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Abstract  

Chinese consumers’ spending has been expanding rapidly in the past decade, and 

along with it household and credit card debt. The present research collected evidence 

to triangulate the contention that materialism is positively related with Chinese's 

problem spending tendency (PST), and that present- and future-time perspectives 

interact systematically with materialism to affect PST. A survey of the general 

population in Macao, China (Study 1; N=239) confirmed that materialism was 

positively correlated with PST. An interaction between materialism and present-time-

perspective intensified the relationship, whereas an interaction with future-time-

perspective weakened the relationship.  Another survey with a sample of university 

students (Study 2; N=223) again found positive relationships among PST, 

materialism, and present-time-perspective, as measured by temporal discount rate.  

But further exploration showed that PST was only related with temporal discounting 

among high materialists, but not among low materialists. Study 3 experimentally 

examined the causal effects of materialism and future-time-perspective on PST. 

When being primed of an orientation towards materialism (n=33), the participants’ 

planned consumption doubled that of the control group (n=31). A future-time-

perspective prime interacted with materialism prime and put a “damper” on 

participants' planned spending (n=29), compared to their counterparts who were not 

primed of such a time perspective.  

 

(198 words) 
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“We Want the World and We Want It Now”: 

Materialism, Time Perspectives, and Problem Spending Tendency of Chinese  

 

Introduction 

Chinese shoppers’ spending has been expanding rapidly. From 2008, China 

sustained real consumption growth averaging more than 9%, while the more 

developed economies such as the U.S. and Japan grew at approximately 1% (World 

Bank, 2016). In Macao, a Special Administration Region (SAR) of China where the 

current research was carried out, consumer spending rose by 10 times in a decade 

(DSEC, 2016). Perhaps not surprisingly, Chinese household debts to GDP have also 

increased more than three times in a decade, from 11% in 2006 to 39% in 2015 (Bank 

for International Settlements, in Tradingeconomics, 2016). What is more, in the first 

quarter of 2015, total debt from credit card borrowing was equivalent to 18% of GDP, 

compared to only 3.8% of GDP in America (Lockett, 2015).  

As the Chinese government is keen to prop up faltering GDP growth by 

encouraging consumption, and multinational cooperates are eager to capitalize on the 

Chinese market, this tendency of spending is only going to intensify, to such an 

extent that a significant portion of Chinese consumers' spending is bordering on being 

excessive and in the danger of losing control. Indeed, a recent survey shows 6.7% of 

over 500 university students in China exhibit compulsive buying patterns, in that they 

experience impairment of impulse control, reduced rationality in money spending, 

and post-purchase guilt (Li, Unger, & Bi, 2014). In the present research we examine 

the psychological mechanism that may underlie Chinese's problem spending tendency 

(PST). We define PST as a tendency to engage in impulsive and excessive spending, 

showing a higher vulnerability toward developing characteristics of compulsive 
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shopping such as spending more than they earn and getting in debt (Dittmar, Bond, 

Hurst & Kasser, 2014). However, individuals who exhibit PST may differ from 

patients diagnosed of compulsive buying in that buying is not functionally impairing, 

nor do they suffer from intense mood swing, such as from extreme exhilaration to 

tremendous guilt.  

Materialism 

Past research has shown that materialism is closely related to excessive 

shopping and compulsive buying (Dittmar et al., 2014). It is probably not a 

coincidence then that the increasing endorsement of materialistic values in China is 

riding with the tide of problem spending in the country. Just ten years ago, Schaefer, 

Hermans, and Parker (2004) examined materialism among adolescents in China, 

Japan and the U.S., and found that Chinese teenagers endorsed lower level of 

materialism than American youths. Since then, however, the picture seems to have 

changed; in recent years, researchers tended to find that Chinese participants endorse 

higher levels of materialism than their American counterparts (Podoshen, Li, & 

Zhang, 2010). No large-scale territory-wide research on materialism has been carried 

out in Macao, but a study with 667 school children from Grade 4 to Grade 11 found 

that teenagers in high schools were significantly more materialistic than children in 

elementary schools. They expressed more desire for luxurious goods, and believed 

more strongly that money will bring them happiness. Furthermore, they also reported 

significantly more liking of shopping in general and peer-status related consumption 

in particular (Chan, 2010).  

