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Notably, research examining stereotypes about ‘the rich’ 
(Christopher & Schlenker, 2000; Ragusa, 2015; Wu et al., 
2018) suggests that besides few negative stereotypes (e.g., 
Sarkar et al., 2020), rich people have a generally positive, 
competent and enviable image (e.g., Cheng & Tracy, 2013). 
Furthermore, earlier research also investigated how cues of 
wealth (like cars, houses, etc.), affect the perception and rat-
ings of wealth cues and the rich in general (e.g., Maaravi & 
Hameiri, 2019; Bertram-Hümmer & Baliki, 2015). It was, 
for example, shown that individuals can correctly identify 
the rich based on certain shoes or behaviors (Gillath et al., 
2012; Kraus & Keltner, 2009) and that individuals rate cer-
tain other possessions as indicative for wealth (e.g., Maaravi 
& Hameiri, 2019).

What is still missing are studies that deal with wealth 
cues more broadly, as previous studies have often used only 
selected wealth cues. This is important since visible cues of 
wealth represent a starting point for several social-cognitive 
processes such as stereotype activation and application to 
form judgments of others. Specifically, social cognition 
research showed that visible social cues are used by indi-
viduals to categorize others into distinct groups (Macrae & 

‘In our western society, a person is rich if he or she buys 
unnecessarily many new items, is reluctant to go through 
the hassle of having things repaired, and can afford any lux-
ury, like buying a new car every few years.‘ This response 
came from one of our participants after being asked how 
rich people can be identified. Indeed, this statement is in line 
with studies that examined how rich people are perceived 
by others. It has been shown that rich people are rated to 
possess many assets such as cars, houses, or jewelry (e.g., 
Bertram-Hümmer et al., 2015; Maaravi & Hameiri, 2019; 
Ragusa, 2015). Furthermore, the rich are seen as cold but 
competent (Wu et al., 2018) and they are believed to have 
a different physical appearance than less affluent people 
(Bjornsdottir & Rule, 2017, 2020). Thus, it seems that indi-
viduals believe that the rich are in many ways different from 
the general population.
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Abstract
These pre-registered studies shed light on the cues that individuals use to identify rich people. In two studies (N = 598), 
we first developed a factor-analytical model that describes the content and the mental structure of 24 wealth cues. A 
third within-subject study (N = 89) then assessed the perception of rich subgroups based on this model of wealth cues. 
Participants evaluated the extent to which the wealth cues applied to two distinct subgroups of rich people. The results 
show: German and US-American participants think that one can identify rich people based on the same set of cues which 
can be grouped along the following dimensions: luxury consumption, expensive hobbies, spontaneous spending, greedy 
behavior, charismatic behavior, self-presentation, and specific possessions. However, Germans and US-Americans relied 
on these cues to different degrees to diagnose wealth in others. Moreover, we found evidence for subgroup-specific wealth 
cue profiles insofar as target individuals who acquired their wealth via internal (e.g., hard work) compared to external 
means (e.g., lottery winners) were evaluated differently on these wealth cues, presumably because of their perceived dif-
ferences in valence and competence. Together, this research provides new insights in the cognitive representation of the 
latent construct of wealth. Practical implications for research on the perception of affluence, and implications for political 
decision makers, are discussed in the last section.
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Bodenhausen, 2000). Furthermore, it is assumed that such a 
categorization process leads to an automatic stereotype acti-
vation (Roth et al., 2018), which in turn is often followed 
by explicit evaluations that drive social behaviors (Macrae 
& Bodenhausen, 2000). For example, visible cues of wealth 
make individuals categorize others as rich (Christopher & 
Schlenker, 2000). This categorization into the group of the 
rich indeed leads individuals to form different impressions 
of these persons on a variety of social judgment dimensions 
more or less closely tied to affluence. Accordingly, Christo-
pher and Schlenker (2000) observed that individuals indi-
cated that the rich have different abilities and personality 
traits than the less wealthy. Among other things, such evalu-
ations of the rich have been shown to be responsible for 
discrimative behaviors against the rich (e.g., Gino & Pierce, 
2010).

The present studies therefore examine the content and the 
mental structure of cues that individuals utilize to categorize 
someone as being rich (i.e., wealth cues). Furthermore, it 
investigates differences between German and US-Ameri-
can participants by exploring whether some cues are more 
important for German or American participants than other 
cues in the identification of rich people. Lastly, we inves-
tigate whether (competence/valence) stereotypes of two 
subgroups of rich people (i.e., rich individuals who worked 
versus did not work for their money, Sarkar et al., 2020) 
would lead individuals to say that certain wealth cues are 
more specific for some rich subgroups than for others.

Background

It seems that a collective understanding of the concept 
‘wealth’ is still missing as researchers as well as lay people 
do not fully agree on how wealth should be defined. Yet it 
can be differentiated from related constructs such as socio-
economic status (i.e., education, income, etc.), sociometric 
status (e.g., power, prestige, etc.), social class or dominance 
(Anderson et al., 2015; Kraus et al., 2012). One problem of 
attempts to uniformly define wealth is that they are com-
monly based on either objective or subjective indicators 
of wealth (e.g., Götte, 2015). Objective indicators refer to 
thresholds of objectively measurable goods such as income 
or assets, whereas subjective definitions take the subjective 
perception of individuals into account (e.g., stereotypes and 
feelings) (Gasiorowska, 2014).

The present study builds on the subjective definitions 
and asks individuals what cues they think are indica-
tive for richness and Brunswik’s lens model (Asendorpf, 
2018; Brunswik, 1956) is used here as a theoretical basis 
to describe how individuals derive and use cues to catego-
rize individuals. This model assumes that many traits (such 

as extraversion or wealth) are not directly perceptible but 
represent latent constructs that must be inferred from visible 
cues. Furthermore, the lens model distinguishes between 
ecologically valid cues and subjectively utilized cues. Eco-
logical validity of a cue is indicated by the factual covaria-
tion of a cue (e.g., money) and the criterion (e.g., wealth). 
Cue utilization, however, is indicated by the covariation of 
a cue (e.g.,  an expensive jacket) and subjective estimates of 
the criterion (e.g., subjective judgments of wealth). Thus, 
the present research is focused on better understanding the 
set of subjectively valid cues (i.e., those that people use to 
infer wealth) instead of ecologically valid cues.

From the perspective of the lens model, utilized cues 
might actually be ecologically invalid and the usage of eco-
logically invalid cues might furthermore be explained by a 
social learning process and the observation that individuals 
are prone to mis-interpret some social signals (Asendorpf, 
2018). An empirical example for dissociations between eco-
logical validity and cue utilization in the realm of wealth 
is reported by Bjornsdottir and Rule (2017). The authors 
observed that individuals correctly inferred objective wealth 
from faces of people with neutral expressions. The eco-
logically valid cues in this case are subtle expressions of 
positive affect, which apparently are more prevalent in the 
faces of rich people. Participants who were asked to evalu-
ate wealth from faces with explicitly happy expressions 
(a cue that is different from subtle expressions of positive 
affect), however, failed to identify the ecologically valid 
cue. Instead, the authors observed that happy faces were 
rated rich because individuals’ mis-interpreted the happy 
expressions as an indicator of wealth, independently of their 
actual social class. Thus, we conclude that individuals’ self-
reported wealth cues will for the most part be ecologically 
valid, however, some cues will lack ecological validity but 
may be used (and reported) nevertheless.

