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We examine how people (as observers) anticipate levels of happiness from psy-
chological consumption experiences (e.g., learning a new language or visiting a
park). All else being equal, we propose and demonstrate that people expect differ-
ences in happiness based on income. Specifically, we show that relative to
observers themselves, individuals simultaneously expect low-income consumers
to enjoy psychological consumption experiences less and high-income consumers
to enjoy them more. This is because consumers hold a lay theory that human
needs must be fulfilled in a sequential, linear manner, which leads to income-
based inferences of need prioritization. Thus, observers simultaneously believe
that low-income consumers do (and should) prioritize their low-level physical
needs first, but high-income consumers (who have presumably already fulfilled
their physical needs) can prioritize their high-level psychological needs. Critically,
we demonstrate that these lay theory-driven inferences are faulty, showing that
the priority level assigned to these needs and the actual happiness resulting from
psychological consumption experiences do not follow the predicted pattern.
Namely, income either has no relationship with actual happiness (visitors to theme
parks, sporting events, and concerts) or the reverse relationship, such that lower-
income consumers report greater happiness than higher-income consumers (sec-
ondary data from a major league professional sports team).
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We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men
are created equal, that they are endowed by their

Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among

these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.

—United States Declaration of
Independence (July 4, 1776)

From fleeting moments of pleasure to more sustained
meaning and fulfillment (Deci and Ryan 2008; Ryan and
Deci 2001), people have always wanted to be happy and
maximize their well-being. Consistent with this premise,
an entire field of research is dedicated to examining
“hedonic psychology. . .the study of what makes experien-
ces and life pleasant and unpleasant” (Kahneman, Diener,
and Schwarz 1999, ix). Ultimately, the question both con-
sumers and researchers have been trying to answer is “how
can people achieve and maintain happiness for themselves
and others?” Is learning a new language, earning a
diploma, or perusing exhibits at a museum likely to make
someone happy? What about drinking water or eating a
sandwich—will those heighten someone’s happiness?
While the former consumption experiences help satisfy
psychological needs and the latter help satisfy physical
needs (predominantly),’ each has the potential to increase
happiness. Pursuing happiness is considered a fundamental
right, but the critical question we address here is whether
consumers expect all people to derive the same level of
happiness from the exact same consumption pursuits.
Identifying potential differences in anticipated happiness is
critical because these judgments determine what consumers
purchase for others, as well as the public policies and pro-
grams they are likely to support.

In the opening quote, the “pursuit of Happiness” is
described as something that everyone—regardless of age,
gender, sexual orientation, or cultural background—
deserves. However, we propose that consumers (as observ-
ers) believe people systematically derive different levels of
happiness from identical pursuits based on a key compo-
nent of their socioeconomic status (SES). Specifically, we
argue that one’s income level (whether relatively poor or
wealthy)? dictates attributions of happiness from specific

1 We use “psychological consumption experiences” to mean experi-
ences that primarily help satisfy psychological/mental needs through-
out this article. Likewise, we use “physical consumption experiences”
to mean experiences that primarily help satisfy physical/body needs.
We conceptualize these to be on a continuum, with most experiences
skewing in one direction or another. For instance, while eating at an
exclusive restaurant can potentially satisfy physical needs (e.g., hun-
ger), it primarily satisfies psychological needs (e.g., status).

2 Although income and wealth have different financial meanings (i.e.,
income is a flow of money over time; wealth is assets minus liabilities
at a single point in time), observers likely use these terms interchange-
ably and/or draw similar inferences from both sets of labels. Indeed,
most people spontaneously mention income and material wealth (often
together) when asked to explain what they think about when rating
their own SES (Tan et al. 2020). Critically, a supplemental study
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consumption experiences—namely, observers expect low-
income consumers to enjoy psychological consumption
experiences less and high-income consumers to enjoy them
more (relative to themselves). We propose that these
effects are driven by a lay theory whereby consumers
believe that human needs must be fulfilled in a sequential,
linear manner, which leads to income-based inferences of
need prioritization. Thus, observers simultaneously believe
that low-income consumers do (and should) focus on ful-
filling low-level physical needs first, whereas high-income
consumers, who have (presumably) met the prerequisite
needs, are immediately free to advance toward fulfilling
high-level psychological needs. Critically, we demonstrate
that these inferences are biased, showing that: (1) the prior-
ity level assigned to needs does not vary by income, and
(2) actual happiness from psychological consumption expe-
riences does not follow this predicted pattern.

In so doing, our work makes the following novel contri-
butions. First, because of the lay theory they hold about
sequential need fulfillment, we show that observers antici-
pate lower happiness for low-income consumers and higher
happiness for high-income consumers, even for identical
psychological consumption experiences. This asymmetry is
particularly insightful, as most prior work on income-based
inferences focuses on derogation of low-income consumers
(Hagerty and Barasz 2020), without considering the possi-
bility that individuals may also elevate high-income con-
sumers. Thus, our research directly responds to the
American Psychological Association’s Task Force on SES
(Saegert et al. 2007), which has encouraged work distin-
guishing between downward and upward classism. Second,
we document a novel lay theory process, showing that this
previously undocumented asymmetric response is driven
by perceived differences in which needs must be fulfilled
first and by whom. Moreover, relative to themselves, prior
research has demonstrated that people “demean” or mini-
mize the presumed importance of others’ psychological
needs versus their physical needs (Schroeder and Epley
2020). We identify income as an important moderator of
this effect. Third, while previous research on income-based
inferences features an observer lens only (Hagerty and
Barasz 2020; Olson et al. 2016, 2021; Shepherd and
Campbell 2020), we complement our observer-based stud-
ies with actor-based studies. Doing so allows us to docu-
ment that these lay theory-driven inferences are indeed
biased. Namely, actor-based data from multiple sources
show a different relationship between income and actual
enjoyment. Across one pilot and eight studies, we rule out
several alternative accounts for our findings or show that
they are insufficient to produce our effects, including

demonstrates that people draw similar inferences across three different
ways of framing someone’s financial situation (web appendix figure
C2). Thus, we use “low-income” in the same way as “relatively poor”
and “high-income” in the same way as “relatively wealthy.”
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differences in an experience’s cost, perceived sophistica-
tion or luxuriousness, frequency, and actual need depriva-
tion. Instead, we provide evidence of a lay theory that leads
to income-based inferences of anticipated happiness and
resource allocation (e.g., gift choice).

A (FAULTY) LAY THEORY OF
PERCEIVED NEED PRIORITIZATION

Consumers develop lay theories—also known as implicit
theories or intuitions—in an attempt to make sense of the
social and physical world (Dweck 2000; Furnham 1988).
Lay theories are informal assumptions that serve epistemic
functions (i.e., they help us understand current events and
make predictions about the future), psychological functions
(i.e., they help us feel in control of outcomes), and social
functions (i.e., they help us gain social approval; Furnham
1988; Levy, Chiu, and Hong 2006). In the current research,
we posit that consumers hold a lay theory that informs how
others do (and should)3 prioritize their needs.

According to Maslow (1943), human beings have a set
of five fundamental needs: (1) physiological (e.g., food,
water, sleep), (2) safety (e.g., shelter, security), (3) belong-
ingness (e.g., socializing, connection), (4) esteem (e.g.,
respect, recognition), and (5) self-actualization (e.g.,
growth, reaching one’s potential). The needs are arranged
in a pyramid with the most basic on the bottom, with the
theory indicating that people must first fulfill lower-level
needs before ascending the hierarchy toward higher-level
needs. Recent work finds that the need categories vary in
the degree to which they are perceived as relatively physi-
cal versus psychological. Specifically, “low-level needs”
(Maslow’s (1943) physiological needs) are seen as primar-
ily physical, “middle-level needs” (Maslow’s safety and
belongingness needs) are seen as a blend of physical and
psychological, and “high-level needs” (Maslow’s esteem
and self-actualization needs) are seen as primarily psycho-
logical (Schroeder and Epley 2020). In other words, the
need hierarchy begins with the physical body and ascends
toward the mind.

The implied linearity of Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy has
received criticism over the years. For example, researchers
have argued that people can pursue multiple needs simulta-
neously or skip needs altogether (Tay and Diener 2011;
Wahba and Bridwell 1976). Even Maslow (1970) himself
later acknowledged that the pyramid structure may not be
as fixed or universal as he originally theorized (e.g., con-
sumers can and do sacrifice physical safety to fit in with
friends). Regardless of the actual linearity of Maslow’s

3 Note we do not anticipate any differences in inferences of what
others “do” versus “should do.” Previous research demonstrates that
these descriptive versus prescriptive lay beliefs, respectively, are
strongly associated with one another (Eriksson, Strimling, and Coultas
2015). We test this prediction directly in study 2A.
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original hierarchy, objective realities are not central to con-
sumers’ lay beliefs (Furnham 1988). Here, we propose that
consumers believe that needs must be fulfilled in a sequen-
tial, linear manner such that physical need fulfillment pre-
cedes psychological need fulfillment. This sequential
ordering then leads to inferences about need prioritization.
If Person A is seen as struggling to meet even their most
basic needs but Person B is completely fulfilling them, the
lay theory suggests that Person A and others like them will
(and should) prioritize their psychological needs less than
Person B. Note that it is not enough for Person A to barely
satisfy physical needs before ascending the pyramid.
Rather, the lay theory suggests they must satisfy physical
needs completely—without room for ostensible improve-
ment—to reach a state of fulfillment. In the current
research, the factor that differentiates Person A from
Person B is income. Put simply, because observers believe
that low-income consumers must focus on completely ful-
filling low-level physical needs before psychological ones,
they think low-income consumers will enjoy psychological
consumption experiences relatively less. Conversely,
observers think anticipated happiness from these same
experiences will be comparatively higher for high-income
consumers who have (presumably) already fulfilled their
low-level physical needs.

If consumers hold a lay theory that needs must be ful-
filled in a sequential, linear manner, where does it origi-
nate? Past work indicates that consumers develop lay
theories about the world around them from observation,
(in)formal education, and personal experience (Furnham
1988; Haws, Reczek, and Sample 2017; Raghunathan,
Naylor, and Hoyer 2006). Similarly, we propose that con-
sumers’ lay theory of sequential need fulfillment likely
stems from their observations about what others “do.”
Specifically, members of different income groups (objec-
tively) have differential access to resources and social insti-
tutions (Beeghley 2015; Lott 2002; Saegert et al. 2007),
resulting in observable differences across income groups.
For example, one’s social class predicts differences in
physical health outcomes (Adler et al. 1994, 2000; Gallo
and Matthews 2003), cultural values (Stephens et al. 2012),
and behavioral scripts and preferences (Stephens, Markus,
and Townsend 2007). Researchers have also identified var-
ious distinctions in how lower-class versus upper-class con-
sumers think, feel, and act within their environment, noting
specific differences in how they construe the self, perceive
the world, and relate to others (Kraus, Coté, and Keltner
2010; Kraus et al. 2012; Manstead 2018). This literature
demonstrates that circumstances generally dictate that
lower-class consumers (as actors) focus more on context
and external, outside forces to minimize threats and uncer-
tainty, whereas upper-class consumers can focus relatively
more on their own internal states, goals, and emotions.

