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ABSTRACT 
 
As developments in digital technology, production strategies, and advertising techniques have skyrocketed, the current 
decade has often been coined the Fourth Industrial Revolution. Throughout the 1900s, flurries of social psychologists 
assessed the impact of the rise of television, thus producing much of the existing research relating media to materialism 
(Richins, 1987; Schwab, 2016; Wu, 1998). Similarly, however, online social media usage among youth has been on 
the rise, and concerns about its impact have accompanied it (O'Keeffe & Clarke-Pearson, 2011; Rideout, 2018). The 
United States is experiencing record-high rates of adolescent depression and suicide (Curtin, 2019; Geiger & Davis, 
2019), impelling parents and scholars alike to weigh the potential negative and positive effects of social media’s 
permeation in teens’ lives (Best et al., 2014; Weinstein, 2018).  
 

Gap in Research  
 
Upon reviewing the existing literature, it appears that a multitude of studies detail the negative internal and interper-
sonal effects of materialism, and others assert that advertising viewing is positively correlated with materialism. How-
ever, few studies directly focus on advertisements with celebrity product endorsement in particular. Moreover, no 
studies have directly tested the relationship between celebrity product advertising and materialism in the young ado-
lescent (ages 11-14) demographic. Given the recent surge in this type of marketing on online social media (Burke, 
2019), future research should examine trends there rather than in television and print, which are mediums that re-
searchers have focused on in the past but are now losing popularity among youth (Katsingris, 2019). Much of the 
existing research of celebrity influence on youth deals with the common antecedents to idolization (North et al., 2007) 
and even negative behavioral outcomes (Hoffman et al., 2017; Phua et al., 2017), but does not test its relation to 
materialism. 

This study will attempt to bridge these various gaps through the following research question: In 2020, how 
does the viewing of Instagram celebrity product endorsement correspond with levels of materialism (with a focus on 
its relationship to well-being and generosity) in middle schoolers in Southern California? 
 
Materialism 
 
Historical Origins  
The concept of materialism originated in seventeenth-century philosophy when Ralph Cudworth used the term “ma-
terialism” to describe theories about the composition of the universe (Steinfield, 2016). During the nineteenth century, 
however, the Industrial Revolution spurred concerns that the widespread availability of goods and their increasing 
significance in society could be problematic (Bakırtaş et al., 2014). Thus, materialism evolved out of philosophical 
definitions and landed in the common vocabulary, especially among the upper class, to refer to individuals who pri-
oritize the possession of goods over social and spiritual goals (Oxford English Dictionary, 2016). Researchers distin-
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guish materialistic individuals in their use of material acquisition to pursue happiness rather than through “relation-
ships, experiences, or achievements” (Richins & Dawsons, 1992). Not all material pursuits are detrimental and are 
often important to having a natural, enjoyable, and healthy lifestyle (Rucker & Galinskey, 2009; Srivastava et al., 
2001). Although some researchers do point out the positives of materialism such as motivation and belonging (Rucker 
& Galinskey, 2009; Srivastava et al., 2001), the research reviewed overwhelmingly denotes a correlation between 
increased levels of materialism and undesirable outcomes. When the acquisition of goods takes precedence over other 
methods of achieving happiness, it begins to harm the individual and society.  
 
Internal Manifestations 
There is considerable research on the potential negative effects of materialism on a person’s well-being. Primarily, a 
substantial body of research reveals the negative correlation between materialism and life satisfaction (Ahuvia & 
Wong, 2002; Burroughs & Rindfleisch, 2002; Keng, 2000; Shrum et al., 2011; Sirgy et al., 2012). According to psy-
chologist Jo-Ann Tsang, a focus on acquiring more goods tends to cause greater levels of material dissatisfaction, 
which then spills into a general life dissatisfaction (2014). A review of the research also illustrates that materialism is 
both a frequent antecedent and corollary of psychological troubles such as self-criticism (Wachtel & Blatt, 1990), 
anxiety and stress (Burroughs & Rindfleisch, 2002), and depression (Yamaguchi & Halberstadt, 2012). People who 
endorse materialistic principles even report a greater number of unpleasant emotions and physical symptoms such as 
headaches and stomachaches (Kasser, 2014). Accordingly, materialistic individuals rely on spending to cope with 
underlying psychological needs rather than addressing them appropriately. Over time, material goals may go as far as 
to come at the expense of more sustainable pursuits in life if a person sacrifices more noble goals to simply acquire 
wealth and shop, potentially creating a vicious cycle of unfulfillment.  
 
