury goods; Then, this paper has a further discussion of a new and highly discussed
concept "commercialization of intimacy"”, and find its close connections with the
consumer culture spreading in women'’s lives.
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1. Introduction

Consumption is not only a simple activity in that people exchange goods with currencies but a
cultural and social procedure including cultural symbols and signs beyond a utilitarian and
economic process (Bocock, 2005). As Slater said, "core social practices and cultural values,
ideas, aspirations, and densities are defined and oriented about consumption rather than other
social dimensions such as work or citizenship (Slater, 1997)." People in modern society tend to
weigh subjective things in their daily lives, involving relationships and future planning, with
their practical values more and more frequently. Nowadays, one of the most apparent
phenomena of consumerism is the increasing luxury consumption volumes. In 2024, the luxury
goods market is anticipated to generate a revenue of US $387bn. This market is projected to
grow at an annual rate of 3.22% (CAGR 2024-2028). In this market, the largest segment is
luxury fashion, which is reported to reach a market volume of US$115.90bn in 2024 (Bain,
2024).

With the rise in the women's employment rate, women around the world earn higher incomes
and have more rights to decide how to consume with their incomes. Women, who control 75%
of discretionary spending (Forbes, 2024) and purchase much more luxury goods for themselves
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than males (Havas Media Network, 2023), strongly contribute to the expansion of the luxury
industry, particularly with women of Gen Z paying their rapidly increasing incomes for this
industry (NIQ Global Consumer Outlook, 2024). For young women, luxury goods are not just
common but expensive objects that can be used in daily lives, they are also perfect instances of
"symbolic consumption" goods and "conspicuous Conspiration" goods (Veblen, 1899), with its
association of exclusiveness, social visibility, high prices and uniqueness (Giovannini, Xu, &
Thomas, 2015). Therefore, the psychological motivations behind this activity and the related
trend are worth studying further.

Surprisingly, the author finds that there might be a close correlation between consumerism: the
trend in consumption, and some interesting new phenomena in urban women's romantic
relationships. The young tend to consider personal growth and well-being as their priority
(Tinder, 2023), which means they prefer to pay more attention to their feelings instead of
following a conventional lifestyle. That may be one of the reasons why they consume a large
amount of luxury fashion goods and try to diversify types of romantic relationships that may
suit them better. For example, according to the world's biggest dating app Tinder, the shift to
utilizing dating as a method of self-fulfillment has become the top dating trend, which can be
called "Not Attached to an Outcome". Both activities in consumption and relationships indicate
a similar motivation: to gain more personal happiness.

The overall rate of marriage and fertility declines (Sassler & Lichter, 2020), which is particularly
in countries with high average incomes (the UN, 2024). This is evidence that women don't need
to depend on marriage to make their livings (Becker, 1981) due to their chances and abilities
to work just like males can do. Independence in finance gives women more liberty to buy things
they want, especially something expensive and unnecessary, such as luxury goods.

Besides that, this paper will refer to a popular word in these years "commercialization of love"
(Illouz, 1997), which involves the definitions of romantic love and consumerism. This word can
be explained on many occasions: couples exchange expensive gifts at festivals (Hochschild,
2012), people use dating apps to find partners, and some young people offer sexual values and
emotional services to their sugar daddies/mommies to get financial benefits or investment in
their human capital (Kuate-Defo, 2004). It is worth noting that, as a new social practice,
sugaring is not the same as sex work: the main gap between the two is that the two parties may
keep in long-term romantic companionship (Seeking.com, 2021). Also in this paper, I try to use
a brand-new view to study short-term and casual relationships, seeing hook-ups, situationship,
and flings as a trade: usually, the goods in this trade are not money and the monetary equivalent,
but other invisible values, such as emotional values and sexual pleasure. From this perspective,
the popularity of new types of relationships can be connected to the consumer culture these
days more closely. The reason why the attitudes of young women towards relationships
become opener, more casual, pluralistic, and acceptable might be further analyzed.

