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Abstract
Owning and using technological devices is a pervasive lifestyle aspect of this generation of

adolescents. The population is still immature and vulnerable as well as highly exposed to
advertisements with the use of technology. Is technology use putting young people at risk of
diminished well-being though its materialistic messages? Current studies examine adolescent
materialism and different aspects of life such as social experiences, religious obligations and
intellectual involvements. This research expands on previous studies by delving deeper into the
specifics of certain technologies and how they relate to materialism in the high school population
through a combination survey. The study inquires about technological devices and what one does
while using such devices. This work sheds light on how technology by adolescents use relates to
their materialism tendencies. Results indicated that adolescents who spent more time using
electronics were more materialistic than their counterparts, the smart phone is the largest
contributor to adolescent materialism, and male gamers and female internet communicators are
the most materialistic adolescents. Findings display the activity an adolescent is performing is
directly correlated to their level of materialism and materialism differs in emphasis between

genders but neither is more materialistic overall.

Introduction
In today’s world, when an average person empties his pockets or looks at his desk,

material goods surround him. On the computer, watching television or even sitting on the
subway, Americans are constantly bombarded with advertisements telling them the same thing:
buy, buy, buy! The average American sees as many as five thousand ads a day (Johnson, 2009).

Despite the common stereotype that this only affects women, both genders are subject to this
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issue (Mueller et. al, 2011). Adolescents are exposed to this environment and have grown up

around these technological devices.

Materialism

Materialism can be defined as the preoccupation with material goods paired with the
disinterest in spiritual, intellectual and cultural values. Generally, the causes of materialism
include a traumatic childhood event, how one is raised, maternal and paternal values, self-value
and interpersonal relations. Materialism also differs with age. Adults are known to be fixated on
different things such as cars and status while a teen is more interested in money and clothing
(Goldberg et al., 2003). Materialism has also been linked to disorders, specifically Obsessive
Compulsive Disorder (OCD). The initial exhilaration and lasting anxiety and depression
exemplified by compulsive buying (directly related to materialism) have been noted as an
indicator of OCD. Those who suffer from OCD and the symptom of compulsive buying do not
have any control over their actions, regardless of their financial situation. It was proven that
OCD patients show abnormal brain patterns of activity consistent with those of a materialist,
suggesting that they are strongly related (Shwartz, 2003). Materialism has been noted a social
hindrance. One’s materialistic needs can be channeled through many different avenues. Although
research indicates that depending on levels of materialism, experiential purchases (buying
something for the experience and memory it creates) make people happier than material
purchases (for the good itself) (Van Boven and Gilovich, 2003), materialism is a serious problem
that leads to self-esteem issues, depression, economic distress and problems with interpersonal

relationships (Kasser, 2002).

Materialism in Adolescents
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In the world today, when we see whining children or teens asking their parents for things,
we think they are spoiled. What the average person doesn’t know is their economic standing, the
amount of advertisements they see a day pressuring them, peers and parental pressures, and if
they suffer from materialism. Pennsylvania State University (2006) and Cornell University
(2008) have both concluded that Children and Materialism Don’t Mix. The music they listen to,
people they surround themselves with and the television they watch all predispose children to
materialistic tendencies. Research has also shown that parents and peers are a large influence on
adolescent materialism. When friends in school have more than they do, it drives these youths to
want more. One’s peers and parents are also the support system that either helps or hurts one’s
emotions, psychological security, and self-esteem. An increase in care can lead to a decrease in
the chance of an adolescent turning to material goods for positive reinforcements and vice versa
(Chaplin and John, 2010). After asking adolescents to complete a survey, another study validated
the concept that peers influence materialism. They found a correlation between mother’s
materialism and a child’s materialism (Flouri, 1999). This confirmed various hypotheses. In a
study taken a step further, the relationship between parenting and materialism was studied in
British parents of middle school children. This research showed that parents having difficulties in
life like separations, psychological and economic stress was positively related to materialism
(Flouri, 2006). In adolescents, it has also been noted that materialism is positively related to
concerns with achievement and respect. If at a young age there are pressures to have achieved
certain scores or reach certain goals and those goals go unattained, adolescents may feel as if
they do not receive the respect they deserve, and consequently buy material products to fill the
void (Flouri, 2001). Teenagers are subject to these pressures as they grow from child to adult and

have a large opportunity to become materialists.
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Technology and Materialism