Social Consequences 
In addition, individual materialism may have negative effects on one’s interpersonal behavior. In fact, social psychol-
ogy authors Bredemier and Toby contend that materialistic culture is the root of many social ills (1960). Richins and 
Dawsons found that those holding more materialistic beliefs were less willing to share their money, whether it was to 
charity or simply to friends and family (Muncy & Eastman, 1998). Thus, the significance materialism places on goods 
not only translates to personal detriment but also decreases one’s generosity toward others. Materialistic individuals 
often compare their wealth relative to others’, which has the danger of developing into a “disinclination to trust other 
people and engage with them in deep, collaborative ways,” (Bauer et al., 2012) suggesting a link between materialism 
and decreased social involvement overall, which is problematic since socializing is a tenet of sustainable well-being. 
Therefore, because materialism is associated with decreased generosity and self-reported quality of life, it raises seri-
ous concerns about the ramifications caused by systems that promote it.  
 
Advertising and Materialism 
While psychological factors play a role, external factors have a significant impact on individuals’ development of 
materialism. In emphasizing the importance of material goods, advertising connects the marketed possessions to an 
improved state of happiness (Opree et al., 2012), promoting the central idea of materialism. Consumer researchers 
embed persuasive appeals into advertisements to depict the products as essential in the modern-day and curative of 
life problems (Lee & Shrum, 2012). A substantial body of research shows the more frequently adults view television 
advertising, the more positively they view wealth and luxury objects (O'Guinn & Shrum, 1997; Opree et al., 2013). 
This relationship between advertising and television viewers’ attitudes may very likely be playing out in today’s social 
media landscape as well.  
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Trends in Middle School 
Previous research also speculates the vulnerability of young people–particularly adolescents aged 11-14–to the effect 
of advertising on materialism, prompting special attention to the corresponding middle-school demographic in partic-
ular. Chaplin and John concluded that materialism peaks during the 7th and 8th grade age group because it is “a time 
when individuals learn to think abstractly about themselves and about their world” and “when they experience a major 
dip in self-esteem” and may use material belongings to cope with feelings of deflated self-worth (2005). Studies 
explain that the newly competitive social dynamics of middle school reinforce materialistic messaging in advertising 
(Pinsker, 2018) which is troubling considering that middle schoolers feel less secure in themselves. In fact, a survey 
by Harris Interactive found the majority of American pre-teens agreeing with the sentence, “I would be happier if I 
had more money to buy more things for myself” (Reuters, 2007). When a similar study compared middle school 
students to people of other age groups directly, the middle schoolers gave the most material-oriented responses to 
what makes them happy, citing “money” and “brand names,” rather than “being with friends” or “no homework” 
(Chaplin & John, 2007). Today, however, the unsympathetic middle-school environment is not the only factor influ-
encing materialism in young teens. 
 
 The Prevalence of Advertising for Young Social Media Users 
In recent years, social networking sites have adopted a central role in the lives of young people, enabling wide oppor-
tunities for advertisement toward this audience. According to Publicis Media, global advertising expenditures on so-
cial media will rise 20% in 2019 to $84 billion, surpassing print advertising for the first time. The growth is expected 
to further accelerate, as it should nearly double by the year 2023 (Zenith Media, 2019). Not only are social media 
advertisements becoming more prevalent, but more children are also using such sites: social networks require users 
be at least thirteen years old, yet the average individual nowadays owns a smartphone at 10 years old and opens a 
social media account at 11 years old (Influence Central, 2017). Furthermore, the prevalence of advertising seems to 
have a strong effect on users. In a recent international retail survey, it was found that purchases of the majority of 
consumers worldwide are inspired by social media (Maxwell, 2017), and in the United States, 76% of consumers have 
purchased a product after viewing it on a social media post (Curalate Inc., 2017). 
 
The Influence of Media Celebrities During Early Adolescence 
In the years leading up to and throughout the teenage years, young people formulate their own identities, which may 
include comparing themselves to peers, questioning parents, and finding new influences (Wolfe, 2016). Adherents to 
the theory of the so-called generalized social comparison state that an individual may gauge their social status by 
comparing their material possessions to those of others (Saunders, 2001). In addition to comparison among their peers, 
adolescents also compare themselves to media celebrities. For these reasons celebrity idolization is common among 
youth universally (Yue & Cheung, 2000; Tiller, 2011).  

