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Abstract
Five studies examine how perceived financial constraints and abundance determine when consumers will engage in solitary 
or social purchases. When financially constrained, consumers prefer solitary (vs. social) purchases. We also identify self-
construal as a moderator of how consumers spend their discretionary income. While independent consumers prefer solitary 
(vs. social) purchases, interdependent consumers prefer social (vs. solitary) purchases. Interestingly, when consumers have 
adequate discretionary income, independent as well as interdependent consumers have similar preferences for solitary and 
social purchases. In addition, for interdependent consumers, communal norms mediate the preference for social purchases. 
Finally, for independent consumers, making the communal norm salient reverses their preference for solitary purchases, 
resulting in a preference for social purchases. Our findings suggest how managers can effectively promote different types of 
purchases under varying financial resource conditions in their global communication strategy.

Keywords Consumer psychology · Cultural differences · Norms · Persuasion · Advertising

Introduction

Financial resources play a central role in consumers’ lives 
and the utilization of these resources, especially when 
scarce, is an integral part of human life (Sharma et al., 2014; 
Tully et al., 2015). Further, the perception of being finan-
cially abundant or constrained is a ubiquitous phenomenon 
that differentially influences a variety of consumer behavior. 
For example, perceived level of financial resources influ-
ences discretionary spending (De La Rosa & Tully, 2020; 

Sharma et al., 2021), choices (Sharma & Alter, 2012; Tully 
et al., 2015), and post-consumption behavior (Paley et al., 
2019). Given the far-reaching consequences of perceived 
financial resources across various life domains, further 
understanding of how such perceptions influence purchase 
decisions and the factors that moderate such decisions are 
important areas of investigation.

In this research, we explore the trade-offs that consum-
ers make when deciding how to spend their discretionary 
income depending on their perceptions of their financial 
resources being limited or abundant. Past research has 
shown that solitary purchases versus social purchases is a 
fundamental purchase trade-off with significant implica-
tions (Caprariello & Reis, 2013). Solitary purchases involve 
spending money on acquiring material goods and/or expe-
riences for oneself and in exclusion of others. In contrast, 
social purchases involve spending money on acquiring mate-
rial goods and/or experiences that are shared with significant 
others and/or experienced in social contexts by oneself with 
significant others (Caprariello & Reis, 2013). We examine 
how perceived financial abundance or constraints influence 
budget allocation for discretionary purchases, as reflected in 
the preference for solitary versus social purchases.

Consistent with past research findings that financially 
constrained consumers (a) forego less important goals and 
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prioritize their purchases (Fernbach et al., 2015), and (b) 
are more likely to focus on self-related goals under scar-
city (Roux et al., 2015), we predict that consumers will 
make an important trade-off and will prefer solitary (ver-
sus social) purchases under financial constraints. In con-
trast, under financial abundance, which does not require 
prioritization, consumers may consider multiple purchase 
options and will express equal preference for both solitary 
and social purchases.

Further, we examine global variations in these preferences 
for social versus solitary purchases as a function of consumers 
being of an independent self-construal orientation that 
emphasizes a focus on the self or an interdependent self-
construal orientation that emphasizes a focus on significant 
others (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). We predict that for 
financially constrained consumers, purchase preferences will be 
aligned with their self-construal such that independent (versus 
interdependent) consumers will prefer spending on solitary 
(versus social) purchases. When consumers have adequate 
financial resources, as noted earlier, they do not need to 
prioritize, and hence, will show similar preferences for solitary 
and social purchases regardless of self-construal.

In terms of process, we propose that communal norms 
that guide the sharing of resources with significant others 
(Clark et al., 1998; Fiske, 1992) and are an integral part of 
social life in both independent and interdependent cultures 
(Fiske, 1992) account for these cultural differences under 
financial scarcity. Specifically, communal norms involve the 
mutual expectation that an individual considers others’ wel-
fare and others in turn respond to the individual’s welfare. 
We show that under financial constraints, for interdependent 
(vs. independent) consumers, because of their greater need 
for community, communal norms will be instrumental in 
making social (versus solitary) purchases. However, among 
independent consumers, even though communal norms will 
be present, financial constraints and the resultant self-focus 
will minimize the concern for such norms. Thus, in the con-
text of financial constraints, interdependent (vs. independ-
ent) consumers will be more concerned with communal 
norms, which in turn will increase their relative preference 
for social purchases over solitary purchases.

Finally, we address two important questions related to 
the conditions under which culture-based expectations are 
reversed, specifically when independent and interdepend-
ent consumers will engage in social purchases and solitary 
purchases respectively. We show that if communal norm is 
made salient, independent consumers will switch to buy-
ing social purchases since it has an underlying self-benefit 
of sharing the purchases with close others. In contrast, if 
the communal norm is violated, interdependent consum-
ers will focus on themselves since the assumption that sig-
nificant others will support them seems invalid under such 
circumstances.

Thus, the key contribution of our research is the demon-
stration that financially constrained consumers engage in a 
trade-off between solitary and social purchases and prefer 
solitary (versus social) purchases. In addition, we show that 
this trade-off varies in accord with consumers’ self-construal 
related goals. We go beyond demonstrating purchase prefer-
ences as a function of self-construal and identify a specific 
social norm (communal norm) that accounts for this trade-
off under financial constraint. Finally, we identify findings 
that are counterintuitive to past research in culture, such as 
under financial abundance or when communal norms are 
salient, consumer preferences are not aligned with their 
self-construal.

We present five studies that examine the systematic dif-
ferences in spending discretionary income on solitary and 
social purchases under perceived financial constraints and 
abundance. These studies capture independent and interde-
pendent self-construal across four different countries: United 
States and United Kingdom, representing independent and 
India and Hong Kong representing interdependent self-con-
strual. Our findings indicate that under perceived financial 
constraints, independent (vs. interdependent) consumers are 
relatively more likely to prefer solitary purchases compared 
to social purchases (Studies 1–3). However, under perceived 
financial abundance, independent and interdependent con-
sumers have a similar preference for social and solitary 
purchases (Study 2). We document the mediating role of 
communal norms such that interdependent (vs. independ-
ent) consumers are more concerned about communal norms 
when they reflect on their financial constraints, which in turn 
increases their relative preference for social (versus solitary) 
purchases (Study 3). In addition, for financially constrained 
independent consumers, making the communal norm salient 
reverses the preference for solitary (versus social) purchases 
(Study 4). Finally, when the communal norm is violated, 
financially constrained interdependent consumers no longer 
prefer social purchases, and instead, switch to solitary pur-
chases (Study 5).

Theoretical background

Perceived financial resources

Consumers experience financial constraints as well as abun-
dance routinely and these experiences and perceptions are 
a function of whether individuals realize that their financial 
situation restricts or facilitates their desired consumption 
(Tully et al., 2015). Interestingly, these perceptions may not 
necessarily correspond to the level of one’s absolute wealth. 
For instance, a recent survey showed that one-quarter of mil-
lionaires did not feel wealthy, suggesting that despite being 
relatively wealthy in an absolute sense, people experience 
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feelings of financial constraint (Business News Daily, 2020). 
In this research, we focus on the implications of such per-
ceptions for the trade-offs that consumers make regarding 
spending their discretionary income on social versus solitary 
purchases.

Past research has shown that one of the coping strategies 
that a consumer uses to deal with the limited availability of 
financial resources is “prioritization” of the goals such that 
the consumer “decides what is most important, and forgoes 
less important goals” (Fernbach et al., 2015, p. 1216; Ross 
et al., 2020). Specifically, Fernbach et al., (2015, Study 2) 
documented that when faced with financial constraints, con-
sumers modified their plans for holiday gifts by prioritizing 
their purchases such as eliminating a less important gift or 
reducing other holiday spending. Also, research has shown 
that under scarcity, consumers are less likely to consider 
alternative ways to spend their resources (Shah et al., 2015; 
Spiller, 2011).

In addition, scarcity perceptions, in general, have been 
found to engender preference for spending money on oneself 
more so than on others. Roux et al. (2015) showed that in a 
charitable behavior context, consumers under scarcity were 
likely to be selfish. In their investigation, after being exposed 
to scarcity cues, American participants while allocating 
money between themselves and anonymous others, showed 
a marked tendency to be self-focused and decreased gener-
osity towards others. In other words, perception of scarcity 
leads to “a desire to advance one’s own welfare” (Roux et al., 
2015, p. 615). Similarly, consumers who are relatively worse 
off monetarily are inclined towards self-improvement and 
are less likely to share their resources with others (Schlosser 
& Levy, 2016).

In contrast, when consumers are not financially 
constrained, such abundance provides “considerable 
freedom and options to consumers” (Van Kerckhove et al., 
2020, p. 377). In general, when resources are perceived 
to be adequate/abundant, the need to prioritize or make 
trade-offs is significantly reduced. In addition, when 
consumers have ample resources, they are more likely to 
consider multiple purchase options (Shah et al., 2015). 
Hence, consumers may have the freedom and choice to 
spend the money on multiple options such as on themselves 
(solitary), share it with significant others (social), engage 
in gift-giving, or spend it on strangers including charity, 
depending on what the situation requires. In other words, 
the tendency to explore multiple options under abundance 
can thus lead to a similar focus on both social and solitary 
purchases.

