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SESSIOn OVERVIEW
The question of how we are affected by the others around us 

is one that has preoccupied philosophers and psychologists, among 
others.  Humans are commonly characterized as “social animals” and 
conventional wisdom often dictates that lives enriched with social 
interactions are more rewarding.  Indeed, findings show that people 
who spend more quality time with others (per day) tend to be more 
satisfied with their lives (Goldsmith and Goldsmith 2010).  Further, 
social isolation, or loneliness, which results from a dissatisfaction 
with the quality or quantity of one’s social relationships can have a 
variety of negative cognitive, behavioral and physiological conse-
quences (for review see Hawkley and Cacioppo 2010).   However, 
conventional wisdom and prior research notwithstanding, this ses-
sion will demonstrate that there are a variety of contexts in which 
“hell is other people” (Sartre 1944) illustrating the dark side of con-
sumer behavior that can come as a result of social interactions and 
social comparisons.

Specifically, this session contains three papers that highlight 
when and how others can promote more impulsive and selfish con-
sumer behaviors and concludes with a fourth paper that highlights 
important moderators to this pattern. The first paper by Griskevicius 
and colleagues examines how sex ratio (the ratio of men to women 
in the social environment) can affect consumer decision making. The 
authors find that when men perceive a relative abundance of men (or 
a shortage of women) their spending behavior becomes more impul-
sive and they are more likely to engage in conspicuous consumption.  
Building on this work, the second paper by Youn and Goldsmith 
tests how priming envy, an emotion rooted in social comparison, 
affects subsequent unrelated decisions.  These authors find priming 
envy towards others leads consumers to become more selfish, more 
hard working, and more prone to conspicuous consumption due to 
an underlying shift towards an agentic orientation. Next Lamberton, 

Kristofferson and Dahl explore the consequences of envy in an inter-
personal context. These authors find that consumers with high self-
esteem will congratulate envied others, but covertly sabotage them; 
however, those with low self-esteem will either react overtly against 
the envied other or take their negative feelings out on the envied 
product rather than the envied person. Having shown the negative 
ramifications that social interactions and social comparisons can 
bring, the final paper by Lin, Dahl, and Argo rounds out the session 
by examining the factors that make consumers more forgiving to-
wards others.  Specifically, this paper explores a variety of variables 
that increase the likelihood that consumers will make excuses for 
the others’ violations (e.g., when they violate social norms) as op-
posed to condemning them.  All projects are in advanced stages of 
completion.

Because these projects approach the topic of how social interac-
tions and social comparisons affect consumer behavior from very 
different perspectives (e.g., theory is drawn from evolutionary psy-
chology, social psychology, the emotions literature and marketing) 
we expect that this session will be of interest to a wide audience. Fur-
ther, because these four papers all feature research that makes sub-
stantial theoretical contributions to the existing work on how others 
influence consumer behavior while being grounded in phenomenon 
that are marketing relevant, we expect that the practical insights each 
paper suggests will make this session appealing to many. 

Mo’ Men, Mo’ Problems: Sex Ratio, Impulsive Spending, 
and Conspicuous Consumption

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
How does the ratio of men to women influence consumer 

behavior? We show that an abundance of men leads other men to 
become more impulsive, save less, and borrow more. A scarcity of 
women also led men to increase conspicuous consumption, including 
spending more money on engagement rings. 

Macon and Columbus are two cities in the U.S. state of Georgia. 
Despite being less than a hundred miles apart, the residents of each 
city have drastically different spending habits: The consumer debt of 
people living in Columbus is an astounding 2.7 standard deviations 
higher than that of people living in Macon—a difference of $3,479 
per consumer. What might account for this staggering divergence in 
borrowing and spending across the two nearby cities?

We suggest that this difference in debt might be linked to an 
often overlooked difference between the two cities: the ratio of single 
men to women in each area. Whereas in fiscally-responsible Macon 
there are only 0.78 single men for every woman, in debt-heavy Co-
lumbus there are 1.18 single men for every woman. In the current 
research we use both archival data and some of the first experimental 
manipulations of perceived sex ratio to examine how sex ratio influ-
ences financial decisions and spending.

