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evaluate objectively (Festinger 1954; Suls and Miller 1977). How-
ever, these social comparisons can be distressing when they high-
light shortcomings. Specifically, comparison to a superior standard 
can produce negative affect and arousal, which people are motivated 
to resolve (Brickman and Bulman 1977; Tesser 1988). These moti-
vations, in turn, influence how people gather, process, and remem-
ber information (e.g., Balcetis and Dunning 2006; Festinger 1957; 
Heider 1958; Kunda 1990). Accordingly, we combine the literatures 
on upward social comparison and motivation to identify a novel 
mechanism by which consumers might cope with the unpleasantness 
associated with upward social comparison. We focus on consumers’ 
sense of financial wellbeing, and how feelings of financial depriva-
tion can influence their responsiveness (i.e., attention, preference, 
choice, and consumption) to stimuli in their environment.

Financial wellbeing is ripe for social comparison, as wealth is 
important to most people and difficult to evaluate in the absence of 
comparison standards (Hsee at el. 2009). We define financial depri-
vation as a state in which consumers feel financially inferior to a 
salient comparison standard—either another person or their own fi-
nancial position earlier in time. We suggest that financially deprived 
consumers are motivated to ameliorate the unpleasant arousal asso-
ciated with deprivation by responding more sensitively to stimuli 
that have the potential to restore their sense of parity relative to oth-
ers. We propose that scarce stimuli serve such a function, in contrast 
to stimuli that are abundantly available to others. 

The existing literature provides a range of evidence that scar-
city increases the desirability of goods (Fromkin 1970; Inman, Pe-
ter, and Raghubir 1997; Lessne and Notarantino 1988; Lynn 1989, 
1991, 1992; Rucker and Galinsky 2008; Simonson 1992; Verhallen 
1982). We extend this literature by proposing that consumers’ sense 
of financial deprivation will interact with their responsiveness to 
scarcity. Specifically, we suggest that consumers will attempt to re-
pair their sense of deprivation by attending to and possessing goods 
that most people cannot possess. Though non-scarce items might 
mitigate unpleasant affect and arousal as well, we suggest that only 
scarce items imply gains relative to a financially superior other per-
son (since, in theory, scarce items are less likely to be available to 
that other person). Accordingly, we expect scarce items to be less 
desirable to financially deprived people when those items are limited 
due to prior consumption by (rather than supply restrictions to) the 
general population. 

Five studies examine the influence of financial deprivation on 
consumer responsiveness to scarcity. Results demonstrate that: (1) 
financial deprivation induces sensitivity to scarce but not abundant 
stimuli; (2) sensitivity to scarcity explains the selection of goods that 
are limited versus plentiful; (3) the motivation to ameliorate feelings 
of deprivation prompts responsiveness to scarcity; and (4) these ef-
fects attenuate when consumers attribute their feelings to an external 
source. 

 In study 1, participants performed a discrimination task in 
which they determined the relative frequency of black and white 
gumballs in an array. However, half of the participants were instruct-
ed to identify which color was more frequent in the array; the other 
half identified which was less frequent. Participants also completed 
several questions regarding their financial wellbeing. People who 
felt less financially comfortable tended to discriminate between the 
black and white gumball colors with greater accuracy, but signifi-
cantly more so when the task was a framed as a scarcity (rather than 
abundance) detection exercise. The interaction between participant 
performance and task framing (scarcity vs. abundance detection) 
provides preliminary evidence that people are more sensitive to scar-
city cues when they feel financially deprived.

 Study 2 employed a similar design, but assessed responsive-
ness to scarcity with a behavioral consumption measure. Participants 
were given a cup containing 15 M&M’s of one color and 5 M&M’s 
of another color. As expected, participants who were relatively more 
financially deprived tended to consume a higher percentage of the 
scarce rather than abundant M&M’s.  

In study 3, we manipulated financial deprivation by asking par-
ticipants to write about a time when they felt either financially worse 
(deprived condition) or better (flush condition) than their peers. Par-
ticipants then completed a timed discrimination task in which they 
estimated the relative frequency of two different characters from 
the “Where’s Waldo?” book series. As predicted, participants who 
wrote about feeling deprived (vs. flush) did better at detecting scarce 
“Where’s Waldo?” characters. This study provides causal evidence of 
a relationship between deprivation and sensitivity to scarcity. 

