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Show Me the Honey! Effects of Social
Exclusion on Financial Risk-Taking

ROD DUCLOS
ECHO WEN WAN
YUWEI JIANG

This research examines the effects of social exclusion on a critical aspect of con-
sumer behavior, financial decision-making. Specifically, four lab experiments and
one field survey uncover how feeling isolated or ostracized causes consumers to
pursue riskier but potentially more profitable financial opportunities. These daring
proclivities do not appear driven by impaired affect or self-esteem. Rather, inter-
personal rejection exacerbates financial risk-taking by heightening the instrumen-
tality of money (as a substitute for popularity) to obtain benefits in life. Invariably,
the quest for wealth that ensues tends to adopt a riskier but potentially more
lucrative road. The article concludes by discussing the implications of its findings
for behavioral research as well as for societal and individual welfare.

Social exclusion (i.e., being alone, isolated, or ostracized,
sometimes with explicit declarations of dislike, but

other times not; Baumeister et al. 2005; Williams 2007) is
a rather common experience. Romantic relationships dis-
solve; people are ignored at parties or in office conversa-
tions; offers of friendship are rebuffed. Suggestive of the
universality of the phenomenon, metaphors such as “getting
the cold shoulder,” “being left behind,” or “getting dumped”
are found in numerous languages around the world. And
while one might hope that recent advances in communi-
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cation technologies and social media decrease the prevalence
of social exclusion, recent research shows that modern so-
cieties have in fact become lonelier places in the last 40
years. Twenge, Catanese, and Baumeister (2002) found, for
instance, that people entertain fewer stable relationships and,
as a result, feel generally less connected to others. In the
same vein, Putnam (1995, 2000) found that Americans today
are less likely to join organizations and visit friends than
were their elder generations. Finally, statistics from the US
Census Bureau (1998) reveal that the proportion of citizens
living alone doubled from 13% in 1960 to 26% at the turn
of the twenty-first century. Part of this growth, note Twenge
et al. (2002), is caused by the sharp increase in divorce
rates, another clear indicator of unstable social relations.

Noting the prevalence and sometimes severe conse-
quences of social exclusion, Mead et al. (2011) were the
first to examine this phenomenon’s ramifications for con-
sumption behavior. Most notably, these authors found that
thwarting consumers’ need for social connection leads them
to spend strategically in service of affiliation. For illustra-
tion, relative to control, excluded participants in their studies
were more likely to buy a product symbolic of group mem-
bership, tailor their spending preferences to those of an in-
teraction partner, spend money on an unappealing food fa-
vored by a peer, and try cocaine if doing so granted them
an opportunity to commence social connections. Seeking to
extend this work, the present paper examines the effects of
social exclusion on another important consumption area,
financial decision-making.

Consumers’ welfare largely depends on the soundness of
their financial decisions (e.g., choosing mortgages, saving
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to fund college education or retirement, using credit cards
to fund current consumption, deciding how to pay for health
care and insurance, investing in the stock market, etc.). In
many such domains, however, consumers often lack appro-
priate information and/or knowledge, which renders them
susceptible to serious biases with large personal and societal
consequences. Consistent with this assessment, the 2011
Consumer Financial Literacy Survey by the National Foun-
dation for Credit Counseling (NFCC) reports that 56% of
Americans do not maintain a budget or track their expen-
ditures; 33% do not have any nonretirement savings; 40%
carry credit-card debt from month to month; 28% do not
pay all their bills on time; 7% have debt in collection; and
a record 41% would give themselves a grade of C, D, or F
on their knowledge of personal finance.

Admittedly, many environmental and personal factors in-
teract to shape one’s financial decisions. The present work
seeks to examine the influence of one such factor, social
exclusion, on financial risk-taking. Specifically, this article
intends to document when and explain why feeling excluded
fosters riskier but potentially more lucrative decisions by
consumers. With this in mind, our empirical inquiry pre-
views as follows.

Study 1 examines whether feeling excluded from (vs.
included in) a group exercise influences in a seemingly un-
related gambling survey participants’ preferences for a risk-
ier (i.e., low odds/high reward) but potentially more lucra-
tive lottery. Study 2 ascertains the directional impact of
social exclusion (vs. inclusion) on financial decisions. That
is, does social exclusion foster risk taking or, in contrast,
does inclusion breed preferences for safer alternatives?
Seeking to consider the role of affect in the process, study
2 also examines whether negative mood in general and sad-
ness in particular influence consumers’ decision making.
Study 3 sheds light on the mechanism by which consumers
come to favor riskier investment schemes. Extending this
effort, study 4 assesses when and why consumers may or
may not make risky financial decisions. In parallel, studies
3 and 4 consider the possible influence of affect and self-
esteem in the process. Finally, study 5 examines the impact
of social exclusion on financial risk-taking outside the lab.
Specifically, study 5 aims to ascertain whether our experi-
mental findings replicate in the real world with heteroge-
neous populations (e.g., in age, income, education) facing
various levels of chronic social exclusion. In sum, our five
studies (i.e., four experiments and one field survey) initiate
a line of research intended to test when and explain why
social exclusion causes financial risk-taking.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
In a social system, people obtain what they want via two

primary means, popularity and money. Popularity refers to
being liked, supported, or admired to the point where others
are willing to provide (sometimes at a cost to themselves)
what one needs to flourish in life and protect against un-
expected or unwanted events. Similarly, monetary assets can
help secure the resources one needs to maintain control over

one’s life’s course as well as the autonomy to choose and
pursue the activities consistent with one’s goals, beliefs, and
values.

Because money and group membership can help acquire
similar benefits, consumers are likely to turn to money (as
a substitute for popularity) when their efforts to seek and/
or maintain social connections are thwarted. Consistent with
this idea, prior research on the symbolic power of money
finds that, relative to socially included counterparts, ex-
cluded participants are less willing to donate funds for or-
phans; exhibit stronger desires for money (as suggested by
their overestimation of coin sizes); and, finally, experience
more distress when merely thinking about money they spent
previously (Zhou, Vohs, and Baumeister 2009). Interest-
ingly, this psychological distress can be reduced if partici-
pants are allowed to touch money again in a bill-counting
task.

Extending this work, we propose that, in absence of social
support, forlorn consumers will need significantly more
money to secure what they need out of the social system.
As such, experiencing interpersonal rejection should heighten
the instrumentality of money as a means for obtaining benefits
from the world. The ensuing quest for money, we predict,
may foster riskier but potentially more lucrative financial
decision-making. Separate lines of research in the social
sciences support our theorizing and predictions about money
as a means to secure control in life.

Money and Control

For Furhnam (1984), money serves not only to acquire
what one needs, wants, or desires but also to impress and
control others. Similarly, works by Tang (1995) and Yam-
auchi and Templer (1982) stress the power that money af-
fords. Money empowers consumers to control their life by
freeing them from budget constraints, thereby enabling them
to select the products and services best suiting their pre-
rogatives.

