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Material Values, Valued Possessions, and Their Use: A Study of Schoolchildren Age
Nine to Fifteen

Hanna Hjalmarson, Stockholm School of Economics, Sweden

ABSTRACT
This paper reports a study of material values, other values, and

possessions in young consumers. As in adults, according to defini-
tion, material values in schoolchildren are associated with valuing
more, and more expensive things. High-materialism children also
value publicly consumed and status-oriented things more than low-
materialism children. However, in contrast to adults, high-materi-
alism children do not value things associated with other people
(e.g., photos) less than low-materialism children. In all, they value
interpersonal relations as much, or more, than low-materialism
children. In fact, many possessions high-materialism children value
more can be used in interpersonal relations, and are perhaps
therefore valued.

INTRODUCTION
Each and every year, we seem to buy more things. For

example, between 1956 and 1995, retail sales in Sweden doubled,
measured in the prices of 1995, and since then, it has increased with
yet another 30 percent (Jacobsson 2003). Partly, this may be due to
an increase of disposable income, but it can still be considered
puzzling, as both popular wisdom (cf. Fournier and Richins 1991)
and research findings (cf. Richins and Dawson 1992) tell us that
more things (above a certain necessity level) do not make us
happier. Why is it, then, that so many people still buy more and
more?

An assumption held by many, which has also been tested
empirically, is the idea that possessions say something about the
owner’s personal values (cf. Belk 1988; Richins 1994; Rochberg-
Halton 1984; Simmel 1978; Veblen [1899] 1953). When it comes
to the number and nature of the possessions a person considers
important, material values, often partly defined in terms of the
assumption that more things make us happier (cf. Richins and
Dawson 1992), ought to be especially interesting.

For an adult American sample, it has previously been found
that people high in material values tend to value more expensive,
prestigious, and publicly consumed possessions, that are moreover
not explicitly related to significant others (Richins 1994). It has also
been found that people high in material values consider interper-
sonal relations to be less important than those low in material
values. Also, they put more weight on financial security (Richins
and Dawson 1992).

In this paper, I try to tie these findings together for a sample of
Swedish schoolchildren age nine to fifteen. The main reason for
studying Swedish schoolchildren is practical–it happens to be my
dissertation area–but there may be other things that make them an
interesting group to study when it comes to material values, other
values, and valued possessions. Swedish children have been found
to be the richest children in the world, according to a Unicef study.
In Sweden, only 2.6 percent of the families with children could be
defined as poor. The corresponding share for US children was 20
percent (Aftonbladet, June 26 2000). Moreover, second only to
British children, Swedish children receive the most money in
Europe (Datamonitor 2004). The possible effect of this wealth on
their material values is worth further study. Also, Swedish children
of course differ from American adults not only by their cultural
setting, but also by their age. Whereas adults are generally said to
have developed an identity, where material possessions can be part

of the extended self (cf. Belk 1988), children are still in the process
of developing their identities. Actually, it appears that for children,
the relations between material values, other values, and valued
possessions are not the same as for adults (it should be noted that
even though there were certain differences between children of
different ages in my data, they will not be elaborated on in this
paper, due to space limitations).

MATERIAL VALUES AND VALUED
POSSESSIONS

Material values have been defined as the tendency to place
possessions and their acquisition as central in one’s life, to view
possessions as a means to happiness, and as an indicator of own and
others’ success (Richins and Dawson 1992). People with strong
material values are said to value things in themselves, more than as
means to other goals (Mukerji 1983).

The possessions people perceive as important in their lives
often reflect their personal values (Richins 1994). Given that values
are guiding the attitudes, judgments, and actions of the individual
(Rokeach 1973), the possessions he or she considers most impor-
tant are also likely to reflect his or her most important values
(Prentice 1987).

Richins (1994) discusses two types of meaning that people can
attach to physical objects: public and private. As the labels suggest,
public meanings are shared by society at large (e.g., a golden
necklace is an expensive piece of jewelry), whereas private mean-
ings are personal, although influenced by the public meanings, and
also often connected to friends or family (e.g., my great
grandmother’s golden necklace is invaluable to me). Richins pro-
poses that high-materialism people place more importance on
things that (1) are consumed publicly, and (2) have the public
meaning of being expensive, thus denoting wealth and success
(Fournier and Richins 1991; Richins 1994). Because material
values and interpersonal values are often perceived as opposite
dimensions (cf. Fromm 1976; Richins and Dawson 1992), that is,
you either value things or you value people, low-materialism
people are proposed to place more importance to things with
private, personal meaning (Richins 1994).