As technology becomes more advanced, more opportunities arise to entice people with
the broad scope of the internet. A study was conducted which examined the relationship between
compulsive buying, depression, materialism and excessive internet use. It determined that those
who showed more depression symptoms also had materialistic values and excessively used the
internet (Mueller et. al, 2010). Such conclusions have also been made by others stating that
materialism creates a negative effect on interpersonal relations and self-esteem due to the
excessive use of technology. Therefore, those who are constantly using technology tend to have
lower self-esteem and have a harder time interacting with others. Addictive online buying as well
as general buying is related to poor life-satisfaction and a lack of casual relationships like
friendships (Otero-Lopez et. al, 2010). Technologies have become more advanced than ever, and
although they may make things easier, they also create social barriers and many begin to hide

behind their technology and become unhappy with their lives.

Technology and Adolescent Materialism

Today’s adolescents have been living with advanced pieces of technology such as the
computer and cell phone since the day they were born. These goods serve as a stepping-stone to
materialism if they are abused. Teens spend about $3 billion a year online. Research has shown
that materialistic youth tend to be loose with their money and shop more. They respond well to
advertisements and are most interested in new products (Goldberg et. al, 2003). A study also
showed the positive influence role models have on teenagers’ marketplace knowledge and

7
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materialism, expressing the importance of the role played by role models as influencers of teens.
This role as an influencer can cause adolescents to be materialistic and draws marketers to target
them (Bush et. al, 2001). Adolescents are generally very technically savvy. They feel as if they
know their way around the virtual world and have confidence in their abilities as online
shoppers. Interviews reveal that adolescents perceive that their level of skill in searching for
information and prices online, as well as making purchases online (online shopping self-efficacy)
is high, that they are technically able to navigate the web, and that they are motivated by how
much their peers shop. The accessibility of the Internet and parental attitudes towards the
Internet also factor into how materialistic teens are and how they use their time online (Hill and
Beatty, 2011). Another study looked into the relationship between materialism and brand
engagement as shopping motivations. The results concluded that liking to shop and brand
engagement (liking or shopping at a certain brand particularly) are positively correlated to
material values. This study also states that different motivations to shop between males and
females influence one’s level of materialism (Goldsmith et. all, 2011). If adolescents are not on
the computer they are also subject to materialistic ideals through the television. Ads encourage
materialism, which can lead to parent-child conflict. If a family’s socio-economic status does not
allow them to buy adolescents something they saw on the television, conflict occurs (Buijzen and
Valkenburg, 2003). Adolescents have the chance to rise above the pressures created by the

Internet, television and their entire surroundings or succumb and fall into a materialistic lifestyle.

Current studies are looking into adolescent materialism in connection with different
aspects of life such as social experiences, religious obligations and intellectual involvements. In
our present study, we hope to verify previous research by delving deeper into the specifics of

certain technologies and how they relate to materialism in the high school population. The
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technologies we plan to question our adolescent subjects on are cell phones, computers, etc. and
how they use them. This research should be able to shed light on how technology use relates to

materialism in adolescents.

Research Questions and Hypotheses
The purpose of the study is to see if there is a correlation between technology use and

materialism in adolescents. The goal is to determine if having and using more technology has an
association with materialistic tendencies in young adults. It is important to find out, therefore:
does technology relate to adolescent materialism and what piece of technology specifically is the
largest contributor to adolescent materialism?

H;: Adolescents who use technology heavily are more materialistic than those who use
technology less.

H,: The laptop computer is the largest contributor to adolescent materialism.

Hs: Those who use 1-2 hours or more online shopping are more materialistic than those who
online shop for less than 1 hour.

H,: Girls are more materialistic than boys.