The ratio of males to females is known to be an important factor 
in determining animal behavior. Animal research shows that imbal-
anced sex ratios tend to have the strongest effects on male behavior. 
When females become scarce (male-biased sex ratio), males intensi-
fy mating and competition behavior. For example, as sex ratio shifts 
from female-biased to male-biased, male grey mouse lemurs allo-
cate more effort on mate search and courtship (Eberle and Kappeler 
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2004), and male European bitterlings intensify intra-sexual competi-
tion (Mills and Reynolds 2003). 

Sex ratio also varies in human populations. For example, 
whereas Las Vegas, Nevada, has 1.16 men per every woman, Bir-
mingham, Alabama, has 0.88 men per every woman (Kruger 2009). 
Sex ratios can also vary between nations. China, for example, will 
soon have a surplus of over 40 million men (Hesketh 2009). 

Given that sex ratio influences mating and competition behav-
ior in animals, we hypothesize that sex ratio may affect people’s con-
sumer behavior. Mating effort and intra-sexual competition in hu-
mans is associated with increased men’s conspicuous consumption 
(Griskevicius et al., 2007; Sundie et al., 2011) and increased men’s 
desire for immediate financial rewards (Van den Bergh, Dewitte, & 
Warlop, 2008). Given that a scarcity of women should amplify men’s 
mating and competition behavior, we predicted that a male-biased 
sex ratio should lead men to become (1) more impulsive, (2) save 
less and borrow more, and (3) spend more money on mating and 
status-related products. 

Study 1 examined the relationship between sex ratio in 120 US 
cities and two behavioral measures of economic impulsivity: (a) av-
erage number of credit cards owned by residents in each city and (b) 
average amount of debt carried by people in each city. Results re-
vealed a positive correlation between sex ratio and number of credit 
cards, r(134)  = .24, p = .005, and amount of debt, r(134)  = .19, p 
= .025. A scarcity of women in American cities is related to owning 
more credit cards and having a higher amount of debt.

Study 2 used an experiment approach. Participants first viewed 
photo arrays of men and women that were ostensibly indicative of 
the local population. The arrays either had more men, more women, 
or equal sex ratio (control). Then, participants made a series of inter-
temporal financial choices involving real monetary incentives. For 
example, people chose between receiving $37 tomorrow versus $54 
in 33 days. Findings showed that sex ratio had no effect on women’s 
inter-temporal choice. For men, however, sex ratio produced a large 
effect. As predicted, a male-biased ratio led men to opt for immediate 
financial rewards, t(199) = 3.26, p = .001. This means that as women 
became scarce, men desired immediate monetary rewards.

In Study 3 participants read news articles describing the local 
population as either having more single men or more single women. 
Participants then indicated how much money they would save each 
month from a paycheck, as well as how much money they would 
borrow each month for immediate expenditures. Findings showed 
that sex ratio again had no effect on women’s saving or borrowing. 
However, male-biased sex ratios led men to save less money, t(95) 
= 2.90, p = .005, cutting their monthly savings by 42%. A scarcity 
of women also led men to want to borrow 84% more money for use 
toward immediate expenditures, t(95) = 2.29, p = .025. 

Study 4 investigated how sex ratio influences spending. The 
study focused on two types of expenditures: (1) mating-related ex-
penditures (Valentine’s Day gift, dinner date, engagement ring) and 
(2) status-related conspicuous products (new car, designer handbag/
wallet, and designer sunglasses). Findings showed that a scarcity of 
women led men to pay more for both mating-related and status-relat-
ed products, t(143) = 3.18, p = .001. When the sex ratio was male-
biased, for example, men paid $6.01 more for a Valentine’s Day gift 
and $278 more for an engagement ring.