The above review on the implications regarding avail-
ability of financial resources suggests that the perceptions of 
financial constraints and abundance will lead to systematic 
differences in purchasing decisions. Relevant to our research, 
financial constraints lead to the prioritization of important 

goals at the expense of less important goals, and consumers 
are less likely to consider alternative ways to spend their 
resources. In addition, consumers endorse self-related goals 
and are more likely to be selfish. In contrast, financial abun-
dance engenders minimal prioritization and consumers are 
more likely to consider multiple purchase options. Intrigu-
ingly, the findings related to the focus on and prioritizing of 
self-goals under financial constraints are based on research 
conducted predominantly in Western cultures where con-
sumers have been shown to be self-focused. In this research, 
we suggest that the importance of self versus social goals 
may vary as a function of consumers’ cultural orientation 
and to that extent will differentially impact decision making 
under financial constraints. In the next section, we examine 
one of the fundamental features that characterize and repre-
sent cultural orientation, i.e.., self-construal.

Cultural orientation–self‑construal

It is widely documented that culture influences consumer 
and firm behavior (Song et al., 2018). Cultural differences 
have been attributed to self-construal, the extent to which 
the person’s view of self across cultures is construed as an 
individuated or socially embedded entity (Markus & Kitay-
ama, 1991). People with an independent self-construal see 
themselves as separate from others and place a high value 
on uniqueness and autonomy. People with an interdependent 
self-construal perceive themselves as connected to a referent 
group and place a high value on conformity and strengthen-
ing existing relationships. In sum, the self is defined as “sep-
arate, distinct, or independent from others” in independent 
cultures and it “includes others” in interdependent cultures 
(Markus & Kitayama, 2010, p. 423–24).

Past research highlights that the independent self is 
chronically accessible in Western cultures whereas the 
interdependent self is chronically accessible in Asian 
cultures (Markus & Kitayama, 2010; Riemer et al., 2014). 
In addition, consumers’ decision making may vary as a 
function of differences in their self-construal such as in the 
evaluation of advertising appeals (Han & Shavitt, 1994), 
perceptions of brand stretchability (Ahluwalia, 2008), price-
quality relationship (Lalwani & Shavitt, 2013), relationship 
with brands (Swaminathan et  al., 2007) and product 
categorization (Jain et  al., 2007). These investigations 
show that in general, consumers’ processing and judgments 
relating to marketing stimuli and situations are aligned with 
their self-construal.

However, under specific circumstances, consumers can 
make decisions that are agnostic of or even counter to their 
chronic cultural tendencies. Several variables have been 
identified to moderate the use of such chronic tendencies 
in decision making such as cultural self-awareness meta-
cognition (Lu et al., 2020), optimal distinctiveness (Brewer, 
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1991), self-affirmation (Lalwani & Shavitt, 2009), and pub-
lic vs. private consumption (Yamagishi et al., 2008). To 
illustrate, self-presentation goals have been shown to differ 
as a function of self-construal such that independent (vs. 
interdependent) individuals have a greater tendency to pre-
sent themselves as high on competence and low on social 
sensitivity (Lalwani & Shavitt, 2009) in accord with their 
chronic self-construal. However, when the confidence of the 
individuals in their self-presentation ability was minimized, 
or if self-presentation goals were satisfied via self-affirma-
tion (Steele & Liu, 1983), individuals were agnostic and no 
longer engaged in self-presentation goals in line with their 
chronic self-construal (Lalwani & Shavitt, 2009). Similarly, 
past research has shown that advertising appeals that are 
counter to one’s chronic self-construal may also be effective 
(Agrawal & Maheswaran, 2005). Agrawal and Maheswaran 
(2005) presented two advertising appeals, one aligned with 
the chronic self-construal and the other counter to it. For 
example, the appeal reflecting independent self-construal 
was framed as having self-related benefits (e.g., “be more 
informed and organized than others”). In contrast, the appeal 
reflecting interdependent self-construal was framed as hav-
ing others-related benefits (e.g., “keep in touch with your 
friends and family”). The findings showed that under low 
brand commitment, advertising appeal that was counter to 
the chronic self-construal was effective. Thus, under certain 
conditions, consumers may not necessarily behave in line 
with their chronically accessible self.

As discussed above, distinct differences in cultures may 
exist; driven by independent and interdependent self-con-
struals, these differences may have important downstream 
consequences across a variety of situations in marketing. In 
addition, there are specific factors that may lead to behaviors 
that are not in line with their chronic cultural tendencies for 
both independent and interdependent consumers. In the next 
section, we explore normative influences that are part of the 
cultural architecture and account for such cultural variations 
(Riemer et al., 2014).

Social norms

Social norms, guidelines that indicate the right thing to do in 
a specific context, are a significant component of culture that 
shape consumer behavior (Riemer et al., 2014; Shavitt et al., 
2016). Social norms are characterized by prescriptive behav-
ioral rules that highlight the appropriate behavior (Goyal 
et al., 2020; Morris et al., 2015). While all cultures have 
social norms, the relevance and salience of social norms 
in decision-making has been found to vary based on the 
context and self-construal (Pillutla & Chen, 1999; Riemer 
et al., 2014). In independent cultures, personal preferences 
and social norms are considered as disparate and personal 
preferences are of greater importance in decision making 

(Riemer et al., 2014). Social norms are not spontaneously 
considered and are only incorporated in specific contexts. 
In interdependent cultures, social norms are integrated with 
personal preferences and are considered “more central to 
decision making” (Riemer et al., 2014, p. 623). However, 
for interdependent cultures, social norms may not always 
be followed and there are limiting conditions. For instance, 
Asians tend to behave non-normatively when the differentia-
tion motive is triggered (Kreuzbauer et al., 2014). Specifi-
cally, in their investigation, Kreuzbauer et al. (2014) found 
that when the differentiation motive was salient and when 
individuals felt that they were very similar to other group 
members, Asians valued the relational self (norm consistent 
practice) less. Similarly, a defining feature of an interde-
pendent orientation is that in decision-making, it involves 
a consideration of the thoughts and judgments of others. 
However, when interdependents do not anticipate explain-
ing their judgments to others, they are less likely to consider 
others’ beliefs and merely rely on their personal beliefs as a 
basis for their decisions even when an interdependent self-
concept is highly accessible (Torelli, 2006).

The above discussion suggests that social norms are 
important components of culture that may help to parsi-
moniously explain cultural variations. Also, cultures may 
share similar social norms, however, the extent to which 
these social norms are applied may vary based on the context 
and also across cultures. While in general interdependent 
consumers are expected to follow social norms, there are 
boundary conditions.

Communal norms, cultural variations, and financial 
decision‑making

Relevant to our research, where consumers have to decide 
whether the financial resources are to be shared with others, 
social norms related to sharing become a critical element in 
decision making. A fundamental and universal social norm 
that guides sharing of resources with significant others such 
as our parents, children, siblings, life partners, and friends is 
the social norm of mutual communal sharing (Clark & Mills, 
1979; Clark et al., 1998; Fiske, 1992). The social norm of 
mutual communal sharing (communal norm) is based on 
the expectation that members in a community will support 
each other. Specifically, in relationships with significant 
others, “at the same time one feels obligated to consider the 
other’s welfare, one also feels that the other should take into 
consideration one’s own needs.” (Clark et al., 1998, p. 248). 
In other words, communal norms highlight the expectation 
and social appropriateness of sharing with close others 
and are prevalent in both independent and interdependent 
cultures.

In the context of financial constraints, independent con-
sumers are less likely to focus on social norms (Sharma 
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et al., 2014). Even though American consumers consider 
social appropriateness of morality as a guiding norm, finan-
cial scarcity leads them to “relax these standards” (Sharma 
et al., 2014, p. 92). In their investigation, Sharma et al., 
(2014, Study 1) documented that when faced with financial 
deprivation, American consumers tended to cheat for finan-
cial gain and were less likely to follow the social norm of 
moral conduct.

Interdependent consumers, in general, are expected to 
focus on social norms. Past research has shown that the 
importance of the community is often strengthened as a 
result of threats for interdependent consumers (Gelfand, 
2019; Gupta & Hagtvedt, 2021; Li et al., 2017; Salvador 
et al., 2020; Shavitt & Barnes, 2019; Youn et al., 2019). In 
particular, exposure to threat highlights the benefits of the 
community and strengthens adherence to communal norms 
in cultures where community plays a dominant role such as 
tight and collectivist cultures (Li et al., 2017). In our context, 
for interdependents, communal norms will be strengthened 
as a result of financial constraint (threat). In contrast, when 
there is abundance (no threat of financial constraints), there 
is less need for community and hence, communal norms are 
less likely to be considered.

Thus, in the context of financial decision-making, under 
financial constraints (threat), interdependent consumers are 
expected to make decisions that are aligned with their self-
construal. Specifically, financially constrained interdepend-
ent consumers will have greater need for community and are 
more likely to consider communal norms. However, under 
financial abundance, since there is no threat, the importance 
of community will be minimized and communal norms may 
not be salient in decision-making.

Hypotheses development

Under financial constraints and abundance, how might cul-
tural differences impact the relative preference for social ver-
sus solitary purchases? These questions are examined in the 
financial decision-making context when financial resources 
are perceived to be either scarce or abundant and across 
independent and interdependent cultures. Communal norm 
was also varied and made either salient or not. We discuss 
our predictions next.

