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3Foreword

There are two dates that sum up our flawed relationship with ‘stuff.’

The first is Earth Overshoot Day: 8th August 2016. This is when we exceeded the planet’s 
annual limits and started consuming resources that we don’t have. We dig into the debt in our 
bank account with the earth and start spending beyond our means. The planet also can’t cope 
with the amount of waste that we create.

The second is Black Friday: 25th November in 2016.  This is the day that we often exceed our 
own bank accounts, spending £2 billion in one day, a quarter of which is likely to be on credit 
cards. In 2014, there were multiple arrests as people fought over discounted goods. Yet only 1% 

of all materials flowing through the consumer economy are still being used by people after 6 months, according to Annie 
Leonard in ‘The Story of Stuff.’

This begs the question – is all this consumption of the earth’s resources smart and purposeful, and does it actually make 
us happy? That’s the starting point at which we asked researcher Joe Lewis to investigate. What he uncovered is staggering, 
thought-provoking, and hopeful. He discovered that activities that consume nothing often make us happier. Maybe pursuing 
well-being can reduce our damage of the environment.

Personal experience shows me that happiness lies beyond stuff.

On my 30th birthday, my fantastic sister bought me a watch. I had asked my family not to buy me any physical gifts for the 
occasion, but my sister wanted to show she cares and give me something that would last for years. I’m extremely grateful 
to have a loving, generous sister. 

So why didn’t the watch fill me with joy? Because I can’t avoid feeling that all the effort and environmental damage behind 
making the watch was unnecessary. To compound this, I feel guilty for not treasuring this item that my sister hoped I 
would.  And I feel nervous about writing these thoughts, for fear of upsetting my sister (Claire, I prefer you to the watch!). 

Conversely, family occasions are some of my most treasured memories. I’m extremely lucky to have had many fantastic 
Christmas celebrations with my sister and our family. These moments from decades ago still make me smile. I remember, 
the laughter, my grandparents (no longer with us) and the feeling of contented happiness. However, I’ve no memory of the 
physical Christmas presents I was generously given that year.

The first part of Joe Lewis’s research gathers evidence about how physical stuff makes us feel - happy, indifferent or 
unhappy. It shows that the ownership of stuff, and the pursuit of more stuff, sometimes harms our well-being. It can lead 
to feelings of anxiety, inadequacy and stress, alongside more obvious problems such as credit card debt.

In light of these findings, we asked Joe a second question. Could he find any promising interventions that might help 
people to have a healthy relationship with stuff? I’m delighted to say that he did. The four most promising interventions 
that help to put well-being before stuff are explored in the second part of the research. They clearly demonstrate that 
relatively simple changes in outlook and behaviour can yield real benefits to our personal well-being.

Finally, when I talk with people about our relationship with stuff there are two common questions. They’re not covered in 
the research, so I’ll briefly share my thoughts here. People ask if consumption can be bad, when food on the table and a 
roof over your head seem pretty important for happiness. I agree with the point being made, as does academic literature.  
A base level of consumption is crucial to a healthy life.  A warm home, warm clothing, access to energy and good food all 
make me happy. What we’re exploring is over-consumption: optional purchases beyond the basics.

The second question people ask is: what happens to the economy if people stop buying stuff? This is a very good question, 
and for a considered, fully-researched discussion of that subject, I suggest Professor Tim Jackson’s book: ‘Prosperity 
Without Growth’. Many business leaders now suggest that the most successful companies in the 21st century will be 
‘purposeful businesses’. I agree, and the same applies to our economy.  A purposeful economy is stronger, and if some of 
our consumption is leaving us unmoved, or actually detracting from the quality of our lives, where’s the purpose in that?

Foreword
By Chris Large, Senior Partner, Global Action Plan
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Consumerism

Our drives to consume are numerous, powerful and 
complex. Modern consumer culture intensifies these 
motivations, producing an era of individualism, personal 
expression and unprecedented social freedoms. Once a 
predominantly Western characteristic, consumerism has 
quickly emerged across new, high-growth economies 
that endeavour to achieve the same living standards 
of developed nations. Despite this rapid ascension, 
the extent to which the consumption paradigm can 
be considered beneficial to society is a topic of much 
debate. 

Ecological health

Perhaps the most renowned flaw of the consumerism 
paradigm is its impact on ecological health. Our 

production-consumption economy is exhausting 
resources globally, creating severe shortages through 
unsustainable rates of extraction. Meanwhile, emissions 
associated with manufacturing and transportation in 
our supply chains contributes significantly to global 
warming with environmental and human costs. In recent 
decades the combined impact of resource depletion 
and greenhouse-gas emissions has placed us in a new, 
unprecedented era of change. Accelerating rates of 
ecological deterioration and our ability to adapt to 
them will fundamentally shape the future of humanity.  

Personal well-being

Traditionally, the central argument in support of 
consumerism is that it has brought once unthinkable 
affluence and a high quality of life to many in modern 
society. Despite such developments, a growing research-
base now fundamentally questions this position. It 
is not doubted that a level of material security and 
disposable income is beneficial. However, consumerism 
has produced a human disposition that is overly 
orientated towards the acquisition of material goods 
in pursuit of happiness; this is known as materialism. 
Materialists believe that success, status, image and 
wealth are represented by possessions. In turn, their 
lives are dominated by excessive consumption in order 
to pursue these values. In recent years a vast literature 

This research finds that high consumption lifestyles can be deleterious to personal well-
being as well as damaging to the environment. Thus, overcoming consumeristic wants has 
vast potential to directly improve our personal health and benefit the environment. The 
pathway proposed in this report involves four key features: mindful practice, a grateful 
disposition, openness to the richness and multiplicity of life, and the consumption of 
experiences such that we prioritise how we spend our time, rather than what we own. 
These four pathways offer promise in designing strategies and policies that will encourage 
truly fulfilling lifestyles for individuals, families, communities and broader society. These 
lifestyles can both reduce and negate materialistic strivings, enabling populations to become 
less resource intensive and more environmentally sound. The report draws from a range 
of disciplines and in doing so identifies a number of research opportunities to further 
strengthen the evidence-base around the materialism-well-being literature. But beyond 
future research, it is intended that this document sheds light on the impacts of unhealthy 
consumption patterns and enables the design of interventions to help people live with fewer 
impacts on wellbeing and the environment.

8th August Earliest date 
ever for annual Earth 
Overshoot Day 

AUG

8

Executive Summary
Current consumption patterns make some people unhappy and overstretch the planet. Four current 

approaches offer hope to make our relationship with stuff work for people and planet
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has emerged, strongly criticising the psychological and 
societal effects of this phenomenon. 

Materialism inherently requires external affirmation, 
in which life satisfaction, happiness and emotional 
stability are dependent upon the perceptions of 
others. Highly materialistic people are constantly 
comparing themselves against personal and social 
benchmarks, using these assessments as a basis for 
self-worth. Moreover, this disposition presents a 
barrier to the fulfilment of basic universal psychological 
needs for autonomy (independence and internal 
determination), competence (meeting opportunities 
for personal growth), and relatedness (feelings of 
belonging, acceptance and connectedness with others). 
Materialism directly conflicts with these needs. It 
removes independence, compromising little opportunity 
for personal growth, and eliciting social competitiveness 
and loneliness. Materialistic people may also experience 
symptoms of depression and anxiety, exhibit compulsive 
buying behaviour and even suffer physical health 
detriment such as substance addiction, headaches and 
high blood pressure. Finally, unsustainable purchasing 
practices associated with materialism can lead to high 
levels of debt and the neglect of spending in other 
important areas. Consumerism then, despite producing 
extraordinary luxury, also manifests as a materialistic 
disposition. This is made worse by a multi-billion pound 
marketing industry cultivating the notion that we will 
be happier if we acquire ever more material goods. 
The result is a substantial cost to well-being; where 
prioritising materialistic pursuits results in the neglect 
of more fulfilling ones.

Combating materialism

Thus, the challenges of consumerism are twofold: that 
excessive consumption is neither environmentally 
nor personally viable. It is the remit of this report to 
identify ways of diminishing materialism and enhancing 
well-being to build lifestyles that are personally, socially 
and ecologically compatible. The resulting pathway we 
have identified to meet this objective comprises four 
key approaches: (1) adopt mindfulness to build mental 

resilience and capacity for alignment with intrinsic 
motivations; (2) instil gratitude to strengthen people’s 
appreciation for their lives and negate the notion that 
happiness can be found through consumption; (3) build 
on the principles of voluntary simplicity to promote 
and encourage engagement in the full spectrum of 
life’s richness; and (4) shift expenditure toward buying 
experiences in place of possessions to better fulfil our 
basic psychological needs: autonomy, competence and 
relatedness. 

Mindfulness: a way of being

Cultivated through meditation, mindfulness is a 
heightened attention to and awareness of the present 
moment and one’s experience of it. Developing mindful 
capacity allows people to resist continual urges to 
consume, be more deliberative in their purchasing 
decisions, and enact behaviours that are more closely 
aligned with intrinsic motivations and thus more 
fulfilling. It is a very powerful tool in tackling the 
materialism-well-being relationship by both diminishing 
materialism and boosting well-being directly. The 
report explores a plethora of mindfulness induction 
techniques. The methods range from two-months of 
face-to-face classes with extensive homework tasks, 
to a simple ten-minute guided meditation via the use 
of a smartphone application. It is thus recommended 
that mindfulness practice be more widely adopted, and 
that a society that supports this adoption will become 
less individualistic, more community-focused and less 
materialistic. Enhancing this mental capacity affords 
people with the self-insight and volition to improve 
their daily decision-making. 

Mental health detriments associated 
with modern lifestyles costs the NHS 
£21bn p.a.

Thank you!
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Gratitude: a way of having

Gratitude is proclaimed to be the ideal personality trait, 
encouraging positive social behaviours and personal 
well-being. As a personality trait, it is described as the 
polar opposite of materialism. Gratitude allows people 
to savour positive experiences and circumstances. It 
extends the utility gained from possessions, deflating 
materialistic wants and desires. Grateful people tend 
to be happier, more fulfilled and satisfied with life. 
They are less judgemental of their social position 
and, like mindful people, are more likely to engage 
in practices that fulfil the three basic psychological 
needs. A number of effective induction techniques 
are available for enhancing gratitude. These methods 
include contemplations of experiences for which one 
is grateful, written lists and diaries of experiences for 
which one is grateful, or behavioural expressions such 
as, writing a letter to someone to whom one is grateful. 
Such techniques are easily integrated into people’s 
routines and are compatible with mindfulness induction 
courses. The trait produces an inherent appreciation for 
one’s circumstances, combatting the notion that more 
consumption leads to more happiness. 

Voluntary simplicity: a way of living

Voluntary simplicity, or downshifting, is the process by 
which people take a free choice to forego a proportion 
of their income in order to pursue a more balanced 
and fulfilling life. It is common in high-income countries, 
where people become disenchanted with the demands 
of work such that they are motivated to seek a less 
stressful existence. Thus voluntary simplifiers earn and 
spend less, instead investing their time and resources 
across the rich spectrum of family, civic, ecological, 
spiritual, business and compassionate realms. Their 
informed and moral stance, pursuit of personal 
meaning and identity, mindful approach to consumption, 
substantive community ethic, and practical know-how 
enable downshifters to subvert consumerism and its 

detriments to well-being. Voluntary simplicity is thus 
a highly feasible lifestyle alternative to materialism, 
comprising a healthy mix of pursuits that appears to 
produce happier people. 

Experiential consumption: a way of doing

Purchasing experiences over possessions is a more 
effective means of enhancing well-being. Experiences 
are more likely than things to be autonomously 
acquired, contribute to individuals’ identities, comprise 
opportunities for personal growth and environmental 
mastery, and uphold a sense of belonging and 
connectedness with others. By impacting what people 
do with their time rather than the possessions they 
have, experiential consumption is inherently better 
suited to ensuring a more fulfilling lifestyle. This report 
recommends that in addition to taking a mindful 
approach to consumption, becoming more grateful for 
what one already owns, and seeking a better balance 
of priorities, people should also substitute unnecessary 
material purchases for those that comprise some 
element of doing. This form of spending is considerably 
better suited to the fulfilment of the basic psychological 
needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness, 
a function that material consumption is unable to 
provide. This form of consumption is likely to be 
better for the environment, involving vast reductions 
in the consumption of energy-intensive material goods. 
However, further research is necessary to establish the 
extent to which this link exists. 



Section 1:  
Consumption, 
Materialism and  
Well-being
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Consumption

A defining characteristic of the modern era is the 
emergence of mass-consumption as the prevailing 
economic and political paradigm (Cross, 2000; Princen 
et al., 2002). In the West, this culture shift took place 
during the latter half of the 20th Century (Woollard, 
2000). Today, new high-growth economies endeavour to 
achieve the same living standards of developed nations, 
driving global consumption levels to untenable heights 
(Nair, 2011).

