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American’s have been notorious for limited saving and excessive spending. In light of the detrimental of such behavior on the

economy and individual consumers, we examine the extent to which deliberative mindsets can enhance consumer’s savings when

receiving social comparison information.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
How much should you be saving? How much is too much to 

spend? Though many consumers may not know how much to save 
or spend, we know that American consumers tend to save too little 
and spend too much (Kostigen 2007). Perhaps attempts to change 
these behaviors have been futile due to the extent to which social 
comparisons influence consumers’ evaluations of their own behav-
iors, thereby altering subsequent behaviors (Festinger 1954). In two 
studies, we examine the moderating impact of deliberative mindsets 
on consumers’ reactions to social comparison saving and spending 
information. 

Though consumers use mental budgets, the exact amount that 
should be allocated to each budget category is somewhat ambiguous 
(Thaler 1999). In situations where the correct behavior is unclear, 
individuals tend to conform to the behavior of referent others (i.e., 
Asch 1956; Bernheim 1994). Festinger’s (1954) theory of social 
comparison states that individuals compare themselves and their 
behaviors to those of others to better understand themselves. An 
upward comparison (a comparison to someone or something which 
is better than the current self or object) tends to result in a negative 
self-evaluation, often resulting in changes in behavior (Argo et al. 
2006; Suls et al. 2002), or increasing savings. In contrast, a down-
ward comparison (a comparison to someone or something which is 
worse than the current self or object, respectively) tends to result in 
a positive self-evaluation (Wills 1981) such that individuals tend to 
maintain their behavior, or maintain savings.

Inferring “correct” behavior from social comparisons can have 
detrimental consequences for savings. Thus, we seek to understand 
when the positive impact of upward social comparison information 
could be increased. To do so, we utilize Gollwitzer’s (1990) delibera-
tive mindsets which results in consumers being more open-minded to 
peripheral information such as social comparison information (Fujita 
et al. 2007). When consumers are more open-minded to this infor-
mation, the threat associated with an upward comparison increases, 
thereby resulting in increased savings. While these individuals will 
also be more open-minded to the downward comparison information, 
deliberative mindsets also tend to increase generation of counterfactu-
als which leads to a decreased susceptibility to information framing 
effects (Nenkov et al. 2009) such that they should not decrease savings 
allocation. Two studies test this theorizing.

The first study was a 2 (Social Comparison Information: Up-
ward vs. Downward) X 2 (Mindset: Control vs. Deliberative) X 2 
(Consumer Susceptibility to Interpersonal Influence (CSII): High 
vs. Low) between-subjects design with the informational dimension 
CSII from Bearden et al. (1989) measured as a continuous variable 
(α=.68). We examine the moderating role of CSII in this study to 
provide greater support for our theorizing such that the moderating 
role of deliberative mindsets should only exist for those with low 
CSII, or those who do not tend to pay attention to social comparison 
information. 

Participants first read a scenario and indicated what amount of 
their monthly internship income to they would allocate to savings. 
Then they completed either a deliberative or control mindset prime 
(Gollwitzer 1990), received social comparison information for the 
average college student savings in a hypothetical newspaper article 

($450/high vs. $50/low), and reported their savings allocation again 
before completing a variety of measures including the CSII scale.

Supporting our theorizing, we find a significant three-way inter-
action between social comparison information, mindset prime, and 
CSII on final savings allocation while controlling for initial savings 
allocation. For those low in CSII, the effect of the social comparison 
information is qualified by the mindset prime such that those in the 
upward social comparison condition with a deliberative mindset 
reported greater savings allocations than those in the control group. 
A reverse pattern emerged for the downward social comparison 
condition, with the mindset prime leading to marginally lower final 
savings than the control condition. For those with high CSII, the 
social comparison information and mindset prime interaction was not 
significant such that there were no differences in savings allocation 
between mindset conditions. Additionally, social comparison-related 
thoughts mediate the moderating effect of CSII, deliberative mindset, 
and social comparison information on final savings allocation. 

These results indicate that among those with low CSII, the 
deliberative mindset prime led to a larger increase in savings follow-
ing an upward comparison, which is consistent with our theorizing. 
These results are particularly important given America’s current 
economic crises and the American consumer’s tendency to engage in 
detrimentally low amounts of savings (Nannie 2005). What if, how-
ever, individuals are provided with an upward social comparison for 
spending? In a spending frame (instead of a savings frame), individu-
als will focus on the positive aspects of spending such as enjoyment 
and status (Tversky and Kahneman 1981). Therefore, individuals are 
likely to be threatened by an upward spending comparison, thereby 
displaying an increased tendency to spend. 

Study 2 tested the effect of deliberative mindset and social 
comparison information on spending as theorized above. Delibera-
tive mindset was primed similar to Study 1. Then participants read 
an article for a “memory study” that contained social comparison 
information regarding average college student spending in a particular 
product category ($400 high, upward/$100 low, downward condition). 
Last, participants evaluated an advertisement for designer handbags 
(females; designer watches, males) and reported their likelihood of 
buying one of these designer goods priced at $278.

As hypothesized, we found a significant interaction of social 
comparison information and mindset prime on likelihood to purchase 
(i.e., spending intentions). Those with an upward comparison in the 
deliberative mindset (vs. control) condition indicated significantly 
greater spending intentions. In contrast, deliberative mindset did not 
have a significant impact on spending for those in the downward social 
comparison condition. These results indicate that the deliberative 
mindset prime can result in increased spending (i.e., likelihood to 
purchase a designer handbag or watch) for an upward comparison. 
Self-importance of savings mediates the effect of deliberative mindset 
and social comparison information on spending. 

Taken together, we find that a deliberative mindset increases the 
reliance on upward social comparison information. While beneficial 
for enhancing consumer savings, such comparisons could be detri-
mental in the realm of consumer spending. Clearly, marketers, public 
policy officials, and consumers alike need to consider the pervasive 
impact of social comparison information on consumers’ behaviors, 
particularly when one may be elaborating on potential consequences. 