Research has gone so far as to demonstrate that celebrities have a large influence on viewers’ beliefs and 
behavior (Schultze et al., 1991; Schouten et al., 2019). Young people imitate celebrities in many ways; in an ethno-
graphic analysis, Caughey discovered that young consumers view admired celebrities as ideal images of themselves, 
hoping to gain similar characteristics. The admirers reported a desire to refine their personalities, appearance, and 
abilities (1994). Thus, many young people idolize public figures who seem especially attractive (Sansone & Sansone, 
2014), wealthy (evidenced through visuals of their expensive lifestyles), and happy. However, celebrities differ from 
other individuals in that they are most often curated by media through high levels of editing, glamorous clothing, 
cosmetics, and publicity training (Nouri, 2018) while simultaneously attempting to showcase “ordinary, approachable, 
and authentic personalities” (Chapple & Cownie, 2017). Therefore, young adolescents on social media may be misled 
since they are unfortunately both less aware of the media’s unrealistic depiction of celebrities and more vulnerable to 
idolizing them nonetheless. Further, interactive features on social media such as commenting and liking leads to a 
virtual relatability with the celebrity (Scmidt, 2007).  Along this vein, a survey of 75 individuals between the ages of 
17 and 35 found that those who felt a connection to their idols were more likely to report that their idols–all media 
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celebrities–factored into their own self-esteems, work ethic, and ideas about morality (Boon, 2001). While these find-
ings certainly demonstrate that celebrity influence plays a notable role in an individual's beliefs and values, no studies 
focused on materialistic beliefs and values.  
 
The Effectiveness of Celebrity Endorsement 
Existing consumer research has indicated that young consumers are often more likely to make purchases when the 
products are endorsed by famous artists, entertainers, and athletes (Lafferty & Goldsmith, 1999; Elberse et al., 2011). 
Today, half of consumers in the United States say that they feel more inclined to buy products from images or videos 
on social media when the media includes testimony from real, satisfied buyers, which is heightened when the testi-
mony comes from a public figure (Curalate Inc., 2017). Therefore it may not come as a surprise that empirical data 
have established that celebrity influence increases the purchase intentions of adolescents (Martin & Bush, 2000) and 
overall advertising effectiveness (Bergkvist & Zhou 2016). Marketers are very much aware of the efficacy of celebrity 
product endorsement and have capitalized on such opportunities; a study by Harvard Business School found that 
obtaining a major endorser increases the company’s revenue by up to $10 million each year and yields an increase in 
stock returns (Elberse & Verleun, 2011). For instance, in 2004, the sales of luxury company Chanel increased 30% 
when actress Nicole Kidman was paid to endorse the company’s perfume in a 30-second television commercial (Cre-
swell, 2008).  
 
Methodology 
 
Choice of Instagram  
 
A striking 92% of marketers choose Instagram as their first choice for endorsements, and 60% of media figures also 
consider Instagram the most important platform in engaging with followers (Linqia, Inc., 2016). Moreover, a recent 
case study on 593 students in the United States found that the most popular network among middle schoolers, by far, 
was again Instagram (Martin et al., 2018). There, up to one out of every four posts the average user views daily is an 
ad (Gesenhues, 2019), highlighting that advertising occupies a significant portion of Instagram usage. Therefore, this 
study will focus on the growing market of celebrity product endorsement on Instagram because it is the most popular 
social network among middle schoolers, marketers, and influencers. 
 
Population  
 
The participatory school was a coeducational independent school in Southern California. The school was a strong 
choice due to it being ethnically diverse and serving 46 zip codes.  
 
Sample Selection 
 
The survey involved only members of the 7th and 8th grade because their age range falls in the targeted “young teen” 
demographic. Since they are all under the age of 18, parents were emailed a consent form, and 40 out of 74 students 
with parental consent took part in this study. 40% were in the seventh grade and 60% were in the eighth grade, and 
the students resided in 8 cities. To ensure the safety of participants, an institutional review board approved the survey.  
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Alignment 
 
A cross-sectional survey was administered to participants through Google Forms to collect primary data. To investi-
gate correlates of materialism, researchers prefer surveys because questions can be scaled, recharacterized, and con-
textualized (Lipovčan, 2015). Furthermore, researchers typically measure materialism, generosity, and well-being at 
specific points in time because they can fluctuate depending on stimuli (Chaplin & John, 2007).  
 