Planetary impacts and limits

Planetary boundaries will ultimately constrain economic 
growth and resource exploitation (Rockstrom et al., 
2009). Many resources are essentially finite, with a rate 
of replenishment that cannot keep up with consumption 
(e.g. fossil fuels, soils, timber; Daley and Farley, 2011). 
Economic activity is responsible for vast amounts of 
waste, for which our ecosystems act as a sink (Trumper 
et al., 2009; Daly, 2007). Some of the most ecologically-
harmful forms of waste are greenhouse gases (GHGs) 
which cause climate change (IPCC, 2013). In the UK, 
GHG emissions from household expenditure have risen 
at a rate of 3% per annum (Druckman and Jackson, 
2009). Moreover, of the 505 million tonnes of CO2 
emissions related to the UK’s private households, 
“70%, or 358 million tonnes, occurs in the global supply 
chains of products consumed in the United Kingdom” 
(Baiocchi et al., 2010; p. 57). It is also expected that 
UK emissions will increase at an accelerating rate 
towards 2030 due to growing household expenditure 
(Chitnis et al., 2012). The UK is legally committed to an 
80% reduction in CO2 emissions between 1990 and 
2050 (HM Government, 2008). These targets will be 
difficult to achieve if Western society’s entire political, 
economic and corporate systems continue to support 
and endorse excessive levels of consumption (Princen 
et al., 2002).

Consumer messaging

Mainstream society is in part characterised by our 
exposure to relentless advertising and consumer 
messaging that occupy our daily lives (Durning, 
1992). Packaging, print, television, radio and internet 
media continuously remind us to use, consume 
and replenish stocks (Quelch and Jocz, 2007). The 
process is unremittent and pervasive such that “the 
symbolic attributes of goods, as well as the characters, 
situations, imagery, and jokes of advertising discourse, 
are now fully integrated into our cultural repertoire” 
(Leiss, 2013; p. 3). Advertisers have become experts 
at cultivating consumption in youth (Schor, 2004) 
and continue their efforts to tap into ageing markets 
that are emerging across many developed nations 
(Yoon and Powell, 2012). In their quest to sell their 
products, advertisers commonly utilise key components 
of mainstream culture. This appropriation includes 
the use of popular music (e.g., The Beatles’ song 
Revolution was licensed to Nike for use in TV adverts 
in 1987; Klein, 2009), famous works of art (e.g., the 
renowned Michelangelo painting “The Creation of 
Adam” has been commonly used in American magazine 
advertisements; Hetsroni and Tukachinsky, 2005) and 
even countercultural icons (e.g., Bob Dylan fronted 
advertising campaigns for Greek Yoghurt and Chrysler; 
Allen, 2014). Such innovative and efficacious marketing 
practices are intentional and part of a wider policy shift 
that has taken place in recent decades.

“Governments began to acknowledge 
the supposedly inherent superiority 
of the private over the public sector 
by encouraging citizens to perceive 
themselves, in their relations with 
state bureaucracies, as customers ”

(STREECK, 2012; P. 38)

The view that people are now seen less as citizens and 
more as consumers was epitomized in the wake of the 
financial crisis: Boris Johnson, Mayor of London, opened 
the newly developed Westfield shopping centre and 
urged the public to defy the fragile economic climate 
and start spending money (Jackson, 2009).  As Princen 
et al. (2002) aptly put it; consumption has become 
sacrosanct, and is “nothing less than the purpose of the 
economy” (p. 4). 

rise in annual greenhouse 
gases linked to goods and 
services consumed by UK 
households

Consumption, Materialism and Well-being
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Addressing the issue

Despite unequivocal evidence and collective affirmation 
from the scientific community that economic activity 
is having a severe, detrimental ecological and human 
impact (IPCC, 2013; Anderegg et al., 2007), the 
prioritisation of economic growth in the West remains 
primarily driven by consumption (Jackson, 2011). 
Short of comprehensively revolutionising the existing 
economic paradigm to one of steady state economics 
(Daly, 2005; Victor, 2010), there are few obvious options 
available to address the issue. 

The relationship between economic activity and 
environmental impact can be conceptualised as a 
function of three interrelating components: population, 
affluence (consumption) and technology (Ehrlich and 
Holdren, 1971; 1972). Any attempt to minimise the 
environmental impact of human activity must address 
one of these three components. Most policies designed 
to control population growth either infringe human 
rights or clash with regional cultures and politics 
(Engelman, 2012; Hardin, 1993). Likewise, relying on 
groundbreaking advances in technology to deliver the 
necessary changes in efficiency and clean energy seems 
over optimistic, if not delusional (Ekins, 1993; Trainer, 
2010). Further work is needed to tackle the impact 
of affluence on consumption practices. Whilst the 
global population has quadrupled since 1900, affluence 
and aggregate consumption have increased 6-fold and 
23-fold respectively (Goklany, 2009). Over the last 50 
years, UK household expenditure has increased nearly 
fourfold (ONS, 2015a), whilst the national population 
is estimated to have risen by only 17% (ONS, 2015b). 
As the environmental impact of consumption is 
considerable, methods that might curtail its growth are 
needed. This paper addresses the following questions: 
(1) What are the impacts of an overly materialistic 
disposition on well-being? (2) How can the materialism-
well-being relationship be explained? (3) What 
mechanisms, lifestyles and techniques are available to 
help individuals change materialistic behaviours and 
counteract the negative impacts of materialism to 
improve well-being?

Consumption, Materialism and 
Well-being

Reasons for consumption

People consume in order to fulfil basic needs, to 
present status and wealth, and to extend the self and 
form identity. This section outlines each of these forms 
of consumption before reviewing materialism–“a value 
system that is preoccupied with possessions and the 

social image they project” (Bauer et al. 2012; p. 517) –
and its relationship to well-being.

“No one in public life dares – or 
needs – to ask why people consume, 
let alone to question whether people 
or societies are better off with their 
accustomed consumption patterns.”

(PRINCEN ET AL., 2002; P. 5)

Fulfilment of basic needs

In terms of basic needs, consumption is a prerequisite 
of living. Maslow (1970) writes that the human mind 
is motivated by a set of needs which, when fulfilled, 
become reincarnated into ever more complex and 
transcendent goals. At the basic level, people seek 
fulfilment of physiological needs; hunger, sex and 
thirst. Once satisfied, a new set of needs emerge: 
security, safety, law, order and freedom from fear. Using 
established and often automated payment processes, 
goods and services such as travel, food, clothes, housing, 
heating and insurance are all easily acquired (Jackson, 
2005). Dubbed ‘inconspicuous consumption’ (Shove 
and Warde, 2002) these ordinary purchases involve the 
vast majority of society: they constitute the routine 
and often mundane fulfilment of basic needs. However, 
higher order needs for self-actualisation, social status 
and connectedness (Maslow, 1970) are notably less 
material and thus more difficult to satisfy. 

Social symbolism and identity

Possessions hold more value than is ascribed to their 
basic utility; consumer agency acts to resist, choose, 
oppose and substitute needs, attributing a new logic 
of desire and social symbolism (Baudrillard, 1998). For 
example, “the washing machine serves as an appliance 
and acts as an element of prestige, comfort, etc.” 
(Baudrillard, 1998; p. 77). Richins (1994) proposes 
that this value accrues from both private and public 
meanings associated with a good. Private meanings 
are produced through a possession’s utility, aesthetic, 
interpersonal ties, financial aspects, level of enjoyment 
and links to identity. Public meanings exist in the 
representations of self, symbols of status and prestige, 
and the active and recreational associations of one’s 
possessions. Together, private and public meanings 
comprise some of the key mechanisms by which 
possessions come to hold value through the shared 
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contempt or guilt (Watson et al., 1988). 

The negative association between materialism and 
SWB is explained by the perceived discrepancies 
inherent in people who are motivated by their relative 
social status and ideals (Brown et al., 2009). Multiple 
Discrepancy Theory (Michalos, 1985; 1991) asserts that 
people are less happy if they perceive a gap between 
their current circumstances, and that of others, their 
own ideals, and their past. Such discrepancies can be 
perceived across multiple realms: jobs, friendships, 
housing, recreation, and education (Michalos, 1985). 
Similarly, people can observe discrepancies in how they 
want to be perceived, how they actually are perceived, 
and how they perceive themselves (Higgins, 1987). 
Materialistic individuals who are more invested in the 
image they project are more likely to suffer deeper self-
discrepancies and identity deficits which they attempt 
to reconcile through acquiring possessions (Dittmar 
and Bond, 2010; Norris and Larsen, 2011; Sirgy, 1998). 

Materialism plays another role in subjective well-being. 
Known as experiential avoidance, investing happiness 
in the acquisition of goods provides a short-term, 
hedonistic distraction from negative thoughts or 
feelings (Kashdan and Breen, 2007). This avoidance 
strategy ultimately leads to longer-term detriment, 
vulnerability to uncontrollable external factors and 
increased suffering (Kashdan and Breen, 2007). Crucially 
it undermines the enjoyment of daily experiences 
and interferes with one’s commitment to core values 
(Kashdan et al., 2006). 

Eudaimonic well-being: or self-appraisals, includes 
the combination of self-esteem, self-concept, self-
actualisation, self-doubt, self-discrepancies and self-
ambivalence (Dittmar et al., 2014). Such concepts relate 
to a person’s full functionality across six domains: self-
acceptance, environmental mastery, positive relations 
with others, autonomy, purpose in life, and personal 
growth (Ryff, 1989). Materialism is found to impact 
on eudaimonic well-being by increasing uncertainty 
and self-doubt (Chang and Arkin, 2002); diminishing 
self-actualisation and vitality (Kasser and Ryan, 1993); 
reducing workplace performance (Deckop et al., 2015); 
causing loneliness (Pieters, 2013); and, inhibiting positive 
relationships and community orientation (Kashdan and 
Breen, 2007; Burroughs and Rindfleisch, 2002). Self-
Determination Theory (SDT) is frequently cited when 
accounting for materialism’s detriments to eudaimonic 
well-being (Kasser et al., 2014, Dittmar et al., 2014). It 
portrays materialism as producing heightened extrinsic 
aspirations relating to image and status that inhibit self-
determined intrinsic motivations and the fulfilment of 
three basic psychological needs: autonomy, competence 
and relatedness (Deci and Ryan, 2000; Easterbrook et 
al., 2014; Niemiec et al., 2009).

and idiosyncratic subtexts derived from our cultural 
and personal discourse (Baudrillard, 1998).  A person is 
“not only that which is seen as “me” (the self), but also 
that which is seen as “mine”” (Belk, 1988; p. 140). Thus, 
a second reason people consume is both to engage 
in an important social discourse and to extend and 
reproduce the self.

Materialism

Materialism relates to our most extrinsic motivations 
to consume in that it constitutes “a value system that is 
preoccupied with possessions and the social image they 
project” (Bauer et al., 2012; p. 517). Thus materialism is 
not just a function of the materiality of our possessions; 
it is an overarching personal disposition, placing 
“possessions and their acquisition […] at the forefront 
of personal goals that dictate “ways of life”” (Richins 
and Dawson, 1992; p. 307). Government policies 
and a multi-billion dollar marketing industry both 
promote individualism, prioritising economic growth 
and encouraging ‘ways of life’ “that serve the economy, 
but do not meet psychological needs or reflect social 
realities” (Eckersley, 2006; p. 256). Fundamentally, the 
cultural fixation on the acquisition of goods only 
exacerbates mass consumption and the associated 
ecological perils (Jackson, 2011). 

The relationship between materialism and 
well-being

Well-being is an intricate concept comprising multiple 
dimensions (Carlisle et al., 2009; Carlisle and Hanlon, 
2008). For the purposes of this report it will be 
defined across five categories. The first four; subjective 
well-being, eudaimonic well-being, mental health and 
physical health, are adapted from Dittmar et al.’s (2014) 
meta-analysis of the materialism-well-being literature. 
This report will also consider a fifth category, that of 
economic well-being (Watson, 2003).

Subjective well-being (SWB): also termed hedonic 
well-being, includes one’s cognitive appraisals of their 
happiness, positive and negative emotional experiences, 
and satisfaction with specific life domains and overall 
life (Ryan and Deci, 2001). Materialism has been found 
to cause diminished life satisfaction (Richins and 
Dawson, 1992; Atay et al., 2009); reduced happiness 
(Kasser and Ahuvia, 2002), increased negative affect 
and lower positive affect, which constitute further 
measures of emotional experience (Christopher et al., 
2004). Positive affect is a measure of a specific aspect 
of well-being; namely a person’s emotional experience 
of pleasure, as well as enthusiasm, energy, and alertness. 
Contrastingly, negative affect measures subjective 
distress, and adverse moods, such as fear, anger, 

Consumption, Materialism and Well-being



The mental health category refers to those clinically 
diagnosable disorders. Materialism is shown to both 
increase symptoms of depression and anxiety (Kasser 
and Ryan, 1993; Kasser, 2002; Kasser and Ahuvia, 2002) 
and heighten compulsive buying behaviour (Müller et 
al., 2014; Dittmar, 2005; Harnish and Bridges, 2015). 
This can be due to people’s attempts to reconcile 
their identity deficits or self-completion via material 
acquisition (Wicklund and Gollwitzer, 1982). A report 
by the World Health Organisation describes unipolar 
depression as the leading cause of the burden of disease 
for middle and high-income countries (Mathers et 
al., 2008). The same findings are produced in a more 
recent study (Ferrari et al., 2013) identifying depression 
as a leading cause of lost years due to premature 
death and declines in productivity. The annual cost 
to the UK’s National Health Service of the mental 
health detriments associated with modern lifestyles is 
estimated at £21 billion (Pretty et al., 2015). Although 
materialism will only be responsible for a proportion 
of this mental health epidemic, tackling it presents an 
opportunity to reduce the disease burden. 

