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First, our manipulation proved to be successful. Respondents’ mean scores of how much they wanted the object depicted differed 
significantly between the two conditions. 

Second, results confirmed our predictions and showed that participants who were exposed to extreme luxury received a lower 
entitlement score and were more intrinsically motivated than participants in the functional condition. Moreover, a significant interaction 
effect between condition (extreme luxury/functionality) and individualism (vertical/horizontal) showed no difference for horizontal 
individualism, but a significant lower score for vertical individualism after exposure to extreme luxury.

In study 2, we focus on goal pursuit, materialism, and willingness-to-pay for luxury items. 136 students participated in a lab study. To 
manipulate ‘extreme luxury’ versus ‘functionality’, respondents had to decorate respectively a residence versus a small house. Therefore, 
they received a paper floor plan and three paper photos with possible interiors per room to choose from (either luxury interiors or not). 
Participants had to place their choice of interior on the right room of the floor plan to really make them involved in the task. During the 
experiment, a manipulation boost was used: participants had to choose additional products from a list to use in their newly decorated 
house (e.g. surround system, 150” plasma TV versus watering can, garbage can). We measured goal pursuit as in Study 1, materialism 
using Belk’s (1985) scale, and willingness-to-pay for a room in a luxury hotel. 

Again, our manipulation proved successful. As in study 1, exposure to luxury caused the importance of intrinsic values to increase. 
Exposure to luxury also affected materialism, albeit in a rather complex fashion. On the one hand, envy increased in the luxury condition 
compared to the functional condition. This is consistent with the finding that the possession of anything desirable by another person can 
cause one to feel envy (Schoeck, 1966). After all, the extreme luxury images signals the wealth others may have but is out of reach for the 
ordinary consumer. On the other hand, exposure to extreme luxury decreased the importance one attached to one’s possessions. Possibly, 
individuals devaluate the importance of their own possessions after repeated exposure to extreme luxury. Although possessiveness and 
envy are typically positively related, the opposing effect of exposure to luxury causes the relation to become nonsignificant. Still, both 
increased envy and decreased possessiveness may signal a diminished satisfaction with life. Finally, after exposure to extreme luxury, 
people were willing to pay more for a given luxury room in a hotel. This implies that when people visit a website to book a room in a 
luxury hotel, they would pay more after seeing luxury pages on the internet.

In two studies we found evidence that exposure to luxury may threaten consumers’ well-being. They feel more envy and think 
their possessions are worth less. The decreased entitlement seems to suggest that they become more accepting of huge differences in 
wealth and income. To cope, consumers may increase the value they attach to intrinsic goals. Additional research is needed to further 
investigate the effect of exposure to luxury on well-being. For instance, what will happen when regarding attainable luxury instead of 
unattainable luxury? Moreover, this research project will be expanded as we intend to include regulatory focus as a potential moderator 
because luxury aspects receive more attention when in a promotion focus than in a prevention focus (Werth & Foerster, 2007).
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Extended Abstract
The current paper deals with the effect of desire on a person’s self-esteem, subjective happiness and satisfaction with life. 
Desire is an important determinant of contemporary consumption. Consumer culture constantly exposes people to a stream of 

