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ABSTRACT  

Three experiments found that socially excluded participants spent money in whatever way best 
enhanced their chance of gaining social acceptance. Relative to participants who were socially 
accepted or given non-social negative news, participants who were socially excluded were 
willing to pay more for products that would convey desirable characteristics about the self in 
public (Experiment 1). Rejected participants were more likely than nonrejected participants to 
buy a product that symbolized group status when expecting to interact with a peer who was a 
member of the same group (Experiment 2). A final experiment showed that socially excluded 
participants shifted their product preferences to match the spending preferences of an affiliation 
source (Experiment 3). Moreover, these patterns were most pronounced for socially excluded 
participants who were high self-monitors, supporting the hypothesis that spending is a self-
presentational strategy excluded people use to forge new interpersonal bonds.  
 

 



 

INTRODUCTION 
 

People are lonelier than ever before, and people have greater financial debt than ever 
before. Scholars from myriad disciplines generally agree that the two factors are related, but the 
explanations offered for the relationship are somewhat disparate. Psychologists and consumer 
behaviorists tend to focus on the negative association between materialism and quality of 
interpersonal relationships. It is argued that people’s social relationships suffer when they try to 
achieve personal fulfillment through material goods (e.g., Burroughs & Rindfleisch, 2002; 
Kasser, 2002; Kasser & Ryan, 1993). Other researchers focus on how economic forces, such as 
lavish consumption norms and stagnant wages, influence people’s spending. Specifically, it has 
been reasoned that the increasingly lavish spending patterns of the super rich have caused the 
middle and lower classes to take on more economic debt than ever before, and spend more time 
at work than ever before, to maintain their relative spending status (e.g., Duesenberry, 1949; 
Frank, 1999; Frey & Stutzer, 2002). Thus, living in an era of lavish consumption leads people to 
devote more time toward accumulating material wealth and less time with family and friends 
(e.g., Kahneman, Diener, & Schwarz, 1999). Although we do not contest such explanations, 
might it also be possible that hunger for social acceptance drives spending?  

The present research tested the hypothesis that people spend money on products that 
increase their chance of affiliation. Given that people have a fundamental need for positive and 
stable interpersonal relationships (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), and given that people seek ways 
to reconnect with others when the need has been thwarted (e.g., Maner, DeWall, Baumeister, & 
Schaller, 2007), we propose that people who are socially excluded will spend money in whatever 
way best enhances their chance of forging new social connections. The following sections will 
detail previous research on the need to belong and the symbolic nature of possessions. Then we 
outline the different hypotheses concerning the influence of social exclusion on spending.  

 
The Need to Belong 

 

Psychologists have long noted that having and maintaining positive interpersonal 
relationships is an extremely important part of human life. Given that humans relied on their 
social group for safety and survival in their ancestral history, and given that maintaining social 
bonds would have had survival and reproductive benefits, it has further been argued that humans 
have an innate need to form and maintain positive social ties (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 
Bowlby, 1969; D. M. Buss, 1990; 1991; Buss & Kenrick, 1998; Hogan, Jones, & Cheek, 1985). 
To support the assertion that social connections are a need, and not just a desire, Baumeister and 
Leary (1995) reviewed decades of research indicating that people who are deprived of social 
connections experience psychological and physiological impairments. For example, number of 
bonds is negatively related to likelihood of attempting suicide, incidence of eating disorders, and 
prevalence of physical illness. People with relatively few social bonds are more likely to 
experience physical illnesses and have a more difficult time recovering from physical illness than 
people with a rich social network. Thus, people suffer psychologically and physically when they 
do not have sufficient social ties. 

Given the negative side effects associated with belongingness deficits, it is perhaps not 
surprising that people have psychological mechanisms in place that help ensure their need to 
belong is being met. Research conducted over the past decade indicates that people continually 
monitor their level of social inclusion through feelings of self-worth (e.g., Leary, Tambor, 
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Terdal, & Downs, 1995), and automatically allocate their attention to social opportunities in the 
environment when level of inclusion has dropped below a desirable level (Gardner, Pickett, & 
Brewer, 2000; Pickett & Gardner, 2005).  

Moreover, motivation to forge new social connections is increased after experiencing 
social exclusion, rejection, or ostracism, impelling people to forge new social bonds. Indeed, 
when social relationships are threatened people engage in behaviors that increase their chance of 
being accepted by new sources of social connection (e.g., Lakin & Chartrand, 2005; Maner et al., 
2007; Ouwerkerk, Kerr, Gallucci, & van Lange, 2005; Williams, Cheung, & Choi, 2000). For 
example, socially rejected participants allocated more rewards to a new peer than socially 
accepted participants, presumably as a way to gain favor with their new partner (Maner et al., 
2007). Social rejection has also been found to increase behavioral mimicry (Lakin & Chartrand, 
2005), which is a strategy people nonconsciously engage in to enhance interpersonal rapport 
(Chartrand & Bargh, 1999). Research indicates that behavioral mimicry increases when people’s 
affiliation goal is activated (e.g., Lakin & Chartrand, 2003). Thus, the finding that behavioral 
mimicry also increases after rejection indicates that rejection increases people’s motivation to 
affiliate with others. 

 
Spending and Acquisition can be Symbolic 

 
 One way that socially excluded people could try to appeal to others is through personal 
spending. Research indicates that people form impressions about others based on product 
choices, such as car model, clothing, and the contents of their shopping carts (e.g., Baran, Mok, 
Land, & Kang, 1989; Belk 1981; Belk, Bahn, & Mayer, 1982; Shavitt & Nelson, 1999; for an 
extensive review see Belk et al., 1982). This indicates that people infer information about others 
based on their consumption choices. That is, products communicate information about the 
consumer to others.  

Moreover, people sometimes seize the opportunity to communicate to others through 
their own consumption choices. For example, people strategically choose which products they 
put in their shopping cart while grocery shopping in order to create a desired impression on 
others (Mistiaen, 1997). Recent research indicates that men and women with activated mating 
goals strategically consume in a way that could help them appeal to potential mates 
(Griskevicius, Tybur, Sundie, & Cialdini, 2007). Men who are primed with a mating goal engage 
in conspicuous consumption, whereas women who are primed with a mating goal show blatant 
benevolence.  

Thus, spending can be symbolic because product selection signals information about the 
self to others. People decode information about others based on consumption choices, and they 
are also willing to use products to communicate desired information about themselves to others.  

 
Spending as an Affiliation Strategy 

 
Given that people can send information about themselves to others through products, and 

given that rejected people are on the lookout for ways to affiliate with others, might it be possible 
that rejected people use the symbolic nature of spending to affiliate with others? Indirect support 
for this hypothesis comes from a series of studies investigating the relationship between 
materialism, rejection, and peer relationships in elementary school children from the United 
Kingdom (Banerhee & Dittmar, 2008). Results indicated that children who were not very well 
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liked by their peers felt a strong pressure to conform to cultural norms, which in turn was 
positively related to materialism. That is, children who were rejected by their peers felt a greater 
need to accumulate material products in order to be accepted by their peers or to avoid being 
rejected by their peers. This research therefore indirectly suggests that accumulation of products 
may be seen as a way potential way to gain or at least maintain social bonds.  

If socially excluded people spend money to acquire products that could them help forge 
new affiliations, then strategic spending patterns after exclusion should be found. We focus on 
two purchasing strategies that could enhance interpersonal appeal and chance of affiliation. The 
first concerns the type of product that should be favored by socially excluded people. The second 
is whether socially excluded people are more likely to conform their product preferences to those 
of an affiliation source than non-socially excluded people.   

