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SESSIOn OVERVIEW
Money is crucial to surviving and thriving in modern life. Most 

obviously is its use as a tool, but perhaps more intriguing is its far-
ranging ramifications for the self, interpersonal relationships, and 
morality. This session features cutting-edge research on the psychol-
ogy of money, showing how it not only affects spending (and how 
to aid consumer welfare in the process) but also how it affects moral 
judgments and interpersonal behavior.

The first talk by Mogilner will discuss three experiments dem-
onstrating that reminders of money shift people’s focus toward func-
tionality. Prior work has shown that reminders of money harm in-
terpersonal connectedness, but Mogilner’s talk will discuss how to 
reverse that effect. People plan to socialize more and actually social-
ize better (as rated by their partners) after socializing is framed as a 
functional behavior – i.e., a networking opportunity. Even more tell-
ing is the additional finding that money reminders shift moral judg-
ments in a classic “trolley problem” game, whereby money primed 
participants are more likely to say they would push one person off of 
a bridge to save five others. Money and functionality are tied together 
in a much more basic way, of course, namely through spending mon-
ey to obtain desired goods and services. Yet spending situations in 
which the choice size is large can be stressful, leading people to exit 
the spending situation without purchasing. The second talk by Shah 
will discuss how to assuage consumer feelings during a spending 
situation with a large choice size, using several clever manipulations 
that reduce the pain of paying. In doing so, her findings show that not 
only does spending increase but consumers report feeling less deci-
sion conflict and being more satisfied than otherwise. 

Spending is also a part of the story that the third talk, by Nelson, 
will discuss — but not spending in a traditional way. Nelson’s work 
attempts to understand how people think about how much money to 

spend when it is completely up to them to price the product. Using 
a novel manipulation, consumers entering a museum are told that 
another customer already has paid for his or her entry and they are 
given the opportunity to pay for a future customer. The question is 
how much will consumers then pay when they are paying for a future 
customer in this Pay-It-Forward pricing scheme. The results show 
that in comparison with Pay-What-You-Wish pricing (which is eco-
nomically identical), Pay-It-Forward pricing scheme yields higher 
revenue. Last, the interpersonal and moral dimensions of money are 
at the forefront of Vohs’s presentation. In her work, money that is 
crisp, clean, banknotes or money that has been soiled in dirt for sev-
eral days is used as a manipulation to activate notions of fairness 
or greed. Using these manipulations, she finds consistent evidence 
that clean money produces fair trade and honest responding, whereas 
dirty money elicits moral violations, greed, and dishonesty.

In summary, this session tackles some of the big questions about 
money’s effects on consumer psychology. How do various forms of 
money affect spending, relating, and moral behavior? The answers 
to these questions and many more will be revealed in the current 
session.  The issues examined in this session have important implica-
tions for policy and societal well-being, as well as basic scientific 
understandings of the psychology of money. As a result, this session 
will appeal to researchers interested in the self, interpersonal rela-
tionships, morality, judgment and decision making, as well as those 
interested in policy or managerial decision-making. This session 
speaks to the theme of diversity in several ways. First, the papers 
presented collectively embrace a diverse set of research methodolo-
gies, using field and laboratory experimental methods, as well as sur-
vey and qualitative methodologies.  Second, the diverse population 
of those studied, undergraduate students, graduate students, and the 
general public.  Finally, money is as close to a universal uniter as any 
contemporary cultural construction. As a consequence we expect that 
a diverse set of scientists, policymakers, and scholars will find value 
in the session.