As noted, financial constraints lead to greater prioritiza-
tion of the individuals’ goals (Fernbach et al., 2015; Ross 
et al., 2020). From a cultural perspective, we explore the 
moderating role of self-construal such that independent con-
sumers being self-focused, are more likely to prioritize self-
related goals over social goals (Roux et al., 2015) reveal-
ing greater preference for solitary purchases. In contrast, 
in interdependent cultures, the self is viewed as extending 

beyond oneself and includes significant others (Markus & 
Kitayama, 1991). Consistent with this notion, faced with 
financial constraints, interdependent consumers based on 
their extended self-view, will prioritize social goals and 
prefer purchases that include others. Stated formally,

H1a Under perceived financial constraints, independent (vs. 
interdependent) consumers will have greater relative prefer-
ence for solitary purchases compared to social purchases 
(Studies 1, 2, and 3).

When financial resources are abundant, there is no need 
to prioritize or sacrifice less important goals and consumers 
should have greater ability to purchase without having to pri-
oritize or make trade-offs (Fernbach et al., 2015). Also, con-
sumers have the tendency to explore multiple options under 
abundance that can lead to a similar focus on both social 
and solitary purchases. In addition, as noted earlier, when 
there is no threat of financial constraints (abundance), there 
is less need for community for interdependent consumers. 
In accord, both independent and interdependent consumers 
will buy for themselves as well as their families and friends 
when the resources are not limited. This view is consistent 
with past research that across cultures, social and solitary 
purchases provide similar happiness (Razavi et al., 2020). 
We also include a control condition that does not impose 
any financial constraints (Mehta & Zhu, 2016, Study 1). 
Hence, under financial abundance as well as in the absence 
of any financial constraints (i.e., in the control condition), 
consumers with differing self-construals will have similar 
preferences for solitary and social purchases.

H1b Under perceived financial abundance, independent and 
interdependent consumers will have a similar relative pref-
erence for solitary purchases compared to social purchases 
(Study 2).

In terms of the underlying mechanism, we explore under 
financial constraint, whether social (communal) norms 
account for the differing preferences in the type of purchases 
across self-construals. Under financial constraints, because 
independent consumers emphasize self-goals and personal 
survival, it is less likely that they use communal norms 
spontaneously in their decision-making. As noted, finan-
cial constraints serve as a threat and exposure to such threat 
highlights the benefits of the community and strengthens 
adherence to communal norms for interdependent consum-
ers. Thus, communal norms will play an important role in 
decision-making for financially constrained interdependent 
consumers, and consequently, these consumers will prefer 
social purchases. Therefore,
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H2 Concern about communal norms will mediate the effect 
of perceived financial constraints on interdependent consum-
ers’ relative preference for social purchases (Study 3).

When will financially constrained independent consumers 
engage in social purchases? That is an interesting question 
which has yet to be answered. Since communal norms are 
predicted to drive social purchases, if communal norms that 
involve mutual sharing of resources were to be made salient, 
independent consumers will prefer social purchases because 
mutual sharing also highlights the benefits to the self. Thus, 
under financial constraints, when the communal norm is 
made salient (vs. not salient), greater preference for social 
purchases will be observed for independent consumers. In 
contrast, and since communal norms are chronically salient 
for financially constrained interdependent consumers, it will 
lead to an overall greater preference for social (vs. solitary) 
purchases for these consumers.

Finally, another relevant question under financial con-
straints is, “When will interdependent consumers prefer 
solitary purchases over social purchases?” As noted, due to 
their chronic salience of communal norm, financially con-
strained interdependent consumers will continue to focus 
on the norm regardless of salience. However, if the expecta-
tions underlying such communal norms are violated, and the 
interdependent consumers learn that in a specific situation, 
communal sharing may not lead to any further incremental 
mutual benefit, their focus may shift to the self. In other 
words, if the social benefit of sharing is dampened through 
communal norm violation, then the preference for solitary 
purchases may be enhanced for interdependents. Therefore,

H3 Under perceived financial constraints, independent con-
sumers will have a greater relative preference for social pur-
chases compared to solitary purchases, when the communal 
norm is made salient (vs. control condition; Study 4).

H4  Under perceived f inancial  constraints,  inter-
dependent consumers will have a greater relative 
preference for solitary purchases compared to social 

purchases, when the communal norm is violated (vs. 
control condition; Study 5).

Across these five studies, we vary specific social and soli-
tary purchases that respondents consider, using respondent-
generated as well as standardized options. More importantly, 
the studies used varied consequential dependent measures 
including incentive-aligned studies (Studies 2 and 4) to pro-
vide supporting and converging evidence for the hypotheses. 
In sum, we show that perceived financial constraints lead to a 
preference for solitary versus social purchases and this effect 
is moderated by self-construal. We also show that communal 
norms mediate this effect (see Fig. 1).

Study 1: Cultural differences under financial 
constraints

Study 1 examined whether the perceptions of financial con-
straints would lead consumers to choose solitary over social 
purchases and if this effect is moderated by self-construal. 
Specifically, as predicted in H1a, under perceived financial 
constraints, we assessed whether independent consumers 
differ from interdependent consumers in their preference 
for solitary versus social purchases. In this study, we used 
chronic, culture-based differences between two countries, 
the USA and India, to capture independent and interde-
pendent self-construal respectively. In addition, social and 
solitary purchase categories were respondent-generated.

Method

Participants

Two hundred and seventy-three undergraduate partici-
pants (147 American participants at a university in the 
USA:  Mage = 19.65,  SDage = 0.92, 52.4% females and 126 
Indian participants at a university in India:  Mage = 21.35, 

Fig. 1  Conceptual model
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 SDage = 1.08, 53.2% females) were randomly assigned to 
either the financial constraints condition or the control 
condition.

Procedure

Perceptions of financial constraints were manipulated using 
procedures based on Tully et al. (2015) in which participants 
were asked to think about various factors that required them to 
be careful with how they spend their money. They were asked 
to list the specific aspects of their present circumstances that 
contributed to their financial constraints (see Appendix A for 
complete study stimuli). In the control condition, based on 
past research, to provide an equally cognitively demanding but 
financially neutral task, participants listed ten facts that they 
knew were true (Tully et al., 2015, Study 5). Next, respondents 
were instructed to think about one social and one solitary dis-
cretionary purchase that they were likely to make in the next 
few months. As a solitary purchase, they were asked to think 
about a discretionary purchase that involved spending money 
to acquire something to use by themselves or do something 
by themselves. For social purchase, they were asked to think 
about a discretionary purchase that involved spending money 
to acquire something to use with at least one more person or 
do something with at least one more person (adapted from 
Caprariello & Reis, 2013). The prices specified in the stimuli 
across the two countries were equated using purchasing power 
parity conversion factor (World Bank, 2020). The order of 
recalling social and solitary purchases was randomly varied 
for participants. Participants were asked to briefly describe 
these two purchases. Next, participants were asked to indicate 
which purchase they were more likely to make if they were 
able to make only one of the two purchases on a seven-point 
bipolar scale that was not numbered anchored on “Definitely 
[solitary purchase]” and “Definitely [social purchase].”

Participants rated the extent to which they felt financially 
constrained and considered their financial constraints while 
making their judgments on a seven-point scale (not at all (1)/
very much (7); higher number indicated perception of greater 
financial constraint). These two items were averaged to form 
a manipulation check index for financial constraints induction 
(α = 0.75). Respondents were then asked to self-categorize the 
two purchases as being a social purchase (purchase that will 
involve spending money for yourself and at least one more 
person) versus a solitary purchase (purchase that will involve 
spending money only for yourself). Participants also indicated 
the perceived price of the two purchases using a three-point 
scale: ([solitary purchase] is cheaper (1)/ both are similar in 
price (2)/[social purchase] is cheaper (3)). Finally, they com-
pleted demographic questions on age and gender.

Results

Manipulation check

A 2 (financial perception: financial constraints vs. con-
trol) × 2 (self-construal: USA vs. India) between-subjects 
ANOVA on the financial constraints manipulation check 
index confirmed the efficacy of the manipulation. As 
expected, participants induced to think about financial 
constraints (vs. control) felt more financially constrained 
and reported considering financial constraints while mak-
ing judgments  (MFC = 4.35, SD = 1.46;  MControl = 3.42, 
SD = 1.47; F(1, 269) = 27.60, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.09). No other 
effects were significant.

Thirty-five participants stated that the purchase that they 
reported was not the type of purchase that was requested 
(i.e., they indicated that their social purchase description 
was indeed a solitary purchase and/or vice versa). However, 
excluding these participants did not change the pattern of our 
results, and hence, we have retained all the participants in 
our analyses (see Appendix B for details). We also assessed 
whether the social and solitary purchases were similar in 
price. Specifically, 67 participants mentioned that their 
social purchase was cheaper, 69 participants mentioned that 
their solitary purchase was cheaper, and 137 participants 
indicated their social and solitary purchases were similar in 
price. In addition, this control variable, that captured price 
variations in purchases, was not significantly different from 
the mid-point of the scale indicating that the prices over-
all were similar (M = 1.99, SD = 0.71; versus 2; t < 1; see 
Appendix B for price variations across the two countries).

