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Research suggests that in times of economic crises consumers generally economize, both by spending less and by deferring expenses.

However, we provide evidence in three experiments that economic recessions lead consumers to be more willing to pay extra for

products that signal social connectedness.
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sales growth of 5.3% (Elliot, 2008). The notion that women may 
spend relatively more money on attractiveness-enhancing products 
during times of economic uncertainty has been dubbed the “Lipstick 
Effect” (Nelson, 2001). The lipstick effect has been observed in sev-
eral recent economic downturns, and it is even believed to have oc-
curred during the Great Depression, when sales of women’s cosmet-
ics products boomed unexpectedly. 

In the current research, we experimentally examine the idea of 
the lipstick effect. To understand how and why economic recessions 
might influence consumer behavior, we draw on the framework of 
life history theory (Kaplan and Gangestad 2005; Stearns 1992). Life 
history theory is an established theoretical framework in evolution-
ary biology and behavioral ecology used to predict how and why or-
ganisms, including humans, allocate effort among the various tasks 
needed for survival and reproduction. Because energy and resources 
are inherently limited, life history theory highlights that organisms 
face important trade-offs in how they allocate resources at a given 
point in life.

A key tradeoff faced by all individuals is between allocating re-
sources toward immediate reproduction vs. future reproduction. Re-
source allocation to immediate reproductive effort, such as women’s 
allocation of resources to enhance their appearance, is predicted to 
be favored in environments where there is unpredictability in the 
availability of critical resources (Ellis et al. 2009). When the present 
and future are highly uncertain, individuals should invest more in 
immediate reproduction because this strategy enhanced reproductive 
fitness in uncertain environments (Ellis et al. 2009). 

In three studies we manipulated perceptions of resource unpre-
dictability by priming people with cues to an economic recession. 
We predicted that recession cues should decrease desire to spend on 
most consumer products. However, we specifically predicted that re-
cession cues should increase women’s desire to purchase products 
that aid in facilitating mating, such as lipstick or other beauty-en-
hancing products. 

In Study 1, we experimentally manipulated cues to economic 
recessions by having people read a news article about the recent 
economic recession or having them read a control article. We then 
examine how these primes influence women’s and men’s desire to 
purchase products that can enhance beauty (e.g., clothing, make-up) 
and produce that cannot enhance beauty (e.g., office supplies, elec-
tronics). Findings demonstrated that the economic recession article 
significantly decreased men’s and women’s desire to purchase prod-
ucts that did not enhance physical attractiveness. However, the same 
recession cues significantly increased women’s desire to purchase 
products that could enhance attractiveness.

In Study 2, we directly manipulated perceptions of product 
function by varying how the same products (e.g., jeans, boots, per-
fume) are advertised. Specifically, product slogans were manipulated 
to touted product benefits directly related to mating (e.g., the op-
posite sex finds it irresistible) or benefits unrelated to mating (e.g., 
feels great). Economic recession cues were manipulated by having 
women view a slideshow with visual images of economic recession 
or control images. Consistent with predictions, viewing images of 
economic uncertainty led women to desire products advertised as 
serving a mating function. But when the same products were adver-
tised as serving a function not directly related to mating, economic 
recession cues no longer enhanced their desirability.

Study 3 examined a key individual difference moderator, which 
provided insight into which women drive the lipstick effect. Life his-
tory theory predicts that there are individual differences in people 
who prioritize immediate reproduction vs. future reproduction. This 
literature points to a particular individual difference: experiencing 

earlier pubertal development is considered to be a physiological 
marker of favoring immediate over future reproduction (Ellis 2004). 
We therefore predicted that cues to economic uncertainty would pro-
duce the strongest lipstick effect for women who had earlier – com-
pared to later – pubertal development. 

Conceptually replicating the first study, Study 3 found that eco-
nomic uncertainty led women to be less interested in products that 
do not enhance appearance. Conversely, economic uncertainly led 
women to be more interested in products that do enhance appear-
ance. Critically, the increased desire for beauty product was driven 
by women experiencing earlier pubertal development. This means 
that women who underwent puberty at earlier ages were especially 
likely to respond to economic uncertainty by wanting beauty prod-
ucts. 

These studies provide the first experimental evidence of the lip-
stick effect. We show that while cues to economic recessions lead 
to a diminished desire for most types of products, recession cues in-
crease women’s desire for products that can enhance attractiveness. 
This research provides novel insight into how and why economic 
recessions influence women’s consumer preferences. 
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Paying More for “Us” In Times of Crisis: 
Economic Downturns Increase the Need to Belong

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Conventional wisdom holds that during economic downturns 

consumers react by economizing: they spend less and they defer 
expenses (Katona 1975). For instance, in times of economic crisis 
consumers become more price conscious, buying more private label 
products and discounted goods. Thus, when an economic crisis hits, 
governments and companies tend to focus on providing financial and 
economic incentives aimed at promoting consumption. During the 
most recent economic crisis, for example, governments subsidized 
housing and reduced the cost of borrowing, attempting to promote 
spending. Likewise, Sam’s Club introduced a program to facilitate 
loans for shoppers of up to $25,000. 