advertisements for goods. Consequently, people participating in consumer culture are continuously encouraged to desire goods. Due to 
this constant promotion of desire in consumer culture, it is useful to examine the consequences. Belk, Ger and Askegaard (2003) found 
that desire was seen by consumers as a powerful positive affective state that is both uncomfortable and pleasant. Additionally, perceived 
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discrepancies between a current and a desired state lead to a decrease in satisfaction with life (Michalos, 1985; Solberg, Diener, Wirtz, 
Lucas & Oishi, 2002). For instance, Brown, Kasser, Ryan, Linley and Orzech (2009) found that a financial desire discrepancy was 
inversely related to satisfaction with life. In this study we further examine the consequences of desiring goods. First, when confronted 
with a desire, we predict that self-esteem will rise. This increase is needed for the achievement of a desire. Here, self-esteem works as 
a functional resource from which one can draw. Hence, we expect a positive effect of desire on self-esteem (Hypothesis 1). Next to an 
increase in self-esteem, a positive effect of desire on subjective happiness (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999) is expected (Hypothesis 2). 
When one desires something, this generally generates positive affective feelings. Possibly these positive feelings are transferred to an 
overall feeling of subjective happiness. Contrary to satisfaction with life, which gauges more to the cognitive component of happiness, 
subjective happiness assesses the more affective part of happiness. Simultaneously, we expect a decrease in satisfaction with life 
(Hypothesis 3). Desiring something also means that something is missing in life, so when people realize this, a decrease in satisfaction 
with life can be foreseen. It has already been shown that the discrepancy between what people actually have and what they want leads 
to a decrease in satisfaction with life (Larsen & McKibban, 2008; Solberg et al, 2002). 

To test these hypotheses, a first online study was set up. A total of 81 respondents participated in an online experiment. First, the 
participants’ feelings of desire were manipulated. One group of subjects (i.e. ‘desire condition’) were exposed to thirty desirable pictures 
(e.g. palm tree, cruise ship, etc...), whereas another group of subjects (i.e. ‘no desire condition’) were shown undesirable pictures (e.g. 
pen, calculator, etc…). As a manipulation check, respondents reported on a scale from 0 to 100 how much they desired what was shown 
in each picture. After this manipulation, our dependent measures were administered, namely self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1965), satisfaction 
with life (Diener, Emmons, Larsen & Griffin, 1985) and subjective happiness (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999). 

First, our manipulation proved to be successful. Respondents’ mean desire scores differed significantly between the two conditions 
(F(1,79)=80.482, p<.001). Second, results revealed a significant main effect of condition on self-esteem (F(1,79)=5.711, p=.019). 
Subjects who were exposed to desirable pictures scored significantly higher on self-esteem than subjects who were shown undesirable 
pictures, hence supporting hypothesis 1. Third, also subjective happiness differed significantly across groups (F(1,79)=3.966, p<.05). 
Respondents from the ‘desire condition’ reported to be significantly happier than respondents from the ‘no desire condition’. Thus, the 
second hypothesis was supported by the data. Fourth, concerning satisfaction with life, no significances were found. Hence, we found 
no support for the third hypothesis.

Therefore, in study 2, we focused only on satisfaction with life. 75 subjects participated in a lab study. To manipulate desire, one 
group of participants was asked to imagine themselves organizing a world trip. Each participant had to situate twelve pictures of desirable 
destinations in order of preference on a world map. The second group of participants was given a similar task, with the exception that 
it concerned a regional trip. Moreover, the twelve destinations were less desirable (all material was pretested). 

Again, our manipulation proved to be successful. Respondents’ mean desire scores differed significantly between the two conditions 
(F(1,72)=14.403, p<.001). Furthermore, results revealed a marginal significant effect of desire on satisfaction with life, hence marginally 
supporting the third hypothesis. People who organized the regional trip were more satisfied with their lives than people who organized 
the world trip (F(1,72)=1.178, p=.084). Probably, organizing (and actually undertaking) a world trip might seem unattainable, which 
produces a discrepancy between an actual and a desired state, entailing an effect on people’s satisfaction with life. 

In two studies we found evidence that desire has implications on one’s self-esteem, subjective happiness and satisfaction with life. 
When consumers are confronted with a feeling of desire, they get a higher self-esteem, feel happier, but are less satisfied with their lives. 

Additional research is needed to further investigate the effect of desire on previous discussed dependent variables, especially 
satisfaction with life, because of its marginally significance. Besides, other dependent variables might be considered as well. For instance, 
what will be the effect of desire on risk-taking behavior? Probably, consumers who are confronted with a higher self-esteem, due to 
desire, might be more risk-taking than consumers without an induced feeling of desire. 
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