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Compulsive buying, an individual's buying behavior which includes irresistible urges, loss of control,
and continuation despite harmful consequences (Dittmar, 2004b), is an increasing trend in western
societies (Neuner, Raab, & Reisch, 2005). It is estimated that 5 million Americans are affected with
compulsive buying behavior (Dittmar, 2002). This is attributed to the strong drive of our consumer
culture that encourages materialism and keeping up with "The Jones." However the outcome of
compulsive buying may lead to unmanageable levels of debt after years of excessive spending
(Christenson et al., 1994). Individuals may become consumed by worry over the level of debt through
personal shame and guilt, in return causing strained relationships with family members and friends
(Elliot, 1994).

Compulsive buying problems begin during late adolescent years, corresponding to the time when
students enroll in college (Yurchisin & Johnson, 2004). College students are prone to compulsive
buying because of their desire to fit in and seek approval of their peers through the acquisition of
material goods, often with money they don't have (Wang & Xiao, 2009). To help facilitate their
spending, college students use credit cards (Bernthal, Crockett, & Rose, 2005). Eighty-four percent of
college students have at least one credit card, and the average student has 4.6 (Sallie Mae, 2009).
College students' credit card habits shape their financial future; those with the 'buy now, pay later’
philosophy find themselves in debt before they graduate (Yurchisin & Johnson, 2004). In addition,
debt of college students mirrors the population as a whole (Woolsey & Schultz, 2010). In 2001, 21
percent of college students with credit cards had $3,000-$7,000 of debt.

Compulsive buying

At its extreme, compulsive buying is a clinical disorder that leads to distress, impaired functioning,
and severe financial debt (DSM-IV-TR, American Psychological Association, 2000). It is medically
defined as, "A mental disorder characterized by irresistible impulses to engage in harmful or senseless
behavior” (Palan et al., 2011, p. 2). Only 6-12 percent of the population fits into this definition.
Corresponding to the study by Palan and colleagues, this study focuses on a conceptualized approach
to compulsive buying. The field of marketing defines compulsive buying as, "Chronic, repetitive
purchasing that becomes a primary response to negative events or feelings" (O'Guinn & Faber, 1989,
p-155). Compulsive buying in this approach looks at the behavior on a continuum with recreational
and incidental uncontrolled spending at one end, and chronic/addictive on the other (Edwards, 1992).
There is a large middle ground between the clinical and the conceptualized definition, and more
college students fall under the compulsive buying tendencies when examined on a continuum (Palan
etal., 2011).

Seif-Esteem

Self-esteem 1is an individual's sense of worth and how much a person likes, accepts, and respects him
or her for who he or she is (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Self-esteem develops during childhood but
can be adjusted in college years because self-identity does not form until late teens and early twenties
(Erikson, 1950). Self-esteem 1s proven to be heavily influenced by environment, life experiences, and
relationships (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Previous research found a negative correlation between
self-esteem and compulsive buying. Black (2007), Christenson et al. (1994), and Kasser and Kanner
(2004) all found compulsive buying linked with poorer self-esteem and poor psychological
adjustment. Compulsive buying is a way to self-medicate to alleviate a negative mood (Dittmar, Long,



& Bond, 2007). Compulsive buyers believe they can fix their low self-esteem and negative feelings
through acquisition of material goods. Females have a higher tendency to try to improve their mood
and image through buying.

Power Prestige

Power prestige is derived from the Money Attitude Scale by Yamauchi and Templer (1982) as a
dimension that represents the use of money to influence and impress others and to symbolize success.
Money is instrumental to meet our needs to buy goods and services but can also serve to demonstrate
power and status. The current consumer culture is the pursuit of money and material possession in
order to gain image, status, and happiness (Dittmar, 2005a). Those with higher levels of power
prestige display status goods and participate in conspicuous consumption. Previous research explained
perceived identity gains, to impress or gain prestige, is linked as a predictor to compulsive buying
(Dittmar, 2005a). Compulsive buyers have a greater perceived association between social status and
purchases than non-compulsive buyers (Roberts, 1998). In addition, the study by Palan et al. (2011)
found a strong, positive correlation between compulsive buying, credit card misuse, and power
prestige.