Instruments 
 
Specifically, the questions assessed (1) generosity, (2) consumer activity, (3) celebrity idolization, (4) materialism, 
(5) well-being, and estimated daily Instagram usage. Organizationally, the survey, which required approximately 10 
minutes to complete, contained a total of 31 questions and was divided into 4 main sections (Appendix A). Demo-
graphic information concerning grade, age, gender, and city of residence were collected first to anticipate any out-
standing correlations. Subsequent sections were a preliminary questionnaire, a display of 14 images, a post-image 
questionnaire in which participants again answered the materialism and psychological well-being questions, and the 
final measurement of generosity by which they could change their donation amount (Table 1). Students were asked to 
rate applicable statements based on a four-point Likert scale to limit neutral responses. 

1. The generosity measurement was adapted from a technique used by Chaplin (2018): participants were in-
formed after the demographics subsection that they could receive a cash reward up to $5 with the option of 
donating none, a portion, or all of the money to charity. The word “charity” was selected in order to indicate 
that the money would be benefiting those in need. The $5 amount allowed for the behavioral measurement 
of generosity akin to a 5-point Likert scale.  

2. In addition to a materialism scale, the level of care in spending habits was assessed for a more nuanced 
understanding of participant’s level of materialism. This subsection was retrieved from the study "Effects of 
exposure on attitudes towards stem interests” (Kurz, 2015). Perceptions were recorded with a four-point 
Likert-scale from “never” to “very frequently” to two questions.   

3. The survey measured the extent of celebrity worship by asking participants to rate statements, “I want to be 
as smart as movie idols, I want to be as trendy as models on social media,” and “I aspire to the lifestyles of 
celebrities.” These align with Kasser’s notion of “exposure to materialistic models” (Kasser, 2004).  

4. Materialism was measured using the Youth Materialism Scale (YMS), a scale used in over 485 studies 
(Goldberg et al., 2003). Five out of eighteen questions were selected to keep the survey at a reasonable length 
for the middle schoolers because survey fatigue results in unreliable responses (Porter, 2004).  

5. Well-being was assessed through the lens of the Satisfaction With Life Scale to measure the difference (if 
any) between participants’ life satisfaction before and after the Instagram advertisements (Pavot & Diener, 
2008). The scale’s credibility is attributed to it being used by past researchers over 26,000 times (Diener, 
2010).  

6. Fourteen photos were selected of popular media celebrities (Table 1, Row 8). For example, the two models 
selected, Kylie Jenner and Gigi Hadid, were ranked by Vogue Magazine in 2019 as two of the most followed 
supermodels on Instagram; meanwhile, basketball player Lebron James was selected not because of the num-
ber of Instagram followers but for his widely-accepted fame among youth (Salessy, 2019). Of course, the 
celebrity selection was limited to those who had partnered with companies on Instagram in the past. 

 
Implementation Details 
 
A third-party assistant emailed the survey to each participant since emailed surveys produce higher response rates 
(Fincham, 2008). Students were reminded upon beginning the survey that they could opt-out at any time. Furthermore, 
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students were permitted to take the questionnaire on their personal computers at any time convenient to them in a 
three-week period because a lack of response within a sample leads to biased data (Miller). Each participant was 
assigned an identification number. The assistant kept track of which participant corresponded with each ID number. 
Within the survey’s demographic section, one question asked participants only for their ID number. Due to the assis-
tant’s role, IDs could not be traced to names. The researcher then matched up the cash amounts to IDs, and the assistant 
then matched up the IDs to actual names and delivered the reward-enclosed envelopes to the participants. These 
measures were employed to ensure the anonymity of data since anonymity promotes higher data quality (Murdoch et. 
al, 2007) and also to ensure full confidentiality of data.  
 
Table 1: Instruments 
 

Questions  Measurement Scale Source 

Demographics Assorted  

What grade are you in? 7th, 8th Self-defined 

What grade did you start at [school name]?  Kindergarten, 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th, 
5th, 6th, 7th, 8th 

Self-defined 

How old are you? 12, 13, 14  Self-defined 

What is your gender? Female, male, other/prefer not to 
say 

Self-defined 

What city do you live in? Open response Self-defined 

What is the ID number you were given in the email? 
(This number allows us to give each participant the 
cash reward afterward and will not in any way be used 
to trace your responses back to you.) 