Researchers have documented the many detrimental effects of materialism on 

personal and social well-being. Of particular relevance to the present research is the 
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findings that show that individuals who endorse materialistic values tend to have 

worse money management skills and more debts (Donnelly, Ksendzova, & Howell, 

2013), and more gambling problems (Wu, Lai & Tong, 2014). A recent meta-analysis 

(Dittmar et al., 2014) shows relatively strong positive associations between 

materialism and compulsive consumption problems, suggesting that materialists have 

difficulties in holding back their desires for buying, especially when it helps building 

their status and enhancing their image. 

As evidence concerning the relationship between materialism and excessive 

consumption derives mainly from the industrialized west, the primary aim of the 

present research was to see if materialism could indeed explain PST among Chinese. 

Our main hypothesis was that materialism was positively related with PST 

(Hypothesis 1). We planned to test this hypothesis with both student and non-student 

samples, to use different measures of PST, and to employ different methods of 

investigation to triangulate the findings.  

Time Perspectives 

The meta-analysis by Dittmar and colleagues (2014) showed that materialism 

was not only positively correlated with excessive shopping, but also with 

consumption behaviors that have strong hedonistic components, such as smoking and 

drinking. This suggests a present-oriented focus may underlie all these different 

consumer behaviors. Indeed, time perspectives, specifically the present-time-

perspective (PTP) and the future-time-perspective (FTP), have been found to be 

important predictors of consumption behaviors. For example, Bergadaa (1990) 

demonstrated that consumers who adopt a PTP are motivated to improve their present 

well-being, while consumers who adopt a FTP are motivated to develop oneself. 
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These two different time orientations have implications on consumer choices as 

varied as what types of holidays they prefer, and which kinds of housing mortgage 

packages they take out (Bergadaa, 1990). Similarly, it has been found that consumers 

become more short-sighted as their time preference for the present become greater. In 

economic terms, they have a high discount rate for future utility. Thus, in certain 

cases, it is “rational” for consumers to ignore the long-term consequences of their 

choices (Finke & Huston, 2003).  

As materialism, PTP, and excessive, hedonistic buying all seem to be positively 

correlated with each other, it raises the question of whether materialism can be 

empirically differentiated from PTP in terms of its relationship with PST. Hence, we 

tested a hypothesis that materialism was correlated with PST, and such correlation is 

independent from the effect of PTP (Hypothesis 2). Furthermore, the positive 

relationship between materialism and PST is likely to be intensified by PTP, as a time 

perspective that emphasizes the “here and now” may well add to a materialist's desire 

for consumer goods and prompt them towards excessive consumption. We therefore 

hypothesized that an interaction between materialism and PTP would increase the 

strength of relationship between materialism and PST (Hypothesis 3).  

 On the other hand, a FTP is believed to evolve from motivational goal setting, 

and is formed by an individual's distant goals. Unlike individuals who adopt a PTP, 

who are constantly looking for new stimuli and sensations here and now, future-

oriented people set goals in the future and develop a range of intermediate projects to 

achieve these long-term goals (Husman & Lens, 1999). It therefore stands to reason 

that FTP should have some “damper” effect on materialism's relationship with PST. 

Hence, we hypothesized that an interaction between materialism and FTP reduced the 

strength of relationship that materialism had with PST (Hypothesis 4).  
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The present research  

We conducted three empirical studies to test the hypotheses above. Our primary 

hypothesis – materialism's relationship with PST – was tested in all three studies, 

whereas the moderating effect of the two time perspectives on the materialism-PST 

relationship were examined in the two subsequent studies, with Study 2 focusing on 

PTP and Study 3 on FTP. Study 1 was a survey of the general population in Macao, 

China, and tested all of the four hypotheses outlined above. This was followed by 

Study 2 that used temporal discount method to assess the interactive effect of 

materialism and PTP among university students (i.e., Hypotheses 1 to 3). In Study 3 

we utilized the momentary activation of materialism method to experimentally test 

the causal effect of materialism on PST (Hypothesis 1) and the interactive effect of 

materialism and FTP on PST (Hypothesis 4).  

 

Study 1 

Participants and Procedure 

All participants were recruited from public spaces such as libraries and parks in 

Macao. Upon giving informed consent, 243 ethnic Chinese adults who normally 

resided in Macao filled out a self-administered questionnaire without any monetary 

reward. Four (1.65%) were excluded from the final analyses as they did not give 

demographic data such as age, gender, occupation, income and marital status. This 

resulted in a final sample size of 239 participants (139 females, 58.2%), with age 

ranged from 18 to 59 (M=30.69; SD=12.7). Most (62.7%) had finished at least part of 

high school, and 29.7% had some form of higher education. About half (51.1%) were 
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in full-time employment. More than a third (37.2%) were married, and 32.6% had at 

least one child.  