 
Type of Product 

Research indicates that some products communicate more information about the user 
than others (e.g., Nelson, Shavitt, Schennm, & Barkmeier, 1997; Shavitt, 1989; Shavitt, 1990; 
Shavitt, Lowrey, & Han, 1992). For example, products that are highly visible, expensive, and are 
chosen from a wide selection of options have been found to communicate information about the 
user (Belk, 1981; Shavitt, 1989). Moreover, the goal(s) that the product helps the consumer 
fulfill is also particularly useful in determining whether people are willing to infer information 
the consumer’s personality.  

Shavitt and Nelson (1999) found that people are willing to ascribe personality 
characteristics to users of social-identity products but not to users of utilitarian products. Social-
identity products are those that are visible to others, tend to be displayed in public, symbolize 
group membership, and express identity and values (Shavitt, 1989). University sweatshirts, 
engagement rings, designer clothing, and sports cars are all examples of social-identity products. 
Societies have shared attitudes about the users of such products (e.g., that the driver of Bentley is 
high in status because of the price of the car) and characteristics of the products tend to 
communicate information about the user of the product (e.g., University sweatshirts denote 
group membership). Given that people generally hold attitudes about the users of social identity 
products, and given that people usually purchase social-identity products for the purpose of 
communicating information about the self to others (e.g., group membership), it is perhaps not 
surprising that people ascribe personality characteristics to others based merely on product 
ownership. In contrast, products that are purchased to fulfill practical goals, such as air-
conditioners, refrigerators, and aspirin, communicate the utilitarian goals of the consumer. 
Practical products are typically not purchased to express information about values, identity, or 
social relationships, and they are typically used by diverse groups of people. People are reluctant 
to infer personality characteristics about users of practical products because the utilitarian goals 
that are activated by such products convey little personal or social information (Shavitt & 
Nelson, 1999).  

The price tag of the product seems to be commonly used by people to infer characteristics 
about the user. As mentioned, expensive products are considered to be more informative about 
the user than inexpensive products (Belk, 1981). Western society places a premium on status, 
and luxury goods may be one way that people can try to communicate their status to others. 
Indeed, scholars have long noted that the wealthy may spend lavishly merely to show to others 
that they can afford to do so (see Frank, 1999; Veblen, 1899/1994). Given that wealth and luxury 
material goods are considered positive status symbols, and given that luxury material goods 
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communicate more information about the purchaser than non-luxury goods, people who want to 
create an favorable impression on others may be particularly interested in obtaining luxury 
goods.  

If people want to communicate to others through product acquisition, then it may 
behoove them to buy products that are expensive, highly visible, and symbolic of group 
membership as these types of products may be particularly good vehicles for sending positive 
impressions about the self to others. Moreover, these types of products should be especially 
appealing to socially excluded people, given that they should be particularly motivated to send 
positive messages about themselves to others. In contrast, socially excluded people should not be 
especially interested in practical or utilitarian products because such products convey little-to-no 
information about the self to others.  

 
Conformity to Others’ Preferences 

People could also try to gain social acceptance by conforming to others’ product or 
spending preferences. It is well established that similarity leads to attraction and liking (e.g., 
Byrne, 1971; Byrne & Clore, 1970; Byrne, Baskett, & Hodges, 1971; Rosenbaum, 1986) and it 
has long been argued that people conform to social norms in order to receive approval from 
others (e.g., Deutsch & Gerard, 1955). One way that people could make themselves seem more 
similar to others, and therefore increase their chance of gaining acceptance, would be to mold 
their product preferences around the preferences of others.  

At the very least, conforming to others’ preferences would minimize the chance of 
experiencing another instance of rejection (e.g., Levine, 1989; Griskeicius, Goldstein, 
Mortensen, Cialdini, & Kenrick, 2006; Miller & Anderson, 1979; Schachter, 1951). Indeed, 
children who are not well liked by their peers feel a strong pressure to obey cultural norms for 
fear of being further ostracized (Banerhee & Dittmar, 2008). Given that disapproval tends to lead 
to rejection, or at least risks the chance of rejection, conformity to others’ preferences might be a 
safe strategy because it minimizes the chance that disapproval will ensue.  

In the purchasing realm, people seem to take into account how their purchase will make 
them appear to others so that they can avoid making purchases that will lead to social rejection or 
disdain. For example, the economist Robert Frank (1999) declined buying a Porsche from his 
brother (for a very good price) for fear that the Volvo-driving community in which he lived 
would disapprove of his seemingly luxurious purchase. Much of consumer spending might 
therefore depend on the norm of the purchasing social situation (Rook & Fisher, 1995). That is, 
people may be hesitant to spend too little, or too much, because they do not want to break a 
social norm for fear of exclusion. People may therefore be inclined to purchase products that will 
elicit acceptance but may be reluctant to purchase products that could lead to rejection. Given 
that socially excluded people are particularly motivated to gain approval and to avoid 
disapproval from affiliation sources, socially excluded people may be especially likely to 
conform to the preferences of the affiliation source.  

In sum, if socially excluded participants use consumption to enhance their chance of 
successful affiliation, then predictable patterns of consumption should be found. Specifically, 
socially excluded people should show a preference for products that are consumed in public and 
for products that communicate desirable characteristics about the self to other. However, socially 
excluded people are not expected to show a preference for products that are used in private and 
products that are used for practical purposes. Given that conformity enhances perceived 
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similarity, and similarity leads to liking, socially excluded participants are also expected to be 
more likely than others to conform to others’ product and spending preferences. 

 
Individual Differences in Socially Strategic Behavior 

If socially excluded people strategically spend in whatever way best enhances their 
chance of affiliation in a given situation, then people who tend to tailor their behavior to their 
social environment should be especially likely to show the predicted spending patterns. 
Individual differences in self-monitoring, defined as the extent to which a person controls one’s 
image in social settings (Snyder, 1974, 1979, 1987) are predicted to moderate the relationship 
between social exclusion and consumption.  

Generally, high self-monitors are concerned with aligning their behaviors and attitudes 
with those of the social situation, whereas low self-monitors tend to behave in accordance with 
their inner attitudes. For example, research indicates that high self-monitors are more likely than 
low self-monitors to engage in impression management strategies (Becherer & Richard, 1978; 
Gangestad & Snyder, 2000), and high self-monitors are especially likely to align their attitudes, 
product preferences, and opinions with those of their immediate environment (Snyder, 1979; 
Snyder & DeBono, 1985). Even nonconsciously high self-monitors are more likely than low self-
monitors to engage in impression management strategies. Cheng and Chartrand (2003) found 
that high self-monitors were more likely than low self-monitors to mimic nonverbal behaviors of 
a confederate when given affiliation cues. Thus, high self-monitors nonconsciously monitor and 
change their behavior according to the stimuli in their environment.  

If socially excluded people strategically spend in whatever best enhances their chance of 
affiliating with others, and high self-monitors are especially likely to engage in impression 
management, then individual differences in self-monitoring should moderate the relationship 
between social exclusion and shifts in spending. Specifically, high self-monitors should be more 
likely than low self-monitors to show strategic shifts in spending -- supporting the hypothesis 
that shifts in spending after social exclusion are for self-presentational purposes. 