The physical health category includes physiological 
well-being. Materialism is found to impact on physical 
health through engagement in harmful practices, such 
as smoking, drinking and taking drugs (Kasser and Ryan, 
2001). This association is likely due to materialists’ 
pursuit of extrinsic goals in lieu of intrinsic ones. 
They thus require coping mechanisms to offset their 
heightened levels of dissatisfaction and insecurity 
(Kasser and Ryan, 2001). Materialism is also linked to 
a number of physical symptoms such as, sore throats, 
muscle aches, headaches, increased stress hormones, 
higher blood pressure and reduced immune system 
response (Kasser and Ryan, 1996; Kasser, 2002; 
Lastovicka and Anderson, 2014). These ailments are 
thought to arise indirectly from obsessions with physical 
objects that extradite materialistic people from their 
social surroundings (Lastovicka and Anderson, 2014). 

Finally, this report proposes a fifth category: economic 
well-being. Here materialism is found to be responsible 
for purchasing practices involving the extensive use of 
credit to acquire non-essentials (Watson, 2003) and 
living beyond one’s means as part of poorly managed 
finances (Garðarsdóttir and Dittmar, 2012). Materialistic 
people engage in these precarious pecuniary practices 
because they hold high expectations that acquisitions 
will transform their lives and make them happy 
(Richins, 2011; Donnelly et al., 2012). Exhibiting 
short-term buying power through the use of credit 
in order to achieve competitive or materialistic goals 
can potentially entrap consumers in a “metaphorical 
debtor’s prison” (Bernthal et al., 2005; p. 143). 
Fundamentally, consumer debt, that which is not secured 
against one’s assets, causes great detriment to well-being 
through psychological distress (Brown et al., 2005).

If it is so detrimental, why are people 
materialistic?

This report has considered the motivations that explain 
our consumption patterns. However, if materialism is 
detrimental to well-being, why do so many continue 
on its path? Firstly, as is implied by Maslow’s (1970) 
proposed hierarchy of needs, people are subject to 
powerful evolutionary mechanisms that manifest in 
the “desire to acquire and store resources; the desire 
for anything that makes us sexually attractive; and 
the desire for […] high-status in the social system” 
(Ahuvia, 2008; p. 500). Hence people have psychological 
programming that elicits materialistic tendencies. 
Secondly, there is of course an instantaneous hedonic 
payoff associated with purchasing goods such that 
frequent purchasing habits can positively contribute 
to subjective well-being (Zhong and Mitchell, 2010). 
This hedonic payoff is also higher for people with 
materialistic tendencies, especially concerning the 
purchase of luxury goods (Hudders and Pandelaere, 
2012). So whether it is in combatting perceived threats 
to self, bolstering status and prestige, or simply relishing 
the imagined transformative properties of a good, 
materialistic people do receive benefits from valuing 
both their possessions and the acquisition of them 
(Shrum et al., 2014). Unfortunately such benefits are 
rarely sustained as the process of hedonic adaptation 
means that people’s tendency to quickly adjust to new 
material gains will limit the duration of the associated 
happiness (Lyubomirsky, 2010). Despite the immediate 
gratification of material wealth then, these desires are 
ultimately insatiable and recurring, hence the term: the 
‘hedonic treadmill’ (Brickman and Campbell, 1971). 

A level of materialism is not only natural but also can 
hold short-term benefit. However, these materialistic 
tendencies have not been allowed to reside benignly 
among the balance of traits that make up the human 
disposition. As previously noted, both state and 
corporate realms have long targeted and exacerbated 
materialism across society (Eckersley, 2006). Cushman 
(1990) writes that this consumer culture is manifested 
in the ‘empty self ’, a void that we seek to fill with the 
chronic acquisition of things.  Alternatively, Lasch (1991) 
argues that modern society can be characterised by its 
narcissism. He argues that people’s relinquishment of 
self-provision to industry and the state, combined with 
an unprecedented plethora of consumer freedoms, 
has resulted in both the annihilation of the superego 
and the unapologetic exaltation of celebrity, social 
status and the impulsive pursuits of the id. These 
larger scale processes appear to be responsible for 
people’s internalisation and enactment of materialism 
to an extreme level; something that occurs without the 
individual necessarily being aware of the malign effect on 
well-being (Belk, 1985). Materialism is both an inherent 
human characteristic and an externally induced disposition.

11Consumption, Materialism and Well-being



“Thus a prevailing marketing and 
advertising concept that we will be 
happier, that our lives will become 
somehow more satisfying – if we 
accumulate more and more things, 
appears both to be wrong yet an 
eminently attractive precept to 
marketers. […] In this syndrome, 
all we need to be happy is yet one 
more material thing, but that final 
material acquisition is illusive and 
ever out of reach. The net result is 
not greater happiness, but less.” 

(SWINYARD ET AL., 2001; P. 27)

Establishing causality

Whilst a vast array of research has underpinned the 
strength of the materialism-well-being link, far fewer 
have offered evidence to demonstrate the direction of 
causality. Those that have responded to this shortage 
report varied results. Insecurity and self-doubt have 
been shown to cause heightened materialism when 
cued in a laboratory setting (Kasser and Sheldon, 2000; 
Chang and Arkin, 2002). A similar relationship exists 
in the longer term, with increased materialism found 
in those who experience inconsistent, overpowering 
and excessively harsh parenting or economic depravity 
during childhood (Kasser, 2002). Conversely, cued 
spikes in materialism are found to be deleterious to 
one’s perceived relative standing and social engagement; 
causing anxiety, competitiveness and dissatisfaction 
(Bauer et al., 2012). Moreover, an intervention designed 
to increase sharing and saving tendencies in teenagers 
in the US, i.e. reducing materialism, is shown to increase 
self-esteem over a six month period (Kasser et al., 
2014). These studies show that, albeit using different 
measures, causality in the negative correlation between 
materialism and well-being is likely to be bidirectional, 
involving both long and short term impacts (Shrum et 
al., 2014). Thus when designing interventions to tackle 
the materialism-well-being relationship, both techniques 
that reduce materialism, and those that boost well-
being, can be considered valid. 

Demographic effects

It is essential to understand how the relationships 
discussed here manifest across different demographics 
and populations. Materialism is an increasingly prevalent 
trait in most cultures across the world (Ger and 
Belk, 1999). Dittmar et al. (2014) find the relationship 
between materialism and well-being to be universal also. 
Their meta-analysis showed no significant mediating 
impact from people in higher education versus general 
populations, white and non-white samples, differences in 
household and personal income and most economic or 
cultural characteristics. The strength of the materialism-
well-being relationship was slightly weakened in 
populations less than eighteen years old, perhaps 
because, as they get older, young adults experience 
increased concern with expressing identity (Belk, 1985). 
The correlation is increased when samples contain a 
higher proportion of females and in economies with a 
lower GDP growth rate and less inequality; perhaps this 
is because such characteristics pertain to developed 
nations where consumerism is more entrenched 
(Dittmar et al., 2014). The results of this study provide 
robust evidence that the impact of race, gender, age, and 
economic factors are negligible. 

The universality of the materialism-well-being 
relationship is also found to exist in Singaporeans 
and Americans (Swinyard et al., 2001); in black youth 
in the USA (Lapoint and Hambrick-Dixon, 2004); in 
white British children (Easterbrook et al., 2014); in 
Icelandic adults (Garðarsdóttir and Dittmar, 2012); 
and in German and US university students (Schmuck 
et al., 2000). Moreover, even people with lower 
dispositional materialism, when subject to consumerist 
cues experience increased materialism with a 
deleterious impact on well-being (Bauer et al., 2012). 
The only significant factor in mediating the relationship 
between materialism and well-being is religiosity, a 
value orientation that is inherently intrinsic and thus 
beneficial to well-being (Swinyard et al., 2001; Watson 
et al., 2004; Speck and Roy, 2008). The widespread 
existence of the materialism-well-being relationship 
indicates that policies and interventions to counteract 
it can be universally applied. However, in designing these 
tools, it is suggested that religious groups may pose a 
particularly informative sample from which to draw 
deeper insights. 

Summary

Our incentives to consume are many. We are driven to 
meet basic physiological needs; examine and reinforce 
our identities; communicate status and wealth, and 
represent social relations. If this is the case, those 
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concerned with reducing our ecological impact face 
a quandary: how to change consumption practices so 
embedded in human nature.

“If consumption is no longer aimed 
at meeting material needs but at 
psychological reproduction, and the 
identities so created are relinquished 
only reluctantly, then any demand to 
change consumption patterns asks 
the consumer to experience a sort of 
death.” 

(HAMILTON, 2010; P. 574)

However, evidence increasingly shows that materialism 
is detrimental to multiple aspects of well-being 
(Dittmar et al., 2014). Today’s consumer society 
exacerbates materialistic tendencies, producing the 
‘empty self ’, which we continually strive to satisfy 
with “the accoutrements, values, and mannerisms of 
idealized figures” (Cushman, 1990; p. 599). It is in this 
way that the culture of individualism and materialism 
distracts from and undermines the fulfilment of basic 
psychological needs (Eckersley, 2006); ultimately making 
well-being a collateral casualty of modernity (Carlisle et 
al., 2009). Overall, any consumption that is materialistically 
driven may actually comprise little benefit: personally or 
ecologically (Brown and Kasser, 2005).

It is vital that both individually and collectively we 
champion a set of values and practices that prioritise 
the pursuit of intrinsic motivations and aspirations 
underpinned by investment in autonomy, competence 
and relatedness; critical for sustained personal growth, 
authenticity, and well-being (Deci and Ryan, 2000). 
Doing so will enable us to respond to calls for “more 
successful and less ecologically damaging [strategies] 
for pursuing personal and cultural meaning” (Jackson, 
2005; p. 32). It will also form the knowledge by which 
behavioural interventions can be developed to infuse 
this change across society. The second part of this 
report will evaluate measures designed to improve 
well-being and decrease, avoid or oppose materialism. 
New ways of living and consuming that might replace 
materialism are also examined. Finally, these practices 
are distilled into practical takeaways to inform the 
design of new intervention technologies and to guide 
those with an interest in improving personal and 
planetary well-being. 

Consumption, Materialism and Well-being

Championing values and 
practices that prioritise 
intrinsic motivations is vital to 
mitigating materialism



Section 2:  
Combating Materialism, 
Bolstering Well-being
“Researchers and practitioners might begin to develop interventions, and 
to support public policies, that encourage people to place relatively more 
importance on self-transcendent and intrinsic aims in life, rather than the 
accumulation of more wealth and possessions.” 

(KASSER ET AL., 2014; P. 20)

This section discusses direct behavioural interventions and devices that improve well-being 
and diminish materialism. Spirituality, mindfulness and gratitude are explored as ways to 
counteract materialism and improve well-being before voluntary simplicity and experiential 
consumption are evaluated as alternatives to the needless acquisition of physical goods. 
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Religiosity and spiritualism

Religiosity has a directly negative correlation to 
materialism, and a positive correlation to well-being 
(Watson et al., 2004; Speck and Roy, 2008; La Barbara 
and Gurhan, 1997). While many factors including 
social support, a meaningful and structured upbringing, 
and a sense of belonging (Diener and Biswas-Diener, 
2008), can account for these links, many religions also 
fundamentally decry materialistic behaviours.

“Lay not up for yourselves treasures 
upon earth, where moth and rust 
doth corrupt, and where thieves 
break through and steal: {6:20} But 
lay up for yourselves treasures in 
heaven, where neither moth nor rust 
doth corrupt, and where thieves do 
not break through nor steal: {6:21} 
For where your treasure is, there will 
your heart be also. {6:22}”

(MATTHEW 6:19-22; P. 459)

Similar messages are consistently found across 
teachings in Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam and Judaism 
(Belk, 1983), with spirituality identified as a pivotal 
mediating factor in this relationship (Swinyard et al., 
2001; Eckersley, 2007)). Spiritualism facilitates intrinsic 
and transcendent goals, pursuits that successfully satisfy 

basic psychological needs (Leak et al., 2007). Indeed, 
it has been argued that intrinsic goal fulfilment is the 
predominant reason for any religion; that they cannot 
exist without humanity’s commitment to “the needs 
of others, or to the cosmic forces that we assume 
must rule the universe” (Csikszentmihalyi, 2004; p. 93). 
Spirituality is thus a unique component of life in that it 
represents “the only form of meaning that transcends 
people’s personal circumstances, social situation and 
the material world, and so can sustain them through 
the trouble and strife of mortal existence” (Eckersley, 
2007; p. 54). Specifically, spiritualism produces a variety 
of positive outcomes to well-being, including: boosts in 
positive affect, enhanced sense of meaning and purpose, 
improved psychological health, increased other-
orientation and alignment to intrinsic motivations (Leak 
et al., 2007; Pargament and Mahoney, 2002; Emmons, 
2005), many of which run counter to the effects of 
materialism (Swinyard et al., 2001). Hence, spirituality 
is fundamentally incompatible with materialism 
(Eckersley, 2007; Stillman et al., 2012). By encouraging 
people to exercise their spirituality we hope to reverse 
materialistic tendencies. 

It is worth noting that it is not religion per se that 
enhances well-being and lowers materialism, but 
an intrinsic religiosity, characterised by a genuine 
commitment to personal spiritual development 
(Swinyard et al., 2001; Stillman et al., 2012; Diener and 
Biswas-Diener, 2008). We will thus focus on spiritualism 
over specific religions as this will encapsulate a broader 
audience, while facilitating a more pragmatic means 
of eliciting the desired behaviours. This is particularly 
relevant at a time when cultural diversity, individualism, 
community decline, education and liberalism are 
contributing to large reductions in church attendance 
and involvement in organised religions across Western 

Part 1: Interventions of Mindfulness and Gratitude 

Mindfulness – a way of being

Combating Materialism, Bolstering Well-being 
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society (Bruce, 2002). To overcome this lack of spiritual 
activity without encouraging the pursuit of a specific 
religion we turn to a relatively new field of psychology 
in which both ancient Eastern teachings and modern 
science intersect: mindfulness (Walsh and Shapiro, 2006).

