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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Why are consumers materialistic? Prior research has identi-

fied two paths that lead to materialistic behavior (Kasser 2002): a) 
exposure to materialistic role models, such as through societal in-
fluence, peers, and television (Shrum, Burroughs, and Rindfleisch 
2005), and b) events that decrease self-esteem and thereby encourage 
substitution of love for material objects for real social connections. 
Although it is known that threats to self-esteem can lead consum-
ers to self-enhance through materialistic purchases, the psychologi-
cal underpinnings of this effect are not well understood. We propose 
that such materialistic behavior occurs when the threat to consumers’ 
self-esteem challenges their social (as opposed to private) self-con-
cept. In such circumstances, materialistic pursuits provide a means 
for repairing one’s social self-esteem to the extent that they are likely 
to impress others. 

Four studies utilizing multiple measures of materialism test this 
proposition. Study 1 tests H1, that social threat will increase prefer-
ence for materialistic goods significantly more than will performance 
threat. The study was a 3-group design (threat type: social vs. per-
formance vs. none), and the dependent variable was a chance to win 
a $100 gift certificate from a more or less materialistic department 
store (Nordstrom vs. Macy’s).  A one-way ANOVA found significant 
differences in materialism (measured by the dollar amount allocated 
to Nordstrom) between conditions, (Mcontrol= $59.96, Mperformancethreat= 
$58.96, Msocialthreat= $87.08; (F(2, 69) = 4.43, p = .01).  Supporting 
H1, planned contrasts revealed significant differences between the 
control and social threat conditions (F(2, 69) = 6.54, p < .01), and 
between the social threat and performance threat conditions (F(2, 69) 
= 6.75, p = .01), but no differences between the control and perfor-
mance threat conditions (F(2, 69) = .01, p = .93). Study 1 provided 
preliminary evidence for our key hypothesis that materialism is a 
result of social threat.

Study 2 examined the underlying psychological process by test-
ing H2, that social self-esteem (but not performance self-esteem) me-
diates the effect of social threat on materialism. This study employed 
a 2 (threat type: social vs. performance) x 2 (threat status: threat 
vs. affirmation) between-subjects experimental design.  The Rich-
ins (2004) short-form materialism scale (Success Subscale), and the 
State Self-Esteem Scale (SSES) (Heatherton and Polivy 1991) were 
the key dependent variables. An ANOVA replicated H1, (F(1, 180) 
= 3.99, p < .05). Planned contrasts revealed that materialism was 
greater in the social threat than social affirmation condition, (F(1, 
180) = 4.08, p < .05), but not greater in the performance threat than 
performance affirmation condition, (F(1, 180) = .65, NS. Consistent 
with our predictions, social threat resulted in significantly lower so-
cial self-esteem for participants than did social affirmation (F(1, 92) 
= 8.30, p < .01), while participants in the social threat and social affir-
mation conditions did not significantly differ on measures of perfor-
mance self-esteem (F(1, 92) = .84, NS).  Furthermore, using a Baron 
and Kenny (1986) and Sobel (1982) test, we found support for H2, 
that social self-esteem (but not performance self-esteem) mediated 
the effect of social threat on materialistic behavior.

Study 3 provided further insight into how people’s social re-
lationships affect materialistic behavior, by testing whether certain 
relationships can be threat-reducing, and thus decrease materialism 
following a social threat.  The study tests H3, that following a social 
threat, non-contingent social acceptance will decrease materialistic 
behavior but contingent social acceptance will not decrease materi-

alistic behavior. Participants rated the desirability of 4 conspicuous 
luxury items: a BMW 5-series car, a private yacht, a Malibu vaca-
tion home, and a luxury house.  The study was a 3-group between-
subjects design (affirmation type: contingent acceptance vs. non-
contingent acceptance vs. none). All participants were exposed to the 
social threat, and then were randomly assigned to one of the three 
experimental conditions. H3 was analyzed with a 1-way ANOVA, 
and significant differences in materialism were found between the 
groups, (F (2, 132) = 3.68, p < .05). As predicted, planned contrasts 
revealed a significant difference between the control and non-contin-
gent acceptance conditions (F(2, 132) = 4.88; p < .05), and between 
the contingent and non-contingent conditions (F(2, 132) = 5.98, p < 
.05), but no differences between the control and contingent accep-
tance groups (F(132) = .04, NS). 

Our theory holds that materialism is not simply a substitute for 
social relationships, but rather that people use material goods in an at-
tempt to impress others following a social threat. Thus, Study 4 tests 
H4, that relative to a no-threat condition, social threat will increase 
preference for materialistic goods positioned to a social-adjustive at-
titude function, but not to a utilitarian attitude function. Participants 
rated the desirability of 3 luxury items: a watch, a briefcase, and a 
camera, positioned to either a social-adjustive function or utilitarian 
function. We employed a 2 (threat type: social vs. none) x 2 (attitude 
function: social-adjustive vs. utilitarian) between-subjects experi-
mental design, and an ANOVA supported H4, (F(1, 222) = 5.04, p 
< .05).  Planned contrasts revealed that materialism was greater for 
social threat than no threat when the luxury goods were positioned to 
a social-adjustive attitude function (F(1, 222) = 4.15, p < .05), but not 
when the luxury goods were positioned to a utilitarian attitude func-
tion (F(1, 222) = 1.32, NS). Consistent with our theory, social threat 
resulted in significantly lower social self-esteem for participants than 
did no threat (F(1, 224) = 14.43, p < .001).

In sum, four studies provided evidence for our theory. Study 
1 showed that social (but not performance) threat led to increased 
materialism. Study 2 found that social (but not performance) self-
esteem mediated this effect, and also replicated the results of study 1. 
Study 3 established that thinking about a social relationship in which 
one is accepted non-contingently (i.e., for one’s intrinsic self) reduc-
es materialism following a social threat. Finally, study 4 found that 
materialistic goods positioned toward a social (but not utilitarian) 
function are preferred more following a social threat, as compared to 
a no-threat control condition.
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