In short, the hypotheses tested by Richins (1994) on an adult
American sample were that consumers with different levels of
materialism will value different types of possessions. Compared to
the possessions valued by low-materialism consumers, high-mate-
rialism consumers will value publicly, rather than privately, con-
sumed possessions; more expensive possessions; more status-
oriented possessions; and possessions that are not connected to
significant others. These are also the hypotheses I here intend to test
on Swedish schoolchildren, partly in order to examine their
generalizability over different age groups and cultures, and partly
because I suspect there will be certain differences. The reasons for
these differences are both culturally related and age-related. It is
generally assumed (at least in Sweden) that the US is the capital of
consumption and that many Americans consider consumption to be
an important part of their lifestyle. In Sweden, we like to think that
we value other things more, as shown for example by the negative
associations many have to the word “consumer”. To quote from a
recent debate article: “There is an elite and then, there are the bulk
children. The latter will become consumers” (author’s translation;
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Aftonbladet May 10, 2005). Because of these different views,
differences in the associations between material values, other
values, and valued possessions can be expected. On the other hand,
as previously noted, Swedish children on average possess compara-
tively large amounts of money (Datamonitor 2004), which could
also affect their material values and associated constructs. When it
comes to age-related differences, children may have a different
view of valued possessions than adults, because they have not yet
learnt that society places value on the possessions per se, or
identifies you with the things you own, tendencies which may of
course vary between cultures/societies. In sum, this reasoning leads
to the following hypotheses:

H1: Children with different levels of materialism will value
different types of possessions. In comparison with the
possessions valued by low-materialism children, high-
materialism children will value…

H1a: Publicly, rather than privately, consumed possessions.
H1b: More expensive possessions.
H1c: More status-oriented possessions.
H1d: Possessions that are not connected to significant others.

INTERRELATIONS BETWEEN MATERIAL
VALUES AND OTHER VALUES

According to Richins (1994, 523), “because low-materialism
consumers care more strongly about interpersonal relationships
than do other individuals, they are more likely to cultivate posses-
sion meanings that relate to interpersonal ties. High-materialism
consumers, on the other hand, place a greater emphasis on financial
security than do low materialism consumers (Richins and Dawson
1992); the private meaning of their possessions are likely to relate
to financial worth.”

However, the interrelation between interpersonal values, fi-
nancial security, and material values has to my knowledge not been
tested on an interval, Likert-type scale, only with the ranking of the
List of Values (Kahle 1983; Richins and Dawson 1992). Moreover,
it has not been tested on a sample of schoolchildren (at least not
Swedish schoolchildren).

I would here like to examine if there are any relations between
material values, the value of interpersonal relationships and the
value of financial security among the schoolchildren age nine to
fifteen that I have studied. Thus, I also test the following hypoth-
eses:

H2: In comparison with low-materialism children, high-ma-
terialism children put less weight on interpersonal rela-
tionships.

H3: In comparison with low-materialism children, high-ma-
terialism children put more weight on financial security.

STUDY AND MEASURES

Data Collection
The data come from a survey of a variety of consumer

behaviors in Swedish schoolchildren age nine to fifteen. The
questionnaires were administered by the researcher in a classroom
setting, and the study took place in Degerfors, a rather small
municipality of about 10,000 people in the middle of Sweden. This
had practical reasons, but pretests were made in the Stockholm area,
and results were similar, strengthening the belief in the representa-
tiveness of the sample. That is, there does not seem to be any huge
differences between urban and small town Swedish children in
these respects. So far, a total of 399 children and adolescents have

responded. Filling in the questionnaire was voluntary and required
parental consent. There were only two children who were not
allowed to participate, and none of the others declined to do so.
Thus, except for a few being ill or away on the day I was in their
class, the response rate was near 100 percent.