Mindfulness and spirituality

Mindfulness is an “enhanced attention to and awareness 
of current experience or present reality” (Brown 
and Ryan, 2003; p. 822). Practicing mindfulness, 
through mindful meditation, has been found to boost 
people’s spirituality, even in largely secular populations 
(MacKenzie et al., 2007; Carmody et al., 2008; Labelle et 
al., 2015). This appears to be the case even in Western 
forms of mindfulness teaching which operate largely in 
isolation from its spiritual foundations (Rosenberg, 2004).

Mindfulness, well-being and materialism 

There are three key processes that underpin the 
relationship between mindfulness, well-being and 
materialism. Firstly, practising mindfulness “connotes 
temperance in acquisitive, repetitive and aspirational 
consumption” (Sheth et al., 2011; p. 31) by allowing 
people to make more deliberative purchasing decisions. 
Secondly, by enhancing self-regulation mindfulness aligns 
our goals with the fulfilment of basic psychological 
needs (Brown and Ryan, 2003; Levesque and Brown, 
2007). Thirdly, mindfulness offers considerable value 
to the behaviour change agenda in its capacity 
to alter daily, non-conscious and heteronomous 
tendencies (Levesque and Brown, 2007). Individually, 
and cumulatively, these functions aid the treatment 
of clinical psychological disorders such as compulsive 
buying (Armstrong, 2012), depression (Teasdale et al., 
2000) and anxiety (Evans et al., 2008). The plethora 
of available mindfulness induction techniques and 
their impacts on well-being have been the subject of 
considerable research. This report will now review the 
literature with a particular focus on the methodological 
characteristics of the different types of mindfulness 
instruction.

An evolution of mindfulness teaching

Over recent decades Western researchers have 
continually refined the structure of mindfulness learning. 
Table 1 shows the wide variety of mindfulness teaching 
techniques and their respective impacts across a number 
of well-being measures. Kabat-Zinn (1982) outlines 
the stress reduction and relaxation program (SR&RP) 
that is later developed into mindfulness based stress 
reduction (MBSR; Kabat-Zinn, 1990). Initially designed 
for treating patients of chronic pain, this intervention 

comprises two-hour weekly sessions over eight 
to ten weeks as well as homework sessions of up 
to an hour each day. Techniques include sweeping 
(focusing attention locally on different body regions); 
sitting meditation (awareness of breath and other 
perceptions); and hatha yoga. Patients practicing MBSR 
experience reduced pain symptoms and improvements 
in psychological functioning such as: observing mental 
events with a sense of detachment, increased self-
awareness, heightened ability to relax, improved stress 
response, more patience, and deeper personal insights 
(Kabat-Zinn, 1982). Such changes to one’s psychological 
capacity not only benefit well-being directly but also 
have implications for materialism as acting mindfully in 
accordance with basic needs and core values implicitly does 
not rely on material goods (Ericson et al., 2014). Moreover, 
the heightened intrapersonal understanding associated with 
mindful individuals serves to counteract more impulsive 
purchases linked to materialism and relatively mindless 
consumption behaviour (Rosenberg, 2004). 

Another heavily influential mindfulness programme is 
that led by the Oxford Mindfulness Centre (see http://
oxfordmindfulness.org/) who, drawing on Kabat-Zinn’s 
work, developed mindfulness-based cognitive therapy 
(MBCT; Teasdale et al., 1995). This is a programme 
widely adopted by mindfulness practitioners. It involves 
eight two-hour, weekly sessions including mindfulness 
practice and theory teachings. Notes and a CD guide 
approximately one hour of daily homework. There 
is also an additional all-day session towards the end 
of the programme. In non-clinical populations MBCT 
has been shown to significantly increase inner peace, 
strengthening well-being so that it is less contingent 
upon changing external factors (Liu et al., 2013). In 
clinical trials, the programme has been shown to 
prevent relapses of depression (Fjorback et al., 2011), 
also improving both psychological and physical quality 
of life domains in a way that is at least as effective as 
‘treatment as usual’ (Kuyken et al., 2008; Baer, 2003). 
Importantly, an extensive review of MBCT and MBSR 
interventions found that.

“Many patients who enrol in 
mindfulness-based programs will 
complete them, in spite of high 
demands for homework practice, 
and a substantial subset will 
continue to practice mindfulness 
skills long after the treatment 
program has ended [sic]” 

(BAER, 2003; P.139)
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Table 1: The timetable structure and corresponding benefits of different mindfulness induction techniques

Mindfulness 
Intervention 
Technique

Study Structure Measure Clinical/
Non-
clinical

SR&RP/MBSR Kabat-Zinn, 1990; 1982 2 hr x 10 weeks  
1hr homework

yy Reduction in stress related medical symptoms
yy Increased self-regulation
yy Reduced depression symptoms
yy Reduced anxiety symptoms
yy Reduced fatigue and increased rigour
yy Reduced physical pain symptoms

C

Carmody et al., 2008 2.5 hr x 8 weeks 
45 mins daily 
homework 
1 full day on 6th week

yy Decreased psychological stress
yy Decreased anxiety
yy Diminished medical symptoms
yy Increased spirituality

Both

Labelle et al. 2015 1.5 hr x 8 weeks 
45 mins daily 
homework 
1 full day on 6th week

yy Improved post traumatic growth
yy Enhanced spirituality

C

Brown and Ryan, 2003 1.5 hr x 8 weeks 
3 hr retreat 6th week 
Homework n/a

yy Reduced stress 
yy Reduced mood disturbance (levels of depression, 
anger, anxiety, vigour, fatigue, confusion)

C

MBCT Kuyken et al., 2008 2 hr x 8 weeks 
40min daily homework

yy Reduced depression relapse
yy Reduced depression symptoms
yy Reduced psychiatric comorbidity
yy Improved physical and psychological quality of life

C

Liu et al., 2013 2.5 hr x 8 weeks
1 full day additional day
45 min daily homework

yy Inner peace (well-being resilience) N

Teasdale et al., 2000 2 hr x 8 weeks 
Daily homework n/a

yy Reduced depression relapse rate C

Mindfulness 
Training 
Retreat

Brown et al., 2009 10-12 hr x 28 days yy Decrease in desire discrepancy
yy Increase in subjective well-being

N

Revised MBCT 
/MBSR

Mackenzie et al. 2006 0.5 hr x 4 weeks 
10 mins homework five 
days of week

yy Reduced burnout symptoms
yy Increased life satisfaction
yy Enhanced relaxation

N

Harnett et al., 2010 2hr x 3 weeks 
30min homework

yy Reduced psychological distress
yy Increased positive affect
yy Increased life satisfaction

N

Nyklíček et al., 2014 1.5-2 hr x 3 weeks 
30 mins homework 2 
hr 2-week follow up 
session

yy Reduced perceived stress
yy Reduced anxiety and depression symptoms
yy Improved perceived quality of life

C

Revised MBCT 
/MBSR

(Online)

Krusche et al., 2013 10 sessions over 
minimum 4 weeks 
Duration n/a

yy Reduced stress
yy Reduced anxiety
yy Reduced depression

N

Cavanagh et al., 2013 10 mins daily for 2 
weeks

yy Reduced perceived stress
yy Reduced anxiety symptoms
yy Reduced depression symptoms

N

Revised MBCT 
(Smartphone 
app)

Howells et al., 2014 10 mins daily for 10 
days

yy Increased positive affect
yy Decreased depression symptoms

N

Structure – duration, frequency of practice and overall intervention timescale 
Measure – which aspect of well-being is affected 
Clinical or Non-clinical – the sample type upon which the results are based, either those in clinical care or more general populations
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Whilst this finding is encouraging, it is still important 
to consider whether and how mindfulness can be 
taught in a more efficient and accessible way.  To this 
end, Mackenzie et al. (2006) deliver a revised version 
of MBCT and MBSR programmes to a group of nurses. 
Despite limiting the programme to four weeks of thirty-
minute group sessions with additional homework tasks, 
the intervention reduced burnout symptoms, enhanced 
relaxation, and improved life satisfaction. Harnett et 
al. (2010) deliver a similarly altered intervention to a 
community sample. Their programme consisted of only 
three two-hour sessions and a small amount of daily 
homework. The results show short-term reductions 
in psychological stress for a third of participants, and 
improvements in positive affect and life satisfaction in 
the remainder of the group. Due to its relationship with 
life satisfaction and happiness, mindfulness also has links 
to materialism and consumption (Brown and Kasser, 
2005). Mindfulness allows people both to demonstrate 
more volition in their purchasing behaviour (Rosenberg, 
2004), and to derive increasing, rather than diminishing, 
utility from their acquisitions (Ericson et al., 2014). This 
means that mindful consumption is inherently more 
satisfying, with its lasting rewards enabling people to 
avoid the hedonic treadmill typical of more materialistic 
consumer practices (Sheth et al., 2011). 

Mindfulness online

Research has increasingly considered the viability of 
conducting mindfulness inductions online. One such 
study observed reduced stress, anxiety and depression 
with an effect size comparable to that of face-to-
face instruction and other behavioural intervention 
types (Krusche et al., 2013). Similarly, Cavanagh et al. 
(2013) tested the impact of a two-week, self-guided 
mindfulness programme with a student sample. 
The intervention comprised an online resource of 
information and guidelines and required students to 
listen to a daily ten-minute audio track that facilitated 
a meditation. The research again produced reductions 
in anxiety, depression and perceived stress. Building 
on these approaches, Howells et al. (2014) investigate 
the feasibility of enhancing mindfulness through a 
smartphone application. The ‘Headspace On-The-Go’ 
mindfulness app teaches users the basics of mindfulness, 
and instructs them to engage in a ten-minute daily 
mindfulness exercise. Participants who used this 
application again experienced boosted positive affect 
and reduced depressive symptoms. 

Unsurprisingly there is a strong indication that the 
more a participant commits to the meditation practice, 
the more effective it will be (Cavanagh et al., 2013). 
Thus it is important that participants of mindfulness 
training are self-motivated to learn (Fjorback et al., 
2011). Correspondingly, it has been found that those 

experiencing higher levels of stress and anxiety are less 
committed to the intervention, reducing its efficacy 
(Krusche et al., 2013). When comparing mindfulness 
interventions at home (self-help) and in a group, 
the latter has been found to be more beneficial to 
well-being, but only for participants aged under sixty 
(Nyklíček et al., 2014). Mindfulness training does not 
guarantee increases in mindfulness for all participants 
(Brown et al., 2009). However, the results from these 
studies suggest that where mindfulness is enhanced, 
significant improvements to well-being ensue. This 
conclusion is not only based on subjective assessments 
of participants; MRI brain scans show that people who 
experience significant improvements in psychological 
well-being from mindfulness meditation also undergo 
increased concentrations of grey matter in areas 
associated with improved mood modulation, sleep 
patterns, autonomy, empathy, environmental mastery, 
and stress response (Singleton et al., 2014; Leung et 
al., 2012). The implications of mindfulness are thus vast 
when seeking alternatives to the current consumerist 
paradigm. 

“It is a mental quality that Is not 
based on materialistic consumption 
or competitive human relationships 
as it values functionings with rich 
linkages to compassion, commitment 
towards others, and sustainable 
livelihoods that place the human 
non-hierarchically in a complex 
interdependent natural ecosystem”

(MABSOUT, 2015; P. 94)

Summary

There is strong evidence that mindfulness produces 
myriad benefits to well-being and psychological health 
across a wide range of course formats and target 
populations. Considering that materialism is derived 
from and contributes to well-being detriment (Kasser, 
2002) and mindfulness enhances well-being whilst 
encouraging intrinsic goal motivations (Brown and 
Kasser, 2005), it seems a logical fit that mindfulness 
practice will reduce and counteract materialism 
(Ericson et al., 2014). However, although mindfulness has 
been negatively associated with materialism (Armstrong, 
2012), an empirical void concerning the direct impact 
of mindfulness intervention programmes in decreasing 
materialism needs to be filled with further research.

Combating Materialism, Bolstering Well-being 



20

Gratitude, materialism and well-being

Gratitude can counteract materialistic strivings and 
their associated detriments to well-being either as a 
natural personality disposition or a transient emotional 
state (Polak and McCullough, 2006). Through savouring 
positive experiences and circumstances, gratitude can 
“directly counteract the effects of hedonic adaptation 
by helping people extract as much appreciation from 
the good things in their lives as possible” (Lyubomirsky 
et al., 2005; p. 125). Furthermore, grateful people 
escape common upward social comparisons and 
self-comparisons that might cause them to feel 
disproportionate desires, self-discrepancies or that they 
are lacking in a particular life domain (Emmons and 
Mishra, 2011). This means they are less likely to partake 
in the more excessive levels of consumption (Polak 

Gratitude – a way of having

“The hedonic profiles of materialistic people and grateful people are mirror 
opposites. Is this just a coincidence, or is there a deeper connection between 
materialism and gratitude?”