 
Alternative Predictions 

 
Alternative predictions concerning the effects of social exclusion on personal spending 

are plausible. On the one hand, social exclusion may cause people to become frugal consumers. 
Humans have relied on their social group for safety and security most of their ancestral history. It 
may therefore behoove people with limited social connections to be prudent spenders given that 
money can provide safety and security in the face of unexpected environmental events (Johnson 
& Krueger, 2006). One the other hand, it may be possible that social exclusion increases 
impulsive spending. People are often conflicted between long-term goals, such as saving, and 
immediate desires, such as buying (Hoch & Loewenstein, 1991). People generally refrain from 
impulsive spending by exerting self-control (Vohs & Faber, 2007), but social exclusion tends to 
reduce people’s inclination to exert self-control (Baumeister, DeWall, Ciarocco, & Twenge, 
2005). Social exclusion may therefore increase the amount people spend by reducing their 
restraint against purchasing desires. Thus it was possible that social exclusion would simply 
cause an increase or decrease in spending rather than a predictable shift in spending. 
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Present Research 

 
The present studies were designed to test the favored hypothesis that socially excluded 

people spend money in whatever best enhances their chance of forging new social bonds. In 
Experiments 1 and 2 we tested the hypothesis that socially excluded people would be more likely 
than others to consume products that could make them interpersonally appealing. Specifically, 
we predicted that socially excluded participants would be willing to pay more than others for 
luxury items that are displayed in public but not for practical products that are typically 
consumed in private (Experiment 1). We also predicted that rejected participants would be more 
likely than nonrejected participants to purchase an interpersonally symbolic product (school 
wrist band) when expecting to interact with a peer from the same group (Experiment 2).  

Experiment 3 tested the hypothesis that socially excluded participants shift their spending 
preferences to match those of an affiliation source. We manipulated the spending preferences of 
participants’ future interaction partner, expecting that socially excluded participants would favor 
the products that matched their partners’ spending preferences. Specifically, we predicted that 
socially excluded people would favor practical products when expecting to interact with a frugal 
spender but would favor luxury products when expecting to interact with a spendthrift. It was 
expected that this pattern would be most pronounced for socially excluded participants who have 
a dispositional tendency to align their preferences with those of their immediate environment, 
which would support the hypothesis that shifts in consumption are strategically designed to 
create a desired impression on others. Socially excluded people who were high self-monitors 
were therefore expected to be particularly likely to favor products that would match the 
preferences of their partner.  

Mood and arousal were measured in each of the studies. Although previous research 
indicates that mood can influence spending (e.g., Elliot, 1994; Rook & Gardner, 1993), we did 
not expect mood to be a contributing factor to our results. Research using laboratory 
manipulations of social exclusion and rejection has not found that the procedures put people in a 
negative mood (e.g., Baumeister et al., 2005; DeWall & Baumeister, 2006; Maner et al., 2007; 
Twenge, Baumeister, Tice, Stucke, 2001; Twenge, Catanese, & Baumeister, 2003). Moreover, 
mood differences do not statistically account for the effect of social exclusion on behavior when 
differences in mood as a result of the manipulation are found. Nevertheless, we assessed mood in 
each study to ensure that mood was not accounting for any obtained differences in spending.  
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EXPERIMENT 1 
 

The goal of Experiment 1 was to test the hypothesis that social exclusion would increase 
people’s willingness to pay for products that could help make them seem socially desirable to 
others. In Western culture, wealth and luxury material goods are considered status symbols of 
success. Moreover, people indicate that expensive products are particularly informative about the 
user (Belk, 1981). Given that acquiring luxury products may be a particularly good way of 
sending positive messages about the self to others, we expected that social exclusion would 
increase desire for such products.  

To manipulate participants’ subjective sense of belonging, we used a procedure 
developed by Twenge et al., (2001) that is often used in research on social exclusion (e.g., 
Baumeister et al., 2005; DeWall & Baumeister, 2006; Maner et al., 2007). Participants 
completed a personality questionnaire and were given feedback concerning their score. 
Participants randomly assigned to the exclusion condition were told they were the type of person 
that would experience several unsuccessful marriages and friendships throughout their life and 
will essentially end up alone later. Participants randomly assigned to the accepted condition were 
told that they were type of person that would have successful friendships and marriages 
throughout life. To attribute increases in spending to the specificity of negative feedback 
regarding social relationships, and not negative feedback in general, we included a negative 
feedback control condition. Participants randomly assigned to the misfortune control condition 
were told that they would be accident prone later in life.  

Our dependent measure of willingness to spend was taken from Vohs and Faber (2007), 
which was an adaptation of a procedure developed by Feinberg (1986). We used participants’ 
price assignment for products as an indicator of their desire to purchase the product. That is, 
consumers who try to avoid making purchases often tend to devalue a product’s worth (Rook & 
Fisher, 1985). In this way, higher willingness to pay indicates an increased desire for the product 
and decreased desire to try to avoid spending. Participants indicated their willingness to pay for 5 
social-identity products that convey status, communicate desirable characteristics about the self 
to others, and are displayed in social situations (Rolex, Audi, Lexus, Diamond Earrings, and a 
Hermés watch). Participants also indicated their willingness to pay for 5 practical items that are 
consumed in private (Espresso Maker, Wood Table, Rug, Television, and Refrigerator). We 
predicted that social exclusion would increase willingness to spend for the social-identity 
products displayed in public -- but not for utilitarian items used in private.  

To begin ruling out the alternative hypothesis that social exclusion increases spending 
because of increased impulsivity, we assessed participants’ state buying impulsivity using the 
Buying Impulsiveness Scale (BIS; Rook & Fisher, 1995). This modified version of the BIS has 
been used in previous research to measure state urges to spend impulsively (Vohs & Faber, 
2007).  

Method 

 

Participants and Procedure 

37 undergraduates (24 female; 13 male) participated in exchange for course credit. 
Participants arrived individually to the laboratory to take part in two ostensibly unrelated studies. 
The first was examining personality while the second was purportedly second examining 
consumer preferences. 

After giving informed consent, participants completed the Eysenck Personality 
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Questionnaire (EPQ: Eysenck & Eysenck, 1975). To boost credibility of the feedback we were 
giving from the questionnaire, participants were given correct feedback regarding their 
extraversion score and were then given bogus feedback about the implication of their 
extraversion score for their personality. Participants randomly assigned to the social exclusion 

condition were told that “You may have friends and relationships now, but by your mid-20s most 
of these will have drifted away. You may even marry or have several marriages, but these are 
likely to be short-lived and not continue into your 30s. Relationships don’t last, and when you’re 
past the age where people are constantly forming new relationships, the odds are you’ll end up 
being alone more and more.”  

In contrast, participants in the social acceptance condition were told that “You’re the 
type who has rewarding relationships throughout life. You’re likely to have a long and stable 
marriage and have friendships that will last into your later years. The odds are that you’ll always 
have friends and people who care about you.” Participants in the misfortune control condition 
were told that “You’re likely to be accident prone later in life — you might break an arm or a leg 
a few times, or maybe be injured in car accidents. Even if you haven’t been accident prone 
before, these things will show up later in life, and the odds are you will have a lot of accidents.” 
Immediately after the feedback was given, participants completed the Brief Mood Introspection 
Scale (BMIS; Mayer & Gaschke, 1988) and the state version of the buying impulsiveness scale 
(see Vohs & Faber, 2007).  

Next, participants were told they would be completing the second, unrelated, study 
examining college students’ perceptions of products. Participants were given a binder that 
contained advertisements for 5 social-identity products (Diamond Earrings, Rolex, Acura, Lexus, 
and Hermés Watch) and 5 practical products (rug, espresso coffee maker, wooden table, 
television, and refrigerator). Participants were asked to indicate the maximum price they would 
be willing to pay for each product.  

Last, participants were probed for suspicion, debriefed, thanked for their particiption, and 
dismissed.  

 

Results 

 

Preliminary analyses revealed no effects of participant sex. We therefore collapsed across 
sex in all analyses. We also examined whether any outliers existed in the data (given the open-
ended nature of the dependent measure). All the data fell within three standard deviations of the 
mean; we therefore retained all data points in the analyses. 
 