Our findings highlight people’s sensitivity to a particular feature 
of the social environment—the ratio of men to women. Just as sex 
ratio has important effects on animal behavior, we find that sex ratio 
has theoretically consistent effects on human behavior. In addition, 
the current studies suggest that sex ratio might have far-reaching 

consequences for many economic decisions and, potentially, whole 
economies.

the Green Eyed Monster is Motivated: How Incidental 
Envy triggers an Agentic Orientation

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
We live in a world where others (ranging from celebrities to 

peers) have things that we want yet we do not or cannot own. For 
this reason, envy is common among consumers. Envy is an emotion 
that results from upward social comparisons, which can be made de-
liberately or unintentionally (Mussweiler, Ruter, and Epstude 2004). 
It activates mixed emotions: causing both longing and wishfulness 
along with self-criticism and dissatisfaction (Smith, Kim, and Parrott 
1988). Prior research demonstrates that envy causes consumers to 
focus on the person or object that arouses the emotion (e.g., show-
ing that we are willing to pay more for products that we envy, Van 
de Ven, Zeelenberg, and Pieters 2011). However, far less is known 
about how the incidental activation of envy can affect judgments and 
behaviors in unrelated domains. 

We hypothesize that incidental feelings of envy will affect un-
related judgments and behaviors by way of activating a more agentic 
orientation (Hogan 1982).  Prior work has distinguished between 
agentic and communal motivations, defining agency as the desire to 
“get ahead” in a given context, even if this comes at the expense of 
others.  Conversely, communion refers to the desire to “get along” 
by incorporating others in one’s goal pursuits (e.g., Rucker, Galinsky 
and Dubois 2012).  We will test if incidentally activating envy in-
creases agentic behavior in subsequent, unrelated decisions (e.g., re-
source distribution, self-regulation, and consumption). Furthermore, 
we posit that this agentic behavior will only emerge when people feel 
envious toward others, but not when they feel envied by others. Said 
differently feeling dissatisfied with oneself in comparison to others 
will cause consumers to act in a more self-focused way, however, 
priming the concept of envy, more generally, will not. We test this 
prediction across three studies. 

In our first study, incidental envy was activated through an 
episodic recall task (Malatesta and Izard 1984), which asked par-
ticipants to recall a time they felt envy towards others (other-envy 
condition).  Results from this condition were then compared to two 
control conditions, one in which participants were asked to recall 
their activities from last week (control condition) and a second in 
which participants were asked to recall a time someone else felt envy 
towards them (self-envy condition). 

 After completing the incidental envy manipulation, partici-
pants were asked to participate in a dictator game (i.e., asked how 
much they would want to keep for themselves and how much they 
would want to allocate to a hypothetical other that they were paired 
with in the game, total amount = $5). In line with our prediction 
that incidentally activating envy toward others will produce a more 
self-focused, agentic orientation, we observe that those primed with 
other-envy kept significantly more money for themselves (allocat-
ing less to others) than those in either the control condition or in 
the self-envy condition (amount allocated to others: Mother-envy=$2.37; 
Mcontrol=$2.89; Mself-envy=$3.00; p’s<.05).  Not only do these results 
provide preliminary support for our hypothesis that envy promotes 
an agentic orientation (seen here in retention of resources at the ex-
pense of others), but we also observe that merely priming the con-
cept of envy does not produce this pattern.  This suggests that the 
role of the self, particularly perceptions of the self as inferior com-
pared to others, in the experience of envy is vital to generate the 
agentic response. 
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Study 2 was designed to test more directly for the role of envy 
as a motivational force to “get ahead.” For this study, participants 
were randomly assigned to the other-envy versus control conditions 
described previously.  After completing the episodic recall task, they 
were then asked to solve a series of anagrams that were presented as 
part of an unrelated task. The final anagram was unsolvable, and the 
time spent persisting on this task was used as the dependent mea-
sure, as time spent persisting on unsolvable tasks is often used as a 
proxy for motivation (Shah and Higgins 1997; Shah, Higgins, and 
Friedman 1998). In line with our predictions, the results demonstrate 
that the activation of incidental envy increased motivation on the 
task (seconds spent on the unsolvable task: Mother-envy=83.62; Mcon-

trol=41.89; p<.05).  
Study 3 was designed to build on the results of studies 1 and 2 