In study 4, we employed a design similar to study 2 but com-
pared deprived participants to a neutral control group consisting 
of participants who wrote about feeling financially matched with 
their peers. Participants then made several choices between various 
scarce and abundant goods available during “Restaurant Week.” In 
line with the previous studies, participants who wrote about feeling 
deprived (versus participants in a control condition) performed with 
greater accuracy on a discrimination task (from study 1). Mediation 
analysis revealed that participants’ sensitivity to scarcity (i.e., their 
ability to detect scarce stimuli) explained their selection of scarce 
rather than abundant goods. 

In study 5, we found that deprived participants only preferred 
scarce items when they were unable to attribute the unpleasant 
arousal associated with deprivation to an external source.  Specifi-
cally, deprived participants preferred scarce (rather than abundant) 
candy except when they were led to attribute their feelings to a clip 
of whale songs (Van Boven et al. 2010) that they had heard earlier 
in the experiment. This study provides evidence that deprived par-
ticipants’ preference for scarcity is indeed driven by a motivational 
component, and cannot be explained by mere priming.

This work suggests that feeling financially deprived has sys-
tematic effects on consumer attention, preference, and choice. There 
are many real world implications of this work, particularly given the 
tendency for most people to feel financially deprived at least in some 
contexts. The effects we illustrate speak to these implications, while 
addressing factors such as mood and cognitive ability. We find that 
beggars will be choosers—choosers who prefer what’s scarce.

The Less There Is, The More I Want: 
The Effect of Scarcity on Satiation

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Satiation occurs when people find a stimulus less pleasant as they 

consume more of it (Coombs and Avrunin 1977). Although satiation 
partially depends on the objective amount consumed, recent research 
has shown that its occurrence can be delayed (Rozin 1998, Nelson and 
Meyvis 2008; Redden 2008; Nelson, Meyvis and Galak (2009), accel-
erated (Morewedge, Huh and Vosgerau 2010), or even partly reversed 
(Galak, Redden and Kruger 2009) by psychological factors.

Past research on the psychological determinants of satiation has 
looked at aspects such as memory (Rozin 1998; Galak, Redden and 
Kruger 2009), imagination (Morewedge, Huh and Vosgerau 2010), 
categorization (Redden 2008) and consumption rate (Nelson and 
Meyvis 2008; Nelson, Meyvis and Galak 2009). However, no paper 
has investigated how different beliefs about the properties of a prod-
uct affect the speed at which people satiate from it. In this research 
we show that merely telling people that a product is scarce will make 
them satiate from it at a slower pace. 
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Past research also has shown that scarce products are highly 
desirable (Verhallen 1982; Verhallen 1994; Inman, Peter and Raghu-
bir 1997). In this paper, we manipulate people’s beliefs about how 
scarce a product is, and observe a slower satiation rate associated 
to its consumption. We also show that the increased enjoyment is 
not due to an improvement in perceived taste associated with beliefs 
about higher quality of the stimulus, as ratings of initial liking are 
the same for stimuli that are believed to be either scarce or common. 
Instead, we find that attention to the quantity consumed mediates 
the effect. This is because when people encounter a situation where 
they have access to a scarce product, they will feel an urge to take 
advantage of this rare opportunity, and this leads them to consume it 
in larger amounts. 

This phenomenon may have an evolutionary foundation. Cov-
asa and Ritter (1999) have shown that rats develop the ability to be-
come less sensitive to the consumption of oleate, an important com-
pound present in fat. Since lipids are scarce nutrients that this species 
does not have frequent access to, in the rare occasions they do, they 
will consume it in abundant amounts, given the uncertainty about 
when the next time they will have access to it will be. 

This reduced sensitivity to oleate in rats is similar to a human 
loss of the ability to keep track of consumption of a presumably 
scarce product. In this case, the insensitivity to satiation to a stimu-
lus believed to be scarce is not physiological but psychological in 
nature, as the elements tested in our studies cannot be identified by 
the human body as being vital for survival as is the case of oleate 
in rats. Three studies provide support to our hypothesis that making 
people believe that a product is scarce will decrease the satiation rate 
during consumption.

