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Abstract 
People seek meaning in the marketplace, but can meaning be bought? We review 

emerging evidence and suggest that the typical association between meaning and well-

being is weakened in consumption contexts. We outline two lay beliefs that help explain 

this gap: the belief that purchases are extrinsic pursuits whereas meaning should come 

from intrinsic pursuits, and the belief that purchases are impure sources of meaning 

because companies profit at the expense of people. This conceptual model suggests 

three paths to enhance meaning and well-being through consumption: reframe 

purchases as intrinsically rewarding, change (erroneous) lay theories that profit 

necessarily comes at the expense of the social good, or highlight the future, enduring 

benefits of consumption.  

  



Finding meaning in life is a fundamental human need and a key component of 

the good life [1*,2-3]. Consistent with the adage “the best things in life are free,” 

research typically treats free activities as key sources of meaning (e.g., spending time 

with family or helping others; [1*,4]). Indeed, people commonly intuit that meaning in life 

should not be bought. However, emerging research suggests that people seek and 

obtain meaning through the selection, acquisition, and consumption of marketplace 

goods and services [5*,6*,7-9]. These conflicting perspectives beg the question: does 

seeking meaning through consumption help or hurt well-being? 

 Little attention has been paid to qualitative differences in the meaning people 

seek from varied sources (e.g., from consumption vs. non-consumption contexts). 

Researchers who theorize about deriving meaning from consumption typically draw on 

extant theory and findings about meaning in non-consumption contexts, assuming the 

latter will apply to the former [8-10]. For example, consumption-based rituals (e.g., 

eating Oreo cookies) were presumed to be similar to non-consumption-based rituals 

(e.g., a pre-game routine) for eliciting meaning. 

 Our examination of recent research suggests that meaning derived from 

consumption may be qualitatively inferior to that derived from non-consumption 

behaviors, especially with respect to enhancing well-being [5*,6*,11*,12*]. We propose 

that two lay theories may hinder people’s chance of deriving meaning from 

consumption. One is the perception that purchases are extrinsic pursuits whereas 

meaning should come from intrinsic pursuits. The second is that meaning from 

consumption is morally impure because companies profit at the expense of people. We 

posit that these perceptions may prevent people from gaining well-being from 

consumption that is supposed to be meaningful. We conclude by detailing how our 

conceptual model suggests paths through which people can use consumption and the 

marketplace to enhance their well-being (figure). 

  



Figure: Conceptual Model 

Note. Dashed lines represent paths that are not conceptually examined in the present 
article. Beliefs about the extrinsic (vs. intrinsic) value of consumption and anti-profit 
beliefs might be interrelated and have a compounding influence on meaning derived 
from consumption. Furthermore, this conceptual model may be most applicable to 
“WEIRD” contexts [28]. 
 
The Suboptimal Pursuit of Meaning Through Consumption 

The pursuit of meaning involves acting in ways that engender a sense of 

purpose, significance, and coherence (summarized in [1*]). In this way, people derive 

meaning from actions which fulfill one or more of those three components. From a 

theoretical perspective, consumption seems a surefire way to achieve a sense of 

meaning. People derive meaning from acting in ways that are consistent with their 

values and their identity [13]. The marketplace, as a cultural construction comprising 

sets of meanings, provides fertile ground for value- and identity-driven behavior [14]. 

The act of consumption enables people to construct, express, and symbolically reflect 
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their self [15-17]. Yet emerging research suggests that people view potential 

meaningfulness derived from consumption as lacking. 

While economic prosperity gives people access to the marketplace, prosperity 

alone does not engender meaning. Even though people who live in wealthier (vs. 

poorer) countries report higher overall life satisfaction, people who live in poorer (vs. 

wealthier) countries report higher meaning in life [18]. Moreover, an examination of the 

relationship between meaning and happiness within wealthy countries found that the 

wealthier an individual is, the weaker the relationship between their meaning and 

happiness [19]. Within wealthy countries, less wealthy people showed the typically 

strong relationship between meaning and happiness, but this relationship was less 

apparent among those who were economically prosperous. Given that these data came 

from affluent countries which have high (and flattening) levels of happiness [20], the 

identified gap likely stems from the wealthy feeling lower levels of meaning. 