Materialism
Materialism was measured with translated versions of Richins’

(1987) Materialism Measure, and Moschis and Churchill’s (1978)
Materialistic Attitudes. Because the items were, after pretests,
somewhat adapted to be better understood by a younger age group,
they were not back-translated. The measures are thus not exactly
comparable to Richins and Dawson’s (1992) Materialism Scale,
used in Richins (1994), but as they are all validated measures of
materialism listed in the Handbook of Marketing Scales, they ought
to measure the same construct. All items were measured on five-
point Likert-type scales where 1=strongly disagree and 5=strongly
agree. More specifically, they were: (1) Materialism Measure; “It
is important to me to have really nice things,” “I would like to be rich
enough to buy anything I want,” “I’d be happier if I could afford to
buy more things,” “It sometimes bothers me quite a bit that I can’t
afford to buy all the things I want,” “People place too much
emphasis on material things” (reversed), and, “It’s really true that
money can buy happiness” (α=.66, M=3.14); (2) Materialistic
Attitudes; “It’s really true that money can buy happiness (this item
is included in both measures),” “My dream in life is to be able to buy
expensive things”, “People judge others by the things they own,” “I
buy some things that I secretly hope will impress other people,”
“Money is the most important thing to consider in choosing a job,”
“I think others judge me as a person by the kinds of products and
brands I use” (α=.69, M=2.70)

The correlation between the two measures was .655. For the
purposes of this study, all 11 items were combined to an overall
materialism measure, with an α of .78. There were no significant
differences in the level of materialism between different age groups
(though there were some differences when it comes to valued
possessions). Thus, children in the whole age span are analyzed
together.

In line with Richins (1994), I used the upper quartile to define
the high-materialism group, and the lower quartile to define the
low-materialism group. In the high-materialism group, there were
100 members (25.1%) and in the low-materialism group 114
members (28.6%), indicating a fairly balanced distribution of
material values in the sample. With regard to demographic vari-
ables, in contrast to Richins (1994), who found no such differences
between consumers high and low in materialism, in this sample,
there were small, but significant gender differences between the
groups: the high-materialism group included slightly more boys
(59.0%).

Valued Possessions
The survey included the question: “If your home caught fire,

which five things would you then consider most important to save?”
Richins (1994) let three independent judges who were blind to

the level of materialism of the respondents code their valued
possessions according to whether (1) it would normally be used in
private, such as a photo album or bed, (2) it would be visible in areas
of the home normally available to guests (e.g., living room, dining
room, family room, kitchen), such as furniture or art objects; (3) it
would be displayed publicly at times by wearing the object, such as
clothes or jewelry), (4) it would be otherwise normally used in a
public place, such as a car or golf clubs, or (5) its visibility could not
be determined. The coders also estimated the objects’ financial
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values and categorized them in different categories. The category of
interest here is sentimental values showing associations with im-
portant others (e.g., gifts, photo albums).

In my study, I first coded the things the respondents wanted to
save from their burning homes in 25 categories on the physical
object level. In a second step, I let four independent coders classify
these categories in a similar way to Richins (1994). They were
instructed to think as if they were being the same age as the
respondents (coders from the original sample was not available at
the time being). At first, the agreement between the coders was not
perfect, but after discussion, in which they explained the reasons for
their choices, they agreed on the classification showed in table one.

In order to test the set of hypotheses H1a–H1d, I counted the
amount of public, expensive, status-oriented and people-oriented
objects mentioned by each respondent.

Value of Interpersonal Relations
The participants in my study were also asked a number of

questions about what they valued most in life. The answers were
given on five-point Likert-type scales where 1=not at all important,
and 5=very important. The meaning of each step in the scale was

printed in the questionnaire in order to facilitate responding for the
youngest participants. Four of those items were related to family
and friends: (1) “How important is it for you to enjoy being at home
and get along with your family?”, (2) “How important is it for you
to be popular among your friends, to have many friends?”, (3) “How
important is it for you to have a best friend?”, and (4) “How
important is it for you to have a girlfriend or boyfriend?”

Value of Financial Security (ability to purchase things and save
money)

I used three items to measure the value of financial security:
(1) “How important is it for you to be able to buy everything you
want?”, (2) How important is it for you to have a lot of money?”, and
(3) “How important is it for you to be able to save money?” It can
be argued that this is rather a measure of the importance of the
ability to purchase and save. However, financial security can be
regarded as a prerequisite for this ability. The constructs are thus
considered related.

I also asked a couple of questions about saving, which can also
be considered related to financial security, because the more you
save, the more money you have to make you feel financially secure.

TABLE 1
Coders’ classification of possession types according to Richins’ (1994) categories

Possession type Public Expensive Status Sentimental

Bed

Books

Cell phone x x

Clothes x

Collection items (stamps, magazines) x x

Computer x

Computer games

Cuddly animals x

Food

Furniture x x

Important papers

Jewelry x

Keys

Money

Memories (drawings, family heirlooms) x

Music equipment (CDs, stereo) x

Musical instruments x x x

Photo albums x

Safe

Sports equipment x

Things belonging to other family members

TV x

Vehicles (moped, cross, bike) x x x

VCR or DVD x x

Wallet (with credit cards)
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I asked the children if they save, how much they save regularly, how
much they have saved in total, and how happy they are with their
savings.

