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Abstract

Social exclusion leads to numerous negative consequences, and individuals at-
tempt to mitigate them through various strategies, among which consumption
represents an important coping mechanism. This article examines the relation-
ship between social exclusion and consumption choice preferences (experiential
consumption vs. material consumption) through three experiments, while si-
multaneously exploring the moderating effect of nostalgia and the mediating
role of social connection. The results reveal that social exclusion can enhance
consumers’ preference for experiential consumption, nostalgia moderates the
relationship between social exclusion and preference for experiential consump-
tion, and further buffers the influence of social exclusion on consumption choice
preferences through the mediating role of social connection.
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Abstract

Social exclusion produces numerous negative consequences, and individuals at-
tempt to alleviate them through various strategies, among which consumption
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represents an important coping mechanism. This paper investigates the rela-
tionship between social exclusion and consumer choice orientation (experiential
vs. material consumption) through three experiments, while examining the mod-
erating role of nostalgia and the mediating role of social connectedness. The
results demonstrate that social exclusion increases consumers’ preference for
experiential consumption. Nostalgia moderates the relationship between social
exclusion and experiential consumption orientation, further buffering the effect
of social exclusion on consumer choice orientation through the mediating role
of social connectedness.

Keywords: social exclusion, consumer choice orientation, experiential con-
sumption, nostalgia, social connectedness

Social exclusion pervades everyday life, manifesting in job rejections, roman-
tic rebuffs, being ignored by staff in upscale stores (Lee & Shrum, 2012), and
even routine interactions where individuals are rejected, isolated, or neglected
by close others (Baumeister et al., 2005). This unpleasant experience exerts
significant negative effects, threatening individuals’ sense of social connection
and belonging (Mourey et al., 2017). Among the strategies for mitigating the
discomfort caused by social exclusion, consumption serves as a crucial coping
method (Chen et al., 2017; Su et al., 2019). People can obtain psychological
satisfaction through consumption, thereby alleviating the negative psychological
impact of social exclusion. However, how does social exclusion affect different
types of consumption? What are the underlying psychological mechanisms and
boundary conditions? These questions remain unanswered. This study exam-
ines the relationship between social exclusion and consumer choice orientation
by categorizing consumption into experiential and material purchases based on
consumption intentions, and further explores the underlying mechanisms.

Literature Review and Hypothesis Development

Social exclusion refers to the emotional experience of being ignored, rejected,
or isolated by other individuals or social groups (Williams, 2007). As an un-
pleasant experience, social exclusion significantly impacts cognitive, physiologi-
cal, and psychological functioning (Baumeister et al., 2005; Mourey et al., 2017),
leading to poorer performance on intelligence tests and learning tasks (Baumeis-
ter et al., 2002), lower perceived temperature (Zhong & Leonardelli, 2008), and
diminished self-esteem (Williams & Nida, 2011). To buffer these negative ef-
fects, individuals typically adopt new behaviors or adjust existing ones to cope
with the crisis of social exclusion, with consumption behavior representing one
effective strategy (Ding & Gong, 2016; Jiang et al., 2018). Mead et al. (2011)
propose that individuals can obtain a sense of social acceptance and achieve be-
longingness goals through consumption. Consequently, after experiencing social
exclusion, individuals tend to prefer products with certain characteristics or sym-
bolic meanings, such as conspicuous consumption, anthropomorphic products,
unique products, and hedonic goods (Chen et al., 2017; Liang et al., 2018; Xu
& Jin, 2020). Therefore, social exclusion may also influence consumers’ choices
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between different types of consumption.

Van Boven and Gilovich (2003) classified consumption activities into two types
based on consumption intentions: experiential purchases and material purchases.
Experiential consumption refers to consumption behaviors aimed at obtaining
life experiences or memories, emphasizing process and experience, whereas mate-
rial consumption refers to consumption behaviors aimed at possessing tangible
goods, emphasizing ownership and possession (Li et al., 2018). Previous re-
search has found that experiential consumption enhances consumer well-being
more effectively than material consumption (Lee et al., 2018; Sun et al., 2019;
Weingarten & Goodman, 2021). Compared to material consumption, experi-
ential consumption is characterized by stronger social interaction and higher
conversational value (Bastos & Brucks, 2017), and people tend to share ex-
periential purchases with others (Lin et al., 2018). Consequently, experiential
consumption can more effectively develop social relationships (Gilovich & Gallo,
2020), alleviate the psychological crisis caused by social exclusion, and enhance
well-being (Gallo et al., 2019; Weingarten & Goodman, 2021). Therefore, when
individuals experience social exclusion, they tend to prefer experiential consump-
tion over material consumption. Accordingly, we propose H1: Social exclusion
influences individuals’ consumer choice orientation; compared to individuals
who experience social acceptance, those who experience social exclusion show a
greater preference for experiential consumption over material consumption.

