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We investigate the interaction between objective and perceived wealth on consumer spending. Through field studies (data from a

money app and retail bank), lab experiments, and large public surveys (representative samples of America and China), we demonstrate

that those who are objectively wealthy but feel subjectively poorer spend the most.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
How does perceived wealth influence consumers’ spending? 

Perceived wealth is the subjective assessment of one’s financial situ-
ation. Objective wealth (e.g., income, savings, and investments) and 
perceived wealth are not the same. While there is a positive associa-
tion between actual wealth and its perception (Wilhelm, Varcoe, and 
Fridrich 1993), this relationship is often weak (Gasiorowska 2014). 
Two people with the same wealth are likely to have different per-
ceptions about their subjective financial situations. This may be due 
to their different consumption values and habits, different needs and 
wants, different aspiration levels, and different social comparison 
processes (Clark and Oswald. 1996). In this research, we seek to un-
derstand the influence of subjective wealth on consumption across 
different levels of objective wealth.

We argue that while objective wealth will have a positive rela-
tionship with spending, above a certain level feeling wealthy will, 
in fact, have a negative relationship with spending. This is because 
perceiving oneself to be wealthy provides a buffer against the social 
pressures associated with consumption. In other words, a consumer 
who feels rich is also more likely to feel autonomous in their spend-
ing, being less susceptible to interpersonal influences from others 
(Bearden, Netemeyer, and Teel 1989). This feeling of autonomy will 
lead them to lower spending. 

Through a series of studies, we investigate the interaction be-
tween perceived wealth and objective wealth on spending. Studies 
1 and 2 model these relationships using field data from a large retail 
bank and from a money management app. Study 3 tests the implied 
mechanism in a controlled lab experiment. Finally, studies 4 and 5 
demonstrate that our effects hold longitudinally and across cultures, 
using two large public surveys from the USA and China. 

Study 1: Money Management App Dataset
The dataset was collected in collaboration with a money man-

agement app. The dataset contained more than two million individ-
ual transaction records in total from participants (N = 2,232) over a 
12-month period. We asked users for their subjective views on how 
wealthy they felt in a survey (e.g., “I feel wealthy right now”) and 
paired these responses with their account data. 

We then tested whether respondents who felt wealthier spent 
more, and compared this across their income, as measured from 
money entering their bank accounts. As predicted, we found a signif-
icant interaction between objective and subjective wealth (b = -.12, p 
< .001) on total spending. Among objectively wealthy people, those 
who viewed themselves as wealthier spent less than people who felt 
subjectively poorer. 

Study 2: Bank Transaction Dataset
The goal of Study 2 was to replicate the effect found in Study 1 

with several improvements, including a wider range of demograph-
ics. We analysed customer account data from a large UK retail bank 
(N = 716 customers; 12 months). As predicted, there was a signifi-
cant interaction between objective and subjective wealth (b = -.05, 
p < .001) on total spending. Again, we found that those who felt 
wealthy spent less compared to those who felt poorer among those 
with higher incomes. 

Study 3: Manipulated Subjective Wealth and 
Susceptibility to Interpersonal Influence

In this study, we aimed at replicating our previous findings in 
a more controlled experiment manipulating subjective wealth and 
testing the hypothesized process of susceptibility to interpersonal in-
fluence. Participants (N = 980; online) imagined a society in which 
wealth is measured in alpha coins and were randomly assigned to 
one of two conditions: feeling-rich versus feeling-poor. Next, we 
measured propensity to consume, the dependent variable, and sus-
ceptibility to interpersonal influence (Koschate-Fisher and Hoyer, 
2012). As expected, the analysis revealed a significant interaction (b 
= 19.44, t(976) = 2.73, p = .006). Respondents in the feeling-rich 
condition wanted to spend fewer alpha coins (MRich = 566.6) than 
respondents in the feeling-poor condition (MPoor = 609.3, t(979) = 
2.91, p = .004). Moreover, the effect of feeling relatively wealthy on 
reduced spending was particularly strong for respondents who were 
not susceptible to others (b = -44.2, t(976) = 4.39, p < .001).

Study 4: Longitudinal Data 
In Study 4, we used data from a large-scale national survey of 

older people to investigate the relationship between spending, in-
come, and subjective wealth over a four-year period. We use data 
from the Health and Retirement Study (HRS), a biannual longitudi-
nal survey of adults ages 50 or above and their spouses of any age, 
living in the United States. 

We first looked at results cross-sectionally at times 1 and 2. 
Consistent with previous findings, we found a significant interaction 
between subjective wealth and income (time 1: b = -.002, p < .001; 
time 2: b = -.003, p = .001). We next ran a series of models longitudi-
nally, controlling for baseline spending. Including lagged dependent 
variables can be a solution to the omitted confounding factor (An-
grist and Pischke 2009). We demonstrate that our findings are robust 
to this additional analysis (b = -.001, p = .012).

Study 5: Different Culture
Finally, we wanted to test our results in a different culture. The 

Rural Urban Migration in China (RUMiC) dataset used in the analy-
sis relies on a survey in China conducted since 2008. Again, in this 
dataset we found the predicted interaction between subjective wealth 
and objective income (b = -.08, p < .001). 

In conclusion, this research deepens our understanding about 
how perceived wealth influences actual spending among wealthy 
consumers. We demonstrated that the relationship between objective 
wealth and spending is moderated by perceived wealth: those who 
are objectively well-off but who feel poorer spend more.
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