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Abstract
When people lack needed financial resources, they can experience financial scarcity. In a cross-societal study conducted across
51 societies (N = 12,779), we examined whether financial scarcity threatens perceived control over one’s life. Moreover, in line
with Compensatory Control Theory (CCT), we tested whether formal institutions buffer against the control threat of financial
scarcity and explored whether several cultural values serve a similar protective function. Results revealed an overall negative
association between financial scarcity and perceived control that varied significantly across societies. Unexpectedly, the negative
relationship was weaker in societies with lower welfare provisions, weaker institutions, and poorer labor conditions.
Exploratory analyses also indicated attenuation effects in societies with lower economic development and social capital, tighter
cultural norms, and stronger traditional and collectivist values. This suggests that cultural values may be more effective than for-
mal institutions in buffering individuals against the psychological consequences of financial scarcity.
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Introduction

People are motivated to perceive a sense of control over
their life, which is defined as the perceived ability to influ-
ence one’s psychological states and behaviors, attain
desired outcomes, and prevent undesired outcomes
(Landau et al., 2015). Maintaining control yields several
positive consequences, such as inducing positive affect,
facilitating goal pursuit, and enhancing mental and physi-
cal health (Bhanji et al., 2016; Greenaway et al., 2015;
Heckhausen et al., 2010; Thompson & Spacapan, 1991).
Conversely, lacking a sense of control is aversive and
stressful, and relates to depression and anxiety (Jonas
et al., 2014; Ross & Mirowsky, 2013).

Previous research shows that the need for control is ubi-
quitously strong across the globe (Hornsey et al., 2019).
However, people worldwide face a variety of threats to con-
trol. One such threat might be financial scarcity (Cannon
et al., 2019; Fritsche & Jugert, 2017), defined as the subjec-
tive experience of lacking financial resources to meet
demands (de Bruijn & Antonides, 2022; Haushofer & Fehr,
2014; Shah et al., 2012). Here, we conducted a cross-
cultural study across 51 societies (N = 12,779) to test
whether financial scarcity is negatively related with per-
ceived control, and whether this relationship is moderated
by economic, institutional, and cultural factors.

Studies show that subjective measures of financial depri-
vation, such as financial scarcity, tend to be better predic-
tors of life outcomes than objective measures, like income
(Sommet & Spini, 2022; van Dijk et al., 2022). Specifically,
financial scarcity might impede the ability to effectively
attain desired life outcomes or prevent undesired ones,
thereby constituting a threat to personal control (Cannon
et al., 2019; Fritsche & Jugert, 2017). This is particularly
the case if the threat to personal control is appraised as
unchangeable, which is characteristic for perceived finan-
cial scarcity (Cannon et al., 2019). In line with this, a longi-
tudinal study using Swiss panel data showed that over time,
financial scarcity was associated with reduced self-mastery,
a subcategory of perceived control (Sommet & Spini, 2022).
Similarly, a diary study conducted in the United States
demonstrated that upon receiving income (i.e., a reduction
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of financial scarcity), participants reported an increased
sense of control over their lives and felt less distressed
(Jachimowicz et al., 2022). Therefore, we hypothesized that
financial scarcity is negatively related with perceived con-
trol (H1).

While extant research provides initial evidence for the
association between financial scarcity and perceived con-
trol, it is based on WEIRD samples (Western, Educated,
Industrialized, Rich, Democratic) (Henrich et al., 2010).
Hence, it remains unclear whether the negative relationship
between financial scarcity and perceived control holds
across societies.

Societal Buffers to Control Threats

According to Locus of Control theory (Rotter, 1966), peo-
ple differ in how they attribute control over life events,
with some believing outcomes are determined by their own
actions (internal locus of control) and others attributing
them to external forces (external locus of control). Building
on this, Compensatory Control Theory (CCT) emphasizes
how situational effects may change the reliance on personal
(i.e., internal) and secondary (i.e., external) sources for con-
trol (Landau et al., 2015). CCT thus provides a theoretical
framework for how the relationship between financial scar-
city and perceived control might differ across societies.
Previous research shows that when people perceive them-
selves as unable to achieve goals through own means, they
rely more on the government and societal institutions (Kay
et al., 2008, 2010).

