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Abstract 

The study attempts to uncover the characteristics of materialism groups in Malaysia among young adult consumers. 
It assesses the differences between materialism groups, i.e., low and high materialistic groups, using demographic 
and peer communication dimensions. The data was collected through self-administered questionnaires. The sample 
consisted of 956 respondents. The majority of the respondents were Malays followed by Chinese and Indians. The 
proportion of female respondents was higher than the male respondents. Most of the respondents were single and in 
the age group of between 19-29 years old. Independent sample t-tests were used to compare mean scores for the 
study variables between ‘high’ materialism and ‘low’ materialism groups and significant mean differences were 
found between ‘high’ and ‘low’ materialism groups in terms of peer communication construct. Specifically, it was 
found that the ‘high’ materialism group has considerably greater ratings on the construct. Internal consistency 
reliability assessment using Cronbach coefficient alpha revealed that the two dimensions had high reliability. A 
stepwise discriminant analysis performed on peer communication variable found that peer communication variable 
was significant in differentiating the two materialism groups. The implications, significance and limitations of the 
study are discussed. 
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1. Introduction 

Studies on consumer socialization have identified eight major socialization agents in most modern societies (Reimer 
& Rosengren, 1990). Previous studies on consumer socialization identified traditional socialization agents as family, 
peer group, work group, church, law and school; they can be found in most societies (Bindah & Othman, 2011; 
Reimer & Rosengren, 1990). People often interact with socialization agents and then take in consciously and 
unconsciously social norms, values, beliefs, attitudes and behaviors endorsed by these agents (Croteau & Hoynes, 
2000). As postmodern society grows more and more atomistic, individualistic and alienated, socialization agent 
becomes more and more powerful (Croteau & Hoynes, 2000). Ward (1974) offered a classical definition of 
consumer socialization: “the processes by which young people acquire skills, knowledge and attitudes relevant to 
their functioning as consumers in the marketplace,” (p. 2). The skills, knowledge and attitudes directly relevant to 
consumption behavior are “those which are necessary for enactment of the consumer role-for example, skills at 
budgeting, pricing, knowledge of brand attitudes and shopping outlets, and attitudes toward products, brands, and 
sales people,”(Ward, 1974, pp. 2-3). Materialism among today’s youth has also received strong interest among 
educators, parents, consumer activist and government regulators for many reasons (Korten, 1999). For instance, 
many studies on materialism among college and high school students show dramatic increases in materialistic values 
(Korten, 1999). Furthermore, the popular press has also characterized youth as “hyper-consumers.” Social scientists 
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have responded with a burst of recent books that decry materialism among young consumers and criticize 
marketing’s role in the development of materialistic values (Kasser, 2002; Schor, 1999). 

Although materialism has long been of interest to consumer researchers, surprisingly however, with such a growing 
concern about adolescent becoming too materialistic, research into this area has paid little attention to young adult 
consumers and their endorsement of materialistic values. Kau et al. (2000) for instance, have examined if the level 
of materialistic inclination differs among respondents with different demographic characteristic. Using a sample of 
undergraduate students in the age group of 15 to 54 years old, the findings revealed that people in different age 
group were observed to differ in their degree of materialistic inclination. In their study, teenagers in the age group of 
between 15 to 19 years old were less materialistic; their older counterparts in the age group of 20 to 29 years old 
were more materialistic. A major limitation of previous studies into the effects of socialization agents has been the 
limited scope of the analyses, confined to a given developmental stage (for example, childhood, adolescents). Cross 
sectional data analyzed at a specific development stage in a person’s life tell us little about the possible casual 
influences of socialization agents, living room for criticisms about the nature and direction of influence between 
materialism and measures of the person’s interaction with socialization agents (Moschis, 1985). Furthermore, it is 
not clear whether specific socialization agents in general, and communication environment in particular, can instill 
materialistic values in people. 

There exist several definitions of young adults. Theorists often define young adults as those who have reached 
sexual maturity, but are not married (Schindler, 2001). Custom in the United States distinguishes young adults as 
those newly eligible to vote, at age eighteen. Erikson (1968) devoted his research to defining the eight stages of life. 
Young adulthood, according to his model, falls in the sixth stage, “intimacy vs. isolation.” The developing person 
grows up until the time he/she forms his/her identity. Then is the test to see if the individual can fuse his/her identity 
with that of others, and if the person is ready for intimacy, and the capacity to commit himself or herself to concrete 
affiliations and partnerships (Erikson, 1968). This stage can only occur after the person has successfully completed 
the other stages. Often, chronology of age is not the most important consideration. Studies analyzing consumer 
behaviour have fundamentally focused on adolescents, and their findings have generally not been transferable to 
young adults (Ganassali et al. 2006). The reason to study young consumer is due to young behaviour represents a 
collective subject holding a common culture (Fabris, 2003): this common culture is based on some shared values, on 
a shared tendency to feel as citizens of the world, on a common propensity to experience new things and to support 
new ideas. From this point of view, young consumer behaviour is a relevant issue for managers and policy makers 
too, because they are recognized as a significant market segment (Moschis & Moore, 1979) and they frequently 
represent the pioneers of new social and consumption trends. The study of young people behaviour is consequently 
of great interest, given the significant spending of this segment of the population and the importance of their 
purchases (McNeal, 1999). 