(POLAK AND MCCULLOUGH, 2006; P. 356)

This section reviews the research on gratitude and its efficacy in opposing materialism 
while boosting well-being. McCullough et al. (2001) conceptualize gratitude as having four 
key functions, it is a (1): moral barometer (an affective response to recognising one has 
benefitted from someone else’s actions); (2) moral motive (elicits reciprocal responses to 
having benefitted from someone else’s actions); (3) moral reinforcer (those who experience 
gratitude are encouraged to repeat pro-social behaviours); and (4) prosocial disposition 
(indicates that a person is lower in narcissism and higher in agreeableness). Thus gratitude 
can be said to be a moderator of pro-socialness and benevolence (Bono et al., 2004; 
Bartlett and DeSteno, 2006). 

and McCullough, 2006). McCullough et al. (2002) find 
grateful people also measure higher in hedonic well-
being (e.g. positive affect, life satisfaction), pro-social 
behaviour (e.g. empathy, forgiveness, helpfulness), and 
religiosity and spirituality (e.g. sense of divine meaning 
and connectedness). The positive role of gratitude 
in improving well-being and mental health has been 
subject to the most empirical research (McCullough et 
al., 2002; Adler and Fagley, 2005; Froh et al., 2011; Wood 
et al., 2008), with consistent results found irrespective 
of the age of the subject (Froh et al., 2011; Killen and 
Macaskill, 2015). It appears that while materialism 
leads to the neglect of basic psychological needs (Deci 
and Ryan, 2000), gratitude can directly counteract 
this impact by diminishing materialism and enhancing 
well-being through need fulfilment (Tsang et al., 2014). 
There is clear opportunity to utilise the efficacy of 
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gratitude inductions to improve well-being and reduce 
materialism. Thus, the methods by which gratitude can 
be instilled and sustained are next examined. 

Gratitude induction techniques

Changing people’s behaviours in order to improve 
well-being and reduce materialism is more likely to 
be successful with the use of simple activities that can 
be easily fitted into their daily routines (Lyubomirsky 
and Layous, 2013). Table 2 presents a number of these 
techniques and their respective impacts on well-being 
and materialism. Firstly, Watkins et al. (2003) compares 
the impact of contemplating someone to whom one 
is grateful, writing about someone to whom one is 
grateful, and writing a letter that was intended to 
be delivered to a person to whom one is grateful. 
Positive affect increased and negative affect decreased 
in participants of all three experimental conditions. 
However, the strongest increase in positive affect 
occurred in the first condition: contemplating someone 
to whom one is grateful.

A longer-term intervention used weekly gratitude 
contemplations over a ten-week period. The study 
showed that participants experienced improved life 
satisfaction, levels of optimism, and also increased 
their engagement with the exercise (Emmons and 
McCullough, 2003). The same research contrasts the 
ten-week intervention with a shorter, more intense 
programme, comprising daily gratitude contemplations 
over two and three weeks. This more frequent practice 
produced improvements in positive and negative 
affect, a result that was absent in the ten-week study. 
Participants also experienced improvements in their 
sleep patterns, became more likely to help someone 
else, and positively influenced the well-being of their 
spouses. Lyubomirsky et al. (2011) assessed the impact 
of writing weekly letters addressed to someone to 
whom the participants felt grateful. The study finds that 
the gratitude intervention brought improvements to 
well-being but only in a sample who had knowingly self-
selected themselves for a happiness intervention. 

Compared to those that investigate well-being directly, 
comparatively few studies have assessed the impact 
of gratitude interventions on materialism. Lambert 
et al. (2009) show that a single contemplation and 
listing exercise significantly reduces materialism in 
participants whilst other research finds that two weeks 
of writing daily lists of the things one is grateful for 
significantly reduces body dissatisfaction (Geraghty et 
al., 2010). Improving life satisfaction and diminishing 
sources of dissatisfaction are principal in tackling 
many of the negative aspects of materialism because 
this influence reduces discrepancies in people’s self-
perceptions; a key driver of excessive buying behaviour 

(Dittmar et al., 2014; also see Michalos, 1985; 1991; 
Higgins, 1987). Despite the paucity of literature 
directly linking gratitude to materialism, research into 
the materialism-well-being relationship has attested 
that using possessions as a basis for self-worth and 
happiness is strongly related to personal insecurities 
and unhappiness (Kasser, 2002). Thus, gratitude, as a 
means of improving well-being and life satisfaction, is 
likely to be a highly viable approach to combating the 
materialistic tendencies that result from ill-being. 

Measure – which aspect of well-being is 
affected

The positive impacts of gratitude on eudaimonic 
well-being have been theoretically sounded (Emmons 
and Crumpler, 2000). Eudaimonic well-being refers to 
being fully functioning and engaged in life, and living in 
accordance with deeply held values, underpinned by 
fulfilment of the psychological needs for autonomy, 
competence and relatedness (Ryan and Deci, 2001). 
Gratitude is empirically proven to correlate with these 
aspects of well-being, including autonomy, environmental 
mastery, self-acceptance, personal growth, purpose in 
life, and relatedness (Wood et al., 2009). Other research 
shows daily dispositional gratitude is closely linked 
to participation in intrinsically motivated activity and 
enhanced self-esteem in war veterans (Kashdan et 
al., 2006). However, compared to hedonic well-being, 
the efficacy of gratitude interventions for boosting 
eudaimonic well-being is relatively uncertain. Kerr et 
al. (2015) find that two weeks of keeping a gratitude 
diary provided no improvements in meaning in life or 
psychological functioning but did enhance participants’ 
feelings of relatedness and belonging, an important 
dimension of basic psychological needs. Clearly, 
there is a strong indication that gratitude underpins 
improvements in eudaimonic well-being. However, the 
effects of this over the long term need more research. 

Mechanics of gratitude interventions

Individuals benefit most from an intervention if they are 
fully committed to it during and after its experimental 
duration, they intend to improve their happiness, they 
invest effort in the cause, and taking part is relatively 
easy to do (Geraghty et al., 2010; Seligman et al., 2005; 
Seear and Vella-Brodrick, 2013; Lyubomirsky et al., 
2011).  As Table 2 shows, there is limited research on 
the impact of gratitude interventions in the longer term. 
Research has found that well-being improvements from 
gratitude interventions persist at a one-month follow 
up (Seligman et al., 2005), but not after six months 
(Lyubomirsky et al., 2011). However, Selgiman et al. 
(2005) find that writing daily about ‘three good things’ 
for one week, an intervention with clear similarities 
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Gratitude 
inducing exercise

Study Structure Measure Duration of 
impact (when 
measured)

Contemplation Watkins et al., 2003 5 mins yy Increase positive affect 
yy Decreased negative affect

Emmons and McCullough, 
2003

10 mins x 14 days/21 
days

yy Increased positive affect
yy Reduced negative affect
yy Improved well-being of spouses
yy Enhanced social performance

Contemplation 
and journal 
record

Rash et al., 2011 5 mins x 2 x 4 weeks yy Physiological improvement associated with 
decreased stress and improved well-being
yy Increased self-esteem
yy Increased life satisfaction

Kerr et al., 2015 N/a x 14 days yy Enhanced life satisfaction
yy Enhanced connectedness with others
yy Higher optimism
yy Reduced anxiety

Contemplation 
and written

Lambert et al., 2009 ~5 mins yy Improved positive mood
yy Improved satisfaction with life
yy Reduced materialism and envy

Written Watkins et al., 2003 5 mins yy Positive affect increased
yy Negative affect decreased

List Emmons and McCullough, 
2003

<20 mins x 10 weeks yy Increased life satisfaction
yy Increased optimism

Killen and Macaskill, 2015 N/a x 14 days yy Increase in supportive and rewarding 
relationships
yy Increase in feelings of respect from others
yy competence and autonomy
yy Decreased perceived stress

Significant 
benefits 
sustained at 
four weeks 
(but not for 
perceived 
stress)

Geraghty et al., 2010 N/a x 14 days yy Reduced body dissatisfaction

Harbaugh and Vasey, 2014 N/a x 14 days yy Reduced depressive symptoms
yy Sustained happiness
yy Counteracted positive mood decline

Froh et al., 2008 N/a x 14 days
(3 week follow-up)

yy Increased optimism
yy Improved overall life satisfaction and 
domain-specific life satisfaction
yy Decreased negative affect

Significant 
benefits 
sustained at 
three weeks

Written letter Watkins et al., 2003 5 mins yy Positive affect increased
yy Negative affect decreased

Written letter 
and delivery 

Seligman et al., 2005 N/a yy Positive affect/happiness Significant 
benefits 
sustained at  
one month

Lyubomirsky et al., 2011 15 mins x 8 weeks yy Increased life satisfaction
yy Increased positive affect and happiness

No benefit 
found at six 
months

Structure – duration, frequency of practice and overall intervention timescale
Measure – which aspect of well-being is affected

Table 2: The timetable structure and corresponding benefits of different gratitude induction techniques
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to other gratitude list exercises, led to a significant 
positive impact on well-being for 6 months. Clearly 
more research is needed to examine the longevity 
of gratitude interventions.  Also unresolved is the 
extent to which a person’s dispositional gratitude 
level affects the efficacy of gratitude inductions. It is 
found that people who are naturally higher in gratitude 
receive more benefit (Watkins et al., 2003) and that 
these improvements are sustained for longer (Wood 
et al., 2008). Conversely, it is attested that gratitude 
exercises are most effective in individuals with a low 
trait gratitude baseline, because there is more scope for 
change (McCullough et al., 2004; Rash et al., 2011). 

Summary

Gratitude inducing techniques to improve well-being 
and oppose materialism are available to individuals and 
practitioners in a number of formats: contemplation, 
written lists or journals, and behavioural expressions 
such as writing and delivering a letter (Rash et al., 2011). 
Gratitude exercises can contribute directly to improved 
well-being and diminished materialism by influencing 
“intrinsic goal pursuit, other-oriented motivations, and 
the fulfilment of higher-order needs” (Froh et al., 2011; 
pp. 298-9).  Like mindfulness interventions, gratitude 
induction positively impacts a range of well-being 
criteria including depressive symptoms (Harbaugh 
and Vasey, 2014), body satisfaction (Geraghty et al., 
2010), physiological stress (Rash et al., 2011), positive 
and negative affect, and life satisfaction (Emmons and 
McCullough, 2003). Many of these benefits directly 
relate to materialism by enhancing one’s perception 
of their current circumstances and overcoming the 
inclination to consume as a means of improving 
personal well-being. Moreover, gratitude has been found 
to strongly correlate with spirituality (McCullough et 
al., 2002) and is prevalent in myriad religions (Emmons 
and Crumpler, 2000). O’Leary and Dockray (2015) 
suggest that mindfulness and gratitude techniques may 
indeed be effectively combined to panoramically boost 
well-being. Moreover, just as mindfulness is championed 
as a central psychological asset in producing a more 
sustainable society (Mabsout, 2015), so has gratitude 
received recognition as a potential “antidote to the 
increasingly negative outcomes associated with the 
rising tide of materialism in the ever-expanding global 
consumer culture” (Tsang et al., 2014; p. 62).

Writing daily about three 
good things for one week lead 
to a significant positive impact 
on well-being for 6 months.

Combating Materialism, Bolstering Well-being 
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Why do people downshift?

Breakspear and Hamilton (2004) provide some analysis 
of the mechanisms that underpin peoples’ decisions 
to downshift. Firstly, time is seen as a more important 

resource than the potential income one might forego. 
People become less preoccupied with how they spend 
their money and more focused on achieving balance in 
what they do. This shift in priorities allows individuals 
to undertake actions that are generally more social, 

Part 2: New Ways of Living and Consuming 

Voluntary Simplicity and Downshifting – a way of living

This report now considers ways of living and consuming that are inherently less materialistic 
and beneficial to well-being: voluntary simplicity and experiential consumption. These 
behaviours are valuable both in their practical application and in their more abstract 
epistemological insights.

Combating Materialism, Bolstering Well-being 

Voluntary simplicity (VS), often termed ‘downshifting’, refers to the grassroots process 
by which people take a “choice out of free will […] to limit expenditures on consumer 
goods and services, and to cultivate non-materialistic sources of satisfaction and meaning” 
(Etzioni, 1998; p. 620). As well as expenditure, VS often involves a voluntary cut in 
earnings (Alexander and Ussher, 2012). In the UK, 25% of adults aged between 30 and 59 
downshifted over a ten-year period (Hamilton, 2003), with similar figures seen in Australia 
(23%; Hamilton and Mail, 2003) and the USA (20%; Schor, 1998). It is estimated that 200 
million individuals have already downshifted globally (Alexander and Ussher, 2012). The 
precise definition of downshifting varies across these surveys, but the consistent elements 
are that voluntary simplifiers have undertaken a long-term voluntary lifestyle change 
that resulted in lower income (Hamilton, 2003; Hamilton and Mail, 2003). The figures 
reported here do not include those entering retirement, re-entering education or starting 
a business. The types of change undertaken vary between individuals but typically include 
reducing working hours, changing jobs to a location closer to home, switching to one 
income between one couple, or moving into more personally fulfilling volunteer work 
(Hamilton and Mail, 2003). The scale at which this phenomenon is taking place shows that 
downshifting is much more than a countercultural niche; it embodies a serious alternative 
to the high levels of consumerism in Western society today. 
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active, charitable, and fulfilling (Elgin, 2013). Secondly, 
downshifting is motivated by a set of values that are 
incompatible with those of consumerism or corporate 
culture. Downshifters tend to favour jobs that they 
perceive as being more personally meaningful (Craig-
Lees and Hill, 2002). With working life becoming 
increasingly dominant and demanding (Schor, 1992) 
people’s commitment to their work can be eroded, 
which often leads to personal discord. Thirdly, work 
pressures and overtime can lead to significant health 
detriments such as stress, weight fluctuations, heart 
disease, strokes, sleep loss and other physiological 
ailments (Kivimäki et al., 2015; Breakspear and 
Hamilton, 2004). A final motivation for VS relates to the 
realisation that self-fulfilment is not found in material 
wealth. Simply recognising this fact may not facilitate 
the transition to voluntary simplicity per se; however, 
downshifters are often driven in some capacity by 
their “struggles to find a way of living that allows more 
contentment and self-acceptance [sic]” (Breakspear and 
Hamilton, 2004; p.13). 

