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SESSIOn OVERVIEW
It begins with dinner and a movie. With any luck, an engage-

ment ring follows. Before we know it we are buying our first home, 
deciding on vacation destinations, saving for our children’s college 
tuition, and eventually retirement. Spending decisions permeate our 
close relationships and often form the basis for their long-term suc-
cess or ultimate failure. However, little is known about the factors 
that can impact (for better or for worse) the financial decisions we 
make in our dating, marriage, and family life and how those deci-
sions affect the overall health of our close relationships.

The four papers in this session all present emerging research on 
spending behavior within close relationships – from dating partners 
and marriage partners to parents and children – and the critical fac-
tors that shape the financial decisions that we make within them. The 
first paper uses both archival and experimental methods to investi-
gate the environmental factors that shift parental consumer choice. 
The next two papers examine spending behavior within the context 
of initial attraction and dating – including when and why spending 
behavior influences the mate attraction dynamics of potential dat-
ing and marriage partners. The final paper focuses on critical factors 
linking materialism to marital discord and divorce. 

Durante and colleagues draw on theory and research in animal 
behavior to investigate how the economic climate can influence 
whether parents spend more money on daughters versus sons. Con-
sistent with the effects of resource scarcity on parental investment 
across species, they find – in a series of experiments – that economic 
recessions lead parents to spend more on daughters than on sons. 

Lens and colleagues examined conditions under which men 
conspicuously consume to attract dating partners. They use both real 
and experimentally-induced dating situations to investigate materi-
alism’s influence on men’s conspicuous consumption. Materialism 
predicts the extent to which men consider their wealth a tool to at-

tract a romantic partner, as well as the type of partner these men 
desire.

Olson and Rick examined whether and why construal level 
influences how savers and spenders are viewed as potential dating 
partners. While lavish spending is sometimes used to attract romantic 
partners, they find that people induced to have a concrete mindset are 
more attracted to savers than to spender. The reverse is true for those 
evaluating dating partners under an abstract mindset.

Sundie, Burroughs, and Beal investigated the factors that lead 
materialism to erode a marriage. Using survey data from married 
couples collected at multiple time points, they find a three-pathway 
model that links materialism to divorce. Additional findings reveal 
important mediators of materialism’s influence on marital discord. 

Overall, this session focuses on the factors that influence our 
spending behavior within the context of close relationships and 
how these spending patterns can impact attraction and relationship 
maintenance. This session aims to celebrate diversity by introducing 
research lines that have received little to no empirical attention to 
date and by presenting novel avenues for future consumer research. 
As such, the session would be of interest to a breadth of consumer 
researchers, including those interested in family spending, motivation, 
social perception, nonconscious processes, romantic relationships, 
and biological and evolutionary approaches to consumer behavior. 

I Love You both Equally, but…Parental Spending on 
Girls versus boys in Economic Recessions

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Do economic conditions influence how parents spend money on 

their children? While past research has revealed important insights 
into children’s consumer behavior and the consumption patterns of 
spouses (e.g., Rick, Small, and Finkel 2011), much less is known 
about how parents make spending decisions regarding sons versus 
daughters. Drawing on theory in animal behavior, we use both ar-
chival and experimental methods to examine how spending on boys 
versus girls is influenced by economic recessions.

Theory and research in animal behavior shows that parental in-
vestment in male versus female offspring depends on environmental 
conditions (Clutton-Brock 1991; Trivers and Willard 1973). When 
conditions are favorable, parents invest relatively more in male off-
spring. By contrast, when conditions are bad, parents invest more 
in female offspring. This gender-specific difference stems from the 
difference in reproductive variance between males and females. 
Across the animal kingdom, males have higher reproductive vari-
ance: Whereas some high-status males attract a large number of fe-
males and, as a result, produce high numbers of offspring, a substan-
tial portion of lower-status males attract no mates and produce zero 
offpsring (Dittus 1998). By contrast, females have low reproductive 
variance: As long as a female is healthy enough for reproduction, 
almost all females are able to attract a mate and tend to produce some 
moderate number of offspring. 