Willingness to Pay 

Consistent with predictions, an omnibus repeated-measures analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) revealed a significant two-way interaction between Rejection and Type of Product, 
F(2, 34) = 5.16, p = .01. Thus, as predicted, the influence of rejection on willingness to spend 
was dependent on the type of product. To test the specific predictions associated with the social 
affiliation hypothesis of spending, a series of planned contrasts were performed. 

 
Social-Identity Products 

 A planned contrast analysis (-2 1 1) on standardized scores of the social-identity index 
indicated that socially excluded participants (M = .67, SD = .75) were willing to pay more for 
social-identity products relative to accepted participants (M = .02, SD = 1.05) and misfortune 
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control participants (M = -.57, SD = .80), t(34) = 2.83, p = .008 (see Figure 1). There was no 
significant difference between accepted participants and misfortune control participants for 
amount willing to spend on social-identity products, t(25) = 1.61, p = .12, although there was a 
small trend for accepted participants to be willing to pay more than misfortune control 
participants. Thus, as predicted, socially excluded participants were willing to pay more than 
control participants for products that are socially visible and highly desired by people in Western 
cultures. 
 
Practical Products 

A planned contrast analysis  (-2 1 1) indicated that there was no difference in willingness 
to pay for practical items between conditions, t(34) = 1.16, p = .26. Thus, as predicted, socially 
exclusion did not increase participants’ desire for utilitarian products. In contrast to social-
identity products, utilitarian products convey little socially desirable information about the self to 
others. Practical products therefore should not be particularly desired by socially excluded 
participants, as the products would probably not increase their chance of gaining social 
acceptance. See Figure 1. 
 

 
Figure 1: Participants who were socially excluded were willing to pay more for social-identity 
products than participants who were socially accepted or given non-social negative feedback. 
However, there was no difference between conditions in willingness to pay for utilitarian 
products. 
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Ancillary analyses: Impulsivity and Mood 
To rule out the alternative explanation that increased willingness to pay after social 

exclusion was due to impulsivity, we examined whether social exclusion influenced participants’ 
feelings of buying impulsivity, as assessed by the state version of the BIS (Rook & Fisher, 
1995). As predicted, results indicated that social exclusion did not increase feelings of buying 
impulsiveness (F < 1, ns). Furthermore, buying impulsivity was not significantly correlated with 
amount willing to spend on social-identity products (r = .06, ns) or on practical items (r = .01, 
ns). Thus, as expected, social exclusion did not increase participants’ situational temptation to 
spend. 

Consistent with previous laboratory social exclusion manipulations, no differences in 
emotion or arousal were found among conditions (all Fs < 1.6, ns). Correlations between mood 
and our spending measures, as well as valence and our spending measures were far from 
reaching significance (rs .02 to .20; ps > .35).  Thus, mood was not a contributing factor to 
differences in spending between the conditions.  

 
Discussion 

 
Results from Experiment 1 support the hypothesis that social exclusion increases desire 

for products that could potentially enhance one’s chance of gaining social approval. Compared to 
socially accepted and misfortune control participants, socially excluded participants were wiling 
to pay more for social-identity products, which are typically displayed in public and are 
considered to be an indicator of status and resources, two highly desirable characteristics in 
Western society. Also consistent with predictions was the finding that socially excluded 
participants were not willing to pay more than other participants for utilitarian products. 
Utilitarian products communicate little information about one’s personality to others and are 
typically consumed in private. Therefore, in comparison to social-identity products, utilitarian 
products would do relatively little to enhance one’s chances of forging interpersonal bonds.  

Obtained results were not supportive of several alternative hypotheses concerning the 
effect of social exclusion on personal spending. First, that socially excluded people were willing 
to pay more than socially accepted and misfortune control participants for social-identity 
products contradicts the alternative hypothesis that social exclusion would lead to frugality. 
Second, social exclusion did not increase feelings of buying impulsivity and did not increase 
willingness to pay for all types of products, suggesting that social exclusion does not lead to 
impulsive spending. Third, results indicated that differences in spending were not attributable to 
mood or arousal. No differences in mood or arousal as a function of condition were obtained, and 
mood and arousal were uncorrelated with willingness to spend. If anything, receiving non-social 
bad news may actually reduce peoples’ willingness to pay for conspicuous consumption 
products. Results indicated that participants who were told that they may be accident-prone in 
the future were willing to pay marginally less for social-identity products than were participants 
who were told they would be socially accepted in the future. Thus, results from Experiment 1 
indicate that social exclusion does not increase spending because of mood or impulsivity. Rather, 
results supported the hypothesis that socially excluded participants would consume in a manner 
that could increase their chance of interpersonal acceptance. No such discrimination in product 
preference was found among participants who were socially accepted or given non-social 
negative news.  
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EXPERIMENT 2 
 

One of the main goals of Experiment 2 was to test the social affiliation hypothesis of 
spending using a dependent measure of actual spending behavior, not just hypothetical 
willingness to pay. To do so, we gave participants money with which they could use to buy 
products from a mock store or keep for themselves. We predicted that rejected participants 
would be more inclined than nonrejected participants to purchase a product that could enhance 
their chance of forging new interpersonal bonds. To test this hypothesis, we gave participants the 
opportunity to buy, among other things, school spirit wristbands. School spirit wristbands 
symbolize to others that one is a proud and loyal group member. If rejected participants are 
vigilant for ways to make themselves more appealing to a new group member, they should be 
more likely than nonrejected participants to buy school spirit bands. 

 To manipulate social rejection we used a procedure developed by DeWall, Baumeister, 
and Vohs (under review), which is an adaptation of a procedure used by Bushman, Bonacci, Van 
Dijk, and Baumeister (2003; see also Maner et al., 2007, Studies 4 and 5). Participants were led 
to believe that their partner declined to have a face-to-face interaction with them either because 
of a forgotten appointment (impersonal exclusion) or because of a dislike for the participant 
(personal rejection). The implication in the personal rejection condition was that the partner had 
a negative reaction to the participant and did not like him or her, causing the partner to leave the 
experiment. The personal rejection condition should therefore be particularly threatening to 
participants’ feelings of belongingness because it carries the implication that there is something 
wrong them, making future rejections possible. The impersonal exclusion condition should not 
be as threatening as the personal rejection given that the partner did not leave because of 
something wrong the participant. Moreover, according to sociometer theory (Leary et al., 1995), 
the personal rejection should diminish participants’ self-worth thereby activating the feeling that 
steps should be taken to gain social acceptance or repair social bonds. 

To simulate a real shopping experience, participants were given $10 that they could use 
to purchase items from our laboratory store. Ten products were classified into three categories by 
an independent group of raters: practical items (e.g., notepad, notebook), private consumption 
items (e.g., magazine, Oreo cookies, bath gel), and a symbolic item (i.e., a school spirit wrist 
band). Participants were led to believe that their purchases would be visible to a new partner. 
After the rejection feedback, participants were informed that a new partner had been found for 
them to complete the face-to-face interaction with after the shopping task. 

 

Method 

 

Participants 

Twenty-six undergraduate psychology students (23 female; 3 male) participated in 
exchange for course credit. Three participants were excluded because they had participated in a 
different experiment that used the same manipulation, and one participant was excluded because 
she left before completing the dependent measure. This resulted in a sample of 22 participants 
(19 female; 3 male). The male participants were randomly distributed among the conditions (i.e., 
they were not all in one condition).  
 

 

Materials and Procedure 
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Upon arriving to the laboratory, participants were informed that they would be 
participating in two unrelated studies: The first investigating first impressions and the second 
examining consumer perceptions. 

