
What Do We Really Need? Goals and
Values, Security, and the Perception of
Consumer Necessity
J. Ian Norris
Berea College

Chloe E. Williams
Western Kentucky University

ABSTRACT

There is a general trend for consumer goods considered luxuries to become thought of as necessities.
Although the luxury/necessity distinction is central to the fields of marketing and economics, little
research has examined the perception of necessity as a psychological phenomenon. Three studies
examined the relationship of the perceived necessity of a variety of consumer goods to goals, values,
and insecurity. In Study 1, the number of goods considered necessities as opposed to luxuries
correlated negatively with intrinsic and positively with extrinsic goal pursuit. In Study 2, this
pattern generalized to the distinction between needs and wants, the extent to which participants
reported needing their possessions, and to materialistic values. In Study 3, the perception of
necessity mediated the relationship between anxious attachment and materialism, suggesting that
needing consumer products has in part a basis in interpersonal insecurity. In turn, it may facilitate
materialistic consumption. © 2016 Wiley Periodicals, Inc.

In 1989, roughly 1% of the U.S. population used a cell
phone. By 2009, cell phone usage had reached nearly
complete saturation at 97%. Most strikingly, in 2009
roughly half of those users considered the cell phone a
necessity (Pew Research, 2009). In 20 years, a techno-
logical innovation largely unknown became something
that many people did not think they could live without.
The cell phone’s meteoric rise from obscurity to neces-
sity may be a drastic example. Nevertheless, it captures
well the more general phenomenon by which consumer
goods have the potential to become woven into our lives
to such an extent that we think we cannot live without
them. Televisions and computers, over about 60 and 40
years, respectively, are also now considered necessities
by half the population. The automobile, which has been
mass produced for consumers for roughly a century,
is considered a necessity by nearly 90% of people. For
these and other consumer products, such as air condi-
tioning, clothes dryers, and microwaves, Pew Research
has documented a steady positive linear trend between
1973 and 2006 in the proportion of people considering
them necessities as opposed to luxuries, suggesting that
necessity is, in part, a matter of perception.

There is little research on the perceived necessity of
consumer goods in the consumer behavior literature.
However, necessity is one of the primary dimensions
on which people think about consumption, and perhaps

the most fundamental concern in consumer behavior
(Pincus, 2004). The purpose of the current research is to
examine the psychological correlates of this perception
of necessity, in goal striving, values, and interpersonal
security.

In general, psychological needs are viewed as im-
mutable and universal (e.g., Maslow, 1943). The Pew
Research data show that for consumer goods, the per-
ception of necessity is more malleable. Economists of-
ten define necessity in terms of the extent to which
demand for the good is affected by changes in price.
Necessities are defined as relatively inelastic, mean-
ing that demand changes less than proportionally in
response to increases in price. The closer that the
price elasticity of a good is to zero, the less sensitive
consumer demand is to price. In fact, the one empir-
ical study that measured the perceived necessity of
consumer goods demonstrated that price elasticities
correlated well with the perception of necessity, such
that the more inelastic the good, the more greatly par-
ticipants rated the goods as necessities as opposed to
luxuries (Kemp, 1998).

There is reason to believe, however, that psycholog-
ical factors play a role in the perception of necessity.
At any given time, some people will consider a good
a necessity and others a luxury. For instance, people
are roughly evenly split as to whether the cell phone,
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television, and home computer are necessities. Further-
more, although the general trend for most goods is a
steady increase in the perception of necessity, a slight
reversal of this pattern was observed in 2009, following
the last economic recession. This may seem counterin-
tuitive at first. In a weak economy, people would likely
have more unmet needs, and thus might consider more
things necessities. However, Pew suggested that the
economic recession may have prompted some people to
reevaluate their priorities. In so doing, they may have
determined that some consumer goods were not so nec-
essary after all. Consistent with this perspective, it was
the respondents with higher incomes that considered
more things necessities.

The psychological mechanisms that may underlie
the perception of necessity are well captured by Juliet
Schor (1999) in The Overspent American. Through the
process of hedonic adaptation (e.g., Kahneman, 1999),
material goods that once brought us pleasure no longer
do—they simply become part of our baseline for ma-
terial well-being. Kemp (1998) demonstrated that get-
ting something perceived as a luxury increased with
positive affect, whereas getting something perceived
as a necessity merely eliminated negative affect. On
the hedonic treadmill (Brickman & Campbell, 1971),
ever-increasing levels of consumption over the long run
are required to maintain the same standards of well-
being. The treadmill effect is exacerbated through so-
cial comparison—or the phenomenon of “Keeping up
with the Joneses.” If everyone gets wealthier, then no
one does relative to anyone else (e.g., Hagerty, 2000).
Material goods, in particular, are subject to these ef-
fects (Carter & Gilovich, 2010).

