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Abstract
Although the negative link between materialism and well-being has been confirmed by 
results from many empirical studies, mechanisms underlying this association still remain 
partially unexplained. The issue is addressed in this article in two ways. Firstly, the nature 
of the components of materialism is examined, and secondly—the article demonstrates that 
personality (particularly neuroticism and narcissism) is one of the important factors link-
ing materialism and well-being. The article presents the results of three empirical studies, 
in which three main assumptions were verified—that the components of materialism, i.e. 
acquisition centrality, acquisition as a pursuit of happiness and possession-defined success, 
have dissimilar impacts on well-being, that materialists with high and low levels of neuroti-
cism and narcissism differ with regard to well-being, and that neuroticism and narcissism 
mediate the relationship between materialism and well-being. The studies were based on 
self-reports and utilized well-known, established questionnaire measures of materialism, 
personality and well-being. The results showed that each component of materialism was 
associated with well-being in a slightly different way. Of the three possession-defined hap-
piness was the strongest predictor of all aspects of well-being examined and the centrality 
component was not associated with any of them. Materialists with a high level of neuroti-
cism and low level of grandiose narcissism experienced diminished well-being in compari-
son to materialism with a low level of neuroticism and high level of grandiose narcissism. 
Neuroticism and grandiose narcissism were both significant mediators, acting contrary to 
each other—neuroticism lowered well-being, whereas grandiose narcissism elevated it.
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1 Introduction

The negative association between materialism and well-being is currently almost an axiom 
in psychology and consumer research. In their extensive meta-analysis Dittmar et  al. 
(2014) showed that the results of empirical studies concerning this association are con-
sistent and indicate modest negative correlations between various measures of materialism 
and various aspects of well-being (the average effect is − .19). Some moderating factors 
(i.e. age, gender, a nation’s rate of economic growth, level of inequality, cultural and value 
orientations) weaken the connection somewhat, although do not eliminate it. None of them 
reverses the association and causes it to be positive.

Although the link between materialism and well-being seems to be evident, mechanisms 
underlying this association still remain partially unexplained, despite many attempts to 
shed light on it. In this article I would like to address the issue in two ways. Firstly, I intend 
to examine more closely the domains of materialism. Secondly, I aim to demonstrate that 
one of the major factors that bring materialism and well-being together is personality, par-
ticularly neuroticism and narcissism. Such an approach is relatively novel. Although the 
domains of materialism were incidentally examined in relation to well-being, there is no 
systematic study addressing this issue. Despite the abundance of separate empirical find-
ings that show simple connections between materialism and well-being, materialism and 
personality, and personality and well-being, the connection between the three is a field of 
empirical investigation which has been neglected thus far. I am convinced that both matters 
mentioned above deserve more attention from scholars.

1.1  Materialism and Its Domains in Relation to Well‑Being

The term “materialism” in psychology relates to people’s desire to acquire and possess 
material assets. Materialism is understood as the importance people attach to worldly pos-
sessions which take a central place in their lives and are expected to be the greatest source 
of satisfaction or dissatisfaction (Belk 1985), or as a high valuation of material goods, that 
are perceived as a measure of a successful and happy life (Richins and Dawson 1992) and a 
warrant of high status, power, and popularity (Kasser 2002).

The conceptualization of materialism, which has been most widely used in psycholog-
ical studies, was proposed by Richins and Dawson (1992). They defined materialism in 
terms of values that direct people’s choices and behaviours in various situations and influ-
ence the way people structure their lives and relate to the external world. According to 
them, overall materialism incorporates three components: acquisition centrality, i.e. plac-
ing possessions and their acquisition in the center of one’s life, acquisition as a pursuit of 
happiness, i.e. believing that possessions and their acquisition are essential to one’s happi-
ness, and possession-defined success, i.e. considering possession as a criterion for judging 
one’s own and other people’s success.

These three domains are usually combined and the overall materialism index is com-
monly used in various studies, including those related to materialism and well-being. 
Very few researchers made an effort to look at the three components of materialism sep-
arately. The exception was Ahuvia and Wong (1995), who showed that of the three the 
belief that possession can bring happiness was most strongly associated with life dissat-
isfaction; possession-defined success was also related to life dissatisfaction, but only in 
some areas, whereas the connection between possession centrality and life (dis)satisfaction 
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was fairly weak and not significant. The same authors demonstrated later that the nega-
tive relationship between materialism and needs satisfaction was driven exclusively by the 
belief related to happiness (Ahuvia and Wong 2002). The similar effect of the happiness 
component was also revealed by Swinyard et al. (2001) and Roberts and Clement (2007). 
Furthermore Pieters (2013) showed that the vicious cycle of materialism and loneliness 
was mostly vested in the belief that possession brings happiness and in possession-defined 
success. Acquisition centrality played a positive role in the cycle decreasing loneliness over 
time. Also Segev et al. (2015) found a weak positive correlation between acquisition cen-
trality and life satisfaction alongside a strong negative association between life satisfaction 
and the happiness component. Such results suggest that it is worth exploring separately the 
three domains of materialism in relation to well-being.

Over the years researchers were proposing various explanation of the negative relation-
ship between overall materialism and well-being. For example, Burroughs and Rindfleisch 
(2002) showed that materialists experience less happiness and more negative affect than 
others because of the inherent conflict between material and collective values. Solberg 
et al. (2003) pointed to materialists’ poor social life as a source of lower well-being. They 
also claimed that striving for material goals provides less emotional gratification than striv-
ing for others and that people are more distant from their material goals than from others 
and least satisfied with what they achieve in the material realm. Shrum et al. (2013) sug-
gested that materialism is centered on constructing identity through symbolic consump-
tion, and because the process requires reliance on others to validate the results, it causes 
vulnerability and psychological instability. Dittmar et  al. (2014) tested two explanations 
of the negative effect of overall materialism on psychological well-being. In relation to 
the first explanation—that materialists develop unrealistic expectations in the financial 
realm, which set the stage for disappointment that negatively influences other domains of 
well-being—the results were not conclusive. The second assumption—that materialism is 
connected with low needs satisfaction—was verified positively. Recently Donnelly et  al. 
(2016) suggested that the possible processes that cause unsuccessful pursuits of happiness 
and satisfaction through the possession of tangible objects are driven by the urge to escape 
from aversive self-awareness.