After giving informed consent, participants were told that the first study was concerned 
with learning about how restrictions on initial meetings influence communication. Participants 
were told they would be sending video messages back and forth with their partner before 
completing the face-to-face interaction. Participants were asked to view their partner’s video 
first, purportedly because their partner had arrived before them and had already completed the 
first video. The video message, approximately 3 min, consisted of a confederate (matched for 
gender) discussing his or her personal career goals and hobbies. After viewing the confederate’s 
video, participants recorded a reply in which they answered the same questions the confederate 
was asked.   

When participants finished recording their message, the experimenter collected the tape 
and ostensibly took it to the partner for him or her to view. After 5 min, the experimenter 
informed participants that their partner had left the experiment so they would be unable to 
complete the face-to-face interaction with him or her. The reason for the partner’s departure 
constituted the rejection manipulation: Participants randomly assigned to the personal rejection 

condition were told that their partner was unwilling to meet them after watching the video they 
had made. Participants in the impersonal exclusion condition were told that their partner had to 
leave a bit early because of a forgotten appointment. Immediately after the participants were told 
that their partner had left, the experimenter administered the BMIS, which was our mood 
measure. 

After participants completed the mood measure, the experimenter informed participants 
that she had found a new partner with whom they would complete the face-to-face interaction. 
The experimenter further explained that the new partner had just arrived to the experiment and 
therefore had to complete several tasks before they could complete the dyadic interaction. The 
experimenter then suggested that participants could complete the other, unrelated, experiment in 
the interim.  

To reduce suspicion that the shopping task was related to the first part of the experiment, 
participants were brought into a new laboratory room that had 10 products (ranging form $0.59 
to $4.39 in price) on display. Participants were told that the school bookstore was interested in 
obtaining college students’ perceptions of some items that might become available for purchase 
at the bookstore. Participants were given $10 in cash and were told that they could take the cash 
home with them at the end of the experiment or they could use it to purchase products in the 
study. To minimize demand characteristics we used Vohs and Faber’s (2007) instructions 
emphasizing that participants should only buy products that they really wanted or thought that 
they would buy if they were at the bookstore. To bolster this cover story, participants were asked 
to write their perceptions of each of the products and the reasons they purchased or did not 
purchase the products. To ensure that participants knew their purchases would be visible to their 
new interaction partner, participants were told that any products they purchased would be given 
to them before they met their new interaction partner.  

The experimenter then left participants with a product selection sheet. When the 
experimenter left, he or she reminded participants that they could spend as much of the money as 
they wanted, as little of the money as they wanted, or none of the money. When participants 
finished making their selection(s), the experimenter returned and administered a post-
experimental questionnaire which assessed how much participants enjoyed the shopping task (1 
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= Not at All; 7 = Very Much So) as well as how tempted they were to spend all the money they 
were given on products in the store (1 = Not at All; 7 = Very Much So). Participants were then 
probed for suspicion, debriefed, and dismissed.  

 
Results 

 

 Preliminary analyses revealed no effects of participant sex on spending. We therefore 
collapsed across sex in all analyses. For the sake of clarity, we shall call impersonally excluded 
participants ‘nonrejected participants’ and personally rejected participants ‘rejected participants’.  
 

Group Membership Product 

Participants were assigned a numerical value of 1 if they purchased the wristbands and 
were assigned a 0 if they did not purchase the wristbands. As predicted, rejected participants 
were more likely to buy the symbolic product (school spirit wristbands) than nonrejected 
participants, χ2 (22) = 5.39, p = .02 (M rejected = .58, SD = .51; M nonrejected = .10, SD = .31). 

Whereas 58 percent of rejected participants purchased the school spirit wristbands, only 10 
percent of nonrejected participant purchased the package of school spirit wristbands. Rejected 
participants were therefore more likely to purchase a product that symbolizes group membership 
and loyalty than nonrejected participants. See Figure 2.  

 
Figure 2: Participants who were personally rejected by a peer were significantly more likely to 
buy school spirit wristbands than participants who were impersonally rejected by a peer. 

 

Practical and Private Consumption Products 

As expected, rejected participants and nonrejected participants did not differ in the 
number of practical products they purchased (M rejected = .75, SD = .62; M nonrejected = .50, 
SD = .53), t(20) = 1.00, p = .33. Moreover, rejected participants and nonrejected participants also 
did not differ in the number of private consumption products they purchased (M rejected = 1.42, 
SD = 1.31; M nonrejected = 1.10, SD = .99), t < 1, ns. Likelihood of purchasing private 
consumption or practical products therefore did not increase as a function of the rejection 
manipulation.  
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State Temptation to Spend 

Consistent with findings from Experiment 1, rejection did not increase participants’ 
situational temptation to spend (M rejected = 3.08, SD = 1.98; M nonrejected = 2.10, SD = 1.29), 
t(20) = 1.35, p = .19. Given that rejection can decrease people’s motivation to exert self-control 
(Baumeister et al., 2005), we analyzed whether rejection increased spending for participants who 
reported a relatively high temptation to spend. To test for the interactive effect of condition and 
temptation to spend, we regressed amount spent in the laboratory store on experimental condition 
(dummy coded: -1 control; 1 = rejection), centered ratings of temptation to spend, and their 
centered interaction. We observed a significant interaction between rejection condition and 
desire to spend, β = .73, t = 3.12, p = .006 (partial r = .59; see Figure 3). The main effect of 

experimental condition was marginally significant, β = .30, t = 1.89, p = .08 (partial r = .41), 

such that the rejection manipulation increased the amount participants spent in the mock store. 
Temptation to spend was not a significant predictor (t < 1, ns).  
 
 

 
Figure 3: Rejection increased amount spent for participants who were high in temptation to 
spend, but not for participants who were low in temptation to spend. Unstandardized regression 
coefficient for low temptation to spend, b = .37; for high temptation to spend, b = 3.96** (where 
** p < .01). 
 
 To interpret the obtained interaction, we assessed the effect of the rejection manipulation 
among participants with a relatively high temptation to spend (1 standard deviation above the 
mean) and low temptation to spend (one standard deviation below the mean) (Aiken & West, 
1991). Compared to being impersonally rejected, being personally rejected led participants with 
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a high temptation to spend more money in the store, β = .75, t = 2.49, p = .02 (partial r = .51). No 

effect of condition was observed among participants with a relatively low temptation to spend, β 

= -.03, t < 1, ns. Thus, rejection increased spending, but only for those participants with a high 
temptation to spend.  
 
Trait Buying Impulsivity 

We used multiple regression to assess whether trait buying impulsivity influenced 
spending and whether there was an interactive effect of trait buying impulsivity and experimental 
condition. Amount spent was regressed on condition, centered buying impulsiveness scores, and 
the condition by buying impulsiveness vector. Trait buying impulsivity was not a significant 
predictor, t = 1.45, p > .15 (partial r = -.32), nor was the condition by trait impulsivity 
interaction, t = 1.51, p > .15 (partial r = .33). Replicating the main effect of experimental 
condition on amount spent reported above, the rejection manipulation in the present model was 
significantly positively related to amount spent B = .42, t = 2.08, p = .052 (partial r = .43). 
Therefore, individual differences in spending impulsivity were not predictive of amount spent.  
 

Ancillary Analyses 

Replicating the findings of Experiment 1, mood and arousal did not differ as a function of 
condition (Fs < 1, ns). Correlations between mood and our dependent measure (amount spent) 
were not significant. Participants rated how much they enjoyed participating in the shopping 
task. Results indicated that rejected participants enjoyed the shopping task significantly less than 
nonrejected participants (M rejected = 3.75, SD = 1.54; M control = 5.60, SD = 1.64), t(20) = 
2.72, p = .01.  

