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Abstract
Scarcity is a state in which individuals’desires and needs remain unfulfilled due
to actual or perceived lack of resources. As a ubiquitous phenomenon, scarcity
exerts significant influence on individuals’affective, cognitive, and behavioral
processes. However, do different types of scarcity—tangible resource scarcity
(exemplified by food, products, and money) versus intangible resource scarcity
(exemplified by time)—produce commonalities and differences in their effects on
individual psychology and behavior? A review of the literature reveals that
tangible resource scarcity elicits cherishing behaviors, compensatory behaviors,
and approach behaviors in individuals, whereas intangible resource scarcity only
elicits cherishing and compensatory behaviors. Future research should examine
the boundary conditions of scarcity’s impact on individual behavior, as well as
investigate the effects of time scarcity on individual psychology and behavior.

Full Text
The Effects of Scarcity on Individual Psychology and Be-
havior: An Explanation from a More Integrated Perspec-
tive
Manuscript ID: jz19-191
Title: The Effects of Scarcity on Individual Psychology and Behavior: An
Explanation from a More Integrated Perspective
Received: May 13, 2019
Revision Requested: January 16, 2020
Revised Manuscript Submitted: January 24, 2020

Authors: Lei Liang, Wang Jingyu, Liu Wumei
Affiliation: School of Management, Lanzhou University, Lanzhou 730000,

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202002.00001 Machine Translation

https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202002.00001
https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202002.00001


China
Corresponding Author: Lei Liang, E-mail: leil@lzu.edu.cn

Funding: National Natural Science Foundation of China (General Program:
71972092; Key Programs: 71832015, 71832010)

Abstract

Scarcity is a state in which individuals’desires and needs remain unsatisfied due
to either actual or perceived lack of resources. As a ubiquitous phenomenon,
scarcity exerts significant influence on individuals’emotions, cognition, and be-
havioral patterns. However, do different types of scarcity—tangible resource
scarcity (represented by food, products, and money) versus intangible resource
scarcity (represented by time)—produce commonalities and differences in their
effects on individual psychology and behavior? A review of the literature reveals
that tangible resource scarcity elicits cherishing behaviors, compensatory behav-
iors, and approach behaviors, whereas intangible resource scarcity only triggers
cherishing and compensatory behaviors. Future research should investigate the
boundary conditions under which scarcity influences individual behavior, as well
as the psychological and behavioral impacts of time scarcity.

Keywords: scarcity; tangible resource scarcity; intangible resource scarcity;
psychological perception; behavioral patterns
Classification Code: B842

Introduction

As global population continues to grow, resource scarcity has become a promi-
nent worldwide challenge. According to the State of Food Security and Nutrition
in the World report, over 820 million people suffered from malnutrition in 2018,
demonstrating that many still face severe problems caused by food scarcity.
Beyond food scarcity, the world also confronts serious threats from economic
stagnation. Trade tensions have cast a shadow over global economic develop-
ment, with more and more people experiencing financial scarcity resulting from
economic crises. Additionally, as individuals, we frequently encounter distress
caused by product scarcity and time scarcity.

How exactly do these different forms of scarcity affect individual psychology
and behavior? Scholars have examined this question from various perspectives,
including food scarcity, financial scarcity, product scarcity, and time scarcity.
Research on food scarcity has focused on its effects on emotions and non-food
consumption (Read & Leeuwen, 1998; Xu, Schwarz, & Wyer, 2015). Studies
on financial scarcity have investigated its impact on cosmetics consumption
and scarcity product purchasing (Hill, Rodeheffer, Griskevicius, Durante, &
White, 2012; Sharma & Alter, 2012). Product scarcity research has explored its
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influence on value evaluation, purchase intention, and willingness to pay (Inman,
Peter, & Raghubir, 1997; Bozzolo & Brock, 1992; Eisend, 2008). Meanwhile,
time scarcity studies have examined its effects on individuals’goal completion
(Zhu, Bagchi, & Hock, 2018).

