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background
In view of the fact that materialism may be caused by 
feelings of insecurity and low self-esteem, this paper 
attempts to answer the question of what the role of 
self-improvement is in the development of materialistic 
tendencies.

participants and procedure
Two experiments were carried out (n = 144, n = 126). Half 
of the participants were exposed to self-threat (failure), 
which boosts materialistic tendencies, and the others 
were exposed to self-enhancement (success), which allows 
maintenance of good self-esteem. In both cases partic-
ipants were given an opportunity to undertake self-im-
provement (i.e. redo a task that previously had turned out 
to be a failure/success). Analyses of materialistic tenden-
cies were based on financial aspirations (study 1) and in-
tentions to purchase luxurious good (study 2).

results
The results show that people have lower fiscal aspirations 
(study 1) and want to buy luxury products less (study 2) 
when they undertake self-improvement in a  self-threat 
(failure) situation. However, when people undertake 
self-improvement in a  self-enhancement situation (suc-
cess) they have higher fiscal aspirations (study 1) and want 
to buy luxury products more (study 2).

conclusions
Self-improvement may be an antidote to materialistic 
aspirations if undertaken in a self-threat situation, but it 
may also be a source of materialistic aspirations if under-
taken in a self-enhancement situation.
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BACKGROUND

Research on materialism, conducted for many years 
in different countries and cultures, clearly shows that 
materialism may have negative consequences for the 
welfare of individuals and societies (Dittmar, 1992; 
Kasser &  Ryan, 1993, 1996; Kasser, 2011; Richins 
&  Dawson, 1992; Burroughs &  Rindfleisch, 2002). 
Therefore, the search for its sources and antidotes 
has become a major challenge for researchers. Mate-
rialism is seen as a lifestyle in pursuit of wealth and 
ownership (Richins & Dawson, 1992; Kasser & Ryan 
1993; Kasser, et al., 2004). Individuals focus on mate-
rialistic goals (e.g. financial success) at the expense of 
neglecting non-material goals (e.g. sense of compe-
tence) (Kasser & Ryan, 1993). One of the main sources 
of materialism indicated by researchers is the feeling 
of insecurity (Kasser et al., 2004), which is linked with 
self-worth. Available studies demonstrate that mate-
rialism is associated with low self-esteem (Chaplin 
& John, 2007; Park & John, 2011; Zawadzka & Iwan-
owska, 2016). A study conducted within the frame-
work of symbolic self-completion theory indicated 
that a lack of competence that defines one’s self may 
result in stronger yearning for goods that symbolise 
possession of such competence (Braun & Wicklund 
1989; Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1981). The study also 
showed that people may not only desire goods sym-
bolising lack of competence but also prefer activities 
leading to acquisition of the competence. A  single 
study conducted to date indicated that materialism is 
associated with low readiness for self-improvement 
(Zawadzka & Iwanowska, 2016). In light of the above 
findings, the presented study is an attempt to answer 
the question of whether self-improvement actually 
undertaken in a self-threat situation affects material-
istic tendencies (i.e. fiscal aspirations and preference 
for possession of prestigious goods) and, if so, how it 
affects them.

Scant studies on the influence of self-enhance-
ment on materialistic tendencies show that in 
a  self-enhancement situation people may be more 
materialistic and have a greater desire for prestige 
goods (Mandel, Petrova, & Cialdini, 2001; Zawadz-
ka & Niesiobędzka 2010; Zawadzka, Strużyńska-Ku-
jałowicz, & Zawisza 2013). However, the question of 
how self-improvement affects materialistic tenden-
cies in a  self-enhancement situation has not been 
answered yet. 

Therefore, the present study looks into the role 
of self-improvement in the growth of materialistic 
tendencies. It examines the following issues: a) how 
self-improvement influences materialistic aspirations 
and attitudes towards symbolic goods in a self-threat 
situation and b) how self-improvement influences 
materialistic aspirations and attitudes towards sym-
bolic goods in a self-enhancement situation.

