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A B S T R A C T   

Consumers feel envious of others more frequently than ever as they are constantly exposed to the purchases of 
others through social media. The extant literature is divided on whether consumers are more likely to envy the 
experiential purchases or material purchases of others. The current research identifies a moderator delineating 
when experiential vs. material purchases elicit greater feelings of envy. Specifically, we show that in a natural 
state when people compare the well-being of the purchaser to their own well-being, experiential purchases elicit 
greater envy than material purchases. In contrast, when people are prompted to compare the purchase to their 
own comparable purchase, material purchases elicit greater envy than experiential purchases. We further 
demonstrate the implications of understanding the psychology of consumption-related envy for marketers who 
seek to increase consumer engagement and purchase intention.   

1. Introduction 

Imagine browsing through Facebook or Instagram for updates and 
discovering photos posted by your friends of the recent purchases they 
made. One friend posted about a purchase of a top-of-the-line TV. 
Another friend posted about a recent vacation to a tropical beach. In 
what situations would each post, material purchase or experiential 
purchase, make you more envious and nudge you to get one yourself? 
Furthermore, does it matter whether you are thinking about the specific 
features of your friend’s purchase or their overall happiness relative to 
your own? 

The answer to these questions from previous research might not be 
unequivocal. On one hand, some work has postulated that consumers 
would feel greater envy in response to others’ material rather than 
experiential purchases (e.g., Gilovich et al., 2015). On the other hand, 
another line of research suggests that consumers may feel greater envy 
in response to others’ experiential rather than material purchases 
(Hellén & Sääksjärvi, 2017; Lin et al., 2018). This research reconciles 
these differences and delineates when experiential vs. material pur
chases evoke greater envy by highlighting the moderating role of the 
type of comparison. 

Specifically, we propose that people engage in two types of com
parisons: person-to-person comparison and purchase-to-purchase com
parison. During person-to-person comparison, or person-comparison in 
short, observers focus on and compare the happiness of the purchaser to 
their own happiness. In contrast, during purchase-to-purchase compar
ison, or purchase-comparison, observers focus on and compare the 
purchase to their own comparable purchase (e.g., superiority of the 
product or a deal one got in the purchase process). We propose that 
when consumers engage in purchase-comparison, items that are more 
easily comparable (i.e., material purchases) will evoke greater envy. 
However, when consumers engage in person-comparison, items that are 
more central to the self-concept (i.e., experiential purchases) evoke 
greater envy. 

This research makes contributions in several ways. First, this 
research resolves a discrepancy in the literature by identifying a 
moderator for when experiential vs. material purchases elicit greater 
consumer envy. Second, our findings have implications for marketers by 
describing how the type of purchase (material vs. experiential) and type 
of comparison (purchase-comparison vs. person-comparison) interact 
when generating envy. Because feelings of envy are intimately linked to 
consumption emulation behaviors (Belk, 2011; Parrott, 1991; Van de 
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Ven et al., 2009), firms may leverage these findings to effectively 
address ad campaign objectives such as traffic, signups, or sales. 

2. Conceptual background 

2.1. Envy and experiential vs. material purchases 

Envy is a powerful emotion that has been widely discussed (De 
Clercq et al., 2018; Ferreira & Botelho, 2021; Wang et al., 2022). Envy is 
an emotion produced when a person perceives another’s superiority in 
some way and wishes they had that as well (Parrott & Smith, 1993). 
Envy has also been long examined within the marketing domain. While 
envy can sometimes lead to negative behaviors, such as shopping 
addiction (Jhamb & Mittal, 2022), unethical selling practices (Hancock 
et al., 2022) or negative WOM (Hancock et al., 2020), envy often in
spires or motivates people to engage in behavior to improve their situ
ation through consumption emulation (Belk, 2011; Parrott, 1991; 
Salerno et al., 2019; Van de Ven et al., 2011). We examine such “con
sumption-related envy” which has strong implications for marketers in 
this research and focus specifically on understanding how sharing about 
material vs. experiential purchases differentially evokes envy in 
observers. 

Advantages of experiential purchases over material purchases are 
well-documented. Experiential purchases can help improve social re
lationships as they are often shared with others (Caprariello & Reis, 
2013), carry more conversational value (Bastos & Brucks, 2017; Bastos 
& Moore, 2021; Kumar & Gilovich, 2015), lead to more favorable social 
evaluation (Van Boven et al., 2010), and foster stronger social connec
tion as gifts (Chan & Mogilner, 2017). One question that remains and is 
not clearly answered is whether consumers envy experiential or material 
purchases more. Consider again the example that we began with: will 
consumers feel more envy about the friend who posted about a purchase 
of a top-of-the-line TV (material purchase) or the friend who posted 
about a vacation to a tropical beach (experiential purchase)? 

