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Despite previous research showing that frugal consumers are generally resistant to social influences, findings from four studies reveal

that when frugal individuals consume with high-spending networks, they spend more than those that consume with low-spending

networks. In addition, these effects occur only in strong-tie networks and for publicly consumed products.
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Seung Hwan (Mark) Lee, Colorado State University, USA

ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
When are frugal consumers not frugal? Increasing recogni-

tion by marketing researchers to understand non-consumption has 
sparked an interest in exploring the spending habits of frugal con-
sumers (Bardhi and Arnould 2005; Lastovicka et al. 1999; Rick, Cry-
der, and Loewenstein 2008). By definition, frugality is a “unidimen-
sional consumer lifestyle trait characterized by the degree to which 
consumers are both restrained in acquiring and in resourcefully using 
economic goods and services to achieve long-term goals” (Lastovi-
cka et al. 1999, p. 88). It is the extent to which individuals exhibit 
self-restraint in their consumption behavior (Kasser 2005).

For the most part, literature on frugality has primarily focused 
on individual characteristics and behavior, ignoring the impact of in-
dividuals’ network (and/or reference group) on their frugal behavior. 
Given that consumers are often influenced by how others will judge 
and perceive them (Calder and Burnkrant 1977), individuals’ person-
al networks should play an influential force in one’s frugal identity. 
Personal networks can also act as reference groups for consumers. 
Reference groups are important because it can be an influential force 
in establishing social norms (Fisher and Ackerman 1998). The nor-
mative pressures that the group exerts result in high levels of influ-
ence over a variety of individuals’ decision (Feldman 1984). A major 
source of influence comes from consumers’ belief about how others 
will perceive their decisions (Calder and Brunkrant 1977).

However, previous research suggests that frugality may be an 
exception; it is a trait that is considered not to be influenced by social 
factors. Lastovicka et al. (1999) suggest that frugal consumers are 
more independent than the average consumer, and thus they are less 
swayed by their interpersonal network. Since frugal consumers are 
disciplined in their spending, they are better able to withstand the so-
cial pressures to be engaged in money-spending activities (Lastovic-
ka et al. 1999). However, this research will suggest that under certain 
conditions, the frugality trait is malleable to social influences, espe-
cially when they are consuming with individuals from high-spending 
networks. More importantly, frugality may be a relative trait, rather 
than a constant trait as people presumed it to be. Four studies were 
conducted to explore this inquiry.

Study 1 was a two-way between subjects design with two mea-
sured factors, average spending of their personal network (ASPN) 
and frugality (scale from Lastovicka et al. 1999) (n=110). High (low) 
ASPN indicates high (low) spending networks. Individuals were 
asked to list a close group of friends whom they see on a regular ba-
sis. Then participants rated each of their friends on three seven-point 
bi-polar items (Save Money / Spend Money, Thrifty / Spendthrift, 
Economical / Splurge). To calculate the degree of spending by their 
personal network, we averaged the scores of these three items (α = 
.89) for each person and then averaged the scores of friends listed 
(participant’s social network) to get the ASPN index. Next, partici-
pants were asked to choose an ideal meal that they would have in 
their outing with their friends (the friends that they listed). The re-
sults show a significant interaction between individual’s frugality and 
ASPN, β = .25, t = 2.76, p <.01, f2 = .07. Simple slopes test confirmed 
that the effect of frugality on the amount ordered was significant for 
those in the low ASPN groups (one SD below the mean of ASPN), b 
= -4.17, t = -5.81, p < .001 and non-significant for those in the high 
ASPN groups (one SD above the mean), b = -1.20, t = .22, ns.

This study was replicated in a field setting using an actual social 
network (n=42). Instead of asking individuals to list their friends, 
network analysis was used to determine people’s social network. The 

dependent variable for this study was average monthly spending (not 
including rent, groceries, and bills). Consistent with study 1’s find-
ings, there was a significant interaction between frugality and ASPN, 
β = .30, t = 2.03, p <.05, f2 = .11. Simple slopes test confirmed that 
the effects of frugality on monthly spending was significant for those 
in low SN groups (one SD below the mean), b = -51.67, t = -2.50, p 
< .05, and non-significant for those in high SN groups (one SD above 
the mean), b = 7.80, t = .34, ns. More importantly, this study also 
revealed that frugal individuals in high spending networks have an 
inaccurate perception of their own level of frugality. Specifically, fru-
gal individuals perceived that they were frugal, although they were 
not perceived to be frugal by their friends. This perhaps can explain 
why frugal individuals in high spending networks were willing to 
spend, because relatively, they may have perceived that they were 
spending less than their peers, thus believing that they were frugal.

The results from study 3 show that the effects of prior studies are 
limited to strong-tie networks, thus, introducing a boundary condition. 
When frugal individuals are consuming with high spending acquaintanc-
es (weak-tie ASPN), they behave according to their trait. However, when 
frugal individuals are consuming with high spending friends (strong-tie 
ASPN), they spent nearly as much as those who were non-frugal.

Finally, the results from study 4 show that the effects of prior 
studies are limited to publicly-consumed goods. Under the private-
ly-consumed good (i.e., mattresses) condition, frugal consumers 
behaved according to their trait. However, under the publicly-con-
sumed good condition (i.e., notebooks), frugal consumers spent more 
when they were primed to list a network of high spending friends.

In conclusion, findings from four studies (two experimental, 
two field-based studies) reveal that when frugal individuals consume 
with high spending networks, they spend more than those that con-
sume with low spending networks (Study 1). These results are rep-
licated in a field study, but also show that frugal consumers in high 
spending networks were not perceived to be frugal, even though they 
believed themselves to be frugal (Study 2). Next, the results demon-
strate that these effects occur only in strong-tie networks (as opposed 
to weak-tie networks), introducing a boundary condition (Study 3). 
Finally, these effects apply only to publicly consumed products and 
not privately consumed products (Study 4). 
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