Environmental conditions alter how parents invest in male ver-
sus female offspring because an offspring’s likelihood of reproduc-
tion depends on their status and health. However, whereas under good 
conditions parental investment is focused on achieving a maximum 
amount of status (e.g., large size and dominance) for offspring, in bad 
conditions parental investment is focused on maintaining a minimum 
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level of health needed for reproduction. When conditions are good, 
investing in male offspring has higher reproductive benefits because 
a high-status male will out-reproduce any female. When conditions 
are bad, however, this pattern reverses. In bad conditions, investing 
in a female ensures that there will be at least some offspring. Ac-
cordingly, animal research shows that when environmental condi-
tions are favorable (e.g., abundant food resources), parents invest 
more in male offspring. But when environmental conditions are poor 
(e.g., scarce food resources), parents invest more in female offspring 
(Krist 2006).

In the current research, we examine whether humans might 
show similar types of patterns by examining how economic reces-
sions infleunce investment in daughers versus sons. Based on theory 
and research in animal behavior , we hypothesized that economic 
recessions should be associated with higher spending on girls versus 
boys. 

Study 1 examined how household spending on girls’ versus 
boys’ apparel in the US relates to fluctuation in the US Gross Do-
mestic Product (GDP) from 1984 to 2010. We focused on apparel be-
cause it is a child consumer product category that is clearly separated 
by gender. Consistent with predictions, findings showed that GDP 
growth was negatively related to the ratio of spending on apparel for 
girls relative to boys (r=-.55, p=.003). This means that downturns in 
GDP over the last 26 years are associated with spending more money 
on girls’ relative to boys’ clothing. 

Study 2 used experimental methods. Participants (both parents 
and non-parents) first read a news story either about an economic 
recession, an economic upswing, or a neutral story. Participants then 
imagined that they have two school-aged children (a boy and a girl) 
and answered questions about allocating resources to either their son 
or daughter. For example, “You have the funds to put one child in 
a special healthy lunch program at school. Which child will get the 
lunch program?” Responses were provided on 8-point scales (no 
midpoint) with “Definitely Son” and “Definitely Daughter” at the 
endpoints. Participants also indicated how they would divide their 
assets to bequeth either to their son or daughter. Consistent with 
predictions, people invested more resources in daughters in the eco-
nomic recession condition (p=.011). Economic recessions also led 
people to bequeth more assets to daughters than to sons (p=.036). 

Both studies thus far find that economic recessions are associ-
ated with increased allocation of resources to daughters versus sons. 
Study 3 investigated whether mothers and fathers might invest dif-
ferent types of resources in their children. Because “resources” in-
clude both money and time, we examined whether economic condi-
tions influence how fathers and mothers invest time versus money in 
their children. 

In Study 3, participants again read a news story either about 
an economic recession or an economic boom. They then answered 
a question about allocating money ($100) and a question about al-
locating time (10 hours) between a son and a daughter. As in the first 
two studies, people invested more in daughters than sons in the eco-
nomic recession condition (p=.01). However, the specific nature of 
the investment – time or money – depended on the gender of the par-
ent. Economic conditions altered monetary investment primarily for 
fathers. Fathers allocated 8% more money to daughters in recessions 
(p=.037). However, economic conditions altered time investment pri-
marily for mothers. Mothers allocated 7% more time to daughters in 
recessions (p=.032). 

These findings highlight how theory and research in animal be-
havior can provide insight into consumer behavior. Just as resource 
scarcity leads animals to invest more in female offspring, we find 

that the resource scarcity (as indexed by economic recessions) leads 
people to invest more resources in daughters relative to sons. 

Romantic Motives and Men’s Conspicuous 
Consumption: the Role of Materialism

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Men’s conspicuous consumption may fulfil an important com-

municative function in a mating context (Griskevicius et al. 2007). 
Indeed, in response to women’s preference for men with status, men 
in a mating mindset show an increased interest in status-signaling 
products (Griskevicius et al. 2007). However, little research has in-
vestigated the consequences of materialism for (men’s) mating goals 
and partner preferences. The current research examines links be-
tween men’s reliance on conspicuous consumption to attract women 
and materialistic values.