Purchase preference

Purchase preference was coded such that higher scores 
indicated a greater preference for social purchase compared 
to solitary purchase. The 2 (financial perception) × 2 (self-
construal) ANOVA was conducted to test whether reflecting 
on financial constraints differentially influences preference 
for solitary versus social purchases as a function of self-
construal. Indeed, we found a significant two-way interaction 
of financial perception condition and self-construal (F(1, 
269) = 6.90, p < 0.01, ηp

2 = 0.03).
Follow up analyses revealed a significant self-construal 

effect in the financial constraints condition, suggest-
ing that independent participants preferred solitary (vs. 
social) purchases compared to interdependent participants 
 (Mindep = 3.58, SD = 1.67;  Minterdep = 4.54, SD = 1.91; F(1, 
269) = 8.67, p < 0.01, ηp

2 = 0.03), supporting H1a. How-
ever, no cultural differences were observed in the control 
condition, indicating that independent and interdependent 
respondents had similar preference for solitary (compared 
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to social) purchases at the baseline  (Mindep = 4.21, SD = 1.93; 
 Minterdep = 3.95, SD = 2.10; F < 1).

To further understand the self-construal variations in rela-
tive preference for social versus solitary purchases, we sepa-
rately analyzed the responses of independent and interde-
pendent participants. For independent participants, financial 
constraints decreased their preference for social purchases 
such that they had a lower relative preference for social pur-
chases in the financial constraints condition compared to 
control condition (F(1, 269) = 3.01, p = 0.08, ηp

2 = 0.01). In 
contrast, for interdependent participants, perceived financial 
constraints increased their preference for social purchases 
such that they had a greater relative preference for social 
purchases in the financial constraints condition compared 
to control condition (F(1, 269) = 3.97, p < 0.05, ηp

2 = 0.01; 
see Fig. 2).

Discussion

Study 1 supported our foundational prediction that under 
perceived financial constraints, self-construal will predict 
preference for social versus solitary purchases. Specifically, 
independent (vs. interdependent) participants had a greater 
preference for solitary compared to social purchases under 
financial constraints, supporting H1a. We found these differ-
ences occurred since financial constraints caused independ-
ent participants to decrease their preference for social (vs. 
solitary) purchases. Similarly, financial constraints caused 
interdependent counterparts to increase their preference for 
social (vs. solitary) purchases. Thus, it appears that under 
financial constraints, consumers prioritize their purchases in 
accord with their self-construal such as independents prefer 
more solitary purchases and interdependents prefer more 
social purchases.

Another interesting finding that emerged from this study 
is related to the control condition. In the control condition, 
independent and interdependent participants exhibited similar 
preference for solitary and social purchases. This finding may 
seem to be at odds with the culture-based expectation that 
independent cultures are focused predominately on the self 
and interdependent cultures on others. However, it is likely 
that in the absence of any constraint, consumers could engage 
in solitary and social purchases equally. In other words, finan-
cial constraints force consumers to prioritize, and when they 
are not present, consumers are free to choose either solitary or 
social purchases regardless of their self-construal.

We tested this intuition in the next study by explicitly 
examining the view that in the absence of financial con-
straints, consumers do not prioritize their goals and con-
sequently, engage equally in solitary and social purchases. 
We expect that the findings in the absence of financial con-
straints condition (i.e., control condition) will be similar to 
the financial abundance condition since consumers perceive 
that “resources in the world in general are abundant rather 
than scarce” (Mehta & Zhu, 2016, p. 779). Thus, consum-
ers in the control condition will be in line with consum-
ers in the financial abundance condition. We also explore 
the robustness of the self-construal related variations in the 
preference for solitary and social purchases by manipulating 
self-construal.

Study 2: Cultural differences–underlying 
construct

In Study 1, the specific countries from which the participants 
came represented their chronically accessible self-construal. 
In Study 2, we manipulated independent and interdependent 

Fig. 2  Preference for the 
consumer generated social (vs. 
solitary) purchase option by 
self-construal and experimental 
condition (Study 1)
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self-construals among American participants. We expect that 
under financial constraints, consumers with independent (vs. 
interdependent) self-construal will show lower relative pref-
erence for social purchases (H1a).

In Study 1, discretionary purchase options included a 
range of purchases that were individually selected by each 
participant. However, it can be argued that participants 
reflecting on financial constraints may tend to consider 
diverse varieties of purchase options (e.g., more appealing 
solitary purchases and less appealing social purchases) com-
pared to participants in the control condition. In Study 2, all 
respondents considered the same purchase choice. In addi-
tion, participants were asked to make incentive-compatible 
choice such that they were told that some of them would 
receive a gift card for their chosen option.

Method

Participants

Three hundred and eighty undergraduate participants at a 
US university  (Mage = 20.09,  SDage = 0.95, 53.2% females) 
completed the study for partial course credit. They were 
randomly assigned to a 3 (financial perception: financial 
constraints vs. financial abundance vs. control) × 2 (self-
construal: independent vs. interdependent) design.

Procedure

Participants were randomly presented with one of the three 
conditions- financial constraints, financial abundance, or 
control condition. Participants in the financial constraints 
and control conditions were presented with the same prompt 
as in Study 1. In contrast, in the financial abundance condi-
tion, participants were asked to think about various factors 
that contributed to their financial abundance and allowed 
them to spend as much money as they wanted on the items 
of their interest.

After responding to the financial perception induction, 
self-construal was manipulated based on past research 
(adapted from Trafimow et  al., 1991). Specifically, 
participants read a story about a dilemma that the president 
of Marathon Sports Club faced in selecting a marathon 
runner. In the independent condition, the president 
reflected on benefits for himself such as increasing his 
prestige and selected the most talented marathon runner 
as his recommendation. In the interdependent condition, 
the president reflected on benefits for his own club such as 
enhancing his club’s prestige and selected a member of his 
club as his recommendation. After reading the story, as a 
manipulation check for self-construal, participants indicated 
the extent to which the president thought (i) about himself 

and (ii) about his own club on seven-point scales (not at 
all (1)/a lot (7); adapted from Hong & Chang, 2015). A 
self-construal manipulation check index was calculated by 
subtracting how much the president thought about his club 
from how much the president thought about himself; higher 
scores on the index indicated that the president thought more 
about himself than his club.

Participants were then asked to complete a shopping task 
that required them to indicate their incentive compatible 
purchase choice. Specifically, they were asked to choose 
a purchase option that they could actually receive. They 
were told that all participants would enter a lottery and 
two of the winners would receive the gift card that they 
had selected. The task comprised of choosing between 
a solitary purchase (i.e., Disney Gift Card worth $ 25 to 
buy merchandise for yourself) and a social purchase (i.e., 
Chipotle Gift Card worth $ 25 to buy a meal for yourself 
and your roommate). These gift cards were selected based 
on a pretest that indicated that Disney Gift Card to buy 
merchandise for yourself and Chipotle Gift Card to buy a 
meal for yourself and your roommate were equivalent in 
their favorability and anticipated happiness (see details in 
Appendix C). Participants indicated whether they would 
like to make social versus solitary purchase using a binary 
response option.

Respondents then rated the extent to which they felt finan-
cially constrained and considered their financial constraints 
while making their judgments on a seven-point scale (not 
at all (1)/very much (7)). These two items were averaged 
to form a financial constraints manipulation check index 
(α = 0.84). Participants also rated the extent to which they 
felt that they had adequate financial resources and the extent 
to which they considered their adequate financial resources 
while making their judgments, also on a seven-point scale 
(not at all (1)/very much (7)). These two items were averaged 
to form a financial abundance manipulation check index 
(α = 0.78). Finally, respondents completed demographic 
questions including age and gender.

Results

Manipulation check

A 3 (financial perception) × 2 (self-construal) between-sub-
jects ANOVA on the financial constraints manipulation check 
index showed only a main effect of financial perception (F(1, 
374) = 24.57, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.12). As expected, planned con-
trasts confirmed that participants in the financial constraints 
condition scored higher on financial constraints manipulation 
check index compared to those in the financial abundance 
condition  (MFC = 4.63, SD = 1.43;  MFA = 3.28, SD = 1.55; 
F(1, 374) = 44.34, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.11) and the control condi-
tion  (MControl = 3.58, SD = 1.70; F(1, 374) = 28.84, p < 0.001, 
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ηp
2 = 0.07). In addition, participants in the financial abundance 

condition did not differ from participants in the control con-
dition on the financial constraints manipulation check index 
(p > 0.10). A similar 3 × 2 ANOVA that was conducted on the 
financial abundance manipulation check index revealed only a 
main effect of financial perception (F(1, 374) = 23.99, p < 0.001, 
ηp

2 = 0.11). Participants in the financial abundance condition 
scored higher on the financial abundance manipulation check 
index compared to financial constraints condition respond-
ents  (MFA = 4.95, SD = 1.29;  MFC = 3.79, SD = 1.50; F(1, 
374) = 43.19, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.10). In addition, participants 
in the financial abundance condition did not differ from those 
in the control condition on financial abundance manipulation 
check index  (MControl = 4.70, SD = 1.30; p > 0.10).

To confirm the efficacy of self-construal manipulation, 
3 × 2 ANOVA was conducted on the self-construal manipu-
lation check index. Recall that higher scores on the index 
indicated that the president thought more about himself 
rather than his club. The analyses yielded only a main effect 
of self-construal (F(1, 374) = 95.82, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.20). 
As expected, participants in the independent self-construal 
condition stated that the president thought more about him-
self and less about his club compared to participants in 
the interdependent self-construal condition (Mindep = 1.44, 
SD = 1.98 vs. Minterdep = − 0.42, SD = 1.65).