Measurements 

All measures were translated into Chinese by the authors, and then back-

translated by independent researchers to ensure the adequacy of the translation.  

Materialism. Materialism was measured by the 9-itemed short form of Richins 

and Dawson’s Materialistic Values Scale (MVS, Richins, 2004). The MVS is one of 

the most widely used measure of materialism, and its validity has been tested in many 

cross-cultural studies, including those with Chinese individuals (e.g., Ching, Tang, 

Wu, & Yan, 2016). Participants responded to statements such as I’d be happier if I 

could afford to buy more things, and indicated their agreement on a five-point Likert-

style scale from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). Cronbach's Alpha is .82 

in the present study.  

Time perspectives. Given that individuals' present consumption choices and 

spending decisions can be related to a variety of future goals, we decided to measure 

time perspectives in a global way, without referring to specific domains such as 

professional or family lives. We selected Zimbardo and Boyd's (1999) Time 

Perspective Inventory, and specifically assessed two components: present hedonistic 

time perspective, and future time perspective. The Present Time Perspective scale 

(PTP; 15 items) assesses a hedonistic, risk-taking, sensation-seeking attitude towards 

time and life, while the Future Time Perspective scale (FTP; 13 items) reflects a 

general orientation towards the future. Participants responded on a 5-point Likert 

scale from very uncharacteristic (1) to very characteristic (5) to statements such as I 

feel that it’s more important to enjoy what you’re doing than to get work done on 
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time (PTP; Cronbach's α=.77) and Meeting tomorrow’s deadlines and doing other 

necessary work comes before tonight’s play (FTP; Cronbach's α=.68).    

Problem spending tendency (PST). Edwards’s 13-item Compulsive Buying 

Scale (ECBS; 1993) was used to assess the tendency to spend impulsively and 

excessively. Respondents rated, on a five-point Likert scale from strongly disagree 

(1) to strongly agree (5), how much did they agree with statements such as I buy 

things even when I don’t need anything. The continual nature of the scale fits with the 

conceptualization of PST, in that problem spending occurs progressively from normal 

spending, and the severity of PST can be assessed as a continuum. Furthermore, the 

ECBS was recommended for examining issues surrounding compulsive buying 

among the general, non-clinical population, as we had in the present study (Manolis 

& Robers, 2008). Indeed, the ECBS demonstrated good reliability in our present 

sample of general population in Macao (Cronbach’s α=.87). 

Results of Study 1 

Bivariate correlation analyses showed that both materialism and PTP were 

positively correlated with PST (rs=.51, .41, ps<.001), while FTP was negatively 

correlated with PST (r=-.21, p=.001). A partial correlation between materialism and 

PST that controlled for PTP suggested the relationship materialism had with PST was 

independent of the influence of PTP, r=.47, p<.001.  

Apart from education level, all demographic variables, i.e., age, sex, work 

status, income, marital status, and number of children, were related with PST, with 

younger participants, females, students, individuals with lower income, those who 

were not married, and those who had fewer children showing more signs of PST. A 

multiple regression analysis, with all the demographic variables entered at the first 

step, and materialism, PTP and FTP entered at the second step, tested the predictive 
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powers of the three main variables on PST. At first step, the demographic variables 

accounted for 14.1% of variability in PST, F(6, 226)=7.33, p<.001, with sex (β=-.34, 

p<.001) and age (β=-.01, p=.05) as the only two significant variables. At Step 2, with 

materialism and the two time perspectives, the model predicted 41.1% of the 

variability, F(9, 223)=18.99, p<.001. Sex was still a significant predictor (β=-.37, 

p<.001), but not age ( β=-.01, p=.36). Materialism (β=.42, p<.001) and PTP (β=.27, 

p<.001) positively, and FTP negatively (β=-.28, p<.001) predicted PST. R-square 

change was significant at .27, p<.001 (H1 & 2 supported).  