Wealth cues: the underlying structure

The subjective knowledge and underlying cue utilization 
can be interpreted as being a part of stereotypes about the 
rich. Social stereotypes contain knowledge about (subjec-
tively) typical features of social groups. Subjective wealth 
cues exactly fit that description: They represent knowledge 
about perceivable features of the group of the rich and earlier 
research suggests that such stereotypes are mentally orga-
nized along stereotype dimensions (e.g., Kornadt & Rother-
mund, 2011; Fiske et al., 2002; Ragusa, 2015). Relevant 
for the present research, Ragusa (2015) concluded that ste-
reotypes about the rich can be clustered into six categories. 
He used an exploratory cluster analysis method and found 
evidence for the following clusters: greedy, materialistic, 
celebrious, personal traits, commerce, and free enterprise 
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(Ragusa, 2015). Another study systematically examined 
one specific wealth cue dimension, namely a dimension 
labeled ‘spending implies wealth’ (Kappes et al., 2021). It 
indicates that individuals’ belief that rich people are iden-
tifiable on basis of their spending behavior. On this basis, 
we assume that different wealth cues can be mapped to sev-
eral latent wealth cue dimensions and that these dimensions 
reflect an overall imagination of how rich people look like.

Previous research on wealth cues

Previous research used wealth cues either as dependent 
variables (e.g., Garcia et al., 2019; Robeyns et al., 2021) or 
as independent variables to examine several outcomes that 
can be assumed to be related to perceptions of wealth but are 
not these perceptions themselves. Examples are situational 
temptations, behaviors related to wealth or the evaluation 
of others. One study for example, showed that the presence 
of money triggers amoral behavior (Gino & Pierce, 2009). 
Another study found that individuals are less likely to honk 
when expensive (compared to non-expensive) cars drive 
below speed limit in front of them (Doob & Gross, 1968). 
Yet other studies showed that rich individuals are rated to 
have more favorable personality traits than individuals who 
do not display wealth cues (Christopher & Schlenker, 2000; 
Skafte, 1989; Sussman et al., 2014). Thus, wealth cues trig-
ger a variety of behaviors and evaluation processes and the 
question arises why some cues are perceived as more or less 
indicative for wealth.

One answer to this question could be that wealth cues 
are learned by observing the social environment. Indeed, 
there is evidence that individuals judge wealth on basis of 
their direct social environment (Galesic et al., 2018), and 
that individuals would say that different wealth cues are 
indicative to judge a person as rich, depending on which 
culture individuals come from. In the western world, for 
example, one frequently finds that individuals relate wealth 
to certain lifestyles, clothes, or housing types (e.g., Maaravi 
& Hameiri, 2019; Jahng, 2019), whereas individuals from 
Africa indicate that skin color and amount of cattle are cues 
of wealth (e.g., Bonn et al., 1999). Thus, we argue that it 
is unrealistic to describe a model of wealth cues that holds 
true for the entire world population. However, the present 
research aims at developing a model of wealth cues that 
might be used in the western world where individuals share 
similar standards of living.

Advantages of a newly developed wealth 
cue model

The rationale for developing an empirically validated model 
that describes the underlying structure of wealth cues, was 
as follows: First, such a model can make future research 
on the perception of wealth more comparable. For example, 
some research on wealth cues relied on cars as indicators 
of affluence (e.g., Maaravi & Hameiri, 2019), while other 
research (Skafte, 1989) provided participants with informa-
tion about target persons’ solvency. Although the research-
ers’ intention behind these distinct operationalizations is to 
experimentally vary or measure the same latent construct 
(wealth), it is likely that different aspects of wealth become 
salient based on these different procedures. In the car exam-
ple, individuals are likely to think about lifestyle aspects of 
a rich target, while in the latter example, individuals would 
more likely think about investment, shopping habits, or other 
financial aspects of wealth. It follows that only very narrow 
and specific aspects of wealth were assessed in these indi-
vidual studies when only some wealth cues were taken into 
account. A systematic examination of a comprehensive set 
of wealth cues and their relation to each other hence seems 
preferable to economically map the broad range of wealth 
cues that individuals encounter in their daily lives and actu-
ally utilitze to infer affluence in others. This is especially 
important when researchers or practitioners want to utilize 
wealth cues to appropriately represent rich individuals with-
out directly disclosing the bank account of individuals.

Second the use of a uniform wealth cue model might 
help to categorize earlier research on wealth. For example, it 
was found that rich (compared to non-rich) people received 
higher first offers in business negotiations (Maaravi & 
Hameiri, 2019) when they displayed wealth through their 
cars. However, one might question if this pattern would hold 
true if other wealth cues were used. A model that captures 
the full complexity of wealth cues for the rich could help 
to check if some wealth cues trigger different psychologi-
cal processes than others, to systematize the results, and to 
generate theories about the perception of the rich.

Third, we assume that such a model can reveal specific 
wealth cue profiles when it is used to examine different 
subgroups of rich people. That is, using a comprehensive 
wealth cue model to examine subgroups of rich people 
could reveal systematic differences between subgroups in 
terms of the specific sets of cues that are seen as characteris-
tic for indicating wealth of these groups. For example, indi-
viduals might think that some wealth cues (e.g., charismatic 
appearance) are more indicative for some rich subgroups 
(e.g., entrepreneurs) than for others (e.g., lottery winners). 
This proposition will be tested in Study 3.
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is not paying attention to his or her budget when he or she 
goes shopping’. Next, we summarized similar responses 
into distinct categories and re-formulated the resulting sen-
tences into a standardized format so that the sentences can 
be clearly understood and in a manner that it is possible for 
people to directly recognize the cues. Summarizing was 
done by grouping conceptually similar items according to 
the abstract category they had in common. For example, 
cues referring to brand-name shoes or brand-name jackets 
were grouped into one category labelled ‘expensive cloth-
ing’. Most of the resulting wealth cues read as follows: ‘If 
a person shows/is/has/likes… it is a sign s/he is rich’ or ‘A 
rich person is…’. One example wealth cue after editing is: 
‘If a person goes shopping for fun several times a month 
(e.g., for clothes, jewelry), it is a sign that s/he is rich’. In a 
last step, two experts discussed each item for its applicabil-
ity for the next study. In sum, a list of 67 unique wealth cues 
emerged.

Study 1

The Pilot Study qualitatively identified wealth cues. Study 
1 uses an EFA approach to examine the underlying factor 
structure of these wealth cues. We refer to the emerging 
factors as wealth cue dimensions. We first aim to develop 
an exploratory model that describes the content and the 
structure of the single cues for the group of the rich which 
shall be confirmatorily replicated in Study 2. The EFA was 
chosen to derive a broad but parsimonious model (in terms 
of number of items) to describe cues that are subjectively 
related to rich people.

Method

Participants

Two hundred German Amazon mTurkers took part in this 
online study (n = 40 female). The sample size corresponds 
approximately to a one-item-three-participants’ ratio. 
Around 59% of the participants were between 18 and 29 
years old and 28% were between 30 and 39 years old. The 
remaining sample was younger than 20 years old (7%) or 
older than 40 years (15%).

Procedure

To assess whether individuals would indicate that rich indi-
viduals are identifiable based on the 67 wealth cues, we 
employed the following instruction: ‘Below you are pre-
sented with sentences that contain statements about how 

Study overview

The present research aims at identifying subjective wealth 
cues and describing the structure (the interrelations) of 
wealth cues (Pilot Study and Studies 1–2). Furthermore, in 
Study 2, we aimed to replicate the structure of the wealth cue 
model for participants from Germany and the USA. Lastly, 
Study 3 tests the practical usefulness of the developed model 
by testing whether individuals ascribe different wealth cues 
to two different subgroups of the rich. We hypothesize that 
individuals have different stereotypes about competence 
and valence of these rich subgroups which leads to different 
evaluations. Based on this assumption, we predict different 
wealth cue profiles of these rich subgroups.