 
Discussion 

 
Obtained results were consistent with the hypothesis that rejected people strategically 

spend to enhance their chance of affiliating with a new peer. Compared to nonrejected 
participants, rejected participants were more likely to buy school spirit wristbands. School spirit 
wristbands symbolize group status and loyalty. Given that the affiliation source was a member of 
the same group, showing ingroup loyalty would be an especially effective way for participants’ 
to make themselves interpersonally appealing.  

Using a new manipulation of rejection, and using a new dependent measure, we again 
ruled out alternative hypotheses concerning the effect of rejection on spending money. Rejected 
participants were not any more likely than nonrejected participants to purchase practical products 
or private consumption products. These findings are consistent with those of Experiment 1, 
which found that social exclusion did not increase willingness to pay for practical products that 
are typically used in private. Rejection was not found to increase participants’ self-report 
spending impulsivity, also replicating the findings of Experiment 1. However, we did find that 
participants who were rejected spent more money than nonrejected participants, but only if they 
were tempted to spend. Thus, rejection does not increase impulsive spending; rather it reduces 
the restraint people normally impose against spending.  

As in Experiment 1, results were not due to differences in mood. The finding that rejected 
participants did not find the shopping task more enjoyable than nonrejected participants also 
supports the hypothesis that rejected participants were not using spending as a mood reparation 
strategy.  
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Although participants believed their purchases would be visible to their new partner, it is 
possible that rejected participants bought the school spirit wristbands in an attempt to bolster 
feelings of self-worth through ingroup identification, rather than in an attempt to appeal to their 
new interaction partner. Experiment 3 therefore added several design characteristics to rule out 
this alternative explanation and show further support for the hypothesis that socially excluded 
people spend to serve affiliation needs.  

 



 

17 

EXPERIMENT 3 

 

 The main goal of Experiment 3 was to test whether socially excluded people shift their 
product preferences to match those of an affiliation source. People anticipate that they will like 
others who are similar and actually do like those who are similar to themselves (e.g., Byrne, 
1971; Byrne, Clore, & Smeaton, 1986; Miller, Downs, & Prentice, 1998). Demonstrating 
similarity in spending and product preferences could therefore enhance socially excluded 
people’s chance of successfully affiliating with others, or at least reduce their chance of being 
rejected by the affiliation source (e.g., Levin, 1989; Griskevicius et al., 2006; Miller & 
Anderson, 1979; Schachter, 1951).  

To determine whether socially excluded participants conform their preferences to those 
of an affiliation source, we manipulated the spending preferences of participants’ interaction 
partner. Participants were led to believe they would interact with a frugal spender or a lavish 
spender. If socially excluded people spend in whatever best enhances their chance of affiliating 
with others then they should conform to their partner’s preferences – enhancing perceived 
similarity. That is, if excluded people will be interacting with a person who likes lavish spenders, 
then excluded people should communicate via product preferences that they are willing to spend 
money on luxury products. Conversely, if socially excluded people think they will be interacting 
with a person who likes to save his or her money, then socially excluded people should 
communicate that they prefer choices and products that signal frugality.  

We investigated participants’ desire for three different types of products: a conspicuous 
consumption luxury item, a frugal item, and a neutral item. Based on pre-testing1 using an 
independent group of students at the same university, we used the following products: Netflix ® 
(neutral product), a luxury watch (lavish item), and a Sam’s Club membership (frugal product). 
Netflix ® was considered to be a neutral product because it was not considered to be informative 
of whether a person is a lavish or frugal spender given that almost all students can afford the 
service. Moreover, most students are interested in viewing films, so signaling that one is 
interested in the service to others provides little unique information about the self. A Sam’s Club 
Membership was considered to be a frugal product because communicating to others that one is 
interested in obtaining the membership signals that one is interested in discount merchandise 
bought in bulk, For exploratory purposes we also selected a second frugal product, which was 
willingness to invest in an ING Direct high-interest savings account.  

Based on our hypothesis that socially excluded people would try to communicate to their 
partner that they are similar to affiliate, we predicted that socially excluded would desire the 
products that could allow them to seem similar to their partner. We therefore predicted that 
desire for the luxury product would increase when socially excluded participants were expecting 
to interact with someone who favors lavish spending. In contrast, socially excluded people who 
anticipated interacting with a frugal spender were expected to show interest in the products that 
would communicate that they too are a prudent consumer. High self-monitors, who are 
particularly likely to align their attitudes and behavior with their present environment, should be 
especially likely to show the predicted patterns of spending. If such shifts in spending are self-
presentational then shifts in spending after social exclusion were expected to be especially 
pronounced for high self-monitors and not low self-monitors.  
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Method 

 

Participants and Procedure 

One hundred and four undergraduate psychology students (52 female; 52 male) 
participated in exchange for course credit. Participants arrived individually to the laboratory to 
participate in two ostensibly unrelated studies: the first pilot testing a new personality measure 
and the second was purported to be a consumer discussion task.  
 Participants first completed the revised Self-Monitoring Scale (Lennox & Wolfe, 1984). 
To manipulate social exclusion, we used the Twenge et al.’s (2001) procedure described in 
Experiment 1. Given that the negative feedback control and the positive feedback control (social 
acceptance condition) did not differ significantly in Experiment 1, we retained only the socially 
accepted and socially excluded conditions. After participants were given the personality 
feedback, participants completed the brief mood inspection survey.  

Participants were then told that the first experiment was over and they would be moving 
on to the second, unrelated, experiment. To reduce suspicion that the first and second parts of the 
experiment were linked, participants were brought into a new laboratory room to complete the 
willingness to spend dependent measure. Participants were told that the psychology department 
and the marketing department had teamed up to investigate college students’ perceptions of 
products (for which the marketing department was doing marketing research on). Participants 
were told that, similar to consumer focus groups, they would be discussing their perception of 
four products with a peer who was there for a similar experiment.  

Participants were then given a spending preferences questionnaire, which had purportedly 
been completed by their interaction partner. The questionnaire depicted the partner as either a 
lavish spender or a frugal spender2.  Both conditions contained a short essay purportedly written 
by the partner, which described the partner’s general spending habits (partners were matched for 
gender).  In the frugal condition, the partner was framed as a student who was currently more 
concerned with saving his or her money rather than spending his or her money. In the lavish 
condition, the partner was framed as a student who liked to indulge on vacations and material 
goods presently and was currently not concerned with saving money. A third condition was 
included in which participants were given no information about their interaction partner. In this 
control condition the experimenter told participants that she could not find the partner’s spending 
preferences sheet.  
 After looking over the partner’s spending preferences, participants were asked to look at 
four products on the computer (order of products was randomized for each participant by the 
computer). Participants were presented with a screenshot of a luxury watch (Rolex for men, 
Tiffany & Co. © for women), a screenshot of a Sam’s Club membership, a screenshot of 
Netflix® and a screenshot of an ING Direct high-interest savings account. Participants were 
asked to look at each product and to indicate how desirable the product seemed to them (1 = Not 

at all; 7 = Very Much So). Participants were told they would be discussing the products and their 
answers with their partner, who was purportedly also completing the same task. After viewing 
and rating the products, participants were probed for suspicion, debriefed, and dismissed.  
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Results 

 

Desirability of the Products 

Consistent with predictions, an omnibus repeated-measures ANOVA indicated a 
significant four-way interaction between Rejection, Future Interaction Partner, Type of Product, 
and Self-Monitoring, F(3, 92) = 4.73, p = .004, when predicting participant’s desire for the 
products. A series of planned contrasts were performed to test specific predictions associated 
with our hypotheses. 