Living with balance 

Framed as a countercultural movement, VS is 
determined primarily by people’s intrinsic motivations 
for happiness and authenticity (Brown and Kasser, 2005; 
Huneke, 2005). This attribute of VS is found across 
different cultures (Roubanis, 2008). Whilst there are 
inherent similarities with environmentalism and financial 
thrift (Wu et al., 2013), VS is broader than these 
delineations, embodying a panacea for all aspects of 
life. Elgin (2010) conceptualises this pervasive reach as 
balanced across eight distinct domains:

yy Non-cluttered simplicity – a reduction in material 
and non-material excess in order to focus on 
essentials; 

yy Ecological simplicity – increased integration with 
nature, ecology, and climate to lighten environmental 
impact; 

yy Family simplicity – a refocusing on the 
quality and integrity of relationships now and 
intergenerationally;

yy Compassionate simplicity – engagement with the 
interests of others to boost fairness and mutual 
benefit;

yy Spiritual simplicity – awareness of the richness and 
connectedness of life and our moment-to-moment 
experiences;

yy Business simplicity – engagement in the green 
economy and sustainable trade;

yy Civic simplicity – a galvanised approach to politics, 
media and infrastructure; and,

yy Frugal simplicity – a reduced dependence on 
finance to increase autonomy. 

Though tightly interlinked, these categories fit 
together to form essential elements of a balanced and 
fulfilling life. The above delineations are supported by 
empirical research examining people’s motivations for 
downshifting and the outcomes they seek in changing 
their lifestyles so significantly (Alexander and Ussher, 
2012; Huneke, 2005). Superficially, voluntary simplicity 
may imply a level of sacrifice or primitiveness, yet 
arguably the opposite is true (Elgin, 2013). It is actually 
consumer culture that incurs sacrifice across multiple 
domains, with detriment to ecological health, fairness 
and equity, work-life balance, sustainability, connections 
to nature and social experiences (Elgin, 2010). Voluntary 
simplicity is not a sacrifice at all; it is “a flourishing 
garden of expressions whose great diversity—and 
intertwined unity—are creating a resilient and hardy 
ecology of learning about how to live more sustainable 
and meaningful lives” (Elgin, 2010; p. 15). Again, this 
rich learning is essential in overcoming the pressures 
of a self-centred, hedonistic modern society, instead 
favouring intrinsic motivations for personal fulfilment 
(Murtaza, 2011).

Agency and resilience

An important feature of VS is the empowerment of 
people who do not subscribe to the overarching 
economic paradigm, for this opposition is almost 
essential for change to occur.  The movement disputes 
the rudimentary production-consumption economy 
that consistently frames people as either consumers 
or workers (Hamilton, 2010).  To pursue this overly 
economistic perspective is to underserve humanity and 
hinder the fulfilment of our most profound aspirations 
(Murtaza, 2011).

“If one accepts that people do not 
passively enact the dominant value 
systems of their cultures, but rather 
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have potential to shape their own 
strategies for navigating through 
economic life, then it becomes 
important to investigate how and 
why people accept or reject social 
pressures to consume more.”	

(DAOUD, 2011; P. 276)

The main motivations for downshifting have been 
already discussed. However, it is also important 
to establish how people are able to step outside 
mainstream consumerism to pursue new meanings. The 
mechanisms that empower people to demonstrate such 
agency include forming an identity of morality, enacting 
mindfulness, engagement in social and institutional 
support, and employing strategies to avoid consumer 
messaging, all of which are now discussed.

Morality and identity 

Voluntary simplicity combats consumerism because 
people are able to forge an identity built on non-
material criteria.  As Section 1 of this report 
demonstrates, consumer culture has been criticised 
for creating personal insecurities, which people try 
to overcome by pursuing “the accoutrements, values, 
and mannerisms of idealized figures” (Cushman, 1990; 
p. 599). Materialism is thus an attempt at filling a void 
by continuously acquiring new possessions (Belk, 
1988). Believing advertising and large corporations 
to be detrimental to quality of life (Huneke, 2005), 
voluntary simplifiers uphold a moral dimension that 
is absent from consumerism (Maniates, 2002). Rather 
than internalising its indulgent and competitive values, 
they build their identities on compassion, and strong 
relationships with others and their communities 
(Grigsby, 2004;  Walther et al., 2015).

Mindfulness

Whilst mainstream economics assumes we might 
reconcile our haves and wants via increased 
consumption, Daoud (2011) argues that VS can achieve 
the same reconciliation, but through the deflation 
of wants. He finds that downshifters recognise their 
desires and wait to see whether they persist over 
subsequent days and weeks; they usually do not. 
This phenomena is termed the ‘mirage of wants’, 
and demonstrates that downshifters tend to have a 
heightened awareness of their own thought patterns 
which in turn helps to alleviate the compulsion to 
consume (Daoud, 2011). Lorenzen (2012) finds that 
people engaging in VS are naturally more deliberative 
as they have to think about their choices and how they 
align with their values. Such findings are consistent with 
the notion that downshifting requires an awareness 
of both the chooser and their choices: by voluntarily 
simplifying our lives, we are acting in accordance with 
the self, or, in a self-determined manner (Elgin, 1993). 

Social and institutional support

The search for identity and authenticity has previously 
been categorised as an individual pursuit (Grigsby, 
2004; Maniates, 2002). However, recent survey 
evidence suggests VS has increasingly become a social 
phenomenon, fostering a new ‘group consciousness’ 
with political sentimentalities (Alexander and 
Ussher, 2012). This transition is largely taking place 
online, serving to provide myriad resources for 
academic research and much-needed support for the 
downshifting community (Huneke, 2005; Wu et al., 
2013). These online groups include the Simple Living 
forum (http://www.simplelivingforum.net) and 
the Simply Living Forum (http://www.simplyliving.
org/forum).  Additionally, a wealth of information 
can be found at the Simplicity Institute (http://www.
simplicityinstitute.org/). For many there is also a 
spiritual context to downshifting in which simplicity 
provides a means of pursuing higher meaning and 
religiosity (Craig-Lees and Hill, 2002; Walther et al., 
2015). Together, these vast support networks have 
led to an unprecedented level of collectivisation that 
provides the VS movement with significant momentum 
and influence (Alexander and Ussher, 2012). 

Strategies to avoid consumer messaging

As previously stated, escaping the pervasiveness of 
modern advertising is a challenging prospect (Quelch 
and Jocz, 2007). Downshifters engage in deliberate 
strategies to avoid this consumer messaging and 
typically demonstrate “a decidedly anti-consumerist 
and/or anti-marketing attitude” (Huneke, 2005; p. 546). 

Combating Materialism, Bolstering Well-being 

Downshifters combat 
consumerism as they forge 
their own identity based 
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The notion that consuming less can be more fulfilling 
is the exact reverse of the advertising industry’s raison 
d’être and thus downshifters must remain resilient 
and active in their lifestyle choices (Alexander, 2012). 
Avoidance strategies are crucial for downshifters to 
maintain agency and ultimately build resilience to 
societal pressures to consume (Schreurs et al., 2012). 

Building this resistance can be addressed in very 
practical ways. Kasser (2006) emphasizes the need 
for media literacy such that people can better 
understand the powerful and creative forces that 
influence consumption. He points to a particular online 
educational resource set up to help people improve 
their media nous (see http://www.acmecoalition.
org). Television viewership increases materialism, and 
decreases perceived quality of life and life satisfaction 
(Richins, 1987; Sirgy et al., 1998; Speck and Roy, 2008). 
Simply reducing the time spent watching television 
would thus appear to be a reliable intervention to 
prevent materialistic strivings. Small changes such as 
muting the television set during commercial breaks can 
be effective, but it is highly recommended that overall 
viewing time be reduced (Kasser, 2006). Campaigns 
such as Screen Free Week provide an opportunity 
to intervene in people’s habitual engagement in their 
media devices (see http://www.screenfree.org). 
Beyond these practical steps, Adbusters (https://
www.adbusters.org), a non-profit media organization, 
represents a more innovative and guerilla approach to 
media avoidance, particularly focused on opposing the 
oligopoly held by media giants (Bordwell, 2002). This 
is a hugely influential movement that supports agency 
against a tide of commercial messages, encouraging 
people instead to act authentically and seek fulfilment 
away from materialistic pursuits. Web browser add-ons 
such AdBlock appear to be an effective way of limiting 
one’s exposure to online tracking and advertising (see 
https://getadblock.com). 

We have just argued that by integrating an informed and 
moral stance into the pursuit of personal meaning and 
identity, being mindful to the ‘mirage of wants’, engaging 
in the VS community, and implementing practical steps 
to subvert consumer messaging, downshifters can 
build agency and resilience to aid the transition to VS. 
While establishing the motivations for and means of 
achieving this transition, we have often mentioned or 
briefly discussed the implications of downshifting for 
individual materialism and well-being. This report will 
now consider these implications more fully. 

Impacts on well-being and consumption

The process of downshifting and simple living enhances 
skills and knowledge, independence and self-knowledge, 
social ties with family and friends, creativity, health 

and civic engagement (Schreurs et al., 2012). These 
elements likely pertain to the basic psychological needs 
for competence, autonomy and relatedness, identified 
in Self-Determination Theory (Deci and Ryan, 2000). 
This is consistent with earlier research that identifies 
voluntary simplifiers as enacting behaviours that are 
aligned with intrinsic values (Brown and Kasser, 2005). 
Moreover, when compared to regular consumers, 
downshifters are found to be happier and receive 
more internal and external gratification from their 
VS lifestyles, reinforcing this identity (Walther et al., 
2015). Voluntary simplicity increases life satisfaction and 
perceived quality of life by providing more meaning, 
direction and affiliation that are otherwise limited 
by material distractions (Boujbel and D’astous, 2012; 
Lorenzen, 2012). 

Despite the relative consistency of results, one study 
has failed to replicate findings of improved quality of life 
(Kennedy et al., 2013). Breakspear and Hamilton (2004) 
identify three reasons that might restrict the benefits 
of downshifting from materialising. Firstly, people who 
are exiting a world driven by money, wealth and status 
may experience a notable shift in the way others 
view them. Secondly, downshifting requires people to 
oppose powerful societal pressures potentially leading 
to increased anxiety and stress. Finally, new financial 
restraints might induce budgeting worries and a lack 
of self-esteem. People can also become anxious with 
regard to how these financial changes will impact their 
children’s futures.

For the majority who adequately cope with the financial 
transition, they can experience considerable freedom 
from financial worry (Walther et al., 2015). In fact, since 
the 2008 financial crisis, frugality has been a significant 
motivation behind people’s decision to downshift (Wu 
et al., 2013). Voluntary simplicity involves an overhaul of 
one’s approach to finance, with increased thrift, planning, 
and a reduction in more excessive forms of spending 
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(Schreurs et al., 2012). As well as financial benefits 
environmental impact is also reduced (Lorenzen, 2012), 
which is another major motivation for downshifting 
(Craig-Lees and Hill, 2002). Kennedy et al. (2013) find 
voluntary simplicity to lead to a significant increase in 
sustainable household practices. Moreover, Druckman 
and Jackson (2010) show that a modest reduction in 
average UK household income of approximately 17%, 
still supporting a decent quality of life, would lead to a 
37% reduction in GHG emissions. The authors point to 
voluntary simplicity as a potential avenue for achieving 
this reduction. However, this argument requires more 
empirical data to better substantiate the environmental 
benefits of downshifting in practice. Such benefits will 
undoubtedly vary according to the extent to which a 
region is urban or rural, and the nature of its transport 
and trade links (Kennedy et al., 2013; Shaw and Moraes, 
2009). 

Summary

This section has drawn extensively from the voluntary 
simplicity literature, outlining the key themes and 
providing a practical guide on the mechanisms 
behind people’s decision to downshift.  At its core, VS 
represents an empowering transition towards self-
determination and balance in life. These are needs that 
cannot be met through material consumption or the 
production-consumption economic model (Hamilton, 
2010). In this way it could be said that VS embodies 
the beginnings of a post-materialist shift anticipated 
by Inglehart over three decades ago, “with more time, 
thought and resources going into improving the social 
and natural environment” (1981; p. 898). However, some 
commentators still doubt its potential as a wholesale 
replacement for consumerism (Brown and Vergragt, 
2015). Either way, as we look to equip people with new 
ways of living and consuming, it is vital to gain insight 
into this grassroots movement.

“Make no mistake: for a large 
swath of simplifiers, the core issue 
is the nature of production and the 
organisation of the workplace, and 
the dehumanizing and frustrating 
changes in both over the past two 
decades. The growing ranks of 
simplifiers are thus a potentially 
potent ally in any effort to bring 
a consumption perspective to 
bear on our current economic and 
environmental woes.”