Research suggests that materialistic men may desire partners 
who are sexy or highly attractive, characteristics which are especial-
ly important in a short-term mating context rather than long-term, 
mating interest. Indeed, the fact that materialists tend to display little 
empathy and to experience poor interpersonal relationships could be 
interpreted as signals of low ability or willingness to commit. Mate-
rialism is related to extrinsic goal pursuit. As such, materialistic men 
may place greater emphasis on characteristics (e.g., attractiveness) 
that afford social approval. 

Three studies examined materialism’s influence on conspicuous 
consumption in mating contexts. Studies 1 and 2 investigated wheth-
er materialistic men particularly rely on conspicuous consumption 
to attract mates. Study 3 explores a) whether materialism predicts a 
preference for socially visible and attractive partners, and b) whether 
extrinsic goal pursuit (e.g., striving for the approval of others) medi-
ates materialistic men’s partner preferences.

In Study 1, 40 men indicated to what extent they relied on eight 
characteristics (wealth, humor, intelligence, attractiveness, mascu-
linity, caretaking abilities, faithfulness, status) to attract women. Ma-
terialism (Richins 2004) was positively correlated with reliance on 
wealth and status to attract women, and negatively correlated with 
promoting one’s caretaking abilities.

Study 2 assessed more explicitly whether the activation of 
men’s mating motives, induced by a real-life encounter with an at-
tractive woman, increased materialistic men’s interest in products 
which signal status. 117 men were welcomed in the lab by a female 
experiment leader who was either plainly (control) or sexily dressed 
(mating condition). Next, participants rated the attractiveness of 5 
status-signaling gadgets and 5 inconspicuous products (all pretest-
ed), then completed the materialism measure. GLM analysis yielded 
a significant interaction between Materialism, Condition, and Prod-
uct Type (within subjects), p=.048. Mating goal activation increased 
interest in status-related products (but not in functional products) 
among more materialistic men.

In study 3, 150 men read descriptions of two hypothetical ro-
mantic partners. Description A depicted a woman who scored high 
on characteristics related to social visibility (attractive, admired by 
others), but low on characteristics typically valuable in the long run 
(responsible, faithful); vice versa for description B. Participants in-
dicated which type (A or B) corresponded best to their ideal part-
ner. They completed a measure of extrinsic goal pursuit (Kasser and 
Sheldon 2000) assessing their motivation to gain social approval, 
and the materialism measure. 

Logistic regression analyses revealed that the probability of 
preferring partner B (over A) decreased with increasing levels of 
materialism, p=.03. Extrinsic goal pursuit significantly mediated 
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the relationship between materialism and partner preference, p=.81. 
Hence, a need for social approval underlies materialistic men’s pur-
suit of socially visible, attractive partners.

In sum, this paper investigated the role of materialistic values 
play in mating-relevant behaviors such as conspicuous consumption, 
and advanced our understanding of the consequences of materialism 
for romantic partner choice. Materialistic men prioritized socially 
desirable, surface partner characteristics (e.g., attractiveness), even 
when those qualities come at the expense of faithfulness and consci-
entiousness in a forced choice scenario. Materialistic men’s partner 
preferences appear to be more in line with short-term (as opposed 
to long-term) mating criteria. Interestingly, men’s conspicuous con-
sumption may draw women’s attention, in particular when women 
are ovulating and ovulation temporarily increases women’s short-
term mating interests (Lens et al. 2012). Hence, ovulating women 
may be most receptive to the conspicuous consumption displays of 
materialistic men. In addition, ovulating women may more strongly 
resemble materialists’ ideal partners. Together, this seems to imply 
that materialism, from a short-term mating perspective, could be 
considered as a beneficial trait. This idea is novel given the abun-
dance of research documenting the negative consequences of materi-
alism, yet requires further testing.