The structure of the studies is as follows: In a Pilot Study, 
we identify wealth cues by asking participants qualitatively 
via an open answer format for their opinion, what cues they 
use to identify rich people. Importantly, wealth cues were 
not predefined by us, but participants were asked to generate 
subjectively valid cues through free association (i.e., quali-
tatively). Building on these wealth cues, Study 1 then exam-
ines the underlying structure of latent factors behind these 
wealth cues via an exploratory factor analysis (EFA). In 
Study 2, we validate the factor structure identified in Study 
1 by means of a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). In this 
study, we also validate the model for participants from Ger-
many and the USA. Importantly, in these studies, we do not 
specify any group of rich people in particular but ask for 
the group of the rich more generally to develop a model 
that can be applied more broadly. The rationale is that we 
assume that the content and the structure of such a model 
is applicable for many rich subgroups although the agree-
ment to certain wealth cues might be higher for some rich 
subgroups than for others (see Study 3). All analyses were 
conducted with SPSS 25 and SPSS AMOS 25. Studies 1–3 
were pre-registered1.

Pilot study

To generate wealth cues, N = 86 psychology students of a 
German university (Mage = 20.73, SD = 2.31; n = 69 female) 
were asked to write two sentences in response to each of 
the following questions: ‘How would you know someone 
is rich?’, ‘What does a person need to have in order to be 
recognized as rich?’ and ‘What kind of lifestyle do you 
need to be recognizable as rich?’ (See Appendix A in the 
supplements).

We obtained 516 wealth cue replies using this method. 
One answer was for example: ‘You can tell when someone 

1  Pre-registrations: Study 1: Study1_PreRegistration, Study 2: 
Study2_PreRegistration, Study 3: Study3_PreRegistration.
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emerging factors in the next analysis. After the next rotation, 
we found a clear five factor structure. Howard (2016) rec-
ommended to rotate the last solution again which however, 
again yielded double loadings. We removed these items and 
reduced the factors to four. This solution yielded the final 
factor solution that was rotated again (see Appendix B in 
the supplements).

Because first, Factors 1 and 2 had more than twice as 
many items than Factors 3 and 4, and second, because from 
a theoretical point of view they seemed to be splitable, we 
ran separate EFAs for each of these factors to derive sub-
factors with fewer items. Appendix C (in the supplements) 
shows the solution of the EFA procedures. As can be seen 
there, Factor 1 was split into three and Factor 2 was split 
into two sub-factors. We labelled Factor 1 ‘high spending 
willingness’. This factor comprised the sub-dimensions: 
‘luxury consumption’ (Factor 1a); ‘expensive hobbies’ (Fac-
tor 1b); ‘spontaneous spending’ (Factor 1c). Factor 2, ‘char-
acter’ comprised the wealth dimension ‘greedy behavior’ 
(Factor 2a), which contains visible cues such miserliness or 
that someone does not like to pay for meals for others. Fur-
thermore, the ‘charismatic behavior’ dimension (Factor 2b) 
comprises visible cues such as charismatic or extraverted 
behaviors. Lastly, we labelled Factor 3 ‘self-presentation’ 
because within factor rich people are described as present-
ing themselves with status symbols, and we labelled Factor 
4 ‘possessions’ because this factor describes that rich people 
are believed to possess certain material objects.

We decided to apply a CFA to the same dataset as the 
one we used to build our model for two reasons. Following 
van Prooijen and van der Kloot (2001), follow-up CFA’s are 
recommended as a first assessment of whether a model built 
based on an EFA approach is worth to be validated with a 
new sample. The aspired generalizability might be compro-
mised (a) because the decision criteria used to extract fac-
tors might have been too liberal; (b) because we constructed 
a higher order structure of the data that cannot be tested via 
conventional EFA approaches. We used a ML higher order 
CFA approach. This three-layered structure (see Fig. 1) was 
supposed to represent the common latent construct of the 
above-described factors, the Factors 1–4 identified in the 
EFA, and (3) the sub-factors identified for Factors 1 and 2. 
These factors (Factor 1; 1a, 1b, 1c; Factor 2: 2a, 2b; Factor 
3 and Factor 4) were modelled as latent variables because 
we assumed underlying (latent) constructs described by the 
indicators (i.e., our wealth cue items). In this model, the 
error terms of AF41 and AF13, AF21 and AF50; AF28 and 
AF53, AF28 and AF01 and AF14 and AF12 were correlated 
because of similar wording and a somehow overlapping 
content. Also note that one item (AF24) was removed from 
the model due to poor factor loading.

you can tell or recognize that a person is rich. Please rate to 
what extent you agree with the following statements using 
the scale from 1 = ‘do not agree at all’; 7 = ‘strongly agree’. 
Lastly, participants provided demographic information (sex, 
age, and household net income).

Results

The procedure that we used for the EFA approach was simi-
lar to Rinn et al. (2019). Three items did not meet the cri-
teria of normal distribution (item identifier: AF34, AF38, 
AF39). These items had skewness and/or kurtosis outside 
the acceptable range of ± 2 and were removed from further 
analyses. The remaining 64 items were internally consistent 
(Cronbach’s α = 0.95) and omitting individual items would 
not have improved internal consistency. Thus, we kept all 
items for the further analyses. Next, the Kaiser-Meyer-
Olkin test and the Bartlett test of sphericity showed that 
the data were suitable for an EFA (KMO = 0.87; Bartlett: χ2 
[2016] = 7412.22, p < .001). Visual inspection of the scree-
plot suggested that approximately four factors were mean-
ingful to interpret and Velicer’s MAP test indicated that 
four to seven factors were meaningful to interpret. Thus, to 
avoid using the Kaiser criterion, as suggested by Howard 
(2016) and to derive as many factors as possible, we moved 
on by forcing SPSS to derive a seven-factor solution at the 
beginning.

EFA results and a preliminary CFA

We used a maximum likelihood method with a promax 
rotation, beginning with a seven-factor solution. We then 
removed six items due to small communalities (< 0.30), 
however left two items due to theoretical reasons (these 
items were reported elsewhere), so we decided to keep them 
for the next rotation. The next rotation yielded several items 
that had double loadings, that is items that load on a dif-
ferent factor with a factor loading of > = 0.30. We removed 
11 items with double loadings. Due to theoretical reasons, 
we did not remove two items with double loadings (i.e., we 
assumed that they might be able to load on emerging fac-
tors in the next analysis). We proceeded with the next rota-
tion and again removed eight items due to double loadings. 
We then reduced the number of factors to first 6 and, after 
an unsatisfactory final solution, to 5 in order to get a neat 
factor solution. In the next analysis we again removed five 
items due to double loadings. We did not remove one item 
because we again assumed that it might be able to load on 
emerging factors in the next analysis. After the next analy-
sis, we removed 3 items with double loadings and kept one 
item because we assumed that they might be able to load on 
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described above. Table 1 shows the descriptives and Table 2 
shows the intercorrelations of the final factors. Descrip-
tively, the factors with the highest means are the factors 
‘expensive hobbies’ (M = 5.13, SD = 1.23) and ‘possessions’ 
(M = 4.49, SD = 1.10) while the agreement with the charac-
ter dimensions ‘greedy behavior’ (M = 3.19, SD = 1.11) and 
‘charismatic behavior’ (M = 2.33, SD = 1.21) is less strong.