Reminders of Money Focus People on What’s Functional

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
A growing body of research has shown that thinking about 

money makes people less socially inclined. Reminders of money 
lead people to be less likely to help others, less likely to ask oth-
ers for help, more likely to maintain physical distance from others 
(Vohs, Mead, and Goode 2006), more impervious to social rejection 
(Zhou, Vohs, and Bauemeister 2009), more threatened by affiliation 
attempts (Liu, Vohs, and Smeesters 2011), and less motivated to so-
cialize (Mogilner 2010). These results have been explained by the 
observation that money serves as a supremely functional resource 
that allows individuals to be self-sufficient, not relying on others to 
obtain what they want and need (Lea and Webley 2006; Vohs et al. 
2006). Here, we explore the possibility that, beyond money serv-
ing as a tool, merely focusing on money may increase people’s own 
functionality. That is, reminders of money may lead individuals to 
behave more functionally. Furthermore, this functionality may result 
in individuals behaving more prosocially—when it serves a func-
tional benefit.

Across three studies we test this hypothesis that money makes 
people functional. The results show that, compared to neutral primes, 
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money primes increase individuals’ tendencies to choose behaviors 
that are more functional in nature. Furthermore, in instances where 
prosocial behaviors are functional, these findings demonstrate that 
thinking about money can make individuals more socially inclined, 
rather than less.

Experiment 1 tested whether participants primed with money 
would be better able to make a tough, emotionally-laden moral deci-
sion in order to benefit a greater number of people. First, participants 
were asked to complete a “guessing task” in which they were shown 
a series of eight magazine covers and were asked to guess the year 
and month that the particular cover appeared. For participants in 
the money prime condition, the magazine covers were from Money 
magazine and the word “money” appeared in large block letters on 
all of the covers. For participants in the control condition, the covers 
were all from Scientific American magazine.

Next, participants were asked to respond to an ostensibly un-
related dilemma – the moral dilemma posed by the Trolley Prob-
lem. Two common variants of the trolley problem were used. In the 
flip-the-switch variant, participants were told that there was a run-
away trolley headed toward five people and the only way to save 
them was by flipping a switch, which would divert the trolley on 
to a second track that contained one person. In the push-the-man 
variant, participants were again told about a trolley headed toward 
five people. However, in this case the only way to save them was 
to push an overweight man onto the track.  Participants were asked, 
“How likely would you be to flip the switch [push the man] in order 
to save 5 people?” The results showed that priming money increased 
participants’ likelihood of diverting the trolley to save five people, 
particularly in a situation in which people are less likely to endorse 
this option (the push-the-man variant).  

Previous research has shown that priming money makes people 
less motivated to socialize when it is solely for the sake of interper-
sonal connection (Mogilner 2010). Experiment 2 thus tested whether 
participants primed with money would be more motivated to social-
ize when socializing was framed as functional (i.e., good for one’s 
health). First, participants read a short newspaper article and were 
told that they would subsequently be asked related questions. Partici-
pants were randomly assigned to read either an article that espoused 
the health benefits of spending time with friends or a control article 
about jellyfish. Then, half of the participants completed a sentence 
unscramble task that surreptitiously exposed them to money-related 
words. Participants who did not complete this task comprised the 
control condition. All participants then went on to complete a sur-
vey about how they planned to spend their day. The results showed 
that after reading the control article, participant primed with money 
planned to socialize less than the control participants; however, af-
ter reading the article that highlighted the functional health benefits 
of socializing, participants primed with money planned to socialize 
more.

Experiment 3 tested whether participants primed with money 
actually socialized better when socializing was framed as being 
functional (i.e., a networking opportunity). First, participants com-
pleted a sentence unscramble task that exposed them to money-relat-
ed words or all neutral words. Then, participants were informed that 
they would have the opportunity to interact with another student for 
10 minutes. For some, this interaction was framed as a networking 
opportunity, and for the rest it was simply framed as an opportu-
nity to get to know someone. The participants were then paired up 
and given 10 minutes to talk. Following the interaction, participants 
rated their partner in terms of how much they would like to interact 
with them in the future, etc. We relied on each participant’s partner’s 
ratings to assess the quality of participants’ socializing. The results 

revealed that in the normal social frame, participants primed with 
money were worse at socializing than those in the control condition; 
however, when the interaction was framed as a networking opportu-
nity, participants primed with money were more charming.