However, whether different types of scarcity produce commonalities and differ-
ences in their effects remains unexamined. Although domestic scholars have
explored the impact of financial constraints on consumer behavior from a finan-
cial scarcity perspective (Fan & Jiang, 2017), academic discussion of scarcity in
China is still in its infancy. Therefore, a systematic review of scarcity research
holds both theoretical and practical significance. Theoretically, such a review
can help scholars understand the historical trajectory of scarcity research, gain
insights into scarcity’s effects on individuals and underlying mechanisms, and
identify new research topics. Practically, it can assist governments and enter-
prises in comprehensively understanding the common and differential impacts
of various scarcity types on citizens and consumers, thereby informing policy
and business decisions. This paper aims to introduce how different types of
scarcity influence individuals’cognitive, emotional, and behavioral responses.
We find that scarcity of tangible resources such as food, products, and money
promotes approach, cherishing, and compensatory behavioral reactions, whereas
scarcity of intangible resources, particularly time, only promotes cherishing and
compensatory behavioral reactions. The article concludes by proposing several
promising directions for future scarcity research.

2.1 The Concept of Scarcity

What is scarcity? Scholars generally define it from the perspective of its inducing
factors or causes. Some argue that scarcity is a state in which individuals
possess fewer resources than they need (Mullainathan & Shafir, 2013; Fan, Li,
& Jiang, 2018). Hamilton et al. (2019) offer a similar view, defining scarcity
as a state where consumers’ability to satisfy their needs is threatened by the
lack or unavailability of goods, services, or resources. Hamilton et al. (2019)
further subdivide the causes of scarcity into two aspects: actual lack of objective
resources, and perceived lack caused by restricted access to goods, services,
or resources. They also propose that subjectively perceived resource scarcity
is triggered by actual objective scarcity. Synthesizing these perspectives, this
paper defines scarcity as a state triggered by actual or perceived lack of resources
that prevents individuals’needs and desires from being satisfied.

2.2 Classification of Scarcity

Scarcity classification is not unitary; scholars have categorized scarcity (primar-
ily perceived scarcity) from different angles. First, based on duration, scholars
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distinguish between chronic scarcity perception and situational scarcity percep-
tion (Laran & Salerno, 2013; Mehta & Zhu, 2015; Griskevicius et al., 2013; Fan
et al., 2018). Chronic scarcity perception typically examines the psychological
and behavioral decision-making of impoverished groups or those experiencing
economic crises. For instance, Mani, Mullainathan, Shafir, and Zhao (2013)
studied changes in farmers’cognitive functions across planting cycles, finding
that financial scarcity—that is, poverty—constrains cognitive function. Similarly,
Haushofer and Fehr (2014) found that financial scarcity leads to stress and neg-
ative emotional states, resulting in myopic behavior and risk-averse decisions.
Correspondingly, researchers often use experimental methods to activate situ-
ational scarcity perception. For example, Mehta and Zhu (2015) had partici-
pants recall resource scarcity experienced during childhood to evoke situational
scarcity perception, while Fan et al. (2018) activated scarcity perception by
showing participants images of depleted natural resources, financial crises, and
food shortages.

Second, some scholars classify scarcity perception based on its source (Hamilton
et al., 2019). The most common distinction is between product scarcity and
resource scarcity (Hamilton et al., 2019). Product scarcity refers to the short-
term or long-term lack of goods and services, whereas resource scarcity refers to
the lack of capital (i.e., money, culture) or other productive inputs (i.e., time)
required to obtain goods and services (Hamilton et al., 2019).

Unlike these classifications, this paper categorizes scarcity into tangible resource
scarcity and intangible resource scarcity. We define tangible resource scarcity
as the shortage of physical entities such as products, food, and money, while
intangible resource scarcity specifically refers to the shortage of time as an in-
tangible entity. This classification is based on two considerations: first, the
effects of tangible versus intangible resource scarcity differ; second, scholarly
attention to scarcity has evolved from tangible to intangible resources. The
specific classification is illustrated in Figure 1 [Figure 1: see original paper].

2.3 The Evolution of Scarcity Research

Among scarcity studies, food scarcity first attracted scholars’attention. Research
on food scarcity can be traced to post-WWII efforts by the University of Min-
nesota team investigating how to better distribute food to hungry populations
(Keys, Brozek, Henschel, Mickelsen, & Taylor, 1950). At this stage, however,
food scarcity research had not yet integrated with psychology but rather re-
mained within ecology. The true integration of food scarcity and psychology
emerged in the late 20th century. Read and Leeuwen’s (1998) empirical study
found that food scarcity makes consumers impatient, while Xu et al. (2015) fur-
ther explored the spillover effects of food scarcity, offering a novel perspective
on this classic topic.