The effect of social exclusion on consumer choice orientation may be moderated
by other factors, such as nostalgia, which is also a commonly employed coping
strategy. Nostalgia is a bittersweet longing for the past, dominated by positive
emotions (Li et al., 2015; Wildschut et al., 2006). Nostalgia helps individuals
maintain self-esteem, alleviate existential threats, and enhance social connection
and belongingness (Juhl et al., 2010; Sedikides & Wildschut, 2019; Wildschut
et al., 2006), representing a highly social emotion (Juhl et al., 2021). When
individuals experience relational deficits due to group exclusion, nostalgia can
buffer this negative effect (Abakoumkin et al., 2017; Gravani et al., 2018). Since
nostalgia not only promotes social connection and establishes more meaningful
interpersonal relationships but also strengthens individuals’sense of belonging, it
can mitigate the negative psychological and cognitive impacts of social exclusion
(Cordaro, 2011), thereby reducing the urgency of using experiential consumption
to buffer the threats posed by social exclusion. Therefore, we propose H2:
Nostalgia moderates the effect of social exclusion on consumer choice orientation.
Specifically, nostalgia buffers the effect of social exclusion on consumer choice
orientation, eliminating or weakening this preference such that no difference
emerges between the two consumption types.

Social exclusion further diminishes social connectedness and increases the
need for social connection, creating an urgent desire to obtain such connection
through experiential consumption. Meanwhile, when individuals engage in
nostalgia, it enhances their sense of social connectedness and reduces the need
for social connection (Juhl et al., 2021; van Tilburg et al., 2019), thereby
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buffering the desire for experiential consumption. Accordingly, we propose
H3: The interactive effect of social exclusion and nostalgia on consumer choice
orientation is mediated by social connectedness.

[Figure 1: see original paper] Research Model

Experiment 1

Experiment 1 employed two sub-experiments to test H1, examining whether
social exclusion (vs. social acceptance) influences individuals’ consumer choice
orientation.

Experiment la

Participants and Design We recruited 207 online volunteers for a scenario
experiment. After excluding invalid participants who failed attention checks,
we obtained 202 valid participants (Mage = 25.30 £+ 7.14 years; 96 males,
47.5%). The experiment used a single-factor (social exclusion vs. social accep-
tance) between-subjects design.

Stimulus Selection To determine the experimental products for the depen-
dent variable, we first recruited 69 participants (Mage = 23.67 + 1.79 years; 44
females) to screen materials for material and experiential consumption. Partici-
pants were asked to recall past consumption experiences based on the definitions
of material and experiential consumption and write down typical examples for
each type. We selected the top eleven examples for each consumption type,
such as “books, movies, travel, mobile phones, brand-name shoes, concert tick-
ets, etc.”

Two psychology experts (one male, one female) then paired the examples based
on value and attractiveness. We ultimately selected “buying books” (material
consumption) and “watching a movie” (experiential consumption) as the most
matched pair representing the two consumption types.

Procedure and Measures Participants were randomly assigned to either the
experimental (exclusion) group or the control (acceptance) group. They first
completed a task designed to manipulate feelings of social exclusion (or accep-
tance), adapted from the scenario materials used in Breen and Kashdan (2011).
Both groups read the same premise: participants had made plans with friends
to attend a performance. The social exclusion manipulation then diverged: par-
ticipants in the exclusion group were told that their friends went to see the
performance without them, whereas those in the acceptance group were told
that they attended the performance together with their friends as planned. Par-
ticipants then reported their feelings of exclusion (e.g., “I feel excluded” ; Breen
& Kashdan, 2011, o = .94). Subsequently, they made a choice between an ex-
periential consumption activity and a material consumption activity (watching
a movie vs. buying books).
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Results and Analysis We first tested the effectiveness of the social exclusion
manipulation. Results showed that participants in the exclusion group reported
significantly higher feelings of exclusion (M = 4.65, SD = 1.75) than those in
the acceptance group (M = 2.82, SD = 1.70), t(200) = -7.47, p < .001, Coher’
s d = -1.06, confirming the manipulation was successful.