Even though income-based differences exist in how con-
sumers (as actors) think, feel, and act, we argue (and
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demonstrate in our pilot study) that the priority level
assigned to people’s needs does not vary by income. What
does vary by income is access and opportunities to fulfill
these needs. These differences then impact choices and
consumption behaviors, making it appear—to observers—
that low-income consumers prioritize psychological needs
to a lesser extent than high-income consumers. For exam-
ple, data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics show
that certain categories, like entertainment, represent a
smaller proportion of annual expenditures for low-income
versus high-income households (Meyers, Paulin, and Thiel
2024). Observing this might lead people to infer that low-
income consumers prioritize such spending less (Bem
1972) and, instead, are more focused on obtaining physical
necessities like food (Meyers et al. 2024), thus implying a
sequential, linear order to need fulfillment.

Since consumption choices are a means of self-
expression and subject to scrutiny (Berger and Heath 2007;
Olson et al. 2016, 2021), observing the behavior of even
one person can influence perceptions of the broader social
group (Risen, Gilovich, and Dunning 2007). Similarly,
consumers can develop lay theories—and overapply them
to the point of bias—based on salient, small-sample obser-
vations (e.g., seeing pricey strawberries may lead people to
incorrectly infer that all healthy food is expensive; Haws
et al. 2017). In the current research, we propose that
observers generalize from their observation of consumption
patterns that needs must be fulfilled in a sequential, linear
order, with physical needs preceding psychological ones.
Assumptions about linearity are likely overapplied to low-
income consumers, in particular, because observers overes-
timate the degree to which all members of this group con-
sistently struggle to meet their basic needs. This sequential
lay belief then sparks differences in perceived need prioriti-
zation. Thus, because of visible disparities in consumption,
we propose that observers believe low-income consumers
do (and should) prioritize physical need fulfillment first,
and completely, before they can enjoy psychological need
fulfillment.

Consequently, as a result of these lay theory-driven dif-
ferences in perceived need prioritization, we predict that
income’s effect on anticipated happiness will depend on
the specific type of consumption experience. For experien-
ces that help satisfy psychological needs (e.g., visiting a
park, attending a sporting event or comedy show), we pro-
pose that anticipated happiness will be lower for low-
income (vs. high-income) consumers because people
believe they will (and should) be focused on completely
fulfilling physical needs first. In contrast, we propose that
anticipated happiness will be higher for high-income (vs.
low-income) consumers because people believe they will
(and should) prioritize psychological benefits because their
physical needs have already been fully met. The proposed
lay theory—that need fulfillment progresses from the phys-
ical body to the mind—is important because prior work
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links psychological need fulfillment to greater happiness
among actors (Howell et al. 2011; Reis et al. 2000;
Sheldon, Ryan, and Reis 1996). Thus, if observers believe
that complete physical need fulfillment is a prerequisite to
happiness and make choices for others or support policies
based on this faulty information, it could have a down-
stream effect on actors’ actual happiness.

Conversely, we do not expect the same pattern of results
for experiences that help satisfy physical needs (e.g., drink-
ing water, eating lunch, sleeping). On one hand, there may
be no income differences in anticipated happiness. Per our
proposed lay theory, completely fulfilling physical needs is
believed to be the necessary foundation or “precursor” to
subsequent psychological need fulfillment. Thus, observers
may see activities that help satisfy physical needs as the
compulsory “first step” for everyone. On the other hand,
there may be income differences in anticipated happiness
favoring low-income consumers. If observers overestimate
the extent to which all low-income consumers (but not
high-income consumers) consistently struggle to fulfill
low-level physical needs, they may anticipate greater hap-
piness from physical need fulfillment. In sum, we expect
lay theory-driven inferences to favor high-income consum-
ers for psychological consumption experiences but not
physical consumption experiences.

PERCEIVED NEED PRIORITIZATION:
DIMINISHING THE POOR AND
ELEVATING THE RICH

We propose that income-based differences in anticipated
happiness will be driven by a lay theory espousing the tem-
poral sequence of need fulfillment. Importantly, we include
a “self” condition in our experiments to identify the direc-
tion of observers’ income-based inferences. Relative to
themselves, prior research demonstrates that people
“demean” or minimize the presumed importance of others’
psychological versus physical needs (Schroeder and Epley
2020). This tendency persists across a broad range of
“others,” including a chimpanzee, child, drug addict, class-
mate, and friend. Building upon this work, we propose that
others’ income is a key moderator of the demeaning bias
such that the perceived prioritization of psychological (vs.
physical) needs shifts across the income spectrum. Relative
to the self, we predict that observers simultaneously: (1)
diminish low-income consumers by perceiving their psy-
chological needs as less of a priority and (2) elevate high-
income consumers by perceiving their psychological needs
as more of a priority. While previous research would pre-
dict the diminishment of stigmatized consumers like the
poor (Haslam and Loughnan 2014; Haslam and
Stratemeyer 2016; Schroeder and Epley 2020)—to our
knowledge—our research is the first to examine the
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elevation of a specific group of consumers’ needs relative
to the self.

To date, the small body of literature on elevation primar-
ily focuses on ascribing human qualities to supernatural
entities like God (Demoulin, Saroglou, and Van
Pachterbeke 2008; Haslam et al. 2008). Most relevant to
the current work, Schroeder and Epley (2020) compared
need perceptions of God, the self, and a chimpanzee in one
of their experiments. For chimpanzees, psychological
needs were perceived as less important than physical needs
(i.e., the demeaning effect). For God, psychological needs
were perceived as more important than physical needs (i.e.,
a disembodiment effect). People’s beliefs about their own
needs largely fell in between the “sub-human” chimpanzee
and “super-human” God.

Moving beyond non-human agents, the current work
identifies a specific segment of consumers whose psycho-
logical needs are elevated above the self. Specifically, our
work centers on how observers elevate the prioritization of
high-income consumers’ psychological needs relative to
their own and the positive implications these perceptions
have on anticipated happiness from psychological con-
sumption experiences. We motivate our reasoning from
prior work suggesting that the wealthy often represent an
aspirational group for the self—on average, they are hap-
pier, healthier, and elicit feelings of envy among observers
(Adler et al. 1994, 2000; Cuddy, Fiske, and Glick 2008;
Gallo and Matthews 2003; Tan et al. 2020). Consumers
also implicitly (but not explicitly) favor the rich over lower
classes (Horwitz and Dovidio 2017). As proposed earlier,
consumers may expect the wealthy to have already fulfilled
their basic needs, which frees them up for psychological
pursuits. Indeed, consumers are more flexible in what con-
stitutes “appropriate” time use for higher-income versus
lower-income groups (Olson et al. 2021) and may see men-
tal well-being as a privilege reserved for the wealthy
(Dembosky 2016). Thus, we propose that observers’ lay
theory-driven inferences—diminishing low-income con-
sumers’ psychological needs and elevating high-income
consumers’ psychological needs, relative to their own—
ultimately translate into lower versus higher levels of
anticipated happiness (respectively) from identical psycho-
logical consumption experiences. Critically, we argue that
this lay theory leads to biased inferences—actual happiness
does not vary as predicted because the actual priority level
assigned to needs does not vary across the income
spectrum.

HYPOTHESES AND RESEARCH
OVERVIEW

In summary, the preceding theoretical development led
us to derive six hypotheses:

JOURNAL OF CONSUMER RESEARCH

H1A: Observers believe that fulfilling higher-level psycho-
logical needs is a lower priority for low-income consumers
versus high-income consumers.

H1B: Relative to the self, observers simultaneously believe
that fulfilling higher-level psychological needs is less of a
priority for low-income consumers and more of a priority
for high-income consumers.

H2A: Observers expect low-income consumers to derive
less happiness from psychological consumption experiences
than high-income consumers; this same pattern will not hold
for physical consumption experiences.

H2B: Relative to the self, observers simultaneously expect
low-income consumers to derive /ess happiness from psy-
chological consumption experiences and high-income con-
sumers to derive more happiness from psychological con-
sumption experiences; this same pattern will not hold for
physical consumption experiences.

H3: The moderating effect of target identity on anticipated
happiness with different consumption experiences (hypothe-
ses 2A and 2B) will be driven by perceived need prioritiza-
tion, that is, the relative priority placed on fulfilling psycho-
logical versus physical needs.

H4: While observers expect low-income consumers to
derive less happiness from psychological consumption expe-
riences than high-income consumers (hypothesis 2A), the
actual happiness consumers as actors derive from psycho-
logical consumption experiences does not follow this same
income-based pattern.

Alternative Accounts

We propose that differences in anticipated happiness
will emerge even when psychological consumption experi-
ences: (1) cost nothing, (2) vary in perceived sophistication
and luxuriousness, and (3) are encountered for the first
time. First, we demonstrate that income asymmetries do
not stem from perceived differences in the ability to afford
experiences (e.g., believing that wealthier patrons are hap-
pier because they have greater means). We show that our
effects are not about (objective) financial resource abun-
dance, as differences in anticipated happiness extend
beyond premium-priced activities to include both free and
low-cost activities.

Similarly, (objective) need deprivation cannot suffi-
ciently explain our results. One could argue that differences
in anticipated happiness reflect accurate beliefs about
which types of needs are more likely to go unfulfilled and,
therefore, bring greater happiness through their fulfillment.
In other words, if low-income consumers (as actors) are
relatively deprived of all needs, then they should be hap-
piest with the basics first. This reasoning is the crux of our
lay theory argument: consumers erroneously believe that
all low-income consumers consistently struggle to fulfill
their physical needs and must fulfill them completely
before pursuing psychological need fulfillment. We
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demonstrate that this reasoning is faulty, however, because
actual happiness is equal (and sometimes greater) among
lower-income concertgoers, park visitors, and sports game
attendees—all activities that contribute to psychological
need fulfillment. Therefore, complete fulfillment of low-
level physical needs is not a prerequisite for actual higher-
level enjoyment, and objective deprivation alone cannot
account for the observed pattern of effects.