Methods
All data will be collected at Briarcliff High School during the 2011- 2012 term. Social

Studies teachers will be asked to allow for their students to take part in the study for just one
class period. They will also be informed that the purpose of the survey is to study the use of
technology and materialism. Each student will be given a consent form to bring home to his or
her parents. Once their permission is received, students will be given a questionnaire lasting
approximately ten minutes in social studies classes and asked to fill it out in the most honest way
possible. Anonymity is being preserved by names not being requested. Upon finishing the data
collections, a dependence and correlation analysis will be performed using Microsoft Excel. In
addition to these analyses, trends of answers will be studied to see if any other patterns appeared

and if any other correlations can be found.
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Survey

Fig 1.1- Survey Sample Set

Which of the following electronic devices do you own or use? Check all that apply and for those that you use please supply the hours
per average school week that you use them. Please star the device you use most:

Do not use Less than 1 hour 1-2 hours 3-5 hours &-10 hours 11 or more hours
_ - Deskiop computer 1 2 3 4 5 6
How many hours in the average school week do you normally spend on each of the following activities using any of the previously
menticned devices? Please circle your best estimate of a typical week {school days and weekend).

Do not use Less than 1 hour  1-2 hours 3-5 hours &-10 hours 11 or more hours

Playing games (on gaming systems) 1 2 3 a4 5 &

Part 2. The next items ask about your consumer lifestyle in general. Indicate how much you disagree or agree with the following
statements.

Strongly Somewhat Meither agree Somewhat Sirongly
disagres disagree nor disagree agras agree
I'd be happier if | could afford
1o buy more things. 1 2 3 4 5

Gender: Female Male

The survey is two the combination of surveys used in past studies, confirming its validity as a
reliable source.

Performance Site Information
This study was carried out at Briarcliff High School in social studies classes. Teachers will
collect the consent forms and surveys once completed. All information is anonymous, meaning
nobody can use the information given in the study to exploit or bring harm to a participant.
Names are not requested to maintain anonymity. Furthermore the written information will be
kept secure and stored away at the house of the administrator (Rachel Honigman). In addition,
once data is stored on the computer, it will only be accessible by the researchers (Rachel

Honigman, Dr. Miriam Tatzel and Mitch Bacharach).

10
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Characteristics of Participants

Gender: M: 52 F. 77 Total: 129

Age Range: 14-18

Since materialism and technology use is prevalent among adolescents the present study seeks to
utilize this group in the study.

Recruitment of Participants
Teachers will be contacted via email or in person to request permission allowing their students to
take part in the study during class. Specifically, social studies teachers will be asked because
every student takes a social studies class.

Consent/Assent
Since all participants were 18 and under; a written parental consent form was signed.

Risk and Benefits to Participants
Students may face slight emotional discomfort from psychological assessments. The risks are
short term. If at any time a student is overwhelmed, they will be allowed to leave the survey
incomplete without penalty. Consent forms were sent home to make sure parents are willing to
allow their children to take part in the study. School guidance counselors were available to speak
with any student who feels that it was necessary.

The benefits for the participants include possible insight on their materialistic attitudes as
they answer questions. Teachers distributing the survey offered them extra credit. The study
helped discover if technology use and consumer knowledge influence adolescent materialism.
The present study may help show that technology and materialistic adolescents are directly

related.

11
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The data was analyzed using a correlation matrix. This set up a table comparing every

component of the survey to each other. Data near positive or negative 0.2-0.3 showed

significance. Values closer to 1 or -1 show a stronger correlation but 0.3 or above is the

minimum to indicate significant results. In comparing each component, when the same

components met, their correlation was 1.00.

Figure 2.1- Sampling of the correlation matrix

Gender Grade Age Desktop laptop
(M/F) (9/10/11/12) (13/14/15/16/17) computer computer
Gender (M/F) 1.00
Grade
(9/10/11/12) -0.05 1.00
Age
(13/14/15/16/17) -0.07 0.87 1.00
Desktop computer 0.03 0.04 0.11 1.00
laptop computer -0.02 0.26 0.14 -0.54 1.00
PDA -0.07 -0.12 -0.15 -0.02 0.00
Smart Phone -0.18 0.04 0.02 -0.23 0.28
Cell Phone -0.02 0.04 0.04 0.15 0.02
Gaming systems 0.54 -0.21 -0.20 0.08 -0.05
Music device -0.06 0.06 0.00 0.08 0.27
Tablets 0.04 -0.27 -0.17 0.13 -0.14
Reader -0.08 -0.11 -0.06 -0.04 0.03

Regression Analyses

Regression analyses were also performed to analyze further into gender and other specific

activities. Regression statistics such as the correlation coefficient, r, and standard error were

calculated. An ANOVA was also performed to find the F-test statistic and its corresponding p-

value, indicating the level of significance.