The literature on health and well-being also provides evi-
dence suggesting a link between money and control in life.
Using national probability samples, Lachman and Weaver
(1998) found that, compared to low-income counterparts,
high-wage earners exhibit a higher sense of “mastery” (i.e.,
control), which in turn predicts lower perceived constraints,
fewer depression symptoms, better overall health, and ul-
timately greater life satisfaction. Echoing these results, a
nationwide survey of 719 monozygotic and dizygotic twins
revealed that, while (perceived) wealth positively influences
life satisfaction, the relationship between these two variables
is in fact mediated by subjective feelings of control. Finan-
cial resources appear to bolster one’s feelings of protection
against “environmental shocks” (i.e., unexpected negative
events), which in turn promotes life satisfaction (Johnson
and Krueger 2006). In the same vein, a 2-year longitudinal
study of 756 people who had lost employment found that
the critical mediating mechanisms in the chain of adversity
from job loss to poor health are (i) financial strain and (ii)
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reduction in personal control (Price, Choi, and Vinokur
2002).

Finally, research on the psychological and behavioral con-
sequences of money also seems to suggest that wealth can
indeed afford control in life. In a series of experiments,
Vohs, Mead, and Goode (2006, 2008) found that money
brings about a sense of self-sufficiency vis-à-vis others.
Compared to control counterparts, participants primed with
the concept of wealth became less likely to request help
from others. Instead, being reminded of money led partic-
ipants to play alone, work alone, and put more physical
distance between themselves and a new acquaintance. Re-
minders of money also prompted participants to work
harder on challenging tasks and increased their willingness
to take on more personal work. This sense of self-suffi-
ciency brought about by money is supportive of the instru-
mentality-of-money argument put forth earlier. Indeed, in-
tegrating this finding with the literatures reviewed above,
we propose that money bolsters one’s sense of control by
increasing the perception that one can cope with life without
relying on others. By affording access to critical resources
necessary in dire circumstances, wealth provides a sense of
control over one’s environment. In contrast, lacking mon-
etary resources reduces feelings of efficacy and instead
causes stress and hardship. Hence, we argue that, in absence
of social support, excluded consumers would need substan-
tially more money to secure what they need to thrive in the
world. As a result, social exclusion heightens the instru-
mentality of money as a means of securing benefits from
the social system. The quest for wealth that ensues should
then favor riskier but potentially more lucrative financial
opportunities.

Alternative Explanations

Prior work in marketing and psychology shows that affect
influences risk taking in decision making (Isen and Patrick
1983; Leith and Baumeister 1996; Mittal and Ross 1998).
Of particular relevance here is research by Raghunathan and
Pham (1999) suggesting that sadness can foster riskier in-
clinations in both job selection and gambling decisions. As
one might expect, experiencing social exclusion may very
well engender a fair amount of negative mood in general
and possibly sadness in particular. Hence, to document the
direct and unique impact of social exclusion on financial
risk-taking, our work will attempt to disentangle affect from
social exclusion.

A second alternative explanation for the proposed effect
may lie in the influence of self-esteem on risk taking. Prior
research shows indeed that interpersonal rejection can also
function as a threat to self-worth (Leary et al. 1995). Hence,
our experimental work will also examine whether self-es-
teem plays any causal role in the exclusion/risk-taking re-
lationship.

Finally, one might wonder whether financial risk-taking
as a result of social exclusion is nothing more than the
manifestation of self-defeating behavior (i.e., a “deliberate
action with clear negative effects on the self or on the self’s

projects”; Baumeister and Scher 1988). Lending apparent
support to this view is work by Twenge et al. (2002) sug-
gesting that the prospect of ending up alone in life (i.e.,
being rejected) can increase procrastinating with pleasurable
activities rather than practicing for an upcoming test. As
our studies will show, however, choosing a riskier gamble
or investment plan in our paradigm cannot be construed as
self-defeating behavior. Indeed, because the expected value
of our risky financial products is never inferior to that of
their safer counterparts, opting for the former cannot be
construed as an inferior course of action.

STUDY 1: SOCIAL EXCLUSION AND
FINANCIAL RISK-TAKING

The main purpose of study 1 was to test whether social
exclusion leads to riskier but potentially more lucrative fi-
nancial decision-making. To this end, we invited participants
to play Cyberball, an online ball-tossing exercise intended
to manipulate one’s state of social exclusion (Williams,
Cheung, and Choi 2000; Williams and Jarvis 2006). Next,
in a seemingly unrelated gambling study, participants in-
dicated their preference between two hypothetical lotteries
of equal expected utility. As theorized earlier, we predicted
that socially excluded participants would favor the riskier
option (i.e., low odds/high reward) more strongly than their
included counterparts.

Participants, Design, and Procedure

After signing a consent form, 59 undergraduate students
from the University of Hong Kong were introduced to the
rules of Cyberball (Williams et al. 2000), a computerized
ball-tossing exercise that our cover story presented as a
mental visualization task. Consistent with this scenario, par-
ticipants were informed that, for the purpose of the study,
they would be linked with two other players online. Each
player was to mentally visualize his/her partners (e.g., their
looks, personalities), the weather of the day, the environ-
ment, and so on, while using the icons and arrows on the
computer screen to virtually catch and throw back a ball.
Participants were also told that how much they threw or
caught the ball didn’t matter. These instructions were meant
to induce feelings similar to those in a real-world ball-toss-
ing game and to assure participants that not getting the ball
did not harm task performance.

In reality, participants were assigned to one of two ex-
perimental conditions (social inclusion vs. exclusion). Par-
ticipants in the inclusion condition received the ball one
third of the time (i.e., 10 times out of 30 tosses) whereas
their counterparts in the exclusion condition received it sub-
stantially less (i.e., three times at the beginning of the game
and never again afterward). Upon completing the task, par-
ticipants answered classic manipulation-check questions that
measured on 1 (not at all) to 5 (very) scales the extent to
which they felt “rejected” and “left out” during the game
(Williams et al. 2000).

To assess financial risk-taking, we next invited partici-
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pants to take part in a seemingly unrelated gambling study
featuring two hypothetical lottery options. Option A, the
safer alternative, offered high odds/low reward (i.e., an 80%
chance of winning $200 and a 20% of winning nothing)
whereas riskier option B offered low odds/high reward (i.e.,
a 20% chance of winning $800 and an 80% chance of win-
ning nothing). After considering this information, partici-
pants were to report their relative preference between the
two options on a 1 (strongly prefer option A) to 8 (strongly
prefer option B) scale. Upon completion of this and other
unrelated studies, participants were debriefed, paid, and
thanked.

Results

To confirm that our manipulation was successful, we av-
eraged participants’ ratings of how “rejected” and “left out”
they felt (r p .56, p ! .001; a p .71) before submitting
the resulting score to a one-way ANOVA. As expected,
receiving the ball infrequently while seeing the other two
players toss it back and forth to each other fostered a sense
of social exclusion (Mexcl p 3.75 vs. Mincl p 2.12; F(1, 57)
p 48.82, p ! .001). And as hypothesized, excluded partic-
ipants preferred the riskier lottery (i.e., option B) more
strongly than their included counterparts (Mexcl p 4.23 vs.
Mincl p 2.79; F(1, 57) p 6.051, p ! .02).

