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ABSTRACT

Materialism as a research topic has gained currency for over past two decades. Studies reveal
that in consumer societies, people are trying to capture happiness and satisfaction in the form of
possession of luxury goods. Materialism is characterized by a pursuit of wealth taking
precedence over higher level needs. Well-being is a comprehensive term for the psychological,
physical, social, or economic state of an individual or group. The researchers have found
evidence to support the belief that materialism shares a negative relationship with wellbeing.
Several researches have documented that materialistic lifestyle is allied with low subjective well-
being. In light of past researches, this paper attempts to review the literature to trace this
relationship between these two variables. The overall argument of the paper is that materialistic
tendencies are detrimental to the well being of an individual. The paper concludes with the
research directions to carry the research on materialism and well being forward.
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“It is the preoccupation with possessions, more than anything else that prevents us from living

freely and nobly.” Bertrand Russel (‘Principles of social reconstructions, 1916).

In consumer societies, material goods are considered an index of happiness and success
(Gardarsdottir & Dittmar, 2012). Consumers are consuming today more than they ever have
before (Van Boven & Gilovich, 2003). Research evidence demonstrates that materialistic values
have risen dramatically in last few decades, (Astin et al. 2002; Ger & Belk, 1999). It is a widely
held belief in consumer societies that materialism is good for the economy of the nation, since
materialism pushes people to work more to secure higher incomes, to increase consumption of
goods and services and promotes living standards (Kasser et al., 2007; Richins & Rudmin, 1994).
Material possessions are socially meaningful not only owing to their instrumentality in sustaining
and developing our lives but also because they are used as the symbols of identity, personality
and self-expression (Dittmar & Pepper, 1994; Dittmar, 1992; Burroughs et al.,1991; Kamptner,
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1991). It is a matter of growing concern that materialism is distracting the individuals, especially
the youth, from self-development and responsibilities they owe to their community
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1999).

Critiques attack marketing and advertising for causing affluenza (de Graff et al., 2005).
Affluenza, a term coined from affluence and influenza highlights the excessive craving for
material possessions. De Graaf et al. (2001) define it as a ‘painful, contagious socially-
transmitted condition of overload, debt, anxiety, and waste resulting from the dogged pursuit of
more”. Consumption is interlinked with the creation and production of a sense of self as
possessions help us convey our connection to others and express who we think we are
(McCracken, 1986; Levy, 1981). Brewer and Porter (1993) observed that our lives today are
overloaded with the material objects which bring with them their prospects as well as the
problems.

Social thinkers link materialism with the squandering away of valuable resources, deterioration
of traditional religious values, and also the breakdown of civic responsibility (Schudson, 1991).
It has become an activity that they engage in to cater to their hedonistic needs (Ramnathan &
Menon, 2006; O’Cass & McEween, 2004; Faber & O’Guinn, 1989). Some look at their new
purchases as a means to fill a void in their lives (Diener et al., 1993; Belk, 1985). The notion that
consumer goods are a sure-shot to success, identity and happiness is the core value of a
consumer society (Dittmar & Drury, 2000). Dittmar (2007) maintained that material possessions
have acquired a disproportionate focus in the lives of individuals in the consumer societies. In a
capitalist society, human beings are consumers by nature (Solomon et al., 2004).

Researchers have been trying to understand the influence of Terror Management Theory on
consumer behavior (Fransen et al., 2008; Arndt et al., 2004; Rindfleish & Burroughs, 2004). The
value individuals ascribe to consumer items seems to change owing to terror management
processes. For example, death reminders make long-term status items such as investments etc.
more desirable. In a study conducted by Fransen et al. (2008), the results revealed that when
reminded of death, people buy items that are valued in their cultures. Globalization is another
great force behind the current consumer trends. It is manifested in the form of global flows
across the world. Appadurai (1990) maintained that there are five types of global flows —

e mediascapes (image and communication),

e ethnoscapes (tourists, migrants and foreign students),

o ideoscapes (political ideas and ideologies),

e technocapes (technology and know-how), and

¢ finanscapes (capital and money).

Craig et al. (2009) maintain that cultural products and lifestyles from the developed world are
spreading across developing countries through traditional and social media, and is influencing
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consumer tastes, shopping preferences and purchase behavior of consumers (Douglas & Craig,
1997). This phenomenon also seems to be changing the fabric of societies as lifestyles, products,
and rituals of one culture are being absorbed into and adopted by another culture (Craig et al.,
2009, Craig & Douglas, 2006).

The cultures with individualism and materialism as their defining qualities affect well-being
through their influence on values. Defining values, it can be said that they are a core component
of a culture, the characteristics of a society and its institutions, as well as of its people
(Eckersley, 2005; 2001). The cultural significance of goods is evident from their ability to take
upon a meaning through their use as markers of that culture (Dittmar, 1992).