Most research conducted in the area of consumer socialization and its effect on the development of materialistic 
values, have placed their emphasis on the key relationships between variables in their model, with very few 
exceptions of studies addressing distinct materialism groups among socialization agents (e.g., Goldberg et al., 2003). 
Research addressing specific distinct materialism group differences across peer communication has not been 
explored extensively. Hence, there is a need to examine the differences of peer communication factors across 
distinct materialism subgroups and to identify the important factor in discriminating between these materialism 
groups. The purpose of this paper is to adopt a theoretical framework to explain the mechanism responsible for the 
development of materialistic values among young adult consumers. This paper emphasized on the role of peer 
communication influences on the development of materialistic values among young adult consumers. Based on 
theoretical and research perspectives, two hypotheses are developed. 

1.1 Objectives of Study 

a. To examine the differences between low and high materialism groups among young urban adults consumers 
in Malaysia using demographics dimension. 

b. To examine the differences between low and high materialism groups among young urban adults consumers 
using peer communication dimension. 

2. Literature Review 

When it comes to consumer socialization, attitudes, aside from values (e.g., materialism), behaviours and norms are 
important elements in the study of the consumer socialization process as defined by Ward (Ward, 1974). Among the 
major sources of socialization influence, include parents, peers, media and school. Prior research identify parents are 
the main agents in children and adolescents’ primary socialization process, in which implicitly and explicitly they 
teach and transmit consumer-related orientations to their child (e.g., John, 1999; Ward, 1974). According to Moschis 
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(1985), in the secondary socialization process, peers, school and media tend to gain influence (Moschis, 1985). 
Marketing and advertising scholars have found that at the perceptual stage (2 to 7 years old) (Piaget, 1953), young 
children’s consumer learning mainly comes from their modeling on parents and peers while the influence of mass 
media is low (Ward & Wackman, 1971). 

Researchers have also found that children in the critical period (7 to 11 years old) (Piaget, 1953) can recognize the 
functional differences between program and commercials and they can distinguish program from commercials based 
on persuasive intent (Blosser & Roberts, 1985; Robertson & Rossiter, 1974). Children in the critical period can 
recall both visual and verbal details of television commercials, and they can recall more brand names (John, 1999). 
They begin to perceive some bias and deception in advertising messages and accordingly foster a more negative 
attitude toward advertising (John, 1999). They can categorize products and discriminate brands according to their 
underlying functional attributes (John & Lakshmi-Ratan, 1992). 

For teenagers in the reflective period (11-17) (Piaget, 1953), observational learning has become the most important 
device of their consumer socialization. They turn away from parents to peers and seek consumer information from 
various mass media. They learn consumer knowledge and skills through direct experiences (trial), observation 
(imitation), and vicarious experiences.  

Previous research suggests that, as socializing agents, television and peers are more important than family for 
adolescents while young teenagers are more sensitive to the social meaning of consumption because of their strong 
self-expressive orientation (Churchill & Moschis, 1979; Moschis & Churchill, 1978; Moschis & Moore, 1979; 
Moschis & Mitchell, 1986). Social structural restraints including social class, gender and race, have also been 
examined by many scholars as antecedent variables of adolescents’ consumer socialization and they are found to be 
interesting mediators, facilitators or limiting factors, but family, peers and mass media have always been identified 
as dominant influences (Churchill & Moschis, 1979; Moschis & Churchill, 1978; Moschis & Mitchell, 1986). Thus, 
aside from television and family influences, previous research indicates that peer as a socialization agent plays a 
significant role in influencing adolescent in many aspects of their consumption behaviour, norms and values. Given 
the importance of the role peers exert on adolescents as they grow up into adulthood, it is interesting for marketers 
and scholars to understand just how much or to what extent peers play a significant role in influencing young adults’ 
development of values, such as materialism. The present study attempt to explore peer influence, particularly the 
communication and interaction patterns that takes place between young adults and their peers to determine if there is 
any implication on the endorsement of materialistic values. Churchill and Moschis (1979) have offered a general 
conceptual framework that is useful in organizing and conceptualizing variables for the study of consumer 
socialization, and has applied the general theoretical and conceptual notions of socialization to the specific context 
of consumer socialization. 

Although no single set of socialization concepts, assumptions, and hypotheses has been agreed upon to guide 
research efforts in the area of consumer socialization, a rough blueprint does exist outlining what data should be 
included and what a socialization theory of consumer behaviour might look like and is adapted for the present study. 
McLeod and O'Keefe (1972), for example, maintained that a complete socialization theory must deal with five types 
of variable: (1) content or criterion behaviour; (2) agent or source of the influence; (3) learning processes involved 
in socialization; (4) social structural constraints affecting learning; and (5) age or life cycle position of the person 
being influenced (Churchill & Moschis, 1979). The following provides a brief explanation on the five different types 
of variables. 

2.1 Content or Criterion Behavior 

Socialization research focuses on the study of the development of learning properties (cognitions and behaviours) 
necessary for the performance of a given social role (Churchill & Moschis, 1979). Learning properties can be 
divided into: (1) properties that help a person function in any given social system and (2) properties related to a 
person's individual behaviour regardless of the standards set by any larger system (McLeod & O'Keefe, 1972; 
Churchill & Moschis, 1979). The criteria relevant to the functioning in any given social system are prescribed by 
that society. They are based on normative theories of human behaviour and, are efforts on the part of some members 
of that society to regulate the behaviour of other members so that certain “desirable” consequences follow (Churchill 
& Moschis, 1979). Criteria relevant to individual behaviour, on the other hand include cognitions and behaviours 
that enable the person to enact a given social role, regardless of whether the behaviours are functional or 
dysfunctional in any larger system. 

