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British rock star Sir Elton John, one of the most celebrated 
musicians of all time, declared bankruptcy in 2002 after 
spending nearly US$50 million over 2 years to support his 
lavish, opulent lifestyle (Rose, 2019). Elton John’s excessive 
spending aligns with characteristics of compulsive buying, 
which is characterized by chronic, repetitive purchasing 
despite negative repercussions (Dittmar, 2004; Edwards, 
1993; Faber & O’Guinn, 1992). Celebrities are not the only 
ones to engage in compulsive buying; a recent meta-analysis 
of more than 30,000 participants across 16 countries found a 
prevalence rate of about 5% in the general population and 
8% among university student samples (Maraz et al., 2016). 
Anecdotal examples abound as well, revealing the real-life 
consequences of compulsive buying. For instance, a woman 
living in a middle-class neighborhood in Southern California 
says she compulsively shopped, leading her to rack up thou-
sands of dollars in debt and straining her marriage in the pro-
cess (Orso & Ferran, 2009).

If compulsive buying leads to distress and impairment, 
why do people engage in this maladaptive, self-defeating 
behavior? One reason may be that some people have 
Financially Contingent Self-Worth (FCSW)—the tendency 
to base self-esteem on being financially successful (Park 

et al., 2017). For people with FCSW, one way to validate 
feelings of financial success may be to be able to spend 
money on whatever they want. However, the more people 
spend, the less money they will have in their savings. Therein 
lies a potential paradox: People with FCSW might be moti-
vated to spend their money in the present, because doing so 
may serve as a subjective indicator that they are financially 
successful and therefore satisfies their contingency of self-
worth in this domain. However, people with FCSW may feel 
torn and conflicted about spending money because it detracts 
from the longer term goal of saving and accumulating money 
over time. Thus, the pursuit of self-esteem in the financial 
domain is costly because people with FCSW may experience 
recurrent internal conflict between wanting to spend and not 
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Abstract
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to spend their money. This motivational conflict, in turn, may 
make people vulnerable to compulsively spend but in doing 
so, increases their susceptibility to emotional distress and 
impairment in their lives from engaging in this self-defeating 
behavior.

Predictors of Compulsive Buying

Money is a pervasive part of everyday life. People work to 
make money, spend money on goods and services, and save 
and invest money to grow their earnings over time. Indeed, 
American culture is often described as a quintessential 
example of corporate capitalism that encourages people to 
strive for extrinsic values, such as materialism and consum-
erism (Kasser et al., 2007). One manifestation of this type 
of excessive consumption is compulsive buying, which 
involves chronic, repetitive purchasing despite negative 
consequences (Edwards, 1993; Faber & O’Guinn, 1992). 
When people engage in compulsive buying, they purchase 
items they do not need or cannot afford and feel guilty, 
ashamed, anxious, and regretful afterward (Dittmar, 2004, 
2005a; Faber & Vohs, 2011).

While some researchers focus on the link between com-
pulsive buying and clinical disorders, social psychologists 
typically study purchasing behavior on a continuum from 
“normal” to “abnormal.” The “normal” end of this contin-
uum is characterized by ordinary or commonplace buying 
tendencies, while the “abnormal” end is characterized by 
maladaptive compulsive buying behaviors (Dittmar, 
2005a, 2005b; Dittmar & Drury, 2000). From this perspec-
tive, measures of compulsive buying reflect the relative 
strength of problematic buying tendencies within and 
across individuals.

Compulsive buying is thought to be a compensatory strat-
egy that people use to regulate their mood or reduce self-
discrepancies to feel more aligned with their ideal self 
(Dittmar, 2004; Dittmar et al., 2007; Faber & Vohs, 2011). 
Rather than focusing on acquiring a particular item, compul-
sive buyers buy things to alter their mood or arousal level 
(Faber & Christenson, 1996). For example, people who 
endorse materialism—who value acquiring material posses-
sions as a central life goal (Richins, 2004)—are prone to 
compulsive buying for emotion regulation and identity-seek-
ing purposes (Dittmar, 2005a, 2005b)

Such findings are consistent with symbolic self-comple-
tion theory, which posits that people are motivated to com-
pensate when they perceive inadequacies in their self-concept 
(Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1982). Indeed, materialism is 
thought to be rooted in psychological insecurity (Kasser 
et al., 2007); accordingly, acquiring material goods may be 
one way for people with materialistic values to bolster 
aspects of themselves in which they feel deficient. Overall, 
then, research on compulsive buying suggests that these 
behaviors are psychologically motivated and have tangible 

emotional, social, and identity-related benefits (Dittmar, 
2005b).

FCSW, Financial Motivational Conflict, 
and Compulsive Buying

Although compulsive buying may be a compensatory behav-
ior, it can also create a cycle of self-defeating behavior. On 
one hand, accruing money is a long-term goal that requires 
effort and self-control through frugal spending, saving, and 
investing (Andrews, 2021). For some people, however, hav-
ing money is not just a long-term goal but an important 
aspect of their self-esteem; that is, their self-worth may 
become contingent on being financially successful. People 
with FCSW expect hedonic and psychological benefits of 
financial success (Park et al., 2021) and are motivated to feel 
good about their financial status at the moment. The actions 
they take to do so, however, may conflict with behaviors 
needed to achieve financial success in the long term. 
Specifically, when people have contingent self-worth, they 
are likely to be motivated by a desire to pursue short-term 
boosts to their state self-esteem—to prove or demonstrate 
that they possess certain qualities on which their self-worth 
is based (Crocker & Park, 2004). For people with FCSW, 
spending money is likely to be a source of internal conflict 
because in the short term, buying things may lead individuals 
to feel that they are not restricted in their ability to spend 
money freely, but by spending excessively, they may threaten 
their long-term goal of accumulating wealth.

Given this trade-off, why would people with FCSW spend 
money compulsively, rather than choosing to save their 
money? One reason may be that FCSW is an external source 
of self-esteem, which requires continual validation to shore 
up one’s feelings of worth as external domains are less stable 
and more conditional in their fulfillment than internal 
domains (Crocker & Park, 2004). Compulsive buying may 
thus be a behavior in everyday life that can easily and readily 
provide an immediate boost to self-esteem; indeed, people 
often engage in this behavior as a way to regulate negative 
affect (Faber & Christenson, 1996). Compulsive buying 
might also allow individuals to display their wealth to others 
or to behave in ways that are consistent with their belief that 
spending money implies being wealthy. For example, people 
who believe that spending implies wealth tend to spend their 
money lavishly (Kappes et al., 2021), and those who base 
their self-worth on financial success expect that having a lot 
of money would make them feel happier, more competent, 
and closer to others (Park et al., 2021).

Alternatively, the introjected motivation that people with 
FCSW experience may lead to a sense of restricted auton-
omy or freedom, which in turn, may press for behaviors to 
reassert control, such as spending money freely, that are 
antithetical to saving money. That is, the desire to save 
money may ironically activate a competing desire to spend 
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when people with FCSW are in spending contexts. Whether 
motivated to spend from the belief that spending signals 
wealth, out of a desire to display wealth to others, or to re-
establish a sense of autonomy and control, people with 
FCSW may experience motivational conflict between want-
ing to spend (vs. not spend) their money in spending con-
texts. This conflict may then render them vulnerable to 
engaging in self-defeating behaviors, such as compulsive 
buying, that favor short-term rewards—of feeling free to 
spend money however they want—over long-term rewards 
of accumulating wealth.

Past research suggests that when individuals experience 
motivational conflict, situational or contextual factors can 
shift the balance to influence one’s behavior (Kleiman & 
Hassin, 2011). Because people do not like to feel conflicted, 
they may be particularly sensitive to subtle cues in the envi-
ronment suggesting that one option (e.g., spending money) is 
preferable to another (e.g., not spending money). For people 
with FCSW—for whom the goals to spend versus not spend 
may be equally appealing—the momentary value of spend-
ing is likely to be augmented and may overpower a desire to 
save money. In other words, when faced with competing 
goals of wanting to spend versus not spend, people with 
FCSW may compulsively buy things because they believe 
that spending implies wealth, want to display their wealth to 
others, or do not want to feel restricted in their spending 
behavior.

Although compulsive buying may provide a momentary 
boost to one’s self-esteem or sense of freedom and auton-
omy, it can also be self-defeating by impeding the financial 
success that comes from saving and accumulating money 
over time. Given that people with FCSW want to be finan-
cially successful (e.g., have substantial savings), they may 
regret their compulsive purchasing behaviors and feel anx-
ious, guilty, and distressed about their actions. Indeed, past 
research shows that compulsive buying is related to negative 
outcomes, such as increased psychological distress, financial 
and legal problems, and interpersonal conflicts (Faber, 
2004). Thus, FCSW may be a vulnerability factor that makes 
people susceptible to engaging in compulsive buying and 
experiencing distress and impairment from engaging in this 
behavior. Furthermore, perceptions of financial motivational 
conflict—between wanting to spend versus not spend one’s 
money—may be a key factor that accounts for these 
relationships.

To investigate these ideas, we conducted four studies. In 
Studies 1a and 1b, we first sought to establish connections 
between FCSW, compulsive buying, and distress and impair-
ment resulting from this behavior. In Study 2, we examined 
the role of financial motivational conflict—between the 
desire to spend versus not spend money—as a potential 
mechanism to account for the links between FCSW, compul-
sive buying intentions, and anticipated distress from exces-
sive buying. Study 3 examined the ecological validity of 
these ideas by testing whether FCSW predicted 

actual compulsive buying behavior and distress in people’s 
everyday lives using a 5-week diary design. Finally, Study 4 
examined whether people’s belief that spending implies 
wealth, or feeling pressure to spend money to display one’s 
wealth to others, would amplify financial motivational con-
flict for people with high FCSW. In other words, we investi-
gated whether individuals with higher FCSW who strongly 
endorsed these types of beliefs are more vulnerable to expe-
riencing motivational conflict than those who do not strongly 
endorse such beliefs.

Study 1a

In Study 1a, we examined whether people who base their 
self-worth on financial success show greater tendency to 
engage in compulsive spending and experience more distress 
and impairment in their lives from excessive buying. In these 
studies, we controlled for variables that have been shown in 
previous work to be associated with compulsive buying (i.e., 
gender, age, materialism, income, perceived economic pres-
sures). Specifically, research suggests that women (Dittmar, 
2005a; Faber, 2004), younger people (Dittmar, 2005a), those 
who endorse materialism (Dittmar, 2005a, 2005b), and those 
with lower incomes or face economic strain are more likely 
to compulsively spend (Koran et al., 2006). We therefore 
examined whether FCSW predicted the outcomes above and 
beyond the influence of these previously established corre-
lates of compulsive buying.