Materialism

Materialism has gained widespread attention across the globe for its far reaching and rather
gripping effects on the consumer psyche. It can be defined as “the importance ascribed to the
ownership and acquisition of material goods in achieving major life goals” (Richins, 2004).
Acquisition desires can be traced back to early civilizations (Belk, 1985). Noting the importance
of materialism, Twitchell (1999) stated, “of the 20™ century’s various— isms, it has been the one
that has ultimately triumphed”. Dittmar et al. (2014), in a meta-analysis defined materialism as
the long-term endorsement of materialistic values, goals or beliefs which revolve around
acquiring money and possessions that convey status.

The word “materialism” finds its roots in philosophy (Micken and Roberts, 1999). It is the
philosophical conceptualization that nothing exists except matter and its movement (Scott,
2009). A highly materialistic individual believes that the acquisition of material goods is central
to happiness and self-definition, and an indicator of success (Richins & Dawson, 1992).

Materialism serves as a topic of research in different disciplines and is defined from different
perspectives as a way of life, as a value orientation, a cultural system, a personality trait, a
second order value, and as an aspiration (Bindah & Othman, 2011). Belk (1984) defines
materialism as ‘the importance a consumer attaches to worldly possession’. It is conceived as a
complex trait which reflects the centrality which an individual ascribes to possessions (Belk,
1985). Richins and Dawson (1992) identified three dimensions to materialism: centrality,
happiness, and success. Richins and Dawson (1992) suggest that materialism is a value. A value
is “a belief that a specific mode of conduct is personally or socially preferable to other beliefs
and that it has a transcendental quality that guides actions, attitudes, judgments, comparisons
across specific objects and situations, and beyond immediate goals” (Richins & Dawson, 1992).

Wiedmann et al. (2009) defined materialism as the degree to which individuals find possessions
to play a central role in their life. Individuals higher on materialism are more likely to acquire
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possessions, to have positive attitudes towards acquisition, and to assign a higher priority to
material goods (Wiedmann et al. 2009). Researchers maintain that materialism as a phenomenon
is bound to grow in all cultures irrespective of the type of the economies, even in the lack of
material goods (Ger and Belk, 1996; Parker et. al., 2010) and it will also grow when material
goods are available in abundance (Schaefer et al., 2004). Richins (1994a, 1994b) argued that the
individuals high on materialism choose possessions that are publicly visible and prominent and
bring them prestige. These individuals are also strongly influenced by the opinions of others
when selecting products. Researchers observed that materialism exhibits a positive relationship
with the preference for goods that symbolize prestige and social status (Prendergast & Wong,
2003; Holt, 1998; Wong & Ahuvia, 1998). Materialism is a socio cultural (Ghadrian, 2010;
Schor & Holt, 2000) as well as an individual phenomenon (Lim et al., 2012; Chang & Arkin,
2002; Kasser, 2002; Larsen et al., 1999).

Well Being

Well-being is a comprehensive term for the psychological, physical, social, or economic state of
an individual or group (Scott et al., 2014; Diener 2009; Malhotra 2006; Sirgy & Lee 2006). A
major proposition in psychology is that wellbeing is not simply the lack of mental illness
(Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Seligman (2011), in his PERMA model of flourishing,
defined psychological well-being in terms of five domains: positive emotions (P), engagement
(E), relationships (R), meaning (M), and accomplishment (A). Positive emotions refer to feelings
of happiness, engagement means feeling psychologically connected, invested in activities,
relationships implies the feeling of being connected and supported by others, meaning refers to
the feeling that one’s life is meaningful, valuable, and feeling connected to something greater
than oneself, and accomplishment refers to having a sense of achievement and making
progresses.

Researchers have proposed that well-being be characterized as a combination of indicators across
multiple domains, rather than as a single factor (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development, 2014; Forgeard et al., 2011; Frey & Stutzer, 2010; Lerner et al., 2009; Keyes,
2007; Ryff & Keyes, 1995). Baumeister et al. (2013) propose that Subjective Well Being is
happiness, which is ‘an experiential state of positive affect’. They are of the view that subjective
well being can be measured in two different ways i.e. affect balance and life satisfaction.

Subjective well being is defined as an individual’s cognitive and affective assessments regarding
their life satisfaction (Diener, 1984). Diener et al. (2006) aver that subjective well-being is one’s
evaluations of their own lives, which can comprise their judgments about their life satisfaction
and evaluations based on personal feelings. Diener (2006) says that subjective well being is an
umbrella term encompassing negative and positive evaluations made by an individual about their
life satisfaction, engagement and affect. Research evidence suggests that subjective well being is
contingent upon life satisfaction including positive and negative affect (Robbins & Kliewer,
2000; Lightsey, 1996).
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There are two top-down and bottom-up factors important to subjective well being (Diener,
1984). Diener et al. (1999) list bottom-up factors such as external events, situations, and
demographics whereas top-down factors include individual factors (e.g. values and goals) which
trigger external events that influence well-being (Diener et al., 1999).