Risk Taking

Risk taking 1s the tendency to engage in risky, thrilling, exciting, or adventurous activities (Barlow,
1991). Risk taking is linked with adolescence and early adulthood (Scott, Reppucci, & Woodlard,
1995) and is part of the developmental process (Baumrind, 1987). Individuals feel invulnerable when
they take risks that stem from their assessment and attitude of risk (Scott, Reppucci, & Woodlard,
1995). Two types of risk-taking behavior is financial and social risk. Financial risks leads to a
monetary gain or loss and social risks leads to embarrassment/esteem or disapproval/approval
(Mandel, 2003). For the individuals that are concerned with their membership of a larger social group,
preventing social risks are a main focus to prevent embarrassment (Aaker & Lee, 2001). This can lead
to impulsivity and a credit card debt among college students (Mansfield, Pinto & Parente, 2003).

Credit Card Misuse

Credit cards make it easier to spend more money than you have and to make impulse purchases you
would not likely make if you were spending cash (Dittmar, Long, & Meek, 2004). A study by
Feinburg (1986) found college students who are exposed to a credit card logo were more likely to
make a purchase in a quicker time and spend more than students not exposed to credit card logos.
Because of this, Sallie Mae (2009) revealed that the median student debt began at $939 for college
freshmen and $4,100 for graduating seniors. Many college students assert they lack the knowledge of
how to manage their credit cards successfully, which can contribute to the accumulated debt
(Norvilitis & Santa Maria, 2002). Furthermore, O'Guinn and Faber (1989) found students with more
credit cars and higher balances were more likely to be compulsive buyers.

Modfied Replication

This study will replicate the study by Palan et al. (2011) who examined credit card use as a mediator
between self-esteem, power prestige, and risk taking for compulsive buying in college students (See






Compulsive Buying. Three questions to measure compulsive buying tendencies came from a scale
developed by Faber and O'Guinn (1992). The questions utilized a Likert scale with 1= never to 5=
very cften. The higher the participant scored, the higher the tendency of compulsive buying behavior.
Internal consistency, assessed by Cronbach's alpha, was .62.

Credit Card Misuse. Three questions to measure credit card misuse were selected from the Roberts
and Jones (2001) scale. The scale ranged from 1= strongly disagree to S=strongly agree Likert-type
response. Higher scores on this measure indicated poor credit card management. Cronbach's alpha for
this scale was .85.

Self-esteem. Three questions from a scale by Rosenburg (1965) were adapted in Palan et al. (2011)
and used to measure self-esteem. The Likert-type scale ranged from 1= strongly disagree to 5=
strongly agree, with higher responses indicating positive self-esteem. Cronbach's alpha was .79.

Power Prestige. Three questions were chosen from Yamauchi and Templer's (1982) money attitude
scale to measure the dimension of power prestige. Likert-type responses were indicated from 1=never
to 7= always, with higher responses measuring a stronger need for power prestige. Cronbach's alpha =
5.

Risk Taking. Three questions for risk taking were chosen from a scale developed by Grasmick et al
(1993) and adapted by Palan et al (2011). The scale ranged from 1= never to 7= always Likert-type
responses with higher responses indicating higher risk-taking behaviors and Cronbach's alpha was .73.

Personality. In addition, a ten-item personality inventory (TIPI) by Gosling et al. (2003) was included
to control for personality's affect on the variables. The Likert-type scale ranged from 1= disagree
strongly to 7T=agree strongly. Higher scores signified identification with the personality trait.
Cronbach's alpha for this scale was .61.

Data Analysis
In order to investigate and test the study's research hypotheses regarding relationship between
variables, this study required two tests of association (correlation and partial correlation, respectively)

using SPSS 19.0. We tested the specified path model using Mplus 7.0 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-
2012).