A chi-square test examining consumption choices under social exclusion versus
acceptance revealed significant differences (see Table 1), %(1) = 6.80, p < .01.
Further analysis indicated that in the social acceptance condition, the propor-
tion choosing material consumption (57.1%) was significantly higher than those
choosing experiential consumption (42.9%), p < .05. Conversely, in the social
exclusion condition, the proportion choosing experiential consumption (61.3%)
was significantly higher than those choosing material consumption (38.7%), p
< .05. These results demonstrate that social exclusion shifted participants’ con-
sumer choice orientation, making them more likely to prefer experiential con-
sumption over material consumption.

We further conducted a binary logistic regression analysis with social exclusion
as the independent variable, controlling for gender, age, education level, and in-
come, with consumer choice orientation as the dependent variable. The results
revealed that social exclusion significantly predicted consumer choice orienta-
tion, B = .88, SE = .31, Wald 2 = 7.86, p < .01, indicating that social exclusion
increased preference for experiential consumption. Thus, H1 was supported.

Experiment 1b

Experiment la provided initial support for H1. Experiment 1b aimed to further
replicate these findings using a different experimental paradigm to verify the
robustness and validity of the results. First, we changed the social exclusion
manipulation task, employing a virtual online friendship task (Wan et al., 2014).
Second, we altered the measurement of consumer choice orientation by using a
single-dimensional preference score (Chan & Mogilner, 2017), which provides a
more sensitive measure of consumers’ choice orientation.

Participants and Design We recruited 160 online participants. After ex-
cluding invalid participants who failed attention checks, we obtained 151 valid
participants (Mage = 21.60 + 4.32 years; 53 males, 35.1%). The experiment
used a single-factor (social exclusion vs. social acceptance) between-subjects de-
sign.

Procedure and Measures Participants were randomly assigned to either
the experimental (exclusion) group or the control (acceptance) group. They
first completed a task designed to manipulate feelings of social exclusion (or
acceptance), adapted from the scenario materials used in Wan et al. (2014).
Participants read a story and imagined themselves as the protagonist: they
had initiated friend requests with three strangers of interest on a social media
platform. After three days, they received different feedback. Participants in
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the exclusion group learned that all three individuals had rejected their friend
requests, whereas those in the acceptance group learned that all three had ac-
cepted their requests. Participants then briefly described their current feelings
and reported their sense of exclusion (same measure as Experiment la, Breen
& Kashdan, 2011, @ = .96). Next, participants were presented with two mugs
accompanied by brief slogans (see Figure 2 [Figure 2: see original paper]): one
emphasizing possession (mug labeled “My Coffee Mug” ) and the other empha-
sizing experience (mug labeled “My Coffee Time” ). Participants rated their
preference on a 9-point Likert scale (1 = My Coffee Mug; 9 = My Coffee Time),
with higher scores indicating greater preference for experiential consumption
(Chan & Mogilner, 2017).

Results and Analysis The manipulation check confirmed that participants
in the exclusion group reported significantly higher feelings of exclusion (M =
5.51, SD = .95) than those in the acceptance group (M = 1.64, SD = .90), t(149)
= 25.56, p < .001, Cohen’ s d = 4.18, indicating successful manipulation.

Analysis of consumer choice preferences across the two social conditions revealed
significant differences. Participants in the social exclusion condition showed
higher choice orientation scores (M = 7.78, SD = 1.10) compared to those in
the social acceptance condition (M = 4.23, SD = 3.03), t(149) = 9.56, p < .001,
Cohen’ s d = 1.56, demonstrating that socially excluded participants preferred
experiential consumption more than socially accepted participants.

A regression analysis with social exclusion as the independent variable, con-
trolling for gender, age, education level, and income, with consumer choice ori-
entation as the dependent variable, revealed that social exclusion significantly
predicted consumer choice orientation, B = 3.65, SE = .41, t = 9.01, p < .001.
This indicates that social exclusion increased preference for experiential con-
sumption, consistent with the results of Experiment la. Thus, Hl was again
supported.