2. Hypotheses Development

Recently, with the increase in female employment rate and the progress in gender equality (the
UN, 2024), the spending power of women now become a crucial force in stimulating the
recovery from recession and creating new prosperity (Harvard Business Review, 2009).
Women also find that they are positioned at the crossroads of choosing their suitable identities.
They are attempting to balance the feminine identities constructed by commercial cultures, the
conventional expectations for femininity, and their identities (Quyen, 2019). This characteristic
can be shown by the purchasing behaviors and the way urban women gain and keep
relationships.

Traditional academic communities generally accepted that the image of women in consumption
behaviors depends on the role they play in the households that make proxy consumption,
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rather than the standard of their spending power (Donohue, 1999). Citizens also used to believe
that it was women's task to spend on daily necessities that maintained the well-being of families
and satisfied all the family members' needs (Loeb, 1994): not only substantial goods like food
but also an investment to keep their beauty for husbands' satisfaction and care about their
bodies for baby born (Boden, 2003). This might be closely relevant to gender inequality at that
time, when many occupations, especially ones with high incomes, did not accept women, and
women had fewer means to get senior education than males (Stanton, 1848). So, as
subordinates of males (Guo, 2022), women had no alternatives but to get married for a living
(Coontz, 2013). That could be why most women chose to get married when there was great
inequality between the sexes.

However, things have changed a lot recently. A large number of women attend college and get
greater influence, confidence, and skills, which helps them do well in the workplace and
command better pay. Women now have enormous control over their consumer wealth and
incomes, and it's still increasing rapidly (Fona, 2014). In the consumption field, they tend to use
their resources to pay for experiences and goods that bring happiness to them, instead of just
making decisions to buy traditional goods for family members (Heggness, 2023).

Interesting changes come to their attitudes towards relationships, too. The young nowadays
see gender, sexuality, and dating as more self-aware, open, and natural things than any other
generation older than them. As the traditional gender division of labor has been dissipated
(Raddatz, 2019), women have much more control and power in their daily lives. Thus, they pay
less attention to "commitment"” it's important in the conventional sense, and explore more
types of relationships without the pressure of labels and marriages (Tinder, 2022). The rising
age of first marriage, the declining rate of marriage (Sassler & Lichter, 2020), and the popularity
of short-term and casual relationships are all good evidence of these changes.

Except for objective reasons, some women also forgo traditional relationships for other
subjective motivations. Research finds that some women have the willingness and ability to
avoid their romantic involvements from being further senior, to focus on their career
development and other aspects of lives (Arnett, 2015).

Therefore, it can be seen that recently the spending power of women has increased, and the
diversities of new types of relationships have taken place at the same time. Based on the
elementary theoretical explanations above, hypothesis 1 comes up:

Hypothesis 1: The spending power of urban women is negatively correlated to traditional types
of relationships but positively related to the acceptance and diversities of new types of
relationships.

Fashion is to mimic some given examples and meet the needs for social adaption. It
differentiates one period from another and social classes (Simmel, 2020). The proliferation of
cultures, which is stimulated by consumerism, seems that personal value attaches to material
value: fashion consumption introduces personal identities (Dittmar, 1992). It also has made the
diversity and dynamics of the fashion industry ascendingly relevant to the study of social
relationships (Featherstone, 1991). Luxury, as an important and typical fashion consumption
industry, its trends of development, and the motivations of consumers that cause these trends
are valuable to study.

In the last century, one of the most well-known sociological theories on fashion is the theory of
the "shifting erogenous zone." (Laver, 1937). According to this, men's interest in the parts of
female bodies that are not easy to see drives the shift of fashion for women. Also, until recent
years, there are still theories that believe the reason why females purchase luxury fashion
goods is to increase the attractiveness to their potential mates (Sundie etal.,, 2011) and succeed
in intrasexual competitions (Hudders et al., 2014). This paper will not completely deny these
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points that connect female fashion with male aesthetics to a big extent, however, I have to say
they might be too lopsided and patriarchal.