SELF-THREAT SITUATION, 
ACQUISITION, AND POSSESSION  

VS. SELF-IMPROVEMENT

Material goods have a symbolic nature because a cer-
tain social meaning (e.g. status) is attached to them 
(Dittmar, 1992; Ledgerwood, Liviatan, &  Carnevale, 
2007). Money is also a  means of attaining a  higher 
status in the social system and is positively associat-
ed with social circumstances (i.e. social acceptance) 
(Lea & Webley, 2006). Symbolic self-completion the-
ory (Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1982) indicates that in 
a  self-threat situation individuals may use material 
symbols of a specific competence to compensate for 
its absence. Furthermore, in a  situation when the 
self-concept is incomplete people may use goods 
symbolising the desired self-concept. For example, 
Braun and Wicklund (1989) found that freshmen buy 
more items symbolising being a  student than those 
who are about to graduate. Other research showed 
that in a  self-threat situation material possessions 
may facilitate restoring the self through associations 
with the symbolic meaning of a specific product with 
the aspect of self-threat (Braun &  Wicklund, 1989; 
Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1981). Thus, in a  self-threat 
situation people prefer and choose to buy those goods 
that relate to the threatened self-aspect (Cutright  
et al., 2011, Rucker & Galinsky, 2008; Wicklund & Gol-
witzer, 1982). Research done by Mazzocco, Rucker, 
Galinsky, and Anderson (2012) suggests that those 
who identify themselves with a  lower social status 
group attach more importance to status goods. Other 
studies demonstrate that lack of power or status may 
increase the desire to possess status goods (Rucker 
&  Galinsky, 2008, 2009). Other researchers (Mead, 
Baumeister, Stillman, Rawn, & Vohs, 2010) point out 
that when the self is threatened (by social exclusion) 
individuals prefer and are more eager to buy sym-
bolic goods representing relationships and belong-
ingness rather than utilitarian products or gifts for 
themselves. Moreover, according to yet another study, 
social exclusion makes it more important for people 
to possess money (Zhou, Vhos, & Baumeister, 2009). 
According to Górnik-Durose (2002), when individuals 
fail (within the scope of efficiency) they set a greater 
value to the material goods they possess. Carr and Vi-
gnoles also observed that when the socio-economic 
status of an individual is uncertain they tend to use 
status symbols (2011). Similarly, people display stron-
ger materialistic tendencies (i.e. they think that life 
success equals wealth and possessed goods) when 
their self is threatened (Chang & Arkin, 2002). To sum 
up, the existing research shows that acquiring mate-
rial goods or money may be of compensatory nature, 
which means that in self-threat situations accumulat-
ed goods may protect the self and, as a result, help to 
maintain self-worth and good self-esteem.
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Symbolic self-completion theory (Wicklund 
&  Gollwitzer, 1982) proposes that when the self is 
threatened individuals may not only use materi-
al goods to signify certain competences but they 
may also undertake activities linked to the threat-
ened competences. Wicklund and Gollwitzer (1981) 
showed that teachers whose knowledge of the sub-
ject they teach is lacking declare willingness to work 
with a larger number of students. Furthermore, Mo-
chon, Norton, and Ariely (2012) observed that per-
sons who had experienced lack of sense of compe-
tence (while doing mathematical tasks) were more 
often inclined to get ready-to-assemble products and 
put them together themselves, when given a choice, 
than to have them assembled by the shop staff. This 
means that performing a  ‘substitute’ activity may 
be a way to deal with self-threat and reestablish the 
sense of competence and, in turn, self-confidence. 
Another study demonstrated that when subjects 
failed to do a task in the area of a competence they 
considered important (i.e. an important aspect of 
self-concept), they did better in the next task (their 
efficiency increased in the next task) (Brunstein 
& Gollwitzer, 1996). Kasser et al. (2014) carried out 
a study on teenagers and showed that self-improve-
ment (i.e. participation in an educational financial 
program designed to orient individuals towards 
sharing and saving) increases self-esteem and de-
creases materialism. Another piece of research also 
confirmed the role of self-improvement in restoring 
self-worth (Green, Sedikides, Printer, &  Van Ton-
geren, 2009). Green et al. demonstrated that even 
though in order to build up self-esteem people tend 
to remember positive information about themselves 
better, they can remember both positive and nega-
tive information equally well when the concept of 
self-improvement is activated. To conclude, the ob-
tained results indicate that even mere exposure to 
the concept of self-improvement is significant in re-
storing threatened self-worth. 