12




Figure 2.2- Sample of the regression analysis

Regression Statistics
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Multiple R 0.24

R Square 0.06

Adjusted R

Square 0.05

Standard Error 0.53

Observations 129.00

ANOVA

Significance
df SS MS F F

Regression 1.00 2.17 2.17 7.66 0.01

Residual 127.00 36.03 0.28

Total 128.00 38.20

Standard
Coefficients Error t Stat P-value Lower 95%

Intercept 2.26 0.08 29.78 0.00 2.11

X Variable 1 0.02 0.01 2.77 0.01 0.01
Analysis

Preliminary Findings

There are 129 participants in the study between the ages of 14 and 18 with a mean age of

16. The participants are mostly female (59.7%). Respondents were asked to identify their level

materialism, amount of technology use per device and what they do specifically while using

technology. Figure 2.1 shows the demographics of the participants and a sampling of the results

in each part of the survey.

13
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N 129 (100%)
Sex: Composite Materialism Scale:
Male 52 (40.3%) Average 2.8
Female 77 (59.7%) Median 2.750
Standard Deviation 0.532
Range 3.000
Age:
Time Spent Using a
Average 15.7 Laptop:
Median 16 Average 4.03
Standard Deviation 1.04 Median 4
Range 14-18 y.o. Standard Deviation 1.794
Range 7
Grade: Time Spent Online Shopping:
Average 10.22 Average 1.03
Median 10.000 Median 0.5
Standard Deviation 12.900 Standard Deviation 1.88
Range 9-12 grade Range 8

The primary interest was in the effect of spending more/less time using technology on an

adolescent’s materialistic tendencies. Further research delves into what activities on

technological devices correlate to adolescent materialism. Preliminary analyses found that

student age was unrelated specifically to composite materialism levels (average r’< 0.05 and

correlation matrix value (CMV) =-0.07), so was not further considered.

Figure 3.2- Materialistic levels in relation to gender and grade

2.60

Composite Materialism Score

2.55

2.50

2.45

240
2.35
2.30
2.25
2.20
2.15

Girls Boys

9th Grade

10th Grade

11th Grade

14
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Despite the slightly higher materialism scores from 10" graders, the analysis shows that age has

no relation to materialism. The elevated 10" grade results can be attributed to random variation.

Hypothesis 1- Adolescents who use technology heavily are more materialistic than those
who use technology less

Figure 4.1- The relationship between time spent using technological devices and composite
materialism scores for adolescent boys and girls

Materialism vs. Technology Use
4 -
S
35 - { ¢
® . 73
3 & ted *T . ““
2 twesgfing
, &0 vg I A o
X AR WA AP ve
15 41 & L g 4 PP
L o0
S
0.5 -
0
0.0 10.0 20.0 30.0 40.0 50.0

Hypothesis One is found to be significant (p=0.01) stating that the adolescents who generally use
technology for longer periods of time are more materialistic than those who use devices less
often. Performing a correlation matrix showed that when the composite materialism scale was
compared to the specific technologies such as music devices, tablets, gaming systems etc., values

were between -0.07 and 0.18 and averaged to about 0.1 showing significance.

15
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Hypothesis 2- The laptop computer is the largest contributor to materialism

Figure 5.1- The relationship between composite materialism scores and time spent using laptops
for adolescent boys and girls

Materialism vs. Laptop Use Hours
) 0
3.5 L2 L2
3 $
,0 0" 0 .
2.5 4
W
2 0—¥ * ‘
*
15 L 2
1 N
0.5
O T T T T T T T T 1
0.0 2.0 4.0 6.0 8.0 10.0 12.0 14.0 16.0 18.0

With a p value of 0.88 this relationship was proven to be insignificant. The CMV for the same
correlation was 0.11. The CMVs that surpassed 0.11 relating to the composite materialism score
were for the smart phone (0.18), cell phone (0.16), gaming systems (0.16) and music devices
(0.16.) The smart phone is the largest technological contributor to materialism tested in the

study, indicating little to no support for Hypothesis Two.

16
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Hypothesis 3- Those who use 1-2 hours or more online shopping are more materialistic
than those who online shop for less than 1 hour

Figure 6.1- The relationship between composite materialism scores and time spent on
technologies online shopping for girls and boys

Materialism vs. Online Shopping

35 L 4

2.5

15

OOOL“

0.5

This graph shows little support for the relationship between composite materialism scores and

time spent online shopping for both boys and girls together (p value= 0.09.) Because this graph

is not gender specific, the relationship between materialism and online shopping seems to be

obsolete.