 Of course, economic prosperity encompasses much more than consumption. 

Nevertheless, it may be that the consumption choices among the more or less wealthy 

differ, and this can help explain the relationship between wealth and meaning. Without 

the economic means to access whatever they would like from the marketplace, people 

with fewer financial resources may find meaning through “free” activities stereotypically 

associated with meaning, such as religion [18] and socializing [21]. Those who are 

wealthy, by contrast, can wind up on the hedonic treadmill of consumption, which may 

not confer meaning the same way that stereotypically free activities do. 

An experience sampling study examining moment-to-moment feelings of 

meaning is helpful for considering how different types of activities contribute to feelings 

of meaning [11*]. This study found that daily activities related to consumption (shopping, 

watching a movie, drinking, grooming/self-caring) showed a weaker relationship with 

meaning than non-consumption activities (praying/worshipping, studying, or 

volunteering). Furthermore, media consumption activities that comprise a large portion 

of modern life and connect people to the marketplace were negatively related to feelings 

of meaning (i.e., using the computer, watching TV, and using social media).  



 The above suggests that the marketplace and consumption are poor sources of 

meaningfulness. While the studies are ecologically valid, they fall short of showing a 

causal relationship between meaningful consumption and a suboptimal pursuit of well-

being. Two recent experimental investigations help to fill that lacuna. 

 One study found that those who were induced to pursue meaning (vs. pleasure 

or no goal) gravitated toward less expensive products across a diverse range of goods, 

services, and experiences [12*]. This effect held even when participants believed that 

the more (vs. less) expensive product would deliver greater meaning. Buying less 

expensive products may hinder people’s well-being because the products are less likely 

to be integrated in the self and can lead to higher costs over time (monetary, time, and 

environmental; [22,23]).  

 A different study examined how people try to honor important, meaningful life 

events (e.g., wedding, graduation; [6*]). In this study, people who sought to create a 

meaningful connection to an important life event believed they should purchase 

experiences (e.g., celebratory trip after graduation) over material goods (e.g., 

commemorative ring after graduation) because they thought that experiences would 

provide a stronger connection to the past special event (with connection being one of 

the three pillars of meaning). However, the researchers found that material goods were 

in fact more effective than experiences at providing meaningful connections to special 

events. Thus, people marking a special event with consumption tend to rob themselves 

of future well-being by choosing experiences (over goods) because they mis-predict 

what will be most meaningful over time.  

 

Lay Theories Impede People’s Ability to Derive Meaning from Consumption 

 

 We propose that people cheat themselves out of well-being from consumption 

because of their lay theories about meaning and the marketplace. Here, we review two 

potentially interrelated theories but encourage researchers to uncover others. The first 

is the belief that intrinsic but not extrinsic pursuits foster meaning [5*]. The second is the 



perceived tension between economic activity and the social good, with people believing 

that companies profit at the expense of people [24*].  

 Research and lay beliefs alike suggest that intrinsic pursuits foster meaning 

whereas extrinsic pursuits undermine meaning [5*,25,26]. Purchases are often 

considered extrinsic, and this assumption may hinder the well-being that people can 

gain from consumption since many believe that extrinsic pursuits come at the cost of 

intrinsic pursuits [27]. Indeed, an experimental study found that when the exact same 

product (higher education) was framed in terms of extrinsic benefits (financial rewards) 

people derived less meaning from it than when it was framed in terms of intrinsic 

benefits (self-growth; [5*]). Virtually all products, from college degrees to cars to photo 

albums to cookies, can be both extrinsically and intrinsically beneficial. Yet, lay beliefs 

about the trade-off between extrinsic and intrinsic benefits may cause people to 

shortchange themselves of the meaning they could otherwise experience from 

consumption.  

 Potentially feeding into the perception that meaning cannot be derived from 

purchases is the stereotype that profit-seeking firms harm society. Even in the USA – 

one of the most market-oriented societies— people believe that profit-seeking firms 

engage in practices that harm people, because they view firm-consumer relationships 

as zero-sum [24*]. These negative views about the pillars of the market exchange may 

tinge whatever meaning people derive from consumption. In this view, such meaning is 

impure because buying products from for-profit firms supports the ruthless and 

contributes to social ill.  