2.2 Agent or Source of Influence 

Socialization is often viewed as a social process by which norms, attitudes, motivations, and behaviours are 
transmitted from specific sources, commonly known as “socialization agents” to the learner (Churchill & Moschis, 
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1979). “Socialization takes place through interaction of the person and various agents in specific social settings” 
(McLeod & O'Keefe, 1972, p. 135). A socialization agent may be a person or an organization directly involved in 
socialization because of frequency of contact with the individual, primacy over the individual, and control over 
rewards and punishments given to the individual (Churchill & Moschis, 1979). These agents are of high salience to 
the learner and continue to influence the development of his/her character, even as new agents are added and older 
ones are displaced. The result of these interactions is the development of a series of “self-other systems” in which 
the individual is oriented toward the evaluations of significant others and the role prescriptions (Churchill & 
Moschis, 1979). 

The main implication of including specific-influence agents in the socialization model is that the unit of analysis 
becomes the agent-learner relationship (McLeod & O'Keefe, 1972). Talmon (1963) classifies these agent-to-learner 
relationships into four categories on the basis of the formality of the type of agent and the role of the learner: (1) 
formal organization (agent), role of learner specified (e.g., school); (2) formal organization, role of learner not 
specified (e.g., mass media); (3) informal organization, role of learner specified (e.g., family): (4) informal 
organization, role of learner not specified (e.g., peers). 

2.3 Learning Processes 

The processes by which the learner acquires specific values and behaviours from the socialization agents, while 
interacting with them, can be divided into three categories: modeling, reinforcement, and social interaction (McLeod 
& O'Keefe, 1972). 

2.3.1 Modeling 

Modeling explanations involve imitation either through a conscious attempt to emulate the socialization agent or 
because the agent’s behaviour is the most salient alternative open to the person (McLeod & O'Keefe, 1972; 
Churchill & Moschis, 1979). For example, adolescents do the same things as their peers do in an effort to be like 
them. This type of learning process has also been referred to as observational and imitation learning (Churchill & 
Moschis, 1979). 

2.3.2 Reinforcement 

These explanations of learning involve either reward (positive reinforcement) or punishment (negative 
reinforcement) mechanisms. 

2.4 Social Interaction 

The social interaction mechanism is less specific as to the exact type of learning involved. It may involve a 
combination of modeling and reinforcement (McLeod & O'Keefe, 1972; Churchill & Moschis, 1979). This 
explanation holds that the characteristic social norms involved in the person’s interactions with other significant 
persons shape the individual’s attitudes, values, and behaviour. Thus, what is learned is a series of interpersonal 
relationships relating to a given social role (Thorton & Nardi, 1975). The social interaction process may have 
content and structure. Content often refers to expectations (norms) held by agents as to what the prescribed role 
should be; these may be attitudinal, behavioural, or cognitive (Thorton & Nardi, 1975). The structure of the social 
interaction mechanism, on the other hand, usually refers to agent-child relations concerning power and 
communication. 

2.5 Social Structural Constraints 

Social structural explanations of socialization emphasize the person’s social environment within which learning 
takes place. Social variables such as social class, sex, and birth order can have a direct as well as indirect effect in 
socialization, by influencing learning processes (McLeod & O'Keefe, 1972; Churchill & Moschis, 1979). 

2.6 Age or Life Cycle Position 

Although the study of socialization was once restricted to learning that takes place during childhood, it has been 
extended in recent years to include the study of learning that occurs throughout a person's lifetime (Churchill & 
Moschis, 1979). Because people learn continuously and because they learn different things at different times in their 
lives from different agents, the emphasis is on changes in a person’'s cognitions and behaviours as the individual 
moves through the life cycle, specifically in the post-adolescent period when the person gets married, takes a job, 
and so forth, at different ages (Churchill & Moschis, 1979). Theory and research also suggest that people at different 
age or life cycle levels may be influenced differently by environmental factors, e.g., socialization agents (Churchill 
& Moschis, 1979). Thus, all generalizations are dependent upon a particular phase in the developmental process or 
life cycle, and a different cluster of variables tends to dominate each stage. 
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Typical research on development of consumer patterns of thinking and behaving has been based on two models of 
human learning: the cognitive developmental model and the social learning model. Studies utilizing the cognitive 
developmental approach attempt to explain socialization as a function of qualitative changes (stages) in cognitive 
organization occurring between infancy and adulthood. Stages are defined in terms of cognitive structures the child 
can use in perceiving and dealing with the environment at different ages. As the child “moves” from one stage to 
another, s/he is assumed to be developing and integrating various learning properties. The social learning model, on 
the other hand, seeks explanations for the formation of cognitions and behaviours from the sources of influence 
(socialization agents) transmitting attitudes, motivations, and values to the person. Learning is assumed to be taking 
place during the person’s interaction with these socialization agents in various social settings (McLeod & O'Keefe, 
1972; Churchill & Moschis, 1979). 

2.7 Materialism 

In the relevant literature, materialism is defined from various social, cultural, psychological, and economic 
perspectives: a way of life, a value orientation, a cultural system, a personality trait, a second-order value, an 
aspiration (e.g., Daun, 1983; Fox & Lears, 1983; Ward & Wackman, 1971; Inglehart, 1981; Mukerji, 1983; Belk, 
1984; Richins & Dawson, 1990; Bindah & Othman, 2011). Daun (1983) described materialism as a lifestyle in 
which a high level of material consumption functioned as a goal and served as a set of plans. Materialism lends 
meaning to life and provides an aim for everyday work. Fox and Lears (1983) regarded materialism as the ceaseless 
pursuit of the “good life” through consumption. Ward and Wackman (1971) defined materialism as “an orientation 
which views material goods and money as important for personal happiness and social progress” (p. 422). And 
Inglehart (1981) considered materialism as an economic orientation to life, a cultural or structural variable, giving 
precedence to economic values over other values such as freedom, civil power, aesthetics, and friendship. He argued 
that materialism was a value situated within the constellation of a value system. Similarly, Mukerji (1983) regarded 
materialism as a cultural system in which material interests are not made subservient to other social goals and 
material self-interests are prominent. Belk (1984) observed, “Materialism reflects the importance a consumer 
attaches to worldly possessions. At the highest levels of materialism, such possessions assume a central place in a 
person’s life and are believed to provide the greatest sources of satisfaction and dissatisfaction,” (p. 291). 