Solberg et al. (2003) referred also to a different explanation of the association between 
materialism and low well-being—a potential link between materialism and neuroticism, 
i.e. the personality factor which is highly responsible for negative emotions and low well-
being. They finally rejected this hypothesis, but in a later study by Górnik-Durose and 
Boroń (2018) the hypothesis was supported. In the current article the way of thinking, 
which connects materialism with well-being through personality, is continued.

1.2  Materialism and Personality

Investigating relationships between materialism and various personality traits is not a nov-
elty in psychological research. In studies based on the Five–Factor Model of personality 
(cf. Costa and McCrae 1992) positive correlations have been found between materialism 
and neuroticism and negative between materialism and agreeableness. Data concerning the 
connections between materialism and extraversion, openness to experience and conscien-
tiousness were not consistent across studies (see Ashton and Lee 2008; Otero-López and 
Villardefrancos 2013; Watson 2015).

Many malevolent personality traits were also examined in connection with materialism 
(see Hong et al. 2012; Pilch and Górnik-Durose 2016), but the personality feature which 
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has received most attention was narcissism. Researchers point out that there are two sepa-
rate forms of narcissism: grandiose and vulnerable, which share some similarities, but also 
differ in many ways (Wink 1991; Miller et al. 2011).They overlap in relation to a sense of 
personal entitlement, egocentrism, self-absorption, grandiose self-relevant fantasies, cal-
lousness, manipulativeness, willingness to exploit others and arrogance. But only grandi-
ose narcissism embraces traits related to magnificence, dominance and aggression, whereas 
vulnerable narcissism is allied with defensiveness, and its illusory grandiosity disguises 
feelings of insecurity, inadequacy, incompetence, and negative affect (Miller et al. 2011). 
Data from various studies showed that they are both associated positively with materialism 
(Bergman et al. 2013; Rose 2007; Pilch and Górnik-Durose 2017).

The configuration of personality features related to materialism, although explicable 
at first sight, is de facto internally incoherent, incorporating features that are not likely to 
coexist. The associations between narcissism and low agreeableness and other malevolent 
features are understandable and supported by results of many empirical studies (e.g. Wat-
son 2012; Houlcroft et al. 2012), but it is rather difficult to incorporate high neuroticism 
and high grandiose narcissism into one personality structure. The empirical data show 
clearly that high grandiose narcissism is accompanied by low neuroticism, or they are not 
connected at all (see Houlcroft et  al. 2012; Lee et  al. 2013; Miller et  al. 2011). On the 
other hand vulnerable narcissism correlates positively and quite strongly with neuroticism 
(Miller et al. 2011, Houlcroft et al. 2012). It is unlikely then that materialists would be both 
neurotic and narcissistic in a grandiose way; although it could happen in the case of vulner-
able narcissism.

Such contradictions in the personality depiction of materialists inspired Górnik-Durose 
and Pilch (2016) to look more closely at the associations between materialism and person-
ality traits (within the HEXACO framework). They separated two types of materialists. 
They both displayed relatively low levels of honesty–humility and agreeableness, but in 
one case the emotionality level was significantly lower and the extraversion level signifi-
cantly higher than in the other. The first materialistic type was named the Peacocks, the 
second, the Mice. The Peacocks were also significantly more narcissistic than the Mice, 
but only in the grandiose way; no difference was found in vulnerable narcissism. Moreo-
ver the Peacocks and Mice had different attitudes towards money and different spending 
preferences. The Peacocks were prone to seek immediate financial gain, whereas the Mice 
were anxious and insecure in their money attitudes. Their declared spending was directed 
toward self-protection, whereas the Peacocks were oriented toward self-aggrandizing. The 
Peacocks were also more prone to ostentatious consumption than the Mice.

This short description of the Mice and Peacocks suggests that for each type being mate-
rialistic fulfills different functions. The Mice, who are rather emotionally unstable and 
vulnerable, with a tendency to feel anxious, fearful, insecure, use material possessions as 
reassurance—a “security blanket”, a means to create relatively sheltered life conditions 
that may protects against deprivation, hostile environmental and social threats (cf. Kasser 
2002). Their inherent difficulties in gaining support and safe attachment to people results 
in turning toward more tangible resources that are easily controlled and manipulated (cf. 
Richins 2017). The Peacocks on the other hand possess highly inflated, positive views of 
the self, accompanied by strong self–focus, feelings of entitlement, seeking admiration and 
lack of regard for others. To maintain their disproportionately positive self–beliefs, narcis-
sistic Peacocks engage in grandiose self–displays, using appropriate material possessions 
(Campbell and Foster 2007). Displaying the proper material possessions is a self–presenta-
tion tactic, which is plainly effective in consumption–oriented societies. In a culture which 
uses material goods extensively as a communication code, material things of proper brands 
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and varieties—scarce, unique, exclusive, often customizable– are able to deliver appropri-
ate messages, showing desirable personal and societal characteristics of their owner (Lee 
et al. 2013). Thus, proper material goods sustain, validate, and nurture the narcissistic self.

These two strategies—both utilizing material goods—not only serve different purpose, 
but also may have different consequences in relation to well-being. I assume then that the 
deceptively simple associations between materialism and well-being may be altered by 
their connections with personality.

1.3  Neuroticism, Narcissism and Well‑Being

The empirical evidence that personality accurately predicts well-being was summarized 
by DeNeve and Cooper (1998) and Steel et  al. (2008) in their meta-analyses. They also 
showed that among personality traits neuroticism is the most prominent factor influencing 
various aspects of well-being. The same was revealed by Anglim and Grant (2016). The 
association is indisputably negative, i.e. rising neuroticism is followed by diminishing well-
being. This effect is strong and fundamental and—as Steel et al. (2008) suggest—involves 
common biological mechanisms or neural substrates. Neuroticism also influences behav-
iors and predisposes people to have more negative life experiences that have an impact on 
their well-being.

In the case of narcissism the empirical evidence is also quite plain—narcissism in its 
grandiose version elevates well-being, whereas vulnerable narcissism lowers it signifi-
cantly. It was also demonstrated that narcissism is associated with well-being due to its 
overlap with self-esteem (Rose 2002; Sedikides et  al. 2004; Zuckerman and O’Loughlin 
2009).