Notably, these lay theories may be specific to independent and WEIRD 

(Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic) cultures, as these biases 

stem from perceived tensions between being a good person and being a part of a 

market-based economy, tensions that are societally constructed [28]. People from 

Eastern and other interdependent cultures with more integrative mindsets [29] may not 

have a problem with pursuing meaning in the marketplace. Embracing contradictions, 

people from interdependent cultures may be able to appreciate both the positive and 

negative contributions that consumption, companies, and the marketplace have to offer. 



By contrast, avoiding contradictions may lead people from independent cultures to see 

meaning and the marketplace as opposing forces that cannot or should not be 

reconciled. 

  

Enhancing Meaning and Well-Being in The Marketplace 
The preceding analysis suggests at least three ways to strengthen the 

relationship between meaning and well-being. The first would be to simply encourage 

people to derive meaning only from more traditional, non-consumption sources. 

However, given that a large proportion of people’s waking hours involve various forms 

of consumption activities, it is useful to view consumption as a tool to optimize meaning 

and well-being [30]. Our conceptual model points to three routes by which the meaning 

derived from consumption can enhance people’s well-being.  

First, change the perception that consumption cannot be intrinsically rewarding. It 

is possible to conceive of products, services, and experiences as effective tools to help 

one achieve one’s intrinsic needs through simple reframing. In the US, for example, 

college education can be seen as more or less meaningful depending on whether it is 

framed in terms of its intrinsic or extrinsic value, respectively [5*]. Critically, this type of 

highlighting can be applied to virtually all consumables, through cultural or personal 

construction. For example, buying a tea set could be perceived in terms of extrinsic 

value. But many people in Japan construe tea sets in terms of intrinsic value – namely, 

the ability to connect to their cultural heritage [31]. To maximize the meaning and well-

being from consumption, it may help to construe the act in a way that highlights its 

intrinsic rather than extrinsic benefits. 

Second, change lay theories about the relationships between businesses and 

consumers. Profit seeking adds value to society when there is market competition and 

the opportunity for repeated transactions because firms are incentivized to be innovative 

value creators [24*]. Companies like Apple, Facebook, and Tesla offer products and 

services that help people behave purposefully, feel like their lives matter, and find their 

place in the universe (e.g., digital photography, social network platforms, zero emissions 

vehicles); critically these companies’ ability to profit is directly proportional to the 



meaning people find in their offerings. Seeing consumption as morally impure disrupts 

the flow from consumption to meaning to well-being. Thus, individuals and societies 

alike might benefit from abandoning excessively negative stereotypes about profit-

seeking. 

Finally, promoting intertemporal thought might help people appreciate the 

meaning derived from consumption, overriding the influence of the previously examined 

lay beliefs. For example, when the permanence of material goods was promoted to 

people who sought to honor important life events, their bias towards experiences over 

material goods dissipated [6*]. Relatedly, when the durability of more expensive goods 

was highlighted to consumers pursuing meaning, their preference for less expensive 

products was mitigated [12*]. The biases that may prevent people from effectively 

deriving meaning through consumption are malleable, and a deeper understanding of 

when these biases are more or less prominent can help consumers maximize well-

being consumption. Exploring intertemporal thinking (and other debiasing moderators) 

can help not only to promote individuals’ well-being, but it may also help purpose-driven 

companies better connect with consumers.  

 

Conclusion 

Meaning is a fundamental ingredient for living a good life. The importance of 

meaning for well-being has only grown in recent years as climate, health, and economic 

crises have caused people to take a step back and reflect on their lives. Companies 

have noticed this shift and are increasingly striving to become purpose oriented. Yet, as 

this review shows, people’s lay beliefs about consumption and meaning may cause 

them to eschew these efforts, perhaps to their own detriment. Our proposed conceptual 

model suggests that changing culturally constructed (and often erroneous) lay beliefs 

may help people enhance their well-being by deriving more meaning from the 

marketplace.  