In sum, the model fit (χ2[238] = 378.66; p < .001; 
SRMR = 0.06; CFI = 0.92; RMSEA = 0.05) meets the thresh-
old for acceptable fit that was also used in previous research 
(e.g., Lai & Green, 2016). Particularly notable is the fact that 
the three-layered model had a better model fit than a two-
layered model (χ2[243] = 471.38; p < .001; SRMR = 0.07; 
CFI = 0.87; RMSEA = 0.07) that was suggested by the results 
of the EFA without splitting. This supports the appropriate-
ness of splitting Factor 1 and Factor 2 in the way we have 

Table 1 Descriptives of the wealth cue dimensions from Study 1
Factors Number of items M(SD) Min Max Skewness Kurtosis
1. High spending willingness
a. Luxury consumption 4 3.97 (1.36) 1.00 7.00 -019 -0.62
b. Expensive hobbies 3 5.13 (1.23) 1.00 7.00 -0.78 0.26
c. Spontaneous spending 3 3.51 (1.38) 1.00 7.00 0.13 -0.66
2. Character
a. Greedy behavior 5 3.19 (1.11) 1.00 6.60 0.21 -0.19
b. Charismatic behavior 3 2.33 (1.21) 1.00 7.00 1.24 1.90
3. Self-presentation 3 3.77 (1.36) 1.00 7.00 -0.15 -0.70
4. Possession 3 4.94 (1.10) 1.33 7.00 -0.51 0.07
Note. N = 200

Table 2 Intercorrelations of the wealth cue dimensions from Study 1
1 1a 1b 1c 2 2a 2b 3

1. High spending willingness -
a. Luxury consumption 0.88** -
b. Expensive hobbies 0.80** 0.56** -
c. Spontaneous spending 0.87** 0.69** 0.50** -
2. Character 0.37** 0.34** 0.17* 0.41** -
a. Greedy behavior 0.32** 0.29** 0.16* 0.35** 0.87** -
b. Charismatic behavior 0.33** 0.32** 0.14 0.37** 0.89** 0.56** -
3. Self-presentation 0.61** 0.58** 0.45** 0.52** 0.29** 0.29** 0.30** -
4. Possession 0.52** 0.48** 0.42** 0.42** 0.27** 0.27** 0.24** 0.36**
Note. N = 200. **p < .01, *p < .05; italicized correlations represent the correlations between the sub-factors with their respective higher order 
factor

Fig. 1 CFA model from Study 1. 
Note. All paths were significant at 
the p < .001 level. The error terms 
were not significantly correlated 
(all ps > 0.07). Factor explanation: 
F1: ‘high spending willingness’. 
F1a: ‘luxury consumption’; F1b: 
‘expensive hobbies’; F1c: ‘spon-
taneous spending’; F2: ‘charac-
ter’; F2a: greedy behavior’; F2b: 
‘charismatic behavior’; F3: ‘self-
presentation’; F4: ‘possessions’
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2016), we conclude that the model we reported showed an 
acceptable fit. Regarding the wealth cue agreement, we 
interpret the results as follows: In the Pilot Study, all single 
cues were semantically produced such that they can be used 
to recognize rich people, which justifies that the wealth cues 
can be referred to as subjectively valid wealth cues. How-
ever, when individuals are asked to rate how accurate they 
are, it seems that some perform better than others. Most 
participants agree that expensive hobbies are a valid cue 
to recognize affluence, whereas the charismatic behavior 
and greed behavior cues are less valid, yet not unusable, 
indicators of wealth. That is, the descriptives (maxima and 
standard deviations) indicate that there are some individu-
als who agree that people who display these cues can be 
described wealthy. Thus, we assume that our model is suit-
able to map which cues people perceive as subjectively 
valid. The following study aimed to validate the structure of 
the model developed in Study 1.

Study 2

Study 1 provided first evidence for a latent wealth cue con-
struct. However, Study 1 was an exploratory approach that 
we used to build a theoretical model and we used the same 
data set to carry out EFAs and a CFA. In the present study 
we address these concerns and aim to validate the factorial 
structure that we found in Study 1 by replicating the model. 
Furthermore, as argued before, it is likely that the validity of 
wealth cues differs across cultures (e.g., Bonn et al., 1999; 
Wu et al., 2018), but since individuals form their impres-
sion of wealth on the basis of other people around them 
(Galesic et al., 2018), we assume that the model that we 
presented in Study 1 would appropriately explain the con-
tent and the structure of wealth cues in the western world. 
If this assumption holds true, we should find an acceptable 
model fit for individuals from two western cultures that 
share a similar standard of living such as Germany and the 
USA. The two countries are described as being individual-
istic, similarly masculine, and similar in the power distance 
domain (Hofstede et al., 2010). However, it may well be 
that individuals from two culturally similar countries have 
a different wealth concept in mind, which we are also going 
to test in this study.

Method

Participants

In sum, N = 398 (n = 195 American, n = 203 German) partici-
pants took part in an online study via www.prolific.co. The 

Discussion

Study 1 provides novel insights regarding the content and 
the structure of wealth cues. It is noteworthy that some of 
our wealth cue dimensions share some characteristics with 
stereotypes of rich people. For example, Ragusa (2015) 
asked participants to provide stereotypes about rich peo-
ple and found evidence for a stereotype content similar to 
our character dimension (greedy behavior; Factor 2a) and 
possession (Factor 4) dimension. However, in contrast to 
Ragusa (2015), we asked participants which characteristics 
they thought would be required to recognize someone as 
being rich, by which we forced participants to produce cues 
that are visible from outside. Thus, the character dimension 
that we described above was not only a non-visible feel-
ing or stereotype of rich people but was summarized from 
explicitly named cues that are used to recognize rich people.

Notably, the greedy behavior dimension shares similari-
ties with the theoretical conceptualization of greed described 
by Lambie and Haugen (2019). The authors describe greed 
as a desire for money, insatiability to gain more, a retention 
motive, and an excessive desire for more possessions. These 
characteristics are all present within the greedy behavior 
dimension that we found, which shows that the greedy 
behavior dimension as described in our wealth dimension 
has a good construct validity.

Importantly, the content and structure of our wealth cue 
dimensions included some aspects that were not identified 
in previous research, for example the ‘character’ wealth 
cue dimension ‘charismatic behavior’ (Factor 2a), which 
shows that rich people are believed to be able to attract oth-
ers. Another wealth dimension, self-presentation (Factor 3), 
reflects the notion that people showing off their possessions 
or costly free-time activities in social media are likely to be 
perceived as rich. A further wealth dimension is the ‘high 
willingness to spend’ (Factor 1), with three sub dimensions 
wealth that also reflect how a rich person is believed to be 
recognized by the population. That is, it seems that individu-
als believe that people who have a high willingness to spend 
money (Factor 1) or to spontaneously spend money (Factor 
1c) for hobbies (Factor 1b) and for luxuries (Factor 1a) are 
rich. Most interestingly, the wealth dimension ‘possessions’ 
has the highest agreement that the containing wealth cues 
signal wealth. Even though these wealth cue dimensions are 
intuitively not surprising, they are only rarely examined in 
previous research (e.g., Kappes et al., 2021) and our model 
offers a first insight about the mental organization of wealth 
cues.

Although we acknowledge that there is a debate about 
the validity and usability of various fit indices, (i.e., which 
one is to report and how various fit indices play together, 
what happens when two indices disagree, e.g., Lai & Green, 
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dimension to recognize someone as rich, seventh rank was 
assigned to the least important dimension.