The impact of personality on well-being means that any relationship between phenom-
ena, which are connected with personality, and well-being may be shaped and transformed 
by personality, because personality relates to basic regulatory mechanisms and represents 
fundamental and relatively stable characteristics of a person that underlie individual behav-
ior, beliefs and attitudes and are to some extent biologically determined. Haslam et  al. 
(2009) showed that associations between values and well-being are due to the variance 
they both share with personality traits. This may be also the case for materialism. This 
is why I assumed that neuroticism and narcissism may be powerful factors mediating the 
relationship between materialism and well-being.

2  Current Investigation

Until now the results of empirical studies related to materialism, personality and well- 
being showed that:

(a) Materialism is connected with poorer well-being and the effect seems to be mainly due 
to the belief that acquiring and possessing material goods is essential for happiness and 
that possessed assets are the best indication of achieving success in life.

(b) Materialism is also associated with certain personality traits—particularly neuroti-
cism and narcissism (positively). These traits distinguish types of materialists. One 
materialistic type—the Peacocks—is marked by low neuroticism and high grandiose 
narcissism, the second—the Mice—by high neuroticism and low grandiose narcissism.
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(c) Both neuroticism and narcissism correlate significantly with well-being, hence, it would 
be expected that they may shape well-being also in materialists. Thus far the evidence 
was found for a mediating role of neuroticism in the relationship between materialism 
and attitudes towards money and well-being (Górnik-Durose and Boron 2018).

The current research is embedded in the findings listed above, but its aim is to extend 
the investigation and clarify the associations further. It encompasses three separate studies. 
The objectives of Study I are to verify the assumption that materialists with different levels 
of neuroticism (i.e. the Mice and Peacocks) would differ in relation to well-being, and to 
examine further the mediating effect of neuroticism on the relationship between materi-
alism and well-being revealed in previous research. Study II concentrates on the impact 
of grandiose and vulnerable narcissism on the relationship between materialism and well-
being. Its first aim is to examine differences in well-being between the Mice and Peacocks 
that are due to the level of grandiose narcissism, the second—to test for a mediating effect 
of narcissism on the relationship between materialism and well-being. Study III consoli-
dates the two aspects of personality connected with materialism analyzed in the two previ-
ous studies, i.e. neuroticism and both types of narcissism. The objective is to check how 
strong these traits are alongside materialism in relation to well-being. In all three studies 
materialism is deconstructed and the associations of its three dimensions, i.e. possession 
centrality, possession-defined happiness and possession-defined success, with life satisfac-
tion and well-being is examined. In the concurrent studies different measures of well-being 
are utilized.

The main hypotheses tested in the three studies were as follows:

H1  Three domains of materialism relate differently to well-being. The possession-defined 
happiness (MAT/Hap) and possession-defined success (MAT/Suc) are relatively 
strongly and negatively associated with various aspects of well-being, whereas the 
centrality component (MAT/Cent) correlates with well-being modestly or not at all

H2  The Mice and Peacocks, identified on the basis of the level of neuroticism (NE) or 
grandiose narcissism (GN), differ in regard to various aspects of well-being. The low 
neurotic and high narcissistic Peacocks experience a higher level of well-being than 
high neurotic and low narcissistic Mice

H3  Personality traits—neuroticism (NE), as well as grandiose (GN) and vulnerable 
narcissism (VN), mediate the relationship between materialism (MAT) and its two 
domains, i.e. possession-defined happiness (MAT/Hap) and possession-defined suc-
cess (MAT/Suc) and various aspects of well-being

2.1  Study I

2.1.1  Participants

The participants were 286 adults from Upper Silesia in Poland (72.4% women) aged 17–59 
(M = 25.48; SD = 7.15); 70% of the sample were younger than 26, merely students. The 
remaining 30% were educated on the higher (54.1%) and secondary (30.6%) levels. The 
information about the material situation of the participants was gathered by asking them 
to assess on a scale from 1 (low) to 7 (very high) their monthly income in relation to the 
subjectively perceived national average. In the younger group the mean score was 2.52 
(SD = 1.65), whereas in the older group 3.6 (SD = 1.72).
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The participants were recruited by cooperating students via their private social networks 
on Facebook. No incentives were given for the participation.

2.1.2  Measures

Materialism The 9-item Material Values Scale—as recommended by Richins (2004), in 
the Polish version by Górnik-Durose (2016) was used to measure materialism. Items were 
rated from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The three subscale scores (i.e. cen-
trality, e.g. “I like a lot of luxury in my life”; happiness, e.g. “My life would be better if I 
owned certain things I don’t have”; success, e.g. “I like to own things that impress peo-
ple”) as well as the overall materialism score were computed.

Neuroticism The neuroticism scale (EPQ-N) from the revised Eysenck Personality 
Questionnaire EPQ-R(S) in Polish adaptation (Jaworska 2012) was used to measure neurot-
icism. It consists of 12 items with a response scale of 1 (yes) and 0 (no). Positive responses 
were summed to yield a total score.

Well-being Mental Health Continuum-Short Form (MHC-SF; Keyes 2002) in Polish 
adaptation by Karaś et al. (2014) was applied to assess well-being. MHC-SF consists of 
14 items that represent hedonic (emotional—e.g. ‘‘How often did you feel happy?’’) and 
eudaimonic (psychological—e.g. ‘‘How often did you feel good at managing the responsi-
bilities of your daily life?’’ and social—e.g. ‘‘How often did you feel that you belonged to a 
community?’’) facets of well-being. The 6-point answering scale (ranging from 1—“never” 
to 6—“everyday”) relates to the frequency of experiencing various symptoms of well-
being during the past month. The overall (general) score of well-being (GWB) was com-
puted and used in the analyses.

2.1.3  Results

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations between study variables are displayed in 
Table 1.