Discussion

After being induced to feel either excluded or included
in a ball-tossing exercise, participants who experienced so-
cial rejection exhibited greater risk-taking propensities in a
subsequent gambling study. Although supportive of our pre-
dictions, study 1 leaves several questions unanswered. For
instance, what is the directional impact of social exclusion
on financial decision-making? Does exclusion lead to riskier
behavior (as argued earlier), or, in contrast, does inclusion
lead consumers to prefer safer options? Furthermore, could
affect (rather than social exclusion itself ) be the real driving
force behind our findings? After all, it is conceivable indeed
that interpersonal rejection also leads to negative mood
(Warburton, Williams, and Cairns 2006). We next turn to
study 2 to answer these questions.

STUDY 2: CONSEQUENTIAL CHOICE

The purpose of study 2 was threefold. First, we sought
to ascertain the directional impact of social exclusion (vs.
inclusion) on financial decision-making. That is, we sought
to examine whether it is social exclusion that fosters risk
taking or inclusion that breeds consumers’ preferences for
safer investing. Second, we sought to examine an alternative
explanation for our results in study 1. Indeed, as acknowl-
edged earlier, one might wonder whether affect (rather than
social exclusion itself ) is the real driving force behind our
effect. Third, we sought to examine the robustness of our
findings when real financial consequences are at stake for
consumers.

Participants, Design, and Procedure

Upon signing a consent form, 168 undergraduate students
from the University of Hong Kong were randomly assigned
to one of four experimental conditions (exclusion vs. inclu-
sion vs. baseline vs. negative mood). The first task partic-
ipants completed was an alleged memory study for which
they were to recall a personal experience. Per our theorizing,
participants in the first two conditions elaborated on a social
experience where they felt either included or excluded
(Mead et al. 2011; Pickett, Gardner, and Knowles 2004). To
assess the directional impact of social exclusion on risk
taking, we added a baseline condition where participants
recalled everything they ate and drank in the last week.
Finally, to examine the viability of affect as an alternative
explanation for our effect, we added a negative-mood con-
dition where participants recalled an instance during which
they experienced pain (e.g., migraine, toothache; see Chen
et al. 2008).

Immediately after completing the alleged memory study,
participants answered a battery of questions intended to
measure social exclusion and affect (i.e., mood in general
and sadness in particular). To this effect, we asked partic-
ipants to indicate on 1 (not at all) to 5 (very) scales the
extent to which they felt “rejected” and “left out” (to assess
social exclusion) and “good, bad, friendly, pleasant, angry,
happy, sad, etc.” to assess overall affective state (Carter-
Sowell, Chen, and Williams 2008; Williams et al. 2000).

To assess risk taking, we then invited participants to take
part in a seemingly unrelated gambling study. Similar to
study 1, participants indicated their relative preference be-
tween two options this time of unequal expected utility.
Option A offered a 20% chance of winning $200 and an
80% chance of winning nothing whereas option B offered
a sure cash payment of $30. To make our task consequential,
we bound participants in this study to their choice and paid
them accordingly. That is, participants who chose the un-
certain gamble spun a digital lottery wheel and were paid
$200 if they won whereas those who chose $30 in cash were
paid immediately.

Results

Manipulation Checks. To confirm that our manipulation
was successful, we again averaged participants’ ratings of
how “rejected” and “left out” they felt (r p .66, p ! .001;
a p .79) before submitting the resulting score to a one-
way ANOVA. As expected, planned contrasts revealed that
participants in the exclusion condition (Mexcl p 3.12) re-
ported feeling more excluded than their counterparts in the
inclusion (Mincl p 1.80; F(1, 164) p 40.23, p ! .001),
baseline (Mbaseline p 2.04; F(1, 164) p 26.91, p ! .001),
and negative mood (Mneg.mood p 2.43; F(1, 164) p 10.38,
p ! .01) conditions.

Choice of Payment Scheme. To assess the impact of so-
cial exclusion on financial risk-taking, we compared the
proportion of participants within each condition who chose
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FIGURE 1

PROPORTION OF PARTICIPANTS CHOOSING RISKY OPTION
(STUDY 2)

option A (i.e., the risky lottery) as their payment scheme.
As expected, socially excluded participants (Mexcl p 58%)
selected the risky but more lucrative option more often than
their counterparts in either the baseline (Mbaseline p 31%; z
p 2.30; p ! .03), negative-mood (Mneg.mood p 30%; z p
2.36; p ! .02), or inclusion condition (Mincl p 26%; z p
2.84; p ! .01; see fig. 1).

Affect. To examine whether affect might in fact be the
real driving force behind our findings, we first conducted a
factor analysis to check the reliability of our mood measures
(e.g., anger, happiness, sadness, etc.). Since all items loaded
on only one factor (a p .91), we averaged them and used
the resulting score in a series of planned contrast analyses.

As expected, we found that excluded participants’ overall
mood (Mexcl p 2.59) was less favorable than their counter-
parts’ in the inclusion (Mincl p 4.13; F(1, 164) p 107.35,
p ! .001) and baseline (Mbaseline p 3.60; F(1, 164) p 45.40,
p ! .001) conditions. Consistent with this finding, excluded
participants exhibited greater sadness (Mexcl p 3.30) than
their counterparts in the inclusion (Mincl p 1.72; F(1, 164)
p 45.95, p ! .001) and baseline (Mbaseline p 2.19; F(1, 164)
p 22.44, p ! .001) conditions. Importantly, however, ex-
cluded participants did not differ from their negative-mood
counterparts in terms of affect in general (Mexcl p 2.59 vs.
Mneg.mood p 2.89; F(1, 164) p 2.51, p 1 .11) or sadness in
particular (Mexcl p 3.30 vs. Mneg.mood p 3.05; F(1, 164) p
1.13, p 1 .28).

Although such null effects do not positively rule out mood
as an alternative explanation for our findings, they certainly
suggest that the financial risk-taking exhibited by excluded
participants was not merely the result of negative mood. The
absence of correlation (despite a large sample size) between
participants’ affect and their relative preference of payment
scheme (z p �.10, p p .19) only reinforces this assessment.

Discussion

Study 2 makes three contributions, the first of which con-
cerns the directional impact of social exclusion (vs. inclu-
sion) on financial decision-making. Indeed, by documenting
that excluded participants chose a riskier payment scheme
more often than their included and baseline counterparts,
study 2 suggests that social rejection, not acceptance, drove
our findings in studies 1 and 2. Second, study 2 clarifies the
mechanism underlying our effect. Indeed, although we read-
ily concur that social exclusion can/does generate some de-
gree of negative mood, the latter (by itself ) failed to replicate
the risk-taking tendencies exhibited by socially excluded
participants. This important finding suggests that affect (in
general) and sadness (in particular) are improbable alter-
native explanations for our results. Third, by replicating and
extending study 1’s response pattern following a different
manipulation of social exclusion as well as a different mea-
sure of risk taking, study 2 shows that our effect is not
merely the by-product of a given manipulation (i.e., Cy-
berball) and that it holds even when real financial conse-
quences are at stake for consumers.

STUDY 3: MONEY AS A MOTIVATIONAL
INSTRUMENT

By showing sadness and affect to be improbable alter-
native explanations for our findings, study 2 was instru-
mental in shedding light on what the underlying mecha-
nism for our results is not. The main purpose of study 3,
then, was to examine what may indeed mediate the rela-
tionship between social exclusion and financial risk-taking.
With this in mind, study 3 was designed with two specific
goals.