Although these economization strategies may help consum-
ers to deal with the effects of an economic crisis on their personal 
finances, they do not necessarily help manage the psychological 
implications of a crisis, such as feelings of threat and fear. Psycho-
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logical research suggests that a natural reaction to cope with the self-
threatening consequences of an economic crisis is an increase in the 
need to be connected with others. When people feel threatened, they 
seek the support of others. From an evolutionary perspective, social 
connections are devices of self-preservation linked with an increased 
safety in numbers as well as with an improved ability to gather 
food and to obtain empathy of social groups. Given the potential 
advantage of sharing resources, and the competitive disadvantage 
of the lone individual if other people are in groups, social groups 
confer protection and survival benefits to their members (Kenrick et 
al. 2010). Consequently, threat and fear signals activate a desire for 
affiliation and social connectedness (Baumeister and Leary 1995). 
When experiencing an increased desire for connectedness, individu-
als tend to allocate their attention to social opportunities and try to 
build connections with others—both real others as well as “snack” 
on symbolic reminders of others (Gardner, Pickett and Knowles, 
2005; Griskevicius et al. 2009).

This logic suggests that that when an economic crisis hits, the 
need for connectedness should increase, which should affect con-
sumer choices. In the present research, we test the idea that cues of 
economic downturn might produce a higher preference and willing-
ness to pay for products and advertisements that signal social con-
nectedness, such as images of people or product popularity appeals. 
This suggests that in times of economic hardship, people might be 
willing to pay a premium for “we” products that signal social con-
nectedness.

Study 1 manipulated economic recession cues by having par-
ticipants read either a news story about the recent recession or a 
control story. Participants then indicated the attractiveness of, and 
their willingness to pay for, various advertised products. For half 
of the participants, the products were advertised with “me” slogans 
that focused on the consumer (e.g. “ready for you”); the other half 
of participants viewed ads with “we” slogans focused on social con-
nectedness (e.g. “ready to share”). Findings showed that economic 
downturns led consumers to evaluated more positively slogans that 
positioned the product as being jointly usable instead of just for the 
self. Consumers were also willing to pay more for the products ad-
vertised as collectively usable. 

Study 2 again primed either economic recession cues or con-
trol cues. Participants then evaluated products that were in two types 
of packaging: half of the packages showed multiple people, and the 
other half showed a single person. Findings showed that people in 
the economic crisis condition had a higher preference and were will-
ing to pay more for products that featured pictorial cues of social 
connection (e.g. an image of multiple people) in their packaging. 

Study 3 again primed either economic recession cues or con-
trol cues. Participants were then shown pictures of pairs of products 
together with a description about the price, quality, and percentage 
of consumers who preferred each of the products in the pair. In each 
pair the product described as preferred by a majority of consumers 
was also described as having a lower quality and a slightly higher 
price than the less popular product. Findings revealed that economic 
recession cues increased desire for products with popularity appeals 
(e.g. “60% of consumers preferred this product”), even leading peo-
ple to choose the popular products when it was the most expensive 
and lowest quality alternative. 

Taken together, these findings suggest that in times of eco-
nomic crisis, consumers’ need to belong is increased and therefore 
their preference for social connecteness products increases. A better 
understanding of the effect of fundamental needs, such as the need 
to belong, on consumer spending in face of economic contractions 
is important to further understand consumer reactions to economic 

downturns. For marketers, understanding how fundamental needs, 
in particular the need to belong, affect consumer spending patterns 
could help them sharpen and rethink the value they provide to con-
sumers in times of economic uncertainty. Additionally, a policy-rel-
evant insight of this research is that factors like social belonging can 
help promote consumer spending and thus economic recovery, while 
avoiding some of the risks associated with economic incentives. For 
example, the traditional approaches of focusing on economic incen-
tives to stimulate the economy have the risk of slowing economic 
growth further if falling prices and retailer promotions lead consum-
ers to delay purchases in the expectation of additional promotions 
and price cuts.   
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Does Economic Uncertainty Lead People to Save or 
Splurge? It Depends on One’s Childhood Environment

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
How do economic recessions influence desire for immediate re-

wards, such whether people splurge on the lottery? Examining the ef-
fect of the most recent economic downturn on U.S. state lottery sales 
shows mixed results, averaging to a null effect of the recession on 
lottery sales (Cousins 2009). Published research also paints a mixed 
picture. One study, for example, showed that lottery sales increase 
as unemployment goes up (Mikesell 1994), but another study found 
that unemployed individuals tend to be risk-averse (Diaz-Serrano 
and O’Neill 2004). Summarizing the average effect of recessions on 
lottery spending, Clyde Barrow, the director of the Center for Policy 
Analysis at the University of Massachusetts, observed in a recent 
interview that in economic downturns, “lottery sales are typically 
flat” (Saldinger 2009). 

We propose that there may be more to this flat effect on lot-
tery spending—and on intertemporal choice and financial decision-
making more generally—than initially meets the eye. We examine 
how economic uncertainty influences intertemporal choice, saving, 
and borrowing. To address this question, we draw on the framework 
of life history theory (Stearns 1992). Life history theory (LHT) was 
originally developed in evolutionary biology and behavioral ecol-
ogy, but is now increasing being applied to study human behavior. 

According to a life history framework, individuals, including 
humans, can follow a variety of different life history strategies. Life 