Taken together, these findings suggest that the per-
ception of necessity may be linked to goal pursuit. Ac-
cording to self-determination theory (see Ryan & Deci,
2000, for a review), people have innate needs for au-
tonomy, competence, and self-control. When people feel
free to pursue goals they value intrinsically, they are
happier and more satisfied when they accomplish them.
Research demonstrates, however, that the pursuit of
extrinsic goals, such as those for financial success and
popularity, is more likely controlled by external forces,
such as social comparison motives and the need to be
looked on favorably by others (e.g., Sheldon, Ryan, Deci,
& Kasser, 2004). The pursuit of such goals may facili-
tate material consumption. If people consider more con-
sumer goods necessities they may work harder to make
more money in order to buy them. As such, they may
value extrinsic goals for financial success (e.g., Kasser
& Ryan, 1993, 1996). Likewise, they may consider more
things necessities in order to achieve extrinsic goals for
image enhancement and popularity. On the other hand,
those who value intrinsic goals, such as self-acceptance
and community, may be less likely to consider con-
sumer goods necessities. For one, consumer goods are
less likely to aid in the fulfillment of these goals. Those
who do not consider consumer goods necessities may
focus on intrinsic goals because they have little reason
to pursue extrinsic goals.

Extrinsic goal pursuit is closely linked to the de-
velopment of materialistic values (see Kasser, Ryan,
Couchman, & Sheldon, 2004, for a review). Material-
ists place a great emphasis on the acquisition and con-
sumption of material goods (Richins & Dawson, 1992).
It was hypothesized that perceived necessity may facili-
tate such consumption in materialistic individuals. Ex-
trinsic goals are widely thought to be opposed to intrin-
sic goals. Extrinsic pursuits undermine the ability to
engage in more intrinsically satisfying activities, such
as building community and social relationships (e.g.,
Grouzet et al., 2005). This is one reason for the well-
documented finding that materialists are less happy
(Kasser & Ryan, 1993, 1996; Richins & Dawson, 1992;
Sirgy, 1998). Beyond our basic biological needs for food,
shelter, and safety, the need for social connectedness is
one of the few psychological motives thought to be fun-
damental and universal (Baumeister & Leary, 1995;
DeWall & Bushman, 2011). And yet extrinsically mo-
tivated individuals are less likely to pursue this basic
need (cf. Burroughs & Rindfleisch, 2002).

One reason may be that both extrinsic goal pur-
suit (Kasser, Ryan, Zax, & Sameroff, 1995) and ma-
terialistic values (Rindfleisch, Burroughs, & Denton,
1997) are rooted in interpersonal insecurity. Insecu-
rity is typically measured by attachment style, which
is thought to depend in large part on early experiences
with caregivers (e.g., Mikulincer & Shaver, 2004). An
insecure upbringing and inconsistent caregiver atten-
tion are primary contributors to an anxious attachment
style. On the other hand, neglect and a lack of care-
giver attention can result in avoidant attachment style
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2004).

Anxiously attached individuals strongly desire but
may fail to seek and establish strong social bonds, per-
haps out of their greater sensitivity to social rejection
(Campbell, Simpson, Boldry, & Kashy, 2005; DeWall
et al., 2012). Avoidant individuals are less interested in
establishing strong relationships and may reject them
altogether (Campbell et al., 2005). Recent research sug-
gests that anxiously attached individuals may be more
materialistic in part out of a need to fill a social void
(Norris, Lambert, DeWall, & Fincham, 2012). Avoidant
individuals were not more materialistic, perhaps be-
cause they reject social relationships and therefore do
not feel the need to fill this void (e.g., Norris et al.,
2012).