Self-threat increases the desire for possessions 
(Chang &  Arkin, 2002; Rucker &  Galinsky, 2008, 
2009) and undertaking self-improvement reduces 
self-threat (Mochion, Norton, & Ariely, 2012; Green, 
Sedikides, Printer, &  Van Tongeren, 2009). There-
fore, we hypothesised that H1: Undertaking self-im-
provement in a self-threat situation (failure) will lead 
to a decrease in fiscal aspirations and the intention to 
buy prestigious brands (as opposed to not undertaking 
self-improvement).

SELF-ENHANCEMENT SITUATION, 
ACQUISITION, POSSESSIONS  

VS. SELF-IMPROVEMENT 

Studies on self-enhancement and materialistic ten-
dencies (i.e. acquisition and possession) are scarce, 

but those available show that in a self-enhancement 
situation individuals desire prestigious goods and 
wealth more than when self-enhancement does not 
occur (cf. Mandel, Petrova, & Cialdini, 2006; Zawadz-
ka &  Niesiobędzka, 2010; Zawadzka &  Strużyńs-
ka-Kujałowicz, 2008; Zawadzka, Strużyńska-Kujało-
wicz, & Zawisza, 2013). Mandel et al. (2006) studied 
how activation of success (the image of future suc-
cess) affects financial expectations and preference 
for luxurious brands. They found that it contributes 
to an increase in income aspirations and preference 
for prestigious brands. Other research observed 
that self-enhancement boosted by activation of the 
sense of power leads to a rise in fiscal aspirations, i.e. 
participants primed with power want to earn more 
money and possess more investments and real estate 
(cf. Zawadzka &  Strużyńska-Kujałowicz, 2008; Za-
wadzka, Strużyńska-Kujałowicz, &  Zawisza, 2013). 
Another study showed that activation of an im-
age of economic prosperity (i.e. self-enhancement) 
results in an increase in preference for symbolic 
value of goods as opposed to activation of an im-
age of economic crisis (i.e. self-threat), which leads 
to an increase in preference for utilitarian value of 
goods (Zawadzka & Niesiobędzka, 2010). Thus, the 
above results indicate that self-enhancement may 
induce a  greater desire for the possession of pres-
tigious goods. Within the existing gift-giving theo-
ries (cf. Belk 1979) Mick and DeMoss (1990) identi-
fied self-gifting. This behaviour was analysed (Mick 
& Faure, 1998) in four achievement-related contexts 
(i.e. exam, sport, interview, speech) with feedback 
on success and failure corresponding to self-en-
hancement and self-threat respectively. The results 
showed that participants were more willing to re-
ward themselves with material goods (gifts) when 
they had experienced a self-enhancement situation 
(i.e. success) and, at the same time, they felt a sense 
of pride, confidence, and happiness attributing the 
success to themselves. Accordingly, it is reasonable 
to assume that by self-gifting, individuals define the 
self, maintain positive self-image, and, through gifts, 
they also manifest self-attitudes. Self-gifting may be 
seen as both a reward for behaviour resulting in goal 
attainment and striving for a different self-image (cf. 
Bandura & Perloff, 1967). 

Following the findings that self-enhancement in-
creases the preference for material goods (Zawadzka 
& Strużyńska-Kujałowicz, 2008; Zawadzka, Strużyńs-
ka-Kujałowicz, &  Zawisza, 2013; Zawadzka &  Nie-
siobędzka, 2010; Mandel et al., 2006) and affects the 
relationship between undertaking self-improvement 
and self-gifting intentions (Mick & DeMoss 1990), we 
made the second hypothesis H2: Undertaking self-im-
provement in a  self-enhancement situation (success) 
will lead to an increase in fiscal aspirations and devel-
op the intention to buy prestigious brands (as opposed 
to not undertaking self-improvement).
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STUDY 1

Study 1 was designed to test hypotheses H1 and 
H2. We raised the question of how undertaking 
self-improvement may affect fiscal aspirations linked 
to future possessions in a  self-threat situation vs. 
self-enhancement situation. To check in what way 
undertaking self-improvement (ending in failure vs. 
success) can alter fiscal aspirations concerning fu-
ture possessions (i.e. savings, real estate, and car) we 
created two priming situations: task failure (i.e. self-
threat) and task success (i.e. self-enhancement).

PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE

Participants

One hundred forty fort participants, students at the 
Faculty of Social Sciences of the University of Gdańsk 
(aged M = 21.84, SD = 1.56), including 75 men and  
69 women, were surveyed. We conducted the survey 
during psychology classes, and the participants re-
ceived credits for participation in the study.

Independent variables 

Activation of self-threat (failure) and self-enhance-
ment (success). To create situations of failure and suc-
cess we asked participants to do tasks in geometric 
shapes testing deduction skills, similar to those pre-
viously used in other research (cf. Kurman, 2006). In 
the failure situation task participants had to answer 
a selection of 10 difficult questions from Raven’s Ma-
trices, and in the success situation task participants 
had to answer a selection of 10 easy questions. 

Dependent variables

Fiscal aspirations. We measured fiscal aspirations 
with three closed-ended questions, a method used in 
previous research (cf. Kasser & Sheldon, 2000). Partic-
ipants were asked to answer the following questions 
about their future in 10 years: 1. How much money 
do you expect to have saved? (four possible answers): 
a) PLN1 10,000-20,000, b) PLN 20,000-40,000, c) PLN 
80,000-100,000, d) more than PLN 100,000); 2. How 
much money do you expect to pay for the real estate 
(apartment/house) you will consider good enough 
to settle in? (six possible answers): a) not more than 
PLN 70,000, b) PLN 70,000-100,000, c) PLN 101,000-
200,000, d) PLN 201,000-350,000, e) PLN 351,000-
500,000, f) more than PLN 500,000; 3. How much 
money do you expect to pay for your car (that you 
will consider good enough)? (six possible answers): 
a) not more than PLN 10,000, b) PLN 10,000-30,000, 
c) PLN 30,000-70,000, d) PLN 70,000-120,000, e) PLN 
120,000-250,000, f) more than PLN 250,000. 

Procedure 

Participants were surveyed individually. To conceal 
the real aim of the study, we asked participants at the 
beginning of the session to indicate adjectives that 
describe them from a list. Then, they were randomly 
assigned to one of two groups. The first group com-
pleted easy patterns with missing elements, and they 
could take as much time as they needed to finish the 
task. The second group did difficult patterns and their 
time was limited so that they could not finish the task 
on time. Next, the experimenter used a key to calcu-
late the score and informed the participants about 
their results: in the first group “your score is more 
than 75.00%” and in the second group “your score is 
less than 25.00%”. Afterwards, the experimenter said 
that she needed some time to prepare another test and 
she suggested in the first group that the participants 
do another similar test in the meantime whereas in 
the second group she suggested that participants re-
take the test to get a better score. The experimenter 
noted down whether the participants had chosen to 
do the optional activity or not. Finally, each partic-
ipant answered the fiscal aspirations questionnaire.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION OF STUDY 1

The effect of group (failure vs. success) and self-im-
provement on fiscal aspirations. We carried out analy-
sis of variance in the following inter-group compar-
ison project: 2 (group: task failure vs. task success)  
2 × (self-improvement: undertaking vs. not undertak-
ing). The main effect of self-improvement was iden-
tified for aspirations concerning the value (price) of 
a  future car. The effect was significant at tendency 
level: F(1, 137) = 2.81, p = .096, η² = .02. 

More importantly, there was a  significant group 
effect and self-improvement interaction effect for as-
pirations concerning the value of future real estate 
(F(1, 137) = 9.47, p = .003, η² = .07) and future savings 
(F(1, 137) = 3.21, p = .075, η² = .02). 

Planned comparisons demonstrated significant 
differences in the success sample between the par-
ticipants who had undertaken self-improvement 
and those who had not when future real estate  
(Mss = 4.21, SD = 1.32, Msns = 3.16, SD = 1.38; t(70) =  
–3.20, p = .010) and a future car (Mss = 3, SD = 1.22, 
Msns = 3.65, SD = 1.03; (t(70) = –2.31, p = .050) were 
involved. Significant differences also occurred be-
tween groups primed with success and with failure 
that had not undertaken self-improvement con-
cerning the value of future real estate (Ms = 3.16,  
SD = 1.38, Mf = 3.83, SD = 1.26; t(82) = –2.30,  
p = .020) and future savings (Ms = 2.77, SD = 1.26,  
Mf = 3,22, SD = 1.27; t(82) = –1.64, p = 0.100 – signif-
icance at tendency level). Furthermore, we observed 
significant differences were participants primed 



Anna Maria Zawadzka

21volume 6(1), 8

with success and with failure, who had undertaken 
self-improvement when future real estate was in-
volved (Ms = 4.21, SD = 1.32, Mf = 3.47, SD = 1.46;  
t(56) = 2.05, p = .050) (See Figure 1 and Figure 2). We 
found no significant effect in fiscal aspirations refer-
ring to the price of the desired car F < 1 n.s.