Second, we demonstrate that income asymmetries are
not a “social class matching effect.” One could argue that
many psychological consumption experiences, like going
to the opera, are activities associated with upper class
luxury, which is why observers infer lower happiness
among low-income consumers and greater happiness
among high-income consumers. To minimize this concern,
our studies feature 16 different psychological consumption
experiences and products that vary in perceived sophistica-
tion* and luxuriousness (web appendix figure A4). Thus,
ceiling and floor effects in our stimuli cannot account for
our effects. Importantly, we observe consistent income
asymmetries across these stimuli and show that consumers
rely on lay theory-driven inferences of need prioritization
to guide their judgments.

Third, we demonstrate that income asymmetries are not
“experience effects,” driven by high-income consumers
engaging in the same psychological consumption experien-
ces more frequently than others. Three literatures produce
competing predictions regarding the role of frequency in
driving happiness. On the one hand, more frequent bursts
of happiness could produce cumulative benefits over time
for the wealthy (Jachimowicz et al. 2021). Relatedly,
observers might infer that wealthy consumers who engage
in activities more often must enjoy them more (Bem 1972).
On the other hand, repeating the same psychological con-
sumption experience reduces its novelty and facilitates
hedonic adaptation (Frederick and Loewenstein 1999). For
example, a single trip to Disneyland could be a once-in-a-
lifetime adventure for one consumer but an uneventful trip
for another, if the latter visits monthly with an annual pass.
To minimize inferences surrounding frequency and to pro-
vide support for our proposed lay theory-based mechanism,
we hold previous experience with a given activity constant
when possible.

Overview of Studies

We test our hypotheses across one pilot study and eight
studies. While our pilot study assesses the priority level
assigned to different needs across the income spectrum,
study 1 assesses whether those same needs are perceived as
a higher or lower priority for different people (hypotheses

4 We use the term “sophistication” to reflect a perceived hierarchy of
cultural goods and activities; other terms that are likely associated with
perceived sophistication include “highbrow,” “upscale,” or “high sta-
tus” (Bourdieu 1984).
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1A and 1B). Studies 2A and 2B focus on income-based
inferences of need prioritization (i.e., the relative priority
placed on satisfying psychological vs. physical needs) and
whether differences across individuals translate into lower
versus higher levels of anticipated happiness from identical
psychological, but not physical, consumption experiences
(hypotheses 1A, 1B, 2A, 2B, and 3). Study 3 provides addi-
tional tests of hypotheses 2A and 2B by framing the same
experience as either prioritizing physical or psychological
needs. Study 4 tests whether complete physical need fulfill-
ment is seen as a prerequisite for enjoying psychological
consumption experiences. Study 5 identifies differential
gift-giving as a downstream consequence of perceived
need prioritization. Critically, studies 6A and 6B demon-
strate that these lay theory-driven inferences are biased
such that actual happiness does not follow the same pattern
as anticipated happiness.

Study design and analysis plans for studies 1-5 were
pre-registered. All attention and manipulation check results
are reported in web appendix B. Across experiments, we
aimed to recruit at least 100 participants per between-
subjects condition. Because we did not know what effect
size to expect, we used G*Power to predetermine this sam-
ple size to detect a medium-sized effect with 80% power
(Faul et al. 2009). Participants received either partial
course credit (student samples) or a small payment (online
samples). Pre-registration documents, study protocols, and
data for studies 1-6A are posted on Open Science
Framework (https://osf.io/md5x3/?view_only=735a7f7619
5¢4bd19a06f4aa93843935). Data for study 6B are not pub-
licly available as subject to legal agreement with a major
league professional sports team.

PILOT STUDY: ACTORS’ NEED
PRIORITIES DO NOT VARY BY INCOME

We began by conducting a pilot study to assess the level
of priority consumers place on fulfilling fundamental
human needs. We predicted that various needs would be
rated as similarly “important” (our proxy for need priority)
across the income spectrum. Our second goal was to
explore the potential role of need deprivation. As noted ear-
lier, a deprivation account would argue that differences in
anticipated happiness are not driven by a faulty lay theory,
but rather by accurate inferences of which types of needs
are more likely to go unfulfilled and, therefore, bring
greater happiness through their fulfillment. If true, depriva-
tion should elevate the priority level of physical needs
among lower-income consumers who must fulfill these
first. To be clear, we are not arguing that deprivation plays
no role in the proposed lay theory; indeed, overestimating
the extent of actual need deprivation among all low-income
consumers is likely a key driver. Rather, we argue that dep-
rivation is necessary but not sufficient to produce the
effects observed herein.
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Participants and Procedure

A total of 201 adults (M,ge = 37.99, SDyee = 12.71; 66%
female) from Prolific completed two blocks of questions in
a counterbalanced order. In one block, participants pro-
vided demographics, including their annual household
income (open-ended in U.S. dollars), which ranged from
$0 to $450,000 (M = $78,309, SD = $65,637). We also
measured participants’ own SES using the 11-point
MacArthur Scale (0=very bottom, 10=very top; Adler
et al. 2000), which ranged from O to 8 and had a mean
around the scale midpoint of 5 (M =4.70, SD=1.71). As
expected, actors’ income and SES were positively corre-
lated (r(199) = 0.542, p < .001).

In another block, everyone rated how important’® each of
15 human needs are for themselves, which served as an
indicator of priority level (1=not at all important,
4 =somewhat important, 7=very important). Following
Schroeder and Epley (2020), we created three indices: low-
level needs (three items: eating food (i.e., avoiding hun-
ger), drinking (i.e., avoiding thirst), and sleeping (i.e.,
avoiding exhaustion); o = 0.64), middle-level needs (six
items: feeling safe, having routine in life, having predict-
ability in life, feeling loved, feeling like you belong, and
getting affection from others; a = 0.79), and high-level
needs (six items: feeling respected by others, feeling
adequate self-esteem, achieving personal and professional
goals, living with a full sense of meaning and purpose in
life, feeling independent and being able to make choices
freely, and realizing full potential in life; o = 0.86). Recall
that low-level needs are primarily physical, middle-level
needs are a blend of physical and psychological, and high-
level needs are primarily psychological (Schroeder and
Epley 2020).

Following need importance, participants evaluated the
same set of 15 needs in terms of felt deprivation (1 = not at
all deprived, 4 =somewhat deprived, 7=very deprived).
We defined deprivation as “the state of being kept from
possessing, enjoying, or using something” to ensure similar
understanding across participants. Again, we averaged
respective items to form three indices (low-level needs:
a = 0.75; middle-level needs: o = 0.86; high-level needs:
a = 0.90).

Results

Priority: Level of Importance. Focusing on the three
need importance indices, neither income nor SES were signif-
icantly correlated with low-level need importance (income:
r(199) = —0.069, p = .328; SES: r(199) = 0.005, p = .946),
middle-level need importance (income: r(199) = —0.073,

5 We measure priority via “level of importance” because participants
evaluated each need independently, which did not require trade-offs
(i.e., all needs could have been rated as a “7”). We measure priority
via “prioritization” in studies 2A and 2B, which reflects the relative
priority placed upon fulfilling psychological versus physical needs.
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p = .302; SES: r(199) = 0.098, p = .168), or high-level need
importance (income: r(199) = —0.083, p = .239; SES: r(199)
= 0.045, p = .530). We draw similar conclusions when
examining the 15 needs independently (see web appendix
tables A1 and A2 for complete results).

Need Deprivation. Focusing on the three need depriva-
tion indices, we find that income was not significantly
correlated with any level of need deprivation (low-level:
r(199) = —0.028, p = .693; middle-level: 7(199) =
—0.113, p = .109; high-level: 7(199) = —0.112, p = .115).
Conversely, SES was significantly correlated with all three
levels of need deprivation (low-level: #(199) = —0.160,
p = .023; middle-level: r(199) = —0.209, p = .003; high-
level: r(199) = —0.326, p < .001). Looking at the 15 needs
independently, we draw similar conclusions such that lower
SES (but not income) is associated with greater need depri-
vation (web appendix tables Al and A2).

To further explore the role of need deprivation, we con-
ducted two more sets of analyses, both of which cast doubt
on its explanatory power. First, a deprivation account
would argue that needs are more important if people feel
deprived of their fulfillment. While low-level need depriva-
tion is associated with low-level need importance, albeit in
the opposite direction than would be predicted by this rea-
soning (i.e., greater deprivation predicts lower importance;
r(199) = —0.279, p < .001), deprivation is not related to
importance for middle-level needs (7(199) = 0.113, p =
.110) or high-level needs ((199) = —0.032, p = .657).
Second, we examined the relationships between income/
SES and need importance, controlling for deprivation.
Beyond one marginal finding, the relationships remain
nonsignificant for low-level physical needs (income:
Ipartiat(196) = —0.080, p = .257; SES: rpaia(196) =
—0.042, p = .555), middle-level needs (income:
Ipartial(196) = —0.061, p = .389; SES: rp,ia(196) = 0.125,
p = .079), and high-level psychological needs (income:
IPartial(196) = —0.088, p = .218; SES: rp,uia(196) = 0.036,
p = .610). Thus, regardless of actual deprivation, various
needs have a similar level of importance across the income
spectrum.

Discussion

Supporting our theorizing, our pilot study demonstrates
that the needs themselves—including both low-level physi-
cal needs and high-level psychological needs—are consid-
ered similarly important across the income spectrum,
reflecting similar levels of priority. We find consistent
results when measuring both actors’ objective income level
and subjective SES, and when controlling for need depriva-
tion. Because this pilot study is critical to documenting
biases, we replicated these results in two additional sam-
ples of actors (web appendix A). We find robust evidence
that the priority level assigned to various needs does not
systematically vary by income.
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STUDY 1: PERCEIVED NEED PRIORITIES
VARY BY INCOME

Despite human needs being considered similarly impor-
tant (an indicator for priority level) across the income spec-
trum in our pilot study, study 1 tests whether specific needs
are perceived as more or less important for different peo-
ple. We hypothesized that fulfilling high-level psychologi-
cal needs would be seen as a lower priority for low-income
versus high-income consumers (hypothesis 1A). Moreover,
we tested the direction of this effect (hypothesis 1B)—rela-
tive to themselves, we examined whether observers per-
ceive low-income consumers’ psychological needs as less
of a priority and high-income consumers’ psychological
needs as more of a priority. Per our proposed lay theory,
we did not expect this same pattern for low-level physical
needs because these are seen as a necessary starting point
for everyone. We pre-registered our hypotheses and analy-
sis plan (https://aspredicted.org/ZJB_GH4).

Participants and Procedure

We recruited 310 adults (M,g. = 39.08, SD,,. = 11.35;
43% female) from Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk).
Participants were randomly assigned to evaluate the per-
ceived importance of 15 human needs for one of three tar-
gets: (1) a low-income consumer, (2) a high-income
consumer, or (3) themselves. We manipulated income by
using the 11-point MacArthur Scale (0= bottom rung,
10 =top rung; Adler et al. 2000) such that an employed
“Alex” was either “at the bottom on Rung 17 (Low-
Income) or “at the top on Rung 97 (High-Income).
Participants in the Self condition received no income infor-
mation (web appendix B).