Materialism may promote consumption patterns
that increase one’s sense of social self-worth through
conspicuous consumption (Podoshen & Andrzejewski,
2012) or through connection to a brand community
(e.g., Rindfleisch, Burroughs, & Wong, 2009). Indeed,
Rindfleisch et al. (2009) demonstrated that existential
threats to the self increased brand identification among
materialistic individuals. Material objects themselves
may provide security (Clark et al., 2011). People have
the ability to form attachments to their possessions
(Kleine & Baker, 2004), and possessions can become
an important component of one’s sense of self (Belk,
1988). This may be particularly true of materialistic
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individuals (e.g., Carter & Gilovich, 2012). Anxiously
attached individuals have poor self-concepts (Cooper,
Shaver, & Collins, 1998), suggesting a greater need
to compensate with materialistic consumption. In-
deed, materialistic individuals likewise have poor self-
concepts (Reeves, Baker, & Truluck, 2012), perhaps in
part due to the underlying influence of attachment in-
security.

In light of the hypothesis that the perception of ne-
cessity may facilitate materialistic consumption, it was
hypothesized that the perception of necessity may be
rooted in interpersonal insecurity. That is, anxiously
attached individuals may express a need for consumer
goods out of a more fundamental need for social con-
nectedness. For instance, anxiously attached individ-
uals are particularly susceptible to peer influence on
consumption (Huang, Wang, & Shi, 2012), indicative of
a strong connection between consumer behaviors and
underlying social motives.

Three studies examined the relationship of the per-
ception of necessity to goal pursuit, values, and inter-
personal insecurity. The purpose of Study 1 was simply
to identify a relationship between goal pursuit and the
perception of necessity. The purpose of Study 2 was to
replicate the results of Study 1 using different mea-
sures of necessity and to extend the results to material-
istic values. Finally, Study 3 tested the possibility that
the perception of necessity was related to interpersonal
insecurity, and further, that it played a role in the rela-
tionship between anxious attachment and materialism.

STUDY 1

Method

Participants were 76 undergraduates at a regional
Southeastern University (63% female; Mage = 19.9).
Participants first reported whether or not they con-
sidered each of 20 items a luxury or necessity (see
Table 1). These items were culled from two primary
sources: the previously mentioned Pew Research lux-
ury/necessity questionnaire (2009) as well Norris and
Larsen (2011), who asked participants to report the ex-
tent to which they wanted a variety of different con-
sumer goods. Participants then completed the most re-
cent version Kasser and colleagues’ Aspiration Index
(Grouzet et al., 2005). The 56-item index measures goal
striving in 11 specific domains, nine of which load on
the more general intrinsic or extrinsic goal orientation
domains. Participants rated the importance of each of
the 56 goals on a scale from 1 (not at all important) to
9 (extremely important).

The four extrinsic goal domains (financial success,
fame, popularity, conformity; α = 0.84) were averaged
to create a single extrinsic goal orientation score and
the five intrinsic goal domains (affiliation, community,
health, safety, self-acceptance; α = 0.79) were aver-
aged to create a single intrinsic goal orientation score.

Table 1. Proportion of Participants Considering Each
Item a Necessity (Study 1) or a Need (Study 2).

Item Study 1 Study 2

Car stereo system (aftermarket/upgraded) 2.63% 3.00%
Designer clothes (name-brand) 2.63% 9.00%
Nice jewelry (gold, diamond, pearls, etc.) 2.63% 8.00%
Home stereo system 3.95%
Flat screen TV 5.26% 6.00%
Video game system 5.26% 2.00%
Mp3 player 6.58% 5.00%
Smart phone (iPhone, Blackberry, etc.) 7.89%
DVD player 9.21%
Digital camera 13.16% 25.00%
SUV 19.74%
Cable/satellite TV 22.37%
Dish washer 27.63%
Truck 38.16%
Laptop computer 57.89% 83.00%
Clothes dryer 64.47%
Microwave 68.42%
Home air conditioner 69.74%
Cell phone 73.68% 77.00%
Car 75.00% 86.00%

Following Grouzet et al. (2005), in order that each goal
domain represent the relative importance of that goal in
relation to others, the grand mean of all 11 goal domains
was subtracted from the mean of each goal domain prior
to averaging.

