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Abstract 

 

Existing research demonstrates that financial constraints are widespread and influence 

consumer attention, preference, choice, and consumption in a variety of ways. Despite the 

growing knowledge of how financial constraints affect the consumer decision making process, 

less is known about its impact on post-purchase behavior. This work examines whether financial 

constraints impact an important post-purchase behavior—word-of-mouth—and in what 

direction. Seven studies show that financial constraints reduce purchase-related word-of-mouth. 

This effect emerges across consumers’ reported frequencies of discussing their purchases with 

friends and family, as well as their intentions, desires, and real decisions to engage in online 

word-of-mouth. This effect is explained by reduced anticipated pleasure of engaging in 

purchase-related word-of-mouth, which results from financially constrained consumers’ belief 

that rehearsing their monetary expenditures will reinforce negative feelings about their limited 

financial situation. This effect cannot be similarly explained by other accounts such as 

impression management or the desire to hoard informational resources. Further, the authors show 

that the reduction in anticipated pleasure from word-of-mouth is specific to sharing about one’s 

monetary expenditures. Thus, financial constraints reduce purchase-related word-of-mouth, but 

they do not universally decrease one’s propensity to share. 

 

Keywords: Financial constraints, financial deprivation, financial decision making, economic 

psychology, word-of-mouth, social sharing 
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Financial constraints are prevalent and span multiple socioeconomic levels (Lusardi, 

Schneider, and Tufano 2011; Moore 2013). A recent survey of 7,000 Americans showed that 

over two-thirds of consumers have less than $1,000 in their savings account and over one-third 

have no savings whatsoever (Huddleston 2016). Further, many millionaires feel financially 

constrained, with almost 70% of millionaires stating that they do not feel wealthy (UBS Investor 

Watch 2013). Given the common experience of feeling financially constrained, researchers have 

proposed and demonstrated how such constraints affect consumer attention, preference, choice, 

and consumption (e.g., Nelson and Morrison 2005; Shah, Mullainathan, and Shafir 2012; Sharma 

and Alter 2012; Sharma and Keller 2017; Sharma et al. 2014; Tully et al. 2015). However, less 

research has examined whether financial constraints influence post-purchase behavior. In this 

work, we examine one form of post-purchase behavior that has been shown to significantly 

impact both consumers’ future behavior and company performance: word-of-mouth.  

Word-of-mouth is the highest ranked source for trustworthy recommendations of 

products and services (Nielsen 2015). Indeed, this research showed that word-of-mouth is the 

most likely form of promotion to influence consumers’ purchasing decisions; across 60 

countries, 83% of consumers say they trust product and service recommendations from family, 

colleagues, and friends. In light of the pervasiveness of financial constraints, as well as the 

importance of word-of-mouth among consumers, understanding the impact of financial 

constraints on word-of-mouth behavior is important for managers and consumers alike.  

Currently, there has been no systematic investigation into whether financial constraints 

influence word-of-mouth engagement, and if so, whether that effect would be positive or 

negative. Drawing upon the growing body of research on consumer financial constraints, the 

current research argues that financial constraints reduce consumers’ propensity to engage in 
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purchase-related word-of-mouth. We test this proposition in seven studies that investigate the 

relationship between financial constraints and purchase-related word-of-mouth. We consider 

consumers’ real purchases across a range of purchase categories and use a variety of word-of-

mouth measures, including how often people report engaging in word-of-mouth, activity in a real 

online chat room, likelihood of talking to close friends, and willingness to share on social media.  

In support of our predictions, we find that more financially constrained consumers 

engage in less word-of-mouth relative to less financially constrained consumers, and that this 

effect is independent of any possible reduction in word-of-mouth resulting from potentially 

lower spending among financially constrained consumers. Further, this effect cannot be 

explained by differences in the types of purchases financially constrained consumers buy, 

impression management concerns, or the desire to hoard informational resources. Instead, we 

find that the effect occurs because financial constraints decrease the anticipated pleasure of 

engaging in purchase-related word-of-mouth due to financially constrained consumers’ beliefs 

that rehearsing monetary expenditures will reinforce their negative feelings about their limited 

financial situation. As such, the effect is moderated by the extent to which consumers 

conceptualize the subject of word-of-mouth as an expenditure of their money. For example, 

when purchases do not cost money (e.g., free events, gifts) or when consumers are encouraged to 

think about the time rather than the money spent on a purchase, financially constrained 

consumers are similarly likely to engage in word-of-mouth. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
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Financial Constraints 

 

Feeling financially constrained results from the belief that one’s financial situation 

restricts his or her desired consumption (Tully, Hershfield, and Meyvis 2015). Thus, feelings of 

financial constraint stem from a psychological state that does not necessarily imply poverty or a 

literal absence of money. Rather, they emerge from the perception that one does not have 

sufficient monetary resources to satisfy his or her consumption-related desires. Accordingly, 

while one’s objective income may influence their financial constraints, perceptions of one’s 

financial constraints do not solely depend on such objective metrics.  

In general, financial constraints prompt individuals to respond in ways that either directly 

or indirectly address the perceived deficit in their financial situation (Sharma and Alter 2012). A 

common theme across prior research findings is that financially constrained consumers seek 

ways to alleviate the unpleasantness of their state. Consumer researchers have explored such 

effects at various stages of the consumer decision making process. For example, financial 

constraints have been shown to direct people’s attention to resources perceived as capable of 

redressing feelings of financial scarcity (e.g., Mullainathan and Shafir 2012; Sharma and Alter 

2012; Sharma and Keller 2017). Financial constraints also lead consumers to shift their 

preference for and choice of stimuli in an effort to compensate for their financial means (e.g., 

Nelson and Morrison 2005; Shah, Mullainathan, and Shafir 2012; Sharma and Alter 2012; 

Sharma and Keller 2017; Sharma et al. 2014; Tully et al. 2015), and change their consumption of 

such items to alleviate perceived constraints (e.g., Briers et al. 2006; Laran and Salerno 2013; 

Morewedge, Holtzman, and Epley 2007; Sharma and Alter 2012).  

While much of this research has explored how financial constraints influence consumer 
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attention, preferences, and purchase behaviors, less work has examined how they might impact 

post-purchase behaviors. Thus, the current work investigates one post-purchase behavior that has 

important consequences for consumer behavior and managerial decision making: consumer 

word-of-mouth. Specifically, we examine whether and why perceived financial constraints 

influence consumers’ likelihood and desire to discuss their purchases with others.  

 

Word-of-Mouth 

 

Word-of-mouth refers to all non-commercially motivated interpersonal communication 

about brands or products (Arndt 1967; Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006; Westbrook 1987). Thus, 

word-of-mouth captures both in-person, interpersonal, and online communications. Marketing 

managers and academics alike have had a longstanding interest in word-of-mouth based on its 

substantial impact on consumer purchasing behavior. Indeed, word-of-mouth influences almost 

70% of purchases (Balter 2008), and consumers consistently evaluate it as the most credible 

source of marketing material (Bickart and Schindler 2001; Brooks 1957; Nielsen 2015).  

Given the integral nature of word-of-mouth to consumer and managerial decision 

making, many studies have investigated the consequences and antecedents of consumer sharing 

(see Berger 2014; De Matos and Rossi 2008; Godes et al. 2005 for reviews). In the current 

research, we draw upon work that has investigated the various inputs into whether people engage 

in word-of-mouth. One factor known to influence word-of-mouth is the individual’s role in 

transmission. While some work has focused on the individual’s place within the social network 

(e.g., Brown and Reingen 1987; Goldenberg, Libai, and Muller 2001), other work that is more 

related to the current research has examined psychological differences across consumers in terms 
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of their personality traits or active motives. For example, research has demonstrated that being a 

market maven or having a high need for uniqueness can impact word-of-mouth (e.g., Cheema 

and Kaikati 2010; Feick and Price, 1987).  