17
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Hypothesis 4- Girls are more materialistic than boys
This hypothesis held true in certain activities but in others, boys surpassed girls in materialistic

attitude.

Figure 7.1- The relationship between composite materialism scores and playing games for boys

Materialism vs. Playing Games (Boys)
4.0 .
35 $ PR
3.0
(3 ¢ “ (3

2.0 * o* ¢
B P4 L4
1.5 ®
1.0
0.5
0-0 T T T T 1

0 5 10 15 20 25

The mean amount of boys who played gaming systems in relation to the mean of girls who
played gaming systems is 2.17 to 0.28. Also, boys who played online in relation to girls with the
same activity is 1.43 to 0.3. The CMV for gender to owning gaming systems is 0.54, playing
gaming systems is 0.56 and for playing online is 0.31. The CMV for playing gaming systems to
composite materialism score is 0.18 and for playing online to composite materialism score is 0.2.
These CMV values show a high correlation between gender, playing gaming system and playing
online. Considering that more boys responded highly on these topics, it can be inferred that boys
that play gaming systems and play online are more materialistic than boys who do not. This is

supported by the low p-value of 0.02.

18
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Figure 7.2- The relationship between online shopping and materialism for girls

Materialism vs. Online Shopping (Girls)
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The mean of girls who online shopped is more than boys performing the same activity in an
overwhelming ratio of 1.55 to 0.27. The CMV for gender to online shopping is -0.38 and the
CMV for composite materialism score to online shopping is 0.22. Considering that girls
responded more highly to this topic, girls who online shop are more materialistic than girls who
do not.

Figure 7.3- The relationship between using social sites and materialism for girls

Materialism vs. Using Social Networking
Sites (Girls)

4.0
35 *

- -4
2.5 L 2 L 2
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About two times more girls than boys on average responded highly in relation to using social
networking sites (4.89 to 2.77.) The CMV for composite materialism scores and using social
networking sites is .27 proving that girls who use social networking sites are more materialistic
than others who do not.

Figure 7.4- The relationship between the materialism scale scores and how many hours

students spent on homework

Homework Hours vs. Materialism
4
35 . * f .
< ‘0 ‘ L 4 L 4
3 $ $ ., ¢ oo $s o
2.5 e oo *
° %00 o ¢
2 P AgE OC3 *
" 2 2 2 2
1.5 M—‘ *
1 3 3
3
0.5
0 T T T T 1
0 5 10 15 20 25

This graph shows that surveyed students who used technology heavily for homework were not
materialistic. Both genders that spent time using technology for homework had low materialism
scores. The CMVs for doing homework in school is -0.12 and doing homework at home is
-0.01. With a p-value of 0.267, the correlation between hours spent on homework and

materialism is deemed to have a negative relationship.

20
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Discussion

The present results indicated that adolescents who spent more time using electronics were more
materialistic than their counterparts, the smart phone is the largest contributor to adolescent
materialism, and that male gamers and female internet communicators are the most materialistic
adolescents. A relationship between adolescent materialism and technology use exists but
contains many limitations to its definition. Findings display that even if an adolescent uses
technology for a significant amount of time, the activity they are performing is directly
correlated to their level of materialism. This study shows that materialism differs in emphasis
between genders but neither is more materialistic overall.

Limitations and Further Research

This study had several methodological limitations. The size of the study was a limitation
because with 129 responses, the data pool is somewhat small. Also, with self-assessments, there
IS no way to ensure truth despite anonymity. Another restraint on the study was the location of
where the participants are from. The average income of Briarcliff Manor in 2009 was $159,063.
This suggests that the participants have the means to satisfy their materialistic needs as well
expect more. This may have biased the data to lean more towards a more materialistic
population.

This study’s restrictions emphasize the need for future research on the impact of
technology use on adolescent materialism. Materialism is a growing area in scientific research
and further experiments and research can shed light on new aspects of the field. Using a more
precise survey and survey method may get a better response from subjects. Given the innovation
of the current study, it may serve as a stepping stone for future researchers to dig deeper in

technology use and adolescent materialism.

21
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