Product scarcity research followed. This line of inquiry traces back to com-
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modity theory proposed by Brock (1968), which posits that scarcity enhances
the value of anything that can be possessed. Lynn (1991) subsequently pub-
lished a meta-analysis on commodity theory, facilitating its initial integration
with marketing. In that article, Lynn interpreted the application of commodity
theory in marketing. Entering the 21st century, scholars have examined prod-
uct scarcity’s effects from various angles. For instance, Wu, Lu, Wu, and Fu
(2012) and Liu and Li (2016) explored the psychological mechanisms underly-
ing product scarcity’s influence on purchase intention, though from different
perspectives: Wu et al. (2012) argued that product scarcity enhances purchase
intention through uniqueness, while Liu and Li (2016) proposed that its effect
operates through perceived competition.

Financial scarcity research emerged next. Beginning in the 1990s, Carroll, Hall,
and Zeldes (1992) argued that reducing expenditure and increasing savings rep-
resent rational responses to financial scarcity. Shah, Mullainathan, and Shafir
(2012) contended that impoverished populations often fall into a vicious cycle of
over-borrowing and worsening economic conditions because they focus attention
on money itself while neglecting long-term interests beyond immediate financial
concerns. Additionally, scholars have investigated how financial scarcity influ-
ences consumers’variety-seeking behavior (Fan & Jiang, 2017).

As research on tangible resource scarcity deepened, scholars have increasingly
focused in recent years on how intangible resource scarcity, particularly time
scarcity, affects individual psychology and behavior (e.g., Zhu et al., 2018; Lay-
ous, Kurtz, Chancellor, & Lyubomirsky, 2018). The research trajectories for
food, product, financial, and time scarcity are summarized in Table 1 .

3. Factors Influencing Scarcity Perception

The preceding sections introduced scarcity’s concept, classification, and histori-
cal trajectory. What factors trigger individuals’perception of scarcity regarding
these four resource types? This warrants further examination. Mullainathan
and Shafir (2013) argue that scarcity perception is primarily induced by physi-
cal constraints and subjective feelings. They consider individual savings account
balances, debts, and number of tasks to be completed as physical constraints,
while the importance of shopping to us constitutes subjective feelings. Addition-
ally, Devoe and Pfeffer (2011) propose that the economic value of time creates
time pressure, thereby triggering time scarcity perception. In other words, when
individuals consider their time important, they perceive time scarcity.

This review reveals that physical constraints and subjective feelings are two
important antecedents of tangible resource scarcity perception. Notably, as an
intangible resource, time imposes identical physical constraints on all individuals
—everyone has 24 hours daily that pass at the same rate. Due to this equality,
physical constraints do not constitute a factor causing time scarcity.
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4. Effects of Different Scarcity Types on Individuals

As a universal phenomenon in human society, resource scarcity profoundly in-
fluences people’s cognition, emotion, and behavior. After reviewing domestic
and international scarcity research, we find that both tangible and intangible
resource scarcity affect individuals’emotions, cognition, and behavioral patterns.
This section elaborates on the effects of each scarcity type, while the next section
explains the underlying mechanisms and categorizes these effects.

4.1 Effects of Tangible Resource Scarcity on Individuals Our review re-
veals that tangible resource scarcity, represented by food, product, and financial
scarcity, primarily affects individuals in the following ways:

4.1.1 Effects on Cognition Tangible resource scarcity influences psycholog-
ical perception through value perception, competition perception, and security
perception. First, product scarcity plays an important role in value perception.
Specifically, as products become scarcer, consumers perceive higher product
value. Brock (1968) argued that any commodity’s value depends on its avail-
ability. Wu et al. (2012) confirmed this conclusion in a study where partici-
pants imagined a daily shopping scenario. The scarcity condition emphasized
a product’s limited-edition feature, while the control condition highlighted
ample stock. Results showed that scarcity condition participants perceived
significantly higher product value than control participants. However, some
studies find that product scarcity does not necessarily affect value perception,
depending on consumers’information processing capacity (Inman et al., 1997).
Consumers with strong information processing ability rarely experience product
scarcity perception, thus showing similar value perception whether products are
scarce or not. Conversely, consumers with weak information processing ability
experience strong product scarcity perception and consequently perceive higher
value (Inman et al., 1997).