2.1.3.1 Well‑Being in  Groups Differentiated by  Materialism and  Neuroticism In the first 
step participants were divided into subgroups according to MAT and NE scores. The scores 
below average placed participants to the low MAT or low NE subgroups, the scores equal 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics and Pearson’s correlations between variables in Study I

***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05. Diagonally in parentheses scale reliability coefficients

N = 286 MAT MAT/Cent MAT/Hap MAT/Suc NE GWB

Mean 27.73 9.66 9.61 8.46 6.64 42.14
Standard deviation 7.00 2.48 3.14 2.96 3.81 16.68
Zero-order correlations
Materialism—overall (MAT) (.83) .76*** .82*** .86*** .33*** − .17**
Materialism—centrality (MAT_Cent) (.63) .40*** .54*** .12* .04
Materialism—happiness (MAT_Hap) (.80) .54*** .36*** − .31***
Materialism—success (MAT_Suc) (.70) .30*** − .11
Neuroticism (NE) (.81) − .45***
General well-being (GWB) (.94)
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and above average placed them to the high MAT or high NE subgroups. Finally four sub-
groups were separated: high_MAT/high_NE (i.e. the Mice), high_MAT/low_NE (i.e. the 
Peacocks), low_MAT/low_NE and low_MAT/high_NE. The mean scores of well-being 
(GWB) were compared in those subgroups in one-way ANOVA with post hoc Tukey’s tests 
(see Table 2).

The tests revealed statistically significant differences between the subgroups. First of 
all the two highly materialistic subgroups—the Mice and Peacocks—differed significantly, 
with the Mice having the lowest level of GWB among participants and the Peacocks having 
GWB comparable to the highest well-being of the low_MAT/low_NE subgroup. The Mice 
on the other hand did not differ significantly from the low_MAT/high_NE subgroup.

2.1.3.2 The Mediating Effect of  Neuroticism on  the  Relationship Between Materialism 
and Well‑Being In the next step the assumption about the mediating role of neuroticism 
in the relationship between materialism and its domains and well-being was tested. The 
mediation analyses were run using the bootstrapping method with bias-corrected confidence 
estimates. The PROCESS macro model 4 for SPSS developed by Hayes (2013) was utilized. 
The 95% confidence intervals (CI) of the indirect effects were obtained with 5000 bootstrap 
resamples. The intervals that do not contain zero indicate a significant indirect effect. Only 
those components of MAT that were initially significantly correlated with NE and GWB 
were taken into consideration (see Table 1). Accordingly, two separate mediation analyses 
were conducted: for MAT and for MAT/Hap as predictors of well-being. The results are 
presented in Table 3.

Both total effects of MAT and MAT/Hap on GWB were significant. After controlling 
for NE the direct effects of MAT became insignificant (full mediation) and the direct effect 
of MAT/Hap became considerably lower, but still significant (partial mediation). Both 
indirect effects via NE were significant.

2.1.3.3 Summary of the Results The results obtained in Study I were consistent with previ-
ous findings related to a simple association between MAT, NE and well-being (see Sect. 1 of 
this article). The differences in NE among materialists were reflected in their GWB. A sali-
ent detrimental effect of MAT and NE on GWB was revealed, with NE playing the leading 
role. MAT not accompanied by NE did not appear to affect GWB very much. The mediation 
analyses confirmed that the relationship between MAT and GWB was fully mediated by 
NE, whereas in the case of MAT/Hap the mediation was partial—the belief that material 
possessions bring happiness hold its unique negative impact on GWB alongside NE. The 
remaining two components of materialism did not have any significant impact on GWB.

2.2  Study II

2.2.1  Participants

A Polish sample of 123 adults (73.2% women), aged 22–70 (M = 35.07; SD = 10.37) was 
used in Study II. 88.6% of the participants were educated on the higher level, 11.4%—on 
the secondary level. As in Study I they were asked to assess their income in relation to the 
national average. On the scale from 1 to 7 the mean score was 4.22 (SD = 1.49), whereas 
the mean of the declared monthly income was 2951 PLN (SD = 849), which was slightly 
above the median of income in Poland at the time of data collection, i.e. in 2016).
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The participants were recruited by a cooperating student via Facebook using his social 
network. No incentives were given for the participation.

Table 2  Comparisons of various aspects of well-being in groups with different levels of materialism and 
neuroticism and grandiose narcissism

***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.001; a, b, c—indicators of differences and similarities between subgroups; 
the same letter indicates that means do not differ significantly, different letters indicate statistically signifi-
cant differences between means

Study I GWB

F(3282) = 20.14***
η2=.18

N M SD

high_MAT/low_ NE 64 48.30a 14.45
high_MAT/high_NE 97 34.27b 15.72
low_MAT/low_NE 78 49.73a 14.13
low_MAT/high_NE 47 37.40b 16.84

Study II N SWL PA NA

F(3119) = 7.92***
η2=.17

F(3119) = 4.62**
η2=.10

F(3119) = 4.43**
η2=.10

M SD M SD M SD

high_MAT/low_GN 23 21.70a 4.49 31.70a 5.96 24.87ab 8.99
high_MAT/high_GN 35 24.63a 6.80 35.77ab 5.39 27.60b 6.89
low_MAT/low_GN 37 24.41a 6.81 32.16ab 7.25 25.65ab 8.06
Low_MAT/high_GN 28 29.75b 5.45 37.07b 7.75 20.68a 6.71

Study III N SWL GWB

F(3356) = 8.90***
η2=.08

F(3356) = 10.86***
η2=.08

M SD M SD

high_MAT/low_ NE 150 21.86a 5.18 51.57a 13.14
high_MAT/high_NE 30 17.23b 5.44 38.73b 11.74
low_MAT/low_NE 173 22.79a 5.64 51.24a 13.63
low_MAT/high_NE 7 21.14ab 6.39 36.43b 12.46

Study III N F(3356) = 14.32***
η2=.11

F(3356) = 15.20***
η2=.11

M SD M SD

high_MAT/low_GN 76 18.92a 5.14 43.30a 13.57
high_MAT/high_GN 106 22.46bc 5.40 53.41b 12.54
low_MAT/low_GN 105 21.67b 5.59 47.51a 14.10
Low_MAT/high_GN 73 24.55c 5.08 55.82b 11.53
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Table 3  Mediation effects of neuroticism and narcissism on the relationship between materialism and well-
being

***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; +p<0.1

X M Total effect (path c) Direct effect (path c′) Indirect effect

B 95% CI t B 95% CI t B 95% CI

Study I: Y = General well-being (GWB)
MAT NE − 0.41 − 0.68; 