 
Lavish Partner 

As predicted, high self-monitors expecting to interact with a lavish spender reported a 
greater desire for the luxurious watch if they were socially excluded than if they were socially 
accepted (Excluded: M = 6.86, SD = .38; Accepted: M = 5.29, SD = 1.50), t(12) = 2.69, p = .02. 
Also consistent with predictions, the exclusion manipulation had no effect on high self-monitors’ 
desire for a Sam’s Club membership, a Netflix® membership, or to invest in a savings account 
when they were expecting to interact with a lavish spender (ts < 1). Consistent with predictions, 
the personality feedback did not affect low self-monitors’ desire for the products when they were 
expecting to interact with a lavish spender (ts< 1). That is, socially excluded participants 
indicated similar desire to socially accepted participants for all the products when they were 
expecting to interact with a lavish spender.   
 

Frugal Partner 

As predicted, high self-monitors expecting to interact with a frugal spender reported a 
greater desire to invest in the savings account if they were socially excluded than if they were 
socially accepted [(Excluded: M = 4.67, SD = 1.21; Accepted: M = 2.67, SD = 1.50), t(13) = 
2.72, p = .02] and a greater desire to buy a Sam’s Club Membership  [(Excluded: M = 4.50, SD = 
2.26; Accepted: M = 2.33, SD = 1.66), t (13) = 2.15, p = .05]. As expected, the social exclusion 
manipulation did not influence desire for the luxurious watch among high self-monitors 
expecting to interact with a frugal partner (t < 1).  

For low self-monitors expecting to interact with a frugal partner, the social exclusion 
condition increased desire for the lavish watch (Excluded: M = 5.50, SD = 1.62; Accepted: M = 
4.22; SD = 1.20), t(19) = 1.98, p = .06. This result indicated that low self-monitors were less 
likely than high self-monitors to match their spending patterns to the preferences of others. As 
predicted, the personality manipulation had no effect on low self-monitors’ desire to invest or 
purchase a Sam’s club membership when expecting to interact with a frugal partner (ts < 1).  
 
No Information 

As expected, when participants were not given any information regarding their upcoming 
interaction partner, there were no differences between conditions for desire of products (ts < 1, 
ns).  
 

Mood 

Consistent with Experiments 1 and 2, a 2 (social exclusion; social acceptance) X 3 
(lavish; frugal; no information) ANOVA indicated there were no differences in emotion or 
arousal as a function of the manipulations (all Fs < 1).  
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Discussion 

 

 Results from Experiment 3 supported the hypothesis that socially excluded people 
strategically spend in whatever way best enhances their chance of forging new affiliations. 
Results indicate that participants who were socially excluded, but not participants who were 
socially accepted, adopted the product preferences that matched the spending preferences of an 
affiliation source. That spending was shifted to match the partner’s preference is consistent with 
the prediction that socially excluded people use consumption as a way to socially reconnect. 
Results indicate that socially excluded participants who were expecting to meet a frugal spender 
had a higher desire for a Sam’s Club Membership than socially accepted participants. In contrast, 
socially excluded participants who were expecting to meet a lavish spender showed a greater 
interest in a luxury watch than socially accepted participants. No differences in spending were 
found for Netflix®, which was rated as a product that would communicate little information 
about the self to others.  

Moreover, the personality trait of self-monitoring moderated the effect of social exclusion 
on spending preferences. High self-monitors, who are more likely than low self-monitors to self-
present by tailoring their behavior to suit their environment, were more likely than low self-
monitor to shift their preferences to those of a future interaction partner. This pattern was only 
found for socially excluded participants, not for socially accepted participants. That self-
monitoring moderated the relationship between social exclusion and spending preferences 
supports the hypothesis that spending is self-presentational. In sum, findings were consistent 
with a social affiliation account of spending.  
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GENERAL DISCUSSION 
 

The current work adds to a burgeoning area of research that investigates how 
fundamental social motives guide and influence consumption patterns. Specifically, the current 
studies provide a textured portrait of how threats to one’s need for positive relationships 
influence personal spending patterns. Across three studies we found support for the hypothesis 
that social exclusion causes people to shift their consumption patterns in whatever way best 
enhances their chance of forging new social bonds. Socially excluded people were found to covet 
products that could be used as symbols for status and resources as well as for products that could 
symbolize in group membership. Moreover, socially excluded people matched their product 
preferences to those of an affiliation source. No such shifts were found for participants who were 
socially accepted, and alternative hypotheses – that social exclusion would lead to prudent 
consumption or to impulsive spending – were not consistent with obtained data.  

 Experiment 1 found that, compared to socially accepted and negative feedback control 
participants, socially excluded participants expressed greater desire for social-identity products 
that could communicate desirable characteristics about the self to others in public. However, 
socially excluded participants were not willing to pay more than others for utilitarian items, 
which are typically used in private and communicate little information about the self to others. 
Results were not attributable to negative feedback in general as non-social negative news seemed 
to reduce participants’ proclivity for luxury items.  

In Experiment 2 we found that rejected participants, as compared to nonrejected 
participants, were more likely to buy a product that could serve as a cue of group identity and 
loyalty to others, thereby potentially enhancing chance of affiliation. This experiment expanded 
on Experiment 1 by using a new independent and dependent measure. Specifically, we used an 
interpersonal rejection procedure rather than a personality feedback procedure, and we also 
measured participants’ spending behavior using real money and products rather than hypothetical 
spending behavior.  

Results from Experiment 3 supported the hypothesis that willingness to purchase socially 
desirable products after social exclusion was a self-presentational strategy. That is, socially 
excluded people were found to conform to others’ preferences, which is a strategy people will 
use to avoid further rejections or make the self seem similar to others. We manipulated the 
preferences of a future interaction partner and found that socially excluded participants, but not 
socially accepted participants, adapted their spending preferences to those of a future interaction 
partner. Moreover, conformity to their partner’s spending preferences was only found for 
socially excluded participants who were high self-monitors, not for low self-monitors. Given that 
high self-monitors align their preferences and behavior with their immediate environment, 
whereas low self-monitors stick to their inherent preferences, it is inferred that the mimicry of 
the partner’s spending patterns by high self-monitors who were socially excluded was a self-
presentational strategy.  

Although previous research on spending suggests that people may spend to alleviate 
negative moods (Elliot, 1994; Rook & Gardner, 1993), our data indicate that obtained effects 
were not driven by mood differences between conditions. Indeed, consistent with previous 
research on social exclusion we did not observe any differences in mood as a function of our 
manipulation. Moreover, participants’ mood was not significantly correlated with our dependent 
measures. If anything, negative mood seemed to decrease willingness to pay. In Study 2, 



 

22 

participants who received negative non-socials were willing to pay slightly less for conspicuous 
consumption items relative to socially accepted participants, although this was only a trend.  

Results also suggest that social exclusion may change what type of product seems 
desirable in a given setting. Our investigation indicates that whether a socially excluded person 
will desire a sweater, watch, fridge, or a high interest savings account may depend on whether 
the affiliation source(s) sees a given product as desirable. However, this may not be true for all 
individuals. Consistent with the hypothesis that socially excluded people use spending as a self-
presentation tool, we found that high self-monitors desired products that may help them gain 
favor with a new partner. However, a shift in spending preferences after social exclusion was not 
found for low self-monitors. Indeed, low self-monitors did not desire products that signaled 
frugality to others when frugality appeared predictive of acceptance. Instead they desired a lavish 
product, which is favored by students more generally rather than their partner more specifically.  

 
Limitations and Future Directions 

 

 Despite the consistency of these results, several limitations and alternative explanations 
warrant mention and consideration. One limitation is that the current studies’ samples relied 
exclusively on college students. Perhaps middle-aged individuals would not respond to social 
exclusion in the same manner. Although the college students in the present study reported that 
the norm was to spend money rather than save money, they are limited in finances, which could 
have changed the desirability of the products. Moreover, college students’ social relationships 
may be especially flexible or in flux. The impact of social exclusion could therefore be very 
different on college students than the impact of social exclusion on people whose relationships 
are more secure and stable (e.g., older adults). Given that the need for human connections is a 
fundamental need, however, we would speculate that thwarting this need across the different age 
spans would have similar consequences for consumption, but this remains an empirical question.  