Experiment 2

Experiments 1la and 1b consistently validated H1, demonstrating that socially
excluded individuals show greater preference for experiential consumption com-
pared to socially accepted individuals. Experiment 2 aimed to replicate these
findings with a larger sample while further investigating the underlying mecha-
nism of this effect, specifically examining the moderating role of nostalgia and
the mediating role of social connectedness.

Participants and Design

We recruited 712 online volunteers for a questionnaire survey. After excluding
invalid participants who failed attention checks, we obtained 699 valid partic-
ipants (Mage = 28.96 + 9.67 years; 365 males, 52.2%). The experiment used
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a 2 (social exclusion vs. social acceptance) x 2 (nostalgia vs. control) between-
subjects design, with consumer choice orientation as the dependent variable. All
participants were randomly assigned to one of four experimental conditions.

Procedure and Measures

The procedure was similar to Experiment la, with the addition of a nostalgia
manipulation. Participants first completed the social exclusion (or acceptance)
manipulation task and reported their feelings of social exclusion (same measure
as Experiment 1, o = .88). They then completed an event recall task to ma-
nipulate nostalgia (Juhl et al., 2021). After being presented with the concept
of nostalgia, participants were asked to recall either their most nostalgic event
or an ordinary event from their past and write down four keywords related to
the nostalgic (or ordinary) event. Participants then reported their feelings of
nostalgia (e.g., “I feel quite nostalgic right now” ; Zou et al., 2019, o = .90) and
their sense of social connectedness (e.g., “I feel closely connected to my family
and friends” ; Hepper et al., 2012, « = .81). Finally, they made a choice be-
tween an experiential consumption activity and a material consumption activity
(watching a movie vs. buying books).

Results and Analysis

The manipulation check for social exclusion confirmed that participants in the
exclusion group reported significantly higher feelings of exclusion (M = 3.51, SD
= 1.65) than those in the acceptance group (M = 3.11, SD = 1.43), t(697) =
-3.41, p < .01, Cohen’ s d = -.26, indicating successful manipulation. The nos-
talgia manipulation check also showed that participants in the nostalgia group
reported significantly higher nostalgia (M = 3.61, SD = 1.45) than those in the
control group (M = 3.04, SD = 1.25), t(697) = -5.33, p < .001, Cohen’ s d =
-.42, confirming successful manipulation.

Analysis of consumption choice proportions across different social exclusion and
nostalgia conditions (see Figure 3 [Figure 3: see original paper|) revealed that
in the control condition, the proportion choosing experiential consumption was
significantly higher in the social exclusion group (73.6%) than in the social ac-
ceptance group (18.0%), 2 = 83.82, p < .001. In the nostalgia condition, the
difference between social exclusion (58.2%) and social acceptance (25.7%) groups
remained significant, 2 = 45.44, p < .001, but the gap was smaller than in the
control condition, suggesting a buffering effect of nostalgia. Further analysis
revealed that when participants felt socially accepted, there was no significant
difference in experiential consumption choice proportions between the nostalgia
(25.7%) and control (18.0%) groups; both preferred material consumption, 2
= 2.71, p > .05. This indicates that nostalgia does not significantly influence
consumer choice orientation under social acceptance. However, under social ex-
clusion, although both groups preferred experiential consumption, the propor-
tion choosing experiential consumption was significantly lower in the nostalgia
group (58.2%) than in the control group (73.6%), 2 = 8.69, p < .01, provid-
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ing preliminary evidence that nostalgia buffers the effect of social exclusion on
experiential consumption preference.

We further conducted a logistic regression analysis with consumer choice ori-
entation as the dependent variable, examining the effects of social condition,
nostalgia, and their interaction, while controlling for gender, age, education
level, and income. As shown in Table 2 , the main effect of social exclusion
was significant (p < .001), replicating H1. The main effect of nostalgia was not
significant (p > .05), but the interaction between nostalgia and social exclusion
was significant (p < .001), indicating that the interactive effect significantly
predicted consumer choice and supporting H2.