− 0.13
− 2.92** − 0.06 − 0.32; 0.20 − 0.46 − 0.34 − 0.51; − 0.21

MAT/Hap NE − 1.63 − 2.22; 
− 1.04

− 5.42*** − 0.89 − 1.48; 
− 0.30

− 2.99** − 0.74 − 1.09; − 0.47

Study II: Y = Satisfaction with life (SWL)
MAT GN − 0.39 − 0.56; 

− 0.22
− 4.56*** − 0.37 − 0.53; 

− 0.21
− 4.61*** 0.08 − 0.002; 0.19

VN − 0.10 − 0.19; − 0.03
MAT/Hap GN − 0.84 − 1.17; 

− 0.53
− 5.23*** − 0.68 − 0.99; 

− 0.37
− 4.29*** − 0.01 − 0.15; 0.14

VN − 0.17 − 0.35; 
− .0.05

MAT_Suc GN − 0.61 − 1.02; 
− 0.19

− 2.88** − 0.72 − 1.12; 
− 0.32

− 3.58*** 0.38 0.14; 0.70

VN − 0.26 − 0.50; − 0.09
Study II: Y = Positive affect (PA)
MAT/Hap GN − 0.43 − 0.80; 

− 0.10
− 2.36* − 0.18 − 0.50; 0.14 − 1.14 − 0.01 − 0.24; 0.23

VN − 0.24 − 0.42; − 0.10
Study II: Y = Negative affect (NA)
MAT GN 0.21 − 0.01; 0.42 1.89 0.08 − 0.12; 0.28 0.79 − 0.07 − 0.17; 

− 0.002
VN 0.19 0.06; 0.35

MAT/Hap GN 0.40 − 0.02; 0.81 1.87 0.04 − 0.35; 0.43 0.19 0.004 − 0.13; 0.17
VN 0.36 0.15; 0.64

MAT/Suc GN 0.46 − 0.05; 0.96 1.77 0.31 − 0.18; 0.79 1.25 − 0.31 − 0.59; − 0.13
VN 0.47 0.17; 0.84

Study III: Y = Satisfaction with life (SWL)
MAT/Hap NE − 0.71 − 0.89; 

− 0.54
− 8.10*** − 0.66 − 0.83; 

− 0.50
− 7.90*** − 0.20 − 0.30; − 0.12

GN 0.15 0.08; 0.24
VN − 0.01 − 0.10; 0.09

MAT/Suc NE − 0.27 − 0.50; 
− 0.06

− 2.51* − 0.10 − 0.30; 0.10 − 0.96 − 0.26 − 0.39; − 0.15

GN 0.15 0.07; 0.25
VN − 0.07 − 0.17; 0.03

Study III: Y = General well-being (GWB)
MAT/Hap NE − 0.66 − 1.11; 

− 0.20
− 2.83** − 0.38 − 0.81; 0.06 − 1.69 − 0.54 − 0.83; − 0.32

GN 0.40 0.21; 0.62
VN − 0.14 − 0.36; 0.09



315Materialism and Well-Being Revisited: The Impact of Personality  

1 3

2.2.2  Measures

Materialism As in Study I the Polish version of the 9-item Material Values Scale was used 
to assess materialism.

Narcissism The Polish version of the Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI; Raskin 
and Hall 1979; Bazińska and Drat-Ruszczak 2000) was applied to measure grandiose nar-
cissism. It consists of 34 items (e.g. “I really like to be the center of attention”, “I think I 
am a special person”) with the answers on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (it’s not me) to 5 
(it’s me). Scores were summed to create an overall index. As a measure of vulnerable nar-
cissism the Polish version of Hypersensitive Narcissism Scale (HSNS; Hendin and Cheek 
1997; Czarna et al. 2014) was used. It consists of 10 items (e.g. “My feelings are easily 
hurt by ridicule or the slighting remarks of others”, “When I enter a room I often become 
self-conscious and feel that the eyes of others are upon me”) answered on a 5-point scale 
from 1 (“very uncharacteristic or untrue/strongly disagree”) to 5 (“very characteristic or 
true/strongly agree”). Scores were summed to create an overall index.

Subjective Well-being In study II two aspects of subjective well-being (SWB) were 
assessed as suggested by Pavot and Diener (1993)—satisfaction with life (SWL) and posi-
tive (PA) and negative (NA) affects. The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) developed 
by Diener et al. (1985) in Polish adaptation by Juczyński (2001) was used to measure the 
first aspect. The scale is composed of five items (e.g. “In most ways my life is close to my 
ideal“) measuring global life satisfaction on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The total score is a sum of the participants’ responses.

The affective component of SWB was measured with the Polish version of Brief Meas-
ures of Positive and Negative Affect Scales (PANAS; Watson et al. 1988) in Polish adap-
tation (Brzozowski 2010). It consists of 20 adjectives, 10 denoting positive affect (e.g. 
“excited”) and 10 denoting negative affect (e.g. “upset”). Respondents indicated the extent 
to which each adjective described them in general, using a 1 (hardly at all) to 5 (extremely) 
range. Separate scores (sums) were computed for positive and negative affect.

2.2.3  Results

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations between variables are displayed in Table 4.

2.2.3.1 Well‑Being in  Groups Differentiated by  Materialism and  Narcissism As in Study 
I the participants were divided into subgroups according to MAT and—this time—GN, 
because—as Górnik-Durose and Pilch (2016) demonstrated—the Peacocks differ from the 
Mice only in relation to GN; no differences were found in VN. The scores below aver-
age placed participants in the low MAT or low GN subgroups, the scores equal and above 
average placed them in the high MAT or high GN subgroups. Four groups were created: 
high_MAT/high_GN, high_MAT/low_GN, low_MAT/low_GN and low_MAT/high_GN. 
The members of the high_MAT/high_GN subgroup were the equivalent of the Peacocks, 
and high_MAT/low_GN were the Mice. The mean scores of well-being (SWL, PA and NA) 
were compared in those subgroups in one-way ANOVA with post hoc Tukey’s test. The tests 
revealed statistically significant differences between the subgroups in relation to SWL and 
both PA and NA (see Table 2).