(MANIATES, 2002; P. 232)
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Flow, skill development and vitality

Here, Csikszentmihalyi refers to the value of ‘flow’, 
defined as “the state of total involvement in an activity 
that requires complete concentration” (1999; p. 821). 
This immersive state often leads to reports of extreme 
contentment (Csikszentmihalyi, 1999). Conversely, 
it is sometimes perceived as intense, challenging 
or uncomfortable, potentially weakening intent to 
repeat the activity (Triantafillidou and Siomkos, 2014; 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2004). These complex characteristics 
mean that flow differs from hedonic pursuits in that 
it is found in growth-producing activities that provide 
longer-term rewards, such as sport, learning a language, 
or playing guitar (Csikszentmihalyi, 2004). Such activities 
also invite people to express vitality, an experience 
closely associated with fulfilment of potential: “self-
actualization, self-determination, mental health, and 
self-esteem” (Ryan and Frederick, 1997; p. 557). 

Experiential Consumption – a way of consuming

Experiential consumption refers to purchases made with the intention of undertaking an 
experience as opposed to owning a material good (Van Boven and Gilovich, 2003). The 
consumption of experiences is beneficial to well-being and pertains less to materialistic 
aims. Of all the ways in which disposable income could be spent, happiness is most strongly 
correlated with expenditure on activities in leisure, tourism, sports, entertainment, family 
relations, and neighbourhood cohesion (Zhang and Xiong, 2015). This has significant 
implications for consumers’ purchasing behaviour and suggests the popular notion that 
happiness cannot be bought is wrong.

“Money allows people to live longer and healthier lives, to buffer themselves 
against worry and harm, to have leisure time to spend with friends and family, 
and to control the nature of their daily activities.”

(DUNN ET AL., 2011; P. 115)

 
Moreover, it is important to note that money is not the only significant currency. Time is inherently scarce, cannot be 
regained, and, when aggregated, “quite literally constitutes each person’s life [sic]” (Aaker et al., 2011; p. 129). Therefore, 
in recommending experiential consumption, this section refers not only to our purchasing habits, but also, to how 
we choose to spend our time. In this section of the report, we begin by exploring the literature on why experiential 
consumption is beneficial to well-being. Secondly, Newman et al.’s (2014) model of the relationship between well-
being and leisure is used to inform practical recommendations for how we choose and design our activities. Finally, we 
review the intricacies of materialism, age and experiential consumption. 
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“If instead of pleasure and the 
false security of material goals, we 
built our lives around investments 
of psychic energy in complex 
activities that provide [immersive 
experiences], we would be happier 
as well as more likely to survive on 
a planet freed from the threat of 
terminal depletion.” 

(CSIKSZENTMIHALYI, 2004; P. 104)

Anticipation, memory, and identity

Pre-purchase expectations are a significant part 
of the consumption process (Fournier and Guiry, 
1993). Research has shown that anticipation of 
experiential purchases, characterised by excitement 
and pleasantness, provides greater happiness than that 
of material purchases, typically fraught with edginess 
and impatience (Kumar et al., 2014). Experiences are 
also enjoyed retrospectively, sometimes even more 
than during the event itself (Mitchell et al., 1997). This 
is likely because experiences provide memories and 
stories that combat hedonic adaptation, ultimately 
sustaining happiness (Nicolao et al., 2009). They 
are also more susceptible to reinterpretation and 
‘rosier’ recollections (Van Boven and Gilovich, 2003). 
Moreover, activities that are extraordinary or comprise 
the experience of flow tend to be most easily retained 
(Bhattacharjee and Mogilner, 2014; Triantafillidou and 
Siomkos, 2014). Such memories contribute favourably to 
intrapersonal assessment (Carter and Gilovich, 2010), 
and interpersonal relationships, boosting self-esteem and 
subjective well-being (Gable and Reis, 2010). 

The accumulation of life’s experiences and the 
corresponding memories constitute who we are 
(Bhattacharjee and Mogilner, 2014). The more unique 
and meaningful events in life create memories 
that are preserved and protected, with “important 
consequences for self-definition, well-being, and 
life satisfaction” (Zauberman et al., 2009; p. 715). 
Furthermore, the consumption of experiences is 
largely inconspicuous and idiosyncratic (Gilovich 
et al., 2015). This means they are more likely to be 
intrinsically motivated and less likely to be evaluated 
against the purchases of others (Carter and Gilovich, 
2012). Intrinsic goals relate to personal growth and 
self-actualisation (Kasser and Ryan, 1996), and people’s 
identities and autonomy are bolstered as a result (Van 
Boven and Gilovich, 2003; Guevarra and Howell, 2015). 

Social connectedness and affiliation

Another major feature of the relationship between 
experiential consumption and well-being is that of social 
engagement, inherent in many experiences but mostly 
absent from material possessions (Caprariello and Reis, 
2013). Improvements in life satisfaction are found, at 
least in part, to be mediated by social connectedness 
(DeLeire and Kalil, 2010). Moreover, research has 
shown that experiential consumption enhances feelings 
of relatedness predicting increased vitality (Howell and 
Hill, 2009). 

A number of mechanisms may explain the significance 
of social connectedness in experiential consumption. 
People who consume experiences are relatively well 
thought of compared to materialistic people, who are 
sometimes seen by their peers as having unfavourable 
personality traits and being extrinsically orientated (Van 
Boven et al., 2010). This phenomenon is ironic given 
that for many materialistic people, the original point of 
the purchase is often to enhance their image and status 
(Ahuvia, 2008). Secondly, as previously highlighted, social 
comparisons are less likely in experiential consumption, 
which enhances pro-socialness (Gilovich and Kumar, 
2015; Carter and Gilovich, 2010). Thirdly, people 
will capitalise on their experiences conversationally, 
boosting positive affect, subjective well-being, and 
self-esteem (Gable and Reis, 2010; Van Boven, 2005). 
Social connectedness and feelings of belonging lead 
to improved life satisfaction, self-motivation, academic 
performance and health, also reducing loneliness 
(Gilovich and Kumar, 2015). As experiences typically 
involve a social component, they appear ideal for improving 
well-being on these measures (Van Boven, 2005).

Translating knowledge into leisure

Clearly there are ways of spending our time and money 
that bring about significant benefits to well-being. 
However, this has not typically equated to consumption 
habits of the recommended kind (Dunn et al., 2011). 
For example, the experience of flow sometimes negates 
people’s intention to re-experience an activity, whilst 
hedonistic rewards can encourage these intentions 
(Triantafillidou and Siomkos, 2014). Likewise, on average, 
people freely choose to spend about half their leisure 
time watching television despite it fulfilling very few of the 
above functions, instead being linked to anxiety, depression 
and loneliness (Kubey and Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). 

Thus, it is critical to differentiate between pleasure- 
seeking indulgences associated with comfort and 
relaxation, and the pursuit of enjoyment, those more 
challenging activities that present opportunities for 
growth (Csikszentmihalyi, 2004). The former embodies 
our appetites for instantaneous pleasure and the 
avoidance of displeasure: hedonic well-being, whereas 
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the latter connotes motivations congruent with 
deeply held values supporting feelings of vitality and 
authenticity: eudaimonic well-being (Ryan and Deci, 
2001). The relationship between consumption and 
well-being may depend on the extent to which our 
experiences align with intrinsic goals and satisfy basic 
psychological needs for autonomy, competence and 
relatedness (Howell and Hill, 2009; Kasser and Ryan, 
1996; Ryan and Deci, 2000). 

Five key experiential functions

Building on this premise, Newman et al. (2014) present 
a model prescribing the key functions that our leisure 
activities should fulfil in order to best improve our 
well-being and facilitate self-actualisation. The model 
comprises the following five categories:

yy Detachment-Recovery – a marked difference to 
the demands and resources employed in a work 
capacity, allowing rest and recovery time and 
diversity across life domains; 

yy Autonomy – a level of control and freedom that 
allows one to authentically follow their interests;

yy Mastery – comprising a challenge that supports 
learning and centres on the development of skills; 

yy Meaning – a sense of purpose and value that 
manifests as commitment;

yy Affiliation – the social aspect of leisure that meets 
the need for belonging and interpersonal engagement. 

As more of these functions are met, the benefits to 
people’s well-being become greater.  We recommend 
these principles be intentionally imported into the 
planning of people’s leisure activities.

Choosing leisure activities

Each individual will benefit differently from the five 
functions presented by Newman et al. (2014), just 
as different leisure activities will be better suited to 
different people and demographics. However, activities 
can be organised around existing social infrastructures 
such as non-church or religious organisations, exercise 
and sports clubs, and volunteering, all of which 
correlate with improved life satisfaction, happiness or 
meaning in life (Dolan et al., 2008). Furthermore, there 
is one particular form of experience that warrants 
acknowledgement: the convergence of nature and 
exercise. Activities that connect people with nature 
produce positive affect, vitality, and life satisfaction 
(Capaldi et al., 2014). The incorporation of nature 
and green space elicits positive effects for a “range 

of activities (e.g. walking, angling, cycling and gardening), 
for all age groups, for every habitat […], and for the 
already healthy and the mentally-ill” (Pretty et al., 2015; 
p. 8). Aside from the seemingly unique role of nature 
and exercise for well-being, the literature explicitly 
references a wide range of activities including holidays, 
concerts, sports, gardening, reading, drinking wine, 
watching television, or tuition in an instrument or 
language. However, rather than advocating any particular 
pursuit, we advise that, “when a person perceives that 
both the opportunities for action and the skills in the 
situation are high, then the quality of experience is likely 
to be highly positive” (Csikszentmihalyi and LeFevre, 
1989; p. 820). 

Age 

Newman et al.’s (2014) model appears to have efficacy 
both in the activities of teenagers (Csikszentmihalyi and 
Hunter, 2003), who typically have limited leisure time, 
and for people of retirement age (Baker et al., 2005), 
who have a relative abundance of free time. However, 
age does comprise some noteworthy implications 
for experiential consumption. Firstly, older people 
are likely to enjoy savouring more ordinary activities, 
whereas younger people tend to desire extraordinary 
experiences (Bhattacharjee and Mogilner, 2014). This 
somewhat supports the notion that young people 
perceive their purchases framed in the context of 
future relationships and accomplishments, whilst 
older generations are more reflective on their past 
and memories (Belk, 1985). Secondly, the company in 
which people choose to spend their time changes with 
age. Younger people seek unfamiliar relationships that 
hold future potential, whilst the middle-aged and older 
people seek familiarity and family time (Fredrickson and 
Carstensen, 1990; Carstensen, 2006). Thirdly, for older 
Americans, the only form of expenditure that improves 
happiness is found to be leisure consumption indicating 
that these activities increase in relative importance as 
people age (DeLeire and Kalil, 2010). 

Experiential products

By focusing on purchasing intent, this definition 
represents an effective means of distinguishing between 

Activities that connect 
people with nature produce 
positive affect, vitality, and life 
satisfaction
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the material and the experiential. However, in reality 
the distinction between these forms of consumption is 
an ambiguous one. Some experiences, such as sports, 
require possessions, whilst some possessions, such as a 
piece of art, are experienced. 

“Experiential purchases are those 
made with the primary intention 
of acquiring a life experience: an 
event or series of events that one 
lives through. Material purchases 
are those made with the primary 
intention of acquiring a material 
good: a tangible object that is kept 
in one’s possession”

(VAN BOVEN AND GILOVICH, 2003; P. 1194)

Guevarra and Howell (2015) propose a third category, 
termed ‘experiential products’, which includes 
electronic devices, musical instruments, and sports 
equipment. Their study shows that such purchases 
provide a similar level of well-being to experiential 
consumption and that both are more beneficial than 
material possessions. In line with previous research, 
these authors find that this relationship is accounted 
for by the efficacy of experiences and experiential 
products for fulfilling the basic psychological needs of 
autonomy, competence and relatedness. Based on these 
findings we endorse the sentiments of psychologist, 
Miriam Tatzel:

“The advice to […] materialists is to 
emphasize the experiential: in buying 
and owning, attend to aesthetics 
(beauty, design, effect on the senses), 
functionality (technological prowess, 
convenience, satisfaction in using), 
and pleasure” 

(TATZEL, 2003; P. 429)

Motivations and buying tendencies

One potentially confounding study on experiential 
consumption finds that individuals who tend to 

predominantly purchase material goods do not receive 
additional benefits from consuming experiences over 
material possessions (Zhang et al., 2014). These results 
conflict with the notion that experiential consumption, 
less conspicuous in nature, is less subjected to social 
comparison or extrinsic motivations, and therefore 
better for well-being (Gilovich and Kumar, 2015; Carter 
and Gilovich, 2012). It underlines a potential barrier to 
promoting experiential consumption to materialistic 
individuals, in that their motivations for purchasing may 
be incompatible with achieving the benefits (Zhang 
et al., 2012). This area requires more research. It also 
invites the application of mindfulness to align people 
more with intrinsic motivations (Brown and Ryan, 
2003). 

The environment

This report aims to demonstrate that replacing material 
consumption with experiences pertains to improved 
personal well-being. However, the extent to which 
this change equates to ecological well-being is a far 
more contentious issue. One of the most ecologically 
damaging consumer activities is transportation 
(Brower and Leon, 1999), thus if retail therapy were 
substituted by weekend trips to exotic locations 
across the world, this report would very much have 
compromised its good intentions. However, it has been 
shown that: “activities with low external physical energy 
requirements result in greater happiness [because] 
they usually require greater inputs of psychic energy” 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 2004; p. 103). In a study measuring 
which activities make people most happy, the top six 
items were identified as: making love, exercising, talking 
and conversation, playing, listening to music, and taking 
a walk (Killingsworth and Gilbert, 2010). This indicates 
that generally the resource and energy consumption 
required by happiness-inducing pursuits is relatively 
little (Holmberg et al., 2012). In truth some activities, 
such as eating meat or flying, are high in emissions, 
whilst others, such as walking and socialising, are 
relatively low emitters (Brülde, 2015). This is another 
area that would benefit from further research. However, 
in general, the fulfilment of intrinsic goals requires fewer 
material goods and consumes fewer resources. Thus, 
activities that are intrinsically motivated are not only 
better for personal well-being but also for ecological 
health (Brown and Kasser, 2005). 

