
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Hungry For Money: the Desire For Caloric Resources Increases the Desire For Financial Resources and Vice Versa

barbara  briers, HEC Paris, France 
mario  pandelaere, K.U.Leuven Belgium 
siegfried  dewitte, K.U.Leuven Belgium 
luk  warlop, K.U.Leuven Belgium 

 
We propose that people’s desire for money is a modern derivative of their evolved desire for food. In three studies we show the

reciprocity between the incentive value of food and money. In Study 1, hungry participants were less likely to donate to charity than

satiated participants. In Study 2, an olfactory food cue, known to increase the desire to eat, made participants offer less money in an

economic game compared to participants in a room free of scent. In Study 3, the respondents’ desire for money affected the amount of

candy eaten in a subsequent taste test, but only for dietary-unrestrained participants.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
One of the strongest motivations for people living in modern

societies is the desire to obtain money. Notwithstanding the cultural
dominance of money, for most of mankind’s history ‘resources’
have connoted food rather than money (Diamond 1997). Collecting
or producing enough food to survive has always been man’s main
challenge. It seems reasonable then to consider that people’s desire
for money is a modern derivative of their evolved desire for food.

The canonical economic model assumes that the utility from
money is indirect, and is only valued for the goods or services it can
procure (e.g. Camerer, Loewenstein, and Prelec 2005). While food
is generally considered as a primary reinforcer, money can be
consumed only indirectly. As a consequence, standard economics
consider the desire for food and the desire to obtain money as two
different strivings. However, some neurological evidence suggests
that the relationship between money and food might be more
entangled than most economists would predict. The orbitofrontal
cortex, for example, is known to be activated by monetary rewards
(Breiter, Aharon, Kahneman, Dale, and Shizgal 2001), as well as
food rewards (O’Doherty, Deichmann, Critchley, and Dolan 2002).
The overlap in neural activation suggests a common pathway to the
processing of money and food rewards, which may have major
implications for the standard economical perspective on the utility
for money.

Some behavioral evidence is consistent with the proposed
entangled relation between financial and caloric resources. Nelson
and Morrison (2005) found that men who either feel poor or hungry
prefer heavier women than men who feel rich or satiated. They
suggested that preference for women’s body weight is determined
by people’s individual experience of resource scarcity. This is
consistent with the finding that in cultures with scarce resources,
heavier women are preferred to slim women (e.g. Pettijohn and
Jungeberg 2004). As male financial and caloric deprivation appears
both related to perceived ideal female body weight, we suggest that
cues signaling scarcity in one domain might also motivate people to
acquire or maintain resources in the other domain. Thus, we claim
that people are less likely to sacrifice money when they desire food
and eat more when they desire money. Three studies tested this
hypothesis.

In Study 1, we manipulated hunger and measured participants’
willingness to donate to charity. The participants received a dona-
tion scenario and a taste test. To fill in the taste test, all participants
had to eat a big piece of cake. In the hunger condition, the donation
scenario preceded the taste test. In the satiated condition, the order
was reversed. The results showed that hungry participants were less
likely to donate to charity than satiated participants. To rule out
reciprocity (for receiving the cake) as an alternative explanation,
we manipulated the desire to eat food by means of an olfactory food
cue in Study 2. Participants had to play a ‘give some game’ in a room
that either was or was not scented with freshly baked brownies.
Exposure to an olfactory food cue is known to increase craving,
liking, and the desire to eat the cued food (e.g., Federoff, Polivy, and
Herman 2003). Like Study 1, Study 2 revealed that desire for food
made consumers more likely to hold on to their money. Finally, in

Study 3, we tested the inverse relationship. We manipulated
participant’s ‘desire for money’ by inducing lottery-winning fanta-
sies (the manipulation was pretested relying on Bruner and
Goodman’s ‘size of coins’ (1947), which reflects participants’
desire for money) and measured the amount of candy eaten in a
subsequent taste test. Respondents in the high-desire-for-money
condition consumed more candy than respondents in the low-
desire-for-money condition, but only for unrestrained participants.

In sum, three studies demonstrate a symmetric association
between the incentive value of food and money. To our knowledge,
we are the first to test the psychological link between money and
food empirically. Part of our contribution therefore exists in provid-
ing support to evolutionary psychologists’ assumption that findings
involving money are informative about findings involving food and
vice versa. Our results may further provide a partial explanation for
Nelson and Morrison’s (2005) finding that financial and caloric
deprivation appears both related to perceived ideal female body
weight. The preference of lower income men for heavier women, as
well as the acceptability of a larger body size for lower income
women for example, might be interesting social phenomena that
can be well predicted from our findings. In addition, our findings
might yield an alternative explanation for (at least part of) the
findings of Nisbett and Kanouse (1969) that food deprivation
differently affects obese and nonobese shoppers (see also Steinberg
and Yalch 1978). Normal weight shoppers tend to purchase more
when deprived than overweight shoppers. Perhaps, obese persons
are not that sensitive to internal hunger cues as nonobese people
because they possess more caloric resources. Considering our
findings, we might predict that obese people would be more likely
to donate to charity than nonobese people. Further research is
needed to address this question. Finally, common intuition suggests
that we should not negotiate on an empty stomach or that hungry
consumers are less cooperative and thus, probably, are less likely to
agree with a sales pitch or, in the context of fund raising, less
inclined to donate some money. Our findings indeed imply that we
should not ask people to donate before an upcoming meal or at the
entrance of a bakery.

An avenue for future research is to investigate the overlap in
neurological activation due to ‘desire for money’ on the one hand,
and to ‘desire for food’ on the other hand. The emerging evidence
that both reward systems share a brain region (e.g. Breiter et al.
2001; O’Doherty et al. 2002) raises the question to what extent this
region is involved in the processing of all kinds of rewards (Montague
and Berns 2002; Wilson and Daly 2004). The idea that many
rewards are processed similarly in the brain has important implica-
tions for economics, which assumes that the marginal utility of
money depends on what money buys.
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