Like the pilot study, we created three indices across the
15 needs (1 =not at all important, 4 = somewhat impor-
tant, 7 =very important): low-level physical needs (three
items; o = 0.82), middle-level needs (six items; a = 0.86),
and high-level psychological needs (six items; a = 0.91).
The experiment concluded with demographic information,
including participants’ own SES (Adler et al. 2000). We
included this measure to explore whether SES moderates
the effect of target identity on interpersonal judgments, as
some prior work suggests that lower SES is associated with
greater empathy toward others (Kraus et al. 2010). We
explored this moderation here and across all dependent var-
iables in other experiments but do not find reliable differ-
ences as a function of observers’ own SES (web appendix
table A4). Rather, the proposed lay theory operates simi-
larly across the SES spectrum. After demographics, partici-
pants completed a multiple-choice attention check asking
them to identify an element in a landscape image (i.e.,
the shape of a bridge and its reflection in the water).
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Five participants answered incorrectly and were removed
from analysis, as pre-registered (N = 305).

Results

We conducted a 3 (Target: Low-Income, High-Income,
Self) X 3 (Needs: Low, Middle, High) mixed analysis of
variance (ANOVA) on perceived importance with Needs
as a within-subjects factor. The results revealed only a sig-
nificant main effect of Needs (F(2, 604) = 204.44, p <
.001, np2 = 0.40) and a significant interaction (F(4, 604) =
14.63, p < .001, np2 = 0.09; figure 1). Participants perceive
high-level psychological needs to be significantly less
important for low-income consumers versus high-income
consumers (M =4.75, SD=1.43 vs. M=5.71, SD=1.10;
1(302) = 5.66, p < .001, d = 0.75). Relative to the self
(M =5.18, SD=1.06), high-level psychological needs are
simultaneously perceived as less important for low-income
consumers (#(302) = 2.52, p = .012, d = 0.34) and more
important for high-income consumers (#302) = 3.11, p =
.002, d = 0.49). Given that importance is an indicator or
priority level, these results support hypotheses 1A and 1B.
Note that the low-income consumer was on “Rung 1,” the
high-income consumer was on “Rung 9,” and participants
in the Self condition fell in between (M = 4.68, SD = 1.80).

As expected, we did not find the same pattern for low-
level physical needs. Instead, we found one difference such
that physical needs are seen as significantly more important
for low-income versus high-income consumers (M = 6.47,
SD = 0.78 vs. M=6.17, SD=1.09; #302) = 2.20, p =
.029, d = 0.31). One potential reason for this reversal is
that observers (erroneously; pilot study) infer that all low-
income consumers are consistently struggling to meet low-
level physical needs, hence elevating their relative impor-
tance. The Self condition did not differ from the low-
income or high-income target (rs < 1.62, ps > .107).
Middle-level needs were seen as equally important across
the three targets (ts < 0.85, ps > .396). An ancillary analy-
sis reveals a nearly identical pattern of results if we assess
the 15 needs independently (web appendix figure B1).

Discussion

These results provide initial evidence that high-level
psychological needs are seen as relatively less important,
and therefore lower priority, for low-income versus high-
income consumers (hypothesis 1A). We did not observe
the same pattern for low-level physical needs. Importantly,
we provide initial evidence supporting income as a novel
moderator of the demeaning bias (Schroeder and Epley
2020). Relative to themselves, we find that individuals:
(1) diminish low-income consumers by viewing their
psychological needs as lower priority and (2) elevate
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FIGURE 1

MEAN NEED IMPORTANCE BY TARGET AND NEED CATEGORY (STUDY 1)
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NOTE.—Error bars represent one standard error above and below the mean.

high-income consumers by viewing their psychological
needs as higher priority (hypothesis 1B).

STUDY 2A: INCOME-BASED
INFERENCES ABOUT NEED
PRIORITIZATION

Our next two studies focus more explicitly on need pri-
oritization, or the relative priority placed on fulfilling psy-
chological needs versus physical needs, as a function of
income. Of note, we no longer consider middle-level needs
since they are a blend of low-level and high-level and,
more importantly, did not differ in perceived need impor-
tance (study 1). In study 2A, we also examine whether
there is a difference between inferences of what others
“do” versus “should do” (i.e., descriptive vs. prescriptive
norms). We do not anticipate any norm-based differences,
as lay beliefs about what people are doing are strongly
associated with beliefs about what they should be doing
(i.e., the “automatic common-moral association’; Eriksson
et al. 2015). Thus, we predict that consumers believe psy-
chological (vs. physical) needs are (and should be) priori-
tized less for low-income versus high-income consumers
(hypothesis 1A). We also tested whether, relative to them-
selves, consumers believe psychological (vs. physical)
needs are (and should be) prioritized less for low-income
consumers and more for high-income consumers (hypothe-
sis 1B). We pre-registered our hypotheses and analysis
plan (https://aspredicted.org/695_STG).

Participants and Procedure

We recruited 602 adults (Mg = 38.37, SD,g. = 12.65;
63% female) from Prolific. The experiment was a 3
(Target: Low-Income, High-Income, Self) X 2 (Norm:
Descriptive,  Prescriptive)  between-subjects  design.
Participants were randomly assigned to consider one of
three people. Participants in the Low-Income and High-
Income conditions read about “Ryan” who was always
described as in his 30s and employed. Ryan was also
described as either low-income (e.g., “He earns low wages
from his job. . .poor and considered ‘lower-class’”’) or high-
income (e.g., “He earns high wages from his job. . .wealthy
and considered ‘upper-class’).® Participants in the Self
condition received no income information (web
appendix B).

All participants then read the same prompt: “All living
creatures have things they need in life. Some needs are
more physical in nature (i.e., focused on the body like eat-
ing, drinking, physical safety) and some needs are more
psychological in nature (i.e., focused on the mind like pur-
pose, esteem, and self-actualization).” Participants then
responded to our focal dependent variable, which was tail-
ored to condition and embedded among filler items (i.e.,

6 One could argue that the phrasing of our income manipulation is
manipulating more than income (i.e., income vs. social class vs. per-
ceived financial constraints; see Dias, Sharma, and Fitzsimons 2022).
Although we did not anticipate any differences across financial labels,
we conducted a supplemental study where we demonstrate robust
effects across three different ways of framing someone’s financial sit-
uation (web appendix figure C2).
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inferred or actual favorite color, holiday). Participants were
randomly assigned to answer either “Which set of needs
does Ryan/do you focus on?” (Descriptive) or “Which set
of needs should Ryan/you focus on?” (Prescriptive). In
both conditions, need prioritization was measured on a 10-
point semantic differential scale (physical needs: psycho-
logical needs). The experiment concluded with demo-
graphic information and two attention checks (i.e.,
recalling the target’s SES and identifying an element in a
landscape image; web appendix B). Four participants failed
the multiple-choice attention check and were removed
from analysis, as pre-registered (N = 598).

Results

A 3 (Target) X 2 (Norm) ANOVA on need prioritization
revealed a significant main effect of Target (F(2, 592) =
82.87, p < .001, T)p2 = 0.22). Supporting hypothesis 1A,
participants prioritized psychological (vs. physical) needs
less for a low-income consumer than a high-income con-
sumer (M =3.39, SD=2.17 vs. M=6.38, SD=2.73; t
(592) = 12.87, p < .001, d = 1.22). Supporting hypothesis
1B, relative to the self (M =4.92, SD =2.06), psychologi-
cal (vs. physical) needs are simultaneously prioritized less
for low-income consumers (#(592) = 6.55, p < .001, d =
0.73) and more for high-income consumers (#(592) = 6.31,
p <.001,d =0.61).

The predicted main effect was qualified by an unex-
pected interaction (F(2, 592) = 6.40, p = .002, npz =
0.02). Critically, we observe a similar pattern across both
norms (figure 2). Relative to their own descriptive norms
(M =5.27, SD =2.25), consumers believe that low-income
consumers do prioritize psychological (vs. physical) needs
less (M=3.02, SD=2.19; #592) = 6.85, p < .001,
d=1.02) and high-income consumers do prioritize them
more (M =6.02, SD=2.89; #(592) =2.29,p = .022,d =
0.29). Relative to their own prescriptive norms (M =4.57,
SD =1.79), consumers believe that low-income consumers
should prioritize psychological (vs. physical) needs less
(M=3.77, SD=2.10; t(592) = 2.42, p = .016, d = 0.41)
and high-income consumers should prioritize them more
(M =6.74,SD =2.51; 1(592) = 6.62, p < .001, d =1.00).

Discussion

Study 2A demonstrates that our results are not due to dif-
ferent inferences of what needs others do prioritize versus
should prioritize. We find that consumers believe that psy-
chological (vs. physical) needs are (and should be) priori-
tized less for low-income versus high-income consumers
(hypothesis 1A). We also find that relative to themselves,
consumers believe psychological (vs. physical) needs are
(and should be) a lower priority for low-income consumers
and a higher priority for high-income consumers (hypothe-
sis 1B). We draw similar conclusions from pre-registered,
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ancillary analyses treating the need prioritization scale as a
binary choice (web appendix B).

STUDY 2B: PERCEIVED NEED
PRIORITIZATION DRIVES DIFFERENCES
IN ANTICIPATED HAPPINESS

We propose that differences in perceived need priorities
across targets (hypotheses 1A and 1B; studies 1 and 2A)
have implications for anticipated happiness. Study 2B
examines whether consumers expect different levels of
happiness from identical psychological (but not physical)
consumption experiences for themselves versus others
(hypotheses 2A and 2B), effects that are ultimately driven
by perceived psychological (vs. physical) need prioritiza-
tion (hypothesis 3). Relative to themselves, we predict that
participants expect low-income consumers to derive less
happiness from psychological consumption experiences
and high-income consumers to derive more happiness from
psychological consumption experiences. To reiterate, we
do not expect this same income-based pattern for physical
consumption experiences because consumers’ lay theory is
that everyone must fulfill physical needs first, before pur-
suing psychological needs. We pre-registered our hypothe-
ses and analysis plan (https://aspredicted.org/HS9_RFL).

Participants and Procedure

A total of 498 adults (M,,e = 42.97, SDyee = 17.54; 52%
female) from MTurk participated. The experiment was a 3
(Target: Low-Income, High-Income, Self) Xx 2
(Consumption Experience: Physical, Psychological) X 4
(Replicates) mixed design, with Consumption Experience
and Replicates being within-subjects factors. Participants
in the Low-Income and High-Income conditions completed
a person perception exercise about “Ryan” who was always
described as in his 30s and employed. We used the same
income manipulation as study 2A. Participants in the Self
condition received no income information or scenario.