by testing for the role of incidental envy more directly on consump-
tion decisions. Because flaunting material resources is instrumental 
to gaining social status (Veblen 1899), we argue that an agentic ori-
entation (here, caused by envy) should increase consumers’ desire 
for such goods. In this study, participants were assigned to one of 
the three conditions described in Study 1, then presented with an 
array of luxury products (e.g., Hermes belt, Prada sunglasses, Louis 
Vuitton bag etc.), and instructed to answer what percentage of its 
retail price they were willing to bid on an auction, ranging from 0 to 
120% (in line with prior research, this measure was used to reduce 
the variance that might occur with open-ended responses; Rucker 
and Galinsky 2008). The results support our prediction: when people 
recalled experiences of envying others, they were willing to pay 
more for conspicuous goods than either the control condition or the 
self-envy condition (% of retail: Mother-envy=54.76; Mself-envy=43.10; 
Mcontrol=43.17; p’s<.05) 

Taken together, these studies suggest that experiencing envy 
towards others, and not merely activating the concept of envy, trig-
gers an agentic mindset that leads to distinct behaviors in various 
domains. Specifically, other-envy lead people to be more selfish with 
resources (Study 1), work harder (Study 2), and engage more in con-
spicuous consumption (Study 3).  We are in the process of conduct-
ing additional studies to demonstrate: (1) that the activation of an 
agentic orientation mediates the effect of envy on these behavioral 
outcomes and (2) that the increase in consumption is specific to do-
mains where one could gain social status. We conclude with a discus-
sion of the theoretical and practical implications for these findings. 

 (Secretly) blowing out Candles to Make Ours burn 
brighter: the relationship between self-esteem, malicious 

envy, and interpersonal behaviors 

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Intuition suggests that self-confident individuals respond to 

difficult social situations with magnanimity. For example, on see-
ing others succeed where they have failed, the high-self esteem indi-
vidual claps the victor on the back with a smile, while the low self-
esteem individual bitterly retreats to a corner to lick their wounds. 
Such observations lead us to equate high self-esteem with stronger 
moral character in the face of painful social emotions like envy.

We argue that this relationship may not hold true if one looks 
beyond overt actions or considers multiple types of envy experienc-
es. To challenge this intuition, the present research documents the 
behavior of individuals of varying level of self-esteem when experi-
encing envy. We consider both benign and malicious envy (follow-
ing Van deVen et al. 2011), create real envy situations, and examine 
both overt and covert behaviors toward the envied individual. 

Study 1 followed a 2 (malicious or benign envy) x 2 (no winner, 
winner) x self-esteem (continuous) between-subjects design.  Self-
esteem was collected approximately 3 weeks prior to the session, us-
ing the Rosenberg (1979) scale. Participants visited the lab in groups 
of 4 or 5 with one confederate. They were told that their business 
school was offering an opportunity to interview for a marketing in-
ternship at a popular company (Lululemon athletic clothing). How-
ever, only a few students would be able to interview. In the benign 
envy sessions, award was dependent on relevant work experience 
provided to career services earlier in the semester via an in-class sur-
vey. In the malicious envy sessions, participants read that envelopes 
had been placed under the seats in the room. The envelopes indicated 
who would be selected for the interview. Further, in some sessions, 
the confederate was simply another participant and there was no 
winner. In others, the confederate won and celebrated appropriately. 

After learning if anyone had won the internship opportunity, we 
captured both overt and covert behaviors toward the winner.  Overt 
behavior was captured by allowing participants to help the interview 
winner prepare. Willing individuals would be contacted immediately 
after the session to set up a coaching meeting. Willingness to help 
was captured on a 1 (not at all willing) to 7 (very willing) scale. Co-
vert behaviors were captured by asking participants to anonymously 
provide 5 practice interview questions for the winner. Quality of 
these questions as determined by two condition-blind judges consti-
tuted our covert behavior measure.

An ANOVA was estimated using envy type condition, winner/
no-winner condition, and participants’ self-esteem scores to predict 
both overt and covert behavior. We first note results consistent with 
intuition: higher self-esteem individuals were significantly (p < .05) 
more likely to overtly help the interview winner than lower self-
esteem individuals. No other interactions or main effects emerged.