Other existing literature have discussed about the motivations from a more objective and
comprehensive sight. For example, Ma et al. (2012) have divided luxury fashion consumption
into two categories by classifying motivations: social and individual consumption motives.
Social motivations include the aim of conformity, ostentation, symbols of status, and
socialization (Zhu, 2006). Consuming these expensive goods is vital for some utilitarian social
purposes like social acceptance, gaining and maintaining relationships, and even having more
competitiveness to chase opportunities (Isaksen & Roper, 2012). For example, people tend to
be more compliant and friendly (Nelissen & Meijers, 2011). Additionally, when the traffic lights
turn green, individuals are less likely to honk if the cars in front of them are expensive (Doob &
Gross, 1968). Another category of motivations, called individual motives, refers to the pursuit
of good quality, self-gifting, and self-enjoyment (Zhu, 2006).

Even more interesting is that, out of other similar psychological reasons, studies on romantic
relationships see changes. These years, the renaissance of sugar dating, is usually defined as a
quasi-romantic relationship between a financially successful person and a less successful
person (Pardiwalla, 2016). It should be noted that the sugaring that we talk about here has the
biggest difference from traditional marriages that women in the past made a living by is that,
the young have the options to choose whether to feed themselves on their own or search for
support from someone. The elderly successful individual often offers material benefits, like
luxury goods, leisure holidays, and good dining: which can provide high-quality of emotional
entertainment, in exchange for companionship, affection, and intimacy from the younger one
(Upadhyay, 2021). However, there comes a tendency that can't be ignored: more sugar babies
start to emphasize the enhancement in their education and employment that their "sugar
daddies" could provide (Kuate-Defo, B, 2004). For them, "dream value" becomes an important
component that they can gain from consumption and sugaring (Phau & Prendergast, 2000),
which assists them in temporarily escaping from a dull daily routine (Yang, 2011). As the CEO
of Gucci said they "sell dreams instead of handbags" (Bowman, 2008).

On the other hand, as for non-utilitarian social goals, according to social comparison theory
(Festinger, 1954), people define themselves by comparing with others, which reflects the ideas
of consumers behind the simple behaviors: they want to show differences from others, achieve
self-esteem and feel they are valuable. These feelings can also be gained from relationships with
wealthy and powerful people when they enjoy something beyond their spending power or
experience a high-standard occasion (Pepi, 2021).

Both behaviors about relationships and consumption have similar characteristics: they are very
beneficial for young women's material enjoyment, personal happiness, and future development.
These might be the common motivations for the shifts in relationships and luxury consumption.
Thus, the second hypothesis could come out:

Hypothesis 2: The increase in the sales volume of luxury fashion goods for urban women has
some similar motivations to the shifts in relationships.

Today in the age of social media and consumerism, the concept of love appears to transform
into a commodity that can be bought and sold in the market of relationships (Medium, 2024).
Talking about the "commercialization of intimacy", the evolution of romantic love is an essential
topic. For most of human history, marriage was an economic corporation purely, which
promoted the prosperity and survival of both families, finishing the task of reproduction
(Manson, 2021). It wasn't until the 19th century that things began to change, when the level of
productivity improved exponentially, the ideas of individual rights and the chase for personal
happiness came to fashion. The new perspective was to marry just for love and "happily ever
after” (Schneider, 2007). These years, a new notion: "commercialization of intimacy", which
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means an ongoing procedure that economic and commercial stimuli infiltrate romantic
relationships (Wikipedia, 2015), seems to be a new trend in intimacy: the intensity of love is
usually measured in positive percentage to the price of Valentine's gifts (Jimenez, 2020), dating
apps use simple labels to help people find potential partners efficiently, cloth advertisement
shows couples with his-and-hers clothes hugging together (Teo, 2009).