2.2. Prediction 1 from the literature: greater envy toward material 
purchases 

Because it is difficult to compare one’s own experiences to those of 
others (Carter & Gilovich, 2010) and because experiential purchases can 
inspire gracious reactions in individuals (Gilovich et al., 2015), prior 
work has theorized that material purchases would evoke greater envy. 
Illustrating this using our example, this line of research argues that it is 
easier to compare my TV to my friend’s new TV than to compare my 
vacation trip to my friend’s vacation trip. For a material purchase such 
as a TV, consumers can use multiple objective criteria (e.g., screen size, 
resolution, price) for comparison. However, for an experiential purchase 
such as a vacation trip, individuals tend to have different experiences 
during a trip, even if it was to the same destination. This nature of 
experiential purchases makes it harder to perform a side-by side com
parison. Thus, per this line of research, consumers would experience 
greater envy in response to others’ material purchases than experiential 
purchases. 

2.3. Prediction 2 from the literature: greater envy toward experiential 
purchases 

A different line of theoretical reasoning predicts that experiential 
purchases would evoke greater envy. This rationale relates to one key 
aspect as to why experiences confer greater benefits to consumers 
compared to material purchases: the greater centrality of experiences to 
the self (Carter & Gilovich, 2012). Experiences reside internally, held 
perpetually in memory and shaping the self-concept over time. On the 
other hand, material goods, are physical possessions that are held 
externally, surviving independently of their owners, and stored sepa
rately and disconnected from the self. Thus, experiential goods are 

connected to a higher degree to the self, and observing others enjoy 
superior experiences (vs. materials) will be perceived as a more signif
icant threat during social comparison. Furthermore, as individuals are 
motivated to maintain their positive self-evaluations, the experience of 
threat to the self can lead to the expression of emotions and behaviors 
that aim to resolve such self-discrepancies (Mandel et al., 2017; Tesser, 
1988). In particular, when negative self-discrepancies result from being 
on the losing end of social comparisons, individuals experience more 
intense feelings of envy (Salovey & Rodin, 1984, 1991). 

Illustrating this using our example, this line of research argues that a 
vacation trip is more central to a person’s identity than a new TV is. 
Therefore, the trip will engender grater envy than the TV as observing a 
friend enjoying a vacation trip is more likely to result in a threat to one’s 
self-concept than observing a friend purchasing a TV. A handful of 
studies have offered support for these predictions (Hellén & Sääksjärvi, 
2017; Lin et al., 2018), which seems to conflict with the previous line of 
reasoning predicting greater envy toward material purchases. 

2.4. Current research: reconciling the discrepancy in the literature by 
highlighting the role of type of comparison 

The current research sets out to contribute to literature by recon
ciling this discrepancy. Are there conditions under which consumers are 
more envious of experiential purchases or more envious of material 
purchases? 

Upon observing others making purchases, consumers can engage in a 
comparison based on different aspects of the purchases. On one hand, 
consumers can focus on the particular product or the purchase process 
and compare it to their own comparable product or purchase process. 
For example, seeing a friend buying a new TV can trigger consumers to 
compare the TV to their own TV. We refer to this type of comparison as 
purchase-comparison. On the other hand, consumers can focus on the 
person who made the purchase and compare the happiness or well-being 
of the person to their own happiness or well-being. For example, seeing a 
friend enjoying a vacation trip to a tropical island can trigger consumers 
to compare how happy the friend is compared to how happy they are. 
We refer to this type of comparison as person-comparison. We argue that 
the type of comparison consumers engage in is critical in determining 
which type of envy prevails. Specifically, we predict that when con
sumers engage in person-comparison, they are likely to feel more 
envious of experiences than material purchases. On the other hand, 
when consumers engage in purchase-comparison, they are likely to feel 
more envious of material purchases than experiences. 

Why do we predict that consumers will envy experiential purchases 
more when they engage in person-comparison? As reviewed earlier, it is 
well-established in the experiential consumption literature that experi
ential purchases are more central to one’s identity than are material 
purchases (Carter & Gilovich, 2012; Gilovich et al., 2015). It is also well- 
established in the social comparison literature that when individuals 
compare themselves to others, they are more likely to feel bad when the 
social comparison is made in the domain that’s more central to one’s 
identity (Aronson et al., 1999; Salovey & Rodin, 1984, 1991). Extending 
these, we argue that during person-comparison, experiential purchases 
that are more central to one’s identity than material purchases evoke 
greater envy in observers. 

Why do we predict that consumers will envy material purchases 
more when they engage in purchase-comparison? As reviewed above, 
one of the key characteristics of material purchases compared to expe
riential purchases is that material purchases are easier to compare side- 
by-side. Researchers argue that experiential purchases, compared to 
material purchases, are more difficult to compare and therefore less 
likely to trigger comparison and negative feelings from relative inferi
ority (Carter & Gilovich, 2010; Gilovich et al., 2015). Several studies 
provide strong support that individuals are less pleased after learning 
about others’ material possessions, than their experiences. For example, 
in one study (Carter & Gilovich, 2010; Study 4), participants who were 
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informed that they would not receive a mug (the superior material 
possession) reported lower satisfaction with the pens they had received 
(the inferior material possession) whereas participants who were 
informed that they would not receive high-end chocolate bars (the su
perior experience) did not report any lower satisfaction with the potato 
chips they had received (the inferior experience). A careful look at this 
study reveals that participants were led to compare their items to the 
items of others. Thus, we argue that when the salience of one’s own 
comparable purchase is high and therefore consumers engage in 
purchase-comparison, material purchases that are easier to compare 
evoke greater envy in observers. 