After reading their assigned scenario (if any), partici-
pants completed two sets of questions in a counterbalanced
order. In one set of questions, they evaluated Ryan’s (Low-
Income or High-Income conditions) or their own (Self
Condition) anticipated happiness from engaging in eight
different consumption experiences (1 =not at all happy,
7=very happy), presented in a randomized order. We
included four physical consumption experiences (i.e., eat-
ing breakfast, going to bed early, drinking water to stay
hydrated, and buying groceries) and four psychological
consumption experiences (i.e., earning special recognition
at work, practicing mindfulness, traveling abroad, and
learning a new language). We selected these experiences
based on a separate pretest, which confirmed that these
eight consumption experiences are seen as fulfilling their
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FIGURE 2

NEED PRIORITIZATION AS A FUNCTION OF NORMS AND INCOME (STUDY 2A)

10

Mean Need ¢
Prioritization

A

E Low-Income
O High-Income
O Self

|——c

Descriptive
("What People Do")

Prescriptive
("What People Should Do")

Norm Category

NOTE.—Error bars represent one standard error above and below the mean.

respective set of needs, as intended (web appendix
figure Al).

In another set of questions, participants made inferences
about Ryan (Low-Income or High-Income conditions) or
answered questions about themselves (Self condition).
Everyone read the same need prompt from study 2A before
being asked, “Which set of needs is more important for
Ryan/you to focus on?” This need prioritization item was
measured on a 10-point semantic differential scale (physi-
cal needs: psychological needs) and presented among filler
items (e.g., guessing or naming a favorite holiday). We
opted for generalized phrasing because study 2A demon-
strates that inferences about what one “does” versus
“should do” are similar.

The experiment concluded with demographic items and
the same two attention checks from study 2A. Everyone
passed the multiple-choice attention check; no exclusions
were made. We also included a manipulation check, which
confirmed that the eight consumption experiences were
seen as (primarily) fulfilling their respective set of needs,
as intended (web appendix B).

Results

Primary Analyses. We tested our key predictions in the
context of a 3 (Target) X 2 (Consumption Experience) X 4
(Replicates) mixed ANOVA on anticipated happiness. All
main effects and interaction terms were significant (ps <
.007; web appendix table B2). See web appendix figure B4

for the results broken out by each consumption experience
separately; the pattern of results is largely identical. Here,
we focus on key tests, collapsing across replicates.

As predicted, there was a significant interaction between
Target and Consumption Experience (F(2, 495) = 40.00,
p < .001, npz = 0.14; figure 3). Supporting hypothesis 2A,
collapsing across the four psychological consumption
experiences, anticipated happiness was significantly lower
for low-income consumers versus high-income consumers
(M=4.58, SD=1.22 vs. M=5.49, SD = 0.74; 1(495) =
8.14, p < .001, d = 0.90). Relative to themselves
(M =5.05, SD=1.03), participants expected low-income
consumers to enjoy these experiences less (#(495) = 4.22,
p < .001, d = 0.42) and high-income consumers to enjoy
them more (1(495) = 3.91, p < .001, d = 0.49). These latter
results support the happiness asymmetry predicted by
hypothesis 2B.

Consistent with predictions, we did not observe the same
pattern of results for physical consumption experiences.
The results revealed one marginal and one significant dif-
ference, resulting in a different pattern than psychological
consumption experiences. Relative to themselves
(M=4.81, SD=1.01), participants expected both low-
income consumers (M =4.60, SD=1.12; #495) = 1.75,
p = .081, d = 0.20) and high-income consumers
(M =4.44, SD=1.13; #(495) = 3.11, p = .002, d = 0.35)
to enjoy these experiences less. Anticipated happiness did
not differ between low-income consumers and high-
income consumers (#(495) = 1.36, p = .175).
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FIGURE 3

ANTICIPATED HAPPINESS ACROSS EXPERIENCES BY INCOME (STUDY 2B)
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Mediational Analyses. Next, we focused on the explan-
atory power of perceived need prioritization in driving dif-
ferences in anticipated happiness (hypothesis 3). We ran
two PROCESS models where the effect of target (X; the
Self condition was the reference group) on anticipated hap-
piness (¥Y) was mediated by perceived need prioritization
(M; model 4 in Hayes 2017). We pre-registered the creation
of two anticipated happiness indices: the psychological
happiness index was an average of the four psychological
consumption experiences (o = 0.65) and the physical hap-
piness index was an average of the four physical consump-
tion experiences (ot = 0.74).

Figure 4 shows the results for psychological happiness
(panel A) and physical happiness (panel B). Relative to the
self, psychological (vs. physical) need prioritization was
seen as significantly less important for low-income con-
sumers to focus on (M =542, SD=2.20 vs. M =345,
SD =2.48; B=—1.97, #(495) = 7.36, p < .001) and signif-
icantly more important for high-income consumers to focus
on (M=542, SD=220 vs. M=6.79, SD=2.62;
B=1.37, #(495) = 5.10, p < .001). These results support
hypothesis 1B (and, by extension, support hypothesis 1A).
Like study 2A, we draw similar conclusions from ancillary
analyses treating the 10-point need prioritization scale as a
binary choice (web appendix B).

While need prioritization was unrelated to anticipated
happiness for physical consumption experiences (B =
—0.01, #(494) < 1), it was related for psychological

consumption experiences (B = 0.06, #(494) = 343, p <
.001). As predicted, the indirect effects are only significant
for psychological consumption experiences (Self vs. Low-
Income: B = —0.13, 95% confidence interval (CI): —0.224,
—0.041; Self vs. High-Income: B = 0.09, 95% CI: 0.027,
0.160), but not for physical consumption experiences (Self
vs. Low-Income: B = 0.01, 95% CI: —0.075, 0.099; Self
vs. High-Income: B = —0.01, 95% CI: —0.073, 0.052).
Moreover, the indirect effects are significantly stronger for
psychological consumption experiences than for physical
consumption experiences (95% CI for the difference
between the two indirect effects; Self vs. Low-Income:
—0.237, —0.054; Self vs. High-Income: 0.036, 0.176).

Discussion

Study 2B provides evidence supporting hypotheses 1A,
1B, 2A, 2B, and 3. Consistent with our proposed lay theory
whereby consumers believe that physical needs must be
completely fulfilled before pursuing psychological needs,
observers expect low-income consumers to enjoy psycho-
logical consumption experiences less than themselves and
high-income consumers to enjoy them more than them-
selves. This same pattern of effects, however, does not
extend to physical consumption experiences. Differences in
anticipated happiness were driven by perceived need priori-
tization. Relative to themselves, observers simultaneously
prioritize low-income consumers’ psychological (vs. physi-
cal) needs /ess and high-income consumers’ psychological
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FIGURE 4

THE MEDIATING EFFECT OF PERCEIVED NEED PRIORITIZATION (STUDY 2B). PANEL A: PSYCHOLOGICAL CONSUMPTION
EXPERIENCES. PANEL B: PHYSICAL CONSUMPTION EXPERIENCES
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(physical: psychological)
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NOTE.—The two models differed in their specification of the dependent variable (i.e., anticipated happiness from either psychological or physical consumption expe-

riences).
tp <.10, ¥*p < .01, ¥**p < .001.

(vs. physical) needs more, which translates to lower versus
higher anticipated happiness from higher-level pursuits.
These findings are consistent with prior work linking
psychological need fulfillment to greater happiness among
actors (Howell et al. 2011; Reis et al. 2000; Sheldon et al.
1996). Next, we examine the underlying process via mod-
eration (hypothesis 3).

STUDY 3: MODERATION BY TYPE OF
NEED PRIORITIZED

Study 3 directly manipulates need prioritization by fram-
ing the same consumption experience as satisfying either
physical or psychological needs. We focus on restaurant
dining because food can be presented as either “fuel”

(physical needs) or “art” (psychological needs). Viewing
restaurant dining through the lens of our proposed lay
theory, consumers will likely believe: (1) every person
must ingest sufficient calories to satisfy their physical hun-
ger, and (2) a person will not enjoy being inspired by culi-
nary creativity if their stomach is still rumbling. Thus, we
predict that low-income consumers will be expected to
enjoy dining at a restaurant that prioritizes psychological
needs (but not physical needs) less than high-income con-
sumers (hypothesis 2A). Relative to themselves, we also
predict that people will expect low-income consumers to
enjoy such dining /ess and high-income consumers to enjoy
such dining more (hypothesis 2B). We pre-registered our
hypotheses and analysis plan (https://aspredicted.org/1NJ_
5TG).
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Participants and Procedure

A total of 623 undergraduate students (M,,. = 20.64,
SD,g. = 7.34; 34% female) participated. The experiment
was a 3 (Target: Low-Income, High-Income, Self) X 2
(Type of Need Prioritized: Physical, Psychological)
between-subjects design. Participants in the Low-Income
and High-Income conditions first read about a female tar-
get named Mary who was described as in her 30s and
employed. We used the same income manipulation as stud-
ies 2A and 2B. Participants in the Self condition received
no income information. Everyone then imagined reading a
news excerpt about Garden Table, a new restaurant coming
to the area. We emphasized that the restaurant had not
opened yet; it was important that targets encounter the res-
taurant for the first time to minimize inferences about din-
ing frequency (Bem 1972; Jachimowicz et al. 2021). While
the menu was held constant across conditions, we manipu-
lated whether the restaurant prioritized patrons’ physical
needs (e.g., “The establishment approaches food as fuel”)
or psychological needs (e.g., “The establishment
approaches food as art”’; web appendix B).

Following the scenario, we asked participants three ques-
tions, which we averaged to form an anticipated happiness
index (a = 0.91): “How happy do you think Mary/you will
be dining at Garden Table?” (1 = not at all happy, T = very
happy), “How satisfied do you think Mary/you will be din-
ing at Garden Table?” (1 = not at all satisfied, 7 = very sat-
isfied), and “To what extent do you think Mary/you will
enjoy dining at Garden Table?” (1 =she/l won’t enjoy it at
all, 7= shel/l will enjoy it very much). The experiment con-
cluded with the same two attention checks and demo-
graphic items used previously. Ten participants failed the
multiple-choice attention check and were removed from
analysis, as pre-registered (N = 613). A manipulation check
confirmed that the dining experiences were seen as fulfill-
ing their intended type of needs (web appendix B).