This suggests that formal institutions of a society might
serve as compensation sources against the threat to per-
sonal control posed by financial scarcity. First, welfare pro-
visions—the social and monetary support provided by a
society to its citizens—might shield people in financial scar-
city from the feeling out of control (Attah et al., 2016;
Israel, 2016). Second, higher quality of institutions—reflect-
ing the effectiveness of institutions and processes by which
authority is exercised in a society—might restore a threat-
ened sense of control by increasing trust in governance and
perceptions of order and safety (Chong & Calderón, 2000;
Kay et al., 2008, 2010). This is consistent with the material
security hypothesis, stating that efficient societal institu-
tions may fulfill basic needs and mitigate threats related to
environmental and resource insecurity (Hruschka et al.,
2014; Hruschka & Henrich, 2013). Third, better labor con-
ditions—ensuring equal access to employment opportuni-
ties, favorable working conditions, and fair wages—might
safeguard people with little financial resources from lack-
ing a sense of control and severe negative economic, health,
and psychological consequences of exploitation (Muntaner
et al., 2010). Thus, disparities across societies in the preva-
lence and accessibility of these formal institutions may
influence the relationship between financial scarcity and
perceived control. Taken together, we hypothesized (H2a–
c) that in societies with higher welfare provisions, higher

quality of institutions, and better labor conditions, the neg-
ative association between financial scarcity and perceived
control would be weaker.

CCT also provides a theoretical framework for a number
of alternative sources that might buffer against the control
threat of financial scarcity. For instance, identification with
others can restore control perceptions when personal con-
trol is threatened (Fritsche, 2022; Fritsche et al., 2013;
Rothbaum et al., 1982). Therefore, stronger social bonds
that are typical for collectivistic societies might buffer
against the negative effects of financial scarcity, as collecti-
vism emphasizes interdependence and shared resources
(Hofstede, 2011; Jachimowicz et al., 2022; Mikucka, 2014).
Similarly, a better functioning of the civil society as indi-
cated by higher social capital might provide alternative
access to resources and opportunities, thereby enhancing
perceived control when financial resources are lacking
(Helliwell & Putnam, 2004; Lin, 2007). CCT also suggests
that religious beliefs (Hoogeveen et al., 2018; Jackson &
Bergeman, 2011; Kay et al., 2008, 2010) and deference to
authority (Friesen et al., 2014; Goode et al., 2014) can serve
as secondary sources of control. Therefore, traditional val-
ues, which emphasize religion, family ties, and authority
(Inglehart & Welzel, 2001), may also buffer against a con-
trol threat of financial scarcity. Stronger adherence to social
norms as indicated by a tight versus loose culture (Gelfand
et al., 2011) might similarly provide structure and orienta-
tion, thereby functioning as a secondary source of control.
Finally, the negative relationship between financial scarcity
and perceived control may be weaker in societies with lower
economic development and higher economic inequality. In
poorer societies with a larger proportion of people living in
poverty, experiencing financial scarcity may lead to fewer
negative upward social comparisons. As such, financial
scarcity might have a less pronounced impact on perceived
control compared with wealthier societies, where a greater
share of the population is financially well off (Kley, 2022).

Cross-cultural research shows that several of these cul-
tural values and economic contexts are negatively corre-
lated with the formal institutions from our preregistered
hypotheses (Alesina & Giuliano, 2015). Therefore, they
provide potential competing explanations for societal-level
differences in the association between financial scarcity and
control, which we explored post hoc.

The Current Research

To test our hypotheses, we recruited 12,779 participants
(stratified by age and gender) from 51 societies in an online
survey study. Perceived control was assessed by means of a
single item measure by asking participants to indicate the
degree to which they perceived control over their lives
(Haerpfer et al., 2020). Subsequently, participants com-
pleted five items of the Psychological Inventory of
Financial Scarcity (PIFS) (van Dijk et al., 2022). To test
the cross-societal hypotheses, we retrieved openly available
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societal indicators for potential moderators of the relation-
ship between financial scarcity and perceived control.

Method

Ethics, Data Availability, and preregistration

The study was approved by the Psychology Research
Ethics Committee of Leiden University (The Netherlands),
application number: 2020-02-03-A. Romano-V1-2068. All
participants provided informed consent. Raw data, analy-
sis codes, and materials are openly available at the Open
Science Framework (OSF) (https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.
IO/UPAJ3).

