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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Materialism, defined as a focus on the acquisition and posses-

sion of material objects, is described as an essential component of the 
social value system of societies (Burroughs and Rindfleisch 2002). 
Previous research appears to paint a uniformed portrait of materi-
alism, suggesting that it has universally negative consequences for 
one’s pursuit of happiness. In the current research, we argue that cul-
ture has a significant moderating role in how materialism affects in-
dividuals’ subjective well-being. Specifically, we discuss and explore 
how American and Chinese cultures differ in the cultured interpreta-
tions of materialistic values and how this might lead to a culturally 
bound relationship between materialism and subjective well-being. 

Cultured Materialism
This salience of the negative aspects of materialism in Amer-

ica may have originated from several distinct aspects of American 
culture. For example, having a democratic political culture with a 
great deal of civil liberties such as free press (The Economist, 2011), 
allows for many outlets of self-expression beyond the acquisition 
of material possessions. The American culture also endorses an 
independent self-construal (Lee, Aaker, and Gardner 2000), which 
places less emphasis on acquiring possessions as a means to social 
comparison (Aaker and Schmitt 2001; White and Lehman 2005). In 
contrast to American culture, China’s authoritarian rule and limited 
free press (The Economist, 2011) may cause materialism to function 
as an important instrument for self-expression because of a paucity 
of other outlets. Also, an interdependent self-construal within the 
Chinese culture (Lee et al. 2000) and a strong motivation to “save 
face”(Ahuvia and Wong 1995) might enhance the need to acquire 
materialistic possessions for social comparison (Aaker & Schmitt, 
2001; White & Lehman, 2005). 

As initial evidence supporting our hypothesis, qualitative work 
by Ger and Belk (1996) suggests that Americans are more likely 
to view materialism as excessive or as a weakness, whereas other 
countries, such as Romania, are more likely to view materialism as 
empowering and allowing for an expression of personal control and 
freedom. Eastman et al. (1997) found that Chinese are more likely 
than Americans to view possessions as important markers of success 
and obtaining possessions as a means to happiness. 

Based on our theorizing and these past findings, we hypothesize 
that materialism has negative associations in American culture and, as 
a consequence, the priming of materialism has a negative influence on 
subjective well-being in American culture. In contrast, we hypothe-
size that materialism has positive associations in Chinese culture and, 
as a consequence, the priming of materialism may have a novel and 
positive influence on subjective well-being in Chinese culture.

Experiment 1
Experiment 1 examined whether cross-cultural differences exist 

in how people interpret the concept of materialism. Specifically, we 
tested whether people in the US and China differ on whether they 
view materialistic individuals positively or negatively. 

Method
The design of the study is a 3 (Materialism: pro-materialism 

vs. neutral vs. anti-materialism) × 2 (Culture: American vs. Chinese) 

between-subject design (N = 290). Participants were asked to evalu-
ate an anonymous survey taker. In the pro-materialism condition, the 
survey taker showed a strong endorsement towards materialism. In 
the anti-materialism condition, the survey taker showed a negative 
attitude towards materialism. In the neutral condition, the survey 
taker showed a neutral attitude towards materialism. 

Results and Discussion
A 2-way ANOVA revealed a significant materialism prime × 

culture interaction on evaluation, F (2, 284) = 31.20, p < .001, ηp
2 = 

.18. US participants evaluated the survey taker in the anti-material-
ism condition more favorably compared with the neutral condition, p 
= .008, which in turn was evaluated more favorably compared with 
the pro-materialism condition, p < .001. For Chinese participants, 
a contrasting pattern of results was observed such that the survey 
taker in the anti-materialism condition was evaluated less favorably 
compared with the neutral condition and the pro-materialism condi-
tion, p = .005. 

Experiment 2 
In the current experiment we explored the effect of material-

ism on subjective well-being in a Chinese population with measures 
closely replicating Bauer et al. (2012) for the purpose of comparison. 

Method
The design of the study is a 2 cell (Materialism prime: material-

ism vs. control) between-subject design (N = 46). Participants were 
randomly assigned to one of two conditions. In the materialism prime 
condition, participants viewed 20 pictures of luxury products. In the 
control condition, participants viewed 20 pictures of nature and daily 
objects such as flowers. Participants were then asked to indicate how 
they felt at the moment on a series of emotions. The measures exactly 
replicated Experiment 1 in Bauer et al. (2012), which included anxi-
ety, depression, and self-dissatisfaction.

Results and Discussion
Central to our hypothesis, and in contrast from Bauer et al. 

(2012), participants in the materialism prime reported lower anxi-
ety, lower depression, and lower self-dissatisfaction compared to the 
control condition (ps < .087).  

Experiment 3
The current experiment tested for cross-cultural differences in 

how materialism affects subjective well-being by utilizing the same 
stimuli and procedures in American and Chinese cultures.

Method
The design of the current study is a 2 (Prime: materialism vs. 

control) × 2 (Culture: American vs. Chinese) between-subject de-
sign. One hundred and four US participants and 90 Chinese partici-
pants were recruited. The procedures of the current experiment are 
similar to those of Experiment 2. 

Results and Discussion
Central to our hypothesis, a significant prime × culture inter-

action on anxiety was found, p = .001. American participants rated 
themselves as more anxious in the materialism condition compared 
with the control condition, p = .01, replicating Bauer et al. (2012). 
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In contrast, Chinese participants rated themselves less anxious in the 
materialism condition compared with control, p = .04. Similar pat-
terns were found on depression and self-dissatisfaction measures.

General Discussion
The current research provides evidence that the conceptualiza-

tion of materialism, and therefore its effects on subjective well-being, 
are culturally bound. Contrary to the existing literature that might lead 
one to uniformly conclude that materialism is a negative contributor 
to subjective well-being, the current findings show that materialism 
can be beneficial to subjective well-being if the culture prescribed as-
sociations to materialism is positive, as with Chinese culture. 

Table 1: Summary of results from 3 reported experiments
Experiment Results

1

American participants evaluated anti-materialistic 
others more favorably compared to pro-materialistic 
others. In contrast, Chinese participants evaluated 
anti-materialistic others less favorably compared to 
anti-materialistic others.

2

After being primed with materialism, Chinese par-
ticipants felt less anxious, less depressed, and less 
self-dissatisfied, a contrasting pattern from past re-
search that utilized an American population.

3

After being primed with materialism, American par-
ticipants’ level of anxiety, depression, and self-dis-
satisfaction increased compared to control. In con-
trast, replicating Experiment 2, Chinese participants’ 
level of anxiety, depression, and self-dissatisfaction 
decreased after being primed with materialism.
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Figure 1: Rating of anxiety (panel 1), depression (panel 2), and 
self-dissatisfaction (panel 3) as a function of materialism prime 

and culture, Experiment 3 .