Method

Participants and procedure. A total of 360 participants (77% 
women, 21% men, 2% non-binary; Mage = 52.93, SD = 
17.11) were recruited from ResearchMatch, an online plat-
form funded by the National Institutes of Health that con-
nects researchers with prospective participants. A priori, we 
aimed to recruit at least 350 participants for this study; a sen-
sitivity analysis showed that our analyzed sample size pro-
vided adequate power (>.80) to detect an effect of 
approximately f2 = .022. The sample was 90% White, 3.6% 
Black, 1.7% Asian, and 4.7% other ethnicities; all partici-
pants were older than the age of 18 and living in the United 
States. Participants completed the following measures 
through the Qualtrics survey platform. For all studies, ques-
tionnaires and datasets are available in the Open Science 
Framework: https://osf.io/5szmh/?view_only=99419699305
f445c9267dd6264a82dd6. Some studies included measures 
not relevant to the present research (see Supplemental Mate-
rials). No participants were excluded from any of the 
studies.

Materials
FCSW. Participants completed the FCSW scale (Park 

et al., 2017), which assesses how much individuals base their 
self-esteem on financial success. Participants responded to 

https://osf.io/5szmh/?view_only=99419699305f445c9267dd6264a82dd6
https://osf.io/5szmh/?view_only=99419699305f445c9267dd6264a82dd6
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items such as, “My self-esteem depends on having a lot of 
money” and “I feel bad about myself when I feel like I don’t 
make enough money” on a scale from 1 = strongly disagree 
to 7 = strongly agree (five items, α = .80, M = 3.91, SD = 
1.07).

Compulsive buying. Participants completed Edwards’s 
(1993) Compulsive Buying Scale, which measures the 
degree to which individuals show compulsive buying ten-
dencies. Participants responded to items such as, “I go on 
buying binges,” “I feel driven to shop and spend, even when 
I don’t have the time or the money,” and “I buy things even 
though I cannot afford them” on a scale from 1 = strongly 
disagree to 7 = strongly agree (13 items, α = .90, M = 
2.93, SD = 1.16). Although other measures of compulsive 
buying exist, they focus on clinical diagnoses and catego-
rize individuals as compulsive versus noncompulsive buyers 
(e.g., Faber & O’Guinn, 1992). We used Edwards’s (1993) 
measure because it is recommended when examining com-
pulsive buying on a continuum—from non-compulsive to 
compulsive buying—among the general consumer popula-
tion, rather than identifying extreme cases of compulsive 
buying (Desarbo & Edwards, 1996).

Emotional distress and impairment from buying. Partici-
pants responded to two items reflecting emotional distress 
and impairment as a result of excessively buying or acquir-
ing things. Items were adapted from a compulsive hoard-
ing scale (Tolin et al., 2010) to focus specifically on buying 
and acquiring things, rather than difficulties with clutter or 
discarding things. The items were: “To what extent do you 
experience emotional distress because of problems with buy-
ing or acquiring things?” and “To what extent do you experi-
ence impairment in your life (daily routine, job/school, social 
activities, family activities, financial difficulties) because of 
problems with buying or acquiring things?” on a scale from 
1 = not at all to 7 = extremely (two items, r = .57, p < 
.001, M = 1.66, SD = 0.89). We combined the emotional 
distress and impairment items because conceptually, distress 
and impairment often co-occur in the compulsive buying lit-
erature (Edwards, 1993; Faber, 2004).

Covariates
Economic pressures. Participants completed the Economic 

Pressures Index (Conger et al., 1999), which assesses sub-
jective perceptions of economic hardships over the past 
6 months. Participants responded to the following items: 
“I have had difficulty paying monthly bills,” “I have had 
enough money to meet my expenses” (reverse-scored), and 
“I have had money left over at the end of the month” (reverse-
scored) on a scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly 
agree (three items, α = .83, M = 2.27, SD = 1.42).

Materialism. Participants completed the three-item short 
form of the Materialistic Values Scale (Richins, 2004) by 
responding to the items: “I’d be happier if I could afford 
to buy more things”; “I admire people who own expensive 
homes, cars, and clothes”; and “I like a lot of luxury in my 
life” on a scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly 
agree (3 items, α = .71, M = 3.06, SD = 1.34).

Demographics. Participants reported their gender, age, 
race, and household income (1 = less than US$5,000 
to 19 = more than US$1 million; Mdn = US$75,000–
US$99,999).

Results

Testing the vulnerability hypothesis. Table 1 shows zero-order 
correlations among the study variables. For our primary 
analyses, we conducted hierarchical regression analyses to 
examine whether FCSW is uniquely related to greater com-
pulsive buying tendencies and distress/impairment from 
buying things, even after controlling for gender, age, income, 
perceived economic pressures, and materialism. At Step 1 of 
the regression model, we entered the covariates; at Step 2, 
we entered FCSW scores. Table 2 summarizes the results. 
Consistent with a vulnerability hypothesis, the more partici-
pants based their self-worth on financial success, the more 
they engaged in compulsive buying and experienced greater 
emotional distress and impairment from buying things. 
These results emerged even after controlling for all other 
covariates in the model.

Table 1. Zero-Order Correlations Among Study Variables (Study 1a and 1b).

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Age — −.18*** .16*** −.06 .10* −.04 .05
2. Household income .07 — −.27*** −.01 −.09 −.15** −.33***
3. Economic pressures −.07*** −.27*** — .08 .11* .22*** .40***
4. Materialism −.25*** −.00 .28*** — .35*** .25*** .14**
5. FCSW −.22*** .07 .26*** .44*** — .21*** .20***
6. Compulsive buying −.33*** −.14* .34*** .39*** .40*** — .42***
7. Distress/impairment from excessive buying −.14** −.19*** .40*** .22*** .35*** .51*** —

Note. Correlations in lower diagonal region show values for Study 1a data. Correlations in upper diagonal region show values for Study 1b data.  
FCSW = Financial contingency of self-worth.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Discussion

Findings from Study 1 provided initial evidence that basing 
self-worth on money is a vulnerability when it comes to pur-
chasing behavior. The more people staked their self-worth on 
being financially successful, the more likely they were to 
engage in compulsive buying. Furthermore, these individu-
als felt more emotionally distressed and impaired in their 
everyday lives due to excessive buying. These findings 
emerged even after accounting for demographic variables, 
materialism, and perceived economic hardships in one’s life.

A limitation of the present study is that the sample was 
predominantly White, female, and older than the average 
U.S. population, so it is unclear how generalizable the find-
ings are to other populations. We therefore conducted a rep-
lication study among a more diverse gender and an ethnic 
sample of college students enrolled in Introductory 
Psychology courses at a large public university in the 
United States.

Study 1b: Replication With College 
Students

A total of 429 participants (51% women, 48% men, 1% non-
binary; Mage = 19.35, SD = 1.83) completed the study in 
exchange for partial course credit. We sought to recruit as 
many participants as possible over a 15-week semester; a 
sensitivity analysis showed that our analyzed sample size 
provided adequate power (>.80) to detect an effect of 

approximately f2 = .018. The sample was 42.1% White, 
35.7% Asian, 10.5% Black, 6.2% Latino/a, and 5.5% other 
ethnicities; the median household income was US$75,000 to 
US$99,999. Participants completed the same measures as in 
Study 1 assessing FCSW (five items, α = .72, M = 4.48, SD 
= 1.00), compulsive buying behavior (13 items, α = .89, M 
= 3.80, SD = 1.16), emotional distress and impairment from 
excessively buying and acquiring things (two items, r = .72, 
p < .001, M = 2.48, SD = 1.38), perceived economic pres-
sures (three items, α = .72, M = 2.89, SD = 1.24), material-
ism (three items, α = .72, M = 4.89, SD = 1.27), and 
demographics.

Table 1 shows zero-order correlations among the vari-
ables. Replicating Study 1a, the results of hierarchical regres-
sion analyses with covariates at Step 1 and FCSW at Step 2 
showed that the model with FCSW was significant for com-
pulsive buying and for distress/impairment from buying 
things. Table 2 summarizes the results. Consistent with the 
vulnerability hypothesis and with Study 1a, FCSW predicted 
significantly more compulsive buying and emotional dis-
tress/ impairment from buying things.

Together, results across both studies suggest that basing 
self-worth on financial success is a vulnerability associated 
with more compulsive buying and emotional distress/impair-
ment from excessive spending. Why might this be? Study 2 
sought to address this question by examining financial moti-
vational conflict as an underlying psychological process to 
help explain the association between FCSW and compulsive 
buying-related outcomes.

Table 2. Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses Predicting Dependent Measures (Study 1a, Adult Community Sample and Study 
1b, College Student Sample).

Compulsive  
buying

Distress/Impairment 
from excessive buying

Compulsive  
buying

Distress/impairment from 
excessive buying

 
B at Step 1; B at Step 2

[95% CI]
B at Step 1; B at Step 2

[95% CI]
B at Step 1; B at Step 2

[95% CI]
B at Step 1; B at Step 2

[95% CI]

Gender .27*; .32** 
[.01, .52]; [.07, .57]

.03; .08
[−.18, .24]; [−.12, .28]

.77***; .77***
[.57, .98]; [.57, .97]

.16; .15
[−.09, .41]; [–.10, .40]

Age −.02***; −.01***
[−.02, .01]; [−.02, −.01]

−.00; .00
[−.01, .01]; [−.00, .01]

–.02; –.03
[–.08, .03]; [–.09, .03]

–.03; –.04
[–.10, .04]; [–.11, .03]

Household income −.02; −.03
[−.05, .02]; [−.06, .01]

−.03*; −.04** 
[−.06, −.01]; [−.07, −.02]

−.02; −.02
[−.05, .01]; [−.04, .01]

−.08***; −.08
[−.12, −.05]; [−.11, −.05]

Economic pressures .19***; .16***
[.11, .27]; [.08, .24]

.20***; .16***
[.13, .26]; [.10; .23]

.17***; .16***
[.08, .25]; [.08, .25]

.45***; .45***
[.35, .56]; [.34; .55]

Materialism .21***; .17***
[.16, .33]; [.08, .26]

.10**; .03
[.03, .17]; [−.04, .10]

.20***; .16***
[.12, .28]; [.08, .25]

.09; .05
[−.01, .19]; [−.06, .16]

FCSW .26***
[.15, .37]

.24***
[.15, .33]

.13*
[.02, .24]

.15*
[.01, .29]

 Step 1 R2 = .28,
F(5, 344) = 26.94***

Step 2 ΔR2 = .04
ΔF(1, 343) = 21.13***

Step 1 R2 = .19,
F(5, 344) = 15.78***

Step 2 ΔR2 = .06,
ΔF(1, 343) = 28.26***

Step 1 R2= .24,
F(5, 394) = 23.58***

Step 2 ΔR2= .01,
ΔF(1, 393) = 5.07*

Step 1 R2 = .26,
F(5,394) = 26.95***
Step 2 ΔR2 = .01,
ΔF(1, 393) = 4.66*

Note. Bs reflect unstandardized beta coefficients. Unbolded font = Study 1a results; bolded font = Study 1b results. FCSW = Financial contingency of 
self-worth.
*p < .05. **p < .01.***p < .001.
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Study 2

When people base their self-worth on financial success, they 
are likely to experience competing desires to spend versus 
not spend their money. On one hand, if the goal is to actually 
accumulate wealth, people need to save their money and not 
spend excessively. On the other hand, spending money freely 
to acquire things can serve as a positive and affirming experi-
ence. This motivational conflict may even increase the 
momentary value of spending by enhancing the allure of 
“forbidden” behavior. However, excessive purchasing can 
take a toll on well-being by compromising one’s long-term 
financial goals and increasing emotional distress. Based on 
these ideas, the purpose of Study 2 was to develop a measure 
of financial motivational conflict and to test whether height-
ened motivational conflict explains why people with higher 
FCSW engage in more compulsive buying and show more 
distress/impairment than those with lower FCSW.