According to Marx's arguments, capitalism transforms relationships that were formerly not
tainted by commerce, into commercial relationships of exchange (Marx, 1844). It is noticeable
that the "commercialization" of relationships doesn't talk about the trade of purely financial
values just like prostitution, but the values that can be seen by a quick and shallow
understanding, like an idealized version of one's extravagant life with performative on
Instagram and Facebook. Nowadays, internet dating, as a new love mall, is popular among the
young (Klinenberg & Ansari, 2015). In this dating mode, everyone participants as consumers
and the good itself simultaneously: people pay attention to the utilitarian value just like a
marketplace set of metrics businessmen hold (mariepierrecleret, 2024): what others can do for
"me", how do people look ...This mode does not only appear on a dating app but also takes place
in daily actual lives: hookers find each other just for sexual pleasure exchange (Anders, et al,,
2020), short-term partners search for someone suitable for short-run companion (Mengzhen,
2024), sugar babies use their emotional services and beautiful bodies as currencies to change
for wealth and status (Egan, 2003). This paper believes that they are all normal situations: no
registration stipulates every couple in every relationship should love each other purely and
deeply until the end of their lives!

As aresult, we can get Hypothesis 3:

Hypothesis 3: The popularity of consumer culture has significant effects on the intimacy of
urban women.

3. Research Method

3.1. Literature Review Method

Building a new direction of research and connecting it to previous literature and theories is the
basis of every academic research (Snyder, 2019) because science is a cumulative endeavor
(Brocke et al., 2009). The Literature review method is universally described as a systematic
means of gathering and synthesizing existing studies (Tranfield, Denyer, & Smart, 2003).

This paper reviews two types of major literature. The first section synthesizes the existing
sociological, psychological, and economic theories and aggregates empirical results to support
evidence-based practices, which summarizes the total trends or modes of the study. This
section can justify the presence and necessity of the problem and gather valid approaches for
the research, with collections of primary evidence and data. Another section mainly consists of
evaluative abstracts that are full of subjective opinions of scholars. The paper will critically
analyze the rationality of these opinions and identify the gap that can be further explored, such
as the field of commercialization of romantic relationships. In the end, information from the
literature has been categorized into three subjects: the characteristics of urban women,
attitudes towards consumption, and relationships respectively, applying with my own opinions.

3.2. Comparative Study Method

The comparison focuses on the contrasts and similarities among cases, playing a central role in
concept formation and testing hypotheses (Collier, 1991). This paper mainly uses three aspects
of comparison. Firstis a cross-national comparison, showing the influence that spending power
can have on women's consumption and relationships from different countries. The second has
to do with historical evolutions, like the changes in the employment rate and marriage rate of
women, consumption of luxury goods, and the leisure time people have taken in the past few
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years and now, to facilitate testing the hypothesis. This is usually illustrated in line charts and
bar graphs. The last one makes a comparison among different groups of people, divided by
gender or age, demonstrating different characteristics and discussing the reason why these
differences occur.

3.3. Case Study Method

The case study is a field research method that is a specific investigation of phenomena when
they are not significantly intervened by investigators (Fidel, 1984). From conducting a case
study, "one can properly acquire knowledge of phenomena from an intensive exploration of a
single case" (Becher, 1970).

In this paper, as a whole, I choose the luxury industry and certain types of popular relationships
as typical study cases and observe them deeply, trying to find the total characteristics of urban
women. From the details, I collect information that comes largely from archival records,
documentation, and interviews indirectly and extract effective evidence.

3.4. Statistical Study Method

Statistical study involves gathering, organizing, and analyzing data that is based on established
principles for the identification of trends, patterns, and characteristics (Indeed Editorial Team,
2024).

There are two types of statistical study in this paper. First is the descriptive statistical analysis,
transferring large data sets into more compact and simple forms for easy understanding. For
instance, it could be found the changes in women's incomes as tables to show evidence of
increases in women's spending power. The other is associational statistics, as a tool to explore
correlations among variables. This paper finds the correlation between consumerism and
changes in romantic relationships by generalizing similar trends of the objects. Besides that,
this method helps to prove there are the same motivations that affect romantic love and
consumption structures.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1. The proof of hypothesis 1

According to Catalyst (2020), women control $31.9 trillion of worldwide spending, which
means they have a significant influence on 70%-80% of consumer spending. In recent years,
women have spent more than ever before, especially on goods and services specifically made
for them, showing their substantial role in the economy (The Week, 2023). For instance, the
Beauty and Health industry, as an area that women are mostly engaged in, is worth more than
$100 billion and remains growing (NIQ, 2023). As for tourism, about 70% of all travelers are
women who show a growing preference for solo travel (Road Scholar, 2023). The same trends
also take place in the entertainment area. Taylor Swift's and Beyonce's" tours are
representatives of hot events, bringing billions of revenues, thanks, in large part, to women's

spending (Forbes, 2023).