However, analyzing covert behavior provided yields a three-
way interaction of benign/malicious envy, whether the winner was 
present or not, and self-esteem (p = .01). When the interview re-
cipient deserved to win the internship (benign envy condition), none 
of our manipulated or measured factors influenced question quality 
(p > .3). This supports the findings of van de Ven (2011) regarding 
the non-hurtful tendencies of benign envy. By contrast, when the 
award was random (malicious envy condition), higher self-esteem 
individuals provided significantly lower-quality interview questions 
than lower self-esteem individuals when the confederate was a win-
ner as opposed to when the confederate was simply another partici-
pant. Thus, higher self-esteem individuals were willing to covertly 
sabotage undeserving victors.

Study 2 focused on malicious situations and tested for that med-
itational role of envy. We also wanted to see if covert harm to the 
envied other bled over onto the envied product. This study followed 
a 2 (winner-present, no winner present) x self-esteem (continuous) 
design. Participants had the opportunity to win a set of Vancouver 
Canucks tickets. A confederate was once again present in all condi-
tions, and in the winner-present conditions, was awarded the tickets 
during the session based on a random seat assignment.

 As part of a presumably unrelated task, participants later read 
that they would be randomly assigned another individual about 
whom to form “thin-slice” judgments. In reality all participants 
were assigned the confederate. Their evaluation of the confederate 
on various positive personality traits (e.g., hardworking, intelligent, 
etc.) formed our measure of covert behavior. We also collected will-
ingness-to-pay for the Canucks tickets in a list of other event tickets 
in the area. Embedded in a battery of measures at the close of the ses-
sion were three questions asking participants to rate how much they 
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felt envious, jealous, or as though someone was better off than they 
were during the session, indexed to form an envy measure. 

Mirroring study 1, higher self-esteem individuals showed a sig-
nificantly worse evaluation of the confederate when the confederate 
had won the tickets as opposed to when they had not won (p < .05). 
Envy mediated effects on evaluations of the confederate.  Surpris-
ingly, we found that this relationship was inverted for WTP for the 
envied product (but saw no effects on other ticket prices): Lower 
self-esteem individuals showed significant decreases in value for the 
tickets when a winner had been in their session, in those cases valu-
ing it significantly less than did the higher self-esteem individuals. 

Thus, it appears that while higher self-esteem individuals ex-
press envy via covert actions toward the envied person, lower self-
esteem individuals exhibit a sour grapes effect, taking out their frus-
tration on the product and overtly refusing help. Thus, it may be that 
our equation of moral strength and self-esteem exists because this 
sour grapes effect is expressed publicly. Still, high self-esteem re-
sponses may be no less damaging, though better-hidden, and warrant 
further research and intervention.

do the Crime, Always do the time? Insights into 
Consumer-to-Consumer Punishment decisions 

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Social order can be disrupted by norm violations in consump-

tion contexts (e.g., cutting the line, hovering), and previous research 
has established the theoretical conceptualization that restoration of 
social order that was disrupted by norm violations can be demon-
strated through a victim’s (or bystander’s) decision to punish the 
norm violator (Bernhard et al. 2006; Golash 2005; Miethe and Meier 
1994). Diverging from the conventional conceptualization that the 
restoration of social order is achieved through punishment, the cur-
rent research investigates whether consumers can also achieve social 
order through the excusing of norm violators in various consumption 
contexts. 

While previous literature has focused on defining the purpose 
of punishment (e.g., whether the intent of punishment is to seek ret-
ribution or to teach the norm violator a lesson; Kolber 2009), and 
identifying individual difference factors that enhance punishment 
tendencies (e.g., justice sensitivity, Gollwitzer et al. 2009), little is 
known about the boundary conditions of the punishment decision. 
We address this research gap by identifying factors that can influence 
the level of punishment delivered by consumers. Specifically, we in-
vestigate whether consumers can achieve social order by mitigating 
punishment against another consumer who has violated a consump-
tion norm. The specific instances we explore are a) if social order has 
already been restored by the actions of other parties in the consump-
tion environment (Study 1), b) if a norm violator has experienced an 
unjustified adversity (Studies 2a/b), and c) if the violator holds a po-
sition that is aspirational (Study 3). In our studies, we consider two 
categories of punishment (Skinner 1953): positive (i.e., punishment 
which involves the presentation of an undesirable stimulus such as 
scolding or a physically demanding task) and negative (i.e., punish-
ment which involves the removal of a desirable stimulus from the 
norm violator such as withholding assistance). 