2.4.1. Could one type of comparison be more prevalent than the other? 
An important question that remains is whether one type of com

parison might be more prevalent than the other. We assert that unless 
prompted to engage in purchase-comparison by increasing the salience 
of one’s comparable purchase, consumers naturally engage in person- 
comparison and envy experiences more. This theorization is based on 
the research on social comparison which posits that people spontane
ously engage in self-evaluation and one prevalent way to accomplish 
this is by comparing themselves to others (Festinger, 1954; Goethals, 
1986; Pillai & Nair, 2021; Suls & Miller, 1977; Ye et al., 2021). People 
evaluate their own progress in life in comparison to their peers’. 
Consequently, purchases made by others, whether experiential or ma
terial, can trigger social comparison processes that impact subsequent 
preferences, behaviors, and emotional outcomes (Argo et al., 2006; 
Bearden & Rose, 1990; Van de Ven et al., 2009). While the purchases 
made by others can trigger evaluation of one’s progress through social 
comparison, the comparison and evaluation can take place without 
necessarily bringing to mind one’s similar purchase. For example, a 
person while running errands, seeing on social media her friend’s trip to 
a tropical island would feel envious of her happy friend without neces
sarily thinking of her own trip. Due to such asymmetry, we argue that 
person-comparison is more prevalent than purchase-comparison. 

In sum, we argue that when purchase-comparisons are prompted, by 
making salient a comparable purchase an individual made, individuals 
will develop greater feelings of envy to the superior material purchases. 
However, in typical social situations in which individuals are not 
prompted to engage in purchase-comparison, they will naturally engage 
in person-comparison which will result in greater envy in response to 
experiential purchases. We next present six studies that support this 
theoretical account. 

3. Overview of studies 

Our theorization suggests that when people engage in person- 
comparison and focus on the happiness of the person, the experiential 
purchases that others made engender greater envy than material pur
chases. On the other hand, when people engage in purchase-comparison 
and focus on the superiority of the purchase, the material purchases that 
others made engender greater envy than experiential purchases. In our 
studies, we highlight the role of type of comparison (person-comparison 
vs. purchase-comparison). Studies 1–3 demonstrate that different types 
of comparison people engage in shapes the feelings of envy toward 
experiential vs. material purchases. We investigate responses to real 
social media posts that participants encountered in their personal social 
media feeds as well as purchases they recalled from memory. In Studies 
4 and 5, we manipulate the type of comparison using an established 
paradigm to examine its impact. Finally, Study 6 examines implications 
for marketers by showing that consumption envy increases consumption 
emulation behaviors. 

4. Study 1 

This study was conducted to evaluate whether experiential purchases 
(vs. material purchases) engender greater envy in observers when 

consumers engage in person-comparison in a natural setting. We tested 
the proposed effect in a setting where individuals are often exposed to 
the purchases made by others: social media. Participants browsed 
through their own personal social media feeds viewing posts made by 
others. They then described a post that they felt the most envious of and 
classified it as being more of a material or experiential purchase. 
Deriving from the proposition that consumers are more likely to engage 
in person-comparison than purchase-comparison in a natural setting, we 
anticipated participants to identify more experiential purchases (vs. 
material purchases) as the most envy-inducing. 

4.1. Method 

4.1.1. Participants 
Two hundred five participants located in the United States (117 

women, age M = 33.06, SD = 10.63) completed the study online through 
Amazon Mechanical Turk. Because we were interested in evaluating 
participants’ responses to social media posts of others, we asked par
ticipants which social media platform they used most frequently; those 
who indicated they do not use social media were not allowed to 
participate. 

4.1.2. Procedures 
Participants were asked to browse through their own personal social 

media feeds using their computer or their smartphone. Our data 
revealed distribution of participants across several platforms (Facebook: 
131, Instagram: 37, Twitter: 21, Snapchat: 11, Other: 5). 

Participants were instructed to find the one post made by a friend 
involving a purchase that made them feel the most envious. They were 
told that it did not matter whether the post was about an experiential 
purchase or a material purchase and were given the definitions and 
examples of experiential purchases and material purchases (adopted 
from Van Boven & Gilovich, 2003). Participants described specifically 
what the post was about before moving forward. 

On the subsequent screen, participants were once again provided 
with the definitions of experiential purchases and material purchases. 
They were then asked to classify the purchase that they just described as 
being more material or experiential in nature on a 5-point scale (1 =
definitely material, 5 = definitely experiential). Finally, we collected 
basic demographic information. The stimuli used in this study are shown 
in Appendix A. 