These changes might be significantly caused by the progress in gender equality and the increase
in women's financial power. More than 9 million firms are owned by women and occupy over
50% of all, growing by 58% from the number of 2007, while overall businesses have grown by
only 12% (Forbes, 2019). As for education, compared with just 38% of males, 44% of females
aged 18-24 are studying in college (Pew Research Centre, 2010). The number of rich women
investors in America rises much faster than that of males, with 68% growth in women,
surpassing only 36% of men in two years (LinkedIn, 2014). At the same time, women have
chances to open up their minds beyond a limited number of jobs like nurses, teachers, or
secretaries (FONA, 2014). There are positive tendencies in women's employment across most
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of the countries: a sustained and substantial increase in female labor force participation rate,
especially in rich countries, maintains a striking feature of social change (OECD, 2017),
indicated by Figure 1 below:

Share of women in the workforce
Proportion of the female population aged 15+ that is economically active.
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Figure 1. Share of women in the workforce
(Resources from Our World Data)

Observing Table 1 below, it could be found that earnings per hour for women have grown
apparently, with a higher change rate than men in the same period. As a typical index of
traditional relationship mode, fertility rates in developed countries, like countries in Western
Europe, remain at a low point or rise a bit. Despite fertility rates in developing countries are
always much higher than in developed countries, they still decrease substantially due to the
positive shifts broadly in women's attitudes and incomes, showing a negative correlation to
earnings for women. As for another important index, marriage rates, have decreased globally
as a whole, except for some special or extreme data, illustrating a negative relation with
women's income, neither.

Combined with the analysis of Figure 1, we can conclude that, the spending power of urban
women is negatively correlated to the popularity of traditional relationships.

Table 1. Relationships of earnings, fertility, and marriage for women

earnings per hour for women in $ comparison fertility rate marriage rate per 1000 population per year
country 2001 2016 relative change (women)  men% 2001 2016 relative change 2001 2016 relative change
Spain $10.00 $20.98 110% 91% 1.2318 1.3347 8.35% 5.1 37 -27%
Germany $13.77 $20.12 46% 40% 1.3498 1.4897 10.23% 47 5 6%
France $14.18 $19.72 3% 3% 1.8792 1.8911 0.63% 48 35 -27%
South Korez  $12.84 $15.91 24% 21% 1.3008 11468  -11.84% 6.7 5.5 -18%
Chile $4.60 $8.82 92% 9% 1.9607 16756  -28.51% 41 34 -17%
Brazil $4.11 $6.92 68% 65% 2.1826 17085  -21.72% 5.3
Colombia $3.96 $5.57 41% 40% 2.5164 1.8435  -26.74%
Mexico $3.31 $4.39 33% 24% 2.6689 20856  -21.86% 6.5 44 -32%

(Resources from the UN & Our World Data)

However, the fact that people are less keen on traditional relationships does not mean people
ask less for love. Romantic relationships are necessarily positive contributors to habitats' lives,
bringing friendship, love, a sense of security, happiness, companionship (Markey, et, al., 2023),
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and even health benefits (Berkman & Syme, 1979). Thus, new patterns of relationships, which
might be more casual or without deliberate pursuit, take the place of traditional ones gradually.
Nowadays, individuals desire a purer relationship where they have the freedom to keep in a
relationship that satisfies their sexual and emotional needs without traditional restrictions and
anticipations (Giddens, 2013). For example, in a survey of Chinese college students, only 15.9%
of males and 6.21% of females have a strong willingness to get into a romantic relationship,
while the largest number of them think "Just let it be", with 50.54% of males and 60.4% of
females respectively. Also, 95.95% of males and 89.14% of females can accept premarital sex,
proving that the young are more open to relationships and sex (Health Research Center,
Tsinghua University, 2020). With the popularity of dating websites and apps like Bumble and
Tinder, as demonstrated by Figure 2, casual relationships have become more accessible and
prevalent (Vares, 2022). According to research on British youths aged 18-24 in 2022, over 29%
of them admit to using dating apps, and 14% experience face-to-face meetings (YouGov, 2022).