Results

In line with the pre-registration, we examined whether the 
model developed in Study 1 could be replicated for German 
and US-American participants. Results indicated first an 
acceptable model fit overall participants (χ2[238] = 737.29, 
p < .001, SRMR = 0.07; CFI = 0.91; RMSEA = 0.07). Split-
ting the samples by country (see Fig. 2) showed that both 
models had an acceptable fit. The model fit for the Ger-
man sample was χ2(216) = 445.79, p < .001, SRMR = 0.08; 
CFI > 0.90; RMSEA = 0.07, and for the American sample 
was χ2(216) = 589.72, p < .001, SRMR = 0.07; CFI > 0.90; 
RMSEA = 0.09. This validates our assumption that the con-
tent and the structure of the models is similar for two west-
ern countries.

To test whether individuals from both countries have a 
similar wealth cue concept in mind (i.e., whether the model 
is measurement invariant), we conducted a factorial invari-
ance analysis and tested for metric invariance (Crowson, 
2020). Results indicated that the χ2 difference between 
the more and the less restrictive models was significant 
χ2(23) = 69.8, p < .001. This indicates that the measurements 
are not measurement invariant.

The by-country descriptive statistics for the aggregated 
dimensions are displayed in Table 3, and the intercorrela-
tions averaged over all participants are displayed in Table 4. 

sample size corresponds to a sixteen participants-per-item 
ratio overall. In this study, n = 172 participants were female 
(n = 220 male) 2 and 46% of the participants were between 
20 and 29, 25% were between 30 and 39 and 12% were 
between 40 and 50 years old.

Material and Procedure

The procedure was the same as in Study 1. This time, we 
collected data about the 24 items that remained after the 
EFA in Study 1. Furthermore, to use the items in the USA, a 
native speaker translated the items to English, and we trans-
lated them back to German. We then checked if the wording 
and the meaning of these back-translated items matched the 
original and corrected the English versions accordingly if 
they did not. Additionally, to check if the mean scores of 
each dimension matched the subjective importance of each 
dimension to recognize rich people, we asked participants to 
rank the dimensions using a flashcard method. That is, we 
provided participants with seven virtual flashcards with the 
names of each dimension as a heading and the descriptions 
below. The ranking order placed the most important element 
atop, that is, the first rank was given to the most important 

2  Because there was considerable variability in the studies regarding 
the sex ratio, we report separate analyses that take sex differences into 
account in Appendix D in the supplements. Results from a MANOVA 
show that there were no sex differences in the subjective importance 
of the wealth cues in Study 1. However, in Study 2, there were sex 
differences regarding the character dimension: Greedy behavior and 
charismatic behavior were more important for males than females to 
identify a rich person.

Fig. 2 Results of the CFA in Study 2. Note. Figure 2A shows the  
model for the German sample. In the German sample, the following 
error terms were significantly correlated: AF41 and AF13 (B = 0.213, 
SE = 0.103, p = .038), and AF28 and AF01 (N = − .278, SE = 0.183, 
p < .001). No other error terms were significantly correlated in the  

German sample (all ps > 0.128). Figure 2B shows the model for the 
American sample. The following error terms were significantly corre-
lated in the American sample: AF28 and AF53 (B = − 0.632, SE = 0.206, 
p = .002), AF14 and AF12 (B = 0.511, SE = 0.13, p < .001), and AF28 
and AF01 (B = − 0.436, SE = 0.201, p = .030). In the American sample, 
no other error terms were significantly correlated (all ps > 0.445)

 

1 3

27449



Current Psychology (2023) 42:27442–27457

Discussion

These results replicated the wealth cue model and indicate 
the existence of a latent wealth construct that might rep-
resent an overall image of how rich people look like – not 
only for the German but also for the American sample. We 
thus found evidence for the assumption that two countries 
that are similar on many cultural dimensions (Hofstede et 
al., 2010) share a similar mental structure of wealth cues. 
Notably however, although the structure of wealth cues was 
similar for participants from both countries, results from a 
factorial invariance analysis suggested that individuals from 
both countries differ regarding the underlying wealth cue 
concept. This suggests that there is a certain degree of con-
text dependency in the perception of richness on the basis of 
wealth cues that is influenced by culture.

The finding that the flashcard ranking matched the scores 
of the Likert-scale ratings has two important implications 
for the present research: First, it showed that the wealth cues 
can be ranked in their subjective agreement with different 

The descriptives for the single items in Studies 1 and 2 can 
be found in Appendix E (in the supplements). Furthermore, 
exploratory analyses examining whether individuals from 
the two countries differ in their agreement that the wealth 
cues can be used to identify rich people can be found in 
Appendix F in the supplements.

Briefly, on average, the agreement to the factors ‘expen-
sive hobbies’ and ‘possessions’ was descriptively higher 
than for the character sub-factors ‘greedy behavior’ and 
‘charismatic behavior’. The intercorrelations show that all 
dimensions and sub-dimensions were significantly related 
to each other with at least a medium effect size (see Table 4). 
Notably, the rank order of the average dimension scores 
matched the flashcard ranking (see Table 3). That is, partici-
pants ranked ‘expensive hobbies’ first, and this dimension 
also had the highest average score. The dimension ‘charis-
matic behavior’ was ranked last, and the average agreement 
score was lowest.

Table 3 Study 2 Descriptives for the wealth cue dimensions for the German and US-American samples
M (SD) Flashcard

ranking position
Minimum Maximum Skewness Kurtosis Cronbach’s α

1. High spending willingness
1a. Luxury consumption 3.86/4.32

(1.38/1.56)
3/2 1.00/1.00 7.00/7.00 -0.24/-0.25 -0.57/-0.67 0.87/0.89

1b. Expensive hobbies 5.46/5.15
(1.12/1.36)

1/1 1.00/1.00 7.00/7.00 -1.38/-1.14 3.08/1.10 0.76/0.84

1c. Spontaneous spending 3.63/3.86
(1.43/1.58)

4/4 1.00/1.00 7.00/7.00 -0.14/-0.14 -0.57/-0.81 0.82/0.84

2. Character
2a. Greedy behavior 2.93/3.19

(1.09/1.48)
6/6 1.00/1.00 6.20/7.00 0.27/0.65 -0.31/-0.13 0.74/0.88

2b. Charismatic behavior 2.35/2.97
(1.00/1.54)

7/7 1.00/1.00 5.00/7.00 0.37/0.65 -0.76/-0.34 0.67/0.87

3. Self-presentation 3.33/3.70
(1.48/1.76)

5/5 1.00/1.00 7.00/7.00 0.15/0.14 -0.83/-1.06 0.90/0.92

4. Possession 4.92/4.61
(1.18/1.42)

2/3 1.33/1.00 7.00/7.00 -0.60/-0.52 0.00/-0.16 0.71/0.67

Note. N = 398

Table 4 Intercorrelations of the wealth cue dimensions from Study 2
1 1a 1b 1c 2 2a 2b 3

1. High spending willingness -
a. Luxury consumption 0.67** -
b. Expensive hobbies 0.90** 0.83** -
c. Spontaneous spending 0.65** 0.55** 0.86** -
2. Character 0.37** 0.33** 0.45** 0.47** -
a. Greedy behavior 0.43** 0.33** 0.49** 0.51** 0.90** -
b. Charismatic behavior 0.40** 0.26** 0.43** 0.44** 0.61** 0.90** -
3. Self-presentation 0.61** 0.58** 0.68** 0.58** 0.49** 0.55** 0.50** -
4. Possession 0.42** 0.62** 0.56** 0.43** 0.49** 0.49** 0.39** 0.52**
Note. N = 398. **p < .01, *p < .05; italicized correlations represent the correlations between the sub-factors and their respective higher-order 
factor

1 3

27450



Current Psychology (2023) 42:27442–27457

by different wealth cue dimensions. If there are indeed sys-
tematic differences in what wealth cues individuals attribute 
to rich individuals of different subgroups of the rich, then it 
should be possible to identify subgroup-specific wealth cue 
profiles.