The study setup, measures, hypotheses, and analysis
plan were preregistered on the OSF prior to data collection
(https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/6KTHF). Before linking
our own data with the data for the societal indicators, we
updated the preregistration to specify the cross-societal
hypotheses 2a–c and respective analyses plan, and dropped
the secondary analyses on the items assessing the endorse-
ment of compensatory control sources. We deviated from
the final preregistered analysis plan in the following way:
To extract components for the societal indicator of ‘‘labor
conditions,’’ we had planned to include the indicators
Collective Bargaining Coverage Rate and Compliance with
Labor Rights from the International Labor Organization
(ILO). However, these indicators contained too many miss-
ing values for the societies in our study, which would have
resulted in a loss of approximately 35% of data.

Under exploratory analyses, we examined the effects of
eight alternative predictors to explain the cross-societal

findings observed under H2. We initially conducted post
hoc analyses on the societal indicators for economic devel-
opment, economic inequality, individualistic versus collec-
tivistic values, and secular versus traditional values, as well
as individual level predictors for religiosity and family sup-
port. In the review process, we added analyses on cultural
tightness versus looseness and social capital. We report all
exploratory analyses conducted and use a Bonferroni cor-
rection for the alpha level based on the eight additional
analyses (a = .006).

Participants and Data Collection

Participants were recruited through the Toluna Panel and
its third-party panel providers from December 2020 to
February 2021. Our goal was to recruit 12,750 participants
across 51 societies (approximately 250 per society, stratified
by age and gender). All societies included in the study are
shown in Figure 1. A sensitivity power analysis with a sam-
ple of n = 250, power of 1-b = 80%, and a significance
level of a = .05 indicated that this sample was large
enough to detect within-societal effects of r = .032 in
regression models with four predictors (financial scarcity
plus three control variables). For participants that failed
all attention checks, new participants were recruited until
the target sample size was met. As such, 16,659 participants
were recruited, of which 12,863 met the inclusion criteria.
Eighty-four participants had incomplete data and were
excluded from all analyses, leading to a final sample of
12,779 participants. Sample descriptives per society are dis-
played in the Supplementary Table 1.

Figure 1. Map Displaying All Societies Included in the Study
Note. We collected data from the following 51 societies: Algeria, Argentina, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Brazil, Bulgaria, Canada, Chile, China,
Colombia, Czech Republic, Egypt, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hong Kong, Hungary, India, Indonesia, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan, Kenya,
Malaysia, Mexico, Morocco, Netherlands, Nigeria, Peru, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Russian Federation, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, South Africa,
South Korea, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Taiwan, Thailand, Tunisia, Turkey, United Arab Emirates, United Kingdom, United States, and
Vietnam.
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Procedure

Participants first conducted a behavioral experiment unre-
lated to our project (Romano et al., 2022, 2024) and then
responded to a number of questionnaires. First, participants
responded to the single item measure on perceived control
and then completed the PIFS (van Dijk et al., 2022).
Thereafter, participants responded to several items unrelated
to this project and gave their demographic information.

Measures

Perceived Control. Participants filled in a single-item measure
for perceived control as used in the World Values Survey
(Haerpfer et al., 2020). The item was introduced as follows:
‘‘This questionnaire is about control. Some people feel they
have completely free choice and control over their lives,
whereas other people feel that what they do has no real
effect on what happens to them.’’ Then, on a 7-point
Likert-type-scale ranging from 1 = totally disagree to 7 =
totally agree, participants were asked to indicate their
agreement with the statement ‘‘I have control over my life.’’
Histograms for perceived control scores in each society are
displayed in the Supplementary Figure 1.

Psychological Inventory of Financial Scarcity. Participants filled
in a short version of the PIFS (van Dijk et al., 2022), which
consists of five items measured on a 7-point Likert-type-
scale, ranging from 1 = totally disagree to 7 = totally
agree. The full version of the PIFS consists of four sub-
scales that assess perceptions of insufficient financial
resources, lack of control over one’s financial situation, a
short-term focus, and financial rumination and worry. From
each of the first three subscales, we selected the item with
the highest face validity and ease of translation. In addi-
tion, we selected one item each for worry and rumination.