Results

A 3 (Target) X 2 (Type of Need Prioritized) ANOVA on
anticipated happiness revealed a significant main effect of
Target (F(2, 607) = 10.19, p < .001, n,> = 0.03) that was
qualified by a significant interaction (F(2, 607) = 22.11,
p < .001, 'r)p2 = 0.07; figure 5). Supporting hypothesis 2A,
anticipated happiness was significantly lower for low-
income versus high-income consumers when the restaurant
was described as satisfying psychological curiosity
(M=4.16, SD=1.51 vs. M=5.47, SD = 0.90; #(607) =
7.84, p < .001, d=1.06). Relative to themselves
(M =495, SD=1.17), participants expected low-income

7 The age standard deviation was larger than expected for an under-
graduate sample. We observed two outliers (i.e., one student said they
were 12 and another said they were 202). We report the descriptive sta-
tistics “‘as is,” but removing these two outliers results in M,z = 20.36
and SD,,. = 0.76.
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consumers to enjoy this dining experience less (#(607) =
4.63, p < .001, d = 0.58) and high-income consumers to
enjoy it more (t(607) = 3.13, p = .002, d = 0.50). These
results support the happiness asymmetry predicted by
hypothesis 2B. When the restaurant was described as satis-
fying physical hunger, however, anticipated happiness was
equal across the three targets (ts < 1.45, ps > .147).

Discussion

Study 3 provides additional support (via moderation) for
the role of perceived need prioritization in driving differen-
ces in anticipated happiness (hypothesis 3). When a con-
sumption experience is framed as fulfilling psychological
needs, observers expect low-income consumers to derive
less happiness than themselves and (simultaneously) expect
high-income consumers to derive more happiness than
themselves. We do not find the same pattern of results when
dining at a restaurant framed as serving “food as fuel,” pre-
sumably because physical need fulfillment is seen as a nec-
essary starting point for everyone, regardless of income.

STUDY 4: THE INFERRED LINEARITY OF
NEED PRIORITIZATION

A key proposition of the current work is that observers
believe that people must fulfill needs in a sequential, linear
manner in order to be able to enjoy psychological con-
sumption experiences. If true as we predict, then manipu-
lating whether physical needs are completely fulfilled first
should attenuate the happiness asymmetry between low-
income and high-income consumers. However, if consum-
ers do not actually hold a lay theory about linearity, then
low-income consumers (whether they are completely ful-
filling their physical needs or not) should be expected to
enjoy a psychological consumption experience less than
high-income consumers. We pre-registered our hypotheses
and analysis plan (https://aspredicted.org/76G_J9Y).

Participants and Procedure

We recruited 302 adults (Mg = 36.71, SD,g. = 12.44;
55% female) from Prolific. Participants read a scenario
about someone named Ryan who was considering attend-
ing a live comedy performance that evening (an experience
perceived as below average in sophistication and luxurious-
ness; web appendix figure A4). Ryan had not been to this
show before, which featured stand-up and improv.
Critically, Ryan was described as either: (1) low-income
and “always able to satisfy his basic physical needs for
food, water, and sleep,” (2) low-income and “never able to
satisfy his basic physical needs for food, water, and sleep,”
or (3) high-income. We used the same low-income and
high-income descriptions from studies 2A—3. We intention-
ally omitted (1) the Self condition because participants
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FIGURE 5

ANTICIPATED HAPPINESS BY INCOME AND TYPE OF NEED PRIORITIZED (STUDY 3)
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NOTE.—Error bars represent one standard error above and below the mean.

may find it odd to imagine a level of need fulfillment
potentially different from reality (e.g., a new parent would
find it hard to believe that they “always” get enough sleep)
and (2) the full factorial because participants may not
believe that a high-income consumer is never able to sat-
isfy physical needs.

Following the scenario, participants completed a three-
item anticipated happiness index, which we adapted from
study 3 (e.g., “How happy do you think Ryan will be
attending the comedy show?”; o = 0.94). We also asked
two questions to explore what it means to “fulfill” physical
needs (e.g., “Could Ryan improve how he satisfies his
physical needs?”; web appendix B). The experiment con-
cluded with the same two attention checks and demo-
graphic items used previously. Everyone passed the
multiple-choice attention check; no exclusions were made.
We also included a manipulation check, which confirmed
that attending a comedy show is seen as (primarily) fulfill-
ing psychological needs, as intended (web appendix B).

Results and Discussion

A one-way ANOVA on anticipated happiness revealed a
significant omnibus effect (F(2, 299) = 8.71, p < .001, np2
= 0.06). Supporting hypothesis 2A, anticipated happiness
was significantly lower for low-income consumers who
never satisfy their physical needs versus high-income con-
sumers (M =4.79, SD=1.56 vs. M=5.54, SD = 0.93;
1(299) = 4.11, p < .001, d = 0.58). Critically, this

happiness asymmetry is attenuated when physical needs
are completely met. Anticipated happiness is equal
between low-income consumers who always satisfy their
physical needs (M =5.27, SD=1.27) and high-income
consumers (#(299) = 1.48, p = .141).

Study 4 provides evidence of the proposed lay theory
underlying the happiness asymmetries: consumers believe
that people must completely fulfill their low-level physical
needs before they can fulfill their high-level psychological
needs. Specifically, we find that observers expect low-
income consumers who always satisfy their physical needs
(vs. not) to enjoy attending a comedy show just as much as
high-income consumers. These findings are key because
they reveal the linear, sequential lay belief underlying the
observed pattern of effects. Only when low-income con-
sumers are seen as having enough food, water, and sleep
are they able to enjoy high-level pursuits on par with their
wealthier counterparts. Although these results support
assumptions of linearity, it is important to highlight that
they cannot speak to a bias, as we included a relatively
extreme condition as a theoretical test (i.e., low-income
consumers who are “never able to satisfy their basic physi-
cal needs of food, water, and sleep”). As food is indeed
necessary, the data cannot speak to linearity being incorrect
here, although our other data suggest that linearity is over-
applied to those not in a constant state of need deprivation.
Our next experiment examines whether this lay belief has
consequential outcomes for product choice. Specifically,
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we compare choices consumers make for themselves ver-
sus for others.

STUDY 5: CHOOSING GIFTS ON BEHALF
OF OURSELVES VERSUS OTHERS

Consumers’ lay theory-driven inferences of need priori-
tization may have marketplace implications. Based on stud-
ies 1-4, people may value products and services that fulfill
psychological needs less for low-income consumers, while
simultaneously valuing them more for high-income con-
sumers. Study 5 tests this prediction via gift giving, exam-
ining whether people choose different types of gifts as a
function of gift recipient identity. Using an incentive-
compatible design, we expect gift givers to be less willing
to give gifts that prioritize psychological needs to low-
income versus high-income gift recipients. Critically, rela-
tive to themselves, we expect gift givers to be /ess willing
to give gifts that prioritize psychological needs to low-
income recipients and more willing to give them to high-
income recipients. We pre-registered our hypotheses and
analysis plan (https://aspredicted.org/HVK_ZDR).

Participants and Procedure

A total of 585 undergraduate students (M,,. = 20.16,
SD,e. = 0.71; 48% female) completed a “lifestyle quiz”
about themselves (e.g., age, favorite food, SES, etc.).
Everyone then received 10 raffle tickets to allocate
between two gift baskets in a real raffle (0-10, forced to
sum to 10): a “Nurture Box” containing six products that
fulfill psychological needs (i.e., subscriptions to Headspace
and a language-learning program, a travel book, home
décor magazine, essential oils, and a gratitude journal) and
a “Survival Box” containing six products that fulfill physi-
cal needs (i.e., a water bottle, can opener, winter gloves,
canvas grocery bag, fleece blanket, and a vegetable garden-
ing book). Each box was valued at $75 and presented in a
counterbalanced order. A separate pretest confirmed that
the two boxes were perceived as equally attractive and as
fulfilling their respective set of needs, as intended (web
appendix figure A3).

Importantly, participants were randomly assigned to one
of three conditions where they entered the raffle on behalf
of a low-income recipient (Low-Income), high-income
recipient (High-Income), or themselves (Self). In the Low-
Income and High-Income conditions, we told participants
that we recently ran the same study with another online
sample and they would be allocating tickets on behalf of
“Jackie W.” Everyone read a short biography based on her
alleged quiz answers. All information was held constant
except income—Jackie was described as either a low-
income or high-income consumer. In the Self condition,
participants entered the raffle for themselves. We reminded
participants that we would be selecting two winners at the
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end of data collection, one for each gift basket. The experi-
ment concluded with the same multiple-choice attention
check from study 1, the perceived SES attention check
used previously, and an open-ended suspicion probe (web
appendix B). Eleven participants failed the multiple-choice
question and were removed from analysis, as pre-registered
(N=574).

Results

Primary Analyses. We conducted a 3 (Target: Low-
Income, High-Income, Self) X 2 (Lottery: Nurture,
Survival) mixed ANOVA on lottery ticket allocation with
Lottery as a within-subjects factor. The results revealed a
significant main effect of Lottery (F(1, 571) = 8.00, p =
.005, np2 = 0.01) and a significant interaction (F(2, 571) =
28.18, p < .001, np2 = 0.09; figure 6). Given that allocation
to one box necessarily alters allocation to the other box, we
will focus our comparisons on the Nurture Box. As pre-
dicted, participants allocated significantly fewer raffle tick-
ets to the Nurture Box when the recipient was low-income
versus high-income (M =4.14, SD=3.09 vs. M =6.69,
SD =2.83; #571) = 7.50, p < .001, d = 0.86). Relative to
when the recipient was themselves (M =5.35, SD =3.92),
participants allocated significantly fewer raffle tickets to
the Nurture Box when the recipient was low-income
(t(571) = 3.55, p < .001, d = 0.34) and more raffle tickets
when the recipient was high-income (#(571) = 3.98, p <
.001, d = 0.39). Again, these results are consistent with the
happiness asymmetry predicted by hypothesis 2B.

Choice Patterns for the Self. We conducted two more
sets of analyses to assess potential bias. First, we looked at
choice patterns within the Self condition (N =193). On
average, participants valued the Nurture Box and Survival
Box equally for themselves (M =35.35, SD=3.92 vs.
M=4.65,SD=3.92; F(1,571) = 2.12, p = .146). We then
looked at raffle ticket allocation among those with rela-
tively lower SES (below the median: N =38) and higher
SES (above the median: N =79). (The remaining 76 partic-
ipants reported the median SES of 7.) Both groups
preferred the two boxes equally for themselves (lower
SES: F(1, 115) = 1.27, p = .262; higher SES: F(1, 115) =
1.34, p = .249). Second, we conducted a posttest where we
intentionally recruited 150 low-income consumers (Mo =
40.38, SD,,. = 14.63; 59% female) from Prolific.
Specifically, we used prescreening to recruit those with an
annual household income in the bottom quintile (i.e., <
$30,000 USD; Guzman and Kollar 2023). Participants then
completed the same, incentive-compatible raffle task from
study 5, for themselves. Similar to our first set of analyses,
low-income participants allocated the same number of raf-
fle tickets to the Nurture Box and Survival Box (M =4.57,
SD=4.10 vs. M=5.43, SD=4.10; #(149) = 1.29, p =
.198). Together, these analyses highlight that predicted
preferences do not match actual preferences.
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FIGURE 6

RAFFLE TICKET ALLOCATION BY GIFT RECIPIENT’S IDENTITY (STUDY 5)

Raffle 6
Ticket
Allocation 5 |

A

B Low-Income
OHigh-Income
O Self

—H

Physical
(Survival Box)

Psychological
(Nurture Box)

Need Prioritization

NOTE.—Error bars represent one standard error above and below the mean.