Study 1. This study employed a 2 (norm violation: present vs. 
absent) x 2 (action by another party: yes vs. no) + (control) between-
participants design. The context of the study was a product evalu-
ation task, in which participants were asked to evaluate a shirt at a 
display table. To manipulate norm violation, the confederate either 
created a mess (vs. did not create a mess) at a store display table. To 
manipulate action by another party, the experimenter verbally scold-

ed (vs. did not scold) the confederate. The confederate then “acci-
dently” knocked over a pile of papers in front of the participant, and 
the punishment measure was determined by whether the participant 
refrained from helping the confederate pick up the papers. We show 
that when social order was restored by the punishment delivered to 
the norm violator by another party, i.e., store employee in the retail 
context, consumers mitigated the likelihood of punishment.

Study 2a. This study employed a 2 (norm violation: present vs. 
absent) x 2 (adversity: yes vs. no) between-participants design. To 
manipulate adversity, the participant either witnesses another pas-
senger experiencing a computer failure (vs. no failure) at an airline 
counter. To manipulate norm violation, the passenger in the scenario 
either cut in line (vs. did not cut in line) later on at the security check-
point. Results show that when a norm violator faced an unjustified 
adversity that disrupts the perceived social order, i.e., negative con-
sumption event, social order is achieved by excusing the norm viola-
tor. 

Study 2b. This study employed a 2 (norm violation: present 
vs. absent) x 3 (adversity: yes – personal control vs. yes – no per-
sonal control vs. no) between-participants design. The context of the 
scenario involved the participant witnessing a norm violation at a 
post office. To manipulate norm violation, a consumer who arrived 
at the same time as a woman with the baby stroller either moved 
in front (vs. did not move in front) of the woman as she made her 
way through the door with the stroller. To manipulate adversity, the 
consumer was either of average weight (vs. obese). Additionally, 
the obese target was described as someone who lives a sedentary 
lifestyle (vs. had a medical condition that causes weight gain). The 
results show that when a norm violator experienced an unjustified 
adversity that is beyond personal control, i.e., negative physical at-
tribute due to medical condition, social order is again achieved by 
excusing the norm violator.

Study 3. This study employed a one cell (aspirational position: 
yes vs. no) + control between- participants design, and business stu-
dents participated. The context of the study was the evaluation of 
a personal training service whereby the participants were asked to 
design a physical exercise routine for the confederate who was pos-
ing as a participant. Norm violation was held at a constant for the 
aspirational position conditions, so the confederate arrived 5 minutes 
late for the study. To manipulate aspirational position, the confeder-
ate either casually mentioned that he had a job interview with a large 
marketing company (vs. café on campus). To measure punishment, 
participants indicated the number of push-ups (range from 0-50 rep-
etitions) the confederate should be asked to complete. We find the as-
pirational position held by the norm violator changes the subsequent 
punishment required to restore social order. Here, justification for the 
norm violation mediates this relationship between the aspirational 
position and the level of punishment delivered.

Discussion. Previous work in consumer behavior has focused 
on identifying important consumption norms and determining how 
the promotion of these norms can change people’s behaviors (e.g., 
Goldstein et al. 2008). Our research diverges from this line of work 
by exploring how consumers react toward those who violate norms 
in the consumption context. Based on the theoretical conceptualiza-
tion that disrupted social order can be restored through punishment 
of the norm violators, the current research contributes to our under-
standing of consumers’ reactions toward norm violators by providing 
new insight into how consumers use the level of punishment deliv-
ered as a means to address a norm violation that has occurred in the 
consumption context.