The five selected items were: ‘‘I often don’t have enough
money,’’ ‘‘I experience little control over my financial situa-
tion,’’ ‘‘I am only focusing on what I have to pay at this
moment, rather than my future expenses,’’ ‘‘I am con-
stantly wondering whether I have enough money,’’ and ‘‘I
worry about money a lot.’’ Reliability analyses based on
multilevel confirmatory factor analysis (mCFA) using the
multilevelTools package in R (Geldhof et al., 2014) revealed
that the scale was reliable within societies, vwithin = .84,
95% confidence interval (CI) = [.84, .85], and between
societies, vbetween = .95, 95% CI = [.92, .97]. Histograms
for PIFS scores in each society are displayed in the
Supplementary Figure 1 and robustness checks for analyses
without the financial control item are displayed in
Supplementary Table 6.

Societal Indicators. To test our preregistered cross-societal
hypotheses, we combined our dataset with societal indica-
tors from openly available datasets. First, we retrieved

indicators for the respective constructs of our hypothesis
tests. Then, we dropped indicators that covered an insuffi-
cient number of societies included in our study. For the
remaining indicators, we selected data from the same year
of our data collection or the closest available time point.
To increase the reliability and generalizability of our analy-
ses, we submitted all indicators of the same construct to a
principal component analysis and extracted their linear
combinations as predictors for our hypotheses tests (see
Supplementary Table 2). We extracted a number of com-
ponents that explained at least 80% of variance for all indi-
cators. To keep data loss at a minimum, we imputed
missing data based on ‘‘leave one out’’ cross-validation
using the missMDA package in R (Josse & Husson, 2016).
The number of missing cases for each indicator was low
(ł 6), suggesting that imputation was appropriate.

Welfare Provisions. As indicators for welfare provisions,
we used the Social Safety Net Expenditure by GDP measure
from the World Bank (2023a) and the Social Protection indi-
cator from the Global Social Mobility Index of the World
Economic Forum (2020). The two indicators correlated with
r= .86. Principal component analyses revealed a single com-
ponent that explained 92.6% of the total variance.

Quality of Institutions. As indicators for the quality of
institutions, we used the six Worldwide Governance
Indicators (i.e., Voice and Accountability, Regulatory
Quality, Political Stability and Absence of Violence/
Terrorism, Rule of Law, Government Effectiveness, and
Control of Corruption) (The World Bank, 2022), the
Liberal Component Index of the Varieties of Democracies
Institute (Michael Coppedge, 2022; Pemstein et al., 2020),
the Efficient and Inclusive Institutions indicator from the
Global Social Mobility Index (World Economic Forum,
2020), a Rule of Law indicator (Freedom House, 2023),
and the Functioning of Government indicator from the
Democracy Index (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2020).
Principal component analyses revealed a single component
that explained 80.1% of the total variance.

Labor Conditions. As indicators for labor conditions, we
used the three indicators Work Opportunities, Fair Wages,
and Working Conditions from the Global Social Mobility
Index (World Economic Forum, 2020). Principal compo-
nent analyses revealed a solution with one component rep-
resenting labor conditions as a whole and explaining 69.3
% of the total variance. A second orthogonal component
represented mainly work opportunities and explained only
21.0 % of the total variance, for which results can be found
in the Supplementary Table 3.

Statistical Analyses

We analyzed the data in R and set the alpha level to a \
.05 for two-sided hypothesis tests. We used the lme4
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package (Bates et al., 2015) for multilevel models. All mod-
els included random intercepts for societies, and the con-
trol variables age, gender, and education. All individual
level variables were z-standardized within societies using
the standardize package (Eager, 2017). Societal level vari-
ables were also z-standardized. Models were fitted with
restricted maximum likelihood (REML) estimation. The
meta-analysis was conducted using the metafor package
(Viechtbauer, 2010). Figures were made with the packages
ggplot2 (Wickham, 2016) and sjplot (Lüdecke, 2018).