More relevant to this paper, Richins and Dawson (1990) considered materialism as a value orientation with at least 
three components: a status component, which reflects the intended and actual use of material objects as a means of 
social recognition and to symbolize one’s personal success; the expectation or aspirational component of 
materialism concerns the extent to which an individual believes that acquisitions of material objects will lead to 
personal happiness and enjoyment of life; and an affective component represented by the degree to which an 
individual actually does find possessions to be a source of satisfaction. Materialism is an organizing or second-order 
value that incorporates both the importance placed on certain end states (achievement and enjoyment values) and 
beliefs that possessions are appropriate means to achieve these states (Richins & Dawson, 1990). 

Richins and Dawson’s (1992) concept of materialism rests on the two processes of acquisition and possession. They 
believe that these processes organize and guide the materialist’s plans and behaviours under the expectation of 
certain favourable end states. There are three themes in their concept of materialism. First, acquisition is central to 
the lives of materialists. It not only serves as a focal point, but also organizes behavioural patterns. Acquisition 
serves as a set of plans and goals that directs and guides daily endeavours. Second, acquisition is a means of 
achieving happiness and well-being in life. To materialists, both acquisition and possession of goods are essential to 
satisfaction and well-being in life. Finally, materialists use possessions to display success or status. They judge their 
own and others’ success by the number and quality of possessions accumulated. They view themselves as successful 
to the extent they can possess products that project the desired self-image. Materialism represents a mind-set or 
constellation of attitudes regarding the relative importance of acquisition and possession of objects in one’s life. For 
materialists, possessions and their acquisition are at the forefront of personal goals that dictate their “way of life.” 
They value possessions and their acquisition more highly than most other matters and activities in life. For Richins 
and Dawson (1992), materialism is a value that guides people’s choices and conduct in a variety of situations, 
including, but not limited to consumption areas. It should be able to influence not only the type of products 
purchased, but also the quantity. 

This paper follows that of Richins and Dawson (1992) to define materialism as a value of at least three components: 
acquisition centrality, acquisition as the pursuit of happiness, and possession-defined success. It is an organizing 
central value that guides people’s choices and behaviour in everyday life. It is an enduring belief that acquisition and 
possessions are essential to happiness and success in one’s life. Broadly defined, materialism is any excessive 
reliance on consumer goods to achieve the end states of pleasure, self-esteem, good interpersonal relationship or 
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high social status, any consumption-based orientation to happiness-seeking and a high importance of material issues 
in life (Ger & Belk, 1999). 

2.8 The Relationship between Peer Communication Influence and Materialism 

In the consumer context, many aspects of socialization, including an understanding of materialism, arise from peer 
communication. It has been recommended that research along these lines be furthered by breaking down peer 
relationships into factors such as frequency of interaction and communication. In this study, peer communication is 
investigated to capture its effect on the development of materialism among young adult consumers. 

There are very few and well established researches conducted in the area of peer communication and influences and 
its relationship with materialism (e.g., Moschis & Churchill, 1978; Churchill & Moschis, 1979). Most previous 
researchers either focused on children or adolescents, and practically no research has examined the effect of peer 
communication and influences of young adults and its relationship with materialism. Moschis and Churchill (1978) 
have examined the influence of family communication, on youth’s development of specific consumer related 
motives and values in the context of consumer socialization among adolescents within the age group of (12 to 18 
years old). It was reported that adolescent peer groups were particularly significant sources of influence. Children 
learned from peers “expressive elements of consumption” or “affective consumption” (“styles and moods of 
consumption”). In the study, the researchers hypothesized that the more frequently an adolescent communicated 
with their peers about consumption matters, the more positive the individual’s materialistic attitudes would be. The 
result of the study indicated that the correlation between peer communication about consumption and materialistic 
values was positive and statistically significant and thus suggesting that youths may learn the expressive aspects of 
consumption from their peers. Adolescents appeared to acquire several cognitive skills by interacting with their 
peers. Peer communication about consumption variable was related positively to the adolescent's and materialism. 
Churchill and Moschis (1979) conducted another research with adolescents from both urban and rural areas with 
respect to peer communication about consumption, in which the researchers hypothesized a positive relationship 
between the adolescent’s frequency of communication with his/her peers about consumption matters and the 
strength of his/her materialistic attitudes. Their findings indicated that materialistic values increase with the extent of 
peer communication. Their research findings also indicated that peer influence may be of significance in situations 
involving conspicuous consumption. These speculations and findings supported a hypothesized positive relationship 
between the adolescent's frequency of communication with his/her peers about consumption matters and the strength 
of his/her materialistic attitudes.  