Discussion

Study 5 demonstrates that people’s expectations of dif-
ferential needs have consequences. Namely, people choose
(free) products that fulfill psychological needs less for low-
income consumers and more for high-income consumers.
Not only do gift givers show less interest in giving low-
income consumers versus high-income consumers gifts
“for the mind,” by extension, they are more willing to give
them gifts “for the body.” We also provide additional evi-
dence of income-based diminishment and elevation (rela-
tive to the self) when it comes to actual resource allocation.
Participants valued the two boxes equally for themselves,
including a sample of objectively low-income consumers
(posttest). The fact that observers then systematically chose
different gifts for others as a function of income aligns
with our theory that resource allocation is (at least partly)
driven by biased inferences of need prioritization.

STUDIES 6A AND 6B: DOES INCOME
PREDICT ACTUAL HAPPINESS FROM
PSYCHOLOGICAL CONSUMPTION
EXPERIENCES?

We have provided robust evidence that consumers
expect income-based differences in happiness from identi-
cal psychological consumption experiences. A critical
question remains: do low-income and high-income con-
sumers actually derive different levels of happiness? Just
like consumers (as observers) make faulty inferences about

need prioritization, we predict that they will also hold a
biased view of happiness. We examine this possibility in
our final two studies where we recruited income-diverse
samples who had recently visited parks, sporting events, or
concerts. Critically, we first conducted supplemental stud-
ies 2A and 2B to confirm that people expect low-income
consumers to derive less happiness from these specific
experiences than high-income consumers (both before and
after attendance®)—experiences that are perceived as aver-
age to below average in sophistication and luxuriousness
(web appendix C). Thus, these two supplemental studies
provide additional support for the pattern of effects
observed in studies 1-5. In studies 6A and 6B, we examine
whether actual happiness from these experiences follows
this same income-based pattern (hypothesis 4).

Study 6A: Recalled Enjoyment from a Theme
Park, Sporting Event, or Concert

Participants and Procedure. A total of 311 adults
(M,ge = 35.56, SD,. = 11.38; 51% female) from Prolific
participated. We advertised a study on consumer

8 It was important to consider timing of attendance because observers
might expect income-based differences before attendance (“how happy
would he be?”) but not after attendance (“how happy was he?”).
Specifically, after attendance, observers might expect equal happiness
between low- and high-income targets due to self-selection (i.e.,
observers might reason, “he chose to go to the concert, so he must like
it”; Bem 1972). Supplemental studies 2A and 2B do not support this
possibility, as we find similar results regardless of attendance timing
(web appendix C).
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experiences for individuals who had visited a theme park
or attended a professional sporting event or concert in the
past year. If they had had more than one such experience,
they were instructed to think of the most recent experience
for subsequent questions. A total of 285 participants con-
firmed that they had and responded to our focal questions;
the remaining 26 participants skipped our focal questions
and proceeded directly to the demographic questions.

After briefly describing their experience (open-ended),
our target sample responded to a three-item happiness
index that we adapted from studies 3 and 4 (e.g., “How
happy were you with this experience?”; a = 0.95). They
then indicated which month the experience took place in
the past year, whether anyone else joined them, and esti-
mated how much money they spent (US$, open-ended).
We also asked participants whether the experience they
had primarily benefitted their physical needs (focused on
the body) or psychological needs (focused on the mind) on
a seven-point scale where 1 = primarily physical needs and
7= primarily psychological needs. The study concluded
with standard demographics, including our target predictor:
participants’ own SES on the 11-point MacArthur Scale
(0 = bottom rung, 10 =top rung; Adler et al. 2000).

Results. 'Web appendix table B3 displays means, stand-
ard deviations, and correlations among key variables. In
terms of experience type, 43.2% visited a theme park,
42.5% attended a professional sporting event, and 62.1%
attended a concert. The experiences took place an average
of 4 months ago and cost about $500 ($0-10,000). Nearly
all experiences (94.4%) were “social” in nature in that they
involved friends, spouses, and/or family members. Finally,
the results confirmed that these experiences were seen as
fulfilling psychological needs (M =5.86, SD =1.23; one-
sample #-test against the scale midpoint: #(284) = 25.44,
p <.001,d=1.51).

Of primary interest, participants’ own SES was unrelated
to their level of happiness from recent psychological con-
sumption experiences (1(282) = 0.039, p = .509). This
relationship remained nonsignificant when looking at the
three types of experiences independently (rs < |0.06|, ps >
.551). SES did not predict psychological need fulfillment
(r(282) = —0.043, p = .467) or how much the experience
cost (r(282) = 0.044, p = .460), the latter of which remains
nonsignificant after removing those who spent more than
two or three standard deviations above the mean (rs <
|0.015], ps > .804). Consistent with study 2B, psychologi-
cal need fulfillment was significantly correlated with
happiness from psychological consumption experiences
(r(283) = 0.199, p < .001).

Discussion. Across a broad range of psychological con-
sumption experiences (e.g., consumers cited MLB/NBA/
NFL games, renaissance fairs, Disney World, Taylor
Swift’s Eras Tour, etc.), consumers’ own SES did not pre-
dict their level of happiness. SES was also unrelated to the
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degree of psychological need fulfillment, suggesting that
consumers across the income spectrum perceive compara-
ble benefits. Importantly, these results provide evidence of
a bias: while consumers expect low-income consumers to
derive comparatively less happiness from these psychologi-
cal consumption experiences (both before and after attend-
ance; supplemental studies 2A and 2B), study 6A provides
correlational evidence that this is not the case
(hypothesis 4).

Study 6B: Data from a Major League
Professional Sports Team

Data. We collaborated with a major league professio-
nal sports team to test whether game attendees’ household
income level predicted game satisfaction. (Note: satisfac-
tion was one of three items we included in the happiness
index used previously.) Specifically, the team e-mails a
survey after each home game, which contained our two
variables of interest. Our dataset spans 243 games across
three seasons (2021-2023) and includes 22,485 satisfaction
ratings with an associated household income. Because the
scaling of household income varied across seasons, we col-
lapsed across common categories to leverage the full data-
set.” Thus, household income was coded as a five-point
scale where 1 = less than $50,000, 2 = $50,000-75,000, 3
= $75,001-100,000, 4 = $100,001-150,000, and 5 = more
than $150,000. Overall game satisfaction was measured on
an l1-point scale where O=not at all satisfied and
10 =very satisfied. Our dataset also includes a game ID,
fan ID, and the attendee’s age (range: 14-100, M =47.84,
SD=13.92). Of the 22,485 ratings, 73.2% were from
attendees experiencing a game only once.

Results. We tested our hypothesis with a multilevel
model where game attendees were nested within each
home game. This controls for the fact that ratings by
attendees to game A (e.g., a sunny weekend loss) are more
strongly correlated than ratings by attendees to game B
(e.g., a cloudy weekday win). Treating household income
as a continuous variable, we found a significant negative
relationship between income and game satisfaction (§ =
—0.203, #22388.30) = 18.98, p < .001). In contrast to
study 6A, we find that lower household income is associ-
ated with greater game satisfaction. We observe similar
results when controlling for age, focusing on one-time
attendees only, treating income as a categorical variable,
and analyzing each season separately (web appendix table
B5). Lastly, we illustrate divergence between anticipated
happiness and actual satisfaction more directly in figure 7.
These data provide evidence that the enjoyment of psycho-
logical consumption experiences may be contingent on

9 See web appendix table B4 for income descriptive statistics.
Critically, our results and conclusions do not change when we analyze
each season separately (web appendix table B5).
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FIGURE 7

DIVERGENCE BETWEEN ANTICIPATED HAPPINESS AND ACTUAL SATISFACTION
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NOTE.—We standardized the dependent variables across the three studies. In supplemental studies 2A and 2B, participants estimated how happy a low-income con-
sumer (20th income percentile) or high-income consumer (80th income percentile) would be attending a professional sporting event, before (2A) and after (2B)
attendance. In study 6B, consumers rated their actual satisfaction after attending a professional sporting event. We then plotted model-derived parameter estimates
at the 20th and 80™" income percentiles to correspond with observer-based inferences in supplemental studies 2A and 2B. Error bars represent one standard error

above and below the mean. SS = supplemental study.

income, but in the opposite direction of what consumers
expect (studies 2B-5, supplemental studies 2A and 2B).

Discussion. In contrast to study 6A, which found no
relationship between income and happiness, study 6B finds
that satisfaction is higher among lower-income groups.
One potential reason for this pattern is that consumers self-
selected into various activities in study 6A but self-selected
into only one (more controlled) activity in study 6B.
Another potential reason is our inability to control for pre-
vious game attendance in study 6B; we could only conduct
a robustness check among one-time attendees, which can-
not account for experience novelty. Nonetheless, these
results further highlight that the proposed lay theory leads
to biased judgments. While participants expect low-income
consumers to enjoy attending a professional sporting event
significantly less than high-income consumers (both before
and after attendance; supplemental studies 2A and 2B), we
do not find the same income-based pattern when measuring
actual satisfaction (hypothesis 4; figure 7).

To bolster these actor-based conclusions further, we con-
ducted two additional analyses. First, we obtained secon-
dary data from the U.S. National Parks Service (N =4,558
visitors; supplemental study 3). We found no relationship
between income and whether visitors’ experiences met

their expectations, a key component of happiness and satis-
faction (Oliver 1980). We observe similar results when
controlling for demographic covariates, focusing on first-
time attendees only (which addresses a limitation of study
6B), and treating income as a categorical variable. Second,
we conducted a posttest examining the correlation between
participants’ own SES and the dependent variables within
the Self condition across relevant studies (web appendix
table AS). Overall, actors’ SES did not systematically pre-
dict their own self-judgments. Collectively, we find robust
support for the conclusion that actors’ anticipated happi-
ness and actual happiness do not follow observers’
income-based expectations (hypothesis 4).