Participants and Procedure

A total of 339 participants (76% women, 21% men, 3% non-
binary; Mage = 50.91, SD = 16.84) were recruited from 
ResearchMatch. A priori, we aimed to recruit at least 350 
participants for this study; a sensitivity analysis showed that 
our analyzed sample size provided adequate power (>.80) to 
detect an effect of approximately f2 = .023. In addition, 
Monte Carlo power simulations revealed that the present 
study had adequate power (>.80) to detect an indirect effect 
of financial goal conflict on the outcome variables 
(Schoemann et al., 2017). The sample was 87.6% White, 
1.8% Black, 3.5% Asian, 2.4% Latino/a, and 4.7% other eth-
nicities. Participants completed the following questionnaires, 
which were embedded among other items not relevant to the 
present research.

FCSW. Same as in Study 1a (five items, α = .80, M = 3.85, 
SD = 1.26).

Financial motivational conflict. We generated 10 items to 
assess the degree to which individuals experience motiva-
tional conflict between wanting to spend versus wanting to 
not spend money. Sample items were, “I experience internal 
conflict between wanting to spend versus not spend my 
money,” “I feel conflicted whenever I have to make a deci-
sion about whether or not to buy something,” and “I feel torn 
between wanting to spend money to buy things versus not 
wanting to spend my money,” which participants responded 
to on a scale from 1 = not at all to 5 = very much. The 
exploratory factor analysis of these items is reported in the 
results section.

Compulsive buying intentions. We changed the wording of the 
compulsive buying scale to ask participants what they would 
do, rather than what they actually do, to gauge people’s 

behavioral intentions to engage in compulsive buying. Spe-
cifically, participants indicated how much they would feel or 
do the following (e.g., “I would buy things even if I didn’t 
need anything”; “I would buy things even though I could not 
afford them”) from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly 
agree (five items, α = .90, M = 1.91, SD = 1.29; adapted 
from Edwards, 1993). Due to space and time constraints, we 
kept the scales brief in the current study rather than assessing 
the full scale.

Emotional reactions from buying things. Participants were 
asked to imagine their emotional responses following a shop-
ping spree by responding to the question, “How much would 
you feel the following emotions after making your pur-
chases?” on a scale from 1 = not at all to 7 = very. The items 
consisted of negative emotions (i.e., anxious, guilty, ashamed, 
regretful; four items, α = .91, M = 4.06, SD = 1.78) and 
positive emotions (i.e., happy, excited, pleased; three items, 
α = .90, M = 4.02, SD = 1.53).

Covariates. Participants completed the same measures as in 
Study 1a assessing perceived economic pressures (three 
items, α = .86, M = 3.09, SD = 1.05) and materialism (three 
items, α = .71, M = 2.74, SD = 1.32).

Demographics. Same as in Study 1a (Mdn income = 
$75,000–$99,999).

Results

Exploratory factor analysis of financial motivational conflict 
items. Given that the financial motivational conflict items 
were newly developed for this study, we first examined their 
structure with exploratory factor analysis (i.e., a principal fac-
tor analysis with oblique rotation using robust maximum like-
lihood estimation). Parallel analysis suggested the extraction 
of two factors, which were uncorrelated (r = .06). Table 3 
shows the factor loadings. Factor 1 had strong loadings for 
Items 1 to 7 (standardized loadings = .71–.93), and these 
items had negligible cross-loadings on Factor 2 (<.|06|). 
Items 9 and 10, which both assess beliefs about the meaning 
of being wealthy, loaded strongly on Factor 2 (standardized 
loadings = .95 and .56) and had negligible cross-loadings on 
Factor 1 (<.|04|). Finally, Item 8 loaded weakly on both fac-
tors (Factor 1 loading = .147; Factor 2 loading = −.091). 
These results suggest that Items 1 to 7 are good markers of the 
overall construct of financial motivational conflict (α = .94, 
M = 3.30, SD = 1.10). Item 8 was dropped due to its weak 
loadings, and Items 9 and 10 were dropped because they seem 
to represent beliefs about wealth, rather than perceived moti-
vational conflict between wanting to spend versus not want-
ing to spend, which was the main focus of the present research.

Confirmatory factor analyses of financial motivational conflict 
items. In a separate study (N = 243; see Study 3 for details 
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about participants), we tested a single-factor structure for the 
financial motivational conflict items from Study 2 (i.e., Items 
1–7; α = .94) using confirmatory factor analysis with robust 
maximum likelihood estimators in an independent sample 
(see Table 4). We examined model fit using the following 
criteria: Comparative Fit Index (CFI) should be .90 to .95 for 
good fit and above .95 for excellent fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999), 
the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) 
should be at or below .06 (Hu & Bentler, 1999), and the Stan-
dardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) should be at 
or below .08 (Browne & Cudeck, 1992). A single-factor 
model fit the data well: χ2(14) = 43.27, p < .001; CFI = 
.969; RMSEA = .093, SRMR = .036. Standardized factor 
loadings ranged from .70 to .95.

Based on these results, we retained Items 1 to 7 as a compos-
ite for financial motivational conflict in subsequent analyses.

Testing the vulnerability hypothesis. Table 5 shows zero-order 
correlations among the study variables. For our primary 
analyses, we conducted a series of hierarchical multiple 
regression analyses. Table 6 summarizes the results. At 

Step 1 of the regression model, we entered the covariates; 
at Step 2, we entered FCSW scores. Supporting the vulner-
ability hypothesis, results revealed that higher FCSW pre-
dicted significantly greater financial motivational conflict, 
marginally more compulsive buying intentions, and signifi-
cantly higher anticipated negative affect from making 
excessive purchases.

Financial motivational conflict as a mediator. We next tested 
whether financial motivational conflict mediated the rela-
tionship between (a) FCSW and compulsive buying, and (b) 
FCSW and negative affect from making excessive pur-
chases. We used Hayes’s (2018) PROCESS macro (Model 
4) in which we entered FCSW as the predictor variable (X), 
Compulsive Buying Intentions as the outcome variable (Y), 
and financial motivational conflict as the mediator, with 
perceived economic pressures, materialism, gender, age, 
and income entered as covariates. Results are summarized 
in Figure 1. The more participants based their self-worth on 
financial success, the more motivational conflict they expe-
rienced between wanting to spend and not spend their 
money, which was related to greater compulsive buying 
intentions. Furthermore, the indirect effect was significant, 
suggesting that financial motivational conflict mediated the 
relationship between FCSW and compulsive buying, B = 
.06, 95% CI [.02, .10].

Next, using the same PROCESS macro (Model 4), we 
tested whether financial motivational conflict accounted for 
the link between FCSW and the anticipated negative affect 
from making excessive purchases (see Figure 2). Results 
showed that the more participants based their self-worth on 
financial success, the more financial motivational conflict 
they experienced, which was related to greater anticipated 
negative affect from making compulsive purchases. 
Furthermore, the indirect effect was significant, suggesting 
that financial motivational conflict mediated the relationship 

Table 3. Psychometric Properties of Financial Motivational Conflict Items (Study 2).

Item

Factor loadings

Factor 1 Factor 2

Financial motivational conflict

1. I experience internal conflict between wanting to spend money versus not wanting to spend money. .888* −.009
2. I feel conflicted about buying things that might make me feel guilty later on for buying them. .729* .005
3. I feel torn between wanting to spend money to buy things versus not wanting to spend my money. .935* −.016
4. I experience internal conflict between wanting to spend versus not spend my money. .929* .005
5. I feel conflicted whenever I have to make a decision about whether or not to buy something. .726* −.026
6. I feel discomfort when I have to decide whether or not to spend my money on something. .705* .032
7. I experience internal conflict between wanting to spend versus wanting to save my money. .862* .058
8. Choosing whether to spend or not spend my money is not a source of stress for me. (reverse) .147* −.091
9. Being wealthy means not having to worry about how much you are spending. −.003 .953*

10. Being wealthy means not having to worry about saving money. .039 .563*

*p < .05.

Table 4. Standardized Factor Loadings and Standard Errors 
From the One-Factor Confirmatory Factor Analysis (Study 3).

Factor 1

 Financial motivational conflict

Item 1 .899 (.017)
Item 2 .702 (.046)
Item 3 .916 (.017)
Item 4 .953 (.009)
Item 5 .769 (.031)
Item 6 .718 (.043)
Item 7 .873 (.022)

Note. All loadings are significant at p < .001.
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between FCSW and anticipated negative affect from com-
pulsive buying, B = .21, 95% CI [.13, .30].

Discussion

When a person’s self-worth is tied to financial success, spend-
ing money may make them feel good in the moment or pro-
mote a sense of autonomy and control, but may also be related 
to negative emotions because making excessive purchases 
detracts from their long-term goal to accrue wealth. Consistent 
with this idea, Study 2 revealed that the more individuals 
staked their self-worth on being financially successful, the 
more internal conflict they experienced between wanting to 
spend and not spend their money. Financial motivational 

conflict, in turn, was related to greater intentions to engage in 
compulsive buying, such as feeling compelled to go shopping 
and buying things one could not afford. However, the more 
people with FCSW experienced financial motivational con-
flict, the more negative affect they expected to feel when they 
imagined going on a buying binge.