Moore and Moschis (1981) have studied the influence of peers as socialization agents and the effects of 
demographics variables on adolescents’ consumer learning within the context of a conceptual model of consumer 
socialization. In their study, materialism was included as part of the consumer learning properties. The researchers 
hypothesized that the more frequently an adolescent communicated with peers about consumption matters, the more 
positive the individual’s materialistic attitudes would be. The result was significant. It was found that the frequency 
of peer communication seems to lead to the development of materialistic orientations. The researchers concluded 
that the expressive aspects of consumption may be acquired from peer. Later, Achenreiner (1997) conducted a study 
to examine the materialistic attitudes of children across a wide age span, using a large sample, and a multi-item 
materialism scale, and examined the relationship between materialistic attitudes in children and susceptibility to peer 
group influence. The materialistic attitudes of children, ranging in age of 8 to 16 year old were examined using a 
multi-item materialism scale for children. The findings indicated that materialism was a relatively stable trait, 
varying only marginally with age, despite the numerous developmental changes taking place as a child gets older. 
The study also examined the relationship between materialism and susceptibility to peer influence and found a 
significant correlation. The findings supported the hypothesis that materialism and susceptibility to influence were 
positively related. The research was critical for a better understanding how materialistic attitudes develop and the 
role peer influence had on these attitudes. Regardless of age, children who were higher in susceptibility to influence 
also tended to be more materialistic. Flouri (1999) have examined the extent to which family environment mediate 
the relationship between family structure, religious attendance susceptibility to interpersonal influence 
communication with peer about consumption and materialism among mothers with children from college students 
aged between 16 to 23 years old. The results indicated that materialism was positively related to communication 
with peers about consumption issues. Materialism was independently predicted by the extent of peer influence. 
Materialism in adolescents was positively related to communication with peers about consumption issues and 
susceptibility to interpersonal influence. However within a maternal sample, adolescents’ materialism correlated 
with peer influence. The results also showed that materialism in adolescents was independently predicted by the 
extent of peer influence. In another study, Chan and Prendergast (2007) surveyed adolescents aged 11 to 20 to 
ascertain whether adolescents in Hong Kong endorsed materialistic values, and to examine the influences of 
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interpersonal communication on adolescents’ tendency to engage in social comparison and endorse materialistic 
values. They found that peer communications were positive predictors of social comparison with friends, and that 
peer influence had a positive correlation with materialism. The findings also indicated that normative peer influence 
was related to social comparison with friends while informative peer influence was not. 

On the other hand, Chan and Zhang (2007) have examined the influence of peers and media celebrities on young 
people’s endorsement of materialistic values in China. As the Chinese culture is said to be collective, it was 
expected that social relations, both personal and celebrity-mediated, played an important role in the establishment of 
consumption values. The respondents for the study were university students aged 18 to 24 years old in Beijing. The 
results indicated that peer communication and susceptibility to peer influence were positively related to social 
comparison. Motivation for viewing advertisements was positively related to imitation of celebrity models. In turn, 
both social comparison and imitation of celebrity models were positive predictors of materialism. The results of 
their study revealed that peer communication was positively correlated with social comparison. The level of peer 
communication reflected the frequency of peer interaction. Respondents who frequently communicated about 
advertisements and consumption with friends were more likely to engage in social comparison, because much of 
their communication is about possessions and brands. Social comparison in turn had a positive correlation with 
materialism. Respondents who compared their possessions with the possessions of friends and media celebrities 
came to believe that possessions were related to success and happiness, and that possessions occupy a central 
position in life. The findings of the study was also interpreted as showing that those who placed a high importance 
on material possessions were keen to engage in social comparison and peer interaction. The study has shown that 
when youth have higher levels of communication with peers, and were more vulnerable to their influence, they 
tended to engage in social comparison more often. And, this in turn predicted their level of materialism. 

La Ferle and Chan (2008) have examined the influence of marketing communication factors, specifically social 
influences factors, peers on adolescents’ endorsement of materialistic values in Singapore, with adolescents age 13 
to 18 years old. They found that respondent would seek advice from peers when they buy products. In the study peer 
influence explained 40 % of the variance in materialistic values, and was found to be significant predictors of 
materialistic values among adolescents. Multiple regression analysis indicated that peer influence were positive 
predictors of materialistic values. Respondents who perceivedhigher level of peer influence were more materialistic. 
The study indicated that social influences played an important role in predicting levels of materialism among 
adolescents in Singapore. Furthermore, Roberts, Manolis and Tanner (2008) have investigated adolescents 
susceptibility to parental and peer influences, and how this susceptibility impact materialistic values and compulsive 
buying, using a sample of adolescents from grade 7 through 12 whose ranged aged were from 11 to 19 years old. 
The results of their study indicated that normative peer influence was shown to increase the level of materialism. 
Based on the background study, the following hypotheses are developed to identify factors that distinguished ‘high 
materialism’ and ‘low materialism’ groups, and to determine the relative importance of these factors in predicting 
group membership. 

Ho1. Young adults who score ‘high’ on materialism tend to have a higher score on peer communication. 

Ho2. Young adults who score ‘low’ on materialism tend to have a lower score on peer communication. 

3. Methodology 

The following section mainly provides a discussion on the sample procedures and measurement and reports the 
inter-item reliability of the main constructs. 

3.1 Sample and Procedures 

Materialism and peer communication amongst young adults were examined through a survey conducted in the 
Klang Valley in Malaysia from January to March 2011. The target population were college students in public 
universities and private colleges of higher learning across the Klang Valley region in Malaysia as most institutions 
of higher learning in the country are concentrated in this area. College students were chosen for the study because 
generally they represent the future of a country because, with a good education, most of them will become 
middle-class professionals. On the other hand, most well-educated college students in the future will become 
relatively high-income professionals and spend much more money on products or services. Understanding their 
values and inclinations is useful for predicting the purchase patterns of young Malaysian working professionals. In 
total, 956 completed the survey questionnaires and were usable for the data analyses. 

3.2 Measures 

Allthe constructs were measured by multiple items. Generally, the respondents were asked to indicate on a 
five-point scale the extent to which they agreed with the statements (1=Somewhat disagree, 5=Strongly agree). 



www.ccsenet.org/ibr                     International Business Research                   Vol. 5, No. 3; March 2012 

Published by Canadian Center of Science and Education 9

Demographics variables were also collected and included gender, age, ethnicity, religion, marital status, and gross 
personal monthly income. 