First, we sought to examine the motivational role of
money in our studies; why would excluded consumers en-
gage in risky financial decision-making? As reviewed earlier,
people can obtain what they want from their social world
via two primary routes, popularity and money (Zhou et al.
2009). Just as popularity ensures that other group members
are willing to provide (sometimes at a cost to themselves)
what one needs to flourish in life, money affords individuals
the acquisition of the resources necessary to support their
life and protect themselves against unexpected or unwanted
events (Johnson and Krueger 2006; Lachman and Weaver
1998; Zhou et al. 2009). Since both routes can independently
provide consumers control over their life’s course as well
as the autonomy to choose and pursue the activities con-
sistent with their goals, beliefs, and values, we argued that
consumers are likely to turn to money (as a substitute for
popularity) when their efforts to seek or maintain social
connections are thwarted. Building on this argument, we
proposed that, in absence of social support, forlorn consum-
ers may need and seek significantly more money to secure
what they wish out of the social system. As such, experi-
encing interpersonal rejection should heighten the instru-
mentality of money for obtaining benefits from the world.
The ensuing quest for wealth, we predict, may foster riskier
but potentially more lucrative financial decision-making.

To test this idea, we once again induced participants in
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a state of social exclusion before engaging them in a finan-
cial decision task. Upon completion of this task, we ex-
amined participants’ beliefs about the instrumentality of
money to satisfy one’s aspirations in life. If our proposition
is correct, a mediation analysis should uncover the instru-
mental role of money in the exclusion/risk-taking relation-
ship.

Second, we sought to examine the possible influence of
self-esteem in our process. Indeed, while study 2 showed
that negative mood (in general) and sadness (in particular)
did not produce the risk-taking tendencies proper to social
exclusion, we wondered whether another lurking variable,
self-esteem, may play a role. Hence, a secondary goal of
study 3 was to examine the possible confound of self-esteem
threat with social exclusion.

Participants, Design, and Procedure

After signing a consent form, 35 undergraduate students
from the University of Hong Kong were randomly assigned
to one of two experimental conditions (exclusion vs. inclu-
sion). As in study 2, under the pretense of a memory ex-
periment, we invited participants to recall a social experience
where they felt either included or excluded (Mead et al.
2011; Pickett et al. 2004). Upon completion of the task,
participants reported on 1 (not at all) to 5 (very) scales the
extent to which they felt excluded (e.g., “rejected,” “left
out”; Williams et al. 2000) before answering self-esteem
questions such as “How good do you feel about yourself?”
and “How high is your self-esteem?” (Carter-Sowell et al.
2008).

To assess risk taking, we asked participants to complete
a seemingly unrelated gambling survey whose instructions
prompted respondents to indicate their relative preference
between two lotteries. Lottery A offered an 80% chance of
winning $500 and a 20% chance of winning nothing whereas
lottery B offered a 20% chance of winning $2,400 and an
80% chance of losing $100. As in study 1, both lotteries
offered the same expected utility (i.e., $400) but asymmet-
rical odds (i.e., B was riskier than A). After careful consid-
eration of this information, participants reported their rel-
ative preference between the two options on a 1 (strongly
prefer option A) to 8 (strongly prefer option B) scale where
higher numbers indicate a stronger preference for riskier
option B.

Next, to confirm that they did indeed perceive lottery B
as riskier, we asked participants to judge the relative risk
level of the two lotteries on a 1 (option A is much riskier)
to 9 (option B is much riskier) scale. Finally, to assess their
beliefs about the instrumentality of money to achieve one’s
goals in life, we asked participants to report on 1 (strongly
disagree) to 9 (strongly agree) scales their level of agreement
with a series of statements adapted from Tang (1995) and
Yamauchi and Templer (1982; e.g., Money allows me to
determine my own life course; Money allows me to have
freedom in making choices; Money allows me to pursue
activities that I like).

Results

Manipulation Checks. To confirm that our manipulation
was successful, we once again averaged participants’ ratings
of how “rejected” and “left out” they felt (r p .73, p !

.001; a p .83) before submitting the resulting score to a
one-way ANOVA. As expected, participants in the exclusion
condition (Mexcl p 3.78) reported feeling more excluded
than their included counterparts (Mincl p 1.85; F(1, 34) p
52.16, p ! .001).

To confirm that social exclusion did not affect risk per-
ceptions unduly, we also examined participants’ risk esti-
mates of lottery A relative to B. As expected, we found no
difference across conditions (Mexcl p 7.56 vs. Mincl p 7.59;
F ! 1, NS). In fact, these relatively high means on a 1
(option A is much riskier) to 9 (option B is much riskier)
scale confirm that both groups concurred equally strongly
that lottery B is substantially riskier than A.

Lottery Preference. Consistent with the results of studies
1 and 2, we found again that social exclusion significantly
strengthened participants’ inclination to select the riskier
course of action (Mexcl p 3.44 vs. Mincl p 2.17; F(1, 34) p
4.59, p ! .04).

Instrumentality of Money. To examine the role of money’s
instrumentality, we first submitted participants’ answers to
our mediation questionnaire to a factor analysis. This anal-
ysis confirmed that all items loaded reliably on only one
factor (a p .84). We thus averaged participants’ answers
to create an index score intended to capture their beliefs
about the instrumentality of money in life. An ANOVA
using this index score as the dependent variable revealed
that participants in the exclusion condition perceived money
to be more helpful to thrive in the world than their coun-
terparts in the inclusion condition (Mexcl p 7.54 vs. Mincl p
6.64; F(1, 34) p 4.56, p p .04). As predicted, this suggests
that feeling socially excluded does indeed enhance the per-
ceived value of money.

The main purpose of study 3, however, was to test whether
social exclusion leads to riskier but more lucrative financial
decision-making because of the belief that money can help
thrive in the social world. To test this triangular chain of
events, we followed Baron and Kenny’s (1986) four-step
approach to mediation. Accordingly, we first regressed par-
ticipants’ gambling preferences on their inclusion/exclusion
condition (0 p inclusion, 1 p exclusion). Consistent with
the ANOVA reported earlier, this analysis suggests that so-
cial exclusion strengthened preferences for the riskier lottery
(b p .35; t(34) p 2.14; p ! . 04). Second, we regressed
the instrumentality index on participants’ inclusion/exclu-
sion condition (b p .34; t(34) p 2.13; p p .04), which
confirmed that exclusion led participants to see money as
more instrumental in life. Third, we regressed participants’
gambling preferences on the instrumentality index (b p .46;
t(34) p 2.98; p ! .01), which revealed a positive and sig-
nificant relationship between the two variables. Fourth and
last, we regressed participants’ gambling preferences on
their inclusion/exclusion condition and instrumentality-in-
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FIGURE 2

INSTRUMENTALITY OF MONEY AS MEDIATOR (STUDY 3)

NOTE.—Significance levels are denoted by * at p ≤ .10; ** at p ≤ .05; and *** at p ≤ .01.

dex score. While the instrumentality index remained sig-
nificant (b p .39; t(33) p 2.36; p ! .03), participants’
inclusion/exclusion condition no longer predicted their gam-
bling preferences (b p .21; t(33) p 1.32; p 1 .19). A 95%
confidence interval calculation around the indirect effect
(Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes 2007; Shrout and Bolger 2002)
showed that this indirect effect was significantly different
from zero (95% confidence interval [CI] p .05 to .91),
which provides evidence that the effect of social exclusion
on gambling preferences was fully mediated by participants’
perception of the instrumentality of money in life (see fig.
2).

