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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Much of the previous research has investigated how material-

ism influences happiness (e.g., Belk 1984; Van Boven and Gilovich 
2003). On the other hand, relatively little research has been con-
ducted on the reverse, the influence of positive affect on material-
ism. In the present research, we examine how mild positive affect 
that people experience in everyday life influences materialistic and 
conspicuous consumption behavior. 

Based on the affect literature suggesting that positive affect 
leads to more flexible thinking (Isen 2008) and broadened scope of 
attention and cognition (Fredrickson and Branigan 2005), we hy-
pothesize that positive affect enables people to think about aspects 
of their life and their happiness more flexibly (i.e., they can think 
of various ways of pursuing happiness other than acquiring mate-
rial goods), and thus they are less likely to rely on material goods 
as a primary source of happiness or self-worth, while neglecting its 
other sources. 

First, in order to examine a lay theory of materialism, in a pilot 
study we asked participants to describe materialism in their own 
words. They defined materialism broadly in two ways: 1) valuing 
material goods over other, or abstract, values in life (e.g., family or 
friendship), and 2) engaging in consumption behavior in order to 
“show off” or signal status. In five studies, we tested the influence 
of positive affect on materialism as represented in prior research 
and the lay ideas generated above. 

Study 1: What Makes You Happy? Participants were randomly 
assigned to either a positive or a neutral affect condition. Affect was 
manipulated using a video clip: a mildly amusing clip (showing 
a dancing hippo) or a neutral clip (showing moving color bars). 
After the affect induction task, materialism was measured in a way 
similar to that used by Chaplin and John (2007). Participants were 
asked to list things that make them happy using six categories: 
Hobbies, Material Things, Achievements, Sports, People, Other. A 
ratio index of materialism was obtained by dividing the number of 
material items by the total number of items, for each participant. 
The results revealed that people in positive affect reported lower 
materialism ratios than did those in neutral affect.

Study 2: Money Allocation I - Spending vs. Saving. In Study 
2, we measured materialism in the context of impulsive spending 
behavior. Affect was induced as in Study 1. After the affect induc-
tion task, participants were asked to imagine that they received a 
$500 bonus from the company they had worked for over the last 
summer, and asked to allocate the $500 between two categories: To 
Spend and To Save. A 2 (affect: positive vs. neutral) × 2 (category: 
spending vs. saving) mixed ANOVA, with category as a within-
subject factor, revealed a significant interaction between Affect and 
Category, F(1, 42) = 7.25, p = .01. People in positive affect allo-
cated less money on spending, and more on saving, than did those 
in neutral affect, and also they allocated more money to saving than 
to spending.

Study 3: Money Allocation II -Material vs. Experiential 
Purchase. In Study 3, following the research by Van Boven and 
Gilovich (2003), we measured materialism in terms of the type of 
purchases people pursue (material or experiential). After the affect 
induction task (as in Study 1), participants were asked what specific 
things they would like to buy or do with the $500, and to indicate 

the amount of money they allotted to each item. A materialism 
index was created for each subject, by subtracting the amount 
allocated to experiential purchases (e.g., going out to dinner with 
friends, skiing) from that to material purchases (e.g., new clothing, 
handbags). Results showed that people in positive affect allocated 
a smaller portion of the money to material purchases (relative to 
experiential purchases), than did the controls.

Study 4: Conspicuous Consumption I. In Studies 4 and 5, we 
measured materialism in terms of the underlying motive for buying 
material goods: the degree to which people want to signal wealth or 
social status. Participants (all female) were randomly assigned to a 
2 (affect) x 2 (signal: high, low) between-subjects design. After the 
affect induction task, participants were told that they would evalu-
ate a high-end product. Half of the participants saw an image of a 
Gucci handbag with a salient brand-logo (high signal), and the other 
half saw a Gucci bag with no logo (low signal). Results revealed 
that people in neutral (vs. positive) affect perceived the handbag 
with the salient logo as more attractive, wanted to own it more, and 
were willing to pay more for it. 

Study 5: Conspicuous Consumption II. In Study 5, Conspicu-
ous consumption was measured among male subjects. Participants 
(all male) read product descriptions about cars from two different 
brands: a Low-end model from BMW and a Premium model from 
Mazda. The BMW model was described so that participants could 
see that its performance (e.g., engine, fuel efficiency, horsepower, 
etc) was inferior to that of the Mazda, but as superior as a status 
symbol. Participants then were asked to make a choice between the 
two models. The results showed that positive-affect people were 
more likely to choose the high-end Mazda (performance) over the 
low-end BMW (status) than were controls.

In sum, results of five studies suggest that under mild positive 
(vs. neutral) affect, people are less likely to rely on material goods 
as a primary source of happiness, while neglecting its other sources,  
and also less likely to engage in conspicuous consumption (i.e., 
signal status through material goods).
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