Aside from influences stemming from the individual, word-of-mouth is also affected by 

the conversation topic. For instance, research in this area has examined word-of-mouth as a 

function of brand characteristics and product attributes (e.g., Chen and Berger 2013; Lovett, 

Peres, and Shachar 2013). Some of this work has demonstrated that the feelings that conversation 

topics inspire can impact word-of-mouth (e.g., surprise, awe, discomfort; Berger and Milkman 

2012; Chen and Berger 2013; Finkenauer and Rimé 1998).   

In the current work, we build upon the prior research that has examined the feelings that 

conversation topics inspire, proposing that those feelings may vary as a function of an 

individual’s psychological state. That is, we explore the potential interaction between 

consumers’ psychological states and their purchases as a conversation topic. Specifically, we 

investigate how financial constraints may change the pleasure consumers anticipate getting from 

discussing their purchases, and in turn, influence their word-of-mouth engagement. By focusing 

on whether and why financial constraints increase or decrease the anticipated pleasure associated 

with purchase-related word-of-mouth, we can offer insight into how financially constrained 

consumers strategically manage their conversation topics.  

 

The Current Research: Financial Constraints and Word-of-Mouth 

 

By definition, financially constrained consumers are in an unfavorable position in which 

their financial standing limits their desired level of consumption. This state is generally 
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unpleasant and can arouse negative feelings (e.g., Sharma 2012). In light of this, how might 

financially constrained consumers react to the prospect of discussing their purchases with others? 

Existing research has shown that a primary driver of consumer word-of-mouth is the associated 

pleasure or displeasure, demonstrating that greater anticipated discomfort decreases word-of-

mouth (e.g., Berger 2014; Chen and Berger 2013). Although this work has primarily examined 

differences in anticipated pleasure as a function of subject matter, this anticipated pleasure may 

depend on consumers’ perceived financial state.  

We suggest two competing possibilities for how financial constraints influence the 

anticipated pleasure of discussing purchases and, in turn, engagement in purchase-related word-

of-mouth. One possibility is that financial constraints increase the anticipated pleasure of sharing 

and the desire to discuss one’s purchases. This would occur if financially constrained consumers 

believe that rehearsing their monetary expenditures will improve how they feel about their 

financial situation. For example, sharing about one’s expenditures could signal financial 

spending ability or provide a sense of validation. If so, then financial constraints would increase 

purchase-related word-of-mouth. However, a second possibility is that financial constraints 

decrease the anticipated pleasure of sharing and the desire to discuss one’s purchases. This 

would occur if financially constrained consumers believe that rehearsing their monetary 

expenditures will reinforce negative feelings about their limited financial state. If so, then 

financial constraints would decrease purchase-related word-of-mouth. 

In the current work, we make an argument for the latter possibility. First, we suggest that 

financially constrained consumers expect that rehearsing their purchases is likely to reinforce 

rather than alleviate negative feelings associated with financial constraint. Indeed, prior research 

alludes to this possibility. In particular, Spiller (2010) demonstrates that financially constrained 
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consumers are more likely to think about opportunity costs. We build on this research to argue 

that financially constrained consumers expect that rehearsing their monetary expenditures will 

reinforce the negative feelings associated with having financial constraints, as doing so may 

evoke thoughts about other expenses, budgetary limitations, or their generally limited pool of 

money.  

Second, to the extent that financially constrained consumers expect that rehearsing their 

monetary expenditures will reinforce negative feelings about their financial situation, we suggest 

that they will anticipate less pleasure from discussing their purchases and, in turn, be less likely 

to engage in purchase-related word-of-mouth. Indeed, prior work has shown that the threat of 

one’s own inadequacy in a particular domain has been shown to be so unpleasant that people 

intentionally avoid engaging with that particular domain (e.g., Gross 1998; Howell and Sheppard 

2012; Sweeny et al. 2010). In the financial domain, research shows that consumers avoid 

exposing themselves to financially threatening information by avoiding information about their 

financial account balances when the stock market is not performing as well (e.g., Karlsson, 

Loewenstein, and Seppu 2009; Sicherman et al. 2015). Relatedly, in the context of word-of-

mouth, research has shown that consumers are less likely to share about topics that elicit 

discomfort (Chen and Berger 2013). In sum, we suggest that financially constrained consumers 

will avoid sharing about their expenditures because they expect that rehearsing them will 

reinforce negative feelings about their financial situation, thus reducing the anticipated pleasure 

of engaging in purchase-related word-of-mouth. More formally: 

 

H1:  Financial constraints reduce purchase-related word-of-mouth. 
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H2: The effect in H1 occurs because financially constrained consumers believe that 

rehearsing their monetary expenditures will reinforce negative feelings about their 

limited financial position, which decreases the anticipated pleasure of discussing 

their monetary expenditures.  

 

Importantly, our conceptualization suggests that the feelings described in H2 are directed 

towards financially constrained consumers’ perceptions about their financial situation rather than 

towards the specific purchase. Thus, we expect this effect to occur across a range of purchases, 

and that it should not depend on purchase characteristics such as frivolity or cost. However, our 

process account suggests that the effect of financial constraints on reduced word-of-mouth is not 

universal. It is the idea of rehearsing an expenditure of one’s money that triggers financially 

constrained consumers’ anticipated negative feelings about their financial situation. Hence, the 

effect should only occur in situations where consumers conceptualize the topic of word-of-mouth 

as their own monetary expenditure. When the expenditure of their money is not focal, or is 

framed in terms of another concept, financially constrained consumers should not anticipate 

feeling negatively about their financial situation. In sum, we expect the effect to be attenuated 

when people do not conceptualize the subject of word-of-mouth as an expenditure of their 

money. 

 

H3: The effect in H1 will be attenuated when word-of-mouth topics are not 

conceptualized as one’s own monetary expenditures (e.g., expenditures of time, 

free items, gifts). 
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We distinguish our proposed process account from other plausible alternative 

explanations. The first is that financially constrained consumers make fewer purchases or 

fundamentally different purchases. A second possibility is that financially constrained consumers 

feel worse about purchases because those purchases are a poor use of money. We address these 

possibilities in three ways: (a) by eliciting purchases before experimentally manipulating 

financial constraints (studies 3a,b, 4, and 6), (b) by holding constant the focal purchase across 

conditions (study 5), and (c) by manipulating (web appendix study 2) and measuring (study 5 

and web appendix study 1) a wide variety of purchase characteristics including frivolity. A third 

alternative possibility is that financially constrained consumers’ reduced pleasure results from an 

increased concern about how they will be judged by others (vs. how rehearsing their 

expenditures makes them feel about their financial situation). To address this account, we 

examine our effect across a range of audience types, including anonymous participants in a chat 

room (study 2) as well as close friends (study 3b). We also directly measure concerns about 

impression management in study 2 of the web appendix. A final possibility is that financial 

constraints increase selfishness, leading to a desire to hoard rather than share informational 

resources. We address this account by demonstrating that decreased word-of-mouth among 

financially constrained consumers is attenuated when they do not conceptualize the topic as their 

own monetary expenditure (studies 4-6). Although discussing these alternative topics can 

provide similar information to others, financially constrained consumers are no less likely to 

share information about them.  

Existing word-of-mouth trends provide preliminary evidence for the prediction that 

heightened financial constraints are associated with decreased word-of-mouth. In particular, a 

reputable market research firm, Colloquy, examined how the Great Recession of 2008 affected 
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word-of-mouth behavior. Their survey of over 3,000 consumers found that word-of-mouth fell 

by 21% during the two years following the start of the Great Recession. In 2008, 73% of 

consumers said they often have conversations with family, friends, and coworkers about products 

and services they have used, whereas in 2010, only 58% of consumers indicated doing so 

(Hlavinka and Sullivan 2011). Since the U.S. unemployment rate spiked from 5.8% in 2008 to 

nearly 10% in 2010, these word-of-mouth patterns are consistent with our proposition that 

financial constraints decrease consumers’ propensity to discuss their purchases (United States 

Department of Labor 2017). This decrease in word-of-mouth over time suggests a relationship 

between people’s finances and word-of-mouth at an aggregate level. Next, we examine the 

relationship between subjective feelings of financial constraints and word-of-mouth behavior at 

an individual level. 