Beyond value perception, product scarcity affects competition perception. Re-
searchers often measure competition perception through lexical decision tasks.
For example, Roux, Goldsmith, and Bonezzi (2015) found that activating prod-
uct scarcity perception increased perceived competition. In their experiment,
participants randomly assigned to scarcity and control groups completed a lex-
ical decision task containing 10 competition-related words, 10 neutral words,
and 30 non-word letter sequences. Researchers measured competition percep-
tion through word recognition speed, finding that product scarcity group par-
ticipants recognized competition-related words significantly faster than control
participants, indicating that product scarcity enhances consumers’competition
perception. Similarly, Kristofferson, McFerran, Morales, and Dahl (2016) found
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in their study of product scarcity’s effect on consumer aggression that consumers
facing product scarcity situations perceive other consumers as competitors.

Finally, tangible resource scarcity affects security perception. Research shows
that financial scarcity increases consumers’insecurity. Fan and Jiang (2017)
randomly assigned participants to financial constraint and no-constraint con-
ditions, then measured insecurity levels. They found that participants under
financial constraints exhibited higher insecurity compared to the no-constraint
group.

4.1.2 Effects on Emotion Tangible resource scarcity affects emotions pri-
marily through two aspects: (1) patience and (2) pleasure. First, food scarcity
makes individuals impatient. In Read and Leeuwen’s (1998) experiment, ma-
nipulating participants’hunger status by controlling response time, participants
chose between two options: eating in one week versus eating immediately. Re-
sults showed that hungry consumers chose immediate consumption significantly
more often, demonstrating impatience. Second, financial scarcity generates un-
pleasant emotions. For instance, Sharma and Alter (2012) found that under
financial deprivation, consumers choose scarce products because they need to
eliminate unpleasant feelings caused by financial deprivation through selecting
scarce goods.

4.1.3 Effects on Behavior Literature review reveals that tangible resource
scarcity elicits compensatory behaviors, approach behaviors, and cherishing be-
haviors. In psychology, “compensation”refers to the process where individuals
strive to succeed in other domains to compensate for psychological inferiority in
certain aspects (Adler, 1917), serving as a substitute means and tool for need
satisfaction (Zheng & Peng, 2014). This paper defines compensatory behavior
as actions that acquire alternative resources or discover alternative uses for other
resources to compensate for resource deficiency when facing scarcity. Research
indicates humans have two basic motivations: approaching pleasure and avoid-
ing pain (Higgins, 1997). Therefore, this paper defines approach behavior as
actions where individuals strive to acquire lacking resources to maintain their
well-being when facing scarcity. Finally, this paper defines cherishing behav-
ior as individuals’unwillingness to let their limited resources drain away when
facing scarcity.

First, tangible resource scarcity elicits compensatory behaviors, manifesting as
compensatory consumption and enhanced creativity. Tangible resource scarcity
triggers compensatory consumption behavior. Griskevicius et al. (2013) used
secondary data and experiments to find that consumers actually purchase more
cosmetics like lipstick during economic recessions. Similarly, Xu et al. (2015)
conducted five experiments and a field study, finding that under hunger (food
scarcity), consumers’desire for food spills over to non-food objects—that is, desire
for non-food products increases because consuming non-food goods can compen-
sate for food scarcity’s negative effects. Additionally, Laran and Salerno (2013)
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found that individuals under economic crisis threat tend to consume high-calorie
foods to compensate for threats caused by money scarcity. Beyond compen-
satory consumption, tangible resource scarcity also enhances creativity because
innovative uses of resources can compensate for psychological deficits caused
by resource scarcity. Mehta and Zhu (2015) experimentally demonstrated that
scarcity also produces beneficial effects on consumers by enhancing creative be-
havior. In their study, they first activated participants’scarcity perception
through scenario imagination tasks, then asked them to design a toy suitable
for 5- to 7-year-olds using building blocks, evaluating designs for novelty and ap-
propriateness. Results showed that participants under resource scarcity demon-
strated higher creativity compared to control and resource-abundant groups.

Second, tangible resource scarcity promotes approach behavior, primarily man-
ifested as aggressive behavior. Kristofferson et al. (2016) manipulated partic-
ipants’product scarcity perception, then had them participate in a shooting
game where more bullets fired indicated stronger aggression. Results showed
that product scarcity group participants exhibited more aggressive behavior.
Notably, we categorize aggressive behavior as approach behavior because its
root cause is competing with others to acquire scarce products.