Purchase preference

Purchase preference was coded such that higher percent-
ages indicated a greater tendency to choose social purchase 
compared to solitary purchase. A logistic regression on the 
choice of social versus solitary purchase (0 = solitary pur-
chase; 1 = social purchase) with financial perception and 
self-construal as categorical predictors revealed an interac-
tion between financial perception and self-construal (Wald’s 
χ2(2, N = 380) = 14.80, p < 0.01). In the financial constraints 
condition, independent participants (32.3%) were less likely 
to choose social (vs. solitary) purchase compared to inter-
dependent participants (67.8%; χ2(1, N = 121) = 15.61, 
p < 0.001), further supporting H1a. In the financial abun-
dance condition, independent (56.5%) and interdependent 
participants (48.3%) did not vary in their purchase choices 
(χ2(1, N = 120) = 0.80, p = 0.37), supporting H1b. In the 
control condition as well, independent (55.7%) and interde-
pendent participants (49.3%) did not vary in their purchase 
choices (χ2(1, N = 139) = 0.58, p = 0.45).

In addition, as in Study 1, to further understand self-
construal variations, we separately analyzed independent 
and interdependent participants. As expected, independents 
were less likely to choose social purchases in the financial 
constraints condition compared to the control condition 
(χ2(1, N = 132) = 7.41, p < 0.01). Similarly, independents 
were less likely to choose social purchases in the financial 

constraints condition compared to the abundance condition 
(χ2(1, N = 124) = 7.43, p < 0.01). In contrast, interdependents 
were more likely to choose social purchases in the financial 
constraints condition compared to the control condition (χ2(1, 
N = 128) = 4.52, p < 0.05). Similarly, interdependents were 
more likely to choose social purchases in the financial con-
straints condition compared to the abundance condition (χ2(1, 
N = 117) = 4.61, p < 0.05).

Discussion

Study 2’s findings converged with those of Study 1 while pro-
viding additional support for our prediction by manipulating 
independent and interdependent self-construals and using a 
different operationalization of social and solitary purchases. In 
aggregate, the two studies establish that independent (vs. inter-
dependent) consumers are more likely to make solitary com-
pared to social purchases under perceived financial constraints 
(H1a). Under such conditions, independent consumers decrease 
their preference for social purchases whereas interdependent 
consumers increase their preference for social purchases. This 
study also provides convergent evidence that when financial 
resources are perceived to be limited, consumers appear to pri-
oritize their spending in accord with their self-construal such as 
independents prioritize solitary purchases and interdependents 
prioritize social purchases. This study also shows that inde-
pendents and interdependents do not vary in their choices under 
financial abundance condition (H1b).

Study 3: Mediating role of communal norms

The objective of Study 3 is to explore the underlying 
mechanism for these differential preferences among 
independent and interdependent consumers by testing the 
mediating role of communal norms. As detailed in H2, 
we anticipate that under perceived financial constraints, 
interdependent (vs. independent) consumers are more likely 
to think about communal norms, which in turn will increase 
relative preference for social purchases. In addition, to 
enhance the generalizability of the findings, this study was 
conducted in different countries with chronic independent 
(i.e., UK) and chronic interdependent (i.e., Hong Kong) 
self-construal.

Method

Participants

Seven hundred and ninety-five undergraduates participated in 
the study. 402 undergraduate participants from the UK were 
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recruited from Prolific Academic1 to complete the study for 
monetary compensation  (Mage = 23.56,  SDage = 7.40, 65.9% 
females) and 393 undergraduate participants from a uni-
versity in Hong Kong completed the study for course credit 
 (Mage = 19.94,  SDage = 1.51, 59.3% females).

Procedure

Procedure of this study was similar to Study 1 except for the 
following two changes. First, after responding to the pur-
chase preference question, participants responded to three 
items that captured the concern for communal norms on a 
seven-point scale (not at all (1)/very much (7)). Specifically, 
participants rated the extent to which (i) they thought that 
close relatives and friends should support each other (ii) they 
should share what they have with others and hope others also 
did the same (iii) they should live in a community where 
everybody cared for each other’s welfare. These three items 
were averaged to form a concern for communal norm index 
(α = 0.79). Second, at the end of the study, participants com-
pleted the self-construal scale to measure chronic differences 
in self-construal among participants from the UK and Hong 
Kong (Singelis, 1994). Consistent with past research, a self-
construal index was calculated by subtracting the interde-
pendent scale (α = 0.82) average from the independent scale 
(α = 0.80) average (Hong & Chang, 2015; Singelis, 1994). 
Higher scores on the index indicated a greater independent 
self-construal compared to interdependent self-construal 
orientation.

Results

Manipulation check

A 2 (financial perception: financial constraints vs. con-
trol) × 2 (self-construal: UK vs. Hong Kong) between-
subjects ANOVA on the financial constraints manipula-
tion check index (α = 0.78) confirmed the success of the 
manipulation. Participants induced to think about financial 
constraints (vs. control) felt more financially constrained 
and reported thinking more about financial constraints 
 (MFC = 4.71, SD = 1.36;  MControl = 3.76, SD = 1.48; (F(1, 
791) = 88.58, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.10). A similar 2 × 2 ANOVA 
on the self-construal scale index confirmed that participants 

in UK and Hong Kong varied on their chronic self-construal. 
As expected, participants in UK had a higher score on self-
construal scale index than participants in Hong Kong, 
indicating that UK participants were more likely to have 
an independent (vs. interdependent) self-construal orien-
tation compared to Hong Kong participants  (MUK = 0.38, 
SD = 1.06;  MHongKong = − 0.25, SD = 0.82; F(1, 791) = 90.26, 
p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.10).
Eighty-two participants stated that the purchase that they 

reported was not of the type of purchase that was requested 
(i.e., they indicated that their social purchase description 
was indeed a solitary purchase and/or vice versa). However, 
excluding these participants did not change the pattern of our 
results, and hence, we have retained all the participants in 
our analyses (see Appendix D for details). We also assessed 
whether the social and solitary purchases were similar in 
price. Specifically, 208 participants mentioned that their 
social purchase was cheaper, 217 participants mentioned that 
their solitary purchase was cheaper, and 370 participants 
indicated that their social and solitary purchases were simi-
lar in price. In addition, this control variable that captured 
price variations in purchases, was not significantly different 
from the mid-point of the scale (indicating the prices overall 
were similar; M = 1.99, SD = 0.73; vs. 2; t < 1; see Appendix 
D for price variations across the two countries).

Purchase preference

Similar to Study 1, purchase preference was coded such 
that higher scores indicated a greater preference for social 
purchase compared to solitary purchase. The 2 × 2 ANOVA 
was conducted to test whether reflecting on financial 
constraints led to differences in independent and interde-
pendent participants’ preference for solitary (vs. social) 
purchases. We found a main effect of self-construal (F(1, 
791) = 13.08, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.02) and a significant two-
way interaction of financial perception condition and self-
construal (F(1, 791) = 11.48, p < 0.01, ηp

2 = 0.01). Follow 
up analyses revealed a significant self-construal effect in 
the perceived financial constraints condition, suggesting 
that independent participants preferred solitary (vs. social) 
purchase compared to interdependent participants when they 
reflected on financial constraints  (Mindep = 3.33, SD = 1.96; 
 Minterdep = 4.35, SD = 2.04; F(1, 791) = 24.21, p < 0.001, 
ηp

2 = 0.03), further supporting H1a. However, there were no 
self-construal differences in the control condition, denoting 
that independent and interdependent respondents had similar 
preference for social (compared to solitary) purchase at base-
line  (Mindep = 3.88, SD = 2.14;  Minterdep = 3.92, SD = 2.05; 
F < 1). Similar to earlier studies, we also analyzed independ-
ent and interdependent participants separately. Specifically, 
for independent participants, perceived financial constraints 
decreased their preference for social purchases such that they 

1 The selection criteria for who could take our study was chosen such 
that only UK residents who were enrolled in an undergraduate pro-
gram could participate in the study. The selection criteria for Study 
4 was chosen such that only US residents who had annual household 
income less than $40,000 could participate in the study. The selection 
criteria for Study 5 was chosen such that only US residents who had 
95% approval rate on mTurk and did not use virtual private network 
(Winter et al., 2019) could participate in the study.
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had a lower relative preference for social purchases in the 
financial constraints condition compared to the control con-
dition (F(1, 791) = 7.36, p < 0.01, ηp

2 = 0.01). In contrast, for 
interdependent participants, perceived financial constraints 
increased their preference for social purchases such that they 
had a greater relative preference for social purchases in the 
financial constraints condition compared to the control con-
dition (F(1, 791) = 4.34, p < 0.05, ηp

2 = 0.01).