To test for interactive effect of PTP and FTP with materialism, we constructed 

two new variables: PTP x materialism, and FTP x materialism. PTP x materialism 

was positively correlated with PST (r=.57, p<.001), and so did FTP x materialism 

(r=.30, p<.001). We compared the strength of the correlations using Steiger's Z test 

(Hoerger, 2013), and found that the correlation that PTP x materialism had with PST 

was significantly stronger than the one that materialism had with PST, Z(236)=2.38, 

p=.02 (H3 supported). On the other hand, FTP x materialism had a significantly 

weaker relationship with PST than materialism had with PST, Z(236)=-3.83, p<.001 

(H4 supported).  

Study 2 

Study 1 supported the contention that materialism and time perspectives were 

all significantly related to PST. What was more, the two time perspectives interacted 

with materialism in systematic ways to either intensify or reduce the strength of 

relationship that materialism had with PST. The purpose of Study 2 was to replicate 

the findings of Study 1, with a different sample and a different operationalization of 

time perspectives. Specifically, we focused on PTP, and the interaction between 
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materialism and PTP. We used Dittmar and Bond’s (2010) adaption of matching 

technique in a temporal discounting paradigm to measure time perspectives.  

A PTP, in the context of consumer spending, is related to the desire to acquire 

desirable products immediately, rather than to have to wait. This preference relating 

to the immediacy of outcomes can be captured by a discount rate—the amount of 

compensation an individual expects given the delayed outcome, relative to the initial 

value. Thus, the discount rate measures the subjective “cost” of delaying immediate 

gratification. A steeper discounting reflects a higher level of PTP. As such, the 

present study was set out to test Hypotheses 1, 2 and 3.  

Method of Study 2 

Participants 

A total of 235 students from a large public university in Macao participated in 

the study. They were all ethnic Chinese who were receiving full-time education at the 

time of the study. Twelve respondents gave negative discount rate (in that the delayed 

value was less than the immediate value) and were excluded from all subsequent 

analyses. Hence the final sample consisted of 223 students (132 females; age ranged 

from 18 to 25, M=20.25, SD=1.67).  

Materials, Measurements and Procedure 

Upon giving informed consent, the participants were presented a hypothetical 

situation. The description was based on Dittmar and Bond (2010):  

Imagine that you win a cash voucher of MOP5,000 [approximately USD625] in 

a shop that sells clothes and accessories that you really like. Think about all the 

clothes you could buy. 
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Now imagine that you could swap this voucher for a (more valuable) voucher 

from the same shop, but that you would not be allowed to spend it for a week.  

The respondents were tasked to indicate how much the bigger voucher had to be 

worth so that they would not care whether they got the MOP5,000 voucher now or 

the bigger voucher in a week. Afterwards, they answered questions on the MVS 

(Richins, 2004; α=.81) and ECBS (Edwards, 1993; α=.89).  

Discount rate was calculated, according to a standard formula (e.g., Benzion, 

Rappoport, & Yagi, 1989), as  

r = (vd/vo)1/d – 1  

where vo is the value of the voucher initially presented to the respondent, vd is the 

value of the voucher claimed by the respondent in compensation for the number of 

days of delay (d).  

Results of Study 2 

There was no significant gender difference in materialism, discount rate, and 

PST, F(3, 212)=2.11, ns.  Materialism was positively correlated with PST, r=.34, 

p<.001 (r=.32, p<.001 after controlling for discount-rate), and so did discount rate, 

r=.20, p=.004 (H1 & H2 supported). The product of discount rate and materialism (D 

x materialism) was also positively correlated with PST, r=.25, p<.001, but the 

strength of correlation was not significantly stronger than that between materialism 

and PST, Z(213)=1.14, n.s., hence rejecting Hypothesis 3. 

In an attempt to understand further the interaction among materialism, discount 

rate, and PST, we divided participants into low materialists (n=105) and high 

materialists (n=111) by using a median split (3.861) based on their MVS scores. 
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Results show that for high materialists, discount rate was significantly correlated with 

PST, r=.27, p=.004, but such relationship was not present among the low materialists, 

r=.11, p=.25. In other words, it seemed that PTP did not significantly strengthen the 

materialism-PST relationship as we hypothesized and found in Study 1, but instead 

materialism moderated a PTP-PST relationship. We return to this point in the general 

discussion.  