To examine this, we assumed the following: By form-
ing an impression about others, people tend to categorize 
individuals as being a member of a specific social group 
and check if these individuals have certain characteris-
tics that are typical of the group (e.g., Macrae & Boden-
hausen, 2000). For subgroups of rich people, it was found 
that people who got rich via internal means were perceived 
more positively, more likeable (Kirby, 1999; Sussman et 
al., 2014) and more competent (Sussman et al., 2014; Wu 
et al., 2018) than individuals who acquired their wealth via 
external means. Thus, these characteristics go along with 
individuals who earned their money through their own 
work. Accordingly, it can be assumed that participants rate 
wealth cues that reflect competence as being predictive of 
somebody’s membership in the rich subgroup of persons 
who acquired their wealth via external (compared to inter-
nal) means. Analogously, wealth cues that signal negative 
(compared to positive) valence should be more predictive 
of someone belonging to the group of persons who acquired 
their wealth externally (compared to internally).

We expected that the seven wealth cue dimensions from 
Study 2 are differentially important for recognizing ‘inter-
nally’ versus ‘externally’ rich. The first dimension is ‘high 
spending willingness’ and can be further split up into the 
three wealth cues ‘luxury consumption’, ‘expensive hob-
bies’, and ‘spontaneous spending’. Thus, it seems that indi-
viduals attribute wasteful spending to the overall group of 
rich people. Compared to this, individuals with internal 
wealth sources are seen as competent because they worked 
hard for their status and wealth (Sussman et al., 2014; Wu 
et al., 2018). Additionally, being frugal might be seen as a 
skill that is helpful in accumulating wealth. So, persons who 
acquired their wealth by internal means should be rated as 
being more competent in dealing with money than people 
with external wealth sources. Hence, people with internal 
wealth sources should be assigned greater thrift, and con-
sequently rated lower than people with external wealth 
sources on the dimension ‘high spending willingness’ (H1). 
This is analogously true for the three wealth cue dimensions 
(Hypothesis 1a [H1a]: luxury consumption; H1b: expensive 
hobbies; H1c: spontaneous spending).

The second dimension is ‘character’ and involves the two 
wealth cue dimensions ‘greedy behavior’ (negative valence) 
and ‘charismatic behavior’ (positive valence). According to 
the valence levels, we expected people with internal wealth 
sources to be rated lower concerning ‘greedy behavior’ 

measurement methods. This speaks for a high reliability of 
the wealth cue dimensions. Second, it showed that although 
we collected data on a crowdsourcing platform, the data 
quality was good. Participants conscientiously dealt with 
the questionnaire and took it seriously.

Study 3

In the previous studies, we found evidence for wealth cue 
dimensions that describe how individuals identify rich peo-
ple. The following study aims to demonstrate the usefulness 
of the newly developed model by examining the extent to 
which different rich subgroups are perceived differently. In 
particular, we want to find out whether the model, which 
aims to capture the wealth cues of rich individuals as a 
whole, would potentially be able to capture rich subgroups 
as well. We argue that this is important because earlier 
research showed that the rich are not a homogenous group, 
but they are rather a diverse group with several subgroups. 
For example, there are different subgroups of rich people 
that differ in how they acquired their wealth.

Evidence suggests that individuals evaluate the rich dif-
ferently depending on whether they acquired their wealth 
through their own efforts (internal means) or by chance 
or luck (external means) (Kirby, 1999; Sussman et al., 
2014; Wu et al., 2018; Zitelmann, 2020). Rich people who 
acquired their wealth via internal means (e.g., entrepreneurs 
or CEOs) are rated to have more positive personality traits 
than individuals who acquired their wealth through external 
means (e.g., lottery winners or heirs; Sussman et al., 2014; 
Wu et al., 2018). Furthermore, rich people who acquired 
their wealth via internal means are seen as being more com-
petent (Wu et al., 2018) and are evaluated more positively 
(Kirby, 1999; Zitelmann, 2020) than people who acquired 
their wealth via external means. The latter are typically seen 
as being lavish and lazy (Kaplan, 1987).

This line of research suggests that there are at least two 
(non-orthogonal) stereotype dimensions (competence and 
valence) that capture the essence of why rich subgroups 
are perceived differently. In Study 3, we hypothesized that 
these competence/valence stereotypes would make differ-
ent wealth cue dimensions salient3. Specifically, we hypoth-
esized that different subgroups of the rich are characterized 

3  Note that for the present research we assumed that valence is a dif-
ferent attribute than the warmth construct that was described in the 
Stereotype Content Model (Fiske et al., 2002). Although warmth 
and (positive) valence might be partly overlapping, in this research 
valence refers to behaviors that can be viewed as positive or negative. 
For example, a person can build a company on their own, which is 
considered as positive and competent, but not warm. Hence, valence 
and competence can be related to each other and therefore represent 
non-orthogonal constructs.
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to externally) were perceived as being more competent 
(N = 124; F[1,123] = 1122.76, p < .001, ηpart

2 = 0.90)4.
The dependent variables were the scale values on the 

dimensions that we reformulated to test our hypotheses (see 
above). We instructed participants to indicate whether they 
would agree that the person in each vignette displays the 
characteristics described in the wealth cues, on a scale from 
1 (do not agree at all) to 7 (fully agree). One example from 
the luxury consumption wealth cue is ‘this person always 
wears the latest fashion’5.

Since we assumed that people who acquired their wealth 
via internal would be rated as more positive than those rich 
by external means, we asked participants to evaluate the 
likeability of the four rich persons using the following ques-
tion: ‘You have now ‘met’ four different people. If you had 
to spend an evening with one of the four people described, 
which one would you choose?’. We further collected demo-
graphic variables and for exploratory purposes a German 
version of a just world belief scale (not reported here).

Results

We first calculated mean scores for each wealth dimension. 
We then averaged mean scores for each dimension across 
the two vignettes that described individuals with inter-
nal versus external wealth sources. To test our hypotheses 
H1-H3, we conducted a 7 (wealth dimension) X 2 (source 
of wealth) repeated measurement ANOVA. Results (see 
Fig. 3) showed significant main effects of both wealth cues  
(F[6,528] = 41.76, p < .001, ηpart

2 = 0.32) and source of wealth  
(F[1,528] = 43.07, p < .001, ηpart

2 = 0.33). Most importantly, 
however, the interaction between the wealth cues and wealth 
source was significant (F[6,528] = 48.36, p < .001, ηpart

2 
= 0.35). Simple slope analyses via paired-sample t-tests 
showed that, as predicted, individuals who acquired their 
wealth via internal means, compared to those with external 
means, were rated as engaging in less luxury consumption 
(H1a, t[88] = -6.06, p < .001, d = -0.64) and as having fewer 
expensive hobbies (H1b, t[88] = -5.99, p < .001, d = -0.63). 
Furthermore, they were seen as less likely to spontaneously 
spend money (H1c, t[88] = -9.86, p < .001, d = -1.05), less 
greedy behavior (H2a, t[88] = -4.45, p < .001, d = -0.47), 
and more charismatic behavior (H2b, t[88] = 5.46, p < .001, 
d = 0.58). The exploration showed that people who acquired 
their wealth via internal (vs. external) means were perceived 
as engaging in less self-presentation (t[88] = -6.74, p < .001, 
d = -0.72). Furthermore, we unexpectedly found that they 

4  For more information about the data of the pre-study as well as the 
vignettes themselves, please contact the corresponding author.
5  Due to technical difficulties, we only collected two of three items of 
the wealth cue ‘possessions’. AF65 was not collected.

compared to people with external wealth sources (H2a) and 
higher concerning ‘charismatic behavior’ (H2b).