Mediation

The 2 × 2 ANOVA examined whether reflecting on finan-
cial constraints led to differences in independent and inter-
dependent participants’ consideration of communal norms 
while decision making. The results showed a main effect of 
self-construal (F(1, 791) = 22.25, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.03) and 
a significant two-way interaction of financial perception and 
self-construal (F(1, 791) = 8.92, p < 0.01, ηp

2 = 0.01). Fol-
low up analyses revealed a significant self-construal effect in 
the financial constraints condition, suggesting that independ-
ent participants thought less about communal norms while 
decision making compared to interdependent participants 
when they reflected on financial constraints  (Mindep = 4.84, 
SD = 1.20;  Minterdep = 5.46, SD = 1.18; F(1, 791) = 29.29, 
p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.04). However, there were no self-construal 
differences in the control condition, denoting that independ-
ent and interdependent respondents did not vary in their con-
sideration of communal norms at baseline  (Mindep = 5.02, 
SD = 1.05;  Minterdep = 5.16, SD = 1.07; F(1, 791) = 1.52, 
p = 0.22). We also analyzed independent and interdepend-
ent participants separately. Specifically, analyses based on 
independent participants revealed that perceived financial 
constraints marginally decreased their consideration of com-
munal norms in decision making  (MControl = 5.02, SD = 1.05; 
 MFC = 4.84, SD = 1.20; F(1, 791) = 2.67, p = 0.10). Similarly, 
analyses based on interdependent participants revealed that 
perceived financial constraints increased their consideration 
of communal norms in decision making  (MControl = 5.16, 
SD = 1.07;  MFC = 5.46, SD = 1.18; F(1, 791) = 6.68, p < 0.05, 
ηp

2 = 0.01).
Further, we performed a moderated mediation analysis to 

test the underlying path for interdependents, i.e., financial 
constraints (vs. control condition) would lead to greater 
concern for communal norms and hence would result 
in a higher relative preference for social purchases. We 
employed PROCESS Model 7 (5,000 bootstrap samples; 
Hayes, 2018) where we used financial perception condition 
as the predictor, self-construal as the moderator, the concern 
for communal norm index as the mediator, and purchase 
preference as the dependent variable. The indirect effect 
was significant (ß = 0.17, SE = 0.07, 95% CI [0.05, 0.32]), 

confirming the mediating role of concern for communal 
norms. As expected, concern for communal norms 
significantly mediated the effect of financial constraints 
on purchase preferences for interdependent participants 
(95% CI 0.02 to 0.20) indicating that financial constraints 
increased the concern for social norms and to that extent 
increased the relative preference for social purchases, 
supporting H2. For independent participants, concern for 
communal norms appears to marginally mediate the effect 
of financial constraints on purchase preferences at 90% 
confidence interval (− 0.14 to − 0.00). Together, the findings 
indicated that for interdependent participants, reflecting on 
financial constraints led to greater preference for social 
(vs. solitary) purchases due to their increased concern for 
communal norms.

Discussion

Results from Study 3 converged with our earlier studies 
establishing the robustness of the findings. Study 3 provided 
additional support for our prediction by featuring different 
countries with chronic independent and interdependent self-
construals. Study 3 findings provided further support for our 
premise that when thinking about financial constraints, inde-
pendent (vs. interdependent) consumers are more likely to 
make solitary purchases compared to social purchases (H1a). 
More importantly, Study 3 documented the mediating role 
of the communal norm such that interdependent consumers 
are more likely to think about the communal norm when 
they thought about their financial constraints, which in turn 
will increase their relative preference for social over solitary 
purchases. However, for independent participants, there was 
only a marginally significant result such that reflecting on 
financial constraints led to decreased preference for social 
(vs. solitary) purchases due to their decreased concern for 
communal norms.

Study 4: Independent consumers–
preference for social purchase

Study 4 is designed to test the proposition that for 
independents, financial constraints can lead to social 
purchases when communal norm is salient. As noted, this 
is because communal norms involve mutual sharing and 
highlight the personal benefits to the individual. For increased 
generalization, we (a) recruited participants only from low-
income levels (with annual household income below $40,000; 
Carvalho et al., 2016), (b) used a different self-construal 
manipulation (Gardner et al., 1999), and (c) employed a 
different incentive-aligned dependent variable.
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Method

Participants

Six hundred and one participants  (Mage = 34.23, 
 SDage = 13.48, 49.6% females) completed the study on Pro-
lific Academic in exchange for a small monetary compensa-
tion. Participants were randomly assigned to a 2 (self-con-
strual: independent vs. interdependent) × 2 (norm salience 
condition: norm salience vs. control) design.

Procedure

All participants were asked to think about their financial 
condition in general and hence were not forced to think only 
about their financial constraints (Tully et al., 2015, Study 
4). After describing their financial condition, participants 
were presented with an advertising study that manipulated 
their self-construal in accordance with past research (Gard-
ner et al., 1999). Specifically, participants were asked to 
read a story and visualize themselves in it. The story was 
either written in self-directed singular pronoun (e.g., I) or in 
all-encompassing plural pronoun form (e.g., We; Brewer & 
Gardner, 1996; Sinha & Lu, 2016). After reading the story, 
participants completed the two items for self-construal 
manipulation check. They rated the extent to which they 
thought (i) about themselves and (ii) about others (e.g., 
friends, family, etc.) while reading the story on seven-point 
scales (1 = not at all, 7 = a lot; Duclos & Barasch, 2014). A 
self-construal manipulation check was calculated by sub-
tracting thoughts about others from thoughts about them-
selves such that higher scores on the index indicated that 
participants thought more about themselves than others.

In a purportedly unrelated task, participants then took 
part in a “Scenario Study” that manipulated the salience 
of communal norm (pretest detailed in Appendix E). Par-
ticipants were told that they will be presented with a sce-
nario that was likely to happen to them. In the norm salience 
condition, participants read that their friend shared what he 
had with his neighbors. Specifically, their friend asked his 
neighbor to share his BBQ grill and later shared his portable 
speaker with the neighbor. In contrast, the control condition 
described that participants saw their neighbor barbequing 
and listening to music on portable speaker. Participants then 
rated the extent to which the scenario highlighted the three 
items that were used to assess the efficacy of communal 
norm salience manipulation (e.g., “You should be friendly 
and wish your neighbors are also friendly with you”; see 
Appendix A). These three items were averaged to form a 
norm salience manipulation check index (α = 0.75).

After responding to the manipulation check items, partici-
pants were asked to complete a shopping task that required 
them to indicate their purchase choice that was incentive 

compatible. Specifically, they were told that all participants 
would enter a lottery and two of the winners would receive a 
gift card for the purchase choice that they had selected. The 
task comprised of choosing between a solitary purchase (i.e., 
Netflix Gift Card worth $ 25 to buy a subscription for your-
self) and a social purchase (i.e., Starbucks Gift Card worth 
$ 25 to buy coffee for yourself and your friends). This pair 
of purchase options was selected based on a pretest (detailed 
in Appendix E). Participants indicated whether they would 
like to receive social versus solitary purchase using a binary 
response option.

Financial constraint was measured similar to earlier 
studies with participants rating the extent to which they felt 
financially constrained and considered their financial con-
straints while making their judgments. These two items were 
averaged to form a financial constraints index (α = 0.67). 
Lastly, respondents completed demographic questions 
including age and gender.

Results

Manipulation check

We conducted 2 (self-construal) × 2 (norm salience con-
dition) between-subjects ANOVA on the self-construal 
manipulation check index to check the effectiveness of the 
self-construal manipulation. Recall that higher scores on 
the index indicated that participants thought more about 
themselves rather than others. The analyses yielded only a 
main effect of self-construal (F(1, 597) = 40.50, p < 0.001, 
ηp

2 = 0.06). As expected, participants in the independ-
ent self-construal condition stated that they thought more 
about themselves and less about others compared to par-
ticipants in the interdependent self-construal condition 
(Mindep = 0.71, SD = 2.01 vs. Minterdep = − 0.26, SD = 1.72). 
Similarly, to confirm the efficacy of norm salience manipu-
lation, we conducted 2 × 2 ANOVA on the norm salience 
manipulation check index. As expected, participants in the 
norm salience (vs. control) condition scored higher on norm 
salience manipulation check index  (MNS = 5.79, SD = 1.06; 
 MControl = 5.34, SD = 1.13; F(1, 597) = 25.32, p < 0.001, 
ηp

2 = 0.04). In addition, a t-test was conducted on the finan-
cial constraints index. When low-income level participants 
thought about their financial condition, they felt financially 
constrained and reported thinking about financial constraints 
while making their judgments as the mean of financial con-
straints index was greater than the mid-point of the scale 
(M = 4.42, SD = 1.78; vs. 4; t(600) = 5.85, p < 0.001).

Purchase preference

Purchase preference was coded such that higher percent-
ages indicated a greater tendency to choose social purchase 
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compared to solitary purchase. A logistic regression on 
the choice of social versus solitary purchase (0 = soli-
tary; 1 = social purchase) revealed an interaction between 
self-construal and norm salience condition (B = − 0.88, 
SE = 0.34, Wald’s χ2(1, N = 601) = 6.75, p < 0.01). As 
expected, low-income level independents were more likely 
to choose social (vs. solitary) purchases in the norm sali-
ence condition (63.1%) compared to the control condition 
(40.4%; χ2(1, N = 287) = 14.95, p < 0.001). In contrast, low-
income level interdependents had similar choice for social 
(vs. solitary) purchases across the norm salience (65.5%) and 
control conditions (64.4%; χ2(1, N = 314) = 0.04, p = 0.85). 
In addition, it appears that for the low-income level consum-
ers, making norms salient raises the choice percentage of 
independents (63.1%) to be in level with interdependents 
(65.5%; χ2(1, N = 306) = 0.18, p = 0.67).

Discussion

Study 4 examined hypothesis 3 specifically for low-income 
level participants. As anticipated, we found that making 
communal norm salient increases low-income level independent 
consumers’ relative preference for social purchases when they 
thought about their financial condition. Thus, when communal 
norm is made salient for independent consumers, they are 
more willing to make social purchases since it highlights 
benefit to the self. This finding is consistent with past research 
showing that in independent cultures, scarcity led to other-
focused behaviors when such behaviors allowed for personal 
gains (Roux et al., 2015). In addition, Study 4 generalizes the 
findings to consumers with low-income levels, across different 
self-construal manipulation and different operationalization of 
incentive-aligned social and solitary purchases.