  

  



Funding 
This research did not receive any specific grant from funding agencies in the public, 

commercial, or not-for-profit sectors. 

 

Conflict of Interest  
Nothing to declare. 

 

Acknowledgements. 
We thank Hanieh Naeimi for help with formatting of this article. 

 
  



References 
 
*[1] King LA, Hicks JA: The Science of Meaning in Life. Annu Rev Psychol 2021, 
72:561–584. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-072420-122921.  

A comprehensive review of research on meaning in life, including coverage of the 
three facets of meaning (purpose, significance, and comphrension/coherence). 

 
[2] Ryan RM, Deci EL: On Happiness and Human Potentials: A Review of Research 
on Hedonic and Eudaimonic Well-Being. Annu Rev Psychol 2001, 52:141–166. 
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.141. 
 
[3] Seligman MEP: Flourish: A visionary new understanding of happiness and well-
being. Free Press; 2011.  
 
[4] Lambert NM, Stillman TF, Baumeister RF, Fincham FD, Hicks JA, Graham SM: 
Family as a salient source of meaning in young adulthood. J Posit Psychol 2010, 
5:367–376. https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2010.516616. 
 
*[5] Abeyta AA, Routledge C, Sedikides C: Material Meaning: Narcissists Gain 
Existential Benefits From Extrinsic Goals. Soc Psychol Pers Sci 2017, 8:219–228. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550616667618.  

An empirical investigation which shows that people derive less meaning from 
extrinsic than intrinsic pursuits unless they are narcissistic (in which case they 
derive more meaning from extrinsic than intrinsic pursuits). 

 
*[6] Goodman JK, Malkoc SA, Stephenson BL: Celebrate or Commemorate? A 
Material Purchase Advantage When Honoring Special Life Events. J Assoc 
Consum Res 2016, 1:497–508. https://doi.org/10.1086/688352.  

An empirical investigation which shows that people (erroneously) believe that 
experiences will provide longer-lasting meaning for special life events than 
material goods. In fact, material goods bought to commemorate a special event 
were found to provide longer-lasting meaning than experiences. 

 
[7] Percival Carter E, Welcomer S: Designing and Distinguishing Meaningful Artisan 
Food Experiences. Sustainability 2021, 13: 8569. https://doi.org/10.3390/su13158569. 
 
[8] Sarial-Abi G, Vohs KD, Hamilton R, Ulqinaku A: Stitching time: Vintage 
consumption connects the past, present, and future. J Consum Psychol 2017, 
27:182–194. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcps.2016.06.004. 
 
[9] Wang X, Sun Y, Kramer T: Ritualistic Consumption Decreases Loneliness by 
Increasing Meaning. J Mark Res 2021, 58:282–298. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022243721993426. 
 



[10] Rudd M, Catapano R, Aaker J: Making Time Matter: A Review of Research on 
Time and Meaning. J Consum Psychol 2019, 29:680–702. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcpy.1087. 
 
*[11] Choi J, Catapano R, Choi I: Taking Stock of Happiness and Meaning in 
Everyday Life: An Experience Sampling Approach. Soc Psychol Pers Sci 2017, 
8:641–651. https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550616678455.  

An experience sampling study which examined how diverse daily activities are 
associated with the experience of meaning. A key finding is that consumption 
activities are more weakly related to feelings of meaning than non-consumption 
activities. 

 
*[12] Mead NL, Williams LE: The Pursuit of Meaning and the Preference for Less 
Expensive Options. J Consum Psychol in press.  

A systematic investigation into how the pursuit of meaning (vs. pleasure or no 
goal) affects consumer choice and consumer choice processes. A key finding is 
that the pursuit of meaning causes people to gravitate toward less expensive 
products, services, and experiences because it causes people to spontaneously 
consider other things they can do with their money (i.e., opportunity cost 
consideration). 

 
[13] McGregor I, Little BR: Personal projects, happiness, and meaning: On doing 
well and being yourself. J Pers Soc Psychol 1998, 74:494–512. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.74.2.494. 
 
