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Can cues of resource scarcity influence people’s perceptions of control? Three experiments suggest that the answer depends on

people’s childhood environments. Whereas scarcity cues led individuals from wealthier backgrounds to feel more control, those from

poorer backgrounds responded by feeling less control.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Acquisition of resources is vital for any individual’s survival and 

well-being. Failure to successfully harness resources from the envi-
ronment is a threat and is undesirable. However, consistent access to 
resources is not a trivial task because availability of resources has been 
irregular since the dawn of human evolution (Chakravarthy & Booth, 
2004). Even the modern life is rife with inconsistencies in resource 
availability. Not only does the economy continue to be characterized 
by periods of boom and bust, but there is a considerable inequality 
among people for access to resources at any given time. So, how do 
resource scarcity threats affects consumers’ everyday lives and their 
control beliefs? For example, do they feel that they are in charge of 
their lives during such threats or do they feel that they are helpless? 
Might these beliefs drive their financial impulsivity behaviors? 

Drawing on life history theory, recent work indicates that re-
source scarcity cues lead people to respond in divergent ways as a 
function of their childhood environments (Griskevicius et al., 2013). 
In the present work, we add to this growing body of work by inves-
tigating the effects of resource scarcity on people’s perceptions of 
control. We hypothesize and provide evidence that resource scarcity 
cues lead individuals from relatively poorer childhood backgrounds 
to feel that they have less personal control. Consequently, this psy-
chological sense of decreased control facilitates preference for small-
er sooner rewards and task persistence. 

Conversely, we show that resource scarcity cues lead individu-
als from relatively wealthier childhoods to feel that they have greater 
personal control. This psychological sense of increased control fa-
cilitates their willingness to wait longer for rewards and to persist 
more on a demanding task. 

We conducted three experiments, including a behavioral study 
to test our hypotheses. In Study 1, we examine our basic prediction 
that resource scarcity cues produce different effects on people’s con-
trol beliefs depending on their childhood backgrounds and not their 
current economic conditions. We experimentally manipulated re-
source scarcity by having people read a news article about the recent 
economic recession or a control article. We then examined their be-
liefs regarding the extent to which they thought they were in control 
of their personal finances by responding to six items adapted from an 
established measure on a 7-pt scale (Dew and Xiao, 2011). Results 
revealed that for people who had relatively wealthier childhoods, the 
recession news article increased their sense of personal control. For 
example, under scarcity cues, they believed that they were more in 
control of their spending and saving behaviors. In contrast, among 
individuals who had relatively poorer childhoods, recession cues de-
creased their sense of personal control. Importantly, these beliefs did 
not vary as function of respondents’ current economic conditions.

In Study 2, we had two specific goals – 1) to replicate the results 
of Study 1 by using a different methodology to prime resource scar-
city, and 2) to show that perceptions of personal control mediate the 
relation between resource threats and impulsive financial behavior. 
Resource scarcity was primed by exposing individuals to a slideshow 
of pictures indicative of a recession. Those in neutral condition saw 
pictures of objects frequently found in an office setting. Sense of 
control was measured using the same items as in Study 1. Financial 
impulsivity was assessed using a set of randomly presented lotteries 
(Green & Myerson, 2004; Griskevicius et al., 2013). Results indi-
cated continued support for our initial predictions. Resource scarcity 

cues led individuals from relatively poorer backgrounds to feel a 
diminished sense of control, whereas the same cues led individu-
als from relatively wealthier backgrounds to feel an enhanced sense 
of control. Furthermore, our mediated moderation analyses revealed 
that the influence of resource scarcity cues on people’s impulsive 
behavior indeed seems to be mediated by their personal sense of con-
trol. The results provided evidence of full mediation.

Finally, based on prior work on perceptions of control and persis-
tence (Bandura, 1989), we show that resource scarcity altered the amount 
of effort people were willing to expend on a challenging task. Past re-
search has found that when people perceive that they have low personal 
control, they tend to withdraw, retreat, or otherwise become passive (Skin-
ner, 1996). Therefore, we hypothesized that under conditions of resource 
threat, those who feel a loss of control should not be willing to persist 
on a task at hand. Resource scarcity was manipulated using an episodic 
recall task (Sharma and Alter, 2012). Results revealed that people who 
were raised in poorer environments tended to persist less under resource 
scarcity cues as compared to the neutral condition, just as predicted. 

In summary, the current research substantially extends previous 
work on the effects of resource scarcity on people’s psychologies and 
behaviors. We not only show that scarcity cues produce divergent 
control beliefs in people as a function of their childhood environ-
ments, we also show that these beliefs drive their real-work impul-
sive financial decisions. Finally, we provide evidence that lower task 
persistence in the face of scarcity threats among relatively poorer 
people might be because of a low sense of control. This finding has 
important implications for policy interventions that wish to improve 
the future life conditions among the ones that are the most suscep-
tible to the effects of resource scarcity. Our findings suggest that in-
fusing a sense of personal control among such individuals may help 
in reducing impulsive financial behaviors, and may encourage them 
to persist more leading to greater benefits in real-world arenas such 
as education and professional work. 
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