Three different approaches to define subjective well being capture different aspects- life
evaluation, hedonic well being and eudemonic well being (Kahneman et al., 2003). Life
evaluation implies an individual’s perception of quality of his/her life or overall life satisfaction
(Cantril, 1965). Hedonic well being implies the feelings/moods as experienced happiness,
sadness, anger and stress (Kahneman et al., 2004). Eudemonic well being concentrates on the
meaning and purpose of one’s life (Ryff et al., 2004).

Theoretical framework

There are two theoretical perspectives employed by researchers to explain the development of
materialistic tendencies in people viz. the socialization perspective and the psychological
perspective (Kasser et al., 2004). The socialization perspective stresses upon the influence of
socialization agents such as kith and kin, peers, mass media etc in the development of
materialistic values. On the other hand, the psychological perspective emphasizes one’s
circumstances giving rise to certain emotional states which either deter or facilitate the
development of materialistic values.

Various theories predict a negative relationship between materialism and subjective well being.
According to the self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000), goals based on extrinsic
reward, may be related to negative subjective well being. This theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985; 2000)
states that the basic needs of individuals are autonomy, competence, and relatedness with others .
In contrast to these needs are the extrinsic needs or aspirations, such as financial success, social
recognition, having an influential image etc. (Grouzet et al., 2005; Kasser & Ryan, 1996).
Although extrinsic aspirations may be in accord with basic psychological needs to some extent
(e.g. having social recognition may be aimed at satisfying needs for relatedness), the pursuit of
extrinsic rewards is observed to be less satisfying than the pursuit of intrinsic rewards (Sheldon
et al., 2004; Kasser and Ryan, 2001; Deci and Ryan, 2000).

Another theory by Andrew & Robinson (1991 in Barbera & Gurhan, 1997), says that the ability
to realize one’s aspiration has an impact on one’s subjective well being. An individual with a
high materialistic aspiration but with an inability to realize it will exhibit reduced subjective well
being.

Multiple discrepancy model of subjective well-being proposes that individuals compare our
experiences or emotions to some standard and this comparison might make them feel unhappy or
dissatisfied if and when the resources they have acquired do not match the standard they have in
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mind, called a social comparison discrepancy. Also, individuals feel unhappy or dissatisfied if
they could access more resources in the past than now, called past comparison discrepancy
(Michalos, 1985).

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Studies suggest that high level of materialism is linked with low level of well-being (Sirgy et. al.,
2013; Burroughs & Rindfleisch, 2002; Sirgy et al., 1998; Mick 1996; Kasser & Ryan, 1993;
Richins & Dawson, 1992; Belk 1984; 1985). Kasser and Ryan (1993) revealed that fulfillment of
important life goals gives rise to increased life satisfaction. Intrinsic life goals are found to be
positively related with subjective well-being whereas extrinsic life goals share a complex
relationship with subjective well being (Zawadzka et al., 2015; Martos & Kop 2012; Rijavec et
al., 2006; Skarzynska, 2003).

Existing body of research demonstrates the adverse effects of materialistic values and goals
dominant in consumerist societies (Kasser et al., 2007). The negative relationship between
materialism and subjective well-being and other indicators of psychological health are most
frequently reported downside of materialism (Kasser & Kanner, 2004; Dittmar, 2008).

Barbera & Girhan (1997) proposed that envy is one aspect of materialism that exerts negative
effect on SWB. They observed a negative relationship between non-generosity and envy and
subjective well being in evangelical Christians and positively related in non-Christians. This
reveals that the conflicting goals of religion and materialism can have a negative impact on
subjective well being.

Research evidence abounds to substantiate the argument that people who pursue material goals
tend to experience lower subjective well-being (Christopher et al., 2009; Kashdan and Breen,
2007). High materialistic individuals experience more negative feelings and are less satisfied
with life and with specific life domains than less materialistic individuals (Christopher et al.
2007; Kashdan & Breen 2007). Research studies also reveal significantly lower subjective well-
being in materialistic individuals, irrespective of their incomes (Kasser & Ahuvia, 2002; Kasser
& Ryan, 1996).