Study 5: Interdependent consumers–
preference for solitary purchase

We argue that interdependent consumers have a relative pref-
erence for social purchases compared to solitary purchases 
since financial constraints lead to increased concern for com-
munal norms. Study 5 is designed to test the proposition for 
interdependent consumers that financial constraints can lead 
to solitary purchases when communal norms are violated. In 
addition, we used a different operationalization of social and 
solitary purchase options where participants were provided 
with a situation that kept the goal of the purchase same and 
presented a purchase choice pair that featured a solitary pur-
chase option and a social purchase option that could fulfill 
the purchase goal. This study also used a behavioral measure 
of purchase preferences—participant’s website visits.

Method

Participants

Five hundred and eighty three mTurk participants  (Mage = 41.88, 
 SDage = 13.57, 51.8% females) were randomly assigned to a 2 
(self-construal: independent vs. interdependent) × 2 (norms 
violation condition: norm violation vs. control) design.

Procedure

All participants were presented with the financial constraints 
condition, similar to Studies 1, 2, and 3. After responding 
to this induction, participants responded to the same self-
construal manipulation and manipulation checks as Study 
2. In a purportedly unrelated part of the study, participants 
took part in a “writing task” that manipulated social norms 
violation (pretest detailed in Appendix F). In the norms vio-
lation condition, participants were first asked to think about 
the person(s) with whom they share a close emotional bond 
(Mcgraw et al., 2003). Participants were then asked to think 
about a recent situation when this person(s) did not share 
with them or support them and the participants realized that 
they had to take care of themselves in that situation. In the 
control condition, they were asked to think about their rela-
tionship with other people and think of a recent situation in 
which they interacted with another person. Participants then 
completed manipulation checks for social norms violation 
using three items: (i) “To what extent did you feel betrayed 
by others in the situation?” (ii) “To what extent did you 
feel disappointed by others in the situation?” (iii) “To what 
extent did you feel taken advantage of by others in the situ-
ation?” These three items were answered on a seven-point 
scale (not at all (1)/very much (7)) and were averaged to 
form a norms violation manipulation check index (α = 0.93).

Participants were then asked to complete a shopping 
task. In this task, participants responded to a hypothetical 
scenario that asked respondents to imagine that they had 
set aside $100 for their sports interests. Participants were 
provided with two ways in which they could fulfill the pur-
chase goal—a solitary purchase i.e., sports equipment to 
enjoy by themselves (e.g., a sports bike or skates) and a 
social purchase i.e., sports equipment to enjoy with others 
(e.g., a pair of tennis rackets or soccer ball). These purchase 
choices were selected based on the pretest that indicated 
that these two types of sports equipment were equivalent in 
their favorability and anticipated happiness at purchase (see 
details in Appendix F). Participants indicated their likeli-
hood of buying between the two choices on a seven-point 
bipolar scale that was not numbered anchored on “More 
likely to buy sports equipment to enjoy by themselves” and 
“More likely to buy sports equipment to enjoy with oth-
ers.” Subsequently, we administered behavioral measures of 
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purchase preferences: participant website visits. As a behav-
ioral measure of their relative preference for buying solitary 
purchases, we asked participants whether they would like 
to visit a website featuring various solitary sports and their 
corresponding equipment (no(0)/yes(1)).

In addition, we designed four identical Google websites, 
one website for each of the four conditions. These websites 
presented information on the gear required for different 
solitary sports collated from actual sporting goods retail 
websites. We tracked separately how many views each of 
the four websites received using Google Analytics (Tully 
& Sharma, 2018, Study 4).

Results

Manipulation check

We conducted 2 (self-construal) × 2 (norms violation 
condition) between-subjects ANOVA on the self-construal 
manipulation check index to check the effectiveness of 
the self-construal manipulation. The results yielded only a 
main effect of self-construal (F(1, 579) = 140.08, p < 0.001, 
ηp

2 = 0.20). As expected, participants in the independent self-
construal condition stated that the president thought more 
about himself and less about his club compared to participants 
in the interdependent self-construal condition (Mindep = 0.94, 
SD = 2.23 vs. Minterdep = − 1.03, SD = 1.78). Similarly, to 
confirm the efficacy of norm violation manipulation, we 
conducted 2 × 2 ANOVA on the norm violation manipulation 
check index. As expected, participants induced to think about 
norm violation (vs. control condition) scored higher on norm 
violation manipulation check index  (MNV = 5.24, SD = 1.44; 
 MControl = 2.59, SD = 2.02; F(1, 579) = 327.28, p < 0.001, 
ηp

2 = 0.36). In addition, a t-test was conducted on the financial 
constraints index (α = 0.76). As expected, participants felt 
financially constrained and reported thinking about financial 
constraints while making their judgments as the means were 
greater than the mid-point of the scale (M = 4.73, SD = 1.67; 
vs. 4; t(582) = 10.56, p < 0.001).

Purchase preference

The 2 × 2 ANOVA was conducted to test whether norm 
violation increased interdependents’ relative preference 
for solitary purchases under perceived financial con-
straints. Indeed, we found a main effect of self-construal 
(F(1, 579) = 4.56, p < 0.05, ηp

2 = 0.01) and a significant 
two-way interaction of self-construal and norm violation 
condition (F(1, 579) = 6.10, p < 0.05, ηp

2 = 0.01). Follow 
up analyses revealed financially constrained interdepend-
ent participants had higher relative preference for solitary 

versus social purchase in the norm violation condition 
compared to control condition  (MNV = 4.06, SD = 2.15; 
 MControl = 4.83, SD = 2.01; F(1, 579) = 9.15, p < 0.01, 
ηp

2 = 0.02), supporting H4. In contrast, financially con-
strained independent participants had similar relative pref-
erence for solitary purchases across the norm violation 
condition and control condition  (MNV = 4.12, SD = 2.21; 
 MControl = 4.01, SD = 2.21; F < 1).

Exploratory behavioral measures

We next examined the interactive impact of self-construal 
and norm violation condition on participants’ request for 
viewing the solitary sports website (0 = no; 1 = yes). The 
results showed a significant self-construal and norm vio-
lation interaction (B = 0.89, SE = 0.36, Wald’s χ2(1, 
N = 583) = 6.12, p < 0.05). Consistent with our predic-
tions, in the interdependent condition, a greater propor-
tion of participants indicated that they wanted to view 
the solitary sports website under norms violation condi-
tion (37.2%) compared to control condition (22.7%; χ2(1, 
N = 287) = 7.31, p < 0.01). However, in the independent con-
dition, similar proportion of participants selected that they 
wanted to view the solitary sports website under norms vio-
lation condition (33.3%) and the control condition (37.5%; 
χ2(1, N = 296) = 0.56, p = 0.45).

Results for actual visits to the solitary sports website were 
in line with the results for the website request measure. The 
association between self-construal and norm violation was 
not significant (χ2 (1) = 1.53, p = 0.22). However, the means 
were directionally consistent with our predictions. In the 
interdependent condition, 13.9% of participants viewed the 
solitary sports website under norms violation condition 
compared to 6.7% participants under the control condition. 
However, in the independent condition, 16.7% of partici-
pants visited the solitary sports website under norms viola-
tion condition and 15.1% of participants visited the website 
under the control condition.

Discussion

Study 5 finds support for hypothesis 4 using a different 
operationalization of solitary and social purchases. Spe-
cifically, when communal norms are violated, it increased 
interdependent consumers’ relative preference for solitary 
purchases under perceived financial constraints.

General discussion

This research shows that perceived level of financial 
resources influences how consumers spend discretionary 
income on solitary versus social purchases. We highlight 
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that self-construal determines when financially constrained 
consumers engage in solitary versus social purchases trade-
off. Across five studies using different purchase choices, we 
demonstrate that, when financially constrained, independent 
consumers prefer solitary purchases whereas interdepend-
ent consumers prefer social purchases (see Appendix G for 
single paper meta-analysis). To enhance generalization, we 
show these effects across different manipulations of financial 
constraints and self-construal. More importantly, to enhance 
ecological validity, we also use consequential dependent 
measures such as incentive-aligned measures.

Theoretical contribution

Our findings contribute to the literature on financial deci-
sion-making and self-construal differences. In the financial 
decision-making domain, our primary contribution is to 
identify a novel coping strategy that consumers rely on to 
manage scarce financial resources. Past research has shown 
that financial constraints make the longevity or the durability 
of the purchase more salient and hence, consumers prefer 
material goods over short-lived experiences (Tully et al., 
2015). We add to Tully et al.’s (2015) findings by identifying 
yet another important tradeoff between solitary versus social 
discretionary purchases that consumers make when they 
have limited resources. Specifically, we show that consum-
ers prioritize their self-related goals and prefer solitary over 
social purchases. However, the prioritization of goals differs 
as a function of their self-construal. In general, independent 
consumers focus on themselves and choose solitary (versus 
social) purchases. In contrast, interdependent consumers are 
more likely to also consider others and choose social (versus 
solitary) purchases. We also explore the findings in financial 
abundance condition and show that consumers do not engage 
in prioritization and express a preference for both solitary 
and social purchases.