Results

First, we conducted frequency, descriptive, bivariate, and partial correlation analyses with SPSS 19.0.
Also we checked all study variables for univariate normality. (See Table 1)

Hypotheses: Bivariate and Partial Correlations

1. Self-esteem (SE) is negatively related to credit card misuse (CCM) and compulsive buying
behavior (CB).



We used the question, "Do you have a credit card?" as a screening document for all analyses assessing
credit card misuse. Thus, only those who answered "Yes" were included (n=129); for all other
analyses, n = 199. SE correlated with CCM significantly, » =-.17, p = .051 and but not with CB, r = -
.08, p=.27.

As a follow-up research question, we conducted partial correlations, controlling for biological sex and
personality (TIPI). First, the bivariate relationship between SE and TIPI was significant, » = .31, p <
.001; sex was not significantly associated with any of the variables of interest, CCM, or CB, but was
associated with TIPI, » = .16, p = .03. Second, when controlling both for sex and TIPI, the significant
association between SE and CCM became isignificant, » =-.12, p = .19 and the correlation between
SE and CB remained insignificant, » = -.03, p = .70.

2. Higher levels of power prestige (PP) are positively related to higher levels of credit card misuse
(CCM) and higher levels of compulsive buying (CB).

PP correlated with CB significantly, » = .32, p <.001; after controlling for sex and TIPI, there was no
change in the association or its significance. PP correlated with CCM, r = .36, p < .001, even after
controlling for sex and TIPI, » = .34, p <.001. However, TIPI was significantly associated with PP, r
=-27, p <.001, but not CB, r =-.05, p = .52.

3. Higher levels of risk taking (RT) are positively related to higher levels of credit card misuse
(CCM) and higher levels of compulsive buying (CB).

RT correlated with CCM significantly, » = .20, p = .03; however, after controlling for sex and TIPI,
there was no significant association, » = .14, p = .12. RT correlated with CB, r = .14, p = .055;
however, after controlling for sex and TIPI, » = .16, p = .03. However, TIPI was significantly
associated with RT, » = .18, p = .04, as was sex, r =-.19, p = .03.

4. Higher levels of credit card misuse (CCM) are positively related to compulsive buying (CB).

CCM correlated with CB significantly, » = .47, p <.001; after controlling for sex and TIPI, there was
no change in the association or its significance. Neither TIPI nor sex was associated significantly with
CCM or CB.

Hypotheses: Mediation Analyses

1. Credit card misuse mediates the relationship between self-esteem and compulsive buying behavior.

2. Credit card misuse mediates the relationship between power prestige and compulsive buying
behavior.

3. Credit card misuse mediates the relationship between risk taking and compulsive buying behavior.
Second, we tested the specified path model using Mplus 7.0 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2012), see

Figures 1 and 2. Figure 1 is the full model with all possible paths estimated. Two paths were not
significant, the direct effect of self-esteem on compulsive buying (y = .05; # = .65) and the direct effect









overwhelming to undergraduate students during school and upon graduation. An administrator from
Indiana University stated the university loses more students to credit card and debt problems than
academic problems (Commercial Law Bulletin, 1998).

A college level financial class may be effective because of the "Teachable Moment Maxim," which
holds that interest in personal finances heightens learning (Peng et al., 2007, p. 16). The increased
responsibility of bills, credit cards, savings, and loans to college students fuels their learning process
(Kolb, 1984). In addition, the course yields higher success rates when personal involvement and
concrete examples are incorporated (Kolb, 1984). Prior research found even a short seminar can have
a positive impact on knowledge and attitudes of credit cards (Fox, Bartholomae, & Lee, 2005).
Borden, Lee, Serido, & Collins (2008) found one seminar on basic financial skills led to using
savings/investments plans, increasing effective financial behavior, and decreasing risky behavior
within one year. In addition, we propose future research expand on the current study by increasing the
sample size. Samples from universities across the nation would test the validity of the model on a
broader scale. Larger sample sizes per college would also allow future researchers to test how specific
colleges affect the model. Results from specific colleges can help shape the financial management
class to target students' needs.
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