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Status is defined as one’s rank on a socially relevant and recognized dimension. Status is an important motivator of human behavior as people are prone to compare themselves with others. Firms use status to recognize their preferred customers and forge emotional bonds with them. For instance, American Express offers Gold and Platinum credit cards, and for the select view the famed ‘Black Card.’ Airlines routinely segment travelers into Silver, Gold, or Platinum tiers. This research explore status as it pertains to loyalty programs, investigating the impact of different hierarchical structures (the number and relative size of elite tiers) on consumers’ perceptions of status. We find that increasing the number of elites in the top tier dilutes their perception of status, but adding a subordinate elite tier enhances perceptions of status. Thus, if one has a large top tier and second status tier rather than a single small top tier, one can recognize more customers without decrease the status perception of those in the top tier. For programs that have more than two elite tiers, we find that tiers below the second tier (e.g., a third elite tier) appear not to impact those at the very top, but can make those in the tier immediately above (e.g., the second tier) feel more elite. When changing the hierarchy, the presence of a subordinate tier can help those formerly at the top cope with the creation of a tier above them. A possible drawback of providing preferential treatment to an elite few is that one might disenfranchise the masses. Our study shows this concern to be unfounded. We show that, given the choice between alternative programs, those who do not qualify for elite status prefer hierarchies with multiple elite tiers. In other words, those at the bottom of the pyramid do not begrudge the success of those at the top.

Finally, we show that status-laden labels (i.e., colors such as gold and silver) on their own signal an increasingly selective hierarchy (i.e., pyramid-shaped structure).