Results

The proportion of participants that considered each
item a necessity is presented in Table 1. The depen-
dent measure of necessity was computed by totaling the
number of items considered necessities as opposed to
luxuries (M = 5.76, SD = 3.23). Due to the high negative
correlation between extrinsic and intrinsic goal orien-
tation (r = −0.81, p < 0.001), the zero-order correlations
between goal pursuit and necessity were computed. Ex-
trinsic goal pursuit was positively correlated with the
perception of necessity, r = 0.42, p < 0.001. Conversely,
intrinsic goal pursuit was negatively correlated with
the perception of necessity, r = −0.51, p < 0.001. House-
hold income was marginally related to the perception
of necessity (r = 0.25, p < 0.07). Therefore, follow-up
simultaneous regressions were conducted, predicting
the perception of necessity from goal pursuit, control-
ling for income as well as gender. The effects remained
significant for both extrinsic (t (44) = 3.80, β = 0.50,
p < 0.001) and intrinsic goal pursuit, t (44) = −4.35,
β = −0.57, p < 0.001. No other predictors in the models
were significant.1

To determine if any specific goal domains uniquely
predicted the perception of necessity, the number of
items considered necessities were predicted from all 11
mean-centered goal domains. As expected, the overall

1 This is interpreted with caution, as 27% of participants did not
report household income.
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model was significant, F (10, 65) = 3.94, R2 = 0.38,
p < 0.05. However, when controlling for the relative
importance of all the goal domains simultaneously, only
the desire for financial success uniquely predicted the
number of items considered necessities, t (65) = 2.30,
β = 0.28, p < 0.05.

Discussion

As predicted, Study 1 demonstrated that those who re-
ported the pursuit of extrinsic goals for such things
as financial success and popularity considered more
consumer goods necessities. Likewise, those who re-
ported the pursuit of intrinsic goals for such things as
self-acceptance and community considered fewer things
necessities. Furthermore, these relationships were not
attributable to differences in age, gender, or wealth.
Finally, of all 11 possible extrinsic and intrinsic goal
domains, only the desire for financial success predicted
the perception of necessity beyond the relative contri-
butions of the other goal domains.

Because the desire for financial success uniquely
predicted the perception of necessity, it was hypothe-
sized that extrinsically motivated individuals may de-
sire financial success in order to purchase the things
that they think they need. The next study sought to
extend this finding to materialistic values, which may
support and encourage this consumption pattern. A
slightly different approach was utilized in Study 2 as
well. Using a subsample of the items from Study 1, par-
ticipants reported whether they considered the items
“needs” or “wants” as well as whether or not they had
the items. The term necessity can be construed in a
number of different ways. In Study 1, necessities were
contrasted with luxuries, a common economic concep-
tualization of the meaning of necessity. In Study 2,
“needs” were contrasted with “wants” in an effort to
replicate the relationship observed in Study 1 with a
more psychological conceptualization of necessity.

Along the same lines, a procedure developed by
Larsen and McKibban (2008) was adopted to determine
the extent to which participants wanted the things they
already had. This was to rule out the possibility that
any relationship of the perception of necessity to ex-
trinsic goal orientation was related to actual necessity.
That is, if participants high in extrinsic goal orienta-
tion also report more greatly needing the things they
already have, the perception of necessity is likely one
that is truly a matter of perception, and not simply the
indication of the absence of a necessary good.

STUDY 2

Method

Participants were 101 undergraduates at a regional
Southeastern University (65% female, Mage = 19.9).
Participants first responded to a subsample of 10 items
used in Study 1 (Table 1; from Norris & Larsen, 2011)

Table 2. Study 2 Correlations.

Need-Have Extrinsic Intrinsic Materialism

Needs 0.41∗∗∗ 0.21∗ −0.27∗ 0.27∗∗
Need-have 0.29∗∗ −0.32∗∗ 0.32∗∗
Extrinsic −0.83∗∗∗ 0.29∗∗
Intrinsic −0.31∗∗

Note Need-have is the extent to which participants reported need-
ing the items they already owned. ∗∗∗, ∗∗, and ∗ denote significance at
p < 0.001, 0.01, and 0.05, respectively.

with the prompt “is a [cell phone] something you need,
or something you want?” They then indicated whether
or not they had the item. If they had the item, they in-
dicated the extent to which they needed the item on a
9-point scale from 0 (do not need at all) to 8 (need very
much). As in Study 1, participants completed the As-
piration Index, as well as Richins and Dawson’s (1992)
18-item materialism scale. The Aspiration Index was
scored as in Study 1. The materialism measure was
scored by simply averaging across the items.