These questions were included because whether high-materi-
alism consumers ought to save more or less than low-materialism
consumers is not clear cut. On one hand, high-materialism consum-
ers may save more, because they want to be able to buy more and
more expensive things. On the other hand, their desires to buy
things may overshadow their willingness to save.

RESULTS
Hypothesis 1 stated that children with different levels of

materialism will value different types of possessions. A cross-tab
analysis with Fisher’s exact test shows that there were significant
differences in seven out of the 25 possession categories. Hypothesis
1 is thus partly confirmed. The possession types where there were
differences and the percentage in each group mentioning them are
listed in table two.

Interestingly, sports equipment was the only category where
the low-materialism group was significantly more likely to save
things than the high-materialism group. The reason for this is
unclear. However, the actual difference is comparatively small.

Even though the respondents were asked to mention five
things they wanted to save, some mentioned fewer than five, and
some mentioned a few more. Therefore, it would be interesting to
see if high-materialism children want to save not only different, but
also more things. Even though this hypothesis is not listed above
and even though Richins (1994) found no such differences, in this
case, it turns out that they do. A mean comparison shows that

schoolchildren with high material values on average want to save
more things (M=3.29) than those with low material values (M=2.19)
(F=19.079, df=213, p=.000).

In order to test hypotheses 1a through 1d, the number of
objects mentioned by each individual and classified by the coders
as public, expensive, status-oriented, and associated with other
people (sentimental) was calculated. As we remember, hypothesis
1a was that high-materialism consumers will value publicly, rather
than privately, consumed possessions compared to low-material-
ism consumers; hypothesis 1b was that high-materialism consum-
ers will value more expensive possessions than low-materialism
consumers; hypothesis 1c was that high-materialism consumers
will value more status-oriented possessions than low-materialism
consumers; and hypothesis 1d was that high-materialism consum-
ers will value possessions that are not connected to significant
others. A summary of the differences between high and low
materialism groups is found in table three.

From the table, we see that hypotheses 1a–1c were supported,
but not hypothesis 1d.

According to hypothesis 2, in comparison with low-material-
ism children, high-materialism children ought to put less weight on
interpersonal relationships. A mean comparison between high and
low materialism children is shown in table four.

Both groups value interpersonal relations highly, that is,
thought they were rather or very important. We see that if anything,
high-materialism consumers put greater weight on interpersonal
relations with friends, though not necessarily on family relation-
ships. Thus, hypothesis 2 was not supported. However, it is worth
noting that the greater weight given to being popular and have a

TABLE 2
Percentages of high and low materialism groups that wanted to save possessions in different product categories

Possession type High Low Fisher’s exact test
materialism materialism (Exact sig. [2-sided])

Cell phone 34.0 14.0 .000

Clothes 42.0 21.1 .001

Computer 43.0 18.4 .000

Music equipment (CDs, stereo) 17.0 7.0 .032

Sports equipment 1.0 7.0 .039

TV 40.0 15.8 .000

Vehicles (moped, cross, bike) 10.0 2.6 .041

TABLE 3
Average number of possessions of each type mentioned by children high and low in materialism

Possession type High Low p
materialism materialism

Public .91 .46 .000

Expensive .85 .50 .001

Status-oriented .56 .28 .000

Sentimental value .35 .34 .928



European Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 7) / 337

girlfriend or boyfriend by children that are high in materialism
could be interpreted as if they value their interpersonal relationships
more for their status-oriented or ownership qualities.

Finally, hypothesis 3 stated that in comparison with low-
materialism consumers, high-materialism consumers put more
weight on financial security. Mean differences for the values
related to financial security are reported in table five.

According to the above results, children high in materialism
put greater weight on financial security (purchase power and saving
ability). Of course, the items are similar to the items of the
materialism scales, but you might still say that hypothesis 3 was
supported, measured in this way.

When it comes to actual saving behavior, however, it turns out
that there are more high-materialism children that do not save at all
(15.2%) than low-materialism children (6.4%), high-materialism
children regularly save less (on average SEK 200 a month com-
pared to SEK 243) and have managed to save less in total (on
average SEK 2263 compared to SEK 3553), though none of these
differences are significant. Moreover, there were insignificant
differences in satisfaction with saving pointing to low-materialism
children being more content than high-materialism children. So,
even though hypothesis 3 was supported, the increased weight put
on financial security by high-materialism children does not seem to
be transferred to actual savings behavior.