Study 3

In the next study, we investigated the ecological validity of 
these ideas by examining whether weekly shifts in people’s 
tendency to base their self-worth on money were related to 
greater financial motivational conflict, compulsive buying 
behavior, and emotional reactions to buying things over time. 

Table 5. Zero-Order Correlations Among Study Variables (Study 2).

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Age —  
2. Household income .08 —  
3. Economic pressures −.13* −.35*** —  
4. Materialism −.00 .00 .08 —  
5. FCSW −.11* .00 .14* .42*** —  
6. Financial motivational conflict −.29* −.13* .33*** .19*** .41*** —  
7. Compulsive buying −.18** −.21*** .28*** .32*** .23*** .30*** —  
8. Emotional distress from buying −.23*** −.18*** .23*** .01 .22*** .48*** .01 —  
9. Positive affect from buying −.04 −.02 −.04 .25*** .09 .05 .31*** −.43*** —

Note. FCSW = Financial contingency of self-worth.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 6. Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses Predicting Dependent Measures (Study 2, Adult Community Sample).

Financial motivational 
conflict

Compulsive  
buying

Negative affect from 
buying

Positive affect from 
buying

 
B at Step 1; B at Step 2
[95% CI at each step]

B at Step 1; B at Step 2
[95% CI]

B at Step 1; B at Step 2
[95% CI]

B at Step 1; B at Step 2
[95% CI]

Gender .36**; .37**
[.12, .60]; [.14, .59]

−.04; −.04
[−.32, .24]; [−.31, .24]

.24; .24
[−.18, .65]; [−.16, .65]

−.07; −.07
[−.43, .29]; [−.43, .29]

Age −.01***; −.01***
[−.02, −.01]; [−.02, −.01]

−.01**−.01**
[−.02, −.00]; [−.02, −.00]

−.02**−.02**
[−.03, −.01]; [−.03, −.01]

−.01; −.01
[−.01, .01]; [−.02, .01]

Household income −.00; −.01
[−.03, .03]; [−.05, .02]

−.04*; −.04*
[−.08, −.01]; [−.08, −.01]

−.05, −.05†

[−.10, .01]; [−.11, .00]
−.02; −.02

[−.07, .03]; [−.07, .03]
Economic pressures .28***; .24***

[.17, .39]; [.14, .35]
.25***; .24***

[.13, .38]; [.11, .37]
.28**.24* 

[.09, .46]; [.05, .42]
−.12; −.12

[−.29, .04]; [−.28, .04]
Materialism .15***; .04

[.07, .23]; [−.04, .13]
.29***; .25***

[.20, .39]; [.15, .35]
.01; −.11

[−.13, .15]; [−.26; .04]
.28***; .29***

[.16, .40]; [.16, .42]
FCSW .29***

[.20, .38]
.10†

[−.00, .21]
.31***

[.15, .47]
−.02

[−.16, .12]
 Step 1: R2 = .21 Step 1 R2 = .21 Step 1 R2 = .10 Step 1 R2 = .07
 F(5, 325) = 17.59*** F(5, 325) = 17.69*** F(5, 325) = 7.43*** F(5, 325) = 4.78***
 Step 2: ΔR2 = .09 Step 2 ΔR2 = .01, Step 2 ΔR2 = .04 Step 2 ΔR2 = .00
 ΔF(1, 324) = 41.87*** ΔF(1, 324) = 3.62† ΔF(1, 324) = 14.96*** ΔF(1, 324) = .06

Note. Bs reflect unstandardized coefficients. CI = confidence interval; FCSW = Financial contingency of self-worth.
†p < .06. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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In addition to controlling for covariates from the previous stud-
ies (i.e., gender, age, income, perceived economic pressures, 
materialism), we assessed baseline levels of impulsivity as well 
as weekly perceived financial stress to further examine the 
unique role of FCSW, given that impulsivity is positively 
related to compulsive buying (DeSarbo & Edwards, 1996).

Once a week for 5 weeks, participants reported their 
FCSW, financial motivational conflict, compulsive buying 
behavior, and emotional reactions to purchases. This approach 
allowed us to conduct both a conceptual replication of Studies 
1a, 1b, and 2 (i.e., results of FCSW at the between-person, 
average level) while also examining intrapersonal variability 
over time (i.e., within-person associations, which shows asso-
ciations among variables within a given week). Although 
people’s bases of self-esteem are generally stable, the extent 
to which individuals base their self-worth on domains of con-
tingency can fluctuate (Knee et al., 2008; Ward et al., 2020).

We predicted that during weeks when participants based 
their self-worth more (vs. less) on financial success, they 
would experience greater motivational conflict between 
wanting to spend and not spend their money. We also 

expected that during weeks in which participants reported 
experiencing more (vs. less) financial motivational conflict, 
they would engage in more compulsive buying and experi-
ence more emotional distress and impairment as a result. 
Finally, consistent with our previous studies, we predicted 
that participants with higher (vs. lower) average FCSW 
would experience greater financial motivational conflict, on 
average, across the duration of the study. Likewise, partici-
pants who experience more (vs. less) average financial moti-
vational conflict were expected to engage in more compulsive 
buying and experience greater distress and impairment, on 
average, across the duration of the study.

Participants and Procedure

A total of 243 participants (70% women, 29% men, 1% non-
binary; Mage = 55.82, SD = 16.30) were recruited through 
ResearchMatch to participate in a 6-week online study examin-
ing people’s experiences and beliefs. The sample was 91.2% 
White, 2.5% Black, 1.3% Asian, 0.4% Latino/a, and 4.6% 
other ethnicities. For completing the baseline survey, partici-
pants were entered into a raffle drawing for one of five US$10 
Amazon gift cards. For each subsequent weekly survey partici-
pants completed, they were entered into a raffle drawing for 
one of five US$10 Amazon gift cards. In addition, for each sur-
vey participants completed throughout the study, they earned a 
chance to win one of two US$50 Amazon gift cards. Thus, if 
participants completed all six surveys in the study, they had six 
chances to win one of the US$50 Amazon gift cards. Our sam-
ple size of 243 participants with 6 weekly reports is considered 
adequate for multilevel modeling, based upon multilevel simu-
lation studies that recommend at least 100 Level 2 units and at 
least 5 Level 1 units (Maas & Hox, 2005).

Participants were told that the study consisted of two 
parts. In Part 1, participants completed a background sur-
vey consisting of questionnaires related to their experi-
ences with finances and spending. Specifically, they 
reported their baseline levels of FCSW, perceived eco-
nomic pressures, other financially relevant variables (i.e., 
income, materialism), and demographics. In Part 2, partici-
pants completed a series of brief follow-up surveys, which 
were emailed to them once a week over the next 5 weeks. 
Participants reported how much they based their self-worth 
on financial success, experienced financial motivational 
conflict between wanting to spend versus not spend their 
money, engaged in compulsive buying behavior, and expe-
rienced positive and negative emotional reactions and dis-
tress from making purchases over the previous week. Due 
to time and space constraints, we used shortened versions 
of the scales in Part 2.

Materials

FCSW. As part of the initial baseline survey, participants 
completed the FCSW scale with items such as, “My 

Figure 1. Results of mediation analysis for Study 2 predicting 
compulsive buying.
Note. Paths reflect unstandardized beta coefficients. Bolded paths depict 
the significant indirect effect from Financial CSW to compulsive buying 
controlling for gender, age, income, perceived economic pressures, and 
materialism. Financial CSW = Financial contingency of self-worth.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Figure 2. Results of mediation analysis for Study 2 predicted 
emotional distress from making excessive purchases.
Note. Paths reflect unstandardized beta coefficients. Bolded paths depict 
the significant indirect effect from Financial CSW to emotional distress 
controlling for gender, age, income, perceived economic pressures, and 
materialism. CSW = contingent self-worth.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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self-esteem depends on having a lot of money” on a scale 
from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. To assess 
participants’ weekly FCSW, participants responded to a 
modified version of the five-item FCSW scale with items 
such as, “Over the past week, my self-esteem depended on 
having a lot of money” and “Over the past week, I felt like 
my self-esteem was influenced by how much money I make” 
from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree (5 items 
for both baseline and weekly diary surveys; within-person α 
= .53, between-person α = .94, Mrange = 3.14–3.77, SDrange 
= 1.18–1.26). In nested data, scale reliability can differ 
across levels (i.e., within-person versus between-person). 
We therefore calculated alphas separately at each level with 
Mplus software using the method and syntax developed by 
Geldhof and colleagues (2014).

Financial motivational conflict. Participants reported the extent 
to which they experienced conflict between the desire to 
spend versus not spend money over the past week. Due to 
time and space constraints, we administered four of the seven 
financial motivational conflict items described in Study 2 
that started with the stem, “Over the past week. . .” “I expe-
rienced internal conflict between wanting to spend money 
versus not wanting to spend money”; “I felt conflicted when 
I had to make a decision about whether or not to buy some-
thing”; “I felt torn about whether I should buy things that I 
did not really need”; and “I experienced discomfort when I 
had to decide whether to spend versus save money” on a 
scale from 1 = not at all to 5 = very much (4 items for 
weekly diary; within-person α = .66, between-person α = 
.96, Mrange = 2.24–2.52, SDrange = 1.19–1.27).

Compulsive buying. Participants reported how often they 
engaged in compulsive buying behavior over the past week 
with items such as, “Over the past week, how often did you 
. . .” “feel driven to shop and spend, even if you didn’t have 
the money? “feel compelled to go shopping?” “go on a buy-
ing binge?” “buy things even if you could not afford them?” 
“buy things even if you didn’t need anything?” on a scale 
from 1 = not at all to 5 = almost always (5 items for weekly 
diary; within-person α = .67, between-person α = .94, 
Mrange = 1.34–1.48, SDrange = 0.60–0.72; Edwards, 1993).

Distress/impairment from buying things. Participants reported 
how guilty, ashamed, anxious, and regretful they felt after 
making purchases over the past week on a scale from 1 = not 
at all to 5 = almost always. Using the same scale, partici-
pants also reported the extent to which they felt emotional 
distress and impairment as a result of problems with buying 
“too much stuff” (6 items for weekly diary; within-person α 
= .62, between-person α = .97, Mrange = 1.37–1.43, SDrange 
= 0.60–0.66).

Positive affect from buying things. Participants reported how 
excited, happy, and pleased they felt after making purchases 
over the past week from 1 = not at all to 5 = almost always 

(3 items for weekly diary; within-person α = .81, between-
person α = .97, Mrange = 2.80–2.96, SDrange = 0.97–1.04).