 

Study 3 

Studies 1 and 2 showed that materialism was positively correlated with 

symptoms of problem spending, as measured by ECBS (Edwards, 1993). What 

remained to be tested was if this relationship could be replicated using a behavioral 

measure. As we define PST as excessive spending that may lead to negative future 

consequences such as spending more than one's earning and getting in debt, in Study 

3 we adopted a “balance-sheet” type of PST measure – recording how much 

participants plan to spend in relation to their monthly earning.   

A small but steadily growing literature on the momentary activation of 

materialism (see Kasser, 2016, for a review) demonstrates that materialistic 

orientation is present, at least to some extent, in all people. An evolutionary 

perspective of materialism, that is, to own and collect material possessions is an 

innate need of humans to enhance fitness (Rose & Colon, 2009), also supports this 

contention. As such, even though an individual may not place a high priority on 

materialistic values at a dispositional level, these values are nonetheless present 

within their psyche, and therefore can be momentarily activated and should influence 

that individual's behavior soon after activation. Indeed, Ku and colleagues have found 
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that not only a “state materialism” can be primed among Chinese, but that this state 

materialism also affect subsequent attitudes and behaviors as varied as academic 

work and environmental protection (Ku, Dittmar, & Banerjee, 2014; Ku & Zaroff, 

2014). In the present study we therefore employed priming as a means to examine the 

causal relationship between materialism and PST.  

Furthermore, we attempted to build on Study 1 and tested the damper effect of 

FTP on materialism-PST relationship experimentally. Our research question was: if 

participants indeed exhibit more problem spending tendency when primed of state 

materialism, will a future-oriented time perspective in the form of a long-term plan 

decrease this tendency? In other words, the present study was designed to test 

Hypotheses 1 and 4.  

To establish the external validity of the balance-book style behavioral measure 

of PST that we used in the present study, prior to the experiment, we surveyed 73 

female students about their monthly income and the amount of money they typically 

spend on buying non-daily necessities items per month. We also asked these students 

to imagine a hypothetical scenario in which they had a full-time job with a salary of 

MOP10,000 (which was the same amount as used in the experiment) and to indicate 

the maximum amount they would spend on shopping each month. These students 

were used as a comparison group. Since participants in the control group did not 

receive any priming, their spending behavior in the experiment should be similar to  

the comparison group's spending in real life, if the PST behavioral measure used in 

the experiment was externally valid. Hence, the comparison group's monthly 

spending and hypothetical spending were to be compared with those of the control 

group as a form of validity check. The mean and standard deviation of this group's 
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hypothetical spending was also used to conduct the power and sample size analysis 

for the experiment.  

Methods of Study 3 

Participants  

Ninety-three female students of an introductory psychology course in a large 

public university in Macao participated in the study (Age range=18 to 21; M=19.16, 

SD=.89) in exchange for course credits towards research participation. Thirty-one 

were in the control condition, 29 in materialism+FTP condition, and 33 in 

materialism-only condition. 

Procedure, materials,  and measures 

The experiment was conducted in groups of 10 to 20 in an AV-equipped 

classroom in the university. The participants were shown, on the projected screen 

with pictures and text, a hypothetical scenario. In the materialism-only condition, 

participants were to imagine that they were working as an assistant fashion magazine 

editor, and they were to choose three photos from 20 shootings of celebrities in their 

luxurious residence, wearing the latest designer outfits, for the coming issue of the 

magazine. Twenty photos were then shown on the screen and participants indicated 

their preferences in an answer booklet.  

The photos were chosen with an aim to prime the participants of materialistic 

values of money, image and popularity. Seventy-two students participated in a pilot 

test and viewed the same photos prior to the conduction of the present study. Their 

orientation towards materialism was measured before and after viewing these photos. 

Paired-sample T-test showed a significant increase in their materialistic orientation 
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after viewing the photos, t(71)=-2.26, p=.03, demonstrating the adequacy of the 

photos as priming materials for materialism.  

After viewing photos, participants were told they had now received their salary 

of MOP10,000, and were asked if they would do some shopping (PST behavioral 

measure). Ten items of luxurious consumer goods, with price tags ranging from 

MOP700 (Channel No. 5 perfume) to MOP15,000 (Louis Vuitton handbags) were 

shown. Before participants made their choices, they were also told that if they did not 

have enough money for buying the items they wanted, they could put the remaining 

amount on credit cards. 

The materialism+FTP condition followed the exact same procedure, except in 

the beginning  participants were asked to imagine, in addition to working for a 

fashion magazine, that they were working towards earning a promotion and a place in 

a one-year programme for fashion editors in Paris (FTP manipulation).  