Results

The Relationship Between Financial Scarcity and Control
Across Societies

Data showed support for our hypothesis that across societ-
ies, financial scarcity was associated with lower perceived
control. A mixed model showed a negative relationship
between financial scarcity and perceived control, b =
20.24, 95% CI = [20.26, 20.22], p \ .001 (see
Supplementary Table 3 for full models). A meta-analysis to
estimate the heterogeneity of the relationship between
financial scarcity and perceived control across societies
showed a moderately negative relationship between finan-
cial scarcity and perceived control across societies, r =
2.18, SE = .02, 95% CI = [2.22, 2.14], z = 28.86, p \
.001 (see Figure 2). Moreover, there was strong heterogene-
ity in effect sizes between societies, t2 = .017, SE = .004,
Q (50) = 303.5, p \ .001, implying that the strengths of
the relationship varied substantially across societies. Of the
total variance in effect sizes, 82.9% could be attributed to
heterogeneity between societies. Correlations ranged from
2.51 to .31, indicating that the relationship between finan-
cial scarcity and perceived control was strongly negative in
some societies, whereas it was moderately positive in others
(Figure 2).

Welfare, Institutions, and Labor Conditions

Next, we tested our hypotheses that several societal indica-
tors might covary with the observed heterogeneity in effect
sizes between societies and moderate the relationship
between financial scarcity and perceived control. Results
revealed interaction effects between financial scarcity and
each of the components for welfare provisions (b =
20.09, p \ .001), quality of institutions (b = 20.10, p \
.001), and labor conditions (b = 20.09, p \ .001; Figure
3A to C; see Supplementary Table 3 for full models).
Surprisingly, these interaction effects were in the opposite
direction to our preregistered hypotheses. The negative
relationship between financial scarcity and perceived con-
trol was weaker for societies with lower or worse—rather
than higher or better—welfare provisions, quality of

institutions, and labor conditions. These findings were
robust across a multitude of alternative model specifica-
tions (see Supplementary Tables 6–9).

To gain a better understanding of this unexpected pat-
tern of results, we examined whether other societal indica-
tors might also covary with the strong heterogeneity in
effect sizes across societies. Regression tables for all
exploratory analyses are provided in the Supplementary
Tables 4–5.

Economic Development and Economic Inequality

First, we examined whether the relationship between finan-
cial scarcity and perceived control was weaker in societies
characterized by lower wealth, as this might lead to fewer
upward social comparisons (Kley, 2022). To examine this,
we included GDP per capita (The World Bank, 2023b) as a
measure for economic development in our analyses.
Indeed, the negative relationship between financial scarcity
and control was weaker in societies with lower GDP per
capita (b = 20.08, p \ .001).

Second, we examined whether the relationship between
financial scarcity and perceived control might be contin-
gent on economic inequality within a society. To test this,
we used the Gini coefficient (The World Bank, 2023c) as a
measure for economic inequality. However, results did not
support this alternative moderation model, as there was no
difference in the relationship between financial scarcity and
perceived control based on Gini coefficients (b = 0.02, p
= .216).

Individualistic versus Collectivistic Values

Third, we examined whether differences in collectivism ver-
sus individualism (Hofstede, 2011) covary with the hetero-
geneity in the relationship between financial scarcity and
perceived control. To test this, we used data on Hofstede’s
cultural dimension on individualism versus collectivism
(Hofstede, 2023). The negative relationship between finan-
cial scarcity and perceived control was weaker in more col-
lectivistic societies compared with more individualistic
societies (b = 20.05, p \ .001).

Secular versus Traditional Values

Fourth, we examined whether societal disparities in cul-
tural values concerning secularism versus traditionalism
might be associated with the observed heterogeneity in
effects. To test this, we used data on secularism versus tra-
ditionalism from the World Values Survey (Haerpfer et al.,
2020). Indeed, the negative relationship between financial
scarcity and perceived control was weaker in societies with
more traditional values compared with those with more
secular values (b = 20.06, p \ .001).
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Cultural Tightness versus Looseness

Fifth, we examined whether differences in cultural tight-
ness versus looseness might also be associated with the
heterogeneity of the relationship between financial scar-
city and control. Analyses based on an available cross-

cultural indicator (Uz, 2015) showed that in tighter ver-
sus looser societies, the negative association between
financial scarcity and perceived control was weaker (b =
20.07, p \ .001).

RE Model
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Figure 2. The Association of Financial Scarcity and Perceived Control Across Societies
Note. The forest plot displays the meta-analytic effect sizes for financial scarcity on perceived control per society. For each society, we report
the Pearson correlation coefficient (r) and its 95% confidence interval. The size of the square indicates the relative weight the societal
estimates for the overall effect size. The diamond displays the overall effect size is for the random effects (RE) model. n = sample size for
each society.
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Social Capital

Sixth, we examined whether the relationship between finan-
cial scarcity and perceived control was contingent on social
capital. We used the social capital pillar of the Legatum
Prosperity Index (2023) for our analyses. Results were not
in line with this contention, as the negative association
between financial scarcity and control was weaker in societ-
ies with lower social capital (b = 20.10, p \ .001) instead
of higher.