Open response Self-defined 

Initial Generosity Likert Scale (1-5)  

Before you begin the survey, please know that you will 
receive a $5 reward after the survey is completed! Feel 
free to keep the five dollars. If you would instead like 
us to donate it to charity, select an amount. 

$1, $2, $3, $4, $5 Chaplin & Rind-
fleisch 

Spending Habits Likert Scale (1-4)  

I compare prices and brands before buying something 
that costs a lot of money. 

Never (1), Rarely (2), Frequently 
(3), Very frequently (4) 

Moschis & Moore 

I plan how to spend my money. Never (1), Rarely (2), Frequently 
(3), Very frequently (4) 

 

Celebrity Idolization Likert Scale (1-4)  

I want to be like movie idols. Never (1), Rarely (2), Frequently Kasser et al.  
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(3), Very frequently (4) 

I want to be as trendy as models on social media. Never (1), Rarely (2), Frequently 
(3), Very frequently (4) 

 

I aspire to the lifestyles of celebrities. Never (1), Rarely (2), Frequently 
(3), Very frequently (4) 

 

Instagram Usage Assorted  

Do you have an Instagram account? Yes, No Self-defined 

If you answered yes to the previous question, how long 
do you spend on Instagram on a typical day? (estimated 
time spent) 

Open response Self-defined 

Initial YMS Likert Scale (1-4)  

I would be happier If I had more money to buy more 
things for myself. 

Never (1), Rarely (2), Frequently 
(3), Very frequently (4) 

Goldberg et al. 

I really enjoy going shopping. Never (1), Rarely (2), Frequently 
(3), Very frequently (4) 

 

I like to buy things my friends have. Never (1), Rarely (2), Frequently 
(3), Very frequently (4) 

 

When you grow up, the more money you have, the hap-
pier you are. 

Never (1), Rarely (2), Frequently 
(3), Very frequently (4) 

 

I would love to be able to buy things that cost lots of 
money. 

Never (1), Rarely (2), Frequently 
(3), Very frequently (4) 

 

Initial Life Satisfaction Likert Scale (1-4)  

In most ways my life is close to ideal. Never (1), Rarely (2), Frequently 
(3), Very frequently (4) 

 

The conditions of my life are excellent. Never (1), Rarely (2), Frequently 
(3), Very frequently (4) 

 

I am satisfied with my life. Never (1), Rarely (2), Frequently 
(3), Very frequently (4) 

 

Celebrity-Endorsed Advertising (presented in a scrolling view)  
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Final YMS Likert Scale (1-4)  

(See initial) Never (1), Rarely (2), Frequently 
(3), Very frequently (4) 

Goldberg et al. 

Final Life Satisfaction Likert Scale (1-4)  

(See initial) Never (1), Rarely (2), Frequently 
(3), Very frequently (4) 

Pavot & Diener 

 
Data Analysis 
 
Data in a Google spreadsheet were coded to their respective numerical values: 1 = never, 2 = rarely, 3 = frequently, 4 
= very frequently. Similar to past studies, the values were averaged for general mean scores and subpopulation mean 
scores (Keng, 2000). Linear regression analysis was employed to compare bivariate correlations for associations in 
the nine aforementioned categories and the strength of correlations was determined by calculating Pearson correlation 
coefficients (R) (Oladipo, 2013). These strategies allowed for the measurement of baseline levels of materialism, 
wellbeing, and life satisfaction with an equal focus on “final” values, or those responses collected upon viewing the 
celebrity endorsements.  
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Discussion 
 
Baseline Findings  
 
Among the 40 middle schoolers, the mean materialism value before viewing the images was 2.395 out of 4 (Table 2, 
Column 2). These middle schoolers exhibited moderate levels of materialism since the materialism score falls mid-
range. Accordingly, while 67.5% agreed or strongly agreed to the statement, “I really enjoy going shopping,” only 
42.5% agreed or strongly agreed to the statement, “I would be happier if I had more money to buy more things for 
myself” (Figure 1-2). These ratings demonstrate that although the participants do enjoy shopping for material goods, 
they scored neutrally on the materialism scale because they did not believe they necessarily “would be happier” with 
more of those goods. In accordance with moderate levels of materialism, respondents had low average levels of ce-
lebrity idolization (1.80), careful average spending habits (3.13), high initial average life satisfaction (3.28), and high 
average initial generosity values (4) (Table 2). For context, all Likert-scale mean values scale from 1 to 4, except 
generosity which scales from 1 to 5.  