Financially constrained consumers are likely to be selfish 
in a charitable behavior context that involves anonymous 
others (Roux et al., 2015). We endorse as well as extend 
Roux et al.’s (2015) finding in a different context, discretion-
ary purchase, and a different decision scenario that involves 
significant (versus anonymous) others. While Roux et al. 
(2015) have not specifically focused on cultural differences, 
we endorse that the self-focus of independent Americans 
(and UK citizens) leads to a greater preference for solitary 
versus social purchases under financial constraints. We also 
extend this finding by identifying self-construal as a mod-
erator of this “selfish” effect. Specifically, we show that 
while the selfish effect is robust for independent consumers, 
this effect is mitigated in the interdependent culture where 
consumers prefer social purchases involving others. More 
interesting, we also reverse the selfish effect for independent 
consumers under financial constraints. We show that making 

communal norm salient can make independents share their 
limited resources with others.

Extant research has shown that financially constrained 
(independent) consumers do not follow norms related to 
morality (Sharma et al., 2014). We extend Sharma et al.’s 
findings (2014) by identifying that when communal norm 
is made salient, it underscores the social benefit to the self 
by mutual sharing, and hence, independent consumers use 
communal norms in their decision-making.

In the area of self-construal, we identified financial deci-
sion making as another area where self-construal differences 
are informative. We also document an interesting varia-
tion from past research on cultural differences. While past 
research will predict the main effect of self-construal such 
that independents and interdependents will vary in their pref-
erence for solitary versus social purchases regardless of their 
financial constraints, our research highlights that only under 
financial constraints, self-construal differentially impacts 
purchase preferences. Perceived financial abundance, in 
contrast, has no systematic impact on purchase preferences 
across self-construals.

One potential limitation of our study could be that our 
mediator, communal norm, is conceptually close to the 
moderator–self-construal. Communal norm was selected as 
the mediator in this research because (a) the focus of our 
paper is on cultural differences and communal norms are 
significant component of culture that shape behavior, and (b) 
while self-construal is the moderator, we wanted to be more 
precise in identifying the specific component of self-con-
strual that drives the hypothesized effects. Since we examine 
“sharing resources with significant others” as our context, 
we selected a fundamental and universal social norm, that 
is meaningful and guides communal sharing behavior, and 
is present in independent as well as interdependent cultures.

While we found some evidence for independent consum-
ers that decreased consideration of communal norms medi-
ated the effect of financial constraints on decreased prefer-
ence for social purchases, we also speculate on a potential 
alternate process based on self-sufficiency. Based on the past 
research, financially constrained consumers in independ-
ent cultures focus on self-sufficiency for survival (Cohen, 
2009; Kusserow, 1999). Specifically, Americans are char-
acterized by an unwillingness to “feel dependent on others” 
(Belk & Llamas 2012, p. 629). Future research could exam-
ine whether self-sufficiency is the process explanation that 
drives the effect of financial constraints on preferences for 
solitary purchases for independent consumers.

Another limitation of our study is the selective focus on 
the influence of perceived financial constraints on discre-
tionary purchases. It is likely that if consumers are subjected 
to other forms of scarcity that affect life necessities such as 
food insecurity (during Covid-19), such scarcity may attenu-
ate the influence of communal norms across cultures.
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An interesting future research question would be to exam-
ine the influence of purchase choices under financial con-
straints on consumer well-being. Feelings of deprivation have 
been shown to have psychological consequences in terms 
of negative emotions of shame and stress (Chase & Walker, 
2015). Such feelings will lower the desire of the individual 
to participate in social activities since social comparison will 
further exacerbate feelings of low self-esteem. Such social 
isolation will minimize consumer well-being (Wang et al., 
2012). Our findings would predict that engaging in social 
purchases that are related to others may minimize social 
exclusion tendencies (likely to be activated under financial 
constraint) and lead to a greater sense of well-being.

Another interesting future direction could be a more 
nuanced theorizing of the antecedents and consequences 
of social purchases in particular. The higher utility asso-
ciated with social (vs. solitary) purchases could be rooted 
in mere affect or the notion of reciprocity expectation. For 
instance, a social purchase may evoke positive affect merely 
when observing close others enjoying a product or experi-
ence (e.g., watching one’s child ride a bike) with little or no 
expectations of reciprocity (i.e., mere affect). In contrast, a 
social purchase may indeed involve a reciprocity expectation 
that a product or experience purchased for the close other 
will be returned in some way, e.g., through an acknowledg-
ment. Future research may explore whether the higher utility 
derived from social purchases may be driven by mere affect 
under financial abundance condition and reciprocity expec-
tations under financial constrains condition.

Managerial implications

Our findings also highlight several strategies for managers to 
market their products effectively in the global marketplace. 
We advocate a nuanced context-specific approach to globali-
zation that transcends the modal tendency to either stand-
ardize or regionalize marketing strategies. We suggest that 
managers should use different marketing strategies depend-
ing on whether the consumers are experiencing financial 
constraints or have abundant resources.

In terms of advertising, we first recommend the strategies 
that are relevant under financial constraints for independent 
consumers and then highlight the variations for interdepend-
ent consumers. For independent consumers, if the product is 
being marketed during times of financial scarcity, advertis-
ing that encourages consumption for personal reasons may 
be more persuasive since it will be consistent with the self-
related goal of the consumers. In contrast, for interdepend-
ent consumers, the go-to advertising strategy is to highlight 
social situations that involve relevant others. This may be 
especially applicable for products that are amenable for 
both solitary and social consumption. For example, going 
to a movie, eating a meal in a restaurant, and going to a 

museum, can be enjoyed alone or with significant others. As 
our Studies 2 and 4 indicate, managers could differentially 
frame these products to independent and interdependent 
consumers. In such situations, for independent consumers, 
it may be more beneficial to highlight the attributes that are 
relevant to the individuals under financial constraints. For 
instance, Starbucks’ global ad campaign, which showed how 
its stores helped in facilitating human connections (Vranica, 
2014), may be more effective for interdependent consumers. 
However, Starbucks may benefit by highlighting Starbucks’ 
signature act of taking a consumer’s name, writing it on 
a cup, and calling it out for independent consumers (Star-
bucks, 2020).

In terms of product offerings, during a financial downturn, 
it may be useful to offer line extensions that are scaled-down 
versions, such as mini sizes, that better meet the individual 
needs for independent consumers. In terms of sales 
promotions, direct price promotions such as price discounts 
and a coupon that makes the product less expensive may be 
more appealing than promotions that increase the quantity of 
purchase such as buy one and get one free or bulk discounts, 
since financial constraints reduce buying for others. In 
contrast, for interdependent consumers, it may be useful to 
offer sales promotions and product offerings that focus on 
shared purchases and family size quantities. Some brands have 
also modified their product strategies to be in tune with the 
self-construal of the target audience. For instance, Coca-Cola’s 
initiative to personalize their product by printing the 250 most 
popular names in USA on their soft drink bottles (Tarver, 
2019) promoted self-focus. This campaign was modified 
in India by printing the 20 most popular relationships, e.g., 
grandma, daddy, bro, etc. (Coca Cola, 2018) that is likely to 
highlight one’s relationship with significant others. However, 
our findings would suggest that this strategy would be more 
meaningful under financial constraints. In other situations, 
Coca-Cola will benefit by promoting the same personalized 
product both in USA and India.

Our findings have implications for segmentation based 
on self-construal across countries. First, this research iden-
tifies target markets that are likely to be interdependent or 
independent that will be more receptive to solitary purchases 
(such as US and UK) or social purchases (such as India and 
Hong Kong). Second, companies can also benefit from self-
construal segmentation within a country. For instance, the 
findings of Study 4 suggest that message and ad copy strate-
gies can be used to prime self-construal.

Our findings are also relevant for the shared economy 
where consumers are “economically motivated” to share 
resources (Eckhardt et al., 2019). Our findings suggest that 
independent consumers may be motivated to share by high-
lighting the economic benefits to themselves. In contrast, 
highlighting the social benefits of the sharing economy may 
motivate interdependent consumers.
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Given that social norms guide consumer behavior, 
incorporating social norms in marketing strategy will be 
beneficial especially in the global marketplace. Interestingly, 
for products that thrive on group consumption such as 
tourism, theme parks, and sports events, that may experience a 
downturn in sales due to financial constraints and the resultant 
selfish focus in the Western countries, we do recommend that 
companies highlight the relevance of communal norm and the 
benefits of sharing to stimulate social consumption. Marketers 
should ensure advertising appeals feature communal norms of 
sharing and make social norms salient while advertising for 
social purchases. In general, managers should be aware of the 
benefits of highlighting social norms across a range of consumer 
purchase scenarios and fine tune the marketing mix accordingly.

One of our key findings is that during times of abundance, 
consumer purchases are not necessarily aligned with their 
self-construal. Across self-construals, when resources 
are adequate, consumers engage in both solitary and 
social purchases. Thus, companies can use a standardized 
approach across self-construals, promoting either self-
related or other related appeals depending on whether the 
product is a solitary or social purchase. Promoting social 
contexts for social purchases and individual contexts for 
solitary purchases will be effective since consumers have 
little need to prioritize and they purchase products that 
are needed for the situation. For example, companies 
targeting high-income customers around the world can use 
advertising strategies that are product relevant, without 
being concerned about the self-construal orientation of the 
consumer to the same extent as under financial constraints.

In sum, our findings based on evidence gathered from 
four countries, various purchase options, and self-construal 
manipulations and measurement, provide novel theoretical 
insights and illustrate a variety of business strategies that 
would help both academic scholars and managers to better 
understand financially constrained consumers and cultural 
differences in the global marketplace.
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