Summary

Experiential consumption has been found to bolster 
well-being more than its material equivalent (Van Boven 
and Gilovich, 2003). When approaching experiential 
consumption we should recognise that our activities 
do not just relate to pecuniary expenditure but also 
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to how we spend our time. Prioritising ‘doing’ over 
‘having’ may constitute the production of new forms 
of personal and cultural meaning that will underpin 
more sustainable consumption practices (Jackson, 
2005; Fromm, 1976). It is important that, to improve 
well-being, we should prioritise material purchases 
that offer some element of ‘doing’ and where 
possible, forego material goods altogether in favour of 
experiences. It is advised that we engage in activities 
that are immersive and challenging, extraordinary, 
identity building, and socially orientated (Gilovich and 
Kumar, 2015). In addition we might choose pursuits 
that provide personal meaning, relaxation and variety 
(Newman et al., 2014), and involve a level of exercise 
and connection with nature (Pretty et al., 2015). These 
relationships are nuanced by the influence of age and 
the materialistic tendencies of the individual. However, 
the evidence presented here strongly suggests that 
designing our experiences around these principles will 
make us happier and healthier individuals. There is also 
potential for environmental benefit, but clearly caution 
is necessary in avoiding activities of a high ecological 
footprint (Brülde, 2015). In turn, this shift asks more 
of our marketing and advertising sector to promote 
the benefits of consuming experiences (Shankar and 
Fitchett, 2002). Such a transition would certainly 
improve societal well-being and go some way to 
attenuating many of the environmental issues associated 
with an overly materialistic culture. 
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The four routes to boost well-being and combat materialism

Well-being Factors Mindfulness Gratitude Voluntary simplicity Experiential 
consumption

Hedonic 
(subjective) 
well-being

Life 
satisfaction

Increases volition in 
our decision-making, 
enhancing utility gained 
from the purchases we 
make.

Heightens appreciation 
of what we have, 
reducing discrepancies 
between our haves and 
wants, or against social 
benchmarks.

Facilitates balance in our 
pursuits across different 
life domains, inherently 
producing a more fulfilling 
lifestyle. 

Experiential purchases 
are less open to social 
comparison and thus 
more authentically 
undertaken and aligned 
with our true interests.

Happiness, 
positive and 
negative affect

Deepens personal insight 
and self-awareness, 
improving our ability 
to cope with negative 
thought patterns and 
thus avoid the tendency 
to engage in experiential 
avoidance (such as retail 
therapy).

Allows us to extract 
and reinforce positivity 
derived from our 
circumstances and 
relationships. Combats 
the feeling that we are 
lacking in a certain 
domain by heightening 
appreciation.

Enables us to act in 
accordance with our core 
values, prioritising these 
over the demands of 
corporate culture. Creates 
more time for hobbies, 
friends and community 
engagement.

Although perhaps 
happiness and positive 
affect is not guaranteed, 
experiences allow us to 
become highly engaged in 
an activity such that the 
immersion is intensely 
satisfying containing 
considerable opportunity 
for self-development.

Eudaimonic 
well-being

Autonomy When we are more 
mindful we enact 
behaviours that are more 
closely aligned with our 
core values and our 
actions become more 
autonomous as a result.

It is found that a 
positive association 
exists between these 
two elements but more 
research is needed to 
better understand the 
relationship.

Voluntary simplicity is 
a highly autonomous 
lifestyle, empowering us 
to heighten our agency 
as a consumer, acting 
on our interests and in 
accordance with core 
values.

Consumption of 
experiences is largely 
inconspicuous and 
less subject to social 
comparisons, allowing the 
expression and building 
of identity in a more 
authentic way compared 
to material purchases.

Competence Builds capacity for 
a more focused and 
engaged performance 
in work and leisure 
activities.

It is found that a 
positive association 
exists between these 
two elements but more 
research is needed to 
better understand the 
relationship.

Readdressing the balance 
of work and leisure, 
voluntary simplicity 
permits us to become 
more proactive and 
productive in the home, 
and in regards to our 
hobbies.

Consuming experiences 
over possessions 
provides us with the 
challenging and growth-
producing activities 
necessary to build skills 
and competencies.

Relatedness Produces improved 
self-understanding, which 
benefits relationships. 
Also associated with 
enhanced compassion 
and empathy.

An inherently pro-social 
characteristic that 
strengthens benevolence 
and appreciation for 
other people, improving 
our social experience.

Downshifters tend to 
pursue family, community, 
environmental and civic 
engagement, making it 
a pro-social lifestyle, 
moving away from the 
accumulation of things to 
instead direct our energy 
towards people.

Enables direct 
connections between 
participants, friends, 
family, and the experience 
facilitators (e.g. tennis 
coach, tour guide).

Self-
acceptance, 
self-esteem

Improves self-
understanding and inner 
peace, such that we 
become more at ease 
with and accepting of 
ourselves.

Decreases self-
discrepancies that might 
cause us to feel that 
we are lacking and in 
need of improvement 
through material 
acquisitions. Experiencing 
gratitude improves self-
perceptions.

Allows us to act in 
accordance with our 
core values and engage in 
activities across the full 
spectrum of life, creating 
the best environment for 
boosting self-esteem and 
identity. 

Provides opportunity for 
self-development and 
environmental mastery, 
social affiliation and the 
formation of strong 
memories and identity.

Self-
actualisation

Develops our capacity 
to perform in a way 
that is less impeded by 
stress, and take decisions 
that are in accordance 
with core values and 
intrinsic goal pursuits. 
Helps to safeguard our 
behaviours from the 
influence of externally 
rewarded goals, such as 
the narcissistic desire for 
celebrity and wealth.

Allows us to function 
pro-socially, focus on 
positives and feel more 
optimistic. Higher 
gratitude is associated 
with fulfilment of basic 
psychological needs.

Constitutes a more 
complete lifestyle that 
accommodates our 
development as human 
beings across numerous 
life domains. Allows us 
to become proactively 
engaged in our societal 
duties.

Comprises opportunity 
for forging our identities, 
strong relationships and 
personal growth based 
on intrinsic goal pursuit 
as opposed to extrinsic 
or materialistic ones.

Colour key: More evidence 
needed Some evidence Much evidence
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The four routes to boost well-being and combat materialism

Well-being Factors Mindfulness Gratitude Voluntary simplicity Experiential 
consumption

Mental 
health

Depression Equips us with the 
tools to counteract and 
deal with depressive 
symptoms. Empirical 
evidence to explain 
exactly how this 
relationship works is 
lacking, but is likely 
to involve increased 
tolerance, patience and 
acceptance.

Those of a more 
grateful disposition tend 
to measure lower in 
depressive symptoms, 
likely because of a 
more pro-social and 
appreciative perspective. 
More evidence is 
required to substantiate 
how this relationship 
works.

Helps us to move away 
from external influences 
that are harmful to our 
mental health such as 
work pressure, excessive 
commuting or consumer 
messaging. More empirical 
evidence is needed to 
substantiate this link. 

Combining exercise, 
social engagement and 
nature in our activities is 
a proven combination to 
improve mental health 
and prevent depressive 
symptoms.

Anxiety There is again a need 
for more substantial 
empirical evidence 
to understand how 
mindfulness reduces 
anxiety, but it is likely 
to involve heightened 
self-understanding and 
acceptance.

Anxiety is negatively 
associated with gratitude. 
However, more research 
is needed to understand 
how this relationship 
works. Intuitively, the 
reductions in self-
discrepancies and 
heightened appreciation 
for our life circumstances 
could be part of the 
reason for the link.

Exiting the consumer 
treadmill and living a more 
empowered and balanced 
life permits closer 
alignment with core values, 
helping to diminish many 
anxieties.

Combining exercise, 
social engagement and 
nature in our activities 
is a proven combination 
to improve mental 
health. More research is 
necessary to understand 
exactly the relationship 
between anxiety 
and engagement in 
experiences.

Compulsive 
buying

Permits insight into 
the ‘mirage of wants’ 
in which we become 
aware of the impulsive 
nature of our thoughts 
such that we are less 
susceptible to acting on 
mindlessness.

Increases the utility 
gained from purchases, 
stifling the need to 
consume more.

Encourages a healthier 
mix of pursuits in life, 
such that our well-being 
is less dependent on 
the singular dimensions 
of consumption and 
possessions.

Any link between 
experiential consumption 
and compulsive buying 
is lacking in empirical 
evidence. Most 
experiential consumption 
is inherently a more 
healthy behaviour 
than materialistic 
consumption, due to its 
tendencies to produce 
autonomous decision-
making, opportunities 
for personal growth and 
feelings of relatedness.

Stress Early mindfulness training 
programmes were 
specifically designed to 
help people cope with 
stress. Focusing more 
on the present moment 
enables us to deal with 
and overcome the 
stress of events that we 
perceive to be daunting.

Elicits a physiological 
response that improves 
heart rate and nervous 
system functioning. 
The positive emotions 
associated with gratitude 
create a buffer against 
negative perceptions, 
but these results are not 
sustained long term.

Stress reduction is a major 
motivation for people to 
downshift. The demands 
of overtime and stringent 
targets can make the 
workplace a stressful 
place. Taking a new 
approach to work and our 
consumption habits can 
help alleviate this pressure.

Buying experiences 
is more enjoyable in 
anticipation, during the 
activity and in retrospect 
when compared to 
material purchases, which 
are typically fraught with 
impatience, edginess and 
only a relatively brief 
hedonistic gain.

Physical 
health

Health 
related 
practices, 
physical 
ailments

Counteracts addiction 
to harmful substances 
by diminishing our 
susceptibility to 
impulsive thought 
patterns. It also improves 
our ability to cope with 
pain symptoms.

Can produce increased 
participation in exercise 
and improves our sleep 
patterns. More research 
in this area is necessary 
to better understand this 
relationship.

Combats the 
consequences derived 
from pressures to maintain 
a high standard of material 
living that in turn demands 
excessive working hours 
causing significant adverse 
physiological effects 
(e.g. stroke, high blood 
pressure).

Increases rates of 
exercise and fitness. 
Provides detachment and 
recovery from other life 
activities that take up 
a significant amount of 
time, such as work and 
childcare.

Debt, 
excessive 
credit use

Reduces excessive 
consumption levels by 
assimilating core values 
into behaviours, and 
diminishing the impact 
of extreme purchasing 
desires. Reducing overall 
spending.

Reduces wants, desires 
and the perception that 
more purchases will lead 
to greater happiness. 
Increases utility 
gained from current 
circumstances and 
possessions. Reducing 
overall spending.

Inherently reduces 
spending and the need 
to borrow or work 
excessively to maintain a 
highly materialistic lifestyle.

Many experiences cost 
relatively little, or no, 
money (e.g. seeing friends, 
walking the dog, playing 
sport, gardening).

Colour key: More evidence 
needed Some evidence Much evidence
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Conclusion 

For all the benefits of material wealth, consumerism has two inescapable flaws. Firstly, the 
manufacture and transportation of goods contributes to unsustainable levels of atmospheric 
pollution and resource depletion, bringing disastrous consequences for ecological well-
being. Secondly, ceaseless consumer messaging produces an overly materialistic disposition, 
where happiness is sought through the continued acquisition of goods, incurring significant 
detriment to personal well-being. 

Assuming that our economic system exists to better the well-being of its people, it stands that both the personal 
and ecological costs of consumerism should be addressed urgently. In search of solutions, this report brings together 
and reviews four fields of academic research. Correspondingly, the resulting recommended pathway contains four key 
themes: (1) that people engage in the principles and practice of mindfulness; (2) that they invest in cultivating a more 
grateful disposition; (3) that, drawing on voluntary simplicity, people seek engagement in the richness and multiplicity 
of life away from the single-dimensional pursuits of the ‘consumer’; and (4) that experiences are consumed in place of 
material possessions such that we prioritise how we spend our time, rather than what we own. Limitations exist for 
each of these strategies in isolation, yet together they form a panacea of sustainable practices, both boosting well-being 
and reducing materialism. 

The purpose of this report is not to offer an overarching technological or economic fix. Rather, it focuses on solutions 
from a behaviour change perspective: at the individual, family and community level. Despite this emphasis, there are 
numerous implications that are broader in nature. Our findings are highly pertinent to policy areas of infrastructure 
and town planning, green space governance, industry support and subsidy (particularly regarding marketing and leisure 
industries) and healthcare and education provision. Princen et al. (2002) state that public figures do not dare question 
whether modern consumer practices are ultimately beneficial. Here it is argued that in taking this stance, they forego a 
significant opportunity to partake in the design of a society that better serves the well-being of its people. 

This review has highlighted aspects of the research-base that will require further exploration. However, primarily it is 
hoped that the recommended pathways can both inform and motivate readers to make personal changes, and also aid 
practitioners in the design of behavioural interventions that will enable others to live happier and consume less. 

Conclusion
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