4.2. Results 

4.2.1. Response exclusion 
Twenty participants who did not comply with the instructions by 

failing to describe a post they saw on social media were excluded from 
the analyses, leaving a sample of 185 participants. Importantly, the 
exclusion did not impact the significance of the key results of this study. 
The results of the analysis with all 205 participants are reported in 
Appendix B. 

4.2.2. Envy 
Because responses were not normally distributed, we applied a 

nonparametric Wilcoxon signed-rank test for the analysis (results are 
similarly significant when applying a traditional t-test). A test against 
the scale midpoint confirmed that the social media posts participants felt 
the most envy towards were more experiential than material in nature 
(median = 4, M = 3.37, SD = 1.71, Z = 4958, p<.0001). Examining the 
distribution of responses revealed that more participants considered the 
most envy-inducing post to be about an experiential purchase (definitely 
experiential: 44.3%, largely experiential: 12.4%) than a material pur
chase (definitely material: 25.4%, largely material: 13.5%). Fig. 1 dis
plays these results. 
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4.3. Discussion 

In Study 1, when participants were asked to identify on their social 
media the most envy-inducing purchases made by others, participants 
identified more experiential purchases than material purchases. This 
finding supports our proposition that, in a natural setting where they are 
not prompted to do otherwise, consumers are more likely to engage in 
person-comparison (vs. purchase-comparison) and feel more envious of 
experiential (vs. material) purchases. 

5. Study 2 

Study 2 aimed to demonstrate that when consumers are prompted to 
engage in purchase-comparison by comparing the purchased product or 
the purchasing process to theirs, they will identify material purchases 
(easier to compare to my purchase) as more envy-inducing than expe
riential purchases (harder to compare to my purchase). To activate 
purchase-comparison, participants in this study were told to think of 
specific incidents where they felt envious of others’ purchases because 
the products others purchased were better than the similar products they 
purchased. 

5.1. Method 

5.1.1. Participants and design 
Two hundred six participants located in the United States (104 

women, age M = 37.46, SD = 12.05) completed the study through 
Amazon Mechanical Turk. 

5.1.2. Procedures 
In order to construct a purchase-comparison situation, all partici

pants were first told to think of any contexts in which “the product 
purchased by your friend or family is better than a similar product you 
purchased at a similar price” or “your friend or family purchased a 
product similar to yours with a better deal (e.g., lower price, freebies you 
didn’t get).” They were told that the item could be either an experiential 
purchase or a material purchase, and were provided with definitions of 
experiential and material purchases. They were then asked to write and 
describe such a purchase. 

After describing the purchase, participants were asked to classify the 
purchase as being more material or experiential in nature on a 6-point 
scale (1 = definitely material, 6 = definitely experiential). Finally, we 
collected basic demographic information. The stimuli used in this study 
are described in Appendix C. 

5.2. Results 

5.2.1. Response exclusion 
The responses from eight participants who did not follow the in

structions were excluded from the analyses resulting in responses from 
198 participants. Task noncompliance involved responses that failed to 
describe a purchase by a friend or family member. Importantly, the 
exclusion, did not affect the pattern of our results. The results of the 
main analysis with all 206 participants are reported in Appendix D. 

5.2.2. Envy 
We applied a nonparametric Wilcoxon signed-rank test to assess 

whether the social media posts eliciting envy were more likely to feature 
material or experiential purchases (results are similarly significant when 
applying a traditional t-test). A test against the scale midpoint confirmed 
that the purchases participants felt the most envy towards were more 
material than experiential in nature (median = 2, M = 2.52, SD = 1.68, 
Z = 5619, p < .001). Examining the distribution of responses revealed 
that nearly three times as many participants considered the most envy- 
inducing purchases to be a material purchase (definitely material: 
38.4%, material: 25.8%, somewhat material: 9.6%) than an experiential 
purchase (definitely experiential: 5.1%, experiential: 14.1%, somewhat 
experiential: 7.1%). See Fig. 2. These findings illustrate that when par
ticipants were prompted to engage in purchase-comparison, they were 
more likely to identify material purchases as more envy-inducing than 
experiential purchases. 

5.3. Discussion 

Study 2 shows that when participants engage in purchase- 
comparison, they are more envious of material purchases of others 
than experiential purchases. When participants were asked to think 
specifically of purchases of others that made them feel envious because 
it was superior to their own comparable purchase (i.e., they thus 
engaged in purchase-comparison), participants were more likely to 
recall and describe a situation involving a material purchase than an 
experiential purchase. This result complements Study 1 where partici
pants engaged in person-comparison in a natural setting and recalled 
more situations involving experiential purchases than material pur
chases. Considered together, these results support our theorization that 
person-comparison engenders envy toward experiential purchases while 
purchase-comparison engenders envy toward material purchases. 

Although these two studies support our theorization, there are some 
limitations. First, while we experimentally prompted participants to 
engage in purchase-comparison in Study 2, we let participants naturally 
engage in person-comparison without any experimental prompt in Study 
1. Second, while Study 1 used a 5-point scale, Study 2 used a 6-point 

Fig. 1. Distribution of participants’ classification of the most envy-inducing 
social media post (Study 1). 