The control condition also used the same procedure, except that participants 

watched twenty photos of healthy party food for children. Afterwards, they were told 

the same thing about the salary, shown the same 10 consumer items, and asked the 

same question of whether they would like to buy the items.  

Last of all, participants filled in a short questionnaire that contained the short 

form of MVS (Richin, 2004; Crobach's α=.79, .69 and .85 for the control, 

materialism+FTP, and materialism conditions respectively), scales on other values 

that were not used in the present study, a question about the importance of saving, 

and demographic questions. 

Results of Study 3 
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Manipulation and measure validity check  

The experimental manipulation was successful in priming state materialism 

among participants of the two experimental sessions, as shown by their significantly 

higher scores on the MVS (M= 4.00, SD=.50; M=4.04, SD=.78 for the 

materialism+FTP group, and the materialism only group respectively), compared to 

the control group (M=3.18, SD=.63), F(2, 90)=17.06, p<.001. Participants in the three 

conditions also rated the importance of saving for the future differently (M= 3.23, 

SD=.56; M=2.76, SD=.69; M=2.36, SD=.70 for the control group, the 

materialism+FTP group, and the materialism only group respectively), F(2, 

90)=13.95, p<.001, suggesting that FTP manipulation was successful.  

The 73 students we surveyed (i.e., the comparison group) reported spending 

approximately 30% of their monthly income on shopping for things that are not daily 

necessities. If they were earning a monthly salary of MOP10,000, they believed they 

would not spend more than MOP2,564 (SD=1,010) on shopping. This was very 

similar to the spending pattern of the control group, who spent 30% (i.e., M=$2,901, 

SD=$4,290) of their $10,000 “salary” in PST behavioral measure, t(31.43, equal 

variance not assumed)=-.80, ns. In other words, the spending decision made by the 

control group was similar to that of other students, both in real life and in a 

hypothetical situation, hence giving support to the external validity of the PST 

behavioral measure.  

Primary analyses  

The three groups' decisions about spending money on luxurious consumer items 

were significantly different from each other, F(2, 90)=7.21, p=.001 (Figure 1). 

Planned contrasts showed that the control group spent significantly less money than 
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the experimental groups, t(90)=-3.07, p=.003,r=.31, supporting the contention that 

when participants were primed of state materialism, their spending tendency also 

increased (H1 supported). The two experimental groups also differed from each 

other, with the materialism+FTP group spending significantly less than the 

materialism only group, t(90)=-2.12, p=.04,r=.22, supporting the notion that FTP had 

a somewhat damper effect on the influence of materialism on PST (H4 supported). In 

addition, 20% of the participants in both of the experimental groups spent more than 

they earned, and intended to use credit cards to cover the excess amount.  

General Discussion 

We set out to see if materialism could explain Chinese's problem spending 

tendency. Results from three empirical studies triangulated the contention that 

materialism was positively, and independently, related to PST, be it measured by 

established compulsive buying scale (Studies 1 and 2), or behavioral measure that 

adopts a balance-sheet approach to spending in relation to earning (Study 3). When 

materialism was activated, it had a strong causal effect on participants' spending 

behavior, so much so that they spent more than 60% of their supposed monthly 

income on purchasing non-essential, luxurious consumer goods. A substantial portion 

of them (20%) even spent more than what they “earned”, and intended to use credit 

cards to cover the excess.  

The findings clearly illustrated the important role materialism plays in PST. 

With the rise of materialism in Chinese societies, it is plausible that problem spending 

tendency will become an increasingly important societal problem. Given that values 

are predictive of not just consumer spending but a host of other behaviors such as 

problem gambling (Wu et al, 2014) and environmental protection (Ku & Zaroff, 
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2014) among Chinese, the importance of reducing materialism cannot be over-

emphasized.  

Three strategies have been suggested, and tested, to reduce materialism: 1) 

activating and encouraging values that have been shown to be opposite to 

materialistic values, such as values that focus on helping others and the community; 

2) reducing the extent to which individuals are exposed to and affected by 

materialistic messages; and 3) helping people to feel less insecure and threatened (see 

Kasser, 2016, for a detailed discussion). As far as we are aware, no research has been 

done with Chinese participants to test the practicality and effectiveness of these 

strategies. However, some longitudinal evidence suggests Chinese adolescents use 

materialism as a compensation mechanism, but end up getting caught in the viscous 

cycle of ever-increasing materialism and yet ever-diminishing well-being (Ku, 2015). 