Together, these results suggest that reminders of money make 
people behave more functionally and, in some cases, more proso-
cially—when doing so has serviceable benefits.

the Paradox of Payment: the Moderating Effect of 
Pain of Payment on buying behavior as the number of 

Alternatives Increases 

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
In an economy with increasing product variety and mounting 

financial debt, we ask how the number of alternatives affects con-
sumer behavior and well-being and how the pain of payment influ-
ences this relationship.  There is accumulating evidence that as the 
number of alternatives increases, buying initially increases and then 
decreases (Shah & Wolford, 2007).  Two processes account for this 
function.  First, as the number of alternatives increases, there is a 
positive monotonic effect of choice size on matching consumer pref-
erences.  However, as choice increases, there is a negative mono-
tonic effect of choice size and cognitive load.  As the number of al-
ternatives increases, consumers are more likely to have two or more 
alternatives that meet their criteria and are close in subjective value, 
resulting in increased effort and search cost (Schwartz, 2000, 2004; 
Shugan, 1980), lower choice accuracy (Payne, 1976), lower deci-
sion satisfaction (Malhotra, 1982), increased post-decision regret 
(Schwartz, 2004), and greater choice avoidance (Dhar, 1997; Dhar 
and Simonson, 2003; Iyengar & Lepper, 2000).  An U-shaped func-
tion describes how buying as the number of options increases as a 
result of these two forces.  Across three studies, we examine whether 
attenuating the pain of payment through either payment mechanism 
(credit/debit card versus cash) or by reducing the price moderates the 
inverted-U finding. That is, reducing the pain of payment may lead to 
increased buying and higher post-decision satisfaction as the number 
of alternatives increases.   

When people make purchases, the pain they feel from giving 
away a piece of their wealth reduces the pleasure they feel about pur-
chasing a product (Prelec & Loewenstein, 1998).  Furthermore, the 
‘pain of payment’ varies for different payment mechanisms.  Money 
in the form of legal tender conjures more thoughts of payment than 
other payment mechanisms (Raghubir & Srivastava, 2008).  Attenu-
ating the pain of payment associated with a purchase (e.g., paying 
with a credit or debit card versus cash) leads consumers to not think 
as much about the negative attributes of their purchase resulting in 
more positive evaluations overall (Chatterjee and Rose, 2011).   We 
hypothesize that reducing the pain of payment through payment 
mechanism will increase buying and satisfaction as the number of 
alternatives increase by lowering the cognitive costs, affective costs, 
and decision conflict associated with purchase. 

Experiment 1 tested whether reducing the pain of payment by 
paying with a credit or debit card increased buying as the number 
of alternatives increased.  Experiment 1 had a 2 (mode of payment: 
cash, student ‘plastic’ card) X 10 (number of alternatives: 2, 4, 6, 8, 
10, 12, 14, 16, 18, 20) between subjects design.  The price for each 
pen varied from $0.70 to $1.50.  In a field experiment, students were 
invited to purchase a pen from a given choice set using their own 
money in order to elicit true buying behavior.  Half of the partici-
pants could only pay with cash while a different set of participants 
could only pay with a student debit/credit card commonly used on 
campus.  As predicted, for cash consumers, buying behavior was a 
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curvilinear function of the number of alternatives, resulting in an 
inverted U-shape consistent with previous research (Shah and Wol-
ford, 2007; Iyengar and Lepper, 2000).  For card consumers, initially 
buying increased as a function of the number of alternatives.  How-
ever, in contrast to cash consumers, buying did not significantly de-
crease for choice sets with more alternatives.  For those who bought 
across conditions, consumers paying with plastic bought more pen 
units overall than consumers paying with cash. 