Results

As in Study 1, the dependent variable was simply the
number of the items considered needs as opposed to
wants (M = 2.50, SD = 1.24). The proportion of partici-
pants that considered each item a need is presented in
Table 1. The number of items considered needs was pos-
itively correlated with extrinsic goal pursuit (r = 0.21,
p < 0.05) and negatively correlated with intrinsic goal
pursuit, r = −0.23, p < 0.05. As predicted, the number
of items considered needs was also positively correlated
with materialistic values, r = 0.27, p < 0.01. Study 2
correlations are presented in Table 2.

Following a procedure developed by Larsen and
McKibban (2008) for examining the extent to which
people want the things they have, the extent to which
participants reported needing the things that they have
was examined. To compute a single score of needing
what one has, the extent to which participants reported
needing the items that they had was averaged and di-
vided by the number of items that they reported having.
This number was then divided by the maximum scale
value (8) so that scores ranged from 0 to 1 (i.e., Larsen
& McKibban, 2008; Norris & Larsen, 2011), thus effec-
tively controlling for both (1) how many of and (2) which
items the participants actually had.

As with the primary dependent measure—the num-
ber of items considered needs as opposed to wants—
the extent to which participants reported needing the
things that they had was positively correlated with ma-
terialism (r = 0.32) and extrinsic goal pursuit (r = 0.29)
and negatively correlated with intrinsic goal pursuit,
r = −0.32, all p’s < 0.01.

Discussion

As in Study 1, Study 2 replicated the basic positive
relationship of extrinsic goal pursuit and the negative
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relationship of intrinsic goal pursuit to the perception
of necessity. Study 2 further demonstrates that these
relationships extend not just to consumer goods in gen-
eral, but even to the subset of goods of that people ac-
tually possess. This indicates that extrinsically moti-
vated individuals do not consider more consumer goods
necessities simply because they had fewer of them. The
perception of necessity appears to be a more basic psy-
chological phenomenon, and not simply the mechanism
by which basic consumer needs are filled (see Pincus,
2004). Extrinsically motivated individuals continue to
perceive consumer goods as needs even after they pos-
sess them.

One possibility is that more fundamental psycholog-
ical processes play a role in the perception of consumer
necessity. Although it is likely that extrinsically moti-
vated individuals may truly believe that they need de-
signer clothes and flat screen TVs to accomplish the ex-
trinsic goals that they value, it is also possible that the
consumption of these goods is an expression of more ba-
sic needs. Given that an insecure upbringing is a strong
predictor of extrinsic desires (Kasser et al., 1995) and
materialistic values (Rindfleisch et al., 1997), a funda-
mental need for social connectedness (e.g., Baumeister
& Leary, 1995) may play a role in the perception of ne-
cessity. In short, extrinsically motivated materialistic
individuals may say they need more things not just be-
cause they really need those things to accomplish their
extrinsic goals, but because they really need something
more fundamental: They desire but lack meaningful so-
cial connections that provide a more complete sense of
identity and self-worth (e.g., Norris et al., 2012). This
could explain why they not only classify more goods
as necessities as opposed to luxuries but also report a
greater sense of need for things they already own.

Study 3 examined the relationship of the percep-
tion of necessity to anxious attachment style. Given its
strong positive relationship to extrinsic and the strong
negative relationship to intrinsic goal orientation in
Study 2, Study 3 focused specifically on materialistic
values. As with the measurement of needing what one
has in Study 2, the perception of necessity was mea-
sured on a continuous scale in Study 3. It was predicted
that anxious attachment style would be positively re-
lated to the perception of necessity and, further, that
the perception of necessity may also help explain the es-
tablished relationship between attachment insecurity
and materialistic values. That is, anxiously attached
individuals may in part be more materialistic because
they perceive more consumer goods as necessities.

STUDY 3

Method

Participants were 98 (67% female; Mage = 19.8)
undergraduates at a regional Southeastern Uni-
versity. Participants completed the 12-item short
form of the Experience in Close Relationships Scale

Table 3. Extent to which Each Item was Considered a
Necessity (Study 3).

