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Money Makes Money More Important

ExTENDED ABSTRACT

The strange part is, the more I made, the more I got preoccupied 
with money.  When suddenly I didn’t have to think about money 
as much, I found myself starting to think increasingly about it.  
Money corrupts the mind.

–Daniel Vasella, CEO of Novartis

Although individual differences are undoubtedly important in 
affecting inter-individual variations in the importance people place 
on money, the importance of money may also be endogenously af-
fected by how and how much money people receive.  To the extent 
that there is variability in money’s importance, the standard predic-
tion is that more money should make money less important, follow-
ing the principle of diminishing marginal utility. However, we argue 
that more money can cause people to place greater importance on 
money when it is earned from labor, because the symbolic value of 
money implicates one’s self-esteem and is a signal of competence. 

We initially tested this hypothesis by contrasting two different 
forms of income (labor income per hours worked versus investment 
income) using a nationally representative longitudinal survey that 
permitted us to see how changes in income affected changes in the 
importance people place on money. At two time periods five years 
apart, respondents rated the subjective importance of money (i.e., 
How important is having a lot of money?) on a 1 (not at all impor-
tant) to 10 (extremely important) scale. We ran a first-differenced 
regression that removed constant individual differences and includ-
ed measures of changes in the number of hours worked per week, 
changes in the number of household children, changes in total out-
standing loans on all the property respondents owned, and changes 
in the total number of discretionary possessions. Consistent with 
the hypothesis that money that is earned from labor provides sym-
bolic information about self-esteem and competence, changes in the 
amount of labor income earned per hour were positively associated 
with changes in the importance of money, β = .04, t(3067) = 2.39, p 
= .017.   However, changes in investment income were negatively as-
sociated with changes in the importance of money, β = -.04, t(3067) 
= 2.10, p = .036.  

Next, we used experiments to further explore the causal as-
sociation between how and how much money is received and the 
subsequent importance placed on money.  We wanted to see if we 
could experimentally manipulate “income” on a small scale and ob-
tain similar causal effects on the importance of money by developing 
an experimental treatment which would clearly distinguish “earned” 
income with its implications for the self from income that had no rel-
evance to people’s feelings of self-esteem or competence.  Towards 
this end, we utilized a laboratory setting where participants could 
be randomly assigned to experimental treatments.  Specifically, 
some participants received unexpected additional money as part of 
the experiment.  In a condition analogous to labor income, partici-
pants were told that they had received this unanticipated money as 
a consequence of their work performance—information that should 
directly cause them to view the money as being associated with 
self-esteem and competence.  If the critical factor is whether or not 
money reflects the performance of an individual and his or her work, 
we thought that if people received money because of random chance, 
that money would not have the same implications for the self and 
would, therefore, not engender additional symbolic value in terms of 
money’s importance (or at least not to the same extent). We exam-
ined participants post-manipulation ratings on the value importance 
of money subscale (Mitchell and Mickel 1999) that has been used 

in prior research.  Specifically, participants rated their agreement to 
four statements (“I value money very highly”, “Money is important”, 
“I daydream about being rich”, and “I believe the more money you 
have, the happier you are”) on a 1(strongly disagree) to 7(strongly 
agree) scale. 

Participants who received $10 randomly did not differ in the im-
portance of money (M = 5.07, SD = 1.32) from their counterparts who 
had received $1 randomly (M = 5.17, SD = 1.16), F(1, 28) = .83, ns.  
However, participants who received $10 because of the performance 
of their labor did rate the value importance of money as significantly 
higher (M = 5.50, SD = .84) than participants who received $1 (M = 
4.71, SD = .88), F(1, 37) = 8.20, p = .007.  In a follow-up experiment, 
we replicated the findings of this previous study on the importance 
of money subscale using a different experimental task with a similar 
amount by source of money interaction, F(1, 89) = 4.92, p = .029. 
Additionally, we found that the amount by source interaction was 
mediated by the more proximal construct of participant’s perceived 
competency (z = 1.81, p = .07) than by the more global construct of 
self-esteem (z = .48, p = .63). 

By demonstrating that the amount as well as the source of in-
come is a critical variable in how important money is to individuals, 
the present findings extend and elaborate on a decision making litera-
ture that attests to the fact that people do not experience all dollars as 
the same.  Additionally, the fact that the acquisition of money from 
people’s labor caused people to value money more supports theoreti-
cal perspectives emphasizing the symbolic value of money as dis-
tinct from instrumental or individual difference accounts explaining 
its importance.  Money is not just a medium of exchange or a store 
of value, but can have drug-like properties—the more you have, the 
more you want.  Thus, money can become even more important than 
its economic value alone would dictate when it is a signal of one’s 
competency at work. 

Nostalgia Weakens the Desire for Money

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Nostalgia is commonplace in marketing, and nostalgic themes 

have been particularly pervasive during recent times of economic 
crisis. In 2009, PepsiCo launched nostalgic versions of their popu-
lar sodas, Pepsi-Cola and Mountain Dew. The so-called throwback 
beverages, based on original formulas and packaging, were meant 
to evoke sentiments of the 1960s and 1970s (Elliot 2009). Similar-
ly, General Mills introduced retro packaging for their Big 5 cereals 
(Trix, Lucky Charms, Cheerios, Cinnamon Toast Crunch, and Honey 
Nut Cheerios) to induce a wistfulness of the past.

Despite nostalgia’s pervasiveness in marketing, little is known 
about how nostalgia might affect spending in general – beyond 
spending for nostalgic products themselves. In this article, we test 
how nostalgia motivates consumption. We tested whether nostal-
gia’s ability to give people a sense of social support would decrease 
the desire of money. In this research, we bridge two literatures: one 
demonstrating that nostalgia increases perceptions of social support 
(Wildschut et al. 2006) and another suggesting that social support 
and money are oppositional forces (Heyman and Ariely 2004). 

We reasoned that, when people perceive they are backed by 
ample social support, they will find money less desirable than it 
would be otherwise. This reasoning comes from the idea that both 
money and social support enable people to get what they need from 
society, such as shelter, security, nourishment, and companionship 
(Fiske 1994; Heyman and Ariely 2004). Once a person has enough 
of either money or social support, she will feel that her needs are 
met and therefore will crave the other less. That is, if consumers be-