Self-Esteem. To examine the influence of self-esteem on
our findings, we averaged participants’ responses to our self-
esteem questions (r p .68, p ! .001; a p .81) before
submitting the resulting score to an ANOVA. As suspected,
excluded participants (Mexcl p 2.04) exhibited lower self-
esteem than their included counterparts (Mincl p 3.53; F(1,
34) p 29.55, p ! .001). Hence, in addition to fostering
feelings of social exclusion, our manipulation also threat-
ened participants’ ego. To establish whether, in turn, self-
esteem might have played a causal role in the exclusion/
risk-taking relationship, we once again followed Baron and
Kenny’s (1986) approach to mediation. The ensuing re-
gression analyses revealed, however, that neither step 3 nor
step 4 could be validated. Participants’ self-esteem score did
not predict their gambling preferences (b p �.03; t(34) p
�.17; p 1 .86). Furthermore, when both predictors were
included in the model, the effect of social exclusion (b p
.62; t(33) p 2.87; p ! .01) remained significant whereas
that of self-esteem (b p .39; t(33) p 1.83; p p .08) was
only marginally so. These results fail to support self-esteem
as a viable alternative explanation for our findings.

Discussion

The main goal of study 3 was to examine why social
exclusion leads to greater financial risk-taking. Building on
Zhou et al.’s (2009) work on the symbolic power of money,
we proposed that social exclusion fosters riskier but poten-
tially more lucrative courses of action because of the belief
in money’s instrumentality to thrive in a social world. To

test this idea, we induced participants in a state of social
exclusion before engaging them in a new financial decision.
Replicating the findings of studies 1 and 2, we found that
feeling rejected led again to riskier gambling preferences.
More importantly, we found this effect to be mediated by
the perceived instrumentality of money. Excluded consum-
ers perceived money as more helpful to obtain what they
want out of the world around them. This, in turn, led them
to pursue riskier but potentially more rewarding financial
endeavors.

A secondary goal of study 3 was to examine the possible
influence of self-esteem in our studies. Specifically, we
sought to establish whether ego threats could provide a vi-
able alternative explanation for our results. While we found
that our manipulation did indeed threaten participants’ self-
esteem (in addition to fostering feelings of social exclusion),
follow-up mediation analyses failed to support the self-es-
teem/risk-taking relationship. Hence, while we readily con-
cur that social exclusion can indeed bruise self-worth, the
latter does not seem to trigger the same risk-taking propen-
sity. As such, self-esteem threat appears to be an improbable
alternative explanation of our findings.

STUDY 4: CHALLENGING MONEY’S
INSTRUMENTALITY

Study 3 provided mediation evidence for the process hy-
pothesized; feeling excluded heightens the instrumentality
of money in life, which in turn fosters riskier but potentially
more lucrative financial decision-making. Hoping to com-
plement these results with moderation data, we designed
study 4 on the following premise. If social exclusion does
indeed lead consumers to want more money as a means to
secure control in life, then it stands to reason that “killing”
the belief that money can help secure such control should
inhibit subsequent financial risk-taking.

Participants, Design, and Procedure

To test the above hypothesis, we randomly assigned 128
undergraduates from the University of Hong Kong to one
of four conditions in a 2 (social inclusion vs. exclusion) by
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FIGURE 3

PREFERENCE FOR INVESTMENT PLAN (STUDY 4)

2 (lay beliefs about instrumentality of money to secure con-
trol: baseline vs. not instrumental) between-subjects design.
As in studies 2 and 3, we manipulated social inclusion/
exclusion by asking participants to recall a social experience
that left them feeling either included or excluded (Mead et
al. 2011; Pickett et al. 2004). For validation, we once again
assessed participants’ self-esteem (Carter-Sowell et al. 2008;
see study 3) and how “rejected” and “left out” they felt
(Williams et al. 2000; see studies 1–3).

To manipulate beliefs in the instrumentality of money,
we engaged participants in an alleged reading-comprehen-
sion task. To this effect, participants reviewed a brief re-
search report suggesting that learning foreign languages
could improve overall academic achievement (i.e., baseline)
or that money was often mistakenly believed to afford more
freedom and control in life (i.e., not instrumental). By leav-
ing participants’ lay beliefs about money untouched, we
hoped to replicate our earlier findings following the first
report. In contrast, by “killing” the belief in money’s in-
strumentality, we hoped to reduce financial risk-taking fol-
lowing the second report. Of note, to avoid differences in
elaboration across conditions, our two reports mirrored each
other in structure, syntax, and length (i.e., 220 words).

To assess risk taking, we next invited participants to com-
plete a seemingly unrelated investment survey. Consistent
with this scenario, instructions informed participants that
our purpose was to learn about financial decision-making.
To this end, they were granted $100,000, which they were
to invest (as they would their own money) for 12 months
in one of two possible stock portfolios. Option A offered a
50% chance of returning $50K and a 50% chance of losing
$25K. Option B offered a 90% chance of returning $18K
and a 10% chance of losing $37K. As in studies 1 and 3,
both investment plans offered the same expected utility (i.e.,
$12.5K) but asymmetrical risk (i.e., A is riskier than B).
Participants were to report their relative preference between
the two plans on a 1 (strongly prefer option A) to 8 (strongly
prefer option B) scale before reporting the portfolios’ rel-
ative risk on a 1 (option A is much riskier) to 8 (option B
is much riskier) scale.

In conclusion, participants completed several (seemingly
unrelated) surveys about general feelings and attitudes in
life. Of importance was for us to assess affect (i.e., PANAS;
Watson, Clark, and Tellegen 1988) and participants’ beliefs
about the instrumentality of money to achieve goals in life
(Tang 1995; Yamauchi and Templer 1982; see study 3).

Results

Manipulation Checks. To validate our exclusion manip-
ulation, we once again averaged participants’ ratings of how
“rejected” and “left out” they felt (r p .76, p ! .001; a p
.86) before submitting the resulting score to a one-way
ANOVA. As expected, participants in the exclusion con-
dition reported feeling more excluded than their included
counterparts (Mexcl p 3.22 vs. Mincl p 1.63; F(1, 126) p
101.88, p ! .001).

To examine whether our manipulations might have in-

cidentally biased risk perceptions, we compared partici-
pants’ risk estimates of portfolio A relative to B. As ex-
pected, our two-way ANOVA found no main effects and
no interaction (all F ! 1, all p 1 .49). With means from all
four cells below 2.75 on a 1 (option A is much riskier) to
8 (option B is much riskier) scale, participants from all
conditions agreed equally strongly that portfolio A was in-
deed riskier than B.