Item M SD

Cable/Satellite TV 3.26 2.04
Car 5.50 1.51
Car stereo system (aftermarket/upgraded) 2.29 1.74
Cell phone 5.45 1.70
Clothes dryer 5.38 1.80
Designer clothes (name-brand) 2.08 1.48
Digital camera 2.30 1.61
Dish washer 3.63 2.17
DVD player 2.93 1.94
Flat screen TV 2.22 1.60
Home air conditioner 5.56 1.83
Home stereo system 2.05 1.56
Laptop computer 4.99 1.91
Microwave 4.98 1.86
Mp3 player 2.28 1.79
Nice jewelry (gold, diamond, pearls, etc.) 1.76 1.45
Smart phone (iPhone, Blackberry, etc.) 3.36 2.19
SUV 2.78 1.84
Truck 3.38 1.97
Video game system (xbox, Wii, etc.) 1.66 1.35

(ECR-S; Wei, Russell, Mallinckrodt, & Vogel, 2007).
The measure consists of two 6-item subscales, both of
which yielded acceptable reliability in our sample (anx-
iety: α = 0.71; avoidance: α = 0.88).

Participants then responded to the same 20 items
used in Study 1 with the following prompt: “A necessity
is something that is necessary for everyday living. A
luxury is something that is not necessary for everyday
living. Please indicate the extent to which you consider
each of the following items a necessity, from 1 (complete
luxury) to 7 (complete necessity)”. They then completed
the revised version of Richins’s 15-item Materialistic
Values Scale (Richins, Mick, & Monroe, 2004; α = 0.87).

Results

Means and SDs for the 20 items are presented in
Table 3. The extent to which participants rated each
item a necessity was averaged to compute a single per-
ceived necessity score. As in Study 2, materialism was
positively correlated with perceived necessity, r = 0.44,
p < 0.001. Replicating previous research (Norris et al.,
2012), materialism was also positively correlated with
anxious attachment (r = 0.23, p < 0.05), but uncorre-
lated with avoidant attachment (r = 0.09, n.s.).

Consistent with predictions, anxious attachment
was also correlated with the perception of necessity,
r = 0.30, p < 0.01. Given the relatively high correlation
between perceived necessity and materialism, a partial
correlation was computed, controlling for materialism.
The relationship between anxious attachment and per-
ceived necessity remained significant in this analysis,
r = 0.23, p < 0.05. Therefore, materialistic values could
not fully account for the relationship between anxious
attachment and perceived necessity.
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Figure 1. Direct effect of anxious attachment on material-
istic values (top panel); indirect effect through the mediator,
perception of necessity (bottom panel). ∗∗∗, ∗∗, and ∗ denote
significance at p < 0.001, 0.01, and 0.05, respectively.

Materialistic values have been suggested as an out-
come of an anxious attachment style. It was hypothe-
sized that perceived necessity may mediate this rela-
tionship. That is, anxiously attached individuals may
be more materialistic because they think they need
more consumer goods, perhaps to fill the void of mean-
ingful social connections that they need but lack. To test
this possibility, the procedure recommended by Baron
and Kenny (1986) was employed. By their guidelines,
complete mediation occurs when the proposed media-
tor predicts the outcome variable when the predictor
variable is also included in the model with the medi-
ator. In this way, the mediator is able to account for
all the variance that explains the relationship between
the predictor and outcome variable; in this case, anx-
ious attachment and materialism, respectively. To test
this possibility, materialism was predicted from both
anxious attachment and the proposed mediator, per-
ceived necessity, in a simultaneous regression equa-
tion. Only perceived necessity remained significant in
the equation, t = 4.26, β = 0.41, p < 0.001, suggesting
mediation (see Figure 1). That is, although anxious at-
tachment predicted materialism, as in prior research
(Norris et al., 2012), it only did so because it predicted
the perception of necessity, which in turn predicted ma-
terialism.

For a more sensitive test of mediation the bootstrap-
ping method developed by Preacher and Hayes (2008)
was also employed. A confidence interval for the size of
the indirect path is generated; if the values between the
upper and lower confidence limit do not include zero,
this indicates a statistically significant mediation ef-
fect. The indirect path through perceived necessity was
statistically significant, as indicated by finding that the
95% confidence interval (bias corrected and adjusted)
for the indirect path, through the mediator, did not in-
clude zero (0.04–0.19; 5000 iterations). Thus, the per-
ception of necessity significantly mediated the relation-
ship between anxious attachment and materialism.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

When people say things like “I need my cell phone,” they
do not literally mean that they cannot live without it.
Yet the three studies reported here indicate that there
are real and consequential psychological correlates of
considering consumer goods necessities. Those who em-
phasized the importance of extrinsic goals considered
more consumer goods necessities, and those who em-
phasized the importance of intrinsic goals considered
fewer consumer goods necessities. This was true both
when classifying goods necessities as opposed to luxu-
ries (Study 1) and when classifying goods needs as op-
posed to wants (Study 2). It was also true of the extent
to which participants reported needing the things they
already had in their possession (Study 2). Like extrin-
sically motivated individuals, materialistic individuals
also classified more goods as needs as opposed to wants
(Study 2), more greatly needed the things they already
had in their possession (Study 2), and perceived con-
sumer goods necessities to a greater extent in general
(Study 3).