If this is indeed one of the pathways that materialism develops among young Chinese, 

then it would stand to reason that increasing their sense of well-being should help to 

decrease materialism.  

We hypothesized that time perspectives moderated the materialism-PST 

relationship. Results clearly showed that FTP had a “damper” effect, whether it was 

in the form of a significantly weaker correlation with PST (Study 1), or a more 

“reeled in” spending (Study 3). The core idea of FTP is very much in line with 

traditional Confucius teachings of virtue: “trying to acquire skills and education, 

working hard, not spending more than necessary, being patient, and persevering” 

(Hofstede & Bond, 1988, p.8).  Future research, preferably of cross-cultural nature,  

is needed to examine whether the internalization of traditional Chinese values has a 

direct effect on individuals' spending behaviors, or that a more general, culturally 
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non-specific time perspective can exercise the exact same effect on participants of 

different cultural origins.    

Apart from cultural values, construal level theory may provide another fruitful 

pathway for future research to examine the interactive relationship among 

materialism, time perspectives and PST. Construal level theory proposes that there 

are two different ways of thinking of the same activity –  watching TV as being 

entertained (goal-relevant, high level of construal), vs. watching TV as sitting on the 

couch flipping through channels (goal-irrelevant, low level of construal), and that low 

level of construal will be discounted much more steeply over time delay than high 

level of construal (Trope & Liberman, 2000). As positive outcomes are usually part 

of people's goals, whereas negative outcomes are often incidental and imposed by 

circumstances, construal level theory provides an alternative way to understand why 

some individuals indulge in overconsumption despite negative financial 

consequences. For example, if an individual sees consumption as a way to increase 

their social status among their peers (i.e., goal-relevant, high level of construal), then 

the positive outcome (earning others' admiration and applause) will outweigh the 

negative outcome of getting into debt (i.e., goal-irrelevant, low level of construal) 

over time. To combat this tendency one would have to restructure the individual's 

goal, and by doing so turn consumption into a lower level, goal-irrelevant construal, 

which will then lose its desirability rapidly over time.  

In contrast to FTP, the hedonistic, sensation-seeking PTP was positively 

correlated to PST on its own. However, its moderating effect on the materialism-PST 

link was not consistent across studies. We hypothesized that a PTP would intensify a 

materialist's tendency to spend excessively and impulsively. This was supported in 

Study 1, but not in Study 2. Instead, we found a moderating effect of materialism on a 
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PTP-PST link, in that discount rate was positively correlated with PST among high 

materialists, but not among low materialists. At the moment it is not clear whether the 

inconsistence is a result of the different samples (general population vs. students), 

and/or the different measures of PTP (survey measure vs. temporal discounting rate) 

that we used in the two studies, or that it reflects an actual complexity in the 

interaction among materialism, PTP and PST. After all, it is not inconceivable that a 

present-oriented but non-materialistic individual may seek stimuli in activities that do 

not necessarily involve shopping and spending, but a present-oriented materialist is 

most likely to look for instant gratification in the form of consumption.  

The present research has a number of limitations. First of all, the findings in 

both Studies 1 and 2 are entirely correlational and self-reported. The experimental 

design of Study 3 in part helps to elevate the problems, but since the study used an 

imaginary scenario, whether these results can be generalized to actual behaviors 

remains to be tested.  Also, as Study 3 only recruited female university student, it is 

not in a position to capture gender or age differences in materialism (Segal & 

Podoshen, 2013).  All these characteristics may limit the generalizability of the 

results obtained.  

Despite the limitations, and the slight inconsistency in the exact process of how 

PTP may interact with materialism, findings from the three studies paint a clear and 

coherent picture together. Materialism is closely related to, and perhaps even causes,  

Chinese people's problem spending tendency. While a longer-term, more future-

oriented time perspective may buffer the effect of materialism on problem spending, 

a hedonistic, more present-oriented time perspective may only support that tendency.  
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Figure 1. Means (with error bars) of PST measure and the mean estimate of 
comparison group for monthly spending (Study 3) 

Notes. Comparison Group (n=73); Control=control condition (n=31); 
Materialism+FTP=materialism and FTP prime condition (n=29); Materialism-
only=materialism only prime condition (n=33). 
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