The two high MAT subgroups distinguished by the level of GN did not differ signifi-
cantly in relation to any aspect of SWB. Yet the high_MAT/low_GN subgroup (the Mice) 
reported the lowest levels of SWL and PA in the sample. The highest level of SWL and 
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PA was identified in the low_MAT/high_GN subgroup, which experienced also the lowest 
level of NA. High materialism in highly narcissistic individuals (high_MAT/high_GN sub-
group) resulted in the highest level of NA, significantly higher than in the case of narcis-
sists with low materialism.

2.2.3.2 The Mediating Effect of  Narcissism on  the  Relationship Between Materialism 
and Well‑Being Finally the assumption about the mediating role of both types of narcissism 
in the relationship between materialism and SWB was tested. As in the previous study the 
PROCESS macro model 4 was utilized. The macro estimated bootstrapped bias-corrected 
95% confidence intervals (CI) for indirect effects in 5000 bootstrap resamples. This time the 
parallel multiple mediator model was applied. The estimation of indirect effects in such a 
model allows for a simultaneous test of each mediator while accounting for the shared asso-
ciations between them (cf. Preacher and Hayes 2008). As in Study I only those domains of 
materialism that were initially significantly correlated with at least one type of narcissism 
and relevant aspects of well-being were taken into consideration (see Table 4). Three sepa-
rate mediation analyses were conducted for MAT, MAT/Hap and MAT/Suc as predictors 
of SWL and NA, and one for MAT/Hap as a predictor of PA. In all cases GN and VN were 
included in the models as parallel mediators. The results are presented in Table 3.

The results show that total effects of materialism and its two domains on SWL and PA 
were significant, in the case of NA—marginally. After controlling for GN and VN the asso-
ciations between MAT and SWB changed. In the case of SWL direct effects remained sig-
nificant, but the coefficients were altered. For MAT and MAT/Hap the coefficients become 
lower due to the indirect effect of VN only (the indirect effect of GN was not significant). 
It suggests a partial mediation. For HAP/Suc both indirect effects were significant, but con-
trary to each other—the indirect effect of GN was positive, whereas the indirect effect of 
VN was negative. The GN effect was significantly stronger. In addition the direct effect 
coefficient for MAT/Suc was higher than the total effect coefficient. It indicates that the 
impact of MAT/Suc was suppressed by the impact of GN and VN.

In the case of both PA and NA after controlling for GN and VN all direct effects became 
insignificant (full mediation) mainly due to the indirect effect of VN. The indirect effect of 
GN was significant, but weaker than the effect of VN only in the case of MAT/Suc and NA.

2.2.3.3 Summary of the Results The simple associations between MAT, GN, VN and SWB 
were more or less as expected (see Sects. 1.2 and 1.3 of this article), although the associa-
tions between materialism and its domains and affective aspects of SWB were weaker than 
in other studies. The MAT/Cent correlated significantly neither with GN and VN nor with 
SWB. The group comparison showed that SWB in materialistic groups differentiated by the 
level of narcissism was similar. The best combination for high SWL and PA was low MAT 
accompanied by high GN, the worst—high MAT associated with low GN. Generally GN 
elevated SWB despite MAT, except for NA, which paradoxically was the highest among 
materialists with a high level of GN.

The results of the mediation analyses indicate that mainly VN mediated significantly 
the relationship between all aspects of materialism and SWB. The indirect effect of GN 
appeared only incidentally. VN and all aspects of materialism were detrimental to SWB, 
acting synergistically. In the case of GN, MAT and MAT/Suc lowered SWL and elevated 
NA, whereas GN—acting antagonistically—pushed SWL up and lowered NA. GN and VN 
slightly suppressed the effect of MAT/Suc on SWL.
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2.3  Study III

2.3.1  Participants

The participants were 360 adults (67.5% women), aged 18–76 (M = 35.68; SD = 14.94) 
from Upper Silesia in Poland. The participants were educated mainly on the secondary 
(52.5%) and higher (44.4%) level. They were asked to assess their financial situation on a 
5-point scale from 1—very poor (not enough to satisfy basic needs) to 5—very good (able 
to afford a comfortable life). The average score was 3.45 (SD = 0.66) with 54.4% claiming 
that their material standard of living is mediocre (they have enough to fulfill their needs, 
but they have to save to cover bigger expenses), and 36.1% claiming that their standard of 
living is good (they are able to cover most expenses without saving).

The participants were recruited via cooperating students using their social network. 
Once recruited the participants distributed the set of questionnaires further. No incentives 
were given for participation.

2.3.2  Measures

Materialism As in in the study I and II the Polish version of the 9-item Material Values 
Scale was used to measure materialism.

Neuroticism Neuroticism was assessed using the appropriate scale from the Polish ver-
sion of NEO Five-Factor Inventory (NEO-FFI; Costa and McCrae 1992; Zawadzki et al. 
1998). The NEO-FFI provides a measure of the five basic personality factors, with 12 
items for each factor. Each of the items was assessed on a Likert-based scale ranging from 
0 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). The total score was computed as a sum of the 12 
items.

Narcissism As in study II the Polish version of the NPI was used to assess grandiose 
narcissism and the Polish version of HSNS to assess vulnerable narcissism.

Well-being Two aspects of well-being were assessed—general well-being with MHC-
SH as in Study I and Satisfaction with Life with the Polish version of SWLS as in Study II.

2.3.3  Results

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations between variables are displayed in Table 5.