Most notably, the high level of life satisfaction in combination with the moderate level of materialism is 
consistent with the existing body of research on the correlation between increased materialism and decreased life 
satisfaction in adults (Ahuvia & Wong, 2002, Belk, 1985, Burroughs & Rindfleisch, 2002; Shrum et al., 2011; Sirgy 
et al., 2012), suggesting such a phenomenon likely occurs in young adolescents as well. In addition, these findings 
support Belk’s notion that materialism correlates with a “disinclination to give or share possessions” (Belk, 1985) 
since the opposite was true: arguably low levels of materialism appear in conjunction with high generosity. The re-
spondents’ reported relatively careful spending habits imply such generosity is not likely caused by merely reckless 
spending habits, but rather personal beliefs and values surrounding morality and generosity. Therefore, future re-
search–in addition to measuring surveyees’ spending habits–could investigate how materialism and generosity vary 
with different spiritual and ethical beliefs. 
 

 
Figure 1: YMS Question 1 
 

 
Figure 2: YMS Question 2  
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Table 2: Average Values Before Viewing the Celebrity Endorsement Images  
 

Average Baseline Measurements Overall Age 12 Age 13 Age 14 Girls Boys 

Life satisfaction 3.28 2.91 3.34 3.56 3.33 3.18 

Care in spending habits 3.13 3.32 2.89 3.05 3.06 2.38 

Celebrity idolization 1.80 1.62 1.51 1.89 1.81 1.75 

Generosity before images $4 $4 $4 $3 $4 $2 

Materialism before images 2.40 2.29 2.41 2.50 2.23 2.25 

 
 
Table 3: Comparing Instagram Users to Non-users 
 

Averages 
Overall 
(n=40) 

Instagram users 
(n=21) 

non-Instagram users 
(n=18) 

Time spent on Instagram (min/day) 22.41 40.75 n/a 

Materialism before images 2.40 2.54 2.21 

Celebrity idolization 1.80 1.81 1.79 

Care in spending habits 3.13 3.16 3.09 

Generosity before images $4 $3 $4 

Generosity after images $3 $3 $4 

Materialism after images 2.37 2.50 2.20 

Life satisfaction before images 3.28 3.41 3.11 

Life satisfaction after images 3.40 3.36 3.44 

 
Subpopulations 
 
In addition, the population of 40 middle school students was analyzed along the lines of gender, extent of Instagram 
usage, and age in order to further delve into the gap in knowledge (Table 1). Mean values for life satisfaction, spending 
habits, celebrity idolization, peer consultation, generosity, and materialism varied minimally–less than 0.43 in all 
cases–among boys, girls, 12-year-olds, 13-year-olds, and 14-year olds (Table 2). Thus, similar to prior findings, no 
statistically significant differences were found in levels of life satisfaction (Opshau, 2013), materialism (Workman & 
Lee, 2011), and related measured factors when comparing males and females. This is particularly compelling when 
taking into account that the girls spent 221% longer on Instagram than boys. Perhaps the environments of puberty and 
middle school impact young female and male teens to produce many shared values regardless of time spent on social 
media. (More questions comparing the nature of Instagram usage for respondents would be needed to assess this 
hypothesis.) However, when analyzing differences between age groups, life satisfaction and materialism appear to 
both increase slightly with age. This result aligns with the research by Harris Interactive which found that older teens 
(13-18) “consistently scored higher” than younger teens (8-12) “when queried on materialistic attitudes” (Reuters, 
2007), but experimental research is needed to determine if the causes are environmental or intrinsic.  
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Comparison of Attitudes Before and After the Celebrity-endorsed Instagram Advertising 
 
Average levels of materialism virtually did not change before viewing the images (2.395) and afterward (2.365) (Table 
3, Row 3,8). Therefore, the 14 celebrity-endorsed advertisements did not immediately influence the middle school 
students to more (or less) greatly value the importance of material possessions in their own lives. Although no studies 
that were found have tested this specific relationship, this outcome contrasts Opree’s study which found that the more 
television advertising middle school children were exposed to, the more materialistic their survey responses were. It 
must be noted that Opree’s study tracked the children over a span of two years (2012). Aside from this key difference, 
the relatively steady levels of materialism could also be related to the school’s mission of developing students to be 
citizens with strong character and “self-knowledge;” which is actually conceptually consistent with the growing con-
sensus that one's' surroundings, although typically through friends and family, influences the development of materi-
alism as well (Flouri, 2004; Goldberg et al., 2003).  