Finally, tangible resource scarcity elicits cherishing behaviors, manifested as re-
duced spending, decreased prosocial behavior, and preference for range-priced
products. First, financial scarcity prompts individuals to cherish their money
more, thereby reducing expenditure (Karlsson, Garling, Dellgran, & Klingan-
der, 2005). Second, both financial and food scarcity reduce individuals’proso-
cial behavior. Prosocial behavior benefits society or others (Eisenberg, Fabes,
& Spinrad, 2006). Research finds that people in lower socioeconomic status
neighborhoods are less likely to spontaneously donate money to help others
(Holland, Silva, & Mace, 2012; Sasson et al., 2012). Similarly, individuals expe-
riencing hunger (food scarcity) are less likely to share financial resources with
anonymous others (Aaroe & Petersen, 2013; Petersen, Aaroe, Jensen, & Curry,
2014). However, some scholars propose contrary views, arguing that financial
scarcity makes individuals more generous and helpful (Kraus, Piff, Mendoza-
Denton, Rheinschmidt, & Keltner, 2012; Piff, Kraus, Cote, Cheng, & Keltner,
2010), consistent with objective data showing that poorer people donate higher
proportions of their income to charity (Stern, 2013). Roux et al. (2015) recon-
ciled these inconsistent findings, discovering that individuals may exhibit either
generous or selfish behavior depending on whether they can indirectly benefit
from donations. Finally, preference for range-priced products under food and
money scarcity also represents cherishing behavior. Fan et al. (2018) manipu-
lated scarcity perception through natural resource scarcity, food scarcity, and
financial scarcity. They found that when feeling resource-scarce, consumers pre-
fer range-priced products (versus single-priced products) because range pricing
allows them to autonomously select preferred price ranges and save money.
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4.2 Effects of Intangible Resource Scarcity on Individuals Beyond
tangible resource scarcity (food, financial, product), scholars have recently be-
gun examining intangible resource scarcity’s (primarily time scarcity) effects
on individuals. Similar to tangible resource scarcity, time scarcity affects both
psychological perception and behavioral patterns.

4.2.1 Effects on Cognition Intangible resource scarcity (time scarcity) af-
fects psychological perception through value perception and well-being percep-
tion. First, when time is scarce, individuals perceive higher time value. Monga,
May, and Bagchi (2017) introduced the concept of time wage rate from labor
economics into consumer research. Through a series of experiments, they found
that time-scarce consumers demand higher time wage rates because their time
value perception is enhanced. Second, time scarcity increases well-being percep-
tion. Layous et al. (2018) found that when participants imagined having only
one month left in their current city, they reported higher well-being during that
period because time scarcity makes individuals focus more on positive aspects
of their surroundings (Layous et al., 2018).

4.2.2 Effects on Behavior Similar to tangible resource scarcity, intangible
resource scarcity (primarily time scarcity) increases compensatory and cherish-
ing behaviors. First, time scarcity promotes cherishing behavior. Traditional
views suggest time scarcity hinders goal pursuit. However, Zhu et al. (2018)
found through multiple studies that time scarcity actually facilitates goal
achievement because it makes individuals cherish time more and focus limited
time on goal completion. Second, time scarcity elicits compensatory behavior.
Monga et al. (2017) found that time-scarce individuals demand lower discounts
for promotional products because they want to use money to compensate for
time scarcity. Notably, unlike tangible resources, intangible time cannot be
regained once passed. Therefore, individuals facing time scarcity do not exhibit
approach behaviors to reacquire time.

5. Mechanisms Through Which Scarcity Affects Individuals

In recent years, psychologists have explored various mechanisms underlying
scarcity’s effects on individual psychology and behavior. However, due to lim-
ited mechanistic explanations regarding emotional cognition and its ultimate
behavioral effects, this paper focuses on mechanisms affecting behavioral pat-
terns. We introduce psychological theories related to scarcity and use them to
explain scarcity research on individual behavior. We map scarcity’s effects on
individual behavioral reactions and underlying mechanisms in Figure 2 [Figure
2: see original paper].