Fig. 2. Distribution of participants’ classification of the most envy-inducing 
social media post when engaged in a purchase-comparison situation (Study 2). 
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scale. These concerns are addressed in Study 3. 

6. Study 3 

Study 3 was designed to further demonstrate the role of different 
types of comparison on envy. In this study, we procedurally prompted 
participants to recall specific instances to engage them in person- 
comparison or purchase-comparison. We predicted that participants 
engaging in purchase-comparison would identify relatively more ma
terial purchases as envy-inducing than the participants engaging in 
person-comparison. 

6.1. Method 

6.1.1. Participants and design 
Three hundred and sixty-seven participants from a United States 

university (157 women, age M = 20.9, SD = 3.48) completed the study 
for partial course credit. Participants were randomly assigned to one of 
two conditions: person-comparison condition or purchase-comparison 
condition. 

6.1.2. Procedures 
Participants in the person-comparison condition were asked to 

describe a particular envy-inducing context where “your friend or family 
spent money on something that allowed them to have more fun in life 
than you do” or “your friend or family spent money on something that 
brings more happiness in their lives than you have in your life.” Par
ticipants in the purchase-comparison condition were asked to describe a 
particular envy-inducing context where “the product purchased by your 
friend or family is better than a similar product you purchased at a 
similar price” or “your friend or family purchased a product similar to 
yours with a better deal (e.g., lower price, freebies you didn’t get).”. 

After describing the purchase, participants were asked to classify the 
purchase they just described as being more material or experiential in 
nature on a 6-point scale (1 = definitely material, 6 = definitely expe
riential). The stimuli used in this study are described in Appendix E. 

6.2. Results 

Participants’ classification of the envy-inducing purchase was sub
mitted to one-way ANOVA. As predicted, participants in the purchase- 
comparison condition described items that were more material in na
ture (Mpurchase = 2.44, SD = 1.75) than participants in the person- 
comparison condition (Mperson = 3.33, SD = 2.14), F(1, 365) = 18.5, 
p<.0001, η2 = 0.07. 

6.3. Discussion 

Study 3 further highlights the role of different types of comparison 
on consumers’ envy toward different types of purchases while concep
tually replicating Studies 1 and 2. Considered together, Studies 1–3 
illustrate the moderating role the type of comparison plays on envy. 
When engaging in person-comparison, consumers are more inclined to 
feel envious toward experiential purchases, but when engaging in 
purchase-comparison consumers are more inclined to feel envious to
ward material purchases. 

7. Study 4 

Study 4 was conducted to further investigate the moderating role of 
type of comparison. This study has two key differences from our previ
ous studies. First, instead of asking participants to recall purchases they 
observed, we use a scenario-based approach to reduce heterogeneity. 
Second, instead of asking participants to classify a purchase as either 
experiential or material, we adopt established stimuli in the literature 
and ask participants to indicate the extent to which they feel envious. 

This design allows us to directly test the interaction of type of purchase 
(material vs. experiential) and type of comparison (person vs. purchase) 
on envy. We predicted that when individuals engage in person- 
comparison, they will be more envious of experiential purchases 
others made. On the other hand, when individuals engage in purchase- 
comparison, they will be more envious of material purchases others 
made. 

7.1. Method 

7.1.1. Participants and design 
Two hundred participants located in the United States (119 women, 

age M = 34.92, SD = 10.87) completed the study through Amazon 
Mechanical Turk. The study adopted a 2 (type of purchase: material vs. 
experiential) × 2 (type of comparison: person vs. purchase) between- 
participants design. 

7.1.2. Procedure 
Our experimental design adapted a thought experiment introduced 

by Gilovich et al. (2015; p. 158). In this scenario, a person who just 
acquired an item (either material: having just bought a laptop, or 
experiential: having just returned from a trip to Patagonia) is 
approached by a colleague who reveals that he got a better deal on a 
similar item. Following the original thought experiment, we used these 
same items as stimuli for the material and experiential purchases. 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four scenarios. In 
the purchase-comparison conditions, participants were prompted to 
consider having purchased a similar item themselves before hearing 
about an acquaintance’s recent purchase. Thus, the purchase- 
comparison conditions corresponded directly to the original thought 
experiment in Gilovich et al. (2015). The scenarios in the person- 
comparison conditions did not include the part on one’s own purchase 
and only included the part where they hear about an acquaintance’s 
recent purchase. See Appendix F for full scenarios. A separate manipu
lation check with an independent sample (N = 62 participants from 
Mechanical Turk) confirmed that those who read about a purchase- 
comparison scenario were more inclined to compare their own pur
chases to those of the acquaintance, relative to those who read about a 
person-comparison scenario (M = 5.87 vs. 4.58, 1 = not at all, 7 = very 
much; t(60) = 2.94, p < .01). 