Global dating app users 2015 to 2023 (mm)
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Figure 2. Global dating app users 2015 to 2023
(Resources from App Annie, Dating Site Reviews, Match Group)

Situationships, accounting for 15%-23% of all relationships (Roberson, 2017), always emerge
when individuals are less interested in committed relationships and focused on other goals
(Anders, 2020). Gen Z women, the youngest and most dynamic group of urban women, show
good evidence of the phenomena above, with 58% saying that career promotion and
development is more important than forming a family (Meredith Data Studio, 2020). In addion,
top goals for their future are: becoming financially independent (31%), doing well in school
(26%), and finding a suitable job (20%), which mostly have to do with personal development
and financial power (Girlpower Marketing, 2021). Interestingly, these data have one thing in
common: they have no concern with romantic relationships.

Figure 3 is strong proof of the statement above although family-friendly policies in Denmark,
known as one of the most advanced countries in gender equality, have contributed to improving
female labor rights of fertility and reducing the gender gap for many years, women still suffer
from significant job insecurity and decreases in incomes after childbirth (Kleven, et, al.,2018).
So, more women choose to form DINK families or other types of relationships without children:
they believe self-fulfillment is more important.
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Impacts of Children in a Difference-in-Differences Event Study Design Ouriord
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Figure 3. Impacts of Children in a Difference-in-Differences Event Study Design
(Resources from Denmark, NBER Working Paper, 2018)

Thus, the financial power of urban women is positively related to the popularity of new types
of relationships. Additionally, due to sustained economic development and social changes like
the feminist movement, these new patterns of love have been more accepted and less negatively
commented on (Oren & Press, 2019).

4.2. The Proof of Hypothesis 2

The global personal luxury goods market, as the core of luxury segments, keeps growing and
reaches $387 billion (Altagamma, 2024), proving the unparalleled resilience of this industry
and setting a new milestone for it. For further research, it is found a trend that female spending
power is gradually overtaking male high-end luxury spending.

Personal Luxury Goods Market (in $ billions)

387
373

CAGR = 5%
a1 310

\ 280
262 261 Lt

221 227 234 235

199

0L 179
161 172170 =

137 149
124 131131 128

2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 n

Figure 4. Personal Luxury Goods Market
(Resources from Bain Company)

As women accomplish much progress in their professional and personal lives, they are more
enthusiastic about purchasing luxury goods that symbolize their accomplishments. There are
62% of women buy luxury goods only for themselves, while just 46% of males do that. As for
the value of goods, women also spend more than men, with 27% of women spending more than
£50k per year, which is 10% higher than men (HAVAS, 2023).
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Why are women immersed in buying luxury goods? Self-indulgence is the top motivation. Over
half of the women, who are called "Joy Rejuvenators”, put happiness gaining and emotional
spending the first place on their luxury consumption journey. They are searching for comfort
and inspiration, which come from the same values or beliefs the products spread and connect
consumers with (Collins, 2023).

Currently, people pay more attention to leisure than before, which determines individual
happiness (Varian, 2005), as shown by the comparison between Figure 5 and Figure 6. Despite
people from different nations having different weight on the importance of leisure, the
percentage with attitudes like "very important” and "rather important" significantly rises all
over the world. Consuming, involving shopping in a mall or online, is a typical way of leisure
and gaining happiness.

