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Attitudes toward Making Money: A Psychological Perspective

Attitudes toward making money constitute a crucial area of study within psychological economics
and clinical psychology, representing the complex tapestry of cognitive, emotional, and behavioral
orientations individuals hold regarding the acquisition, use, and meaning of wealth. These attitudes
are not merely reflections of financial literacy or economic status; rather, they are deeply rooted
psychological constructs that influence everything from career choices and spending habits to
relationship dynamics and overall life satisfaction. Understanding these orientations requires
moving beyond the utilitarian definition of money as a simple medium of exchange and recognizing
its profound symbolic value as a proxy for security, power, achievement, and morality.

The study of these orientations often reveals significant individual variation, suggesting that while
economic realities provide a framework, the subjective interpretation of money is paramount. For
instance, two individuals earning the same salary may hold radically different attitudes toward
saving or risk-taking, driven by disparate internal narratives concerning scarcity, control, and
deservedness. These narratives, often termed "money scripts,” are unconscious, typically
intergenerational beliefs about money that dictate financial behaviors. Psychologists recognize that
these attitudes are powerful determinants of financial well-being, often leading to self-sabotaging
behaviors--such as chronic debt or wealth aversion--if left unexamined. Therefore, defining
attitudes toward making money involves encompassing both the overt behavioral manifestations
and the underlying affective and cognitive structures that give rise to them.

A formal definition of money attitude includes three primary components: the cognitive component
(beliefs about money, e.g., "Money corrupts"), the affective component (feelings associated with
money, e.g., anxiety or excitement), and the behavioral component (actions taken regarding
money, e.g., compulsive spending or extreme frugality). The focus on making money specifically
highlights the motivational drive and ethical framework surrounding income generation. This drive
can range from a purely instrumental pursuit aimed at fulfilling basic needs to a highly internalized
quest for status and recognition, reflecting how deeply integrated financial striving is within the
modern concept of self-identity and societal contribution. The intensity and direction of this drive
are shaped by early life experiences and cultural norms regarding wealth accumulation and
display.

The Psychological Foundation of Monetary Attitudes

The psychological underpinnings of attitudes toward making money are deeply intertwined with
fundamental human needs and motivational theories. According to frameworks such as Maslow's
hierarchy, money primarily addresses the physiological and safety needs, serving as the ultimate
buffer against unpredictability and deprivation. However, once basic needs are met, the pursuit of
money shifts its symbolic function, becoming inextricably linked to higher-order needs, particularly
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those related to self-esteem, belonging, and self-actualization. The attitude developed toward
wealth acquisition thus becomes a mirror reflecting the individual's success in navigating the social
hierarchy and achieving personal competence.

For many, the act of successfully making money is a powerful source of self-efficacy. When
individuals perceive their efforts leading directly to financial gain, it reinforces a belief in their own
capability and competence, contributing significantly to a healthy self-image. Conversely, difficulty
in earning or maintaining wealth can lead to feelings of shame, failure, and powerlessness,
demonstrating the strong emotional charge money carries beyond its economic function. This
linkage means that attitudes toward making money are often projections of attitudes toward the
self; individuals who doubt their inherent worth may struggle with the concept of earning substantial
wealth, believing they are undeserving, while those seeking external validation may equate
immense wealth with inherent superiority.

Furthermore, psychological research suggests that attitudes toward making money are often
defense mechanisms related to the primal fear of death and existential anxiety. By accumulating
resources, individuals attempt to exert control over an uncontrollable future, creating an illusion of
permanence and security. This tendency fuels the attitude of money retention, where the primary
focus is not on consumption but on accumulation as a means of reducing anxiety. This
psychological foundation explains why some individuals, despite having more than enough
resources, maintain an intense, often pathological, drive to earn more, viewing wealth
accumulation as the only reliable hedge against life's inevitable vulnerabilities. The relentless
pursuit of financial success is often less about luxury and more about managing deep-seated
psychological discomfort.

The Dual Nature of Money: Utility versus Symbolism

To understand the complexity of attitudes toward making money, one must recognize the inherent
duality of money itself: its concrete utility and its abstract symbolism. Utility refers to money's
functional role--its capacity to be exchanged for goods and services, its measurement as a unit of
account, and its function as a reliable store of value. Attitudes purely focused on utility view money
instrumentally; making money is simply a process required to facilitate consumption or investment.
This view tends to be objective and rational, minimizing emotional involvement in the process of
earning.

In contrast, the symbolic nature of money imbues it with profound psychological meaning that often
overrides rational utility. Money symbolizes abstract concepts such as freedom (the ability to
choose one's life path), power (the capacity to influence others and circumstances), and love
(often expressed through gifts or financial provision). When money is viewed symbolically, attitudes
toward making it become highly emotional. For instance, an individual whose attitude links money
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with power may engage in aggressive, high-risk earning behaviors, seeing the accumulation
process itself as a competitive sport necessary to prove dominance. Conversely, an individual
whose attitude links money with corruption or moral compromise may subconsciously sabotage
earning opportunities to maintain a perceived sense of moral purity.