DISCUSSION
The findings that high-materialism consumers to a greater

extent value possessions that are publicly displayed, that is, visible

TABLE 4
Mean values of children high and low in materialism on items measuring interpersonal values

Item High Low p
materialism materialism

1. How important is it for you to enjoy being at home 4.70 4.84 .109
     and get along with your family?

2. How important is it for you to be popular among your 3.85 3.25 .000
     friends, to have many friends?

3. How important is it for you to have a best friend? 4.29 4.01 .132

4. How important is it for you to have a girl-/boyfriend? 3.50 2.65 .000

TABLE 5
Mean values of high and low materialism groups on items measuring value of financial security (purchase power)

Item High Low p
materialism materialism

1. How important is it for you to be able to buy everything 3.81 2.61 .000
     you want?

2. How important is it for you to have a lot of money? 4.34 3.32 .000

3. How important is it for you to be able to save money? 4.20 3.95 .047

to others, expensive, and status-oriented, have previously been
confirmed for an American, adult sample, and are here also con-
firmed for a Swedish sample of younger consumers in the form of
schoolchildren aged nine to fifteen.

However, it is interesting to note that high-materialism chil-
dren in this study did not put lesser value than low-materialism
children on possessions symbolic of interpersonal relations, such as
photo albums or memories of different kinds.

This leads to a questioning of the popular assumption that
people who put greater value on material things put lesser value on
personal relations. A mean comparison of questions about the
importance of interpersonal relations showed that high-materialism
children value interpersonal relations just as much as, and in some
ways perhaps even more than, low-materialism children.

These two results together point to that materialism and
valuing interpersonal relations are not mutually exclusive person-
ality traits. Rather, it seems that at least for young Swedish consum-
ers, material values are not related to the importance you attach to
interpersonal relations. Actually, most of the possessions that high-
materialism children put greater value on are in fact used in
interpersonal relations. The primary function of a cell-phone is of
course interpersonal communication, which is also an important
function of computers (e-mail, chat). Likewise, music equipment,
TV and different kinds of vehicles are often enjoyed together with
friends or family. Clothes are also important in a social context, not
only as a status-conveyor, but as a discussion topic and spare time
activity (i.e., clothes shopping). In sum, many of the possessions
valued more by high-materialism children are used to facilitate
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interpersonal relations, even though they do not per se represent
interpersonal relations.

Aside from defining materialism as the tendency to place
possessions and their acquisition as central in one’s life, to view
possessions as a means to happiness, and as an indicator of own and
others’ success (Richins and Dawson 1992), which is also related
to the tendency to perceive interpersonal relations as less important
(Richins 1994), material values might, at least in Swedish school-
children, moreover represent an inclination to use possessions in
your interpersonal relations.

A third result is that, as stated by Richins (1994), material
values are correlated with putting greater weight on financial
security. But, not necessarily on actual savings behavior, which in
most cases is a prerequisite for financial security. High-materialism
children were not as good at saving money as were low-materialism
children. Neither were they as content with their savings (even if
none of these differences were significant, they all pointed in the
proposed direction). If material values in this way lead to opposite
effects on attitudes and behavior when it comes to saving, this can
be problematic and cause even more dissatisfaction in the high-
materialism young consumer.

Both the relationships between material values and interper-
sonal relations and the relationships between material values and
actual savings behavior should be examined more closely in further
research.

According to this research, material values and interpersonal
relations are perhaps not opposite ends of the scale. Instead, both
low and high materialism children in this study valued interpersonal
relations to a similar extent, though they differ in their view on the
use of publicly visible, expensive and status-oriented things in
managing successful interpersonal relations. Thus, it is not only the
relation between the individual consumer and product or brand that
is important, but also the relation between consumers through the
product or brand. And if so, interpersonal relations should be
stressed in marketing communication also for this type of products.

Whereas the view on products as facilitators of interpersonal
relations would not be a great problem (as long as you can afford
them), if material values widens the gap between the weight
attached to financial security and actual saving, this could lead to
customer dissatisfaction. Even though this is perhaps not a market-
ing problem (because the marketer would in most cases encourage
purchases rather than saving), from a social marketing point-of-
view, it could perhaps call for further investigation. If we want to
promote a healthy and happy savings behavior in our young
consumers, we should then perhaps encourage less material values.
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