How important leisure is to people in life, 2022
Share of survey respondents indicating how important leisure is in their lives.
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Figure 5. How important leisure is to people in life, 2022
(Resources from Our World Data)

How important leisure is to people in life, 1993
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Figure 6. How important leisure is to people in life,1993
(Resources from Our World Data)

256



International Journal of Social Science and Education Research Volume 7 Issue 12, 2024
ISSN: 2637-6067 DOI: 10.6918/IJOSSER.202412_7(12).0030

So, we can see that the rise in women's consumption of luxury goods reflects their increasing
emphasis on personal emotional happiness, which can also be proven in other aspects of daily
life.

Except for the example of leisure, the changes in romantic relationships are also signs that
illustrate individuals' emphasis on emotional happiness. Currently, people aged 18-39 years old
experience the highest rates of depression and anxiety (American National Center for Health
Statistics, 2020), and nearly half of them see their emotional health as top place (Deloitte, 2020).
Linking it with relationships, according to Tinder (2022), 75% of young singles believe people
are more attractive in dating when they are working on their mental well-being, and 80% of
them even agree that taking care of themselves is their priority in a relationship. They are
rejecting old-fashioned norms of relationships that advocate marriage as a task that should be
finished in time. The motivations to start a relationship transfer from simply following social
expectations or marriage to more diverse and inclusive modes: for immediate sexual
gratification like "hookups" (Laskowski, 2020), for fun, escaping loneliness, feeling attractive,
and increasing status in society (Whitton & Weitbrecht, 2020; Thorpe & Kuperberg, 2021).
Other motivations are only about emotional experience, like approval from others, emotional
support, curiosity, adventure, care, and companionship (Bryant & Sheldon, 2017; Tartakovsky,
2023). To avoid strict constraints, many of them choose more casual and short-run
relationships (Paul Eastwick, 2018). As shown by the cases above, society is promoting
individual happiness and liberty in relationships rather than conventional gender roles
(Mengzhen, et, al., 2024). Also, urban adults, especially women, are more determined to leave
an uncomfortable relationship (Ipsos, 2022) instead of putting up with it just like many of their
parents choose.

The captious demands of urban women for their potential partners demonstrate their emphasis
on happiness as shown by Figure 7 below, as a healthy relationship has strong correlations with
life satisfaction (Leite et, al., 2023). About four in 10 single females say the major reason they
keep single is the inability to meet someone reaching their standards, compared to only 23% of
males (American Perspectives Survey, 2023). Urban women won't have to do with partners
with characteristics that make them uncomfortable.

Percentage of Americans who would be more or less likely to date someone with the following attributes . . .

Less Likely Makes No Difference More Likely
Smokes Cigarettes m I 2
s Unemployed CEE i
Lives in Another State _ m I 3
Is a Trump Supporter _ _ m
Lives with Their Parents  [E1EENEGEEEEEGEG |
Does Not Believe in God _ _ m
Does Not Trust Vaccines _ _ m
Hos Chiden R B I5
s Feminist ] R s |
sveryReligious SN EX 20|
s Vegan ] EEmm |
Does Not Want Children _ _ m
Is Much Shorter Than You _ _ l 5
saRepubiian B I s |
Did Not Go to College m _ I 4
2 Democrat E I
Is Much Taller Than You m _ m

Figure 7. Attributes of Americans likely to date
(Resources from American Perspectives Survey, 2023)
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What's more, people tend to know more about their partners before starting a relationship,
instead of starting long-term relationships with strangers to follow a rigid social script. 44% of
young American adults say they were friends with their partners before being romantically
involved, while only 21% of elders say the same, even 52% of seniors did not know their
partners before dating (American Survey Centre, 2023)!

Therefore, it is obvious that the shifts in relationships are partly caused by the increased
attention to personal happiness and well-being, which is also a motivation for the increase in
the sales volume of luxury fashion goods for urban women.

