
F rom billboards to Instagram posts to the morning news, 
the phrase “Sponsored by” is inescapable. Now more than 
ever, scrolling through social media has gone from enter-

tainment and interpersonal connection to a marketing strategy. 
People’s impressionable attention can be swayed to promote 
corporate goods and services, contributing to an increasingly 
materialistic society.

The attention economy
The ubiquity yet subtlety 

of  modern advertising sways 
the public’s desires towards 
KWZXWZI\M�JMVMÅ\��IKKWZLQVO�
to economics teacher Grant 
Blackburn.

“When I was [younger], 
I used to think I was im-
pervious to idle advertising 
IVL�\PI\�Q\�LQLV¼\�IٺMK\�UM�º�
Blackburn said. “Because 
advertisements have gotten 
so sophisticated, it was hard 
for me to realize that I was 
being persuaded.”

Advertising’s ability to 
embed its messages into 
people’s daily lives is part of  
its persuasive power, which 

prompts people to consider a product or service marketed as 
JMVMÅKQIT�

“Advertising works best when it’s not forced upon people, 
when it gets you to say ‘yes’ to yourself,” Blackburn said.

The purpose of  advertising is to promote and sell commer-
KQIT�OWWL[�IVL�[MZ^QKM[��0W_M^MZ��_Q\P�\PM�QVÆ]`�WN �IL^MZ\Q[QVO�
opportunities in the digital age, the product that is now being 
sold is people’s attention, a concept known as the Attention 
Economy.

“The Attention Economy is simply trying to commodify at-
tention as a way to make money,” Blackburn said. “It under-
[\IVL[� \PI\�W]Z�I\\MV\QWV� Q[� TQUQ\ML�IVL�ÅVL[�_Ia[�WN �LMITQVO�
with that.”

Social media has played a critical role 
in the evolution of  marketing strategies. 
By selling users’ data to third-party busi-
nesses, social media platforms craft al-
gorithms that target each user with a 
precise, individualized collection of  
advertisements.

“It’s a lot easier for [companies] 
to have all of  the control,” Black-
burn said. “They have all of  our 
data. They have all of  the re-
sources.”

Producing, selling and buy-
ing products builds a founda-
tion for America’s economic 
system, especially in the tech-
nology-oriented Silicon Valley 
environment. 

“We now look at products 
as the salvation for our lives 
and livelihoods more than 
ever before,” Blackburn said. 
“The lifeblood of  capitalism 
Q[�OM\\QVO�][�\W�J]a�C[\]ٺE�º

Slippery slope
Having been inundated 

with advertisements on social 
media, junior Evie Barclay 
has learned to purchase prod-
ucts with intention. Barclay 
said she has realized that long-
\MZU� N]TÅTTUMV\� IVL� [I\Q[NIK-
tion do not stem from the excess 
consumption of  material objects.

“It’s always exciting to buy 
something new and get that re-
freshing feeling of  having something 
shiny, but it is a slippery slope,” Barclay 
said. “When that shine fades, I just want 
another new item.”

“We now look 
at products as 
the salvation 
for our lives 
and livelihoods 
more than ever 
before.”

Grant Blackburn 

economics teacher

MATERIALI$M:
AT WHAT CO$T?
Produce. Promote. Consume. Repeat.
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According to the American Psycho-
logical Association (APA), many peo-

ple gravitate towards materialistic 
values in the form of  compulsive 
shopping and overconsumption to 
appease their anxiety, insecurities 
IVL�TIKS�WN �N]TÅTTUMV\��

“The whole human expe-
ZQMVKM� ZMÆMK\[� W]Z� VMML� \W� ÅTT�
a gap,” Barclay said. “I think 
shopping is just one means of  
doing so.”

Many corporations base 
their marketing strategies on 
people’s inclination towards 
materialistic values. As social 
media has become a crucial 
marketing platform, brands 
have shifted their focus to-
_IZL[� QVÆ]MVKMZ�JI[ML� IL-
vertisements to promote their 
products.
¹C1VÆ]MVKMZ[¼E� [WKQIT� UMLQI�

is like a store window,” Barclay 
said. “What they choose to put 
out is what they want people to 
see.”