Within Societal Effects of Religiosity and Family Support

Finally, we tested whether related variables in our dataset
might explain the heterogeneity in effect sizes on the indi-
vidual level. Therefore, we used single item measures for
religiosity and for the willingness to seek financial support
from friends and family in times of need. In line with the
results on traditional versus secular values on the societal
level, we found that the more religious people were, the less
their experience of financial scarcity was associated with
lower perceived control (b = .09, p \ .001). Likewise, in
line with the results on collectivism on the societal level, we
found that the more likely people were to seek financial
support from family and friends in times of need, the
smaller the negative association between financial scarcity
and perceived control (b = .09, p \ .001).

Discussion

People are motivated to experience control over their lives
(Hornsey et al., 2019; Landau et al., 2015). When experien-
cing financial scarcity, however, this need might be threat-
ened (Fritsche & Jugert, 2017). According to CCT, threats
to personal control, such as financial scarcity, can be

compensated by external sources of control, such as formal
institutions, religion, and social networks (Friesen et al.,
2014; Kay et al., 2008, 2009) Therefore, societies across the
globe might differ in their abilities to buffer against the
control threat of financial scarcity. We tested these conten-
tions with a cross-cultural study in 51 societies.

We found that in the majority of societies, financial
scarcity was negatively related to perceived control over
one’s life. In certain societies, this association was so strong
that financial scarcity accounted for approximately 25% of
the variance in perceived control. In line with prior
research (Jachimowicz et al., 2022; Sommet & Spini, 2022),
our findings thus show that lacking needed financial
resources can threaten the need to feel in control over one’s
life. Crucially, our research shows that this finding is not
ubiquitous across the globe. In several societies, there was
no evidence for a relationship between financial scarcity
and perceived control, and in two societies, this relation-
ship was even positive. This adds an important boundary
condition to previous findings based on WEIRD samples
(Jachimowicz et al., 2022; Sommet & Spini, 2022), challen-
ging the prevailing assumption that the negative relation-
ship between financial scarcity and perceived control
would be universal. Having insufficient financial resources
and lacking control over one’s life appear closely linked in
some parts of the world but not in others. To explain this
global heterogeneity, we built on the theoretical framework
of CCT, which suggests that several societal qualities might
buffer against the control threat of financial scarcity
(Landau et al., 2015). When personal control is threatened,
people might rely on formal institutions to retain a sense of
control over their lives (Kay et al., 2008, 2010). Yet, con-
trary to our hypotheses, the negative relationship between
financial scarcity and perceived control was weaker in

A B C

Figure 3. The Moderation Effects of Societal Indicators on the Association Between Financial Scarcity and Perceived Control
Note. The figure shows Johnson-Neyman plots with the slopes of financial scarcity (b weights) on control for the different levels of the
societal indicators (z-standardized). Figure 3A shows that at in societies with lower levels of welfare provisions, the negative association
between financial scarcity and perceived control is weaker. Figure 3B and C show similar results for societies with lower quality of
institutions and worse labor conditions, respectively, with the association becoming being non-significantly different from zero for the lowest
scoring societies.
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societies with lower—rather than higher—welfare provi-
sions and quality of institutions, and with worse—rather
than better—labor conditions.

Our exploratory analyses help to explain these counter-
intuitive findings. The development of formal institutions is
correlated with the prevalence of several cultural values
(Alesina & Giuliano, 2015), which might also form sources
of secondary control. Specifically, in societies with more
collectivist and traditional values, as well as in societies
with tighter social norms, the association between financial
scarcity and control was weaker. Individual-level results for
participants’ religiosity and family support aligned with
these moderation effects on the societal level. These find-
ings suggest that secondary sources of control like social
networks, religious beliefs, and increased structure from
social norms might buffer against a control threat of finan-
cial scarcity, supporting core predictions of CCT (Friesen
et al., 2014; Kay et al., 2008; Landau et al., 2015). Finally,
we found that in societies with lower economic develop-
ment, experiencing financial scarcity coincided less with a
diminished sense of control over one’s life. This is in line
with prior research showing that financial deprivation does
not lead to such a strong stress response if it is more com-
mon in the national reference group (Kley, 2022) and might
indicate that the relative comparison of ‘‘having less than
others’’ is a driver for the control threat of financial scar-
city (Caballero et al., 2022). Similarly, in societies where
financial hardship is more common, people may be better
adapted and more resilient to deal with it (see Frankenhuis
& Nettle, 2019).