These data are the first to identify psychological an-
tecedents and consequences of the perception of neces-
sity for consumer goods. As such, the studies represent
an important addition to the highly understudied liter-
ature on this topic (i.e., Kemp, 1998) and raise a number
of critical issues for consumer well-being as well as for
additional research.

Perhaps most important is the finding that the per-
ception of necessity may be driven by a deeper need
for social connection in anxiously attached individuals,
which in turn facilitates materialistic values. Given the
correlational nature of the findings, definitive claims
as to the directionality of these relationships cannot be
made. Goals, values, and attachment style in particu-
lar are complex and multifaceted constructs that have
a wide range of developmental and sociocultural an-
tecedents and consequents. Even so, work with adoles-
cents does suggest that attachment security is an input
to materialism (e.g., Kasser et al., 2004). To the extent
that anxiously attached individuals’ perceptions of ne-
cessity is an expression of an unfulfilled need for more
meaningful social relationships, consumption may ei-
ther substitute for or facilitate these relationships in a
number of different ways. For instance, Zhou, Vohs, and
Baumeister (2009) found that handling money helped
ease the pain of social rejection; conversely, Clark et al.
(2011) found that bolstering interpersonal security re-
duced the value participants placed on material objects.
Furthermore, social rejection motivates consumption
that promotes social connectedness (Mead, Baumeister,
Stillman, Rawn, & Vohs, 2011). Conspicuous consump-
tion in particular, which is closely related to material-
ism (Podoshen & Andrzejewski, 2012) is thought to be
motivated specifically to convey one’s status to others
(e.g., Veblen, 1899/2009).

More generally, and perhaps in anxiously attached
individuals in particular, the perception of necessity
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may promote the adoption of extrinsic goals and ma-
terialistic values. Given that consumption accounts for
roughly 70% of GDP, there are strong incentives for
marketers and advertisers to create the perception
of necessity for their products. If people think they
need more things, they may adopt extrinsic goals for
financial success so that they can afford them, and
materialistic values to promote their acquisition and
possession. Among those who are interpersonally in-
secure, such messages may be particularly powerful—
especially when they facilitate consumption that either
eases social pain or promotes connectedness (e.g., Mead
et al., 2011).

On the other hand, it is also plausible that the adop-
tion of extrinsic goals may cause people to view more
consumer goods as necessities. If this is the case, ne-
cessity might be more than a matter of perception. A
cell phone and an automobile might very well be ne-
cessities for those who hope to achieve financial suc-
cess. By this explanation, the necessity of consumer
goods might follow from the culture of capitalism in
America that promotes the adoption of extrinsic goals
(i.e., Kasser, Cohn, Kanner, & Ryan, 2007).

It is likely that extrinsic goal pursuit and the per-
ception of necessity are mutually influential on one an-
other. However, this relationship may not be inconse-
quential. A culture that values money and fame may
make people feel like they need more things to achieve
those goals; likewise, the materialistic pursuit of those
things that people think they need might make them
more likely to pursue the financial success that makes
them possible. By traditional economic measures, the
increased consumption that follows from perceived ne-
cessity has a positive social impact because consump-
tion is a marker for material well-being. However, a
wide range of research demonstrates that those who
pursue extrinsic goals are more depressed and lower
in well-being (Kasser & Ryan, 1993, 1996; see Kasser
et al., 2004, for a review). Money brings diminishing
marginal returns to happiness; although the relation-
ship between money and happiness may be stronger
than previously thought (e.g., Stevenson & Wolfers,
2008), it is weaker at higher levels of income (e.g.,
Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2002). Materialistic individ-
uals in particular are less happy and/or lower in psy-
chological well-being (Belk, 1985; Burroughs & Rind-
fleisch, 2002; Kasser & Ryan, 1993; Richins & Dawson,
1992; Sirgy, 1998). Those who pursue material goals
may be less happy because the pursuit of those goals
conflicts with the pursuit of more intrinsically satisfy-
ing goals (Burroughs & Rindfleisch, 2002). One possibil-
ity is that the perception of necessity itself is negatively
related to well-being, either directly or through a rela-
tionship with extrinsic goal pursuit and materialistic
values.