MANIPULATION CHECK

Before testing the hypotheses, we had checked wheth-
er the tasks had different levels of difficulty. In order 
to do this, we compared the time the participants 
needed to do the tasks in a situation of failure and in 
a situation of success. The difference was statistically 
significant (t(56) = –7.55, p < .001, Ms = 4.21 min.,  
SD = 2.34, Mf = 10.71 min., SD = 3.94). The time re-
quired to do the tasks was much longer in a failure 
situation than in a success situation.

The obtained results indicating the interaction 
effect in the case of fiscal aspirations in connection 
with real estate and savings confirmed hypothesis 
H1. The said effect is the effect of self-improvement 
on the increase of fiscal aspirations of participants 
undertaking self-improvement following a  success. 
Hypothesis H2 was partially confirmed. The results 
demonstrated that fiscal aspirations (value of future 
real estate and savings) became more significant for 
participants who had not undertaken self-improve-
ment in a situation of failure as compared to a situ-
ation of success. However, for those who did under-
take self-improvement the relationship was reversed 
– fiscal aspirations became more significant in a situ-
ation of success as compared to a situation of failure. 

STUDY 2

The aim of study 2 was to double-check the results 
obtained in study 1; hypotheses H1 and H2 were ver-
ified again. In this study, we modified both the way 
self-threat and self-enhancement were activated and 
the operationalisation (measurement) of materialis-
tic aspirations. We analysed how self-improvement 
may affect preferences for purchase of prestige goods 
(brand) in a self-threat vs. self-enhancement situation. 

PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE

Participants

One hundred twenty six participants, students at the 
Faculty of Social Sciences of the University of Gdańsk 
(aged M = 21.11, SD = 2.40), including 63 women and 
63 men, were surveyed. We conducted the survey 
during psychology classes, and the participants re-
ceived credits for participation in the study.

Independent variables

Activation of self-threat (failure) and self-enhancement 
(success). To activate success and failure we used se-
lected tasks (i.e. verbal, spatial, and mathematical 
problems) from creativity test (Dow & Mayer, 2004). 
In a  success situation participants were asked to 
do easy tasks while in a failure situation they were 
asked to do complex tasks.

Dependent variables

Measurement of preferences for prestige brand pur-
chases. In order to determine how people perceive 
the brands of selected products we carried out a pi-
lot study. We surveyed 59 students (24 men and  
35 women, aged M = 21.30 SD = 2.40); they did not 
participate in the major study. The participants were 
asked to judge the status of selected clothing brands 

Figure 1. Future savings expectations in self-enhan-
cement and self-threat situations when given an 
opportunity for self-improvement. 
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Figure 2. Future real state expectations in self-en-
hancement and self-threat situations when given an 
opportunity for self-improvement.
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and car makes using a 100-item scale from 1 (low sta-
tus) to 100 (high status). In clothing brands, Calvin 
Klein (84,16) and Gucci (94) were granted high status 
and H&M (45,4) and Reserved (52,2) middle status, 
while in car brands Lexus (92.9) and Maybach (93.9) 
were granted high status and Fiat (40) and Opel (51) 
middle status. Therefore, two brands Calvin Klein 
(T-shirt) and Lexus (car) were chosen for the major 
study; all participants were familiar with the brands 
used.

In the study the participants were asked questions 
about their purchase preferences concerning presti-
gious car brands (Lexus) and clothing brands (Calvin 
Klein). They marked their answers on a seven-item 
scale (where 1 is I  definitely wouldn’t buy this car/
clothing brand and 7 is I would definitely buy this car/
clothing brand).