Covariates

Demographics. Participants reported their gender, age, and 
household income (1 = <US$5,000 to 19 = >US$1 million; 
Mdn = US$75,000–US$99,999) as part of the baseline 
survey.

Perceived economic pressures. Participants reported their 
baseline perceptions of economic pressures over the past 6 
months with items such as, “I have had difficulty paying 
monthly bills” on a scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = 
strongly agree (three items for baseline, α = .83, M = 1.73, 
SD = 1.00; Conger et al., 1999).

Materialism. As part of the baseline survey, participants com-
pleted the nine-item version of the Materialistic Values Scale 
(Richins, 2004) by indicating their agreement with state-
ments such as, “I admire people who own expensive homes, 
cars, and clothes” and “I like a lot of luxury in my life” from 
1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree (nine items for 
baseline, α = .83, M = 2.96, SD = 1.09).

Impulsivity. To assess baseline levels of impulsivity, partici-
pants completed the brief Barratt Impulsiveness Scale (Stein-
berg et al., 2013) with items such as, “I do things without 
thinking” and “I act on the spur of the moment” from 1 = 
rarely/never to 4 = almost always/always (8 items for base-
line, α = .79, M = 1.87, SD = 0.46).

Financial stress. To control for weekly financial stress, par-
ticipants reported how often they “felt stressed about 
finances” and “financially insecure” over the past week on a 
scale from 1 = not at all to 5 = very often (2 items for weekly 
diary, within r = .33, between r = .93, Mrange = 1.88–2.01, 
SDrange = 1.04–1.10).

Results

Data analysis plan. We used MPlus 8.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 
1998−2017) to conduct multilevel modeling within the struc-
tural equation modeling framework. Given that weekly 
reports of the variables were nested within persons, multi-
level modeling was necessary to handle the nonindepen-
dence of observations (Kenny et al., 2003). MPlus conducts 
multilevel analyses by creating two uncorrelated latent vari-
ables that represent between-person (i.e., overall individual 
differences) and within-person (i.e., fluctuations across 
weeks) variance for each daily variable. Thus, the within-
person estimates are group mean-centered, and analyses for 
each level controls for variability in the other level. Robust 
maximum likelihood estimation (MLR) was used to account 
for missing data and deviations from normality. We exam-
ined model fit using the same criteria as in Study 2.
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All within-person model regression paths included the 
week of study participation as a covariate to account for any 
linear trends over time. In addition, weekly financial stress 
was considered as a covariate for within-person models, and 
the following individual difference covariates were consid-
ered for between-person models: gender, age, household 
income, perceived economic pressures, materialism, and 
impulsivity. To increase model parsimony, these covariates 
were only included on a regression path if they were signifi-
cantly correlated with that outcome variable (see Table 7). 
All exogenous variables, including covariates, were allowed 
to covary with one another.

For models testing interactions, we used the latent moder-
ated structural equations method (LMS; Klein & 
Moosbrugger, 2000; Klein & Muthén, 2007) as it improves 
the precision and reliability of interaction terms by using a 
latent variable framework. These analyses are complex and 
computationally intensive, so Bayesian estimation was used 
because it better accommodates this complexity. Bayesian 
estimation does not yield the above standard fit indices, so 
they are not reported for these analyses.

Descriptive statistics. Zero-order correlations at the within- 
and between-person levels among weekly variables and 
baseline covariates are shown in Table 7 as well as intraclass 
correlations for the weekly variables. Intraclass correlations 
indicated that all variables had substantially more variance 
between persons (i.e., 56%–82%) than variance within per-
sons or across weeks (i.e., 18%–44%), consistent with sub-
stantial stability in scores from week to week. Among the 
weekly variables, FCSW, financial motivational conflict, 
financial stress, compulsive buying, and distress/ impairment 
from excessively buying things were generally strongly and 
positively correlated at the between-person level and less 

strongly correlated at the within-person level. Weekly posi-
tive affect from making purchases was largely unrelated to 
the other weekly variables.

Testing the vulnerability hypothesis. We first examined a path 
model to test the vulnerability hypothesis, modeling effects 
at the within-person and between-person levels, with covari-
ates as described previously. Specifically, we tested whether 
weekly FCSW predicted greater weekly perceived financial 
motivational conflict to predict more compulsive buying, 
more distress/impairment, and less positive affect from 
excessively buying things. Model fit was excellent: χ2(15) = 
25.506, p = .044, CFI = .991, RMSEA = .024, SRMR 
within .032, SRMR between = .024 (see Figure 3). Weekly 
FCSW was related to more weekly financial goal conflict 
both with regard to within-person effects each week and 
between-person effects. In addition, at both levels, greater 
financial motivational conflict predicted more compulsive 
buying and more distress/impairment from buying things. 
The financial motivational conflict was not significantly 
related to positive affect from buying things at either level.

Discussion

Study 3 provided further support for the idea that FCSW is a 
vulnerability factor in everyday life. Consistent with the pre-
vious study, the more individuals based their self-worth on 
financial success, the more motivational conflict they experi-
enced between wanting to spend and not spend their money. 
This internal conflict was related to engaging in more com-
pulsive buying and more distress and impairment from exces-
sive buying both overall (i.e., across participants) and at the 
individual level (i.e., within participants) across 5 weeks. 
Notably, these findings emerged even after controlling for 

Table 7. Zero-Order Correlations Among Weekly and Baseline Variables (Study 3).

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1. Weekly FCSW (.78) .12** .15*** .06 .05 −.02  
2. Weekly financial motivational conflict .50*** (.73) .23*** .21*** .19*** .05  
3. Weekly financial stress .52*** .77*** (.82) .11* .21*** .02  
4. Weekly compulsive buying .41*** .66*** .64*** (.80) .35*** .19***  
5. Weekly distress/impairment .48*** .79*** .77*** .82*** (.81) .15**  
6. Weekly positive affect .14 .03 −.05 .23* .15 (.56)  
7. Baseline Financial CSW .79*** .37*** .36*** .26*** .31*** −.05  
8. Gender −.16** .14 .14 .11 .10 .06 −.02  
9. Age −.31*** −.45*** −.37*** −.32*** −.35*** −.00 −.30*** −.23***  

10. Income .07 −.15 −.35*** −.24* −.18* .05 .13* −.13 .03  
11. Baseline economic pressures .26*** .38*** .66*** .42** .45*** −.04 .16 .13 −.16* −.44***  
12. Baseline materialism .58*** .38*** .49*** .49*** .43*** .20* .49*** −.06 −.25*** −.09 .39***  
13. Baseline impulsivity .15* .30*** .28*** .38*** .33*** .14 .08 .09 −.12 −.19** .26*** .16*

Note. Within-person correlations are shown above the diagonal and between-person correlations are shown below the diagonal. Values in parentheses 
are intraclass correlations for the weekly variables. Weekly distress/impairment and positive affect are in response to buying things. FCSW = Financial 
contingency of self-worth.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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individual differences in demographics (gender, age, house-
hold income), perceived economic pressures, materialism, 
and impulsivity.

Together, these findings suggest that both in general and 
on a week-to-week basis, regardless of one’s financial situa-
tion, individuals who highly based their self-worth on being 
financially successful were more vulnerable to making com-
pulsive purchases and experiencing negative emotions (e.g., 
shame, guilt) and increased distress and impairment as a 
result of making these compulsive purchases.

Study 4

The purpose of the final study was twofold. First, we wanted 
to further investigate why people with high FCSW experience 
financial motivational conflict. Based on our initial theoriz-
ing, individuals may feel torn between wanting to spend ver-
sus not spend their money due to (a) a general belief that 
spending implies wealth or (b) feeling pressure to spend 
money to display their wealth to others. According to CSW 
theory, individuals experience introjected self-regulation— 
they feel immense pressure—to succeed in domains of con-
tingency and to prove to themselves and to others that they 
possess certain qualities on which their self-esteem is based 
(Crocker & Park, 2004; Park et al., 2007).

When individuals base their self-esteem on financial suc-
cess, they feel like they have to excel in this domain—to 
demonstrate that they are financially well-off—to feel like a 
person of worth and value. In the present study, we hypoth-
esized that for people with FCSW, beliefs about spending 
implying wealth, or feeling pressured to spend money to dis-
play their wealth to others, might underlie their experience of 
financial motivational conflict and in turn, increase their ten-
dency to engage in compulsive buying. We did not have 
strong a priori hypotheses about which of these 

possibilities—spending implies wealth beliefs or pressure to 
spend to display wealth to others—would interact with 
FCSW to predict financial motivational conflict.

A second aim was to further distinguish FCSW and finan-
cial motivational conflict from other related constructs, such 
as trait self-control, causal uncertainty, materialism, impul-
sivity, and other external CSWs. If there is something unique 
about FCSW, then this particular domain of contingency 
should predict more financial motivational conflict, compul-
sive buying, and distress/impairment from excessive buying, 
even after controlling for these other variables.

Participants and Procedure

A total of 444 participants (57% women, 43% men, 0.5% 
non-binary; Mage = 19.09, SD = 1.25) were recruited from 
the introductory psychology subject pool at a large university 
in the Northeast. A priori, we aimed to recruit at least 400 
participants for this study; a sensitivity analysis showed that 
our analyzed sample size provided adequate power (>.80) to 
detect a small effect of approximately f2 = .017 for the inter-
actions between (a) FCSW and Spending Implies Wealth 
Beliefs and (b) FCSW and Pressure to Display Wealth. The 
sample was 52.7% White, 10.4% Black, 24% Asian, 5.9% 
Latino/a, and 7.0% other ethnicities. Participants completed 
the following questionnaires.

FCSW. Same as in Study 1a (five items, α = .78, M = 4.53, 
SD = 1.06).

Financial motivational conflict. Same as in Study 2 (seven 
items, α = .92, M = 3.65, SD = 0.85).

Compulsive buying intentions. Same as in Study 1a (13 items, 
α = .90, M = 3.69, SD = 1.11).

Figure 3. Path analysis results for Study 3 for compulsive buying, emotional distress from excessive buying, and positive affect from 
buying.
Note. Within-person standardized parameter estimates and standard errors are shown above the regression path, and between-person estimates are 
shown below the path, controlling for relevant covariates.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Emotional distress and impairment from buying. Same as in 
Study 1a (two items, r = .68, p < .001, M = 3.25, SD = 
1.46).