An alternative possibility is that socially excluded participants were buying to cheer 
themselves up, either by bolstering sense of self-worth or mood. Both alternative explanations 
are unlikely. Regarding the former, participants mapped their preferences on to the spending 
patterns of their partner’s preferences, suggesting attention to other’s preferences. Given the 
choice between a luxury product and a frugal product, it seems unlikely that participants would 
try to bolster self-worth by desiring a Sam’s Club Membership. Moreover, in all of our 
experiments we did not find differences in mood as a function of experimental condition. 
Furthermore, mood did not correlate with our dependent measures. Thus, unlike previous 
research suggesting that people buy to cheer themselves up, the present studies suggest that 
socially excluded people will buy to make friends.   

 
Concluding Remarks 

 

 Increasingly researchers are turning their attention and resources toward understanding 
how fundamental and evolutionary motives guide people’s spending. The current work adds to 
this growing body of literature by focusing on how deficiencies in interpersonal relationships can 
alter consumption in predictable ways. A person’s audience can decipher many different things 
about him or her from minimal information such as product preferences, appearance, dress, or 
the contents of a shopping basket. Both the actor and the audience understand and realize this is 



 

23 

so, and the present work indicates that people who are socially excluded may capitalize on the 
symbolic nature of spending to forge interpersonal connections.  

Our results add to extant literature examining the relationship between happiness, 
loneliness, and consumption. It is often noted that both loneliness and debt are on the rise. 
Previous research and theory have mainly focused on how time spent on career-related activities 
to procure purchasing power negatively impacts interpersonal relationships, or the correlational 
relationship between the personality dimension of materialism and interpersonal relationships. 
Our results suggest another layer of complexity, indicating that people may use consumption as a 
way to gain or maintain social approval. Thus, people’s need for social acceptance could be a 
contributing factor in the vicious cycle of materialism and loneliness. People work harder than 
before to procure the material wealth necessary to be accepted by others only to spend less time 
with loved ones.  

If peoples’ spending patterns are be driven by their need for acceptance, then there is 
hope for changing the current trends of loneliness and debt. Indeed, if people spend in order to 
gain acceptance from others, then changing the social norm of spending may redirect consumers’ 
spending patterns. Thus, whether a broken heart leads to an empty wallet may depend in part on 
how the heart can be repaired.  
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APPENDIX A 
 

Footnotes 

 
1. To choose the items used in Experiment 3 we had twenty independent raters view 15 

products: five neutral products, five lavish products, and five frugal products. Participants rated 
how lavish of a spender a person would seem if he or she bought the product (1 = Not at all 

lavish; 4 = Neutral; 7 = Very Lavish). Based on the ratings, the following products were chosen: 
Tiffany & Co. © watch for women; Rolex watch for men; Sam’s Club membership; Netflix 
membership; ING Direct high-interest savings account.  

Pre-ratings indicated that both the women’s watch, a Tiffany & Co. © watch (M = 6.15; 

SD = .88), and the men’s Rolex (M = 6.35, SD = .81) were seen as lavish purchases; ratings were 

both significantly higher than the mid-point of the scale (Tiffany & Co. © watch: t(19) = 13.54, p 

< .0001; Rolex: t(19) = 15.68, p < .0001). The men’s watch and women’s watch were seen as 

equally lavish (t < 1, ns). A Sam’s Club membership was seen as being indicative of a frugal 

spender (M = 2.60, SD = .99), and its mean rating was significantly lower than the mid-point of 

the scale, t(19) = 4.05, p = .001. Investing in the ING Direct high-interest savings account was 

also perceived to be indicative of frugality, evidenced by ratings that were significantly lower 

than the mid-point of the scale (M = 2.85, SD = 1.09), t(19) = 2.67, p = .02. Netflix ®, the neutral 

product, was not significantly different from the mid-point of the scale (M = 3.55, SD = 1.64), t < 

1, ns.  

2. An independent group of participants rated the personality information sheets to ensure 
that information about the two confederates was equivalently positive, and to ensure the 
descriptions accurately reflected the desired spending characteristics. Ten participants rated the 
frugal confederate’s background sheet, and another ten independent participants rated the lavish 
confederate’s background sheet. Using seven-point scales, participants confirmed that the frugal 
participant appeared more frugal than the lavish participant (M frugal = 5.00, SD = 1.25; M 
lavish = 1.56, SD = 1.01, t(19) = 6.56, p < .001) and that the lavish participant appeared more 
lavish than the frugal participant (M lavish = 6.33, SD = 1.32; M frugal = 3.00, SD = 1.41, t(17) 
= 5.29, p < .001). Both confederates were rated as equally likeable and desirable as friends (ts < 
1).   
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APPENDIX B 
 

IRB Approval Form 
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APPENDIX C 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM  
Personality and Purchasing Decisions 

 

I freely and voluntarily and without element of force or coercion, consent to be a 

participant in the research project entitled “Personality and Attitudes.”  This research is being 

conducted by Nicole Mead, a graduate student in the Department of Psychology at Florida State 

University working with Dr. Roy Baumeister, Eppes Professor in the Department of Psychology 

at Florida State University. I understand the purpose of his research project is to understand more 

about how social exclusion affects purchasing decisions. I understand that if I participate in the 

project, I will be asked to complete a series of personality questionnaires as well as look at some 

consumer products. The total time commitment would be about half an hour, and I will be 

compensated by receiving 0.5 credit point for my time.  

I understand that I must be 18 years of age to participate.  I understand that my 

participation is totally voluntary and I may stop participation at anytime.  If I decide to stop 

participation, I will still be entitled to the compensation.  All my responses to the tasks will be 

anonymous and will not be tied back to me personally.  My name will not appear on any of the 

results.  No individual responses will be reported in any publication.  Only group findings will be 

reported.  The all data, identified only by subject code number, will be stored in a locked file 

cabinet in Room 112 Eppes Psychology Building and will be destroyed by January 1, 2015.  My 

participation in this project will remain confidential to the extent allowed by law. 

I understand there is a possibility of a minimal level of risk involved if I agree to 

participate in this study.  I might experience anxiety or frustration when completing the tasks.  

The research assistant will be available to talk with me about any emotional discomfort I may 

experience while participating.  I am also able to stop my participation at any time I wish. I 

understand there are benefits for participating in this research project. I will develop a better 

understanding of research methodology and will be providing researchers with valuable insight. 

In addition, I may also learn about my spending behavior.  

I understand that this consent may be withdrawn at any time without prejudice, penalty, 

or loss of benefits to which I am otherwise entitled.  I have been given the right to ask and have 

answered any inquiry concerning the study.  Questions, if any, have been answered to my 

satisfaction. 

I understand that I may contact Nicole Mead, Florida State University, Department of 

Psychology, Psychology building room 112, 645 - 1498, or Dr. Roy Baumeister, Florida State 

University, Department of Psychology, Psychology building room 102a, 644 – 4200, for answers 

to questions about this research or my rights.  Group results will be sent to me upon my request.  

If I have questions about my rights as a subject/participant in this research, or if I feel I have 

been placed at risk, I can contact the Chair of the Human Subjects Committee, Institutional 

Review Board, through the Office of the Vice President for Research, at (850) 644-8633. 

 

I have read and understand this consent form. 

 

 

_______________________________________      ___________________________________ 

(Signature)           (Date) 
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