2.3.3.1 Well‑Being in Groups Differentiated by Materialism, Neuroticism and Narcissism As 
in Study I and II the participants were divided into subgroups according to materialism and 
either neuroticism or grandiose narcissism scores. The mean scores of well-being (SWL 
and GWB) were compared in those subgroups in one-way ANOVA with post hoc Tukey’s 
test. The tests revealed statistically significant differences between the subgroups in relation 
to both measures of well-being (see Table 2). The Mice and Peacocks when distinguished 
on the base of NE level differed significantly with respect to both SWL and GWB; the 
Mice displayed diminished well-being, but not different from the non-materialistic subgroup 
with high NE, whereas the Peacock who displayed elevated well-being did not differ from 
non-materialists with low NE. A similar pattern was observed in the case of the Mice and 
Peacocks when distinguished on the base of GN—the Mice had the lowest SWL and GWB 
in the sample (in the case of GWB not different from non-materialistic group with low GN), 
whereas the Peacocks had significantly higher SWL and GWB.
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2.3.3.2 The Mediating Effect of Neuroticism and Narcissism on the Relationship of Material‑
ism with Life Satisfaction and Well‑Being Mediation analyses were conducted in order to 
reveal relationships between predictors of SWL and GWB. As in the previous studies the 
PROCESS macro model 4 (Hayes 2013) was utilized to test for parallel multiple media-
tor models. As before the bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals (CI) for indirect effects 
were estimated in 5000 bootstrap resamples. Neuroticism and both types of narcissism were 
assumed to be parallel mediators for the relationships between MAT/Hap and MAT/Suc 
and SWL as well as for the relationships between MAT/Hap and GWB. The results are pre-
sented in the bottom part of Table 3. As in previous studies, all total effects of materialism 
dimensions on both SWL and GWB were initially significant. After controlling for all three 
mediators—NE, GN and VN—the coefficients became lower or not significant. The indi-
rect effects of NE and GN were significant and contrary to each other—NE lowered SWL 
and GWB, whereas GN elevated them. In all cases NE was the stronger mediator than GN. 
The effect of VN was not significant. In the case of MAT/Hap and SWL the mediation was 
partial. In the case of MAT/Suc NE and GN fully mediated its relationship with SWL. The 
same was true for MAT/Hap and GWB.

2.3.3.3 Summary of  the  Results The simple associations between variables were as 
expected. MAT/Hap was negatively associated with both measures of well-being, MAT/Suc 
correlated significantly only with SWL. MAT/Cent did not correlate with well-being meas-
ures. Materialism in all its aspects was positively associated with NE and both GN and VN, 
which in turn correlated with SWB—NE and VN negatively, GN positively. There was also 
an association between NE and VN (positive) and NE and GN (negative). The Mice differed 
significantly from the Peacocks in relation to both SWL and GWB.

The mediation analyses showed that NE and GN were competing mediators in the rela-
tionship between materialism and well-being. The effect of MAT/Suc was fully mediated 
by NE and GN, whereas MAT/Hap remained its unique impact on SWL after controlling 
for all three personality features.

3  Discussion

The results of the three reported studies generally confirmed the initial hypotheses. The 
domains of materialism differed with regard to their connections with well-being. Of the 
three the possession-defined happiness was the strongest predictor of all aspects of well-
being, followed by the possession-defined success, which predicted mainly life satisfaction 
and negative affect. The centrality dimension was not associated with any of the exam-
ined aspects of well-being. These results are consistent with the previous findings reported 
by Ahuvia and Wong (1995, 2002), Swinyard et al. (2001), Roberts and Clement (2007), 
Pieters (2013) and Segev et al. (2015). They are also in line with Srivastava et al.’s (2001) 
claim that motives for having money, not money per se, are important for well-being, and 
the findings of Garðarsdóttir et  al. (2009) demonstrating that the belief that money and 
material possessions are essential in the quest for a happier self is a strong negative predic-
tor of well-being. Though Garðarsdóttir et al. (2009) showed also that the desire for money 
and material goods to indicate personal success was a positive predictor of well-being.; 
the findings from the current studies are not consistent with this result—they showed that 
possession-defined success was a negative predictor of well-being.



321Materialism and Well-Being Revisited: The Impact of Personality  

1 3

The results obtained also confirmed the previous findings showing that materialism is 
connected with neuroticism and both types of narcissism—grandiose and vulnerable. Both 
types of narcissism correlated positively with materialism, but only grandiose narcissism 
was associated positively with well-being as revealed before (e.g. Miller and Campbell 
2008; Sedikides et al. 2004; Rose 2002). Vulnerable narcissism generally had a destructive 
impact on various aspects of well-being, similar to the effect of neuroticism. This similarity 
is not surprising, because the two are correlated (r = .49; see also Wink 1991; Rose 2002) 
and there are overlapping features of both traits, such as anxiety, insecurity, inferiority, 
inadequacy, defensiveness, and negative affect (Miller et al. 2011; Rose 2002).

However the results obtained in the current research go far beyond these simple asso-
ciations reported in previous studies. The novelty of this research resides in examining 
relations between all three phenomena. This issue was approached from two angles. First, 
the well-being of the two types of materialists identified previously by Górnik-Durose and 
Pilch (2016)—the Mice and Peacocks—was compared. The Mice and Peacocks, when dis-
tinguished on the basis of neuroticism, differed significantly with regard to general well-
being. As expected, the Peacocks (with the low neuroticism level) experienced a higher 
level of well-being than the Mice (with the high neuroticism level). The same was true 
when the Mice and Peacocks were differentiated by the level of grandiose narcissism. The 
Peacocks (with high grandiose narcissism) displayed higher well-being than the Mice (with 
low grandiose narcissism), but the differences were statistically significant only in one 
study.

The second approach involved testing for mediating effects of personality traits on the 
relationship between materialism and well-being. All the personality traits (i.e. neuroticism 
and grandiose and vulnerable narcissism) mediated the relationship between materialism 
and its two domains (i.e. the possession-defined happiness and the possession-defined suc-
cess) and various aspects of well-being. The strongest mediator was neuroticism, which 
eliminated vulnerable narcissism from the equation, when they both were entered into the 
mediation model. Neuroticism and grandiose narcissism acted against each other, the for-
mer lowered life satisfaction and well-being, whereas the latter elevated them.

The current research revealed clearly that materialistic well-being is affected by person-
ality-driven needs and goals. The reason for this might be—as suggested in the introduc-
tory section of this article—that materialism is merely a functional strategy applied in an 
attempt to solve various problems encountered by people with different personality traits.

Individuals with a high level of neuroticism (hyper-reactive, anxious, fearful and tense, 
with negative expectations, perceiving what happens to them in negative terms) have prob-
lems with finding effective ways of coping or they use them unsuccessfully (cf. Suls and 
Martin 2005). The concentration on material possessions as a source of comfort and secu-
rity and the belief that this is the way to achieve happiness is an example of such an inef-
fective strategy. Unfortunately such a strategy is easily adopted, because the promise of 
finding happiness and comfort in material assets is wide-spread in the contemporary con-
sumer culture and supported by its norms and standards (Kasser et al. 2003; Dittmar 2008).