5.1 Promotion Focus Humans have two fundamental motivational princi-
ples: pursuing pleasure and avoiding pain (Higgins, 1997, 1998). Based on
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these principles, regulatory focus theory proposes that individuals exhibit two
regulatory orientations: promotion focus and prevention focus (Higgins, 1997,
1998). Promotion focus views goals as ideals and aspirations, focusing on posi-
tive outcomes during goal pursuit and striving to achieve them; prevention focus
views goals as duties and obligations, focusing on negative outcomes and striv-
ing to avoid them (Molden, Lee, & Higgins, 2008). Based on this discussion, we
propose that regulatory focus theory effectively explains compensatory behav-
iors (such as purchasing range-priced products) triggered by resource scarcity
because promotion focus increases individuals’hope of gaining benefits from
range pricing to compensate for scarcity perception.

5.2 Life History Theory How to effectively allocate limited resources across
one’s lifespan is a problem everyone faces. Life-history theory concerns how re-
sources are allocated to various survival tasks such as growth and reproduction.
According to this theory, all organisms, including humans, face a fundamental
trade-off in energy and resource allocation between somatic effort and reproduc-
tive effort (Griskevicius, Delton, Robertson, & Tybur, 2011; Griskevicius, Tybur,
Delton, & Robertson, 2011). Somatic effort relates to slow life-history strate-
gies where organisms delay gratification to increase future returns (Figueredo
et al., 2006), whereas reproductive effort relates to fast life-history strategies
where organisms sacrifice long-term interests for short-term gains. Life-history
theory suggests that fast life-history strategies are primarily adaptive in harsh
environments characterized by resource scarcity and intense competition be-
cause the future is highly uncertain in such environments, making reproduction-
related fast strategies evolutionarily adaptive (Ellis, Figueredo, Brumbach, &
Schlomer, 2009). Correspondingly, long-term interests are minimized in harsh
environments as people focus on acquiring and using resources in the present.
Laran and Salerno (2013) argue that reminders of harsh living conditions make
people aware that world resources are scarce, leading them to seek high-calorie
foods whose consumption can compensate for threats from other resource defi-
ciencies. In summary, life-history theory explains why resource scarcity prompts
high-calorie food consumption as a compensatory behavior.

5.3 Strengthened Psychological Ownership Psychological ownership, dis-
tinct from legal ownership, is a state of mind where “individuals feel that the
target object or part of its ownership belongs to them”(Pierce, Kostova, &
Dirks, 2003; Reb & Connolly, 2007). It is essentially a sense of possession, re-
flecting individuals’consciousness, thoughts, and beliefs about target objects
(Pierce, Kostova, & Dirks, 2001). Liu and Li (2017) proposed that psycholog-
ical ownership theory effectively explains the mechanism underlying product
scarcity’s effect on purchase intention. Based on this, we argue that scarcity
perception enhances consumers’psychological ownership, generating approach
behaviors such as purchasing scarce products. Notably, although psychological
ownership theory has been applied to product scarcity, its role in other scarcity
types and overall resource scarcity’s effects on psychology and behavior remains
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unexplored.

5.4 Reduced Functional Fixedness Why do individuals show enhanced
creativity under resource scarcity? Functional fixedness theory may explain
this. Functional fixedness is a cognitive bias that prevents individuals from
seeing new uses for objects beyond their traditional functions (Mehta & Zhu,
2015; Duncker, 1945). For example, someone needing a paperweight but having
only a hammer may fail to see the hammer’s alternative use. This fixed view of
traditional functions constitutes functional fixedness. Generally, people prefer
traditional solutions because retrieving and implementing known solutions is
easier and more effective. However, Mehta and Zhu (2015) argue that scarcity
activation produces a constrained cognitive orientation that makes traditional
solutions unsuitable for constrained environments, requiring creative item usage
to compensate for scarcity’s negative effects.

5.5 Enhanced Competition Orientation Competition orientation as a me-
diating mechanism effectively explains aggressive and prosocial behaviors under
resource scarcity (Roux et al., 2015; Kristofferson et al., 2016). Reminders of re-
source scarcity activate competition orientation because a cognitive association
exists between scarcity and competition, formed through two pathways. First,
competition orientation becomes associated with resource scarcity through re-
peated personal experience (Ross & Nisbett, 2011). Throughout life, individuals
compete for grades, jobs, spouses, etc. (Griskevicius et al., 2012). Second, cog-
nitive association forms through repeated exposure to instances where resource
scarcity leads to competition (Morris, Menon, & Ames, 2001). History contains
countless examples of wars fought over scarce resources. Therefore, both ag-
gressive and prosocial behaviors under resource scarcity relate to competition
orientation. While competition orientation explains prosocial behavior under
resource scarcity and consumer aggression under product scarcity, its role in
other scarcity types remains unverified.