Study 1 provides evidence for the effect in a consumption set-
ting. We asked participants to consume chocolate and provide se-
quential ratings of their enjoyment of the experience in a between-
subjects design. Half of the participants were told that the chocolate 
they were eating was made from cocoa grains that grew only in a 
few places of the world during a limited time every year, which led 
them to believe it was scarce. The other half were told that it grew 
in many parts of the world throughout the year, which indicated that 
it was widely available. It is important to mention that this scarcity 
manipulation did not make participants believe that one stimulus 
was of higher quality than the other, as they only differed in terms 
of their natural availability. This was reflected in our results, which 
showed that participants provided equal initial enjoyment ratings for 
the chocolate in both conditions. However, participants in the scarce 
condition subsequently satiated from the chocolate at a slower pace. 
A mediation analysis showed that the differences in the slopes of 
satiation between conditions, was explained by attention to the quan-
tity being consumed.

Study 2 replicated the results of the first study and demonstrated 
the generalizability of the effect using Hawaiian landscapes pictures 
as stimuli. In a between-subjects setting similar to the one used in 
Study 1, it was shown that participants satiated slower from looking 
at the pictures when they were told that these belonged to landscapes 
that could be captured only during a limited time every year due to 
environmental factors. 

Study 3 provides further support for attention to quantity as the 
underlying mechanism behind the effect. In a design similar to Study 
1, it was shown that the difference in enjoyment of the chocolate 
between the scarce and the common conditions disappeared when 
participants were asked how many pieces of candy they had eaten at 
the end of every consumption episode.

This research contributes towards the understanding of the psy-
chological nature of satiation by looking at a new dimension of the 

consumption experience. It is demonstrated that erroneous beliefs 
about the nature of a stimulus can affect the rate at which people 
satiate from it. This paper also introduces an additional benefit of 
promoting scarcity in the marketplace, as it is shown that people sa-
tiate at a slower pace from products that are claimed to be scarce, 
regardless of the veracity of these claims.

Survival Mindset and Food Choices

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
As the war on obesity wages on, consumer researchers remain 

motivated to learn more about the reasons why people continue to 
make poor food choices. Past research on food choice has shown that 
people’s poor food choices can result from their own misconceptions 
related to food (Chandon and Wansink 2007), cognitive resources 
(Shiv and Fedorikhin 1999), emotional state (Ramanathan and Wil-
liams 2007), and food choices made from prior meals in the day 
(Khare and Inman 2006).  

We propose an alternative explanation to people’s unhealthy 
food choices. Certain people engage in a survival mindset and in-
stinctively eat filling and high-calorie food, often without consid-
eration of the overall healthiness or even tastiness of the food. We 
define survival mindset as a sense of adversity and resource depri-
vation that one must withstand by making the best use of one’s re-
sources in order to live longer (Hill and Stamey 1990). The concept 
of survival is a lingering concern as unemployment rates continue to 
hover around 10% within the United States (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics 2010). However, this sense of resource deprivation need 
not be economic in nature; it can refer to food, water, shelter, and 
other basic resources that humans require to function. This mindset, 
when activated, leads consumers to choose food items perceived to 
be more filling or higher-calorie to compensate for the sense of re-
source deprivation and to aid sustainability. 

Across four studies, we use an array of priming procedures to 
activate a survival mindset, and provide evidence for the processes 
that lead from a survival mindset to consumers’ food choices. Study 1 
shows that a survival mindset leads to choices of food items perceived 
to be more filling (i.e., keep people fed longer). Study 2 differen-
tiates a survival mindset from a willingness to indulge by showing 
that a survival mindset leads to choices of food items that are high 
in calories, while a willingness to indulge leads to choices of food 
items that are tasty. Study 3 shows that a survival mindset can lead to 
choices of food items that are tasty and unhealthy, but that increas-
ing the perception of the amount of resources available attenuates the 
effect of a survival mindset on these choices, compared to people in 
a pleasure-seeking mindset. Study 4 shows that a survival mindset 
leads to choices of filling food items when this mindset is associated 
with perceptions of short duration (i.e., survival in the short term), but 
that it can lead to choices of healthy food items when it is associated 
with perceptions of long duration (i.e., survival in the long term).

Study 1 primed people with the concept of survival and found 
that these people are more likely to select filling food compared to 
people who are not primed. We either asked participants to write 
about what is important for survival (survival condition) or not (con-
trol condition). After the writing task, participants chose between a 
(less filling) grilled chicken caesar salad and a (more filling) turkey 
and cheese sandwich. Participants primed with survival are more 
likely to select the sandwich than the control group participants. Ad-
ditionally, neither group differed in anxiety or mortality salience, rul-
ing them out as alternative explanations (Greenberg, Solomon, and 
Pyszczynski 1997).