Spending implies wealth beliefs. Participants completed the 
Spending Implies Wealth Beliefs scale (Kappes et al., 2021), 
which asks people to indicate their agreement with items 
such as “Spending a lot indicates that someone is wealthy” 
and “I think people who spend more are wealthier than peo-
ple who spend less” on a scale from 1 = strongly agree to 7 
= strongly agree (three items, α = .93, M = 2.69, SD = 
1.17).

Pressure to spend to display wealth to others. We developed a 
five-item measure to assess the degree to which individuals 
feel pressure to spend money to prove their wealth to others. 
The items were: “I feel pressured to spend money to display 
my financial wealth”; “If I don’t spend money, others might 
think that I don’t have much to spend”; “To prove that I have 
money, I must be willing to spend it”; “If I want to show that 
I am financially well-off, I need to spend money”; and “I feel 
pressured to spend money to demonstrate that I am finan-
cially well-off.” Results of a principal axis factor analysis 
with promax rotation revealed a one-factor solution that 
explained 85.57% of the variance. The five items were aver-
aged together to create a composite measure (α = .93, M = 
2.69, SD = 1.17)

Covariates

Perceived economic pressures. Same as in Study 1a (three 
items, α = .73, M = 3.65, SD = 0.90).

Materialism. Same as in Study 1a (three items, α = .76, M = 
4.75, SD = 1.33).

Trait self-control. Participants completed the Brief Self-Con-
trol Scale (Tangney et al., 2004), which focuses on the 
behavioral aspects of self-control, such as breaking bad hab-
its or persisting on tasks at a general trait level. Sample items 
include, “I am good at resisting temptation,” “I refuse things 
that are bad for me,” and “I have a hard time breaking bad 
habits” on a scale from 1 = not at all like me to 7 = very 
much like me. Items were reverse-scored and then averaged 
to create a composite measure (13 items, α = .83, M = 4.09, 
SD = 0.89).

Impulsivity. Same as in Study 3 (three items, α = .77, M = 
2.24, SD = 0.52).

Causal uncertainty. Participants completed items from the 
Causal Uncertainty Scale, which measures individual differ-
ences in people’s uncertainty about cause and effect relation-
ships in the world (Weary & Edwards, 1994). Due to time and 
space constraints, we selected the five highest factor-loading 

items from the original 14-item scale to present to partici-
pants. Sample items include, “I do not understand what causes 
most of the good things that happen to me” and “When bad 
things happen, I generally do not know why” on a scale from 
1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree (five items, α = 
.86, M = 3.86, SD = 1.15).

External contingencies of self-worth. To measure the degree to 
which individuals based their self-worth on externally depen-
dent sources of self-esteem, participants responded to items 
from the CSW scale assessing Appearance CSW (e.g., 
“When I think I look attractive‚ I feel good about myself,” 
five items, α = .74, M = 4.92, SD = 0.95), Competition 
CSW (e.g., “Knowing that I am better than others on a task 
raises my self-esteem,” five items, α = .87, M = 4.86, SD = 
1.04), Others’ approval CSW (e.g., “I don’t care what other 
people think of me,” reverse-scored, five items, α = .78, M 
= 3.84, SD = 1.10), and Academic CSW (e.g., “I feel better 
about myself when I know I’m doing well academically,” 
five items, α = .86, M = 5.20, SD = 1.04).

Demographics. Same as in Study 1a (Mdn income = 
US$75,000–US$99,999).

Results

Testing the vulnerability hypothesis. Table 8 shows zero-order 
correlations among the study variables. For our primary 
analyses, we conducted a series of hierarchical multiple 
regression analyses. At Step 1 of the regression model, we 
entered the covariates of gender, age, income, perceived eco-
nomic pressures, materialism, self-control, impulsivity, 
causal uncertainty, and external CSWs (i.e., Appearance, 
Competition, Others’ Approval, and Academic CSW). At 
Step 2, we entered centered scores for FCSW, beliefs about 
Spending Implies Wealth (SIW), and Pressure to Spend 
Money to Display Wealth; at Step 3, we entered the two-way 
interactions between FCSW and these latter two beliefs.

Table 9 reports the results of the analyses. Consistent with 
the vulnerability hypothesis, higher FCSW was related to 
more financial motivational conflict, even after controlling 
for all other variables. There were no significant main effects 
of SIW beliefs, pressure to spend money to display wealth, or 
their interactions with FCSW in predicting financial motiva-
tional conflict.

For compulsive buying, there were significant main 
effects of FCSW and pressure to spend money to display 
wealth, such that higher scores on these variables predicted 
more compulsive buying (see Table 9). These effects were 
qualified by a significant FCSW × SIW Beliefs interac-
tion; contrary to expectations, simple effect tests revealed 
that among participants who did not highly base their self-
worth on financial success (−1 SD), those who more 
strongly endorsed SIW beliefs were more likely to engage 
in compulsive buying, B = .20, p = .015, 95% CI [.041, 
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.370]. Among those with higher FCSW (+1 SD), SIW 
beliefs were unrelated to compulsive buying, B = .01, p = 
.833, 95% CI [–.10, .13]. In addition, among people with 
lower SIW beliefs, higher FCSW predicted more compul-
sive buying, B = .22, p = .001, 95% CI [.09, .36]. For 
those with higher SIW beliefs, FCSW was unrelated to 
compulsive buying, B = .01, p = .866, 95% CI [-.13, .15]. 
The FCSW × Pressure to Spend Money interaction was 
not significant in predicting any of the outcome measures 
(see Table 9).

For distress/impairment from excessive buying, there 
were significant main effects of FCSW and pressure to 
spend money, such that higher scores on these variables 
were related to greater emotional distress/impairment from 
buying things. These effects were qualified by a significant 
FCSW × SIW beliefs interaction such that among partici-
pants with lower FCSW, higher SIW beliefs predicted 
more distress/impairment from excessive buying, B = .40, 
p < .001, 95% CI [.17, .62]. Among those with higher 
FCSW, SIW beliefs was unrelated to distress/impairment 
from excessive buying, B = −.07, p = .400, 95% CI [-.23, 
.09]. In addition, among people with lower SIW beliefs, 
higher FCSW predicted more distress/impairment, B = 
.43, p<.001, 95% CI [.25, .62]. For those with higher SIW 
beliefs, FCSW was unrelated to distress/impairment, B = 
−.08, p = .429, 95% CI [-.27, .11]. The FCSW × Pressure 
to Spend Money interaction was not significant for dis-
tress/impairment (see Table 9).

Financial motivational conflict as a mediator. Consistent with 
our previous studies, we next tested whether financial moti-
vational conflict mediated the relationship between  
(a) FCSW and compulsive buying and (b) FCSW and dis-
tress/impairment from making excessive purchases. We used 
Hayes’s (2018) PROCESS macro (Model 4) in which we 
entered FCSW as the predictor variable (X), Compulsive 
Buying Intentions as the outcome variable (Y), and financial 
motivational conflict as the mediator, with gender, age, 
income, economic pressures, materialism, self-control, 
impulsivity, causal uncertainty, and external CSWs (appear-
ance, competition, others’ approval, academic CSWs) as 
covariates.

Results are summarized in Figure 4. The more partici-
pants based their self-worth on financial success, the more 
motivational conflict they experienced between wanting to 
spend and not spend their money, which predicted more 
compulsive buying. The indirect effect was also significant, 
indicating that financial motivational conflict mediated the 
relationship between FCSW and compulsive buying, B = 
.03, 95% CI [.00, .06].

We next tested whether financial motivational conflict 
mediated the link between FCSW and distress/impairment 
from making excessive purchases (see Figure 5). The more 
participants based their self-worth on financial success, the 
more financial motivational conflict they experienced, which 

predicted more distress/impairment from making excessive 
purchases. The indirect effect was also significant, indicating 
that motivational conflict mediated the relationship between 
FCSW and distress/impairment, B = .05, 95% CI [.01, .10].

Discussion

Consistent with our previous studies, Study 4 found that 
FCSW predicted more motivational conflict between the 
desire to spend and not spend money, which predicted more 
compulsive buying and distress/impairment in one’s life 
from making excessive purchases. Notably, these findings 
emerged even after controlling for additional covariates, 
such as individual differences in trait self-control, causal 
uncertainty, and other external CSWs.1 In addition, pressure 
to spend money to display one’s wealth to others —a mea-
sure that we developed using face-valid items—predicted 
more compulsive buying and distress/impairment from mak-
ing excessive purchases, suggesting that this novel measure 
has some degree of predictive validity.

Nevertheless, contrary to expectations, neither SIW 
beliefs nor pressure to spend money to display one’s wealth 
to others predicted financial motivational conflict, nor did 
these variables interact with FCSW to predict financial 
motivational conflict. Instead, only participants who more 
strongly based their self-worth on financial success experi-
enced more conflict between the desire to spend versus not 
spend their money. Although there were significant inter-
actions between FCSW and SIW beliefs predicting com-
pulsive buying and distress/impairment from excessive 
buying, the findings revealed the opposite of what one 
might expect.

Specifically, participants who did not highly base their 
self-worth on financial success but endorsed SIW beliefs 
showed a greater tendency to engage in compulsive buying 
and to experience distress/impairment from excessive buy-
ing. In addition, among participants who did not strongly 
believe  in SIW, basing self-worth more strongly on finan-
cial success predicted more compulsive buying and dis-
tress/impairment. Together, these findings suggest that 
having FCSW or SIW beliefs are related to more compul-
sive buying and distress/impairment from excessive buy-
ing, while endorsing both of these beliefs simultaneously 
does not seem to matter in predicting the outcomes. In 
addition, pressure to spend money to display one’s wealth 
to others also predicted these outcomes, independent of 
FCSW or SIW beliefs.

Given that neither SIW beliefs nor pressure to spend 
money to display one’s wealth interacted with FCSW to pre-
dict financial motivational conflict, why do people with 
higher FCSW experience this conflict? One explanation is 
psychological reactance. According to reactance theory, indi-
viduals experience psychological reactance when they per-
ceive their autonomy to be threatened ( J. W.Brehm, 1966). 
For example, people are likely to choose forbidden options 
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in response to feeling restricted in their autonomy and sense 
of freedom (  S.Brehm & S.Brehm, 1981; Wicklund, 1974).