This conflict between utility and symbolism often results in monetary ambivalence, a common
psychological state where individuals simultaneously desire wealth for its utility (security, comfort)
but reject it for its symbolic associations (guilt, responsibility, potential corruption). This
ambivalence complicates the attitude toward making money, leading to inconsistent behaviors,
such as earning a large income only to quickly dissipate it through excessive spending or giving it
away. The symbolic weight of wealth can be so heavy that the act of acquiring it becomes
psychologically fraught, demonstrating that the objective amount earned is less important than the
subjective meaning assigned to that earning.

Measurement and Assessment of Money Attitudes

The rigorous study of attitudes toward making money relies on specialized psychometric
instruments designed to capture the multi-dimensional nature of these constructs. Unlike simple
measures of income or financial literacy, these tools aim to quantify the affective and cognitive
orientations that drive financial behavior. One of the most widely used instruments is the Money
Ethic Scale (MES), which identifies several key dimensions that define an individual's attitude
toward money accumulation and use. These dimensions provide a structured framework for
understanding the nuances of earning motivation.

Key dimensions assessed in instruments like the MES typically include:

Power and Prestige: The extent to which an individual believes money is a measure of success,
power, and social status. A strong positive attitude toward making money in this dimension reflects
a desire to use wealth as a tool for influence and external validation.

Retention and Time: The degree to which money is viewed as something to be saved and
protected, often associated with compulsive saving and aversion to spending. This attitude
highlights money as a buffer against future uncertainty.

Distrust and Anxiety: The level of worry and skepticism associated with financial matters. High
anxiety can lead to a negative attitude toward making money, viewing the process as inherently
stressful or dangerous.

Quality and Morality: Beliefs regarding the ethical implications of wealth acquisition. This
dimension captures attitudes regarding whether money is viewed as inherently good, bad, or
neutral, influencing the acceptable methods of earning.

Another important framework involves the assessment of "money scripts,” which are often
measured using qualitative interviews or specialized questionnaires like the Financial Beliefs
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Questionnaire (FBQ). These assessments help identify specific, often unconscious, rules that
guide financial behavior, such as "Money should be earned through hard work only" or "Rich
people are greedy." Identifying these scripts is critical because the attitude toward making money
is often dictated by these hidden rules, which may be contradictory or self-limiting. Effective
psychological intervention often involves helping individuals identify and rewrite these early-formed
scripts to foster healthier, more adaptive attitudes toward earning and wealth management.

Cultural and Societal Influences on Earning Attitudes

Attitudes toward making money are profoundly shaped by the cultural and societal context in which
an individual is raised. Economic systems, religious traditions, and prevailing societal narratives
about wealth and poverty establish the moral and ethical boundaries surrounding income
generation. For instance, societies influenced by the Protestant work ethic tend to foster attitudes
that highly value industriousness, frugality, and delayed gratification, viewing financial success as a
sign of divine favor or moral virtue. In this context, the attitude toward making money is strongly
positive, provided the wealth is earned through diligence and reinvested responsibly, rather than
used for ostentatious consumption.

In contrast, collectivist cultures often place less emphasis on individual wealth accumulation and
more on financial interdependence and resource sharing within the extended family or community.
In such contexts, an overly aggressive attitude toward making money might be viewed negatively,
potentially signaling selfishness or detachment from communal responsibilities. The societal
attitude dictates the acceptable sources of income and the appropriate display of wealth; earning
attitudes are therefore regulated by social norms regarding humility and communal contribution
versus individual achievement.

Modern consumer culture also exerts a powerful influence, subtly shifting the attitude toward
making money from a means of stability to a means of identity expression and competitive
consumption. Media portrayals of extreme wealth and instant success normalize high financial
expectations, potentially fostering attitudes characterized by impatience and entitlement regarding
income generation. This environment often encourages a shift from the "saver" mentality to the
"spender" mentality, where the attitude toward making money is primarily driven by the desire to
fund immediate lifestyle upgrades rather than long-term security. This societal pressure can
intensify the negative affective components of money attitudes, such as anxiety and envy, when
personal earning capabilities fail to meet culturally imposed standards.

Money Attitudes and Behavioral Outcomes

The attitudes an individual holds toward making money translate directly into tangible financial
behaviors, impacting long-term economic stability and psychological well-being. A positive,
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balanced attitude--one that views money instrumentally for security and possibility without
excessive emotional attachment--typically leads to adaptive behaviors such as consistent saving,
strategic investment, and measured risk-taking. Conversely, dysfunctional or extreme attitudes
often precipitate maladaptive financial outcomes.