Investment Plan Preference. Having validated our ma-
nipulations, we turned our attention to the impact of social
exclusion and lay beliefs on financial risk-taking. A two-
way ANOVA revealed no main effect by lay beliefs (F(1,
124) p 1.78, p 1 .18) but a main effect by social exclusion
(Mexcl p 4.72 vs. Mincl p 5.56; F(1, 124) p 5.12, p ! .03;
lower numbers reflect stronger preferences for risky option
A). More interesting, however, was the interaction of the two
factors (F(1, 124) p 3.70, p p .057) and the accompanying
contrast analyses. Confirming our theorizing, planned com-
parisons in the baseline of the lay-beliefs condition revealed
a simple effect of social exclusion. Recalling interpersonal
rejection fostered preferences for riskier option A (Mexcl p
4.11 vs. Mincl p 5.67; F(1, 124) p 9.35, p ! .01), which
replicates our earlier findings. When money’s instrumen-
tality to secure control in life was purported as a fallacy,
however, social exclusion no longer nurtured risk taking
(Mexcl p 5.32 vs. Mincl p 5.45; F ! 1, NS), which validates
our hypothesis (see fig. 3).

Instrumentality of Money. To examine the role of lay
beliefs about money’s instrumentality in our findings, we
once again submitted participants’ answers to our mediation
questionnaire to a factor analysis. As in study 3, all items
loaded reliably on only one factor (a p .78). We thus av-
eraged participants’ answers to create an index score of
money’s instrumentality.

We next examined whether this index mediated the re-
lationship between the social exclusion by lay beliefs in-
teraction and the dependent variable. To this end, we fol-
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FIGURE 4

MEDIATED MODERATION (STUDY 4)

NOTE.—Significance levels are denoted by * at p ≤ .10; ** at p ≤ .05; and *** at p ≤ .01.

lowed Baron and Kenny’s (1986) and Muller, Judd, and
Yzerbyt’s (2005) four-step approach to mediated modera-
tion.

First, we regressed participants’ portfolio preferences on
their exclusion condition (0 p inclusion, 1 p exclusion),
lay beliefs condition (0 p baseline, 1 p money not in-
strumental), and interaction. Consistent with the ANOVA
reported earlier, we found no main effect by lay beliefs (b
p �.05; t(124) p �.41; p 1 .68) but a main effect by
exclusion (b p �.36; t(124) p 3.06; p ! .01) and a sig-
nificant interaction (b p .28; t(124) p 1.92; p p .057).
Second, we regressed the instrumentality-index score on par-
ticipants’ exclusion condition, lay beliefs, and their inter-
action. Once again, we found no main effect by lay beliefs
(b p .04; t(124) p .35; p 1 .72) but a main effect by
exclusion (b p .26; t(124) p 2.15; p ! . 04) and a significant
interaction (b p �.33; t(124) p �2.23; p ! .03). Third,
we regressed participants’ portfolio preferences on the in-
strumentality-index score (b p �.28; t(126) p �3.27; p
p .001), which revealed a negative and significant rela-
tionship between the two variables. Fourth and last, we re-
gressed participants’ portfolio preferences on their exclusion
condition, lay beliefs condition, the exclusion by lay beliefs
interaction, and money’s instrumentality-index score. Of im-
portance here was the fact that the instrumentality index
remained significant (b p �.23; t(123) p �2.64; p p
.009) whereas the exclusion by lay beliefs interaction no
longer predicted participants’ portfolio preferences (b p
.21; t(123) p 1.41; p p .16). A 95% confidence interval
calculation around the indirect effect (Preacher et al. 2007;
Shrout and Bolger 2002) showed that this indirect effect
was significantly different from zero (95% CI p .01 to .96).
These results confirm that money’s perceived instrumental-

ity mediated fully the relationship between the social ex-
clusion by lay beliefs interaction and the dependent variable
(see fig. 4).

Mood and Self-Esteem. To examine mood’s role in our
findings, we first composed positive- (a p .89) and neg-
ative-affect (a p .92) scores by averaging participants’ re-
sponses to the PANAS (Watson et al. 1988). Using these
scores as dependent variables, two-way ANOVAs revealed
no main effect (positive affect: Fexclusion(1, 124) p .64, p 1

.42; Flay beliefs(1, 124) p .05, p 1 .82; negative affect:
Fexclusion(1, 124) p .08, p 1 .78; Flay beliefs(1, 124) p .14, p
1 .70) and no interaction (positive affect: F(1, 124) p 2.35,
p 1 .12; negative affect: F(1, 124) p .00, p 1 .99). While
we could have stopped here, we nonetheless proceeded with
a follow-up ANCOVA using both positive- and negative-
affect scores as covariates and replicated our earlier results
(Fexclusion(1, 122) p 5.54, p p .02; Flay beliefs(1, 122) p 1.71,
p 1 .19; Finteraction(1, 122) p 4.39, p ! .04). The interactive
effects of social exclusion and lay beliefs about money’s
instrumentality on financial risk-taking seem thus to go well
above and beyond the mere effect of affect.

To examine the role of self-esteem in our findings, we
averaged participants’ self-esteem measures (a p .77) to
compose an index score. Using this score as dependent var-
iable, a two-way ANOVA revealed a main effect by exclu-
sion (Mexcl p 2.76 vs. Mincl p 3.57; F(1, 124) p 35.03, p
! .001) but none by lay beliefs (F(1, 124) p .02, p 1 .89)
and no interaction (F(1, 124) p .04, p 1 .84). The absence
of interaction suggests that self-esteem cannot account for
our results. Follow-up analyses confirmed this assessment.
Regressing participants’ investment preferences on self-es-
teem revealed no relationship between the two variables
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(bself-esteem p .07; t(126) p .81; p p .42). Moreover, a two-
way ANCOVA using self-esteem as covariate did not reduce
the significance of the exclusion by lay beliefs interaction
on risk taking (F(1, 123) p 3.66, p p .058).

Discussion

Using a mediation approach, study 3 showed that social
exclusion leads consumers to want more money as a means
to secure control in life, which in turn fosters riskier but
potentially more lucrative financial decisions. Aiming to
provide corroborating evidence with a moderation approach,
study 4 tested whether “killing” the belief that money can
in fact help secure such control would inhibit subsequent
financial risk-taking.

As in studies 1–3, we again found in the baseline con-
dition (i.e., when beliefs about the instrumentality of money
were left untouched) that feeling excluded fostered financial
risk-taking; participants chose to invest in riskier but po-
tentially more profitable stocks. In contrast, when money’s
instrumentality was purported to be a fallacy (i.e., when the
benefits of securing additional monetary resources were
made obsolete), risk taking was eliminated. Follow-up anal-
yses confirmed that this interaction was mediated by par-
ticipants’ beliefs about the efficacy of money in affording
control over life’s course (i.e., mediated moderation).

Study 4 makes three contributions. First, by providing
additional evidence for the hypothesized process through
moderation and confirming it via mediation, study 4 solid-
ifies and extends our earlier findings. Second, study 4 casts
further doubt (both statistically and experimentally) on af-
fect- and esteem-based accounts to explain our results. In-
deed, neither self-esteem nor PANAS measures could ex-
plain the interactive nature of participants’ risk proclivities.
Third and last, study 4 confirms that excluded participants’
risk perceptions of our stock portfolios did not differ from
their included counterparts’, thereby casting doubt on any
optimistic bias by excluded participants.

STUDY 5: FIELD SURVEY

Study 5 was designed with three goals in mind. First, we
sought to assess the generalizability of our findings by look-
ing at additional forms of financial decisions. Second, for
external validity purposes, we attempted to replicate our
effect in the real world by using a more random and het-
erogeneous sample of consumers. Third, we sought to ex-
amine whether our findings could extend to chronic dis-
positions of social exclusion (i.e., beyond experimental
manipulations).

