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High materialists are less happy than low materialists. This may be because high materialists commit more affective forecasting errors

(overestimating happiness purchases will bring) than low materialists. Alternatively, high materialists may be better calibrated than

low materialists because of greater purchase involvement. Two studies support the latter proposition.
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the point of inflection after which the relationship may no longer exist, or actually become negative?” (Italics added) This is a question 
we seek to answer in this research. 

As such, we build on past research that shows engaging in experiences rather than buying material goods enhances happiness (Van 
Boven and Gilovich 2003; Mogilner and Aaker 2009), while spending money on others seems to have a more positive boost on happiness 
than does spending money on ourselves (Dunn et al. 2008, Harbaugh et al. 2007; McGowan 2006). 

While our objectives of learning more about what might generally represent optimal patterns of consumption are admittedly lofty, 
we begin our research by trying to understand what consumers believe will make them the happiest. This investigations into the intuitions 
of consumers is consistent with recent perspectives in consumer research examining lay theories (Mukhopadhyay and Johar 2005; 
Labroo and Mukhopadhyay 2009). For our initial investigation, we have focused specifically on understanding the role of frequency 
and magnitude of indulgent types of consumption. We will briefly report the results of two studies. Further studies are in progress. 

In study 1, we examine beliefs about happiness relating to consumption frequency (i.e., often vs. rarely), and magnitude of 
consumption experience (relatively smaller vs. larger). We also separately examined beliefs about consuming goods and experiences. 
Respondents who were undergraduate students (n=109) were presented two hypothetical situations (counterbalanced), each of which 
utilized a projective technique to try to capture beliefs about the relationship between consumption decisions and happiness. The first 
situation featured two individuals deciding how to spend vacation days (experience) under constrained resources (time). Respondents 
strongly agreed that the individual who took one larger vacation rather than an equivalent amount of smaller vacations would be happier 
with the vacation usage itself (p<.051), but that the individual using his vacation time in smaller, more frequent increments would be 
happier with his life overall (p<.001). As such, we see evidence for the general predictions of prospect theory (Tversky and Kahneman 
1979) when segregating positive experiences increases overall happiness, but the larger vacation may have a more lasting impact in 
terms of long-term happiness. The second situation examined the use of another constrained resource, money, and the consumption of 
indulgent material goods. Two hypothetical individuals facing the same constraint decided between saving up for an infrequent, larger 
indulgence or spreading out indulgences in smaller, more frequent intervals. Results showed that restraint followed by a large, planned 
indulgence was expected to lead to greater happiness with the expenditure (p<.001), lower guilt over the indulgence (p<.001) and overall 
greater life happiness (p=.01) than would spending on a series of smaller indulgences. These results highlight the psychological benefits 
associated with the anticipation of positive consumption experiences (Caplin and Leahy 2001; Loewenstein 1987), as waiting for one 
larger good enhanced estimates of happiness.

In study 2, we used a critical incidence technique by asking participants (n=122) to recall a recent indulgence of their own by 
providing instructions between subjects for one of four conditions representing a 2 (size of indulgence: small or large) X 2 (type of 
indulgence: good or experience). After describing the indulgence, participants were asked about how long their happiness related to the 
indulgence lasted. Also, we asked participants to indicate the level of planning that had gone into their consumption decision. A 2 X 2 
ANOVA indicate an interaction between product type and magnitude of consumption. Mean value suggested that happiness had latest 
longest when consumers were asked to consider large purchases of material goods. Further, the level of planning that went into such 
purchases appeared to be driving these effects, suggesting the benefits associated with anticipating such a purchase may have cause the 
resulting happiness to last longer. These results provide support consistent with the second part of study 1.

Overall, understanding the factors that enhance consumer happiness and well-being is an important part of understanding the big 
picture of what we as consumer researchers are seeking to understanding. What and who we spend our time and money on, how often 
and in what amounts, and the amount of planning we put into our decisions can all impact are ultimate enjoyment of consumption, and 
we present a small step in enhancing this understanding. 
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Extended Abstract
Materialism as a construct is an area of interest in consumer research for the simple reason that materialism by definition is 

consumption, but with a twist. Consumption through the eyes of the materialist differs from the “norm” in that the pursuit of material 
possessions is more of a value to the consumer than just merely the act of acquisition to satisfy a need. The materialist views their 
possessions beyond their actual physical properties and designated purposes and attaches meaning to these objects beyond the scope 
of the non-materialist. Richins and Dawson (1992) provided a comprehensive measurement scale of materialism with three defining 
factors for the way material objects affect the way materialists perceive their world. In essence, materialists acquire possessions to pursue 
happiness, define their success and establish self-meaning in their lives. 

