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We show that the impact of resource scarcity on peoples’ responses to social norms depends on childhood socioeconomic background.

Specifically, resource scarcity increases conformity to social influence among people who grew up in poor environments but does not

have an effect on people who grew up in rich environments.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The economic turmoil of the past years has increased the num-

ber of people experiencing financial insecurity (World Health Orga-
nization, 2014). Research has shown that resource scarcity can have 
a significant impact on different aspects of individuals’ behavior (e.g. 
Shah et at al. 2012). We focus on the responses to social influence. 
Social influence can have substantial impact on consumers’ decision 
making (Wood and Hayes, 2012) as it is used as a tool for changing 
behaviors (e.g. Goldstein et al. 2009). Earlier findings suggest that 
financial constraints might enhance consumers’ sensitivity to social 
influence (e.g. Drèze and Nunes 2011) but it is not clear how general 
this phenomenon is. Recent studies have suggested that individuals’ 
responses to resource scarcity can be adaptive. These studies used 
life-history theory to show that behavior of individuals facing ad-
versities such as resource scarcity depends on their childhood so-
cioeconomic background (Ellis, et. al., 2009). In this paper, we use 
life-history theory to examine the joint impact of childhood socio-
economic background and current resource scarcity on conformity. 

Life-history theory addresses the issue of how organisms make 
use of limited resources to maximize fitness (Roff, 2002). Life-histo-
ry strategies vary along a slow-to-fast continuum (Ellis et al., 2009). 
With regard to psychological reactions, fast strategies are linked with 
immediate gratification, disregard for future consequences, and op-
portunism, whereas slow strategies are associated with long-term 
planning and delaying gratification to increase future payoffs. Pre-
vious studies proposed that lower-socioeconomic status (SES) in 
early-life environments sensitizes people to adopt faster life-history 
strategies, whereas higher-SES early-life environments sensitize 
people to adopt slower life-history strategies (Miller et al., 2009). 
Their findings indicate that the expression of fast and slow strategies 
is especially likely to emerge in stressful situations, for instance, in 
situations of resource scarcity (Griskevicius et al,. 2013).  

We focus on the joint impact of childhood socioeconomic back-
ground and current resource scarcity on conformity. In evolutionary 
literature, conformity is defined as a form of social learning (Boyd and 
Richerson 1985). According to that literature, individuals have two differ-
ent ways to acquire information: Individual learning in which humans ac-
quire information through experimentation and trial-and-error, and social 
learning which involves the acquisition of information by copying others. 
Individual learning is more costly and time consuming but it is in most 
cases more accurate and reliable. On the other hand, social learning is less 
costly but also less accurate and reliable (Boyd and Richerson 1985). In-
dividuals use both types of learning interchangeably depending on which 
type of strategy is more suitable to the circumstances they live in. 

Harsh and unpredictable environments are characterized by 
increased dangers and mortality. This makes the acquisition of in-
formation through individual learning difficult and in many cases 
dangerous. When information is highly costly to be acquired with 
individual learning, individuals turn to social learning to acquire in-
formation (Boyd and Richerson 1998; Morgan et al 2011). As a re-
sult, we expect individuals raised in harsh childhood environments to 
be sensitized to acquire information through social learning. On the 
other hand, in less harsh environments, risks and mortality are less 
salient. In such situations, individual learning can be an adaptively 
more efficient strategy as it is considered to be more accurate and 

might therefore yield better results (Boyd and Richerson 1998; Mor-
gan et al 2011). This can lead people living in those environments to 
acquire information mostly through individual learning; therefore we 
expect people raised in less harsh environments to have been sensi-
tized to learn relatively more through individual experience. To sum-
marize, we expect that people who grew up in low-SES backgrounds 
will be sensitized to use the opinion of others and thus resource scar-
city cues will make them more conformist, whereas people coming 
from high-SES backgrounds will be sensitized to use their own in-
formation and resource scarcity cues will not have an impact on their 
tendencies to conform. We tested these predictions in three studies.

In study 1 participants were assigned to one of two conditions: 
resource scarcity were they read an article describing the highly un-
certain economic climate or the control condition were they read 
an article describing a man searching for his father in a metro sta-
tion. Childhood SES was assessed with three questions concerning 
the economic situation of participants’ household in their childhood 
(Griskevicius et al. 2013). Conformity was assessed by giving  a 
product description accompanied by user ratings (9.25 out of 11), 
and asking participants to rate the product (higher rates showed more 
conformity). Resource scarcity cues made participants from poor 
childhood backgrounds conform more (they rated the product sig-
nificantly higher than in the control condition), whereas these cues 
did not influence high-SES people’s tendencies to comply. 

In the scarcity condition of study 2, participants had to list their 
monetary expenditures from the past 30 days, whereas in the control 
condition participants had to describe the weather (Zhou, Vohs and 
Baumeister 2009). We also tested our hypothesis for negative social 
influence (we gave part of the sample low products ratings: 2,58 out 
of 11). We again found that resource scarcity stimulated people from 
low SES backgrounds to confirm more (both when provided with 
high and low average product ratings), whereas it had no influence 
on people from high SES backgrounds. 

Study three used the same resource scarcity manipulation but as-
sessed conformity in a different way. Specifically, participants were asked 
whether they would endorse an online survey policy where respondents 
who do not pay proper attention to the instructions are not paid. They were 
informed that so far, there was a 70% compliance rate with the punishing 
policy. We used a different way to assess childhood SES (Hill et al. 2013). 
Resource scarcity again only stimulated conformity in people from low 
SES backgrounds but not in people from high SES backgrounds.  

Our findings show that whether or not resource scarcity has an 
impact on people’s responses to social influence depends on child-
hood background. We contribute to the literature by showing that 
the extend of conformism in some occasions depends on individual 
differences (and specifically on childhood SES).
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