3.2.1 Materialism 

Our key constructs were assessed using previously published, multi-item measures using a five-point Likert format 
adapted from Richins and Dawson (1992). As a means of testing the Material Value Scale (MVS) cross-cultural 
applicability using an alternative format, we followed the recommendations of Wong et al. (2003) by replacing the 
MVS’s mixed-worded Likert format with a 15-items interrogative question format. Thus, rather than forcing 
respondents to agree or disagree with statements (e.g., I admire people who own expensive cars, homes, and clothes), 
we asked respondents to react to questions (e.g., How do you feel about people who own expensive cars, homes, and 
clothes?) using a set of specific response options (e.g., do not admire vs. greatly admire). We altered the direction 
(i.e., left or right side) of these anchors to mirror the original direction of the Likert-style MVS (MVS-Likert). The 
inter-item reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) was 0.69. The mean formed the measure of materialism, with higher scores 
indicating stronger endorsement of materialistic values. 

3.2.2 Peer Communication 

Peer communication was operationally defined as the overt peer-young adults’ interactions about goods and services. 
Peer communication was measured with three items in which respondents were asked about the extent to which they 
interacted with their peers with regards to their buying habit and indicated the extent to which they agree or disagree 
with the statements. The items were adapted from Moschis and Moore (1979) which originally consisted of three 
items and were then modified for the study. The original scale response were recorded on a 5-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1 ‘Very’ to 5 ‘Never,’ whereas we have modified the scale and responses are recorded on a 5-point 
Likert scale ranging from 1 ‘Strongly disagree’ to 5 ‘Strongly agree.’ The reason for modification was to standardize 
the scale for the various sections of the questionnaire and to encourage consistency in responses. The statements 
were: “My friend and I talk about buying things,” “My friend and I learn from each other about buying things,” “My 
friend and I trust each other about buying things.” The inter-item reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) was 0.69. 

4. Results 

4.1 ‘High’ Materialism and ‘Low’ Materialism Groups: A Demographic Comparison 

The subjects of this study were classified into two materialism groups. That is, respondents who tend to agree more 
with the materialism statements were classified as ‘high’ materialism; those respondents who did not agree much 
with the statements were categorised as ‘low’ materialism. The classification of high and low materialistic values 
among young adults, is based on previous study conducted by Goldberg et al. (2003) on materialism among young 
adults, where their analyses were conducted by dividing the sample into quartiles and focusing on youths who were 
the most and least materialistic-those in the highest quartile and lowest quartile. The analysis in the study conducted 
by Goldberg et al. (2003) follows that of Richins (1994) who used the bottom and top quartiles of scores on her 
Adult Materialism Scale to classify respondents so as “to achieve a clear separation” (p. 524). Similarly, Richins and 
Dawson (1992) compared the top and bottom terciles. This approach is akin to the “known groups” approach 
(Wiggins, 1973). Because it is known with relative clarity what to expect of those who fall at either end of the scale, 
we focus on a comparison between them. In contrast, it is not so clear what to expect for those closer to the middle 
of the scale and so it is harder to predict how they will score on the various criterion measures. 

Chi-square tests of independence were used to examine the demographic differences between ‘high’ materialism 
group and ‘low’ materialism group. Among the demographic variables, however, no significant differences were 
found between ‘high’ materialism and ‘low’ materialism groups. Table 1 presents the Chi-square results for the 
present study. 

Insert Table 1 Here 

4.2 ‘High’ and ‘Low’ Materialism Groups: Comparing the Peer Communication Factor 

Independent sample t-tests were used to compare mean scores for the study variables between ‘high’ materialism 
and ‘low’ materialism groups. As shown in Table 2, the present findings are encouraging whereby significant mean 
differences were found between ‘high’ and ‘low’ materialism groups in terms of peer communication factor. 
Specifically, it was found that the ‘high’ materialism group has considerably greater ratings on all constructs. 

Insert Table 2 Here 

From the independent sample t-tests analysis, a profile of ‘high’ and ‘low’ materialism groups can be drawn up. 
Specifically, young adults who tend to communicate with their peers with regards to consumption matters tend to be 
more inclined towards ‘high’ materialistic values in comparison to ‘low’ materialistic values. This result converge 
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with the findings of Churchill and Moschis (1979), which found in their study that materialistic values did increase 
with the extent of peer communication. The researchers tested the hypothesis that young people may pay attention to 
television commercials and discuss them with their peers. They found that materialistic values did increase with 
extent of peer communication. Another study also converged with our present findings, where Moore and Moschis 
(1981) surveyed 784 respondents from sixth through twelve grade students. Their findings indicated that the 
frequency of peer seems to lead to the development of materialistic orientations. Thus, concluding that the 
expressive aspects of consumption may be acquired from peers. Flouri (1999) who surveyed 246 adolescents aged 
16 to 23 years old have found that materialism was positively related to communication with peers about 
consumption issues. Materialism wasindependently predicted by the extent of peer influence. Materialism in 
adolescents was positively related to communication with peers about consumption issues. Their results showed that 
materialism in adolescents was independently predicted by the extent of peer influence. In China, Chan and Zhang 
(2007) surveyed 305 university students (undergraduate and graduate students) aged 18 to 24 and found that peer 
communication and susceptibility to peer influence were positively related to social comparison. Motivation for 
viewing advertisements was positively related to imitation of celebrity models. In turn, both social comparison and 
imitation of celebrity models were positive predictors of materialism. Respondents who compare their possessions 
with the possessions of friends and media celebrities believe that possessions were related to success and happiness, 
and that possessions occupy a central position in life. Those who place a high importance on material possessions 
were keen to engage in peer interaction. 