PROCEDURE

We assigned the subjects to two random groups: suc-
cess group and failure group. In the success group 
the participants were asked to do five tasks within 
five minutes. Next, an assistant calculated the score 
and, regardless of the result, gave each of the partic-
ipants the same feedback: “Your score is above aver-
age. Well-done – congratulations! If you wish, you 
can do an additional task (i.e. complete geometric fig-
ures from another test, you can pick the figures your-
self) and get an even better score, or you can move on 
to the third part of the study. What’s your decision?” 
In the failure group the participants were asked to 
do five tasks within 10 minutes. When the time was 
over, all the participants were given identical feed-
back: “Your score is below average. Unfortunately, it 
is too bad. [a pause] If you wish, you can redo the 
tasks and indicate different answers about the figures 
that you can pick yourself, or you can move on to 
the third part of the study. What’s your decision?” 
Following this manipulation, the participants filled in 
questionnaires including purchase preference scales 
concerning prestigious and non-prestigious brands. 
In order to conceal the purpose of the study, the 
subjects were asked additional questions about their 
purchase preferences for non-prestigious brands 
(cars: Fiat and Opel, clothes: H&M and Reserved).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION OF STUDY 2

The effect of group (failure vs. success) and self-im-
provement on the intention to purchase prestigious 
brands. We performed analysis of variance on the 
project of 2 × (group: task failure vs. task success)  
2 × (self-improvement: undertaken vs. not under-
taken) inter-group comparisons. A group effect and 
self-improvement interaction effect were present for 
the intention to purchase both prestigious brands: 
Lexus (F(1, 118) = 3.91, p = .050, η² = .03) and Calvin 
Klein (F(1, 118) = 3.29, p = .070, η² = .27). Also, a main 
effect at statistical tendency level (F(1, 118) = 3,  
p = .080) was noted for self-improvement and the in-
tention to purchase Calvin Klein branded clothing.

Planned comparisons indicated significant dif-
ferences in the failure group for the intention to 
purchase Calvin Klein branded clothing between 
the participants who had undertaken self-improve-
ment (M = 5.04, SD = 1.82) and those who had not  
(M = 3.79, SD = 1.96, t(59) = 2.56, p = .010). Moreover, 
we found a significant difference for the intention to 
purchase a Lexus car in participants who had under-
taken self-improvement between those primed with 
success (M = 4.96, SD = 2.20) and those primed with 
failure (M = 3.91, SD = 1.91, t(59) = –2.004, p = .050) 
(See Figure 3 and Figure 4).

Figure 4. The intenton to purchase a prestigious brand 
car in self-enhancement and self-threat situations 
when given an opportunity for self-improvement.
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Figure 3. The intenton to purchase a prestigious brand 
T-Shirt in self-enhancement and self-threat situations 
when given an opportunity for self-improvement.
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MANIPULATION CHECK

We analysed the difference between the number 
of completed tasks in the success and in the fail-
ure group. The difference was statistically signifi-
cant (t(120) = –14.70, p < .001, Ms = 4.02, SD = 0.79,  
Mf = 1.72, SD = 0.93). Participants in the success group 
completed four out of five tasks on average within 
the time limit given, while participants in the failure 
group completed fewer than two out of five tasks. This 
demonstrates that the manipulation was sufficient.

Study 2 demonstrated that the assumed effect of 
self-improvement and situation interaction was sta-
tistically significant, which means that hypotheses 
H1 and H2 were confirmed in this study, too. The 
acquired effect included the effect of undertaking 
self-improvement on the decrease of the intention 
to purchase prestigious brands (clothing) in a  self-
threat situation (failure) and the effect of undertaking 
self-improvement on the increase of the intention to 
purchase prestigious brands (car) in a self-enhance-
ment situation (success).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

This paper presents research that looks into the role 
of self-improvement in the growth of materialis-
tic aspirations. Its results indicate that undertaking 
self-improvement does matter in developing materi-
alistic aspirations. The way in which self-improve-
ment affects materialistic aspirations depends on the 
situation in which it is undertaken – in a self-threat 
situation self-improvement decreases materialistic 
aspirations whereas in a self-enhancement situation 
it increases them. Moreover, undertaking self-im-
provement in a failure situation results in lower ma-
terialistic aspirations (i.e. people are less interested 
in buying prestigious brands, study 2) as compared 
to not undertaking self-improvement. However, if 
self-improvement is undertaken in a  success situa-
tion, fiscal aspirations increase (i.e. people want to 
own real estate in the future, study 1, and they want 
to buy prestigious brands, study 2) as compared to 
not undertaking self-improvement. What is more, 
people who undertake self-improvement in a success 
situation want to have more real estate than those 
who undertake self-improvement in a self-threat sit-
uation (study 1).