Taken together, our findings suggest that cultural val-
ues, such as collectivism and traditionalism, as well as tight
social norms, might be more effective than formalized insti-
tutions in buffering against the negative effects of financial
scarcity on a sense of control over one’s life.

Limitations and Future Research

The correlational nature of the findings represents a limita-
tion to the current research. While this is a common issue
in cross-cultural research (Barkow, 1967), it has two impor-
tant implications for the interpretation of the findings from
this specific study.

First, given that the societal indicators are correlated, it
is difficult to attribute the observed variation in effects to
any single indicator. For example, societies with higher
welfare provisions are also considerably more individualis-
tic (r = .68, p \ .001, see Supplementary Figure 2 for all
correlations between societal indicators). As such, smaller
negative associations between financial scarcity and per-
ceived control in societies with lower welfare expenditures
might be driven by the more collectivistic values and social
support structures that are also typical for these societies.
While the preregistered analyses are robust when control-
ling for other indicators used in the exploratory analyses
(see Supplementary Table 7), it is not feasible to control

for all potentially relevant societal differences simultane-
ously without overfitting statistical models.

Second, the societal context might not only influence the
association between financial scarcity and perceived control,
it might also directly affect the experience of financial scar-
city. For example, research shows that non-take-up of wel-
fare benefits is a crucial problem in societies with high
welfare expenditure (Hyee et al., 2020; Simonse et al., 2023).
Thus, in societies with high welfare expenditures, people
who experience low levels of financial scarcity might have
effectively received benefits, while people experiencing high
levels of financial scarcity might have fallen through the
safety net that the welfare system should normally provide.
As such, experiencing financial scarcity in a society although
it has high welfare expenditures might be particularly pro-
blematic, leading to reduced control. A similar explanation
might apply to the exploratory finding that the negative
relationship between financial scarcity and control was
weaker in societies with lower social capital. People experi-
encing financial scarcity might already feel excluded from
society (Noordewier et al., 2025), therefore not being able
to benefit from the effective functioning of societal groups.
Taken together, mechanistic explanations of the societal
variation in the association between financial scarcity and
control—based on individual societal indicators—should be
cautioned. Future research aiming to identify such causal
mechanisms could employ (quasi-)experimental methods
for stronger evidentiary support (Pega et al., 2022).

Future research might also further investigate the poten-
tial implications of our findings for some consequences of
financial scarcity established in the literature. Prior research
conducted in WEIRD samples has emphasized the mechan-
istic (i.e., mediating) role of low control in the effects of
financial scarcity on stress (Jachimowicz et al., 2022), ill
health (Sommet & Spini, 2022), as well as individual and
social decisions (Hilbert et al., 2022a, 2022b; To et al., 2023).
While lack of control may not be the only mediator for these
effects of financial scarcity, our findings suggest these conse-
quences may be less universal than previously assumed.

Conclusion

Lacking control over one’s life is an intrinsic problem and
has a myriad of negative downstream consequences, for
instance on goal pursuit (Bhanji et al., 2016; Heckhausen
et al., 2010), and mental and physical health (Jonas et al.,
2014; Ross & Mirowsky, 2013). Our study shows that
financial scarcity forms a considerable threat to maintain-
ing a sense of control over one’s life, although the extent of
this varies based on the societal context. Specifically, in
societies with lower economic development, collectivist and
traditional values, as well as tight social norms, lacking
needed resources coincides less with a perceived lack of
control over one’s life. On the contrary, in more individua-
listic and secular societies, with loose social norms, and
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with formal institutions as well as welfare benefits in place,
experiencing financial scarcity also means losing a sense of
control over one’s life. These findings underscore the rele-
vance of socio-economic and cultural differences across the
globe that might help or fail to compensate against the psy-
chological consequences of financial scarcity.
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