After reading the scenario, participants indicated how envious they 
would feel in this situation using a 6-point scale (1 = no envy at all, 6 =
very strong envy). 

7.2. Results 

We submitted envy to a 2 (type of purchase: material vs. experien
tial) × 2 (type of comparison: person vs. purchase) GLM analysis with 
both variables modeled as between-participants factors. Our findings 
revealed a significant main effect of type of comparison purchase on 
envy; participants generally expressed greater levels of envy when they 
engaged in a purchase-comparison than in a person-comparison (Mperson 
= 2.72, Mpurchase = 4.33), F(1, 196) = 82.81, p < .0001, d = 1.20. More 
importantly, the analysis also revealed a significant interaction between 
the type of purchase and type of comparison, F(1, 196) = 29.77, p <
.0001. Contrast analyses revealed that when participants engaged in 
purchase-comparison, participants expressed greater envy toward su
perior material purchase than toward superior experiential purchase 
(Mpurchase-experiential = 3.78, Mpurchase-material=4.88), F(1, 196) = 19.39, p <
.0001, d = 1.00. However, when participants naturally engaged in 
person-comparison, participants instead expressed greater envy toward 
an experiential purchase than toward a material purchase (Mperson-expe

riential=3.14, Mperson-material = 2.31), F(1, 196) = 11.01, p = .001, d = 0.62. 
These contrast patterns are consistent with our prediction. Fig. 3 dis
plays these results. 
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8. Study 5 

Study 5 presents a conceptual replication of the findings from Study 
4 with modification to the scenario. 

8.1. Method 

8.1.1. Participants and design 
Two hundred one participants located in the United States (130 

women, age M = 38.81, SD = 11.69) completed the study through 
Amazon Mechanical Turk. The study adopted a 2 (type of purchase: 
material vs. experiential) × 2 (type of comparison: person vs. purchase) 
between-participants design. 

8.1.2. Procedure 
The design of this study was similar to that of Study 4 with some 

modification. In the person-comparison conditions, participants only 
heard about a purchase their acquaintance made. In the purchase- 
comparison condition, participants heard that their acquaintance 
made a similar purchase as they did but the acquaintance’s purchase 
came with added benefits. This scenario is similar to the approach used 
in Carter & Gilovich (2010; Study 5C). Appendix G shows the scenarios. 
After reading the scenario, participants indicated how envious they 
would feel in this situation using a 6-point scale (1 = no envy at all, 6 =
very strong envy). 

8.2. Results 

We submitted envy to a 2 (type of purchase: material vs. experien
tial) × 2 (type of comparison: person vs. purchase) GLM analysis in 
which both variables were modeled as between-participants factors. Our 
findings revealed a significant main effect of type of comparison on 
envy; envy was greater in the purchase-comparison condition than in the 
person-comparison condition (Mperson=2.59, Mpurchase = 3.04), F(1, 197) 
= 6.09, p = .014, d = 0.13. More importantly, the analysis also revealed 
a significant interaction between the type of purchase and type of 
comparison, F(1, 197) = 12.67, p < .001. Contrast analysis revealed that 
when participants engaged in purchase-comparison, they expressed 
greater envy when others received a superior deal on a material item 
than an experiential item (Mpurchase-experiential=2.70, Mpurchase-materi

al=3.38), F(1, 197) = 6.84, p < .01, d = 0.12. However, when partici
pants naturally engaged in person-comparison, participants instead 
expressed greater envy toward an experiential purchase (Mperson-experi

ential=3.14, Mperson-material=2.31), F(1, 197) = 5.84, p = .017, d = 0.11. 
These results are consistent with our prediction. Fig. 4 displays these 
results. 

8.3. Discussion 

Studies 4 and 5 further demonstrate the moderating role of type of 
comparison on envy toward different types of purchases. Consistent with 
our prediction, we found that when participants engaged in person- 
comparison, they were more envious of experiential purchases. On the 
other hand, when participants engaged in product-comparison, they 
were more envious of material purchases. These findings reconcile the 
seeming discrepancy in the literature by delineating when experiential 
purchases engender greater envy in observers (e.g., Hellén & Sääksjärvi, 
2017; Lin et al., 2018) and when material purchases engender greater 
envy (e.g., Carter & Gilovich, 2010; Gilovich et al., 2015). 

9. Study 6 

Studies 1–5 theoretically advance our understanding of the con
sumption of material vs. experiential goods by resolving a discrepancy in 
the literature through the delineation of an important moderator (i.e., 
type of comparison). Study 6 was designed to illustrate marketing im
plications by investigating how feelings of envy can drive consumption 
emulation intentions (i.e., consumption-related envy) rather than of 
denigration of others’ purchase (i.e., non-consumption envy). 

9.1. Method 

9.1.1. Participants and design 
One hundred and two participants located in the United States 

completed the study through Prolific (50 women, age M = 29.43, SD =
10.54). All participants saw identical questions in this study. 