Study 2 sought to replicate the findings of Experiment 1, gain 
greater insight into potential processes driving the effects, and also 
rule out an alterative explanation. Experiment 2 had a 2 (mode of 
payment: cash, student ‘plastic’ card) X 2 (purchase restriction: un-
limited pen purchase, single pen purchase) X 5 (number of alterna-
tives: 2, 6, 10, 14, 18) between-subjects design.  Students passing 
through common areas were invited to purchase a pen from a set of 
alternatives using their own money and were restricted to purchas-
ing only one pen if they so desired.  We also sought to rule out an 
alternative explanation that budget constraint differences could be 
driving the effect by restricting consumers to purchasing at most one 
pen.  Plastic card consumers may have responded to tradeoff difficul-
ties between options by purchasing all suitable options because they 
were less constrained. With a purchase restriction, consumers could 
spend no more than $1.50 regardless of the payment mechanism.  As 
predicted, pain of payment via payment mechanism moderated the 
effect of an increasing choice set on buying regardless of restriction 
level.  Buying behavior as the number of alternatives increased was 
described by an inverted U-shape function for cash consumers, while 
plastic card consumers did not significantly decrease buying.  In ad-
dition, plastic card consumers spent less time making a purchase de-
cision (lowered cognitive costs) and reported higher levels of post-
purchase satisfaction (lowered affective costs) than cash consumers.  

In Study 3, we examined whether an alternative method for re-
ducing the pain of payment, manipulating the cost of the items would 
moderate the choice overload effect.  Study 3 had a 2 (mode of pay-
ment: cash, student ‘plastic’ card) X 3 (number of alternatives: 4, 10, 
16) X 3 (price per pen: $0.25, $1.00, $2.00) between-subjects design.  
Again, students were restricted to one pen per purchase from a given 
choice set using their own money.  Consistent with our theory, reduc-
ing the price of the pen to $0.25 moderated the inverted U-shape, 
with individuals buying more in higher choice sets.  For plastic card 
consumers, increasing the price of the pen to $2.00 led to an inverted 
U-shape, with individuals buying less in the higher choice sets.     

In summary, reducing the pain of payment associated with the 
purchase through payment mechanism or price moderates buying 
behavior as the number of alternatives increases.  This research ad-
vances our understanding of choice overload.  Furthermore, these 
results provide evidence that the pain of payment can significantly 
influence consumer decision-making and welfare.

People Pay More When they Pay-It-Forward

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
In daily economic transactions, people often follow the norms 

of market exchange: seeking the lowest possible prices in order to 
find the highest possible value. This narrative neglects the funda-
mental social forces at play in an exchange. Our research considers 
the consequences for a shift from market-determined fixed prices, to 
customer-dictated flexible prices. What happens when a company 
asks its customers to simply pay whatever price they want? That shift 
– from a pure market transaction to one steeped in fairness, donation, 
and giving – upends established knowledge about consumer behav-

ior, and opens questions about how such a market could work, and 
when it could thrive.

Pay-what-you-want pricing has grown in popularity, and is 
most frequently seen in its basic format: a company offers a good 
or service and the customer can pay any price he or she would like 
(typically including $0). Past research highlighted how much small 
variants can influence the success of such a program. For example, 
in one large experiment, when people learned that half of their pay-
ment would go to charity, people paid six-times as much (Gneezy et 
al. 2010). That treatment offered a better product to the customer, 
was maximally profitable for the firm, and also yielded a substantial 
charitable surplus. This small pricing tweak uniformly increased to-
tal social welfare. 

Our research considers an even more fundamental change to 
pay-what-you-want (PWYW) pricing. What if payments were all 
gifts? What happens when people have an option to pay for someone 
else (and are told that someone has already paid for them)? Such 
pay-it-forward (PIF) pricing has identical commercial features (e.g., 
the option to pay $0), but invokes a very different set of social norms.  
We predict that people’s willingness-to-pay is higher when they pay 
forward than pay what they want.  In three studies we test this pre-
diction and investigate some of the factors that might explain higher 
payments in the PIF pricing model.  