[14] Baumeister RF: Self-concept, self-esteem, and identity. In Personality: 
Contemporary theory and research (3rd ed.). Edited by Derlega V, Winstead B, Jones 
W. Wadsworth; 2005:246-280. 
 
[15] Belk RW: Possessions and the Extended Self. J Consum Res 1988, 15:139. 
https://doi.org/10.1086/209154. 
 
[16] Berger J, Heath C: Where Consumers Diverge from Others: Identity Signaling 
and Product Domains. J Consum Res 2007, 34:121–134. 
https://doi.org/10.1086/519142. 
 
[17] Rucker DD, Galinsky AD: Desire to Acquire: Powerlessness and Compensatory 
Consumption. J Consum Res 2008, 35:257–267. https://doi.org/10.1086/588569. 
 
[18] Oishi S, Diener E: Residents of Poor Nations Have a Greater Sense of Meaning 
in Life Than Residents of Wealthy Nations. Psychol Sci 2014, 25:422–430. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797613507286. 
 



[19] Catapano R, Quoidbach J, Mogilner C, Aaker J: Financial Resources Impact the 
Relationship between Meaning and Happiness. Emotion in press. 
 
[20] Kahneman D, Deaton A: High income improves evaluation of life but not 
emotional well-being. Proc Natl Acad Sci 2010, 107:16489–16493. 
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1011492107. 
 
[21] Baumeister RF, Vohs KD, Aaker JL, Garbinsky EN: Some key differences 
between a happy life and a meaningful life. J Posit Psychol 2013,8 :505–516. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2013.830764. 
 
[22] Bate R, Jin GZ, Mathur A: Does price reveal poor-quality drugs? Evidence from 
17 countries. J Health Econ 2011, 30:1150–1163. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhealeco.2011.08.006. 
 
[23] Sun JJ, Bellezza S, Paharia N: Buy Less, Buy Luxury: Understanding and 
Overcoming Product Durability Neglect for Sustainable Consumption. J Mark 
2021, 85:28–43. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022242921993172. 
 
*[24] Bhattacharjee A, Dana J, Baron J: Anti-profit beliefs: How people neglect the 
societal benefits of profit. J Pers Soc Psychol 2017, 113:671–696. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspa0000093.  

This empirical investigation documents the anti-profit belief, a view that business 
profit is necessarily in conflict with the social good. The investigation shows that 
people neglect to consider how profit motivations can incentivize firms to engage 
in socially beneficial practices. Instead, they tend to believe that companies profit 
at the expense of people. 

 
[25] Kashdan TB, Breen WE: Materialism and Diminished Well–Being: Experiential 
Avoidance as a Mediating Mechanism. J Soc Clin Psychol 2007, 26:521–539. 
https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.2007.26.5.521. 
 
[26] Lambert NM, Stillman TF, Hicks JA, Kamble S, Baumeister RF, Fincham FD: To 
Belong Is to Matter: Sense of Belonging Enhances Meaning in Life. Pers Soc 
Psychol Bull 2013, 39:1418–1427. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167213499186. 
 
[27] Sedikides C, Hart CM, Cisek SZ, Routledge C: Finding Meaning in the Mirror: 
The Existential Pursuits of Narcissists. In The Experience of Meaning in Life. Edited 
by Hicks JA, Routledge C. Springer; 2013:189–200. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-
6527-6_15. 
 
[28] Henrich J, Heine SJ, Norenzayan A: The weirdest people in the world? Behav 
Brain Sci 2010, 33:61–83. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X0999152X. 
 



[29] Markus HR, Kitayama S: Culture and the self: Implications for cognition, 
emotion, and motivation. Psychol Rev 1991, 98:224–253. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.98.2.224. 
 
[30] Ortiz-Ospina E, Giattino C, Roser M: Time Use. Our World in Data 2020. 
https://ourworldindata.org/time-use. 
 
[31] Minowa Y: Elixir of Eternal Life Or Libation to Ethnic Spirits: the Meanings of 
Tea in Japan. Eur Adv Consum Res 2005, 7:262-267. 
https://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/13816/eacr/vol7/E-07  
 
 

  

  

 
 