GENERAL DISCUSSION

The United States was founded on the premise that all
citizens have a fundamental right to “the pursuit of
Happiness.” This is a worthwhile endeavor, as happiness
has observable benefits for both physical and mental health
(Kushlev et al. 2020; Veenhoven 2008) and precedes suc-
cessful outcomes across multiple life domains
(Lyubomirsky, King, and Diener 2005). Critically, greater
happiness is often the result of psychological need
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fulfillment (Howell et al. 2011; Reis et al. 2000; Sheldon
et al. 1996).

While human beings across the income spectrum assign
similar levels of priority to fundamental needs (pilot study),
the current research demonstrates that consumers prioritize
different types of needs for different people. We show that
consumers hold a lay theory that needs must be fulfilled in
a sequential, linear manner, which leads to income-based
inferences of need prioritization. As a result, consumers
perceive high-level psychological needs as a lower priority
for poor versus wealthy consumers, presumably because
the poor are seen (sometimes erroneously) as struggling to
have sufficient food, water, and sleep. Moreover, observers
simultaneously diminish low-income consumers by per-
ceiving their psychological needs as /ess of a priority than
their own and elevate high-income consumers by perceiv-
ing their psychological needs as even more of a priority
than their own. Lay beliefs about how needs are (and
should be) prioritized ultimately drive differences in antici-
pated happiness from identical psychological consumption
experiences (but not physical consumption experiences
because physical need fulfillment is considered a necessary
foundation for everyone, regardless of income). Critically,
we demonstrate that these lay theory-driven inferences are
biased—income either has no relationship with actual hap-
piness or the reverse relationship, such that lower-income
consumers report greater satisfaction than higher-income
consumers. Collectively, our results reveal that perception
is not reality when it comes to enjoyment from psychologi-
cally fulfilling activities.

Theoretical and Practical Implications

Our research builds upon and extends existing literature
in several ways. First, we document a novel lay theory and
its consequences, which contributes to our understanding
of how lay theories shape consumers’ judgments and
choices (Haws et al. 2017; Raghunathan et al. 2006;
Mukhopadhyay and Johar 2005). We demonstrate that
faulty beliefs about sequential need fulfillment lead to
divergent perceptions of others across the income spectrum
(i.e., simultaneous diminishment of the poor and elevation
of the rich). Documenting these effects is important
because most prior research on income asymmetries has
focused on the lowest levels of SES rather than the upper
levels (Saegert et al. 2007; cf. Horwitz and Dovidio 2017).
Critically, the American Psychological Association’s Task
Force on SES has encouraged work distinguishing between
“upward classism (i.e., bias against those perceived to be
of a higher social class standing)” and “downward classism
(i.e., bias against those perceived to be of a lower social
class standing)” (Saegert et al. 2007, 23). Our research not
only distinguishes between these two income groups but
also identifies lay theory-driven inferences of need
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prioritization as a novel mechanism driving the pattern of
this asymmetry in both directions.

Second, our work builds upon previous work on income-
based inferences in three ways: (1) we shift from purchase
decisions to people, (2) include a “Self” condition, and (3)
demonstrate that observer-based perceptions are biased.
Perhaps most relevant to the current research, Hagerty and
Barasz (2020) find that observers rate the same purchase as
less permissible when made by low- versus high-income
consumers because the purchase seems less necessary (e.g.,
a $200 television, a car seat). In contrast, our research
focuses on judgments of consumers and, in particular, their
anticipated happiness and fundamental human needs.
Second, we introduce a novel “Self” condition to our
experimental designs. Including this third condition
revealed asymmetric judgments in both directions (Saegert
et al. 2007): observers expect low-income consumers to
enjoy identical psychological (but not physical) consump-
tion experiences less than themselves and high-income
consumers to enjoy them more than themselves. Third,
while previous research features an observer lens only
(Hagerty and Barasz 2020; Olson et al. 2016, 2021;
Shepherd and Campbell 2020), we complement observer-
based studies with actor-based studies. Doing so allows us
to document that these lay theory-driven inferences are
biased. Namely, data from multiple sources show diver-
gence between predicted and actual enjoyment.

Our research also builds upon the social judgment litera-
ture. While previous research has documented a robust ten-
dency for people to undervalue others’ psychological (vs.
physical) needs relative to their own (Schroeder and Epley
2020), we identify income as an important moderator of
this tendency and demonstrate a novel “elevation” effect
for high-income targets. To our knowledge, our research is
the first to document evidence of elevation via income and
its positive effects on perceived psychological needs and
anticipated happiness.

Practically speaking, our results have relevance for three
audiences, all of whom may draw lay theory-driven infer-
ences like the one examined herein: (1) policymakers and
organizations allocating limited funds across wellness ini-
tiatives; (2) managers of organizations designing products
and services for different income groups; and (3) individu-
als acting as consumption decision-makers (e.g., choosing
a vacation on behalf of a group of mixed-income friends).
If psychological needs are considered a lower priority for
the poor but an elevated priority for the wealthy (as we
demonstrate), then low-income consumers may receive less
access to happiness-inducing experiences that are more
psychologically based (e.g., amusement parks, neighbor-
hood theater programs) and/or fewer resources (e.g., coun-
seling services, employer-sponsored mental health
programs). As our actor-based studies demonstrate, these
lay theory-driven inferences are faulty. Some policymakers
seem to recognize these biases, with certain countries
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prioritizing well-being initiatives, presumably meant to
benefit all citizens across the income spectrum, over eco-
nomic growth in their national budgets (e.g., increased
funding and access to mental health services; Government
of New Zealand 2020).

Limitations and Future Directions

A key finding of our research is that observers (errone-
ously) anticipate income-based differences in happiness.
Future research could identify ways of debiasing the under-
lying lay theory and its income-based inferences of need
prioritization. In our pilot study, we find that the priority
level assigned to various fundamental human needs does
not vary by income. Framing psychological consumption
experiences to emphasize common humanity and/or similar
underlying needs might mitigate perceived differences
across income groups (e.g., an advertisement reading,
“Everyone wants to be part of something bigger than
themselves”). Another intervention might be encouraging
empathy-building via perspective-taking exercises. Prior
work suggests that while individuals emphasize their own
thoughts and motives when assessing themselves, they give
less weight to these internal processes when assessing other
people (Pronin 2009). Observers may be better calibrated
when considering their own versus others’ needs due to
increased introspection. Thus, encouraging observers to put
themselves in another’s shoes may help them recognize
that their own and others’ underlying needs are quite simi-
lar. Such perspective-taking might ultimately reduce the
asymmetries observed herein.

Our observer-based studies manipulated the target’s
income while holding employment status constant. Income,
however, is only one component of SES, which reflects
economic status, social status, and work status (Dutton and
Levine 1989). These three variables (i.e., measured as
income, education, and occupation, respectively) are inter-
related, yet still orthogonal. Future research could examine
whether education- and/or occupation-based inferences
have the same effect as income on anticipated happiness.
More critically, these other elements of SES might help
shift perceived need prioritization. For instance, observers
might expect a low-income consumer with an art degree or
career as a musician to enjoy attending a play more than
that same person without these credentials, presumably
because they value high-level creativity. Conversely, due
to competing stereotypes, observers might expect a high-
income consumer with an engineering degree or career in
corporate finance to enjoy a contemporary art exhibit less
than the same person with a different degree or career.
Together, educational and/or occupational information may
provide another way of debiasing perceptions levied
against income groups, or in some cases, such information
may actually exacerbate biases in perceptions.
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We examined a broad range of psychological consump-
tion experiences (e.g., earning special recognition at work,
practicing mindfulness, going to a comedy club, attending
a professional supporting event). Although we controlled
for experience frequency in our observer-based studies and
assessed each activity in isolation, people have several
experiences each day. Future research could manipulate
either the variety or frequency of experiences
(Bhattacharjee and Mogilner 2014; Etkin and Mogilner
2016). One idea would be contrasting ordinary experiences
against extraordinary experiences. Much like age moderat-
ing the effect of experience type on reported happiness
(Bhattacharjee and Mogilner 2014), consumers’ income
might also moderate the effect of experience type on antici-
pated happiness. If the psychological consumption experi-
ences in our experiments were perceived as extraordinary
(indeed, “life milestones” and “travel and culture” top the
list; Bhattacharjee and Mogilner 2014, study 1A), featuring
explicitly ordinary or mundane psychological experiences
might attenuate income differences (e.g., a routine conver-
sation one has with their partner on the way home from
work).

Conclusion

Some of life’s greatest pleasures are psychological con-
sumption experiences. Indeed, the two most common items
on a “bucket list”—that is, a list of experiences one hopes to
have during their lifetime—are psychological in nature (i.e.,
78.5% desire to travel and 78.3% desire to accomplish a per-
sonal goal like earning a college degree; Periyakoil, Neri,
and Kraemer 2018). Our work demonstrates that the priority
level assigned to psychological needs is similar across the
income spectrum. All else being equal, however, our
research demonstrates that people (as observers) hold a lay
theory that psychological need fulfillment cannot be sought
until physical need fulfillment has been fully achieved. This
lay theory leads to faulty, income-based inferences of need
prioritization and subsequent happiness—people errone-
ously assume that low-income consumers will derive less
happiness from psychological consumption experiences and
high-income consumers will derive more happiness (than
themselves). We hope our work provides deeper insights on
income-based attributions and generates new research aimed
at promoting greater marketplace inclusivity across the
income spectrum.

DATA COLLECTION STATEMENT

Jenny G. Olson collected and analyzed all data in consul-
tation with Brent McFerran, Andrea C. Morales, and
Darren W. Dahl. Data for the pilot study (July 2024), study
2A (July 2024), study 4 (August 2024), study 6A
(September 2023), supplemental study 2A (March 2024),
and supplemental study 2B (August 2024) were collected

GZ0Z J9qWIBAON 8Z U0 AISS ISND S|Ur AQ LOBSIBL/Z L L/IZS /0N 10(/w0o"dno-o1wapeo.//:sdjy oy papeojumod



OLSON ET AL.

on Prolific Academic. Data for study 1 (June 2022) and
study 2B (October 2022) were collected on Amazon
Mechanical Turk. Data for study 3 (October 2022), study 5
(September 2023), and supplemental study 1 (February
2022) were collected among undergraduate students at
Indiana University. Study 6B and supplemental study 3
feature secondary data from a major league professional
sports team (collected during 2021-2023) and the U.S.
National Parks Service (collected during 2022), respec-
tively. Pre-registration documents, study protocols, and
data for the pilot study, studies 1-6A, and supplemental
studies 1-2B are posted on Open Science Framework
(https://osf.io/md5x3/?view_only=735a7f76195c4bd 19a06-
f42a93843935). Data for study 6B and supplemental study
3 are not publicly available due to agreements with a major
league professional sports team and U.S. National Parks
Service, respectively.
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