Some scholars propose that materialistic individuals exhibit less satisfaction because they tend to
set higher standards for their lives (Shaw et al., 2004; Goldberg et al., 2003). In studies
conducted in different countries materialism was found to be related with dissatisfaction with life
and lower subjective well-being (Dittmar et al. 2014; Roberts et al. 2005; Keng et al. 2000;
Wright & Larsen 1993; Richins & Dawson 1992; Dawson & Bamossy, 1991; Belk, 1985; 1984).
Dittmar et al. (2014) proposed that materialism is related to a number of well-being indices-
subjective wellbeing, positive self-appraisals, psychopathology, and physical health. In various
studies, materialists are found to be less happier and more dissatisfied with life than non-
materialists (Chang & Arkin, 2002; Belk, 1985), and they are also found to experience more
physical and psychological ailments (Kasser, 2002).
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Materialism has been found to be positively related to psychological illnesses such are paranoia
and depression (Kasser & Ryan, 1993). Individuals scoring high on materialism are observed to
be concerned with outward appearances, and motivated by the extrinsic goals (Kasser & Ahuvia,
2002).

Studies examined the effects of possessions on individuals and found that in individuals who
place emphasis on acquiring goods exhibit psychological maladjustment and lowered well being.
In addition to this, the individuals in quest of their identity through consumption tend to sacrifice
altruism (Kasser et al .2007; 2002). Belk (1985) found a negative relationship between
materialism and happiness and life satisfaction. Burroughs & Rindfleisch (2002) found a
negative relationship between the number of possessions listed on a consumer’s wish list and his
life satisfaction.

Myriads of studies have confirmed the negative relationship between materialism and well-being
measures such as life satisfaction and happiness (Diener 2009; Kashdan & Breen 2007; Ahuvia
& Wong 2002; Burroughs & Rindfleisch, 2002; Tatzel 2002). Researchers examining the
extrinsic life goals are attracted by ‘materialistic triad” comprising fame, wealth and image and
they found that these goals are associated with lower levels of life satisfaction (Kasser, 2002).
Other studies have investigated the association of positive and negative affect (domains of well
being) with the level of materialism (Hudders & Pandelaere, 2012; Christopher et al., 2009;
Christopher & Schlenker, 2004). The results revealed that materialistic individuals reported
experiencing more negative affect. Christopher and Schlenker (2004) found a negative impact of
materialism on positive affect.

Delhey (2010) states “happiness tends to be pretty materialist in poorer places and more post-
materialist in richer ones”. Comparing the data obtained from 48 countries, he showed that
income and material possessions are considered more important and central to personal quality
of life in poorer countries than in richer ones.

A meta- analysis conducted by Dittmar et al. (2014) on the relationship between materialism and
personal well being examined the effect sizes from a large number of independent studies and
reported that materialism was negatively associated with well being. The largest detrimental
effects were observed for various well being outcomes (risky health, consumer behavior and
negative self appraisal) whereas the weakest effects were observed for life satisfaction and
negative affect.

When Materialism is not detrimental to Well Being

Despite the cacophony about negative relationship between Materialism and Well-Being of an
individual, it is interesting to note that there are studies that have shown contradictory results. It
has been observed that striving for extrinsic goals for autonomous reasons feels less satisfying
than autonomously striving for intrinsic goals (Sheldon et al., 2004). Some researchers
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investigating the interaction of income with materialism and well being reported that higher
income might cushion the negative impact of materialism on subjective well-being of the
individuals (Nickerson et al., 2003). There is research evidence to suggest that it is not material
acquisition which contributes to reduced wellbeing in an individual, but the material acquisition
guided by extrinsic aspirations is the source behind reduced well being (Gardarsdéttir et al.,
2009).

CONCLUSION, LIMITATION AND RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Materialism has drawn considerable attention of scholars in the field of positive psychology
because of its negative relationship with well being indices. The main theme of the paper is that
materialistic tendencies can have a detrimental effect on well being. King et al. (2004) stated that
there are many ways leading to a well-lived life and people do have a sense of what it takes to
make for a fulfilled life. And despite the evidence available to the contrary, people persistently
behave in ways that contradict these intuitions and pursue materialistic goals rather than pursue
goals that may be more beneficial for their well-being. Interestingly, there is research evidence
available that suggests that the relationship between materialism and well being is moderated by
the income.

It is imperative to conduct researches examining the relationship between materialistic
orientations and well being in Indian scenario considering demographic factors such as gender,
age, study and work environment (with a special focus on public and private sector). Thus this
paper proffers a need to understand this intricate relationship through theoretical as well as
empirical approach. And while examining this relationship, it should be kept in mind that
different cultures and economies can influence the meaning of materialism and attitude towards
materialistic goals within a society. There is a pressing need to advance longitudinal and
developmental researches in this area.

The major limitation of this paper is that it is a theoretical paper and aims to understand the
intricacies involved in materialistic pursuit and the well being of the materialistic individuals
through review of literature.
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