In our first study, museum visitors (N = 311) saw either PWYW 
or PIF admission prices. As we predicted, people paid a higher 
amount for their admission to the museum under PIF pricing than 
PWYW pricing (M = $3.12 vs. $1.89).  This field study suggests that 
when people pay what they want, they pay more for someone else 
than they do for themselves. 

Perhaps people paid more because they felt something of an ob-
ligation for the other customers? Consistent with this possibility, pri-
or research has shown that social preferences are heavily influenced 
by knowledge of, and experience with, the givers and recipients of 
prosocial acts (Small & Loewenstein, 2003; Roth,1995; Hoffman et 
al., 1996; Bohnet & Frey, 1999; Xiao & Houser, 2005). In Study 2, 
we tested the role of social interaction in people’s willingness-to-
pay in PWYW and PIF pricing in a controlled lab setting. Perhaps 
increased social interaction would differentially influence PWYW 
and the comparatively socially-oriented PIF pricing schemes. Par-
ticipants (N = 294) interacted with the previous participant (the gift 
giver in PIF conditions), the next participant (the gift receiver in the 
PIF conditions), or no one, immediately prior to the experiment. At 
the end of the session, participants were presented with a coffee mug 
and asked to either pay-what-they-want or pay-it-forward to the next 
participant.  

People paid more for a coffee mug under pay-it-forward than 
under pay-what-you-want (M = $1.79 vs. $1.27).  However, contrary 
to our predictions, social interaction did not influence payments in 
the PIF conditions.  Interestingly, there was a persistent effect that 
across all conditions people thought that the previous participant and 
the next participant paid more than they did. Furthermore, those esti-
mates of the payments of others were particularly heavily influenced 
by the payment manipulation: people think that others will pay more 
under PIF than PWYW. 

These results suggested that PIF operated in two stages. Some-
thing about the manipulation led participants to believe that other 
people were paying more. Based on that assessment, participants 
raised their own payments to match their new perceived norms. If 
that is true, we reasoned, then we should be able to eliminate the in-
fluence of PIF by simply informing participants about the payments 
of others. We tested this prediction by telling approximately half 
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of the participants (N = 198) that the previous participant had paid 
$1.50, whereas the remainder were not told this. 

Consistent with our prediction, and with the previous findings, 
when people did not know how much the previous participant had 
paid, they paid more under PIF than under PWYW (M =  $2.48 vs. 
$1.19).  When participants learned how much the previous person 
had paid this effect was eliminated and people paid about the same 
amount under PIF and PWYW (M = $1.21 vs. $1.23).  

In summary, Pay-it-Forward leads to higher payments than does 
Pay-What-You-Want. This effect was not influenced by social inter-
action with the giver or the receiver of the gift. However, the effect 
was entirely eliminated when participants had a clear reference price 
of others’ payments. People appear to believe that, because PIF must 
increase the payments of others, they should increase their own pay-
ments to match. 

Clean Versus dirty Money Produce Wildly different 
Effects on behavior

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
The present research began with the view that many people hold 

two distinct sets of associations about money. On one hand, money 
may evoke ideas of greed, exploitation, selfishness, corruption, and 
other unsavory, antisocial patterns, especially because many such an-
tisocial actions have been performed throughout history in order to 
obtain money. Money may therefore elicit immoral sentiments and 
harmful behavior. Yet, money facilitates culture, fair trade, philan-
thropy, caring for loved ones, science and art, and many other social 
goods, and so it may be associated in people’s minds with norms 
of fair exchange and positive treatment of others. Therefore, it may 
elicit morally commendable sentiments and prosocial actions. 

We sought to evoke these different patterns of associations us-
ing clean and dirty money. We predicted that clean money would 
evoke the positive associations (and attendant behaviors) toward fair 
exchange, whereas dirty money would evoke the unsavory and an-
tisocial associations. The prediction was that money and dirt would 
interact to influence how people treat others.