Participants, Design, and Procedure

Study 5 was part of a large-scale data-collection effort
and administered by a team of trained research assistants
(blind to our hypotheses) who were dispatched around shop-
ping malls, subway stations, and parks in Hong Kong. In
total, 278 men (47.4%) and 308 women (52.6%) took part

in study 5 (N p 586). The age of respondents averaged 29,
ranging from 18 to 60.

To introduce our survey, we informed respondents that
our research intended to collect information about a variety
of consumption behaviors. In addition to stressing the an-
onymity of their responses, we assured participants that we
were only interested in people’s genuine opinions and that
there were no “right” or “wrong” answers (Olson, Fazio,
and Hermann 2007).

Similar to study 1, our first question asked participants
to imagine a lottery where two options were available. Op-
tion A offered an 80% chance of winning $200 and a 20%
of winning nothing whereas option B offered a 20% chance
of winning $800 and an 80% chance of winning nothing.
After reflecting on this information, participants indicated
their relative preference between the two options on a 4-
point scale (1 p I strongly prefer A; 2 p I prefer A; 3 p
I prefer B; 4 p I strongly prefer B).

To get a sense of participants’ risk taking with their own
finances, we next asked them to report (a) what proportion
of disposable income they actually invested in low- versus
high-risk schemes (e.g., savings account vs. stocks); (b) how
often they bet on horse racing (1 p never, 2 p rarely, 3 p
sometimes, 4 p often); and (c) how often they gambled in
casinos (1 p never, 2 p rarely, 3 p sometimes, 4 p often).
In the conclusion of the questionnaire, we asked participants
their age, gender, and how often they felt socially excluded
(1 p never, 2 p rarely, 3 p sometimes, 4 p often).

Results

A series of regression analyses using age and gender as
covariates replicated and extended our earlier findings. The
more often respondents felt excluded, the more strongly they
preferred risky option B in our lottery scenario (b p .086;
t(582) p 1.831; p p .068). Expectedly, chronic feelings of
social exclusion also correlated with consumers’ risk taking
in their own personal finances. Indeed, the more often re-
spondents felt excluded, the less they invested in low-risk
schemes such as savings accounts (b p �4.437; t(582) p
2.604; p ! .01). Conversely, the more often respondents felt
excluded, the more often they bet on horse races (b p .224;
t(582) p 4.048; p ! .001) and gambled in casinos (b p
.176; t(582) p 3.980; p ! .001).

Discussion

As a simple correlational field survey, study 5 does not
claim to establish definitive cause-and-effect relationships.
Taken together with our four lab experiments, however,
study 5 makes two noteworthy contributions. First, by doc-
umenting that social exclusion affects financial decisions
beyond lottery choices and investment plans, study 5 sug-
gests that the realm of financial decisions influenced by
interpersonal rejection might be far-reaching. Second, by
replicating in the real world the same risk-taking propen-
sities exhibited in laboratory settings (see studies 1–4), study
5 testifies to the actual consequences of social exclusion for
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consumers’ personal finances. In doing so, study 5 also con-
firms that the impact of social integration (or lack of thereof)
goes beyond experimental manipulations and applies to con-
sumers’ chronic feelings of social acceptance and rejection.

GENERAL DISCUSSION
Seeking social acceptance and maintaining close rela-

tionships constitute two of the most fundamental needs of
human beings (Baumeister and Leary 1995). To satisfy these
needs, consumers are willing to invest or sacrifice important
resources such as time and money to ensure a sustained state
of well-being (Duclos et al. 2012). What happens, however,
when these efforts are unsuccessful? After all, feeling alone
or rejected is a quite common experience. Romantic rela-
tionships dissolve, people are ignored at parties or in office
conversations, and offers of friendship are frequently re-
buffed. The purpose of this research, then, was to examine
the impact of social exclusion on one important aspect of
consumption behavior, financial decision-making. Building
on recent research from marketing and psychology, we pro-
posed that experiencing interpersonal rejection may foster
riskier but potentially more lucrative financial decisions. The
cause, we argued, is that, in absence of social support, for-
lorn consumers may need and seek significantly more money
to secure what they want out of the social system.

To test our proposition, we invited participants in study
1 to play Cyberball, an online ball-tossing game intended
to manipulate one’s state of social inclusion/exclusion (Wil-
liams et al. 2000). Next, in a seemingly unrelated study,
participants indicated their preference between two hypo-
thetical gambles of equal expected utility but of asymmet-
rical odds. As predicted, socially excluded participants fa-
vored the riskier option more strongly than their included
counterparts.

Adopting an essay-writing procedure to manipulate social
exclusion (Mead et al. 2011; Pickett et al. 2004) and a
personally consequential measure of financial risk-taking,
study 2 found that socially excluded participants were twice
as likely to gamble (vs. select a lesser but sure cash payment)
as their counterparts in the baseline, inclusion, and negative-
mood conditions who did not differ from one another. These
results replicated and extended study 1’s results by con-
trasting the specific impact of social exclusion on financial
decision-making (relative to the inclusion and baseline con-
ditions) and by showing affect as an improbable explanation
for our effect.

With negative mood in general and sadness in particular
as improbable alternative explanations for our findings (see
study 2), our purpose in study 3 was to shed light on what
may indeed mediate the relationship between social exclu-
sion and financial risk-taking. To this end, we once again
induced participants in a state of social exclusion (vs. in-
clusion) via an essay-writing procedure before soliciting
their preference between two new lotteries of equal value
but asymmetrical risk. Replicating the results of studies 1
and 2, we found that feeling rejected fostered again riskier
decisions. More importantly, we found that this effect was

mediated by the perceived instrumentality of money. In ab-
sence of social support, excluded participants started to
acutely seek and value money as a means to secure what
they want out of the social system. Of note, additional me-
diation analyses revealed that, while interpersonal rejection
did indeed threaten consumers’ self-worth, the latter did not
in turn trigger risk taking. Hence, self-esteem also appears
to be an improbable alternative explanation of our findings.

Complementing this effort with moderation evidence,
study 4 assessed when and why consumers may or may not
make risky financial decisions. To this end, we manipulated
social exclusion before manipulating the belief that money
can in fact help secure control over life’s course. When the
benefits of additional monetary resources were made ob-
solete, excluded participants no longer sought riskier but
potentially more rewarding investment portfolios. Further-
more, this interaction was mediated (i.e., mediated moder-
ation) by money’s perceived instrumentality in securing con-
trol in life. Hence, using a multifactorial design, study 4
provided both moderation- and mediation-based evidence
for the hypothesized process while once again suggesting
that affect and self-esteem are improbable alternative ex-
planations.

Finally, seeking to extend our lab findings, we took our
investigation to the streets in a field survey. As exhibited
by riskier investment portfolios and more frequent betting
on horse racing and casino gambling, consumers who re-
ported feeling chronically excluded manifested the same
risk-taking propensities in their own personal finances as
participants did in our first four experiments. Hence, across
five studies (i.e., four lab experiments and one field survey)
using a variety of manipulations, dependent measures, and
population samples, we documented a consistent pattern of
greater financial risk-taking as a result of social exclusion.