4.3 Predicting Group Membership: A Discriminant Analysis 

While the significant mean difference tests as discussed above provided a preliminary insight into the differences 
between the two materialism groups, the use of independent sample t-tests was not able to determine the relative 
importance of each factor that best discriminates between ‘high’ materialism and ‘low’ materialism. Therefore, a 
discriminant analysis was needed to provide an exploration into the discriminating power of these factors. A total of 
two variables have been included in the discriminant analysis. These variables include: peer communication and 
materialism. 

4.4 Analysing Group Differences 

The mean differences between two different groups, namely ‘high’ materialism and ‘low’ materialism groups, with 
respect to peer communication were examined. The results revealed that the group who tended to be less 
materialistic was significantly different from the group who tended to be more materialistic in terms of the study 
construct. As expected, the groups mean differences were consistent with the findings reported in the independent 
sample t-tests analysis (see Table 3). When compared to ‘high’ materialism, young adults who are less materialistic 
communicated less about consumption matter with their peers. 

Insert Table 3 Here 

Statistically, the higher the F-value of a particular variable, the more important the variable is (Hair et al. 2006). It 
was found that peer communication is an important predicting variable, with the F-value recorded at 24.337. Wilks’ 
Lambda is another measure of group differences based on individual variable, ascertaining the within group variance 
with the total variance (Hair et al. 2006). In contrast to F-value, the smaller value of Wilks’ λ (i.e., near 0) indicates 
that the group means seem to be different, and thus the null hypothesis should be rejected (Hair et al. 2006). It was 
shown that the Wilks’ λ values for peer communication were low, reported at 0.975, leading to significant p-value of 
0.0000. The results have thus far indicated that peer communication is an important significant factor in 
discriminating the two materialism groups. 

4.5 Discriminant Function 

Table 4 presents a summary of the discriminant function. There was no discriminant function with the eigenvalue of 
more than one produced for the two materialism groups. The canonical correlation was 0.196, when squared value 
implied that this model could explain 44.2 % of the variance in the dependent variable (i.e., materialism). The 
standardised function coefficients and the structure matrix measures aid in the interpretation of the relative 
importance of the variables to the function. The higher the standardised function coefficients for a given variable, 
the more important the variable is (Hair et al. 2006). It was reported that peer communication (0.738) made a great 
contribution to the function. Next, when the structure matrix correlation was examined, peer communication was 
again shown to have high correlation with the function (0.800). 

Insert Table 4 Here 
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The classification results of the discriminant analysis are presented in Table 5. Approximately 56.5 % of the 
respondents in ‘low materialism’ group were correctly classified, while 58.3 % of the respondents in ‘high 
materialism’ group were correctly classified. 

Insert Table 5 Here 

Overall, 57.3 % of the respondents were correctly classified based on the discriminant function. The classified 
matrix showed that predictive accuracy of the function was 57 % between the ‘high’ materialism and ‘low’ 
materialism groups. Both hypotheses developed for the study regarding materialism group membership was 
supported with the use of discriminant analysis. The current findings reported peer communication to be an 
important factor in discriminating the two materialism groups. 

5. Discussion and Direction for Future Research  

The information presented in this article suggests adequate evidence that peer communication appears to play an 
important role in consumer socialization, particularly among young urban adult consumers in Malaysia. Generally, 
young adult consumers appear to acquire a variety of consumption-related orientations skills, and values 
(particularly, materialistic values) from their peers interaction. The purpose of this paper was to provide a theoretical 
framework to explain the mechanism responsible for the development of materialistic values among young adult 
consumers. The role of peer communication influences on the development of materialistic values among young 
adult consumers was assessed using a sample of young urban adult consumers in Malaysia. First, this study has 
attempted to examine if there were any differences between low and high materialism groups among young urban 
adults consumers, using demographics dimension. Second, the study attempted to examine the differences between 
low and high materialism groups among young urban adult consumers using peer communication dimension. 
Subjects were classified into two materialism groups. That is, respondents who tend to agree more with the 
materialism statements were classified as ‘high’ materialism; those respondents who did not agree much with the 
statements were categorised as ‘low’ materialism. Chi-square tests of independence were used to examine the 
demographic differences between ‘high’ materialism group and ‘low’ materialism group. Among the demographic 
variables, however, no significant differences were found between ‘high’ materialism and ‘low’ materialism groups. 

Independent sample t-tests were used to compare mean scores for the study variables between ‘high’ materialism 
and ‘low’ materialism groups, and significant mean differences were found between ‘high’ and ‘low’ materialism 
groups in terms of peer communication factor. Specifically, it was found that the ‘high’ materialism group has 
considerably greater ratings on all constructs. The two hypotheses tested regarding materialism group membership 
using discriminant analysis were supported, indicating significant differences between ‘high materialism’ and ‘low 
materialism’ groups based on peer communication construct studied. The findings of the present study suggest that, 
young adults who communicated and interacted more frequently with their peers about consumption matters are 
likely to develop more materialistic values. In contrast, young adults who communicated and interacted less 
frequently with their peers about consumption matters are likely to develop less materialistic values. Most studies 
conducted in the area of consumer socialization and materialism have employed well established measures 
developed and tested mostly in Western cultures. The key construct for this study (materialism) was assessed using 
previously published, multi-item measures using a five-point Likert format adapted from Richins and Dawson (1992) 
in South East Asia (Malaysia). The cross-cultural applicability of the Material Value Scale adapted for this study, as 
a mean of testing the scale using alternative format has proved to be reliable. 