Life satisfaction also did not change a significant amount, averaging 3.275 before the images and 3.40 after-
ward, therefore signifying that the celebrity-endorsement ads did not have an immediate effect on the respondents’ 
well-being either (Table 3, Row 9,10). This confirms the previous finding that the advertisements did not have a great 
impact on respondent’s overall materialism, because decreased life satisfaction often correlates with higher levels of 
materialism (Ahuvia & Wong, 2002; Belk, 1985; Burroughs & Rindfleisch, 2002; Shrum et al., 2011; Sirgy et al., 
2012). However, surveyees’ average generosity decreased from $4 before viewing the images to $3 afterward (Table 
3, Row 6,7). This finding suggests generosity levels may fluctuate more independently of levels of materialistic values 
since respondents donated less to charity after viewing the celebrity-endorsed advertising notwithstanding more or 
less stagnant levels of materialism. In general, this is consistent with the results of Caughey’s study which found that 
celebrities can influence fans’ personal values and actions (Boon, 2001).  
 
Correlations 
 
The data led to the conclusion that the level of celebrity idolization was the most conclusive factor in determining the 
middle schooler’s final level of materialism: celebrity idolization had a positive correlation with materialism both 
before and after viewing the images, with Pearson correlation coefficients (R) of 0.636 and 0.690, respectively (Table 
4). Thus, imitation of social media celebrities was a stronger predictor for materialism than socioeconomic status 
(measured through the average cost of living for each of the residents’ cities), or any other factor listed in Table 3. 
This is consistent with the notion that the effectiveness of celebrity endorsement relies on the viewer’s prior opinion 
of that celebrity (Knolles & Matthes, 2016).   

Additionally, there were 2 other slight positive correlations between (1) time on Instagram and materialism 
(before and after) (R=0.351 and 0.358) and (2) celebrity idolization and final generosity. There was virtually no cor-
relation between any other relationship (Table 4). In light of all these correlations that do not exist, these three corre-
lations that do exist reaffirm the analyses and conclusions from the discussion subsections above; of all factors, higher 
levels of celebrity idolization had the most consistent association with higher levels of materialism in the middle 
schoolers. And the more time spent on Instagram–and likely, the more exposure to this type of advertising–the more 
materialistic and less generous students were.  
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Table 4: Correlations with R2 Values  
 

 Life Sat-
isf. 

Spending 
Habits 

Celeb. 
Idoliza-

tion 

IG time Generos-
ity before 

Generos-
ity after 

Material-
ism be-

fore 

Material-
ism after 

Life Satis-
faction 

(n/a) 0.064 0.002 0.024 0.005 0.013 0.006 0.05 

Spending 
Habits 

0.064 (n/a) 0.019 0.002 0.044 0.017 0 0 

Celebrity 
Idoliza-

tion 

0.002 0.019 (n/a) 0.015 0.01 0.137 0.405 0.476 

Time on 
IG 

0.024 .002 0.015 (n/a) 0.011 0.121 0.123 0.128 

Generos-
ity before 

images 

0.005 0.044 0.01 0.011 (n/a) (n/a) 0.04 0.099 

Generos-
ity after 
images 

0.013 0.017 0.137 0.121 (n/a) (n/a) 0.171 (n/a) 

Material-
ism be-
fore im-

ages 

0.006 0 0.405 0.123 0.04 0.171 (n/a) 0.057 

Material-
ism after 
images 

0.05 0 0.476 0.128 0.099 0.057 (n/a) (n/a) 

Socio- 
economic 

status 

0.017 0.12 0.114 0.06 0.027 0.003 0.119 0.084 

 
Limitations  
 
The first limitation of the study concerns the nature and size of the sample population. Since promised incentives do 
not alter data quality (Singer, 2012), participants were offered an optional cash reward within the survey. The cash 
reward was not advertised as a pre-survey incentive since a study on materialism could elicit biased responses if 
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students were offered a material reward to participate. However, this decision may have led to a smaller sample pop-
ulation than ideal. The study was limited to one school, which consists largely of upper-middle-class families and is 
not representative of Southern California as a whole. Furthermore, since only 40 out of the 300+ middle schoolers at 
the school took part in the survey, the results may not even be a representative sample of this specific middle school 
population either. For these reasons the findings certainly do not represent the entire Southern California middle school 
population.  