According to a Forbes article, 
¹<PM� 1UXWZ\IVKM� 7N � 1VÆ]MVKMZ�

Marketing In The ‘New Normal’ 
Digital Sphere” (2021), consumers 
WN\MV� XMZKMQ^M� QVÆ]MVKMZ�UIZSM\QVO�

content as more authentic and relat-
able because they trust peer recom-

mendations.
¹C1VÆ]MVKMZ[E�VIZZW_�\PMQZ�VQKPM�[W�

that people who like that niche will fol-
low them, and they’ll have an audience of  

like-minded people,” Barclay said.
?PQTM�QVÆ]MVKMZ�UIZSM\QVO�Q[�IV�IXXMIT-

ing way for brands to make money, Barclay 
has learned to be more conscious of  advertis-
QVO¼[�QVÆ]MVKM�WV�PMZ�[XMVLQVO�PIJQ\[�
¹1� LWV¼\� ÅVL� \PI\� \PW[M� IL[� MVWZUW][Ta� QU-

pact me because I’m very aware of  their intention, 
and I try to analyze why I’m buying,” Barclay said.

The psychological conveyer belt
Psychology teacher Chris Farina said that push and 

pull factors can contribute to people’s appeal to materi-
alistic lifestyles. Push factors are internal impulses such as 

anxious habits that inform your decisions, and pull factors are 
M`\MZVIT� QVÆ]MVKM[� []KP�I[� KWZXWZI\M�IOMVLI[� \PI\� [_Ia�aW]Z�
behavioral patterns. 

“You might have your own desire to purchase things because 

they’re tangible, they’re really concrete and they can give you 
I� [MV[M� WN � QUUMLQI\M� OZI\QÅKI\QWV�º� .IZQVI� [IQL�� ¹C+WZXWZI-
tions] are going to push their advertisements to suggest that 
\PMa�_W]TL�XZW^QLM�aW]�_Q\P�[WUM�LMOZMM�WN �JMVMÅ\��MVRWaUMV\�
or happiness. [People] are 
on this conveyor belt where 
they constantly chase after 
new objects.”

Rosy retrospection is a 
psychological phenome-
non in which people tend 
to perceive the past more 
positively than the present. 
For this reason, Farina ex-
plained that experiences can 
be a source of  long-lasting 
contentment as opposed to 
\PM� QUUMLQI\M� OZI\QÅKI\QWV�
received from material pos-
sessions.

“[Researchers] usually 
ÅVL� \PI\� XMWXTM� _PW� XZQWZ-
Q\QbM� X]ZKPI[QVO� �ٺ[\] ^MZ[][�
purchasing experiences have a lower sense of  well-being, men-
tal health or self-reported happiness compared to the group that 
prioritizes spending their time and money on experiences,” Fa-
rina said.

Beyond rosy retrospection, Farina said that human connec-
tion is often an essential component of  positive, memorable 
M`XMZQMVKM[�IVL�I�[QOVQÅKIV\�
contributor to people’s hap-
piness.

“We know that one of  the 
single greatest things that 
contributes to an individu-
al’s well being is their rela-
tionships with other people,” 
Farina said. “Having some-
thing that promotes relation-
ships is often going to bring 
you a greater degree of  hap-
piness than something that’s 
just focused on your own 
individual consumption,” 
Farina said.

The happiness that stems 
from purchasing a new prod-
]K\�Q[�ÆMM\QVO��.IZQVI�[IQL�PM�
ZMKWUUMVL[�ÅVLQVO�I�LMMX-
MZ�[W]ZKM�\W�WVM¼[�N]TÅTTUMV\��
a sense of  meaning beyond 
materialistic values.

¹AW]�[PW]TL�ÅO]ZM�W]\�\PM�\PQVO[�\PI\�ZMITTa�UI\\MZ�\W�aW]�º�
.IZQVI�[IQL��¹;XMVL�aW]Z�\QUM�IVL�MٺWZ\�XQKSQVO�\PM�JM[\�^MZ-
sion of  those things.”

“[People] are on 
this conveyer 

belt where 
they constantly 
chase after new 

objects.”
Christopher Farina

psychology teacher

“The whole 
human 

experience 
reflects our need 

to fill a gap. I 
think shopping is 

just one means 
of doing so.”

Evie Barclay

junior
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