This is not to understate the importance of economic
growth. Many of the goods that participants in these
studies reported needing were the result of techno-
logical innovation that has drastically improved the
quality of life. This innovation fuels economic growth,

creates jobs, and lowers prices, which leads to greater
disposable income, which increases the consumption of
goods, which fuels economic growth, and so on. In the
process, the socioeconomic landscape is continuously
transformed by the production of new and improved
consumer goods for consumption. From a more cyni-
cal perspective, and to use a phrase often attributed
to Thorstein Veblen,2 it may be that “invention is the
mother of necessity” and the perception of necessity
follows simply from the availability of these goods and
the means with which to purchase them. Of course, it
may actually be the case that people need more to sur-
vive in an increasingly complex economy. One hundred
years ago, few people needed an automobile to get to
work; now, workers in many parts of the country do.
As such, the automobile may be considered a neces-
sity to the extent that earning an income allows one
to fulfill more basic human needs for food and shelter.
Similarly, the cell phone may be considered a necessity
to the extent that it makes social connectedness possi-
ble, which is considered a basic psychological need (e.g.,
Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Given that the basic trend
is for goods to become necessities over time, it may be
that those with extrinsic goals are the early adopters
at the forefront of the trend.

Even if the general trend is for more goods to actually
become necessities as economies grow more complex,
Studies 1 and 2 showed that participants who pursued
intrinsic goals needed fewer things, and even needed
the things they already had to a lesser extent. Just
as extrinsic goals may encourage consumption via the
perception of necessity, intrinsic goals may discourage
it. This finding is consistent with the Pew Research
(2009) explanation for the reversal in the trend for
goods to become increasingly perceived as necessities.
The recession likely made it more difficult for people
to achieve extrinsic goals, such as those for financial
success, and thus prompted a reevaluation of priorities.
For instance, media reports in the aftermath of the 2008
financial collapse often highlighted the fact that the un-
employed were finding new ways of enjoying time, such
as with family (Abelson, 2009). A New York Times Eco-
nomic View article (Cowen, 2009) reviewed evidence
that people turn toward self-improvement goals during
tough times; some evidence actually indicates health
benefits of recession (Ruhm, 2007). Other media re-
ported an increased commitment to community and
volunteer work (Hawkins, 2010). Such effects would
be consistent with self-determination theory (Ryan &
Deci, 2000), as people are happier when they pursue in-
trinsic goals associated with autonomy and self-control.

This is not to undermine the material and psycholog-
ical costs of economic difficulty, but rather to indicate
that when people are unable to pursue extrinsic goals
they may draw on sources of intrinsic motivation for
community, self-acceptance, and health. The results of

2 Actually, the earliest mention of this phrase appears to be in the
July 25, 1857 edition of the British legal publication The Jurist.
This is the same year that Veblen was born.
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Study 3 are consistent with this perspective: Anxiously
attached individuals more likely lack meaningful social
relationships that contribute to satisfactory intrinsic
goal pursuit.

The current studies show a relationship between ex-
trinsic goal pursuit, materialistic values, and the per-
ception of necessity. They further demonstrate that
the perception of necessity plays a role in the rela-
tionship of anxious attachment to materialistic values.
Future research should explore the causal connections
among these variables. For instance, among anxiously
attached individuals, the perception of necessity may
facilitate consumption that eases the pain of social re-
jection or promotes social connectedness (e.g., Mead
et al., 2011) for different products under different con-
ditions.

Future research should also explore the characteris-
tics of the products themselves as well as how the con-
strual of those products by consumers contributes to
the perception of necessity. For instance, goods that fa-
cilitate experiential pursuits make people happier than
those that contribute to materialistic pursuits (Carter
& Gilovich, 2010). One possibility is that goods that
are considered necessary for experiential reasons con-
tribute more greatly to intrinsic goal pursuit, such as a
mountain bike that promotes the development of new
skills and increases physical health. It could even be
that goals and values affect the very construal of the
good itself (i.e., as experiential or material; Van Boven,
2005) and that the construal determines how the per-
ception of necessity affects well-being. Consumption it-
self can have a positive social impact to the extent it
contributes to the material well-being of the economy
and the psychological well-being of consumers.
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