When is Saving Sexy? the Role of Construal Level in 
Shaping the Appeal of Savers and Spenders as Romantic 

Relationship Partners

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Among all the possible sources of conflict in romantic rela-

tionships, financial disagreements are some of the most prevalent 
(e.g., Amato and Rogers 1997). Different attitudes toward spending 
money among spouses can be a common source of such arguments 
(Rick, Small, and Finkel 2011). Are some spending habits initially 
more appealing than others in prospective mates? Lavish spending 
can signal desirable information about one’s resources, and thus help 
to attract mates (Griskevicius et al. 2007). But are there situations 
in which chronic savers are initially more appealing than spenders? 

 Given that “saver” and “spender” labels could bring to 
mind abstract or more concrete outcomes (e.g., retiring comfortably 
vs. avoiding daily indulgences), we considered this question from 
a construal level theory (CLT) perspective (Trope and Liberman 
2003). CLT suggests that the same event, behavior, or individual can 
be represented at multiple levels. High-level construals are relatively 
simple, abstract representations that capture the primary essence of 
available information. Low-level construals, by contrast, are more 
concrete and detail-oriented. 

 Competing predictions based on CLT are plausible. On 
the one hand, recent work suggests that priming a high-level (ver-
sus low-level) construal leads to better self-control, which reduces 
preference for immediate gratification and encourages a focus on 
long-term benefits (Fujita et al. 2006). Because birds of a feather 
flock together in relationships (e.g., Watson et al. 2004), these results 
suggest that a high-level construal might increase the appeal of po-
tential mates who are also responsible. On the other hand, Kivetz and 
Keinan (2006) find that virtuous choices also lead to stronger regret 
over time. From this perspective, people who take a global, more 
abstract perspective may seek spenders to avoid a future filled with 
regret over missed opportunities. Savers, who potentially miss out on 
many expensive but fulfilling experiences, may be considerably less 
attractive to people thinking abstractly.  

We conducted two studies to examine whether and why con-
strual level influences how desirable chronic savers and spenders are 

as relationship partners. In Study 1, participants were first induced to 
have either a high-level or low-level construal mindset using a word 
categorization task validated by Fujita et al. (2006). Following ma-
nipulation checks, a second, seemingly unrelated study examining 
perceptions of local singles was introduced. Participants were pre-
sented an opposite-sex target who was either a self-described saver 
or spender. Targets were rated for their attractiveness as both short-
term and long-term relationship partners. 

Because the attractiveness items correlated highly and previous 
research points to a single dimension underlying mating strategies 
(Simpson and Gangestad 1991), we averaged the two items to form 
an overall index of attractiveness. Analyses revealed a significant 
interaction between construal level and the target’s spending hab-
its. When participants were thinking concretely, savers were signifi-
cantly more appealing as relationship partners than spenders. When 
participants were thinking abstractly, the attraction “gap” between 
savers and spenders disappeared. 

Thus, the initial evidence is consistent with the regret-avoid-
ance hypothesis. Of course, many questions about the underlying 
process remain unanswered. For example, does one’s construal level 
change the inferences made based upon the saver/spender label? It 
is possible that a saver is viewed as especially practical by low-level 
construers, while a spender is viewed as especially idealistic? An-
other possibility is that priorities change as construal level is varied, 
with low-level construers valuing responsibility more than high-
level construers.  

Study 2 sought to replicate the initial findings and gain insight 
into how construal level shapes the information conveyed by the 
monetary labels. Participants were randomly assigned to have ei-
ther a high-level or low-level construal mindset before evaluating 
a potential mate (a “saver” or “spender”). Targets were again rated 
on the attractiveness index, but also in terms of various personality 
traits. Two indices were formed by averaging responses to five items 
each: an excitement index (adventurous, fun, exciting, confident, and 
outgoing) and a responsibility index (timid, careful, cautious, practi-
cal, and responsible). Results again revealed an interaction on the 
attractiveness index, suggesting that savers are especially appealing 
to low-level construers but not to high-level construers. More im-
portantly, we found that responsibility was a significant predictor of 
attractiveness among low-level construers, but excitement was not. 
Conversely, excitement was a significant predictor of attractiveness 
among high-level construers, but responsibility was not. Construal 
level did not influence the inferences drawn from the saver/spender 
label (e.g., spenders were always viewed as more exciting than sav-
ers, by both low-level and high-level construers). 