 

STUDY 1: FINANCIAL CONSTRAINTS AND WORD-OF-MOUTH FREQUENCY 

 

In study 1, we aimed to provide evidence that word-of-mouth is less frequent among 

financially constrained consumers. To do so, we measured consumers’ financial constraints and 

examined how they related to their reported frequency of engaging in purchase-related word-of-

mouth. We expected participants who felt more financially constrained to report discussing their 

purchases less often.  

 

Method 

 

 We recruited 400 adults (Mage = 47.22, SD = 15.29; 65.3% females) located in the US 
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through IPSOS, a leading market research panel provider, to complete this survey. We did not 

exclude any participants who completed any study reported herein, and all measures collected 

are reported in each study or the web appendix. Upon entering the survey, participants answered 

two sets of questions in counterbalanced order: measures of financial constraint and measures of 

word-of-mouth frequency.  

Participants answered four financial constraint questions: (a) “To what extent do you feel 

financially constrained?” (1 = not at all financially constrained, 7 = very financially constrained); 

(b) “To what extent do you feel like you can spend as much as you like?” (1 = not at all, 7 = very 

much); (c) “Compared to the financial situation of your peers, your financial situation is...” (1 = 

much better, 7 = much worse); and (d) “To what extent do you feel satisfied with your financial 

situation?” (1 = not at all satisfied, 7 = very satisfied).  

Participants also answered two questions about their word-of-mouth frequency: (a) “How 

often do you talk about products you've bought with your family members, friends and 

colleagues?” and (b) “How often do you have discussions with family members, friends and 

colleagues about the brands you buy?” (1 = not often at all, 7 = very often). Lastly, participants 

indicated their age, gender, primary language, and annual household income.  

 

Results and Discussion 

 

 The four questions assessing participants’ financial constraints were recoded such that 

higher numbers indicated greater perceived financial constraints. These questions were reliable 

and averaged to form a single financial constraint measure (Cronbach’s α = .72).  

As predicted, there was a significant negative relationship between financial constraints 
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and the frequency with which people reported engaging in purchase-related word-of-mouth. 

Participants who felt more financially constrained indicated talking less frequently about 

products they purchase, B = -.248, SE = .065, t(398) = -3.81, p < .001. They also reported having 

less frequent discussions about brands they buy, B = -.330, SE = .067, t(398) = -4.89, p < .001. 

This relationship held both when participants rated their financial constraints before reporting 

their word-of-mouth behavior (about products: B = -.276, SE = .092, t(224) = -3.01, p = .003; 

about brands: B = -.378, SE = .094, t(224) = -4.03, p < .001) and after reporting their word-of-

mouth behavior (about products: B = -.200, SE = .089, t(172) = -2.25, p = .026; about brands: B 

= -.257, SE = .093, t(172) = -2.75, p = .007).  

Income was correlated with financial constraints, r(400) = -.388, p < .001. However, 

financial constraints continued to predict word-of-mouth behavior when adjusting for income, 

suggesting that our results cannot be explained by differences in objective wealth.  

In study 1, we found evidence for the predicted negative relationship between financial 

constraints and purchase-related word-of-mouth. This relationship emerged controlling for 

income, and irrespective of whether participants indicated their financial constraints before or 

after reporting their frequency of purchase-related word-of-mouth. 

 

STUDY 2: FINANCIAL CONSTRAINTS AND REAL CHAT ROOM POSTS 

 

We designed study 2 to replicate and extend the findings from study 1. Similar to study 1, 

study 2 was designed to explore the natural variation in consumers’ financial constraints and its 

relationship to their purchase-related word-of-mouth. Unlike study 1, which assessed consumers’ 

word-of-mouth frequency, the key dependent measure in study 2 was participants’ decision to 
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discuss a recent purchase in real time in an anonymous online context. Using a private chat room 

service, we created two real online chat rooms and invited our anonymized participants to 

engage with each other about their purchases (vs. an alternative topic). The objective was to 

examine whether participants’ financial constraints predicted their choice of what to discuss, and 

we expected consumers who felt more financially constrained to be less likely to decide to chat 

with others about their purchases.  

 

Stimuli Pretest 

 

We first conducted a pretest among 43 individuals (Mage = 33.33, SD = 10.07; 51.2% 

females) on Amazon.com’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) to determine which alternative chat room 

topic to provide to participants. We examined 10 potential conversation topics (e.g., favorite 

hobbies, desserts, fitness/exercise, my bad habits, local/state parks, etc.). We compared each 

potential theme to “recent purchases” on two dimensions: interest and ease/difficulty of 

discussion. Local/state parks were marginally less interesting to talk about than recent purchases 

(Mpurchases = 4.07, SD = 1.94 vs. Mparks = 3.47, SD = 2.05), t(42) = 1.90, p = .064, and 

significantly more difficult to discuss than recent purchases (Mpurchases = 5.00, SD = 1.51 vs. 

Mparks = 3.86, SD = 1.73), t(42) = 4.40, p < .001. Because previous research has shown that 

financial constraints are cognitively consuming (Shah et. al 2012), we considered the possibility 

that financially constrained consumers might defer to “easier” discussion topics; hence, the 

greater perceived difficulty of discussing parks (vs. purchases) provided a conservative test of 

our hypothesis.  
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Method 

 

As in study 1, we aimed to collect 400 participants. Four hundred and five adults (Mage = 

34.57, SD = 11.20; 43.2% females) on MTurk completed the study for nominal payment.  

First, we measured financial constraints using the same four questions used in study 1. 

Next, we observed participants’ word-of-mouth behavior. Using a private chat room service, we 

created two online chat rooms in which participants could anonymously post messages and 

interact with other participants in real time. We informed participants that we were interested in 

what people talk about, and we presented them with the two pretested chat room themes: recent 

purchases and local/state parks. The “recent purchases” chat room was the target chat room, and 

participants’ choice of posting in that chat room served as the dependent measure (dependent 

measure coding: parks = 0, purchases = 1). After selecting which chat room they preferred to 

enter, participants received a link to their chosen chat room and were instructed to post about the 

topic they selected. Participants were given a random four-digit code to input as their username 

so that we could track their responses.  

After posting in their respective chat room, participants returned to the main survey. They 

first completed the following question: “Did you enter the chat room and post at least one 

relevant comment?” (Yes/No). Finally, they indicated their age, gender, primary language, and 

combined annual household income.  

 

Results and Discussion 

 

Before conducting our main analyses, we investigated whether participants followed the 
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intended instructions and made at least one post in their chosen chat room. According to 

participants’ self-reported compliance, all but one participant indicated entering the chat room 

and posting at least once, with the one non-compliant participant indicating a technical glitch. 

We observed the same high compliance rate using our own method of verification, whereby we 

matched participants’ chat room posts to the random four-digit code assigned to them in their 

survey. This analysis revealed that 94% of the participants posted a relevant message in their 

chosen chat room. This did not vary by chat room, B = -.295, SE = .242, Wald χ2(1) = 1.49, p = 

.223, or by financial constraints, B = .059, SE = .161, Wald χ2(1) < 1.  

To examine the relationship between financial constraints and purchase-related word-of-

mouth, we first coded the four financial constraint questions such that higher numbers reflected 

greater financial constraints. We then combined the four financial questions into a single 

financial constraint index (Cronbach’s α = .88). Next, we examined participants’ selection of 

chat rooms. Overall, the majority of participants (63%) chose to discuss recent purchases rather 

than parks. Importantly, in support of our predictions, a binary logistic regression showed that 

participants’ financial constraints significantly predicted their chat room choice. The more 

financially constrained participants felt, the less likely they were to decide to enter the purchase-

themed chat room, B = -.186, SE = .082, Wald χ2(1) = 5.14, p = .023.   