Another wealth cue dimension is ‘self-presentation’. 
Since self-presentation has positive (e.g., brave) as well as 
negative (showing off) aspects, we did not assign it clear 
positive or negative valence (the items appeared neutral in 
valence). Hence, we had no hypothesis about the agreement 
with the wealth cues summarized in this dimension. The 
items of the self-presentation dimension are also formu-
lated rather neutrally regarding the competence dimension. 
Therefore, we refrained from positing a specific hypothesis 
on how internal vs. external means of wealth acquisition 
would affect self-presentation ratings. The corresponding 
analysis should be treated as exploratory.

For the last wealth cue dimension, ‘possessions’, there 
was also no clear valence, nor did it clearly indicate compe-
tence or the opposite thereof. As both individuals with inter-
nal wealth sources and those with external wealth sources 
would typically fulfill the requirement of having the kind 
of money to attain possessions, we expected comparable 
ratings for both groups on this dimension (H3). Thus, the 
confidence interval of the mean comparison for ‘posses-
sions’ should include 0 and the associated p-value of the 
t-test should exceed p = .100.

Method

Participants

We collected data from a convenience sample (N = 100 Ger-
mans, n = 11 had to be excluded due to pre-registered cri-
teria) online (n = 63 female). Participants were on average 
M = 29.52 years old (SD = 12.44). Many participants were 
students (n = 63).

Material and Procedure

In this within-subjects experimental design, participants 
were shown four vignettes. Two of them described people 
who acquired their wealth via internal means (i.e., a CEO 
and an entrepreneur) and two of them described people 
who acquired their wealth via external means (i.e., an 
heir and a lottery winner). Source of wealth (internal vs. 
external means) is the independent variable. The vignettes 
were shown in a randomized order and were inspired by a 
previous study (Sussman et al., 2014) but they have been 
translated into German and adapted for improved com-
prehensibility. The vignettes were pre-tested to show that 
people who acquired their wealth internally (compared 

1 3

27452



Current Psychology (2023) 42:27442–27457

internal means only when they display a certain degree of 
competence or in simpler terms: incompetent people cannot 
get rich by their own effort. This complements Horwitz and 
Dovidio (2015) who stated that an important aspect of the 
perception of the rich is the legitimacy of their wealth.

On the other hand, people who acquired their wealth via 
internal means were perceived more positively, that is, they 
were more likeable and had higher ratings in charismatic 
behavior, than target persons who acquired their wealth 
through external means. This fits the assumption of Langer 
(1975) who noted that individual’s belief that ‘good things 
happen to people who do good things, and bad things hap-
pen to people who do bad things’ (Langer, 1975, p. 312). 
This reasoning and our empirical findings align with prior 
research on stereotypes about different subgroups of the 
social category of the rich that show that individuals who 
earned their wealth via internal (compared to external) mean 
are evaluated more positively (Sussman et al., 2014; Wu et 
al., 2018).

Regarding our exploratory finding, we found that partici-
pants evaluated the target persons who acquired their wealth 
via external (compared to internal) means to have a higher 
engagement in self-presenting behavior. Since people who 
acquired their wealth via external means are perceived more 
negatively than the other group, it might be that despite the 
neutral wording of the items, this dimension is perceived 
negatively as bragging behavior. This would explain why 
the more positively rated people with internal wealth sources 
were rated lower on this dimension compared to those with 
external wealth sources.

An explanation for the unexpected result concerning the 
‘possessions’ dimension (H4), it could be that although the 
items included in this dimension were neutrally formulated 
(in terms of valence), the items wereperceived to contain 
a positive connotation as they depict desirable objects. 
Accordingly, the rich prototype with internal wealth sources 

were perceived as having more possessions than people who 
acquired their wealth via external means (H3, t[88] = 4.54, 
p < .001, d = 0.48).

Validating previous findings (Kirby, 1999), a chi-square 
test shows, as predicted, that participants would rather spend 
time with people who acquired their wealth via internal than 
via external means, χ2(1) = 38.44, p < .001. Results showed 
that n = 81 participants would rather spend time with the 
CEO (n = 26), or the entrepreneur (n = 55) compared to 
n = 19 who would spend time with the lottery winner (n = 12) 
or the heir (n = 7), which speaks for the assumption that the 
former were perceived as being more positive in valence 
than the latter.

Lastly, we test intra-class correlations among the vignettes 
by testing whether participants rated the wealth cues simi-
larly depending on the source of wealth that was described 
in the vignettes. The intra-class correlations can be rated as 
average with ICC = 0.502 in the condition where the target 
person earned their wealth by hard work and ICC = 0.521 in 
the condition where the target person earned their wealth by 
external means. Thus, the vignettes were somewhat similar 
but also produced inter-individual variance.

Discussion

Study 3 tested whether wealth cues related to competence 
and valence of rich subgroups are distinctly predictive for 
individuals who acquired their wealth via internal means 
(e.g., a CEO) compared to external means (i.e., a lottery 
winner) which leads to specific wealth cue profiles. As 
predicted, wealth cue dimensions associated with lower 
competence (like a high generalized willingness to spend) 
were perceived as more descriptive of people who acquired 
their wealth via external means. We assume that a common 
belief is that it is unlikely that individuals can get rich via 

Fig. 3 Study 3: Average ratings 
of the wealth cue dimensions for 
people who acquired their wealth 
via internal (e.g., hard work) and 
external means (e.g., luck). Note. 
N = 89; the error-bars represent 
the standard errors of the means.
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& Baliki, 2015; Kappes et al., 2021; Ragusa, 2015), our 
research provides a validated model of various wealth cues.

Our wealth cue model also shows some parallels with 
earlier research regarding the content. We confirmed the 
prior findings that rich people are recognized by specific 
possessions (e.g., Bertram Hümmer et al., 2015; Ragusa, 
2015). Moreover, we observed that individuals ascribed a 
high spending willingness (luxury consumption, expensive 
hobbies) to the rich, which is somewhat in line with what 
Maaravi and Hameiri (2019) have found in their examina-
tion of the influence of wealth cues (e.g., cars) on first offers 
in business negotiations. Based on their findings that wealth 
cues go along with high first offers, it may be concluded 
that individuals believe that rich people are more willing to 
spend than people who do not show such cues. In addition, 
our results further showed that rich people are also thought 
to have different looks because they present themselves with 
different symbols compared to people who are not rich (Gil-
lath et al., 2012). And although some wealth cue dimensions 
do not appear to be new, or intuitively surprising, the pres-
ent results allow a broader understanding of their meaning 
(i.e., their content) and yield possible operationalizations of 
the wealth cue dimensions.

Regarding the structure, our wealth cue model indicates 
that wealth cues cluster around latent dimensions just like 
stereotypes of the rich and other subgroups of the society 
do (Kornadt & Rothermund, 2011; Ragusa, 2015). Fur-
thermore, the results indicate an overall latent factor that 
may reflect how individuals imagine how a rich person 
looks like. This is in line with the assumption that several 
directly observable cues combined serve as a lens through 
which it is possible to infer an underlying latent construct of 
wealth (Asendorpf, 2018; Brunswik, 1956). Notably how-
ever, results from a factorial invariance analysis show that 
although the structure of wealth cues is similar for partici-
pants in Germany and the USA, it seems that the abstract 
concept of what is typical for a rich person differs in both 
countries. We speculate that the different wealth concepts 
stem from different observations of conspicuous consump-
tion behavior of rich people in Germany and the USA.

