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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Mental accounting research suggests that pain of payment at-

tenuates the pleasure of consumption and that consumers with de-
pleted resources think about costs differently. The present research 
finds that, when consumers spend their last available resources (i.e., 
spend to zero), the perceived value of purchases decreases and satis-
faction is attenuated. 

Introduction and Background
Recent research has shown a number of ways in which deplet-

ing resources influence consumers’ spending decisions (Brady 2009; 
Huffman and Barenstein 2005; Kamakura and Du 2012; Mishra, 
Mishra, and Nayakankuppam 2010; Stilley, Inman, and Wakefield 
2010a). For example, consumers tend to choose more prevention-
oriented products as more time passes since their last paycheck, and 
they are more likely to choose products that are scarce when they 
feel financially deprived compared to others (Mishra et al. 2012; 
Sharma and Alter 2012). Findings also suggest that consumers spend 
differently, such as spending less on non-essential products during 
times of both macroeconomic contraction (Kamakura and Du 2012) 
and personal economic contraction (Brady 2009; Huffman and Ba-
renstein 2005). Other research suggests that consumers think about 
both expenditures and opportunity costs differently, depending on 
the amount of resources at their disposal (Morewedge, Holtzman, 
and Epley 2007; Spiller 2011). Although it seems likely that these 
patterns of spending might influence consumer financial and mate-
rial well-being, researchers have yet to examine whether they have 
implications for consumers’ satisfaction with the products that they 
do end up purchasing. 

We extend the above findings relating to resource availability 
by considering how the state of consumers’ resources at the moment 
of purchase influences not only the consideration of costs, but also 
post-purchase satisfaction. We hypothesize that consumers are less 
satisfied with products and services when the purchase itself has “ze-
roed out” or exhausted a budget compared to when funds remain in a 
budget after a purchase. Specifically, we propose that, when consum-
ers incur costs that exhaust their budgets (i.e., spend their bottom 
dollar), the marginal utility of those spent resources is significantly 
greater than economically equivalent costs that merely reduce bud-
gets (i.e., non-bottom dollar spending). According to both the mental 
accounting literature (Prelec and Loewenstein 1998) and the value 
perspective of satisfaction (Johnson, Anderson, and Fornell 1995), 
these differences in the perceived cost of the resources spent should 
influence satisfaction. 

Experiments
Study 1 used adult consumers (n = 169) recruited from MTurk 

to test whether reported feelings about spending ten dollars depends 
on whether the spending comes out of a budget, and whether the 
spending does or does not deplete available resources to zero. Find-
ings reveal that consumers are more circumspect when spending 
their bottom dollar (i.e., going from $10 to $0), but only when that 
money comes from a depleting budget. 

Study 2 employed a mixed design to examine the relationship 
between budget condition and satisfaction (H1) as well as the media-

tional role of perceived value (H2). The first factor, budget condition 
(exhausting versus not) was a between-subjects factor, while the sec-
ond, consumption timing, was within-subjects, consumption timing 
(T1/T3). The context used for the study was the viewing and evalu-
ation of short movies for an online film festival. Adult participants 
from MTurk (analysis based upon n = 87) were told that they had 
been given 30 [50] credits to spend on short films costing 10 credits 
each. Satisfaction and perceptions of film value were measured after 
participants viewed the T1 and film (when no participant’s budget 
was exhausted) and T3 films (when half of the participant’s budgets 
were exhausted). The resulting 2-way interaction of budget condi-
tion and timing supported our hypothesis; bottom dollar spending 
decreases satisfaction. Additionally, value perceptions fully medi-
ated the relationship between budget condition and satisfaction at 
T3 (Hayes 2013). 

Study 3 used a scenario-based study with students (n = 201) to 
further examine the relationship between bottom dollar spending and 
satisfaction. The study was a 2 × 2 design. All participants were to 
get a ticket to an attraction. A Budget factor varied whether or not 
buying the ticket would have exhausted a budget or not.  An Acquisi-
tion factor varied whether or not participants had to use money from 
their budget to buy the ticket, or they were given the ticket as a gift. 
We predicted that, for those who had to purchase, satisfaction would 
be lower if their budget was exhausted compared to not.  For those 
who received the ticket as a gift, there would be no difference by 
budget condition. Results supported this. 

Study 4 employed a mixed design to replicate the findings from 
study 2 (H1; H2), while also testing whether the ease of obtaining re-
sources had an influence on the bottom dollar effect, impacting both 
satisfaction with and perceived value of the films (H3). MTurk (n = 
217) participants first had to complete actual work in order to earn 
credits. Participants’ perception of the ease of obtaining credits was 
measured. Participants then spent their credits at the film festival (see 
study 2). Half of the participants (exhausting budget condition) ran 
out of credits after purchasing their second film. Similar to study 2, 
both satisfaction and perception of value were measured after the 
second film was viewed.

Budget condition, perceptions of ease of obtaining resources, 
and the interaction of these factors were regressed on satisfaction 
with the second film. A significant interaction of resource availabil-
ity and ease of obtaining resources supported H3. Further analysis 
(Model 8; Hayes 2013) revealed moderated mediation. For those 
spending their bottom dollar, value perceptions mediated the rela-
tionship between ease of obtaining resources and satisfaction. This 
mediation did not arise for participants with resources remaining.

Conclusion
While prior models of satisfaction have focused on concepts 

such as product performance and expectations (Oliver 1980, 1997), 
this research applies a mental accounting perspective to examine 
how satisfaction is influenced by whether or not there are remaining 
resources in a budget used to make a purchase. We show that, when 
individuals make purchases that exhaust their budgets (versus not), 
satisfaction is lower (H1). Findings also reveal that perceived value 
mediates the relationship between budget condition and satisfaction 
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(H2), and that the perceived ease of obtaining resources also influ-
ences these relationships (H3).
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