Experiment 1 was a field experiment designed to show the dif-
ferential effects of clean versus dirty money on actual financial be-
havior. In a farmer’s market, experimental confederates purchased 
vegetables and paid initially with either clean or dirty money. The 
confederates then ostensibly decided to purchase an additional veg-
etable, so they asked for the original money back. After collecting 
the (second) vegetables that constituted the main dependent mea-
sure, the experimenter actually paid for all their purchases with typi-
cal circulating money. Therefore, clean and dirty money acted as 
naturalistic primes. The dependent measure was the actual weight of 
the additional vegetable. In all cases, the customer ordered and paid 
for 500 grams of the last vegetables, and so fairness and reciprocity 
would dictate giving the customer precisely 500 grams.

We computed a fairness index for each sale by dividing the ac-
tual weight by the amount for which the vendor had charged (i.e., 
normally 500 grams but occasionally slightly more or less). As pre-
dicted, the dirty money prime caused vendors to short-change and 
thus cheat the customer by giving them less (in weight) than they 
paid for. In comparison, the clean money prime led to transactions 
that were in line with what consumers paid for.

Experiment 2 used a 2x2 between-participants design in which 
participants first performed a finger dexterity task. As a function of 
condition, they counted out dirty or clean money or dirty or clean 
sheets of paper. Then participants played the trust game, which has 
two distinct roles. The sender is given a certain stake of money and 

can send any part of it to the other person (the receiver), while keep-
ing the rest. The sender is told that whatever money is sent will be 
tripled by the experimenter and given to the receiver, who then is 
free to divide the enriched amount between self and the sender. Thus, 
the receiver can keep all the (tripled) money that the sender donated. 

All participants believed they were playing the role of receiver, 
and it was up to them to decide how to divide the money. Thus, 
someone else had trusted them, and they could decide whether to 
repay that trust or keep most of the money for themselves. We pre-
dicted an interaction effect, such that participants who had handled 
clean money would tend toward making a fair and even division of 
the money, whereas those who had handled dirty money would keep 
more money for themselves. We predicted an interaction effect, such 
that participants who had handled clean money would tend toward 
making a fair and even division of the money, whereas those who 
had handled dirty money would keep more money for themselves. 

Results were in line with expectations. The clean money group 
returned significantly more money than the dirty money group. The 
paper conditions did not differ from one another.

Experiment 3 used the most basic of economic games, the dic-
tator game. The participant is given a stake of money to divide be-
tween self and another person. The participant’s decision is final, and 
both players get whatever that allocation is. The other person has no 
vote and no power. Hence it constitutes a relatively pure measure of 
how well the participant wishes to treat the other person.  

This study also changed the manipulation. There were 3 condi-
tions. All participants counted ordinary and thus not notably clean or 
dirty money (and no one counted paper). Control participants went to 
the next task. For dirty and clean money manipulations, participants 
read an ostensible news item about how clean or how dirty is the 
nation’s money supply. Then they performed a lexical decision task 
in which they rated the positivity of words related to fairness and 
reciprocity. Last, they played the dictator game and allocated money 
to an anonymous partner. 

Dictator game results: As expected, the clean money group was 
significantly more generous and fairer to the others than the clean 
paper group. Meanwhile, the dirty money group was less fair than 
the control group. 

Word rating results: As predicted, the clean money group rated 
reciprocity words more positively than the control group. The dirty 
money group rated these words as worse than the control group. We 
found mediation on the part of word ratings to explain the relation-
ship between the manipulation of dirty money vs clean money vs 
control on dictator game generosity. Participants in the dirty money 
condition evaluated fairness words less positively than participants 
in the control and clean money condition, who rated those words 
most positively. This accounted for their low and high generosity in 
the dictator game. 

 Money is a pervasive aspect of modern life, and the idea 
of money crosses the average person’s mind many times every day. 
The present findings suggest that there may be more than one set 
of associations to money. In particular, we found that clean money 
and dirty money had radically different effects. Despite the negative 
associations that money can evoke, the idea of clean money can im-
prove people’s tendencies to behave in positive, prosocial, culturally 
beneficial ways.