Applying these ideas to the present study, people with 
higher FCSW may be more likely to experience financial 
motivational conflict and engage in compulsive buying 
because they are reacting against feeling psychologically 
controlled about not being able to spend their money freely. 
That is, it seems plausible that people with FCSW may com-
pulsively spend money to validate their sense of autonomy. 
Indeed, past research has shown that people with higher 
FCSW feel less autonomy in their lives in general, especially 
after being reminded of a financial stressor in their life (Park 
et al., 2017). Thus, it could be the case that individuals with 
higher FCSW are more susceptible to feeling tension between 
wanting to spend versus not spend their money, because they 
feel restricted in their ability to spend their money freely in 

the first place, and may therefore respond to this underlying 
experience of psychological reactance by feeling motiva-
tional conflict and engaging in compulsive buying. Put 
another way, people with higher FCSW may be prone to 
compulsive buying because they view buying new things as 
forbidden, thereby increasing the attractiveness of this 
behavior and amplifying their experience of financial moti-
vational conflict.

General Discussion

Across five studies, we found support for the idea that the 
more people based their self-esteem on financial success, the 
more they reported engaging in compulsive buying and 
experiencing distress and impairment in their lives from 
making excessive purchases (Study 1a and 1b). Study 2 

Table 9. Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses Predicting Dependent Measures (Study 4, College Student Sample).

Financial motivational conflict Compulsive buying Emotional distress/ impairment from buying

 B at Step 1; Step 2; Step 3 B at Step 1; Step 2; Step 3 B at Step 1; Step 2; Step 3

 [95% CI at each step] [95% CI at each step] [95% CI at each step]

Gender .32***; .32***; .30***
[.17, .47]; [.17, .46]; [.15, .45]

.60***; .59***; .58***
 [.42, .79]; [.41, .77]; [.40, .76]

.48***; .47***; .42***
[.22, .74]; [.22, .72]; [.18, .67]

Age .01; .00; −.00
[−.05, .07]; [−.05, .06]; [−.06, .05]

.04; .04; .04
 [−.02, .11]; [−.03, .11]; [−.03, .10]

.06; .06; .05
[−.03, .16]; [−.04, .15]; [−.04, .14]

Household income −.02; −.01; −.02
[−.03, .00]; [−.03, .00]; [−.03, .00]

.00; .01; .01
 [−.02, .03]; [−.01, .03]; [−.01, .03]

−.01; −.00; −.01
[−.05, .02]; [−.03, .03]; [−.04, .02]

Economic pressures .01; .01; .01
[−.07, .09]; [−.07, .10]; [−.08, .09]

.15**; .10*; .10*
 [.05, .25]; [.00, .20]; [.00, .20]

.56***; .48***; .47***
[.42, .71]; [.34, .62]; [.34, .61]

Materialism .07*; .05; .05
[.01, .13]; [−.01, .12]; [−.01, .11]

.13***; .07*; .07
 [.06, .20]; [.00, .15]; [−.00, .15]

.11*; .01; .01
[.01, .21]; [−.09; .12]; [−.09, .11]

Self-control −.17**; −.15*; −.15*
[−.29, .05]; [−.27, −.03]; [−.27, −.03]

−.28***; −.25***; −.26***
[−.43, −.13]; [−.40, −.11]; [−.40, −.11]

−.33**; −.27**; −.28
[−.54, −.12]; [−.47, −.07]; [−.47, −.08]

Impulsivity −.06; −.06; −.08
[−.26, .14]; [−.26, .13]; [−.27, .12]

.07; .10; .09
[−.18, .31]; [−.14, .34]; [−.15, .33]

−.16; −.10; −.13
[−.51, .19]; [−.43, .23]; [−.45, .20]

Causal uncertainty .03; .05; .04
[−.04, .10]; [−.02, .12]; [−.03, .12]

.19***; .15***; .16***
[.10, .27]; [.06, .23]; [.07, .24]

.15*; .07; .10
[.03, .27]; [−.04, .19]; [−.02, .21]

Appearance CSW 1.18***; .16***; .16***
[.09, .27]; [.07, .25]; [.07, .25]

−.02; .04; .03
[−.13, .08]; [−.07, .15]; [−.08, .14]

−.11; −.00; −.03
[−.26, .05]; [−.16, .15]; [−.18, .12]

Competition CSW .03; .03; .02
[−.05, .11]; [−.06, .11]; [−.06, .10]

.05; −.01; −.02
[−.05, .15]; [−.12, .09]; [−.12, .09]

.02; −.09; −.10
[−.13, .16]; [−.23, .05]; [−.24, .04]

Others’ approval CSW .02; .02; .01
[−.05, .08]; [−.05, .09]; [−.06, .08]

.11*; .06; .04
[.02, .19]; [−.02, .14]; [−.04, .12]

.10; .02; −.02
[−.02, .22]; [−.10, .13]; [−.14, .09]

Academic CSW .14***; .11*; .14** 
[.06, .22]; [.03, .20]; [.05, .22]

−.01; .01; .02
[−.11, .09]; [−.09. .11]; [−.09, .12]

−.09; −.05; −.02
[−.23, .06]; [−.19, .09]; [−.16, .12]

FCSW .11**; .09*
[.03, .18]; [.01, .16]

.13**; .12*
[.04, .22]; [.03, .21]

.21**; .18**
[.08, .34]; [.05, .30]

Spending Implies Wealth (SIW) beliefs −.03; −.04
[−.12, .05]; [−.13, .05]

.08; .11* 
[−.02, .18]; [.00, .22]

.10; .16*
[−.04, .23]; [.02, .31]

Pressure to spend to display one’s wealth −.01; .02
[−.08, .06]; [−.06, .10]

.12**; .09†

[.03, .20]; [−.00, .19]
.23***; .19**

[.11, .35]; [.06, .32]
FCSW × SIW beliefs −.03

[−.10, .04]
−.09*

[−.18, −.00]
−.22***

[−.34, −.10]
FCSW × Pressure to spend −.05

[−.11, .01]
.03

[−.04, .11]
.05

[−.06, .15]
 Step 1 R2 = .30 Step 1 R2 = .37 Step 1 R2 = .29
 F(12, 413) = 14.55*** F(12, 413) = 20.28*** F(12, 413) = 13.99***
 Step 2 ΔR2 = .01 Step 2 ΔR2 = .04 Step 2 ΔR2 = .07
 ΔF(3, 410) = 3.03* ΔF(3, 410) = 10.30*** ΔF(3, 410) = 16.05***
 Step 3 ΔR2 = .02 Step 3 ΔR2 = .01 Step 3 ΔR2 = .03
 ΔF(2, 408) = 4.82** ΔF(2, 408) = 2.39 ΔF(2, 408) = 8.99***

Note. Bs reflect unstandardized coefficients. CI = confidence interval; FCSW = Financial contingency of self-worth.
†p = .053. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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revealed a potential explanation for these  findings: people 
who base their self-worth on financial success feel height-
ened motivational conflict between wanting to spend money 
versus not spend their money. While spending money may be 
a marker of wealth, not spending money better serves the 
goal to accumulate wealth. Feeling like one has money to 
spend in the here-and-now may serve to reduce tension or 
discomfort from motivational conflict and push those with 
higher FCSW to engage in compulsive buying, rather than 
acting in ways that favor distal outcomes, such as accruing 
money over time.

In Study 3, we conceptually replicated Studies 1a, 1b, and 
2 using a 5-week diary design. Specifically, the more people 
based their self-worth on financial success in a given week, 
the more motivational conflict they experienced that week. 
Increased motivational conflict, in turn, was related to more 
compulsive buying and more negative affect and emotional 

distress from making excessive purchases that week. 
Importantly, findings emerged across studies even after 
accounting for demographics, materialism, and perceived 
economic pressures. In addition, Study 3 found that FCSW 
was uniquely related to outcomes even after controlling for 
impulsivity.

Finally, in Study 4 we again replicated the finding that 
people who base their self-worth on financial success are 
more likely to experience financial motivational conflict and 
in turn, more compulsive buying and distress/impairment in 
one’s life from making excessive purchases. This time, find-
ings emerged even after controlling for additional covariates, 
such as individual differences in trait self-control, causal 
uncertainty, and other external CSWs.

Connections to Existing Literature

Much of the literature to date suggests that compulsive buy-
ing is a defensive, compensatory strategy used to relieve 
feelings of anxiety, regulate mood, or reduce self-discrepan-
cies (Dittmar, 2005a; Dittmar et al., 2007; DeSarbo & 
Edwards, 1996; Faber & Vohs, 2011). The present studies 
add to this literature by offering two key contributions. First, 
we find that—above and beyond the influence of demo-
graphics, materialistic values, perceived economic pressures, 
and impulsivity—the more individuals based their self-worth 
on financial success, the more likely they were to engage in 
compulsive buying.

Moreover, we shed light on the subjective experience of 
having FCSW, in that tendencies to compulsively spend may 
stem from motivational conflicts that people experience 
related to money and finances. Paradoxically, the more indi-
viduals place importance on money as a source of self-
esteem, the more conflicted they feel about whether to spend 
or not spend. On one hand, spending money depletes one’s 
assets and interferes with the long-term goal of accumulating 
wealth; on the other hand, motivational pressures in the 
moment may lead people with high FCSW to spend. Thus, 
the experience of motivational conflict in spending contexts 
may lead people with higher FCSW to be more likely to 
engage in compulsive buying, even if it is ultimately self-
defeating and counterproductive.

The current studies also add to a growing body of litera-
ture on the negative consequences of FCSW. Previous 
research found that the more people based their self-worth 
on being financially successful, the more likely they were to 
experience negative outcomes, such as increased financial 
hassles, stress, anxiety, and feeling less autonomy and con-
trol over one’s life (Park et al., 2017). On an interpersonal 
level, basing self-worth on money predicts spending less 
time with family and friends, feeling more lonely and 
socially disconnected from others (Ward et al., 2020), hav-
ing more financial arguments and disagreements with one’s 
partner, and feeling less satisfied and supported in romantic 

Figure 4. Results of mediation analysis for Study 4 predicting 
compulsive buying.
Note. Paths reflect unstandardized beta coefficients. Bolded paths depict 
the significant indirect effect from Financial CSW to compulsive buying 
controlling for gender, age, income, perceived economic pressures, 
materialism, self-control, impulsivity, causal uncertainty, and other 
external CSWs. CSW = contingent self-worth.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < 001.

Figure 5. Results of mediation analysis for Study 4 predicting 
emotional distress from making excessive purchases.
Note. Paths reflect unstandardized beta coefficients. Bolded paths depict 
the significant indirect effect from Financial CSW to emotional distress 
controlling for gender, age, income, perceived economic pressures, 
materialism, self-control, impulsivity, causal uncertainty, and other 
external CSWs. CSW = contingent self-worth.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.



18 Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 00(0)

relationships (Ward et al., 2021). The present work adds to 
this literature by demonstrating the impact of FCSW on 
compulsive buying and emotional experiences. Notably, our 
findings suggest that people with FCSW experience motiva-
tional conflict in spending contexts; doing so, however, 
increases the likelihood of compulsive spending, the latter 
of which depletes their assets, which may further activate 
FCSW tendencies.