5.6 Other Mechanisms Scholars have proposed need satisfaction and task
difficulty as mediators explaining intangible resource scarcity’s (time scarcity)
effects on individual psychology and behavior. Layous et al. (2018) argued
that time scarcity makes individuals focus more on psychologically satisfying
activities, thereby enhancing well-being—essentially cherishing one’s time. Zhu
et al. (2018) proposed that short deadlines benefit goal pursuit because they
lead individuals to infer that task goals are relatively easy to accomplish.

6. Future Research Directions

This paper systematically reviewed scarcity literature from perspectives of con-
cept, influencing factors, effects, and mediating mechanisms. Despite progress,
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many questions remain unresolved. We propose several future research direc-
tions:

First, investigate additional factors influencing individual scarcity perception.
Although physical constraints and subjective feelings have been proposed as
antecedents (Mullainathan & Shafir, 2013), specific factors require further ex-
ploration. We propose that social crowding and social comparison may also
influence scarcity perception. Social crowding may affect scarcity perception
because scarce objects have been shown to cause crowding, leading consumers
to intuitively associate crowding with scarcity. According to overgeneralization
theory, although this association may be inapplicable in some contexts, individ-
uals often apply it inappropriately (Arkes & Ayton, 1999; Hsee, Yang, & Ruan,
2015). Thus, individuals may erroneously infer that “things in crowded places
are scarce.”Second, social comparison may generate strong scarcity perception.
Suls and Wheeler (2013) argue that individuals engage in upward comparison,
and when comparing their money, food, or products with those of higher-status
individuals, they experience corresponding scarcity.

Second, explore additional moderators of scarcity’s effects on charitable and
prosocial behavior. Why do some individuals donate generously while others
give nothing under resource scarcity? Roux et al. (2015) proposed that the
ability to benefit from donations moderates this effect. Beyond this, we sug-
gest that materialism levels and empathy may also moderate these effects. Belk
(1985) identified possessiveness, stinginess, and envy as characteristics of mate-
rialists. Therefore, we speculate that under financial scarcity, high materialists
will cherish their money more and exhibit lower prosocial behavior. Empathy
refers to understanding others’emotional states and showing similar emotional
experiences and responses (Eisenberg & Strayer, 1987). We propose that under
financial scarcity, individuals with stronger empathy are more likely to feel oth-
ers’suffering and thus more willing to make charitable donations and engage in
prosocial behavior.

Third, develop improved scarcity measurement tools. Current scarcity measure-
ment primarily uses the scale developed by Roux et al. (2015), which represents
simple item development without rigorous item generation and dimensional-
ity reduction. Therefore, systematic scarcity measurement tools remain lack-
ing. Future research should develop systematic scales from perspectives of food,
product, financial, and time scarcity. Additionally, localized scarcity measure-
ment tools are urgently needed, as existing measures primarily target Western
consumption contexts and may not fully align with domestic situations.

Fourth, explore additional consequences of scarcity. Current research on over-
all resource scarcity and time scarcity’s effects remains very limited and war-
rants further investigation. We propose that scarcity’s effects may also in-
clude intertemporal decision-making, ritual consumption, and unethical behav-
ior. First, scarcity may affect intertemporal decision-making. As previously
discussed, resource-scarce individuals exhibit two behaviors: increased resource
consumption and cherishing resources. Increased consumption represents choos-
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ing immediate benefits, while cherishing resources can be viewed as protecting fu-
ture interests. Intertemporal decision-making involves choosing between larger-
later and smaller-sooner rewards (Li, Dou, & Nie, 2018). Thus, associations
may exist between resource scarcity and intertemporal decision-making. Sec-
ond, time scarcity may increase ritual consumption. Extensive research shows
that increased event density within a period extends subjective time perception
because individuals use event counts as temporal markers (Siddiqui, May, &
Monga, 2014; Levav, 2010). Consequently, we speculate that time-scarce indi-
viduals may prefer ritual consumption that serves as temporal markers. Finally,
Aaroe and Petersen (2013) confirmed that hungry individuals (food scarcity) are
less likely to share financial resources with anonymous others because resource
scarcity leads individuals to prioritize self-interest over others’interests. Based
on this, we speculate that resource-scarce individuals may engage in unethical
behavior for self-benefit.
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