Income was correlated with financial constraints, r(405) = -.402, p < .001. However, in 

line with the results of study 1, financial constraints significantly predicted participants’ chat 

room choice after controlling for income.  

In sum, study 2 examined consumers’ real posting behavior in online chat rooms and 

provided additional evidence that financially constrained consumers are less likely to talk about 

their purchases with others. It is worth noting that the results in study 2 emerged in an 
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anonymous environment, where participants did not know or have information about one another 

and would not have future interactions with one another, casting doubt upon the possibility that 

impression management concerns contributed to the effect. In the remaining studies, we 

manipulated rather than measured financial constraints to isolate the causal relationship between 

financial constraints and purchase-related word-of-mouth.  

 

STUDY 3A: CAUSAL EFFECT OF FINANCIAL CONSTRAINTS ON WORD-OF-

MOUTH I 

 

The previous studies demonstrated a naturally occurring relationship between financial 

constraints and reduced word-of-mouth. Study 3a builds on these findings by manipulating 

financial constraints and examining their causal effect on purchase-related word-of-mouth to 

ensure that other extraneous factors (e.g., differences in purchasing frequency or the types of 

purchases people make when they feel financially constrained) do not account for the results. To 

ensure that the type of purchases and the accessibility of purchases did not vary systematically 

between conditions, all participants mentioned a purchase they intended to make before being 

randomly assigned to either the financial constraint or control condition. This procedure 

eliminated the possibility that any effect on word-of-mouth would be a function of either the 

limited accessibility of past purchases, or any inherent differences in purchasing behavior among 

financially constrained consumers. Consistent with the results found in studies 1-2, we expected 

participants who were asked to consider their financial constraints (vs. those in a control 

condition) to be less likely to engage in purchase-related word-of-mouth. In addition, we aimed 

to gather preliminary process evidence by measuring the anticipated pleasure of engaging in 
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word-of-mouth. We predicted that this anticipated pleasure would be reduced among financially 

constrained consumers, which would explain the reduction in purchase-related word-of-mouth. 

 

Method 

 

This study employed a 2 condition (financial constraint vs. control) between-subjects 

design, and we aimed to collect 100 participants per condition. We decided in advance to collect 

relatively large sample sizes in this and the remaining studies based on previous research that has 

found relatively small effect sizes for the financial constraint manipulation we used in our 

studies. The IPSOS market research panel organization provided us with responses from 253 

adults who are active social media users (Mage = 46.83, SD = 17.10; 55.3% females, see web 

appendix for screening criteria).  

First, we instructed all participants to name one discretionary purchase that they expected 

to buy in the next few weeks. We aimed to encourage participants to consider a meaningful 

purchase that they may be more inclined to tell others about and sought to limit variance across 

purchases, so we asked them to consider a purchase that would cost between $50 and $1000.  

Next, participants were assigned to either a financial constraint condition or a control 

condition using the writing tasks from Tully et. al (2015; study 5). Participants in the financial 

constraint condition were told that we were interested in the factors that contribute to their 

financial constraints, and they were asked to describe aspects of their financial situation that 

contribute to their constraints. Participants in the control condition completed a similarly 

demanding writing task that requested them to list ten facts they know to be true. 
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We then reminded participants about the purchase they mentioned earlier and asked them 

to provide responses to two questions: (a) “Assuming you buy this product, how likely are you to 

tell others about this product by posting about it on social media?” and (b) “Assuming you buy 

this product, would you like to post about this product on social media?” using seven-point 

scales (1 = not at all likely, 7 = very likely). These two measures were counterbalanced between 

participants. 

Participants next answered three questions designed to assess the anticipated pleasure of 

engaging in word-of-mouth: (a) “What would it be like to post about this product?” (-3 = 

extremely unenjoyable, 3 = extremely enjoyable); (b) “How would it feel to post about this 

product?” (-3 = extremely unpleasant, 3 – extremely pleasant); and (c) “The experience of 

sharing about my purchase with others would be primarily:” (-3 = negative, 3 = positive). For 

consistency, all measures were recoded to be on 1-7 scales. Participants then indicated the cost of 

the item they mentioned in US dollars.  

As a manipulation check, participants were asked to respond to the following measure 

using a seven-point scale: “To what extent do you feel financially constrained?” (1 = not at all, 7 

= very much). Finally, participants indicated their age, gender, primary language, and combined 

annual household income. 

 

Results and Discussion 

 

Manipulation check. Participants in the financial constraint condition indicated feeling 

more financially constrained than did participants in the control condition (Mconstraint = 5.30, SD = 

1.69 vs. Mcontrol = 4.36, SD = 1.93), F(1, 251) = 16.72, p < .001. 



FINANCIAL CONSTRAINTS AND WORD-OF-MOUTH 21 

Purchase-related word-of-mouth. The two word-of-mouth dependent measures were 

highly correlated and were averaged to form a single measure, r(252) = .867, p < .001. As 

predicted, participants in the financial constraint condition indicated being less likely to post 

about their purchase on social media (Mconstraint = 3.25, SD = 2.15 vs. Mcontrol= 4.86, SD = 2.09), 

F(1, 251) = 5.23, p = .023.  

Process evidence. The three measures assessing the anticipated pleasure of engaging in 

word-of-mouth cohered and were collapsed to form a single measure (Cronbach’s α = .88). 

Participants in the financial constraint condition anticipated less pleasure from posting about 

their purchase as compared to those in the control condition (Mconstraint = 5.00, SD = 1.47 vs. 

Mcontrol = 5.45, SD = 1.39), F(1, 251) = 6.13, p = .014. This reduced anticipated pleasure 

explained the effect of the financial constraint manipulation on differences in likelihood of 

posting, 95% CI (-.879, -.114; 10,000 resamples; Hayes 2013). 

Cost. The cost of the purchases participants wrote about did not differ by condition. 

Moreover, although word-of-mouth intentions were often higher for more expensive items, cost 

did not moderate the relationship between financial constraints and word-of-mouth. Further, all 

results were robust to the inclusion of cost as a covariate. These results are consistent with the 

effect proposed in H2 and with our suggestion that this effect does not depend on cost. In the 

remaining studies, we did not find evidence that cost significantly moderates the effect of 

financial constraints on word-of-mouth; thus, the role of cost is not discussed further.  

In sum, study 3a provided causal evidence that financial constraints decrease consumers’ 

likelihood of engaging in purchase-related word-of-mouth. Further, those in the financial 

constraint (vs. control) condition anticipated less pleasure from discussing their purchases, which 

explained their decreased intentions to engage in purchase-related word-of-mouth. 
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STUDY 3B: CAUSAL EFFECT OF FINANCIAL CONSTRAINTS ON WORD-OF-

MOUTH II 

 

Study 3b was designed to replicate and extend the findings in study 3a by examining the 

source of the reduced anticipated pleasure from engaging in purchase-related word-of-mouth. 

Specifically, our full process model suggests that when consumers feel financially constrained, 

they believe that rehearsing their monetary expenditures will reinforce negative feelings about 

their financial situation, which reduces the anticipated pleasure of purchase-related word-of-

mouth and, in turn, decreases the likelihood of engaging in purchase-related word-of-mouth. To 

test this serial process, we measured (a) participants’ beliefs that rehearsing their monetary 

expenditures will reinforce negative feelings about their financial situation, and (b) anticipated 

pleasure from engaging in purchase-related word-of-mouth.  

 

Method 

 

Study 3b employed a 2 condition (financial constraint vs. control) between-subjects 

design, and we aimed to collect 250 participants. Participants were 256 individuals from MTurk 

who completed the survey for nominal payment (Mage = 36.27, SD = 11.91; 52% females).  