9.1.2. Procedures 
The stimuli used in this study were adopted from Tully et al., (2015, 

Study 4) that had been pretested to ensure that the two items in each 
pair matched in value and desirability (video game title vs. Upper deck 
baseball tickets pair was removed as many people consider video game 
titles as experiential purchases). The remaining four pairs of stimuli 
were used as stimuli in this study (Gap scarf vs. hour of bowling, gloves 
vs. baseball game bleacher tickets, Kindle Touch vs. dinner cruise, 
winter coat vs. Broadway show tickets). To further minimize potential 
bias caused by differential price perception, we told participants that the 
two items in each pair are of similar price. 

Participants were told to imagine browsing through social media and 
discovering that their friend had purchased certain items. They were 
told that they would see several statements that describe how some in
dividuals react to friends’ purchases and to indicate the degree to which 
each statement is characteristic or uncharacteristic of themselves. On 
each screen, participants saw a pair of items, one material and one 
experiential. 

Fig. 3. Pattern of envy toward material and experiential purchases across 
different types of comparison (Study 4). 

Fig. 4. Pattern of envy toward others’ material and experiential purchases 
across different types of comparison (Study 5). 
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For each product, participants answered two questions, one question 
measuring non-consumption envy and one question measuring 
consumption-related envy adapted from Van de Ven et al. (2009) (see 
Table 1 for stimuli). Each question was answered using a 9-point scale 
(1 = very uncharacteristic of me, 9 = very characteristic of me). 

9.2. Results 

We submitted envy to a 2 (type of purchase: material vs. experien
tial) × 4 (purchase item replicate) × 2 (type of envy: consumption vs. 
non-consumption) × 2 (envy question replicate) mixed model analysis 
with all variables modeled as within-participant factors. There was a 
main effect of type of purchase such that participants reported signifi
cantly greater envy toward others’ experiential purchases (M = 2.93) 
than material purchases (M = 2.73), F(1, 101 = 6.54, p = .01, model-free 
d=0.17. In addition, there was a main effect of type of envy where 
participants felt greater consumption-related envy (M = 3.90) than non- 
consumption envy (M = 1.75), F(1, 101) = 721.05, p < .0001, d = 1.55. 
Furthermore, we observed a significant interaction of type of purchase 
and type of envy, F(1, 101) = 6.08, p < .02. Contrast analyses revealed 
no difference in the non-consumption envy toward experiential and 
material purchases (Mexperiential = 1.76, Mmaterial = 1.75), F(1, 101) <
0.01, p > .94, d = 0.01, but a significant difference for consumption- 
related envy (Mexperiential = 4.10, Mmaterial=3.70), F(1, 101) = 12.62, p 

< .001, d = 0.22. Fig. 5 displays the intensity of consumption-related 
and non-consumption envy across each stimulus pair. 

9.3. Discussion 

Several findings emerged in Study 6. First, replicating the findings 
from previous studies, participants indicated feeling greater envy to
ward experiential purchases than material purchases when there was no 
prompt to guide comparison type. Second, the envy that participants 
reported feeling was largely a consumption-related envy, characterized 
by increased consumption emulation. That is, these feelings of envy 
motivate observers to make a similar purchase they were envious of. 
This has important implications for marketers who seek ways to increase 
purchase intention of consumers. 

10. General discussion 

Consumers are exposed to others’ purchases throughout the day. The 
current research shows whether consumers are more envious of others’ 
experiential purchases or material purchases depends on the type of 
comparison consumers engage in. When they engage in person- 
comparison, they are more envious of experiential purchases. When 
they engage in purchase-comparison, they are more envious of material 
purchases. Moreover, we show that consumers naturally engage in 
person-comparison unless prompted to engage in purchase-comparison. 
This makes envy toward experiential purchases more prevalent than 
envy toward material purchases. We also showed implications for 
markers by demonstrating that envy can increase intentions for con
sumption emulation. 

10.1. Theoretical implications 

Our research makes a clear contribution to the literature studying the 
type of purchase (experiential vs. material) and consumers’ feelings of 
envy by reconciling a discrepancy of whether material purchases or 
experiential purchases engender greater envy in observers (Carter & 
Gilovich, 2010; Gilovich et al., 2015; Hellén & Sääksjärvi, 2017; Lin 
et al., 2018). The current research resolves this disparity and extends 
current knowledge about envy by showing that material purchases 
engender greater envy during purchase-comparison, but experiential 
purchases engender greater envy during person-comparison. We 
demonstrated these effects both when participants recalled real obser
vations from their life (Studies 1–3) as well as using scenarios adapted 
from the extant literature (Studies 4–5). This addition to the theory on 
envy provides researchers with greater understanding of when this ef
fect may be observed and provides a new line of research to further 

Table 1 
Behavioral Intention Questions in Study 6.  

Stimuli Consumption-related envy Non-consumption envy 

Pair 1 
Material 

I become more motivated to 
buy a scarf and browse the 
internet to gather information 
about the next scarf I want to 
purchase. 