Secondly, time restraints prevented the author from first surveying the middle school students to see what 
celebrities are the most relevant and popular among them in the first place, so results may be skewed depending on 
potential mismatch between media figures and respondents. If the study was conducted again, students would decide 
for themselves which celebrities they idolize the most, and the author would select photos from there. In retrospect, 
questions would not simply measure levels of celebrity idolization overall, but of the specific ones included in the 
study to more accurately access degrees of celebrity idolization.  

The flexibility that participants had to take the surveys at their convenience allowed for some potential issues, 
if the students took the surveys together or shared their own responses with other participants before those students 
completed the surveys. In an improved study, participants would be instructed to refrain from sharing their responses 
and opinions of the survey since social desirability leads to fewer truthful responses (Bergen & Labonté, 2019). 

Finally, correlational studies do not prove causation. With the chosen method, it is not known whether ma-
terialism is caused by the idolization of celebrities in sponsored Instagram posts or vice versa, although research 
suggests that these values may reinforce each other (Pinsker, 2018). Future researchers should utilize longer-term 
experiments with control groups–one that is not shown advertising at all and one that is shown advertising without 
celebrity endorsement–to more confidently assess the relationship between materialism and celebrity-endorsed adver-
tising in particular. 

 
Thematic Future Directions  
 
In addition to the ones already described, other future directions in research could include surveying a wider range of 
age groups to verify if average materialism levels are highest during middle school, as previous research suggests 
(Chaplin & John, 2007; Reuters, 2007; Pinsker 2018), or if materialism is relatively uniform across age groups.  

It would also be interesting for future studies to examine the impact of celebrity-endorsed advertising on 
other popular social networks on users’ own Instagram accounts since research indicates interactive features such as 
commenting leads to even greater relatability to celebrities (Scmidt 2007). 

Additionally, researchers may feel impelled to look into the finding that, on average, the female middle 
schoolers spent 221% longer on Instagram than their male counterparts. First, future studies should test if this gender-
imbalance phenomenon persists at other schools, on other social networking sites, and areas of the country. Then, 
studies could compare the intent behind and reward out of using Instagram for different genders to try to pinpoint why 
girls spend longer on social media than boys do.  

 

Conclusion 
 
Limitations aside, this study contributes valuable new insights into how celebrity-endorsed social media advertising 
impacts young adolescents. Namely, this research begins to fill both the demographic gap (young teens in 2020) and 
surface the thematic bridge (materialism and Instagram celebrity endorsement). Based on the argument of materialism 
as a negative outcome (Ahuvia & Wong, 2002; Belk, 1985; Burroughs & Rindfleisch, 2002; Shrum et al., 2011; Sirgy 
et al., 2012), this study continues to highlight the influences of such a maladaptive trait. As summarized, moderate 
levels of materialism in the sample of young teens corresponded with high levels of generosity and life satisfaction. 
As demonstrated, the degree to which young teens look up to Instagram celebrities may predict the extent to which 
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celebrity-endorsed advertising increases materialism. Further, spending habits and socioeconomic status appear unre-
lated to materialism, generosity, and life satisfaction.  
 
Implications 
 
Media literacy education in schools could be beneficial in spreading awareness to middle schoolers, especially in light 
of the fact that–as both the survey data and prior research highlight–many social media users are underage (Influence 
Central, 2017) and in critical periods of identity development (Wolfe, 2016). Thus, the findings will be shared with 
the other members of the school’s middle school wellness committee to facilitate discussion about these topics at the 
next meetings with the middle schoolers. Instructors of the middle school “life skills” classes will also be asked to 
consider talking about the importance of choosing positive celebrity role models and developing healthy consumption 
patterns. Most importantly, education should continue to stress the importance of intrinsic goals in fostering motiva-
tion for academic achievement and social engagement, as research supports the effectiveness of similar intervention 
(Knoll & Matthes, 2016). Students feeling particularly detached from their values may consider scrutinizing their list 
of followed celebrities on social media. The discouragement of celebrity idolization is expected to decrease material-
ism. 
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