Study 3b followed the same procedure as that described in study 3a with the following 

exceptions. First, the dependent measure focused on face-to-face word-of-mouth among close 

friends rather than on social media: “Assuming you bought this purchase, how likely are you to 

tell close friends about it?” (1 = not at all likely, 7 = very likely). Second, we examined the 
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extent to which participants believe that rehearsing their monetary expenditures will reinforce 

negative feelings about their financial situation. Rather than measuring negative feelings 

resulting from telling others about a purchase, which could be subject to impression management 

concerns, we specifically asked about anticipated negative feelings resulting from one’s 

reflection upon one’s own expenditures. We asked: “If I were to think about spending money on 

discretionary purchases, it would reinforce…” (a) “…my feelings of frustration with my 

financial situation.” (b) “…how upset I am with my financial situation (c) “…my feelings of 

disappointment with my financial situation.” (d) “…how uncomfortable and embarrassed I am 

with my financial situation.” (e) “…how ashamed I am of my financial situation.” (order 

randomized, 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Third, we adapted the three anticipated 

pleasure items from study 3a to reference interpersonal (vs. online) word-of-mouth (for exact 

wording, see web appendix). We counterbalanced the presentation of the mediators and 

dependent measure. Order did not affect the results and is not discussed further.  

 

Results and Discussion 

 

Manipulation check. Participants in the financial constraint condition indicated feeling 

more financially constrained than did participants in the control condition (Mconstraint = 5.26, SD = 

1.41 vs. Mcontrol = 4.73, SD = 1.69), F(1, 254) = 7.34, p = .007. 

Purchase-related word-of-mouth. As predicted, participants in the financial constraint 

condition indicated being less likely to engage in purchase-related word-of-mouth with their 

close friends (Mconstraint = 4.84, SD = 1.79; Mcontrol = 5.43, SD = 1.61), F(1, 254) = 7.59, p = .006.  
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Reinforcing negative feelings.  Confirmatory factor analysis revealed a two factor 

solution such that the negative feelings measures were distinct from the posting pleasure 

measures. The five measures designed to assess the extent to which people predict that 

rehearsing monetary expenditures will reinforce negative feelings were highly related (Cronbach 

α = .95) and combined. Compared to participants in the control condition, participants in the 

financial constraint condition reported greater beliefs that thinking about their discretionary 

spending would reinforce negative feelings about their financial situation (Mconstraint = 4.46, SD = 

1.45; Mcontrol = 3.84, SD = 1.70), F(1, 254) = 10.03, p = .002. 

Posting pleasure. The three measures designed to assess posting pleasure were highly 

related (Cronbach α = .91) and combined. As expected, participants in the financial constraint 

(vs. control) condition anticipated less pleasure from discussing their purchases with close others 

(Mconstraint = 4.67, SD = 1.42 vs. Mcontrol = 5.30, SD = 1.08), F(1, 254) = 16.25, p < .001.   

Serial mediation. A serial mediation model (model 6, Hayes 2013) that included beliefs 

about negative feelings and anticipated pleasure as sequential mediators revealed that the effect 

of financial constraint on purchase-related word-of-mouth was explained by the proposed serial 

process, (95% CI: -.628, -.164; 10,000 resamples).  

In sum, study 3b provided further causal evidence that financial constraints decrease 

consumers’ likelihood of engaging in purchase-related word-of-mouth. Further, we found 

support for our proposed serial process. Financial constraints reduced purchase-related word-of-

mouth because participants feeling financially constrained indicated believing that rehearsing 

monetary expenditures would reinforce negative feelings about their limited financial situation, 

which decreased the anticipated pleasure of discussing their monetary expenditures.  
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STUDY 4: VARYING THE EXPENDITURE (MONEY VS. TIME) 

 

 Thus far, we have provided evidence that reduced purchase-related word-of-mouth arises 

from the decreased pleasure that financially constrained consumers anticipate when thinking 

about discussing their purchases. Further, we have shown that this decreased anticipated pleasure 

results from financially constrained consumers’ belief that rehearsing their monetary 

expenditures will reinforce negative feelings about their financial situation. If this proposition is 

correct, then the effect should depend on the extent to which people conceptualize the word-of-

mouth topic as an expenditure of their money.  

To test this assertion, in study 4, we sought to attenuate our effect by manipulating the 

extent to which participants considered a purchase to be an expenditure of their money or an 

expenditure of their time. Some participants considered an item they planned to spend their 

money on, while others considered an event they planned to spend time doing. We expected 

financial constraints to decrease word-of-mouth for the expenditure of money but not for the 

expenditure of time.  

 

Method 

 

Study 4 followed a 2 (financial constraint vs. control) x 2 (expenditure: money vs. time) 

between-subjects design. We aimed to collect 200 responses per condition, for a total of 800 

responses. We sought participants who were likely to post about their purchases on social media 

in everyday life, so we advertised the study as one for active Facebook members (i.e., people 

who regularly post on Facebook). Eight-hundred and nine adults on MTurk completed the study 
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in exchange for a nominal payment. Two participants indicated that they did not have Facebook 

accounts and were removed from all analyses, leaving a final sample of 807 participants (Mage = 

35.14, SD = 11.17; 61.3% females). 

Participants in the expenditure of money condition first described an item they planned to 

spend their money on in the next week or two, as in studies 3a and 3b. Participants in the 

expenditure of time condition instead described an event or activity they planned to spend their 

time doing in the next week or two. To increase the likelihood that participants in the 

expenditure of time condition would be thinking about an event that they would need to pay 

money for, we provided examples of events and activities that cost money (e.g., concert, sports 

event, vacation). The exact prompts are available in appendix A. Participants then indicated how 

satisfied they expected to be with the expenditure (1 = not at all satisfied, 7 = extremely 

satisfied). Next, participants responded to either the financial constraint or control manipulation, 

as described in study 3a.  

The dependent measure was participants’ likelihood of engaging in word-of-mouth. We 

assessed this by asking participants to indicate their likelihood of telling others about the 

purchase/event by posting about it on social media (1 = not at all likely, 7 = very likely). 

Subsequently, we administered an exploratory behavioral dependent measure. We stated: “If you 

are willing to post about this [purchase/event] on social media right now, please do so and 

upload an anonymized (e.g., remove any identifying information) screenshot of your post here.” 

In addition to allowing them to upload a file, we asked participants to indicate whether they 

indeed posted on social media (“Yes, I posted and uploaded a screenshot”, “Yes, I posted, but 

did not upload a screenshot (type what you posted below)”, and “No, I did not post about my 

[purchase/event]”) in case participants were concerned about providing a screenshot or did not 



FINANCIAL CONSTRAINTS AND WORD-OF-MOUTH 27 

know how to do so. Participants were instructed to be honest and were assured that their 

responses to this question would not affect their study payment.  

Next, participants completed the financial constraint manipulation check measure 

described in study 3a. Participants indicated how much the purchase [event] they described cost 

(open-ended). As a manipulation check for the extent to which participants thought about the 

subject matter (purchase vs. event) as an expenditure of money, participants indicated the extent 

to which they thought about the money they would be spending on the purchase [event] when 

they considered posting about it (1 = not at all, 7 = very much).  

To ensure that participants were indeed active Facebook users, we asked participants 

whether they had an active Facebook account and ensured them that their answer would not 

affect their compensation (per Sharpe Wessling, Huber, and Netzer 2017). In addition, we 

measured participants’ activity on social media by asking them to indicate whether, aside from 

any post made during the survey, they had posted anything about themselves on Facebook within 

the last week. This question was designed to serve as a covariate. Again, we assured participants 

that their answer to this question would not affect their compensation. Finally, participants 

completed demographic questions that included age, gender, primary language, and combined 

annual household income.  

 

Results and Discussion 

  

Manipulation checks. As intended, participants in the financial constraint condition 

indicated feeling more financially constrained than did participants in the control condition 

(Mconstraint = 5.36, SD = 1.50 vs. Mcontrol = 4.68, SD = 1.70), F(1, 803) = 33.98, p < .001. This 
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result was not affected by the purchase-type manipulation or the interaction of financial 

constraints and purchase-type, both Fs < 1. 