Available research shows that when confronted 
with a  threat to the self (e.g. lack of knowledge or 
competence) people can restore their self-worth not 
only through acquisition of material goods but also 
by engaging in activities that boost self-confidence 
(cf. Mochon, Norton, & Ariely, 2012), The presented 
study demonstrates that self-improvement (i.e. im-
proving task performance after failure) is an activity 
that inhibits the growth of the significance of materi-

al goods. This accords with the research of predeces-
sors showing that self-improvement plays a signifi-
cant part in restoring self-worth (Green et al., 2009). 

Another finding of this study is that when peo-
ple are successful in proving a  competence (as in 
a self-enhancement situation), self-improvement has 
the opposite effect because it increases materialistic 
aspirations. According to previous research, peo-
ple tend to reward themselves with material goods 
in achievement/success situations (Mick &  Faure, 
1998). Furthermore, the presented study indicates 
that repeating a  successful performance of a  task 
leads to an increase in materialistic aspirations. Thus, 
it can be assumed that undertaking an extra effort 
in a  self-enhancement situation triggers self-gifting 
which, if customary, may strengthen materialistic 
aspirations. Also, prior studies revealed that there is 
a link between the weight of achievement and mate-
rialistic aspirations (Burroughs & Rindfleisch, 2002). 
The results presented in this paper go further and 
prove experimentally that undertaking self-improve-
ment in a success situation (i.e. when having already 
achieved, people want to achieve more by undertak-
ing self-improvement) contributes to the increase in 
materialistic aspirations.

In must also be mentioned that the tested hypoth-
eses (concerning the link between self-improvement 
and the effect of self-threat activation on materialis-
tic preferences) have not been confirmed in the case 
of some measures of materialistic aspirations select-
ed for this study. Self-improvement in a  self-threat 
situation resulted in a desire for prestigious clothing 
brands while self-improvement in a  self-enhance-
ment situation resulted in both fiscal aspirations (i.e. 
real estate and savings) and desire for prestigious 
car brands. Also, the price of a car turned out to be 
less significant for self-enhancement consumption 
than its prestigious brand. In other words, the results 
suggest that the examined measures of materialistic 
aspirations, i.e. prestigious goods (e.g. clothing) and 
wealth (e.g. real estate or savings), could have served 
different purposes in the self-concept management of 
the participants. Therefore, the monetary value and 
prestige value of a product brand may carry different 
meanings. Another thing worth mentioning is that 
some of the obtained statistical significances are at 
tendency level, which means that they should be in-
terpreted with caution (e.g. the price of a future car 
as a measure of materialistic tendencies). 

DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

On the basis of the results presented in this paper, 
we recommend the following directions for future re-
search: first, research into the effect of self-improve-
ment on materialistic aspirations in a  self-threat 
situation and in a self-enhancement situation using 
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various measures of materialistic aspirations (e.g. 
those connected with material goods and those con-
nected with financial wealth); second, longitudinal 
studies on how materialistic aspirations evolve in in-
dividuals exposed to self-threat situations (i.e. failure) 
vs. self-enhancement situations (i.e. success) when 
they undertake self-improvement and when they do 
not; third, answering the question of whether self-en-
hancement (i.e. success) in a  materialistic environ-
ment may be a reward in itself or whether it always 
requires some material reward. Furthermore, bearing 
in mind the fact that self-improvement may involve 
activities linked with different spheres of life, e.g. im-
proving one’s skills or traits (cf. Taylor, Neter, & Way-
ment, 1995), future research should address the ques-
tion of whether there is a self-improvement activity 
that may result in decreasing materialistic aspirations 
when undertaken in a self-enhancement situation. To 
put it simply, what is the antidote to rising materialis-
tic aspirations in a self-enhancement situation?

In conclusion, the results obtained in this study 
indicate that self-improvement may have a  twofold 
effect on developing materialistic preferences: it may 
decrease materialistic preferences when self-improve-
ment is undertaken in a self-threat situation, or it may 
increase materialistic preferences when self-improve-
ment is undertaken in a self-enhancement situation. 

Endnotes

1 The average monthly net earnings are around  
PLN 3000.
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