In conclusion, results from two studies demonstrate that the 
effect of a potential partner’s monetary habits on attractiveness 
depends upon construal level. Because savers are viewed as more 
responsible than spenders, and low-construal increases the extent 
to which responsibility is valued, low-construers prefer savers to 
spenders. High-construers value excitement more than responsibil-
ity, and thus do not show a preference for savers. Thus, saving can 
be sexy, as long as the search for love is accompanied by a concrete 
mindset.    

Why is Materialism bad for Marriage?  
testing Pathways Linking Materialism to divorce

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
In 2009, Jamie McCourt filed for divorce from her former busi-

ness partner and husband of thirty years, L.A. Dodgers owner Frank 
McCourt. Amid rumors the McCourts misused Dodgers assets to 
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fund their posh billionaire lifestyle, the team was taken over by Ma-
jor League Baseball. In a May 2011 ABC News interview, Frank 
McCourt accepted blame for the “unhealthy” and “unsustainable” 
lifestyle he felt contributed to the demise of his marriage. Stories 
such as that of the McCourt’s highlight a downside of “living the 
high life”—rampant materialism may undermine the viability of 
close relationships. Surprisingly little research has sought to under-
stand how institutions of social connection, such as marriage, are 
influenced by materialistic values and the rise of consumer culture. 
Prior research shows materialism correlates with poor individual-
level outcomes. Materialists report lower personal well-being, and 
people who emphasize extrinsic goals (e.g., financial success) report 
having shorter, more negative friendships and romantic partnerships 
(Kasser and Ryan 2001). We examined how materialism influences 
marital viability, investigating three pathways by which material val-
ues may negatively influence marital dynamics: 

Household Finances. As a predictor of marital quality, house-
hold money management is surprisingly under-studied despite ample 
popular press claiming its leading role in divorce. Materialism is 
linked to poor money management (Richins 2011). Rick and col-
leagues (2011) did not investigate materialism’s role in marital fi-
nances, but did find that larger differences between spouses in tight 
versus loose spending tendencies predicted financial conflict and 
lower marital satisfaction. We examined whether poor outcomes on 
key household financial benchmarks (retirement savings, emergency 
savings, credit card debt, and credit rating) mediate the relation be-
tween couples’ materialism and divorce intentions. 

Relationship Investment. Materialists may invest more in 
things than they do relationships. People prioritizing extrinsic goals 
characterize their relationships in more negative terms (e.g., more 
emotional extremes and jealousy, less trust; Kasser and Ryan 2001). 
Reasons for the correlation between materialism and poor relation-
ships are not well understood. A person’s developmental environ-
ment may play a role--young adults rating financial success as an 
important life goal also reported experiencing low maternal nurtur-
ance (Kasser et al. 1995). Attachment theorists suggest that people 
developing avoidant attachment styles–deactivation of the need to 
rely on close others for support–may turn to money and the acqui-
sition of objects to foster identity and self-worth (Mikulincer and 
Shaver 2008). Furthermore, materialistic pursuits are linked to other 
traits emphasizing a lack of interest in others’ well-being, such as 
Machiavellianism (McHoskey 1999). These factors may lead ma-
terialists to invest less in close relationships. We examined whether 
relationship investment mediates the relation between materialism 
and divorce intentions. 