Theoretical, Managerial, and Societal Implications

Theoretically, three main contributions emerge from the
present work. First, our findings extend the social exclusion
and financial decisions literatures. Prior research shows that
issue capability and gender (He, Inman, and Mittal 2008)
and consumers’ self-regulatory goals (Zhou and Pham 2004)
affect consumers’ financial decisions. By showing that in-
terpersonal rejection leads consumers to pursue riskier fi-
nancial opportunities, our research uncovers a shift in con-
sumers’ idiosyncratic risk-to-benefit ratio as a result of social
exclusion. The articulation of this new finding bridges the
gap between the two literatures and extends our understand-
ing of how consumers trade risk for financial reward.

The second contribution of the present work stems from
extending Zhou et al.’s (2009) work on the symbolic power
of money. By highlighting the motivation behind (i.e., the
why of ) financial risk-taking, we showed that social exclu-
sion heightens the instrumentality of money. In absence of
social support, forlorn consumers begin to acutely seek and
value money as an alternative means to secure what they
want out of the social system. This quest, in turn, engages
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them in riskier but potentially more profitable financial de-
cision-making.

The third theoretical contribution comes from clarifying
the process underlying the aforementioned effect. Our find-
ings suggest that neither negative mood nor self-esteem
seems to provide viable alternative explanations for our ef-
fect. This is not to say, of course, that these factors were
absent from our research. In fact, we showed in studies 2,
3, and 4 that social exclusion can indeed impair affect and
self-esteem. What we established, however, is that these
factors did not by themselves engender riskier financial de-
cisions. This goes to show the specific and unique properties
of social exclusion for financial risk-taking.

Self-defeating behavior is defined as “a deliberate action
with clear negative effects on the self or on the self’s pro-
jects” (Baumeister and Scher 1988). With respect to our
studies, one might wonder whether the financial risks taken
as a result of social exclusion were in fact nothing more
than the manifestation of self-defeating behavior. A closer
look at our procedures, however, should alleviate such a
concern. Indeed, in all our studies, the risky financial prod-
ucts always featured an expected value equal or superior to
that of their safer alternatives. For instance, an investment
plan offering a 50% chance of returning $50K and a 50%
chance of losing $25K is neither superior nor inferior to one
offering a 90% chance of returning $18K and a 10% chance
of losing $37K. Both entail the same expected utility (i.e.,
$12.5K), which leaves consumers free to select whichever
plan better balances their idiosyncratic risk-to-benefit ratio.
As such, choosing a riskier course of action in our studies
can never be construed as self-defeating behavior.

By illustrating the significant impact that common ex-
periences such as feeling rejected or accepted can have on
people’s daily lives, our findings also contribute new in-
sights for policy makers, managers, and consumers. Indeed,
few would deny the importance of financial (mis)manage-
ment for well-being. And given the realm of consumption
behaviors necessitating some form of balancing between risk
and financial reward (e.g., saving to fund college education
or retirement, deciding how to pay for health care and in-
surance, investing in the stock market, etc.), understanding
how consumers trade risk for reward is important both man-
agerially and societally. Of course, many environmental and
personal factors interact to shape one’s financial decisions.
But by (a) identifying the consequences of one such factor,
social exclusion, for financial risk-taking, as well as (b)
shedding light on the mechanism and motivation behind it,
our research can help economic agents make more informed
decisions. For instance, consumers may choose to delay
important financial decisions (e.g., choosing a mortgage, a
car loan, or a retirement scheme) following a breakup or a
fallout with friends. Government agencies and consumer
advocates might want to investigate (and possibly regulate)
some of the sales practices in the financial-services industry
(e.g., lenders, brokers, etc.). Given the consequences of so-
cial exclusion for risk taking, some marketers with ques-
tionable ethics may be tempted to isolate (either physically

or psychologically) prospective clients during the negotia-
tion process since doing so may result in larger commissions.
Others may opt to target demographic groups likely to suffer
from social exclusion (e.g., the elderly, divorcees, widow(er)s,
etc.). As such, consumers would benefit from being aware of
the tricks available to unscrupulous financial-services pro-
viders.

Limitations and Future Research

Our research adopted the established view and working
definition of social exclusion (i.e., being alone, isolated, or
ostracized, sometimes with explicit declarations of dislike,
but other times not; Baumeister et al. 2005; Williams 2007).
It was thus outside the scope of this article to examine
possible nuances between exclusion and loneliness. On the
face of it, however, the former certainly appears more of an
active and dynamic experience whereas the latter seems
more of a passive state. Speaking to this distinction, Lee
and Shrum (2012) find that, whereas being implicitly ig-
nored may increase conspicuous consumption, being ex-
plicitly rejected can instead increase prosocial behavior. Fu-
ture research might thus investigate whether, and if so how,
social exclusion and loneliness differ in their consequences
for financial risk-taking.

In the same vein, we reckon that the impact of social
exclusion might also vary as a function of how often one
experiences the phenomenon and/or character traits. One’s
need to belong, for instance, or one’s attachment style might
very well moderate either upward or downward one’s re-
action to interpersonal rejection. Hence, investigating the
interaction of social exclusion with personality dimensions
is needed for a more integrated theory of how social ex-
clusion influences financial decisions.

Although the thrust of this research was to examine fi-
nancial risk-taking as a result of social exclusion, we also
sought to ascertain whether social inclusion might, in con-
trast, foster risk aversion. To this effect, we found that so-
cially included participants exhibited risk aversion similar
to counterparts in a baseline condition (study 2). Under spe-
cial circumstances, however, it is also possible for social
inclusion to foster risk taking. Studying lending behavior
on the online community prosper.com, a peer-to-peer plat-
form connecting people who wish to invest money with
people needing to borrow, Zhu et al. (2012) found that lend-
ers may indeed be willing to bear more risk (i.e., lend money
to borrowers with higher defaulting risk) if two conditions
are met. First, lenders must perceive that they have strong
ties with fellow Prosper members; second, they must believe
that fellow community members will come to their rescue
should difficulties arise. Short of this, Prosper members’
risk taking vanishes to resemble that of baseline (nonmem-
ber) participants, thereby mirroring our own findings.

Of course, financial decision-making is not the only con-
sumption domain where risk plays a prominent role. As
noted earlier, prior research found that consumers’ willing-
ness to try cocaine, an illegal and potentially lethal drug,
may increase if doing so boosted their chance of com-
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mencing social connections (Mead et al. 2011). Other be-
haviors of interest for researchers, policy makers, and citi-
zens at large might include driving. Does social exclusion
lead to more risk taking on the road? Or, conversely, can
one’s need to belong and affiliate indirectly lead to reckless
driving? Speaking to this possibility, statistics from the US
Department of Transportation suggest that 63% of drivers
under 30 talk and/or text while behind the wheel, thereby
multiplying by three their likelihood of crashing. In total,
nearly 1,000 deaths a year in the United States are linked
to the use of handheld devices while driving. Not surpris-
ingly then, several European countries have already banned
the use of cell phones (which one might construe as an
attempt to remain connected to others) and similar legis-
lation is under way in many American states.

We conclude by hoping that this work will help spur
interest in a relatively new construct in consumer research.
Given the pervasiveness of this phenomenon in society and
its consequences for a wide array of human behaviors, the
study of social exclusion certainly holds promise for a va-
riety of social scientists in years to come.
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