Although we did not explicitly ask participants in the time expenditure condition to 

consider an event that would cost money, we encouraged them to do so by providing examples 

of experiential purchases in the prompt. Indeed, as expected, the majority of participants in both 

conditions (91.3%) considered something that would cost money. Moreover, as in the other 

studies reported, all results were robust to the inclusion of cost as a covariate.  

Due to a technical glitch, only 477 participants received the manipulation check assessing 

their consideration of their purchase/event as a monetary expenditure. However, among those 

who saw this question, there was a significant effect of the purchase type manipulation. 

Participants in the monetary expenditure condition thought about the money they would spend 

while making the posting decision significantly more than did participants in the time 

expenditure condition (Mmoney = 4.60, SD = 2.16 vs. Mtime = 2.91, SD = 2.05), F(1, 473) = 72.80, 

p < .001. There was also an unexpected significant main effect of financial constraints, such that 

financially constrained participants were more likely to consider the topic as a monetary 

expenditure, F(1, 473) = 3.96, p = .047. Importantly, however, there was no interaction, F < 1. 

Purchase-related word-of-mouth. Since the dependent measure assessed the likelihood of 

posting on social media, we intended to include the measure of whether participants had posted 

on Facebook within the last week as a covariate. However, a binary logistic regression revealed a 

significant purchase type by financial constraint interaction on this measure, B = .188, SE = .091, 

Wald χ2 = 4.31, p = .038, yielding it inappropriate for use as a covariate. Thus, this measure is 

not included in any analyses.  

Results of a 2 (financial constraint vs. control) X 2 (monetary expenditure vs. time 
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expenditure) ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of financial constraints, F(1, 803) = 

4.59, p = .032 and a significant main effect of expenditure type, F(1, 803) = 99.09, p < .001. 

However, as predicted, these main effects were qualified by a significant financial constraints by 

expenditure type interaction, F(1, 803) = 5.79, p = .016. Indeed, planned contrasts examining the 

effect of financial constraints within each purchase type condition provided the expected results. 

Participants in the financial constraint (vs. control) condition were significantly less interested in 

engaging in word-of-mouth for expenditures of money (Mconstraint = 3.28, SD = 2.03, Mcontrol = 

3.93, SD = 2.12), F(1, 803) = 10.03, p = .002, but there was no difference for expenditures of 

time, (Mconstraint = 5.05, SD = 2.03, Mcontrol = 5.02, SD = 1.96), F < 1 (see figure 1).  

 

FIGURE 1: PURCHASE-RELATED WORD-OF-MOUTH IN STUDY 4 

 

Note: Error bars represent standard errors of the mean. 

Next, we examined real Facebook posting behavior. We collapsed across people who 

either uploaded a screenshot of their actual social media post (32 participants) or who entered the 

text of their social media post into our survey (36 participants) to form a binary measure of 

having posted on social media (1 = yes, 0 = no). In total, 8.4% of participants reported 

voluntarily making a social media post during the study. A binary logistic regression on this 

measure, which included the financial constraint condition (-1 = control, 1 = financial 
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constraints), the expenditure condition (-1 = time expenditure, 1 = monetary expenditure), and 

their interaction revealed a marginally significant interaction, B = -.246, SE = .150, Wald χ2 = 

2.70, p = .100. Though neither of the planned contrasts were significant, perhaps due to low 

sample size, the pattern of results was in line with the word-of-mouth likelihood measure and 

consistent with our predictions (see figure 2). See appendix B for samples of the uploaded social 

media posts. 

 

FIGURE 2: REAL POSTING BEHAVIOR IN STUDY 4 

 

In sum, the results of study 4 provide additional support for our proposed process. 

Financially constrained participants were less likely to engage in word-of-mouth for their 

expenditures of money but were equally likely to talk about their expenditures of time. Notably, 

both expenditure types cost participants money; however, when considering whether to post, 

participants were significantly less likely to think about the event as an expenditure of money. 

These findings are in line with the proposition that the reduced word-of-mouth among financially 

constrained consumers is due to their belief that rehearsing expenditures of money will reinforce 

negative feelings about their limited financial situation, decreasing the anticipated pleasure of 
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discussing purchases. However, when a purchase is conceptualized as an expenditure of time 

rather than money, this belief is less likely to operate and influence word-of-mouth.  

 

STUDY 5: VARYING THE COST (PURCHASED VS. FREE EVENT) 

 

In study 5, we used a different means of manipulating the extent to which the topic of 

word-of-mouth seems like an expenditure of one's money. We held constant the content of word-

of-mouth—a comedy event—and varied whether the event cost money or was free. We expected 

financially constrained participants to be less likely to engage in word-of-mouth for the comedy 

show when they paid for the ticket, but not when they acquired it for free.  

This experimental design allowed us to contrast our proposed process with several 

potential alternative explanations. First, we considered the possibility that the effect found in 

study 4 was a function of differences in conversation worthiness. Participants in the expenditure 

of time (vs. money) condition were more likely to discuss experiential purchases, and prior 

research has found that experiential (vs. material) purchases are more conversation worthy 

(Bastos and Brucks 2017). Thus, in study 5, all participants considered the same experience—a 

comedy show. If the attenuation in study 4 was driven by the increased conversation worthiness 

of experiential versus material purchases rather than our proposed process, then we should see no 

effect of financial constraints, regardless of whether the experience is free or not.  

Second, resource scarcity has been shown to increase selfish, self-serving behavior 

(Roux, Goldsmith, and Bonezzi 2015). If financially constrained consumers view information as 

a resource, they may want to prevent others from getting the same purchase or participating in 

the same experience. If this explanation is driving the observed effects, then the effect should not 
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depend on whether the event is free—or may be stronger when the event is free since barriers to 

entry for others are lower.  

Finally, we considered the possibility that the negative feelings that financially 

constrained consumers anticipate may depend on whether the expenditure is a prudent use of 

their money. We measured purchase frivolity to examine this account.   

 

Method 

 

The study followed a 2 (financial constraint vs. control) x 2 (purchase cost: free vs. paid 

comedy show) between-subjects design. We aimed to collect 200 responses per condition, for a 

total of 800 participants. As in study 4, we sought participants who self-identified as active 

Facebook users. We posted the study on MTurk, and 811 participants (Mage = 36.17, SD = 11.55, 

55.2% females) completed the study in exchange for monetary compensation. All participants 

self-indicated that they had Facebook accounts.  

Participants first completed the financial constraint manipulation described in study 3a. 

After completing this manipulation, we introduced the purchase cost manipulation (free vs. 

paid). Participants considered one of two scenarios involving an upcoming comedy show. In 

both conditions, participants were told they found tickets to an upcoming local comedy show 

featuring a highly-rated comedian. In the paid condition, participants were told that each ticket 

costs $100, and in the free condition, they were told that each ticket is free. All participants were 

told to assume they acquired their respective tickets. Then, they were directed to a page 

simulating a common social media pop-up, featuring a radio button that would permit them to 

share about the show on Facebook (see appendix C). Next, participants were asked to think about 
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the comedy show for which they got the ticket and complete two dependent measures: (a) “How 

likely are you to click on the “Share on Facebook” link and share about the show with others?” 

(1 = not at all likely, 7 = very likely); and (b) “How much would you want to tell others about 

the show on social media?” (1 = not at all, 7 = very much).  

Next, we asked participants to indicate whether they would categorize the purchase as 

frivolous (1 = yes, 0 = no). Then, as in study 4, they indicated whether they had a Facebook 

account, and whether they posted on Facebook in the previous week (with the posting measure 

intended as a covariate). Finally, participants answered a financial constraint manipulation check 

and completed demographic information. 