4.3. The Proof of Hypothesis 3

Consumerism can be seen in many ways surrounding everyone's daily life. First, annual large-
scale shopping events are examples. In 2023, consumers spent $12.4 billion on Cyber Monday
and $9.8 billion on Black Friday, continuing the trend of breaking spending records (Analytics,
2023). Besides, the credit card debt per user reached $6360 in 2023, about 10% higher than
last year, which marks a move in a negative direction (Transunion, 2023). Additionally, it has a
great influence on the environment. Though North Americans only make up 8% of the global
population, they account for 50% of garbage (Brummet, 2004). If there were no such demands
for products, fewer goods would be produced, and less garbage would emerge. Also, the
constantrelease of new products like smartphones and cars, conscious consumption like luxury
consumption, and rapid exposure to ads on mobiles are all signs of today's consumer culture.
Inevitably, the spread of consumer culture makes a strong difference in the romantic
relationships of urban people. First, from the view of spending behaviors during the
relationship, men in a dating condition tend to spend more money, especially on conspicuous
items, than in a control condition, while the romantic prime seems to have little impact on
women's spending behaviors (Griskevicius et, al., 2007), demonstrated by Figure 8 below.

Conspicuous Purchases

. Men

5.8 - 4.2
| Women

ik Inconspicuous Purchases

6.0

5.6 ] 4.0+
5.4 3.8
money” money; el
spent _SP;“
index J naex 3.4 4
50 =
Neutral Mating Neutral Mating

Figure 8. Purchases in Love
(Resources from Journal of personality and social psychology, 2007)

In women's view, they believe men with more financial and social resources are more
competitive when finding a partner (Thompson & Sullivan, 2012), which might be the reason
why men make an effort to show their spending power, particularly through conspicuous
purchases.

258



International Journal of Social Science and Education Research Volume 7 Issue 12, 2024
ISSN: 2637-6067 DOI: 10.6918/IJOSSER.202412_7(12).0030

Connecting the commercial mindset broadly with other intimate relationships, people have
expressed entirely different views on it. Some argue that the commodification of intimacy is not
humanizing (Zelizer, 2000), which means love relationships have basic distinctions from
financial exchange relations. The realms, like romantic love, childcare, marriage, and sex, are
relationships where people get involved out of love. As a result, it is inimical for them to connect
with monetary compensation. Some feminists believe commercialization of romantic love
would normalize male dominance (Donnerstein & Malamuth, 1984) and objectify women
(Zimmerman, 2012), as women are still a vulnerable group in today's society. Even within the
framework of Marxism (1883), all the activities about the commercialization of intimacy,
including using dating apps and sugaring, are detrimental to human dignity and the alienation
of the real self.

Alternatively, many kinds of literature suggest that intimacy within the market is not
fundamentally harmful but even beneficial. Coontz (2013) believes that traditional marriage is
based on economic corporations and exchange, showing that there's no specific boundary
between market and intimacy. Some even believe commercialization can assign value and
meaning to relationships (Bernstein, 2007). Historically, childcare, sex, caring for the old,
"emotional labor" and chores in the house are seen as what women should do in intimacy for
free. When this shift occurs in intimacy, it might be an important step in gender equity since it
assigns real financial value to their labor (Weitzer, 2012).

5. Conclusion

Beginning with the widespread of consumerism in current society, this paper tries to find the
relationships between urban women's consumption structures and shifts in their attitudes
towards romantic relationships with empirical study and theoretical analysis. The development
tendencies and motivations of these new phenomena are the main study topics and get two
conclusions as follows: The spending power of urban women is negatively correlated to
traditional types of relationships but positively related to the acceptance and diversities of new
types of relationships; the increase in the sales volume of luxury fashion goods for urban
women has some similar motivations to the shifts of relationships. During the progress, the
consumption of luxury goods and some new-style patterns of relationships are key points
because of their representativeness. Additionally, the paper conducts further study on a new
concept that has existed recently, "commercialization of intimacy", and theoretically discusses
on its benefits and drawbacks.

6. Limitations

In the empirical research part of a study on the "commercialization of intimacy", the lack of data
with a large sample size is the biggest limitation. This is because this topic was proposed not
long before and the academic world has not produced sufficient results yet. Besides, the
sensitivity and personal privacy that this topic involves are also reasons, since many people are
not willing to talk about their true experiences and perspectives. So, the research, especially on
sugaring and emotional labor, mainly uses indirect information, summarizes overall
characteristics from a small number of interviews, or just theoretically discusses.
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