I hope that the scarf did not 
meet his/her expectations and 
covertly look for something 
wrong with the scarf. 

Pair 1 
Experiential 

I become more motivated to go 
bowling and browse the 
internet to gather information 
for my next bowling outing. 

I hope that the bowling outing 
did not meet his/her 
expectations and covertly look 
for something wrong with the 
bowling outing 

Pair 2 
Material 

I become more motivated to 
buy gloves and browse the 
internet to gather information 
about the next gloves I want to 
purchase. 

I hope that the gloves did not 
meet his/her expectations and 
covertly look for something 
wrong with the gloves. 

Pair 2 
Experiential 

I become more motivated to go 
watch a baseball game and 
browse the internet to gather 
information for my next visit to 
a baseball game. 

I hope that the baseball game 
outing did not meet his/her 
expectations and covertly look 
for something wrong with the 
baseball game outing. 

Pair 3 
Material 

I become more motivated to 
buy a Kindle Touch (or a similar 
ebook reader) and browse the 
internet to gather information 
about the next Kindle Touch (or 
a similar ebook reader) I want 
to purchase. 

I hope that the Kindle Touch 
did not meet his/her 
expectations and covertly look 
for something wrong with the 
Kindle Touch. 

Pair 3 
Experiential 

I become more motivated to go 
on a dinner cruise and browse 
the internet to gather 
information for my next dinner 
cruise. 

I hope that the dinner cruise 
did not meet his/her 
expectations and covertly look 
for something wrong with the 
dinner cruise. 

Pair 4 
Material 

I become more motivated to 
buy a winter coat and browse 
the internet to gather 
information about the next 
winter coat I want to purchase. 

I hope that the winter coat did 
not meet his/her expectations 
and covertly look for 
something wrong with the 
winter coat. 

Pair 4 
Experiential 

I become more motivated to go 
watch a Broadway show (or a 
similar theatrical performance) 
and browse the internet to 
gather information for my next 
Broadway show (or a similar 
theatrical performance). 

I hope that the Broadway show 
did not meet his/her 
expectations and covertly look 
for something wrong with the 
Broadway show.  Fig. 5. The extent to which participants would experience consumption and 

non-consumption envy toward different purchases made by their friends 
(Study 6). 
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understand other potential moderators of consumption envy. 

10.2. Managerial implications 

Among many negative emotions, envy is particularly interesting to 
marketers as consumers try to resolve envy through consumption 
emulation. Researchers have argued that in the affluent modern 
marketplace where desirable products are widely available, envy is 
often an important force that drives consumption (Belk, 2011; Parrott, 
1991; Van de Ven et al., 2009). The result from Study 6 provides addi
tional evidence that envy can be an effective vehicle to increase con
sumer engagement. Importantly, our findings also provide additional 
insights by showing that experiential purchases are more likely to 
engender envy, but marketers can also create conditions to engender 
envy toward material purchases. 

Marketers can take advantage of these findings in several ways. 
Depending on the type of offerings, marketers can design promotion 
campaigns that are more likely to trigger envy-driven consumption 
emulation. One implication from our findings is that envy-driven con
sumption emulation is more likely to be effective for experiential pur
chases than for material goods as person-comparison is more prevalent 
than purchase-comparisons. Marketers promoting experiential products 
such as vacation packages or flight tickets could consider organizing 
social media-centered campaigns to engender envy and consumption 
emulation. If marketers promoting material products consider orga
nizing similar campaigns, they should ask participants to highlight the 
experiential aspect of the product as previous research has shown that 
the perception of a product as more experiential or material is malleable 
(Tully et al., 2015). For example, a social media post of an outdoor grill 
that focuses on the experience of cooking delicious food and sharing 
with loved ones could harness the power of envy better than a post 
focused on hardware specs. Our findings also delineate a specific con
dition wherein material purchases are more likely to engender envy, 
when purchase-comparison is triggered. This insight suggests that the 
promotion of material products is more likely to engender envy when 
the promotion highlights how the new product is superior to its well- 
known competitors or older products. It also suggests that the promo
tion of experiential products should focus on added happiness from the 
experiences rather than comparing how the new experiences might be 
better than similar past experiences. 

10.3. Limitations and future research 

One potential limitation of the current research, and research in 
experiential consumption in general, is that a larger proportion of 
experiential purchases could be considered more hedonic or luxurious 
than of material purchases. Future research could try to control this 
more tightly or even investigate the role of this construct on consumers’ 
perception, preference, and purchase of experiential and material 
purchases. 

It is also worth noting that the envy we studied in this research is not 
extremely painful but rather mild and short-lived. As Roese (2005) 
pointed out, negative emotions tend to be more useful in guiding actions 
when they are mild and short-lived than when they are severe and long- 
lasting in which case it can lead to depression or mental disorder. With 
our focus to reflect natural conditions of mild negative emotion (i.e., 
envy) we see this as a useful contribution as it is consistent with the 
viewpoint that negative emotions are useful in guiding behavior when 
they are mild. 
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