Given that peer communication and interaction plays an important role in influencing the development of 
materialistic values among young urban adult consumers, it is possible that other socialization agent influencers (e.g., 
family influence and their different forms of communication patterns with their child) may contribute to the 
development of materialistic values among young adults. This is because one parent’s style of communication with 
the child (FCP) is quite different from that of the other parents. Thus, several avenues for future research are 
possible. We need to understand the communication processes involved in the transmission and acquisition of 
certain values (such as materialism) and behaviors from parent to child and how these vary by socio-demographic 
characteristics. The sample employed for this study has been tested in a specific cultural context alone. Given that 
the transmission and acquisition of values vary by socio-demographic characteristics, future studies using similar 
measures could be employed and tested in different cultures to better understand the impact of peer communication 
influences on materialism, especially among young adult consumers which has not extensively been explored in 
previous research related to the study of consumer socialization and values. 

This study is an attempt to provide information which could be useful to help marketers to get a better understanding 
of their target consumers. On the other hand, this study will evoke the attention of consumer educators that young 
people’s materialistic values are likely to get them into financial troubles. From a theoretical perspective, this study 
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is an attempt to inform our ideas about consumer learning, development, and change. No other area of consumer 
behaviour research is so focused on the process and outcomes of consumer learning that evolve over time. 

From a managerial perspective, consumer socialization research provides unique insight into the beliefs and 
behaviour of an important consumer segment that is young adults. Finally, from a public policy and societal 
perspective, there is probably no other topic in consumer research that holds more interest than socialization and the 
study of materialism. Government agencies and consumer groups have had an uneven history of aggressively 
pursuing consumer in these areas. 
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Table 1. High Materialism and Low Materialism: A Demographic Comparison 

Characteristics 

‘Low’ Materialism 

(N = 527) 

‘High’ Materialism 

(N = 429) 

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage 

Gender (X² = 0.000, p-value = 0.997) 

Male 

Female 

 

210 

317 

 

39.8 

60.2 

 

171 

258 

 

39.9 

60.1 

Age (X² = 0.332, p-value = 0.954) 

18 & below 

19-29 

30-39 

40-48 

 

27 

443 

48 

9 

 

5.1 

84.1 

9.3 

1.5 

 

25 

356 

42 

6 

 

5.8 

83.0 

9.8 

1.4 

Ethnicity(X² = 2.553, p-value = 0.466) 

Malay 

Chinese 

Indians 

Others 

 

262 

159 

56 

50 

 

49.7 

30.2 

10.6 

9.5 

 

233 

111 

46 

39 

 

54.3 

25.9 

10.7 

9.1 

Religion(X² = 4.706, p-value = 0.319) 

Islam 

Buddhism 

Hinduism 

Christianity 

Others 

 

302 

114 

49 

48 

14 

 

57.3 

21.6 

9.3 

9.1 

2.7 

 

254 

81 

41 

48 

5 

 

59.2 

18.9 

9.6 

11.2 

1.2 

Marital Status (X² = 2.548, p-value = 0.467) 

Single 

Married without children 

Married with children 

Widow/Widower/Divorcee 

 

467 

22 

36 

2 

 

88.8 

4.0 

6.8 

0.4 

 

373 

21 

30 

5 

 

86.9 

4.9 

7.0 

1.2 

Educationa (X² = 5.399, p-value = 0.249) 

Primary School or Less 

PMR/SRP/LCE 

SPM/SPVM/MCE 

College Diploma 

Professionalqualification/University degree 

 

0 

1 

61 

157 

308 

 

0.0 

0.2 

11.6 

29.8 

58.4 

 

1 

2 

40 

150 

236 

 

0.2 

0.5 

9.3 

35.0 

55.0 

Monthly Gross Personal Income 

(X² = 6.600, p-value = 0.252) 

Less than RM1,000 

RM1,000 to RM1,999 

RM2,000 to RM3,999 

RM4,000 to RM5,999 

RM6,000 to RM7,999 

RM8,000 to RM9,999 

 

 

348 

73 

78 

20 

7 

1 

 

 

66.0 

13.9 

14.8 

3.8 

1.3 

0.2 

 

 

281 

56 

57 

30 

3 

2 

 

 

65.5 

13.1 

13.3 

7.0 

0.7 

0.5 

Note: a PMR/SRP/LCE is equivalent to nine years of formal elementary and middle school education.  
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Table 2. Comparing the Mean Scores of the Peer Communication Factors 

Main Constructs 
Mean ͣ 

t-value Significanceb 
‘Low materialism’ ‘High materialism’ 

Peer communication 3.52 3.78 -4.933 0.000 

Note: a Higher scores represent greater agreement with the attributes; b Level of significance using t-tests. 

 

Table 3. Materialism Group Differences 

Variables 
‘Low Materialism’ ‘High Materialism’ 

Wilks’ Lambda F Sig 
Mean Std. Dev Mean Std. Dev

Peer communication 3.52 2.411 3.78 2.399 .975 24.337 0.000 

 

Table 4. Discriminant Analysis of the Two Materialism Groups 

Variables Unstandardized Coefficient Standardized Coefficient Pooled within groups Coefficients 

Peer communication .333 .738** .800 

Note: Eigenvalue = 0.040; Canonical Correlation = 0.196; Wilks’ Lambda = 0.962; Chi-square = 37.202. 
**p<.0000 

 

Table 5. Classification Results of Discriminant Analysis 

Actual Group Group Centroids Number of Cases 
Predicted Group Membership 

‘Low materialism’ ‘High materialism’ 

‘Low Materialism’ -.180 527 298 (56.5 %) 229 (43.5 %) 

‘High Materialism’ .221 429 179 (41.7 %) 250 (58.3 %) 

Note: 57.3 % of the grouped cases were correctly classified.  