Finally, the current research connects to past literature 
suggesting that financial success does not always translate to 
greater well-being. For example, researchers found a lack of 
a clear relationship between financial status and subjective 
well-being due to sociocultural and psychological reasons, 
such as growing wealth disparity and an escalation of expec-
tations in which individuals become habituated to their cur-
rent wealth and continually strive for more and more financial 
rewards (Csikszentmihalyi, 1999). Although material 
rewards are momentarily satisfying, they cannot replace 
other nonmaterial rewards that come from family life and 
friendship, for example, which also contribute to well-being 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1999). Indeed, while income and finan-
cial rewards are related to well-being to some extent, it may 
be more important for individuals and society to focus their 
efforts on building positive psychological resources, such as 
autonomy, hope, and optimism, rather than prioritizing mate-
rial wealth (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).

An unexpected finding from the present research is that 
neither beliefs about spending implying wealth or feeling 
pressure to spend money to display one’s wealth to others 
amplified high FCSW people’s experience of financial moti-
vational conflict or compulsive buying. In fact, beliefs about 
spending implying wealth were related to effects that were 
opposite of what was expected, with lower SIW beliefs being 
associated with more compulsive buying and distress/impair-
ment. Alternatively, it seems plausible that individuals with 
high FCSW may be more likely to experience reactance 
motivation in which their desire to save is overpowered by 
their momentary impulse to spend, as doing so increases 
feelings of control and autonomy.

While we did not assess reactance in the present study, 
reactance researchers have long argued that this construct 
cannot be assessed directly ( J. W.Brehm, 1966; S. S. Brehm 
& Brehm, 1981). For example, Brehm and Brehm (1981) 
suggested that “reactance has the status of an intervening, 
hypothetical variable . . . we cannot measure reactance 
directly, but hypothesizing its existence allows us to predict 
a variety of behavioral effects” (p. 37). Although some 
researchers have developed measures of reactance (Hong, 
1992; Hong & Page, 1989) with items such as, “I become 
angry when my freedom of choice is restricted” (Hong & 
Faedda, 1996), other researchers have questioned trait mea-
sures of reactance for their predictive validity (Silvia, 2006). 
Moreover, these assessments are better conceptualized as an 
individual’s trait proneness to reactance, rather than the con-
text-specific reactance that we suggest individuals with high 

FCSW experience in spending contexts. We are not suggest-
ing that people with higher FCSW are more reactive in gen-
eral; instead, we think that spending contexts might prompt 
high FCSW to become reactive.

And while some researchers have suggested that reac-
tance can be assessed in terms of negative affect (i.e., feeling 
irritated, angry, annoyed, aggravated) and cognitions (i.e., 
disagreeing with attitudinal statements) (Dillard & Shen, 
2005), such measures may not be appropriate for the present 
research given that goal conflicts prompt negative affective 
experiences. That is, any finding demonstrating “reactance” 
could also be interpreted as an alternative assessment of 
“conflict,” thus leaving the work open to the criticism that 
we are using the same variable as both the outcome and the 
mediator. Thus, the assessment of reactance as a mechanism 
of an effect is not as straightforward as one might initially 
expect. To assess context-specific reactance, one would need 
to develop a paradigm that reflects a spending context that 
reliably makes people with high FCSW feel conflicted.

Limits on Generality

The present studies provide evidence that FCSW is a vulner-
ability factor that makes people susceptible to both compul-
sive spending and experiencing distress and impairment 
from excessively buying things. However, as the current 
studies were correlational in nature, we cannot make causal 
claims regarding these relationships. We theorize that people 
with Financial CSW experience increased goal conflict 
between spending and not spending money which in turn, 
results in increased compulsive spending as well as distress 
and impairment from these behaviors. We cannot rule out 
that it may instead be the case that Financial CSW directly 
predicts compulsive spending and distress/impairment 
related to compulsive spending simultaneously. The conflict-
ing emotional “high” of compulsive spending with the “low” 
of associated distress/impairment may in turn, result in 
increased perceptions of motivational conflict between 
spending and not spending.

Likewise, the outcomes we focused on in the present 
work were relatively limited. Although financial motiva-
tional conflict and resulting feelings of distress could lead 
to other behaviors that involve a breakdown in self-regula-
tion, we focused on compulsive buying in the present stud-
ies because this domain seemed directly relevant to FCSW 
and the desire to spend versus not spend. Moreover, com-
pulsive buying sets up the possibility of a self-sustaining 
downward spiral; this compensatory behavior may satisfy 
people’s FCSW in the short term but exacerbate FCSW in 
the long-term, which other behaviors may not readily 
reveal. Future studies could investigate this question empir-
ically by examining the effects of FCSW and financial 
motivational conflict in predicting other types of dysregu-
lated behaviors, such as gambling or binge eating. FCSW 
and financial motivational conflict might increase people’s 
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vulnerability to financial-related behaviors such as gam-
bling, as this behavior also involves perceived tension 
between spending versus not spending money, whereas 
binge eating might be less relevant to this particular inter-
nal conflict.

Furthermore, the present studies focused on Financial 
CSW as a predictor of increased financial motivational con-
flict and downstream outcomes. While the construct of mate-
rialism emphasizes having money and material possessions 
as the end-goal (Dittmar et al., 2014), Financial CSW reflects 
striving for a sense of personal worth and value from achiev-
ing financial success. Thus, while individuals may endorse 
materialistic values for various reasons, those with higher 
Financial CSW are primarily motivated to pursue financial 
success to boost their self-esteem. And while Financial CSW 
and materialism both reflect a desire for financial success 
that could presumably lead to similar outcomes, the current 
studies and past research suggest that Financial CSW pre-
dicts outcomes independent of materialism (Park et al., 2017; 
Ward et al., 2020). For example, compared with Financial 
CSW, materialism is not consistently related to lowered 
autonomy (Ward et al., 2020), which we think may have acti-
vated financial motivational conflict and psychological reac-
tance in the present research.

Finally, participants in the present studies were all adults 
living in the United States, so the links found between 
Financial CSW, financial motivational conflict, compulsive 
buying, and distress/impairment may not generalize to indi-
viduals from other cultural backgrounds. For example, 
research suggests that cultures differ in their emphasis on 
individualism versus collectivism and on hierarchy (vertical 
orientation) versus equality (horizontal orientation; Singelis, 
1994; Torelli & Shavitt, 2010). While vertical-individualistic 
cultures (e.g., the United States) emphasize the pursuit of 
personal status and standing out relative to others, vertical-
collectivist cultures (e.g., Japan, Korea) value in-group goals 
over personal goals. Horizontal-collectivist cultures (e.g., 
Brazil), by contrast, value interdependence and sociability, 
rather than status or self-expression.

These different cultural values may determine what 
people compulsively spend their money on, which could 
have implications for feelings of distress/impairment. For 
horizontal collectivists, power is related to engaging in 
prosocial spending, whereas for vertical individualists, 
power is associated with spending to gain status and pres-
tige (Shavitt & Cho, 2016). Although compulsive spending 
may typically lead to distress/impairment, it is also possi-
ble that it might reduce distress to the extent that people 
purchase goods that are consistent with their cultural ori-
entation. For example, people living in collectivist cultures 
may be more likely to spend money on items that benefit 
their family and community—behavior that may strengthen 
social connections and thereby reduce distress and impair-
ment, compared with buying things to elevate one’s status 
compared with others.

Future Directions: Potential Interventions for 
Reducing Compulsive Buying

An important direction for future research is to examine 
ways to reduce FCSW and compulsive spending. One way to 
reduce the tendency to derive self-worth from money is to 
downplay the expected benefits of financial success. For 
example, in one study, participants were assigned to read a 
bogus news article that suggested that having a lot of money 
was related to greater happiness and life outcomes, or that 
having a lot of money did not improve life outcomes (Ward 
et al., 2021).

Participants who read that money predicted better life 
outcomes expected to reap more hedonic and psychologi-
cal benefits of financial success, which was related to bas-
ing their current self-worth more in this domain (Ward 
et al., 2021). However, participants who read that money 
did not enhance people’s life outcomes were less likely to 
expect benefits of financial success or to base their current 
self-worth on money. Thus, these findings suggest that one 
way to momentarily shift people’s contingencies of self-
worth may be to deemphasize the expected benefits of suc-
cess in domains of contingency. By minimizing the 
benefits, people may be less likely to base their self-esteem 
on money, which could reduce their vulnerability to expe-
riencing financial goal conflict and engaging in compul-
sive buying.

It may also be the case that individuals with FCSW have 
poor affective forecasting; they believe that spending 
money and buying things will bring them greater happi-
ness when in fact, it does not. Accordingly, individuals 
could be prompted to engage in more accurate forecasting 
in which they focus on how ashamed, guilty, or regretful 
they would feel if they were to engage in compulsive buy-
ing, and these thoughts and feelings regarding the negative 
consequences of compulsive spending might serve to 
inhibit them from enacting this behavior in the future. 
Indeed, research suggests that when individuals think 
about their future self in vivid and realistic terms, they are 
more likely to make choices in the here-and-now that ben-
efit their distant, future self and goals (Hershfield, 2011).

Conclusion

The present research shows that the more people base their 
self-worth on being financially successful, the more likely 
they are to engage in compulsive spending and to experience 
greater emotional distress and impairment in their lives from 
engaging in this self-defeating behavior. Importantly, the 
experience of financial motivational conflict—of competing 
desires to spend versus not spend one’s money—is a key 
mechanism underlying why FCSW is related to more com-
pulsive buying. Future research could examine how strate-
gies such as reducing CSWs or engaging in more accurate 
affective forecasting may counteract the tendency for 
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individuals with FCSW to compulsively spend, thereby 
reducing its negatively associated outcomes.
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Note

1. We did not find a significant FCSW × Trait self-control inter-
action in predicting compulsive buying in the present study,  
B = .04, p = .330, 95% confidence interval (CI) = [−.04, .13]. 
Successful self-control requires both the identification and 
resolution of motivational conflicts (e.g., Myrseth & Fishbach, 
2009). Although research tends to focus more on the latter, 
many self-control failures occur because people do not recog-
nize that a situation presents a potentially problematic behavior 
(e.g., Vale et al., 2008). The compulsive spending behavior that 
we studied may reflect a self-control failure that results from a 
failure of identification, rather than resolution. Trait self-control 
may not capture this, as it may only reflect people’s judgment of 
their ability to resolve rather than identify self-control conflicts.
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