 

Results and Discussion 

 

Manipulation check. Participants in the financial constraint condition (M = 5.10, SD = 

1.74) reported feeling more financially constrained than did participants in the control condition 

(M = 4.41, SD = 1.85), F(1, 807) = 33.87, p < .001. We also found an unexpected effect of the 

purchase cost manipulation, such that those who considered the paid ticket (M = 5.05, SD = 

1.63) indicated feeling more financially constrained than did those who considered the free ticket 

(M = 4.38, SD = 1.96), F(1, 807) = 32.04, p < .001. Importantly, however, there was no 

interaction between the two independent variables and the financial constraint measure, F < 1. 

Purchase-related word-of-mouth. The two questions assessing participants’ interest in 

engaging in word-of-mouth were highly correlated, r(811) = .781, p < .001, and combined to 

form a single dependent measure. We conducted a 2 (financial constraint vs. control) x 2 (free 

vs. paid) between-subjects ANCOVA, using recent Facebook posting behavior (1 = posted in the 
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last week, 0 = did not post in the last week) as a covariate. Validating the use of this measure as a 

covariate, this measure was highly predictive of the dependent measure, F(1, 806) = 13.58, p < 

.001, and did not vary by condition, all χ2 < 1.02, p > .375. Results revealed a significant main 

effect of cost, F(1, 806) = 112.11, p < .001, no main effect of financial constraint, F(1, 806) = 

2.15, p = .143, and the expected interaction, F(1, 806) = 5.07, p = .025. Results remain 

unchanged when excluding the covariate. 

Planned contrasts were in line with expectations, as shown in figure 3. In comparison to 

participants in the control condition, participants in the financial constraint condition were less 

likely to share about the experience when it cost money (Mconstraint = 3.35, SD = 1.81 vs. Mcontrol = 

3.82, SD = 1.90), F(1, 806) = 7.00, p = .008. However, they were no less likely than were control 

participants to share about the experience when it was free (Mconstraint = 4.98, SD = 1.78 vs. 

Mcontrol = 4.90, SD = 1.84), F < 1. Moreover, these effects were driven by a significant increase in 

willingness to share among those feeling financially constrained when the experience was free 

versus paid, F(1, 806) = 75.86, p < .001.  

 

FIGURE 3: PURCHASE-RELATED WORD-OF-MOUTH FOR FREE VERSUS PAID 

TICKETS IN STUDY 5 
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Note: Error bars represent standard errors of the mean. 

Alternative Explanations. We examined whether perceptions of the experience as 

frivolous could explain the pattern of results. There was a significant effect of the financial 

constraint manipulation, such that those in the financial constraint condition rated the comedy 

show as more frivolous than did participants in the control condition, B = .22, SE = .086, Wald 

χ2 = 6.59, p = .010. There was also a significant effect of the cost manipulation, such that the paid 

event was rated as more frivolous than the free event, B = 1.13, SE = .086, Wald χ2 = 172.76, p < 

.001. Importantly, however, there was no significant interaction, B = .14, SE = .086, Wald χ2 = 

2.56, p = .110. Moreover, the significance of all results remained unchanged when adjusting for 

perceptions of frivolity. Furthermore, the relationship between frivolity and the dependent 

measure was directionally stronger in the control condition, r(441) = -.282, p < .001, than in the 

financial constraint condition, r(370) = -.204, p < .001, Z = -1.17, p = .242. 

In sum, study 5 provides additional support for our proposed effect and process account. 

In line with hypothesis 3, study 5 shows that word-of-mouth is only reduced for financially 

constrained consumers when the subject matter is a monetary expenditure rather than when it is 

something costless—even if the subject matter is otherwise identical. These results suggest that 

alternative explanations such as topic conversation worthiness and the desire to withhold 

information from others cannot explain our results. Differences in the perceived frivolity of the 

purchase also could not explain these findings. In another study (web appendix study 2), we 

manipulate the usefulness of the purchases that participants consider and demonstrate that this 

effect does not depend on whether the purchase is hedonic (vs. utilitarian) or frivolous, casting 

further doubt on this alternative possibility.   
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STUDY 6: VARYING THE PURCHASER (ONSELF VS. SOMEONE ELSE) 

 

In study 6, we aimed to disentangle whether the proposed effect is a function of the 

subject matter being a monetary expenditure, in general, or costing financially constrained 

consumers money, in particular. If our proposition is correct—that the effect is contingent on 

whether the subject matter is conceptualized as an expenditure of one’s money—then the effect 

should hold only for purchases made by the financially constrained consumer. Thus, in study 6, 

we asked participants to imagine purchasing their desired product or receiving it as a gift, and 

then measured their likelihood of engaging in word-of-mouth. We expected to replicate our 

predicted effect when the topic of word-of-mouth pertained to a purchase on which consumers 

spent their own money, but not a purchase that someone else bought for them. 

 

Method 

 

This study employed a 2 (financial constraint vs. control) x 2 (purchase vs. gift) between-

subjects design. We aimed to collect 200 responses per condition, for a total of 800 participants. 

We again sought participants who may be more likely to post about their purchases on social 

media in their everyday life. In this study, individuals who self-identified as social media users 

were given the chance to participate in this survey, see web appendix for screening criteria. The 

IPSOS market research panel organization provided us with 856 participants (Mage = 40.80, SD = 

15.95; 45.6% females) who completed the study in exchange for monetary compensation.  

We conducted this study during the holiday season and followed the same procedure first 

described in study 3a with the following exceptions. After the financial constraint manipulation, 
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participants were asked to consider the product they previously described in one of two randomly 

presented scenarios: purchase or gift. Half of the participants were asked to imagine they bought 

the purchase for themselves in the next few weeks; the other half were asked to imagine that a 

friend or family member had given it to them as a holiday present. To provide an ostensible 

reason for why participants were asked to imagine buying or receiving the purchase, we asked a 

filler question that varied by condition. Those in the purchase condition were asked whether they 

would be more likely to purchase the product online or from a local store. Those in the gift 

condition were asked whether they would prefer to receive the gift wrapped or unwrapped. The 

responses to these questions did not affect any of the results and are not discussed further. 

Next, participants answered two dependent measures using seven-point scales: (a) “After 

getting the item, how likely are you to share about it on social media?” (1 = not at all likely, 7 = 

very likely); and (b) “After getting the item, would you want to post about it on social media?” 

(1 = not at all, 7 = very much).  

Participants then answered two manipulation check questions using a seven-point scale: 

(a) “As you completed this study, to what extent were your financial constraints top of mind?” 

and (b) “As you completed this study, to what extent did you consider your financial 

constraints?” (1 = not at all, 7 = very much). Participants indicated the cost of the item, and 

completed demographic information. 

 

Results and Discussion 

 

Manipulation check. The two manipulation check measures were highly correlated and 

combined for analysis, r(856) = .881, p < .001. Participants in the financial constraint condition 
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(M = 5.26, SD = 1.66) reported thinking more about their financial constraints during the study 

than did participants in the control condition (M = 4.27, SD = 1.97), F(1, 852) = 63.11, p < .001.  

 

Purchase-related word-of-mouth. The two dependent measures (likelihood and desire) 

were highly correlated, r(856) = .922, p < .001, and were averaged together for analysis. An 

ANOVA on this word-of-mouth measure revealed two main effects. There was a main effect of 

gift versus purchase, F(1, 852) = 10.60, p = .001. There was also a main effect of financial 

constraints, F(1, 852) = 3.98, p = .046. Importantly, however, these two main effects were 

qualified by the predicted interaction, F(1, 852) = 5.85, p = .016. Replicating the results of our 

previous studies, participants in the financial constraint condition had lower posting intentions 

than those in the control condition when they imagined buying the purchase themselves 

(Mconstraint = 4.56, SD = 2.02 vs. Mcontrol = 5.15, SD = 1.93), F(1, 852) = 9.85 p = .002. However, 

they were no less likely to post about the product when imagining receiving it as a gift (Mconstraint 

= 5.31, SD = 1.90 vs. Mcontrol = 5.26, SD = 1.85), F < 1 (see figure 4). 