Coping with Marital Conflict. Disagreements occur routinely 
within even healthy partnerships, and the way partners handle con-
flicts can serve to resolve (or magnify) the problems, and solidify 
(or harm) the relationship over time. Two forms of problematic cop-
ing seem likely for materialists: hostile/argumentative, and depres-
sive/self-blaming. Several findings suggest that materialism is con-
nected to hostile reactions to social problems. Materialism is linked 
to disagreeable and ungracious reactions to others (McCullough 
et al. 2002). Materialists exhibit narcissism and avoidance, which 
manifests in manipulative, defensive, and aggressive conflict coping 

Table 1. Standardized path coefficients for Couple-Level Model of the marital outcomes of happiness and success materialism

Predictors Income Credit Score Relationship
Investment Self-Blame Conflict Coping

Happiness Materialism -.27* -.38* -.23* .43* .29*

Success Materialism -.05 .07 .21* -.07 .19

Outcome

Divorce Intentions -.10 -.24* -.03 .46*

Note: Income was specified as an exogenous variable (correlating with materialism) that influenced credit score. *p < .05.

Table 2. Standardized path coefficients for Actor-Partner Interdependence Model of the  
marital outcomes of happiness and success materialism

Predictors Husband’s RI Wife’s RI Husband’s Conflict 
Coping

Wife’s Conflict 
Coping

Husband’s Happiness Materialism -.34* -.35* .00 .12

Wife’s Happiness Materialism .05 .06 .36* .13

Husband’s Success Materialism .21 .45* .24 .22

Wife’s Success Materialism .00 -.16 -.12 .09

Outcomes

Husband’s Divorce Intentions -.25* -.07 .32* .18*

Wife’s Divorce Intentions -.18* -.10 .23* .23*

Note: Income was specified as an exogenous variable (correlating with materialism) that influenced credit score.  
RI = Relationship Investment. *p < .05.
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(e.g., Bushman and Baumeister 1998). Regarding the self-blaming 
response, Wachtel and Blatt (1990) found that materialists scored 
higher on the self-criticality dimension of a depression inventory. 
This tendency for materialists to focus inwardly and negatively sug-
gests that they may self-blame during disagreements. Since neither 
coping style is considered constructive in resolving conflicts, these 
poor coping mechanisms may erode relationships. We examined 
whether poor coping with conflict mediates the materialism--divorce 
intentions link. 

180 socioeconomically and demographically diverse married 
couples participated. Two surveys were administered at least 5 days 
apart to separate constructs that could contaminate one another or 
produce common method bias. Concerns of method bias were fur-
ther alleviated by having spouses rate the materialism (Richins 2004) 
of their partner. 

Given previous findings of divergent validities between the 
happiness and success facets of materialism and well-being out-
comes (e.g., Deckop et al. 2005), we examined separate models for 
the overall materialism construct and these two facets. We also ex-
amined separate models for couple-level effects (scores on materi-
alism, financial health, relationship investment, coping styles, and 
divorce intentions, averaged across husband and wife) and intra-
couple effects (Actor-Partner Interdependence Models). All of these 
models provided good fit to the data (CFIs ranged from .93-.96). 
A close examination revealed several interesting findings. First, the 
model collapsing across materialism facets revealed small to moder-
ate effects through the financial and hostile coping pathways, but did 
not support self-blame or relationship investment pathways. Once 
success and happiness facets of materialism were split out, an inter-
esting pattern emerged revealing support primarily for the relation-
ship investment and hostile coping pathways, as these were the only 
predictors of divorce intentions (Table 1). Happiness materialism 
predicted unfavorable outcomes across the board, whereas success 
materialism predicted increases in relationship investment. 

We expanded the final model to include husband and wife paths 
(allowing for separate influences, and cross-partner effects), but fo-
cused on the relationship investment and conflict coping mediators. 
Model 2 bore both similarities and differences to the above effects. 
First, though husbands’ materialism affected wives’ relationship in-
vestment (happiness decreased it, and success increased it), wives’ 
relationship investment did not predict divorce intentions (Table 2). 
A similar pattern was found for husbands, but their relationship in-
vestment did predict divorce intentions. A final path linked wives’ 
happiness materialism to both husband and wife divorce intentions 
by increasing husbands’ hostile coping. Happiness materialism in-
creased divorce intentions of both husbands and wives, but did so 
primarily through a decrease in husbands’ relationship investment 
and an increase in husbands’ hostile coping. In addition, some evi-
dence supports a positive role for success materialism by increasing 
perceptions of relationship investment.
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