To examine why nostalgia buffers the effect of social exclusion on consumer
choice orientation, we tested whether this moderating effect operates through
the mediating role of social connectedness. Using Hayes s (2013, Model 8)
mediated moderation analysis with bootstrap procedures (5,000 samples, 95%
confidence interval), controlling for gender, age, education level, and income,
we found a significant mediating effect of social connectedness under the inter-
action of social exclusion and nostalgia, B = .25, SE = .10, 95% CI = [.09, .47].
Specifically, in the control condition, the mediating effect of social connected-
ness was not significant, B = -.10, SE = .07, 95% CI = [-.26, .01]; however, in
the nostalgia condition, the mediating effect was significant, B = .14, SE = .06,
95% CI = [.05, .28].

Further analysis of the effect of social exclusion and nostalgia on social connect-
edness revealed a significant interaction (see Figure 4 [Figure 4: see original
paper]), F(1, 695) = 14.88, p < .001, 2 = .02. Under nostalgia, social connect-
edness was significantly higher in the social exclusion group (M = 3.79, SD =
.06) than in the control group (M = 3.49, SD = .06), F(1, 695) = 12.09, p <
.01, 2 = .02. In contrast, in the control condition, social connectedness was
significantly lower in the social exclusion group (M = 3.15, SD = .08) than
in the social acceptance group (M = 3.38, SD = .07), F(1, 695) = 4.68, p <
.05, 2 = .01. This pattern further demonstrates that social exclusion increases
preference for experiential consumption by reducing social connectedness, while
nostalgia buffers this effect by enhancing social connectedness.

Experiment 2 replicated H1, confirming that social exclusion leads to greater
preference for experiential consumption. Moreover, it demonstrated that nostal-
gia moderates this relationship, with this moderating effect further influencing
consumer choice orientation through the mediating role of social connectedness,
thereby supporting both H2 and H3.

General Discussion

This research makes several important theoretical contributions by examining
the effect of social exclusion on consumer behavior from the perspective of con-
sumption intentions. First, it enriches research on the consequences of social
exclusion, particularly in the consumption domain. Previous behavioral research
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on social exclusion has primarily focused on antisocial and prosocial behaviors
(Chen et al., 2017; Ding & Gong, 2016; Liang et al., 2018; Su et al., 2019). This
study investigates how social exclusion influences preferences for new consump-
tion types, exploring whether individuals tend to choose experiential consump-
tion as a compensatory mechanism to alleviate the negative effects of social
exclusion. This represents a novel contribution to understanding how people
cope with the negative consequences of social exclusion through different forms
of consumption.

Second, this research expands the investigation of antecedents of consumption
types. Currently, few studies examine how situational and dispositional factors
influence consumers’ experiential and material purchase behaviors, with only
limited attempts in this direction (Li et al., 2018; Yang et al., 2020). The present
research contributes to this understudied area by identifying social exclusion as
an important antecedent of consumption type preferences.

Third, this study reveals the psychological mechanism underlying the effect of
social exclusion on consumer choice orientation. Previous research has shown
that social exclusion enhances individuals’ desire to establish new social connec-
tions (Lakin et al., 2008; Maner et al., 2007). Building on this work, the current
research introduces nostalgia as a moderator that enhances social connectedness
(Wildschut et al., 2006, 2010; Zhou et al., 2008), thereby providing a more nu-
anced understanding of the mechanism through which social exclusion influences
consumer choice orientation. This undoubtedly advances our comprehension of
the relationship between social exclusion and consumption types.

This research also offers practical implications. For marketers, the findings
suggest that when promoting experiential products, companies can effectively
enhance consumer preference for experiential consumption by activating con-
sumers’ need for social connection through narrative advertising, thereby achiev-
ing better marketing outcomes. For consumers, the results provide insights into
coping strategies when facing self-threatening situations. After experiencing
social exclusion, individuals can mitigate the resulting threats to self-esteem
and reductions in social connectedness through experiential consumption and
nostalgia.

However, this research has several limitations that warrant future investigation.
First, regarding the research paradigm, all three experiments were conducted
online due to the pandemic. Future research could employ laboratory experi-
ments to strictly control experimental conditions and enhance rigor. Second,
regarding psychological mechanisms, certain relevant individual traits such as
materialism and social status were not considered, which may also influence
consumer decision-making. Future research could examine whether consumers
with different traits exhibit varying choice orientations after experiencing social
exclusion.
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