Materialism as a misleading tactic of coping with fears, insecurity and self-doubt was 
described by Donnelly et al. (2016). The authors presented a theoretical model of material-
ism as a consumption-based strategy for escaping aversive self-awareness. The model assumes 
that materialists tend to fall short of standards, and they blame themselves for the shortfalls. 
These self-attributions of responsibility for failure create a focus on self which is aversive and 
induces distress and negative emotions resulting in cognitive deconstruction. Finally the cog-
nitive deconstruction leads to impulsive and disinhibited behavior, e.g. excessive shopping 
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and spending, which in turn lead to many psychological problems, including diminished 
well-being.

The core elements of this model, i.e. falling short of one’s own standards, self-blame, feel-
ing of inadequacy, low self-esteem, maladaptive self-awareness and being prone to negative 
emotions, refer to core problems experienced by individuals with high level of neuroticism (cf. 
Suls and Martin 2005). Thus, it would be argued that the model refers mainly to one type of 
materialists, i.e. the Mice, and depicts how neuroticism incorporated in materialism impairs 
the ability to experience happiness and life satisfaction.

However, Donnelly et al. (2016) also describe materialists as people aiming at self-aggran-
dizement, highly concerned with their public image and viewing consumption as strate-
gic image management, thus buying goods that are highly visible to others and symbolize 
high status. This brings to mind the narcissistic consumption pattern (Sedikides et al. 2007; 
Lee et  al. 2013; Górnik-Durose and Pilch 2016). Campbell and Foster (2007) suggest that 
materialism is inherent in narcissism as one of the self–regulatory strategies to enhance self-
worth. At the same time narcissists are not prone to self-blame, feeling of inadequacy, low 
self-esteem, and consequently aversive self-awareness, even if we accept that high self-esteem, 
demonstrated by narcissists, may be—as traditionally viewed—a “false mask” hiding their 
fragile self (e.g., Morf and Rhodewalt 2001). As chronic self-enhancers, narcissists need mate-
rial goods more for self-promotion than self-protection (cf. Campbell and Foster 2007). This is 
a different strategy, used by the second type of materialists—the Peacocks.

The Peacocks’ materialism fits better into a different model, which was proposed by Shrum 
et al. (2013). The authors present materialism through its functions in the construction and 
maintenance of the individual identity. According to this model, materialism is a means for 
meeting or bolstering particular self-related needs, such as self-esteem, distinctiveness and 
efficacy. In addition—as the authors suggest—materialism understood in terms of an identity 
pursuit may result in a more positive self-view and even increase happiness and well-being. 
Therefore the self-oriented narcissistic materialists promoting themselves through the acquisi-
tion and possession of material goods have a chance to achieve a satisfactory level of well-
being. Their strategy may be effective, because the “language” of material goods as conveni-
ent and easily accessible is socially approved and understandable within the consumer culture 
(Dittmar 2008).

Consequently, materialism in connection with neuroticism and narcissism seems to fulfill 
different functions. In the first case, materialism is a strategy aiming at protection, defense, 
safety and comfort. In the second it is a strategy aiming at promotion, assertion, self-presen-
tation and self-affirmation. The first type of materialism is defensive and withdrawn, the sec-
ond—offensive and ostentatious. The first is not successful, thus leads to disappointment and 
low well-being. The second uses appropriate—from the cultural point of view—means, thus 
may bring positive outcomes, also in relation to well-being.

4  Limitations of the Current Research and Directions for the Future 
Investigations

The results of the three studies are quite conclusive—personality does matter in the 
relationship between materialism and well-being. However the current studies have 
some limitations that should be overcome in future research. For instance, in the pre-
sent studies only one approach to materialism was applied, according to which mate-
rialism is a value influencing the way people behave and make decisions (Richins and 
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Dawson 1992; Richins 2004). Future research should consider other conceptualizations 
of this phenomenon. Would the concentration on extrinsic goals as a sign of materi-
alism (cf. Kasser 2002) in connection with neuroticism and narcissism have similar 
effects on well-being? Other researchers also pointed out other mechanisms responsible 
for diminished well-being among materialists, such as a conflict between values, poor 
social relationships, perception of the fulfillment of material goals and need satisfaction 
(see Sect. 1.1 of this article). How strong would the mediating effects of narcissism and 
neuroticism remain alongside these factors?

There are also some methodological issues of the present studies. First of all the 
data were obtained via self-report. Personality constructs, values and attitudes are com-
monly measured in this way, thus the assumption was made that the respondents’ self-
reports are an adequate indicator of their internal states and that the respondents are 
able to report them accurately. However usually self-report measures are overburdened 
with common method biases. In the present studies some design techniques, suggested 
by Podsakoff et al. (2003) were applied to minimize them. For instance, to reduce the 
potential for social desirability bias the procedure allowed the protection of respond-
ents’ anonymity, to decrease evaluation apprehension the participants were reminded 
that there are no wrong answers, to reduce statement ambiguity well-established and 
valid measures were utilized. Also the unwanted measurement context effects, which 
would produce artefactual covariation, were minimalized by placing the statements 
relating to dependent, independent and mediating variables in a proper order. Nonethe-
less all these techniques can only minimalize, but not eliminate, the limitations of the 
self-report studies. Thus, experimental or longitudinal designs are needed to verify the 
preliminary findings presented in this article.

The next limitation of the present studies is connected with the nature of the research 
samples. All three studies were based on convenience samples (relatively small in the 
case of Study II), drawn from one metropolitan area (Upper Silesia in Poland). The par-
ticipants were predominantly female, well-educated and relatively wealthy members of the 
middle-class (with the exception of students in Study I who reported having rather low 
financial resources). This raises the issue of generalizability. The future research should be 
conducted in larger, demographically varied, preferably representative, samples. Also the 
moderating role of the material standard of living of the participants, should be examined 
more closely, taking into consideration that results of previous research indicated that a 
poor standard of living has been connected with a higher level of materialism (cf. Ahuvia 
and Wong 2002; Kasser 2002) and neurotic materialists reported having a worse material 
situation than narcissistic materialists (Górnik-Durose and Pilch 2016). The cross-cultural 
approach would be also beneficial to verify the universality of the associations between 
personality, materialism and well-being.
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