 

FIGURE 4: PURCHASE-RELATED WORD-OF-MOUTH IN STUDY 6 

 

Note: Error bars represent standard errors of the mean. 
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In study 6, we manipulated whether participants thought about a new product as one that 

they purchased for themselves or one that someone else purchased for them as a gift. We 

demonstrated that financially constrained consumers were less likely to discuss new products 

only when those items were personal monetary expenditures. When those items were instead 

thought of as gifts, participants in the financial constraint condition were equally likely to talk 

about the purchases. These results further support our hypothesis that the effect of financial 

constraints on reduced word-of-mouth is specific to subject matters that are conceptualized as 

consumers’ own monetary expenditures.  

 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

 

There is a growing body of work examining how financial constraints influence 

consumer attention, preference, and choice. It is reasonable to expect financial constraints to 

similarly influence post-purchase behavior, although less empirical evidence has demonstrated 

such effects. Hence, the current work contributes to existing literature in the financial domain by 

being the first, to our knowledge, to demonstrate how and why financial constraints affect word-

of-mouth. We propose and find that feeling financially constrained reduces consumers’ 

propensity to engage in purchase-related word-of-mouth. This effect emerges when examining 

the frequency of purchase-related word-of-mouth (study 1), real posts in online chat rooms 

(study 2), and people’s likelihood of engaging in word-of-mouth interpersonally (study 3b) and 

on social media (studies 3a, 4-6). Moreover, we show when and why this effect occurs. 

Financially constrained consumers expect that rehearsing their monetary expenditures will 

reinforce negative feelings about their limited financial situation, which decreases the anticipated 
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pleasure of engaging in word-of-mouth and explains reduced purchase-related word-of-mouth 

(studies 3a and 3b). When the subject matter is not conceptualized as one’s own monetary 

expenditure, these beliefs are less likely to operate and influence word-of-mouth. Hence, 

financial constraints do not universally decrease one’s propensity to engage in word-of-mouth. 

Financially constrained consumers are no less likely to engage in word-of-mouth for purchases 

framed as expenditures of time (study 4), those that do not require monetary outlays (study 5), 

and those received as gifts (study 6).  

At first glance, our findings may seem at odds with research on compensatory processes. 

Prior research shows that consumers may respond to unfavorable discrepancies between aspects 

of their actual and ideal selves by becoming increasingly vocal (Gal and Rucker 2010; Packard 

and Wooten 2013; Peluso et al. 2017). With respect to financially constrained consumers’ 

purchases, engaging in word-of-mouth may signal to themselves and to others that, as a result of 

their purchases, their financial standing is stable and positive. This outcome would also be 

predicted by research suggesting that low-wealth individuals are particularly motivated to seek 

and signal status through conspicuous displays of brands and purchases (Han, Nunes, and Drèze 

2010; Nunes, Drèze, and Han 2011; Mazzocco et al. 2012; Rucker and Galinsky 2008). 

However, there are notable differences between the contexts examined in previous research and 

the contexts studied here. For one, conspicuous consumption often occurs when people feel 

powerless in one domain and attempt to compensate for those feelings in another domain 

(spending). However, people’s financial standing and their spending exist within the same 

financial domain, and it is less likely for spending money to improve one’s financial constraints. 

In fact, consumers expect it will do the opposite. They believe rehearsing the purchases will 

reinforce negative feelings about their financial deficit. Further, a recent review of the 
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compensatory consumption literature documents four strategies consumers use to manage the 

discomfort of personal inadequacy (Mandel et al. 2017). While some strategies involve 

compensatory actions (e.g., symbolic completion, fluid compensation), others involve avoidant 

actions (e.g., dissociation, escapism), which is consistent with the current findings.  

The theoretical contributions of this work offer a number of directions for future research. 

For instance, the current research suggests that financially constrained consumers anticipate less 

pleasure from engaging in word-of-mouth. Future research could examine whether the affective 

forecasts made by financially constrained consumers are accurate, or if sharing with others 

provides unexpected pleasure. In our studies, the reduction in word-of-mouth among financially 

constrained consumers emerged across a range of purchase-related characteristics, including the 

extent to which purchases were discretionary, meant for use in public, luxury items, and hedonic 

versus utilitarian (see web appendix studies 1 and 2). Moreover, in our studies, the relationship 

between financial constraints and word-of-mouth did not vary as a function of cost. However, 

future research may examine other potential moderating factors. For example, mental accounting 

research points to certain purchase categories that are less likely to be considered as a cost (e.g., 

'pennies a day' purchases, Gourville 1998; exceptional purchases, Sussman and Alter 2012; 

Sussman, Sharma, and Alter 2015) and thus may not lead to this effect.  

Future research could also explore other types of post-purchase behaviors that may be 

affected by financial constraints. For instance, it might explore whether the effects found here 

generalize to providing product reviews, where competing motives may exist (e.g., providing 

helpful information to future consumers, complying with retailer requests for feedback). Finally, 

it may be worthwhile to examine differences across the content that financially constrained 

consumers do share on social media. For instance, there may be meaningful differences in the 
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topics, length, or valence of word-of-mouth of financially constrained consumers.  

Our research also contributes to the word-of-mouth literature by exploring financial 

constraints as a novel psychological antecedent of sharing. Moreover, this research is among the 

first to demonstrate an interaction between the individual and the conversation topic. Future 

research might explore how other psychological states interact with conversation topics to 

influence word-of-mouth. One possibility is examining whether and how other constraints affect 

word-of-mouth engagement. For example, would people who feel time constrained avoid 

discussing how they spend their discretionary time, or would they be more inclined to discuss 

how they have spent it?  

Beyond the theoretical contributions of this research, the current work offers managerial 

implications, suggesting that word-of-mouth will be reduced for people who feel financially 

constrained or in times when perceived financial constraints are generally greater (e.g., higher 

unemployment). As such, this research may inform managers about how to seed or time their 

word-of-mouth campaigns to better leverage their investments. Moreover, our research suggests 

that if companies can dissociate a purchase from the expense incurred to acquire it, they may 

mitigate reductions in word-of-mouth that stem from feeling financially constrained. 

In sum, social media has created more opportunities for consumers to create, disseminate, 

and access word-of-mouth content, enhancing the centrality of word-of-mouth in consumer 

decision making. Given the ubiquity of financial constraints, and the increasing importance of 

word-of-mouth, the implications of this work are especially relevant. Together, the theoretical 

and managerial contributions of the current research offer new insights into how and why 

financial constraints influence word-of-mouth behavior.  
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APPENDIX A: PROMPTS FOR MATERIAL/EXPERIENTIAL MANIPULATION FROM 

STUDY 4 

 

Purchase condition: “Please think about one discretionary purchase that you plan to spend your 

money on in the next week or two. This discretionary purchase should not be a necessity but 

rather something you are buying for your pleasure. That is, it should be an item that you want to 

spend your money on rather than need to spend on.  

This purchase should cost you more than $50 but less than $1,000. 

 Please make sure that the purchase is: 

 - purchase you intend to buy in the near future. 

- a discretionary purchase (i.e., not a necessity)” 

 

Experience condition: “Please think about one event or activity that you plan to spend time 

doing in the next week or two (e.g., concert, sports event, trip, vacation, dinner). This event or 

activity should not be an obligation but rather something you are doing for your own pleasure. 

That is, it should be an event or activity that you want to spend your time doing rather than need 

to do.  

 Please make sure that the event or activity is: 

 - an event or activity that you plan to do in the near future. 

- something you want to spend your time on (i.e., not an obligation)” 
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APPENDIX B: REAL BEHAVIOR FROM STUDY 4 
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APPENDIX C: STIMULI USED IN STUDY 5 

      

     Free Event Attended     Paid Event Attended 
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