The materialist appears to have a rigid and streamlined path to the attainment of life satisfaction, but research investigating the 
relation between materialism and subjective well-being has indicated that the two constructs appear to move in opposite directions 
(Burroughs and Rindfleisch 2002; Richins and Dawson 1992). Several hypotheses have been purported in the explanation of this 
inverse relation. Burroughs and Rindfleisch (2002) investigated this negative relation in the context of conflicting values, indicating that 
the individualistic path of the materialist conflicts with the collectivist-oriented values of family and religion, thus providing a sense 
of psychological tension that culminates in a reduction in subjective well-being. Richins and Dawson (1992) also indicated that this 
negative relation might be due in part to a lack of importance placed on interpersonal interaction with more emphasis put toward the 
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attainment of financial success. Finally, Kasser (2002) materialists may constantly strive for more material goods with the expectation 
that these goods will bring happiness. However, when these expectations are unfulfilled, happiness and life satisfaction may be reduced.

The research presented here addresses the latter proposition. Specifically, we were interested in determining whether high materialists 
may be more likely to overestimate the happiness the acquisition of products will bring them. Such an overestimation is known as 
affective forecasting error (Wilson and Gilbert 2002). More specifically, when an individual makes a purchase of an item they feel will 
make them happy, they may overestimate how happy this item will continue to make them feel in the future. If high materialists are 
more prone to affective forecasting error than are low materialists, it may explain why high materialists tend to be less happy with their 
lives than do low materialists.

Although the affective forecasting error has the potential to explain the negative relation between materialism and life satisfaction, 
there is also reason to think that high materialists may be more accurate than low materialists. Because products likely play a more 
central role in the lives of high materialists than low materialists, high materialists may be more involved with their purchases and the 
benefits that products may bring them. If so, then high materialists should actually be better calibrated than low materialists, and thus 
exhibit less affective forecasting error. 

The current studies test these competing hypotheses. In study 1, participants were given the opportunity to be both predictors 
and experiencers for a list of several hedonic products and utilitarian products. The difference between the ratings of the predictors 
and experiencers served as the dependent variable and level of materialism (centrality dimension; Richins and Dawson 1992) was a 
measured independent variable. Individuals scoring in the top and bottom third of the distribution were used to maximize differentiation 
on materialism. The results indicate that high materialists showed no significant affective forecasting error, whereas low materialists 
did, suggesting that high materialists were more accurate in their forecasts. In study 2 (in progress), we further test these results in a 
within subjects, longitudinal design. 
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Extended Abstract
The current paper deals with the (unintended) effect of exposure to extreme luxury on consumer well-being. We use various 

dependent variables that are in one way or another related to consumer well-being. 
Study 1 focuses on goal pursuit, entitlement and individualism. With regard to goal pursuit, we distinguish between extrinsic goals 

(e.g. wealth, fame, image) to intrinsic goals (e.g. growth, relationships, community) (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Individualism also comes in 
two varieties (Sivadas, Bruvold & Nelson, 2008). Horizontal individualists do not want to stand out from a group by aiming at status 
or achievement. By contrast, vertical individualists want to be “the best” and always strive for achievement. Entitlement is a stable and 
pervasive sense that one deserves more and is entitled to more than others and is linked to a pattern of selfish and self-serving beliefs 
and behaviors (Campbell, Bonacci, Shelton, et al., 2004).

Common sense suggests that marketing, like exposure to luxury, can make people somewhat more extrinsically motivated, entitled 
or vertical individualistic. However, we believe that this common sense does not apply for exposure to unattainable luxury. We suggest 
that, in the face of unattainable luxury, consumers may engage in self-protection and downplay the importance of luxury. This may 
affect their goal pursuit. In particular, exposure to extreme luxury may lead consumers to attach more importance to intrinsic goals 
than to extrinsic ones. In addition, we propose that exposure to extreme luxury leads consumers to derogate status differences between 
people. Hence, we expect that exposure to extreme luxury will not affect vertical individualism but rather horizontal individualism. 
Finally, images of extreme luxury may lead to the realization that life does not give you what you want all the time. This may, in turn, 
lead to a decreased sense of entitlement.

Study 1 was set up as an online survey to provide test of the hypotheses. 194 participants were asked to indicate on a 9-point Likert 
scale how much they wanted the object depicted. In the ‘extreme luxury’ condition, participants rated thirty extreme luxury pictures 
(e.g. master bedroom with spectacular view, private jet, private sauna); in the ‘functional’ condition, they rated thirty photos depicting 
functional products (e.g. rolling pin, hammer, ballpoint, calculator). Participants were randomly assigned to one of the two conditions. 
The order of the pictures (who were all pretested) was counterbalanced across participants. After this manipulation, our dependent 
measures were administered, namely motivation (Vansteenkiste & Lens, 2006), entitlement (Campbell et al., 2004) and individualism 
(Sivadas et al., 2008). 