Regarding the wealth cue profiles, we found that some 
wealth cues are more indicative for people who acquired 
their wealth via internal compared to external means than 
other wealth cues. So far, studies that examined these sub-
groups of the rich (e.g., Sussman et al., 2014; Wu et al., 
2018) have only investigated the likeability of those rich 
groups (Sussman et al., 2014), for example with the use of 
stereotypes from the stereotype content model (Sarkar et al., 
2020; Wu et al., 2018). In contrast to this, Study 3 revealed 
that people relate specific behaviors and use different wealth 
cues to identify these rich subgroups, because the subgroups 
are seen as differently competent and likeable. The results 

was rated more positively and higher on the ‘possessions’ 
items than the person with external wealth sources. Fur-
thermore, the single wealth cues could be taken to indicate 
competence to some extent (e.g., caring about a healthy 
lifestyle and taking care of finances). This could be asso-
ciated more strongly with the internal wealth source pro-
totype, which was generally perceived as more competent. 
Taken together, this study confirmed that the evaluation of 
the relative importance of different wealth cue dimensions 
for recognizing somebody as rich was at least partly based 
on stereotypes about distinct subgroups of rich people (Wu 
et al., 2018).

General discussion

We examined the content and the structure of wealth cues, 
which are a part of the rich stereotype. So far, research has 
either asked participants to reproduce stereotypes about the 
rich without focusing on visible cues (e.g., Ragusa, 2015) or 
made a pre-selection of wealth cues (e.g., Bertram-Hümmer 
et al., 2015). But it remained unclear if these approaches 
appropriately reflect the full range of wealth cues and how 
these cues can be structured to aptly describe the mental 
representation of the latent wealth construct. Our work 
addressed this gap in the literature. We systematically 
studied wealth cues generated by participants through free 
association, rather than predefined attributes that qualify a 
person as rich. Our studies thereby added important novel 
insights to our understanding of the range of attributes taken 
to indicate wealth, and how these wealth cues are organized 
to form one complex cognitive representation of the social 
category of the rich.

First, regarding the content, the present research revealed 
subjective wealth cues that were rarely studied so far. To 
our knowledge, there are no studies that examined the role 
of charismatic behavior and only few that examined greedy 
behavior in the subjective perception of wealth in other 
people. One reason might be that traits in general are hard 
to observe and to operationalize. Greedy behavior might be 
overlooked, possibly because stereotypes about the rich are 
mainly positive (Christopher & Schlenker, 2000; Ragusa, 
2015). Furthermore, we are also not aware of any study that 
examined the role of wasteful behavior in rich people, as 
indicated by the spontaneous spending dimension. Although 
there is one recent study that developed a ‘spending implies 
wealth belief scale’ (Kappes et al., 2021), our spontaneous 
spending dimension is more differentiated as it contains 
three sub-dimensions that are more specific about what indi-
viduals shall spend their money on to be identifiable as rich. 
Thus, contrary to earlier studies (e.g., Bertram-Hümmer 
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Implications

The findings of our studies are relevant for theories on the 
perception of wealth since they suggest that wealth cues are 
not ‘absolute’. That is, people differ to some extent regard-
ing what wealth cues they deem to be indicative of richness 
(see e.g., the results of the pilot study), the country of origin 
seems to make a difference in what kind of wealth cue con-
cept people have in mind, and wealth cues differ depending 
on what subgroups of rich people individuals think of. Thus, 
the stereotype activation and the subsequent judgement of 
others is not only subject to visible cues but also the context 
in which these cues are presented (Macrae & Bodenhausen, 
2000).

The findings of our studies are also of practical relevance. 
One major implication for individuals working as legal deci-
sion makers (e.g., political decision makers or judges) is the 
following: Earlier research has shown that wealth triggers 
social expectations (e.g., Götte, 2015). Since wealth cues 
might be used to categorize someone being rich, individuals 
who display such cues are admired by others as they are also 
perceived as competent (Wu et al., 2018) and assumed to 
have desirable personality traits (Christopher & Schlenker, 
2000; Leckelt et al., 2019) that lead to great social advan-
tages. A recent paper for example, reports on a court case in 
the USA which involved two comparable crimes (two juve-
niles who drove drunk and killed pedestrians) (Weiner & 
Laurent, 2021). One of the two cases was committed by a 
poor person and the other was committed by a rich person. 
In both cases, the attorneys used the same defense strategy. 
Notably, however, the rich defendant was sentenced to only 
10 years’ probation whereas the poor defendant was sen-
tenced to 20 years’ imprisonment. It seems as if the presence 
(or absence) of wealth cues leads to certain decisions that 
are at risk to turn out to be unfair probably because judges 
ascribe more positive personality traits to rich individuals 
than to poorer ones. We therefore recommend that indi-
viduals who work in legal decision-making contexts should 
be aware of the existence of such social class stereotypes 
and try to counteract against them to not be at risk to make 
unfair decisions.

For researchers who aim to examine the perception of 
wealthy people, the model that we developed indicates what 
cues individuals use to identify rich people. Thus, there is 
now a set of replicated wealth cues that might help to cat-
egorize earlier research. Furthermore, these wealth cues 
might serve as dependent variables in future studies like we 
used them in our Study 3, or to measure perceived wealth 
without directly asking individuals how much money this 
person earns or how rich they are.

There are also implications for the legislative branch. As 
outlined above, there is no uniform definition of wealth and 

revealed that wealth cues can be distinguished in their per-
ceived valence and competence which shows that the devel-
oped wealth cues have a good predictive validity.

Limitations

The wealth cues that were generated in the Pilot Study stem 
from students and two experts in this research area. It is 
thereby possible that there could be further relevant wealth 
cues that were not covered through our sample and could 
in the future be included by asking participants from other 
classes of society. Moreover, our research is likely to be 
subject to cultural dependency (Bonn et al., 1999) because 
wealth cues might differ across cultures (especially within 
the ‘possessions’ domain), meaning that depending on the 
cultural background, different cues are believed to indi-
cate that a person is rich. Furthermore, this study relied on 
semantic descriptions of participants and what cues they use 
to identify rich people. Research has shown that individuals, 
however, can identify affluence based on non-verbal cues 
that did not show up in the verbal descriptions of the partici-
pants (such as positive affect, Bjornsdottir & Rule, 2017). 
Thus, it seems that there are cues that are hard to verbalize 
but that still are used to identify the rich.

Directions for future research

Our studies provide a broader understanding of the con-
tent and the structure of wealth cues. Future research might 
examine whether the wealth cues that we identified here are 
ecologically valid cues of rich people. Brunswik’s (1956) 
lens model might be a framework for such research. Fur-
thermore, we found that although the wealth cue structure 
was similar among two countries that share a similar living 
standard, there were systematic differences regarding the 
relative importance of individual cues. This prompts further 
cross-cultural research regarding the perception of wealthy 
people.

Furthermore, Maaravi and Hameiri (2019) showed that 
individuals received higher first offers in business nego-
tiations when they were perceived being rich. Given the 
insights from our studies, there is now a set of cues that 
are related to rich people that goes beyond money and sin-
gle indicators of wealth (or status), such as cars or leather-
bound books. It may be an interesting avenue for future 
research to experimentally manipulate these wealth cues to 
check which of them are most important for certain behav-
iors related to wealthy people.
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