For example, an individual with an attitude of money avoidance (a belief that money is dirty or
corrupting) may subconsciously limit their earning potential, refuse promotions, or fail to negotiate
adequately for salary increases. This attitude ensures they remain financially constrained, fulfilling
the unconscious script that wealth is dangerous. The behavioral outcome is chronic under-earning,
often accompanied by rationalizations that mask the underlying fear of financial success.
Conversely, an attitude defined by extreme money worship (the belief that wealth equals
happiness and solves all problems) can lead to highly aggressive, unethical, or impulsive earning
behaviors, such as excessive gambling, fraudulent schemes, or an unwillingness to prioritize
personal relationships over work, ultimately leading to burnout and interpersonal conflict.

Furthermore, money attitudes heavily influence debt management. Individuals who view making
money as a source of self-worth may use debt as a means of projecting an image of success they
have not yet achieved, resulting in chronic overspending and crippling financial instability. The
attitude toward the acquisition process itself also dictates career satisfaction; if the attitude toward
earning is rooted only in external rewards (extrinsic motivation), the individual is more likely to
experience job dissatisfaction than someone whose attitude toward earning is intrinsically
motivated by the challenge and mastery of the work itself. Therefore, the specific constellation of
attitudes toward making money is a powerful predictor of both financial health and overall life
satisfaction.

Pathological Attitudes: Money Avoidance and Money Worship

While many attitudes towards making money fall along a healthy spectrum, clinical psychology
recognizes two primary pathological extremes: money avoidance and money worship, both of
which severely impair financial decision-making and psychological adjustment. These represent
rigid, deeply ingrained belief systems that dictate maladaptive behaviors related to income
generation and wealth management.

Money Avoidance encompasses several negative scripts and attitudes:

Money is Bad/Evil: The belief that wealth acquisition is morally compromising, leading to guilt or
shame regarding high earnings.

Financial Denial: The refusal to engage with financial realities, such as ignoring bills, avoiding
budgeting, or delegating all financial decisions to others, thereby undermining the ability to earn
effectively.

Underearning: Actively or passively limiting income below one's potential, often driven by the fear
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of change, success, or the perceived responsibilities that come with wealth.

Individuals with money avoidance attitudes view the pursuit of wealth negatively and often
unconsciously repel opportunities to increase their earnings, maintaining a state of financial
discomfort that aligns with their core belief that wealth is undeserved or dangerous. This attitude
often requires significant therapeutic intervention to dismantle the fear associated with financial
success.

Conversely, Money Worship involves an excessive, often compulsive, focus on the accumulation
of wealth, viewing it as the ultimate source of happiness, security, and identity. This pathological
attitude is characterized by:

Money is Power/Love: The belief that money can solve all problems, substitute for emotional
connection, or guarantee absolute control over life.

Workaholism and Compulsive Saving: An inability to separate self-worth from net worth, leading
to relentless work habits and extreme, often painful, frugality even when financial security is
achieved.

Financial Risk Addiction: Engaging in high-stakes financial activities, viewing the thrill of earning
and increasing wealth as a primary source of excitement and self-validation.

For the money worshipper, the attitude toward making money is defined by insatiability; no amount
of wealth is ever sufficient because the underlying psychological needs (security, love, self-worth)
that money is meant to satisfy are fundamentally internal and cannot be filled by external financial
accumulation. Both money avoidance and money worship represent distortions of the earning
motive, demonstrating how psychological baggage can hijack the rational process of wealth
creation.

Developmental Aspects of Monetary Attitudes

Attitudes toward making money are not innate but are learned and internalized primarily during
childhood and adolescence through observation, direct instruction, and emotional experiences
related to money. The family environment serves as the initial and most potent laboratory for
forming these core beliefs and affective responses.

Parental modeling is perhaps the most critical factor. Children observe how their parents earn,
spend, and discuss money, absorbing implicit and explicit lessons about its value and morality. If
parents exhibit anxiety or constant conflict surrounding income, the child is likely to develop an
attitude toward making money characterized by stress and negativity, viewing the process as
inherently difficult or dangerous. Conversely, if parents model a healthy, instrumental relationship
with money, prioritizing saving and responsible earning, the child is more likely to adopt a
balanced, proactive attitude toward wealth acquisition.
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Key formative experiences include socioeconomic status and exposure to scarcity or abundance.
Children raised in environments of chronic scarcity may develop attitudes focused on immediate
consumption and distrust of financial systems, seeing money as something fleeting that must be
spent before it disappears. In contrast, children of significant wealth may develop attitudes
characterized by entitlement or, conversely, a profound sense of guilt or responsibility regarding
their future earning potential. Furthermore, transitional life events, such as moving out of the
parental home, marriage, or starting a business, often challenge existing attitudes toward making
money, forcing an individual to confront and potentially revise the money scripts inherited from their
past. The attitudes formed in these early developmental stages often persist into adulthood,
requiring conscious effort to modify if they prove maladaptive to adult financial life.
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