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Abstract 
 

The present research explores the substitution between monetary utility and utility of self-
esteem in interpersonal conflicts. Experiment 1 examined how the domain of conflict (verbal 
abuse versus item damage) and the type of compensation (money versus apology) had impacts 
on participants’ satisfaction. The results showed that apology produced more satisfaction than 
monetary compensation. Experiment 2 examined how the amount of monetary compensation 
(100, 1,000, or 10,000 yuan) influenced participants’ satisfaction after they were verbally abused. 
The results showed that participants in the three conditions were not satisfied, even though they 
evaluated the largest amount of compensation to be more useful than the smallest one. 
Experiment 3 tested how the value of the damaged item (100 versus 10,000 yuan) and the type of 
compensation (money versus apology) influenced participants’ satisfaction. The results showed 
that monetary compensation produced more satisfaction when the value of the item was large. 
Therefore, monetary compensation sometimes is necessary, however, it reduces satisfaction 
when it is misused.    
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Introduction 
 

People desire for both money and self-esteem. Money is used in exchange of goods. It 
may also imply the competence of its owner (Lea & Webley, 1997, 2006; Kennedy & 
Willcutt,1964; Koszegi, 2006; McGrade, 1966; Shamir, House, & Arthur,1993). Self-esteem is 
people’s subjective evaluation of themselves  (Baumeister, 1998; Crocker & Park, 2004; 
Campbell & Sedikides, 1999; Greenwald, 1980; James, 1890; Larrick, 1993; Steele, 1988; 
Taylor & Brown, 1988). It may be influenced by how they are treated in social interactions 
(Shamir, House, & Arthur, 1993; Steele, 1988; Tesser, Martin, & Cornell, 1996 ). Both monetary 
utility and utility of self-esteem may serve as compensations. They may motivate desirable 
behaviors (Deci, Koestner, & Ryan, 1999; Spear, 1970; Sherif & Cantril, 1947; Tesser, Martin, 
& Cornell, 1996). They may partly substitute for one another due to their common functions 
(Zhang, 2009). The present research examines the substitution between monetary utility and 
utility of self-esteem. 

The understanding of the substitution between money and self-esteem may promote the 
efficiency in the distribution of resources. For instance, utility of self-esteem can substitute 
monetary utility for one party, and money is needed for the other party.  The other party provides 
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utility of self-esteem to the first party so as to use their limited amount of money for other 
purposes. 

In some situations, monetary compensation is essential. When their expensive item are 
damaged, an apology is not enough. People want monetary compensations that are 
commeasurable to the damaged items.     

Furthermore, money often serves as compensations for a variety of purposes in modern 
society. In some situations, money is possibly not able to make up for the loss of dignity. Then 
the money paid to the victims is wasted. Additionally, the victims are unsatisfied. The present 
research explores the boundary conditions under which monetary utility and utility of self-esteem 
can substitute for one another. 

 
The Present Research 

 
The present research examines the substitution between money and self-esteem. 

Experiment 1 examined how the domain of conflict (verbal abuse versus item damage) and the 
type of compensation (apology versus money) had impacts on participants’ satisfaction in the 
conflict between two colleagues. Experiment 2 tested the price of dignity. Participants were told 
that one of their colleagues verbally abused them. It explored how the amount of monetary 
compensation (100 yuan versus 1000 yuan versus 10,000 yuan) influenced participants’ 
satisfaction. Experiment 3 addressed the boundary condition under which the utility of self-
esteem could substitute for monetary utility. It examined how the value of the damaged item 
(100 yuan versus 10,000 yuan) and the type of compensation (apology versus money) influenced 
participants’ satisfaction. In all of the experiments, monetary utility and the utility of self-esteem 
were also measured. Furthermore, trait self-esteem was also measured to explore the individual 
differences in the value of utility of self-esteem. 

 
Experiment 1 

 
 Monetary utility and utility of self-esteem may partly substitute for one another when 
colleagues resolve their conflicts. Experiment 1 explored how the domain of conflict between 
colleagues (verbal abuse versus the damage of an item) and the type of compensation (apology 
versus money) influenced participants’ satisfaction.   

 
Method 

Participants 
 One hundred and eighty-one workers (87 females, 64 males, 30 people did not report 
their gender) in a medication factory participated in this study. They received a small gift for 
their participation. This experiment was a 2 (verbal abuse versus the damage of an item) X 2 
(apology versus money) between-subject design. 
 
Procedure 
 Participants read the instructions about the surveys. Two variables were manipulated: the 
domain of conflict (verbal abuse versus the damage of an item) and the type of compensation 
(apology versus money). Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions. In 
the verbal abuse condition, participants were told that one of their colleagues verbally insulted 
them. In the item damage condition, participants were told that one of their colleagues damaged 
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one of their items. In the apology condition, participants were told that their colleague was 
willing to apologize to them in front of others. He/she did not want to provide monetary 
compensations. In the monetary compensation condition, their colleague was willing to provide a 
monetary compensation of 100 yuan. He/she did not want to apologize. 

Afterwards, all participants answered five questions. In the monetary compensation 
condition, the questions were the following. First, they were asked, “How satisfied are you with 
the outcome in this situation?”, and the scale ranged from 1 (very dissatisfied) to 9 (very 
satisfied). Second, they were asked, “How does the compensation of 100 yuan influence your 
self-esteem?”, and the scale ranged from 1 (self-esteem threatened) to 9 (self-esteem boosted). 
Third, they answered, “How do you feel about the compensation of 100 yuan?”, and the scale 
ranged from 1 (being insulted) to 9 (being flattered). Fourth, they were asked, “How satisfied are 
you with the degree of compensation?”, and the scale ranged from 1 (very dissatisfied) to 9 (very 
satisfied). Fifth, they answered, “Do you think how useful 100 yuan is?”, and the scale ranged 
from 1 (not useful at all) to 9 (very useful). In the no payment condition, the questions were the 
same, except that the compensation of 100 yuan was replaced with the apology.  

Finally, participants completed a post-experiment survey. First, they answered, “In your 
conflict with the colleague, the other person a) verbally abuses you b) impairs your item.” 
Second, they were asked, “In your conflict with the colleague, how does the other person 
compensate you?”, and the options were “apology ” and “economic compensations”. Third, in 
the verbal abuse condition, participants were asked, “After your colleague verbally abuses you, 
do you think how the other person should compensate you? Please evaluate the following two 
types of compensation:  a) apology b) economic compensation.” The rating scales ranged from 1 
(not necessary at all) to 9 (very necessary). In the monetary condition, participants answered the 
same questions except that the phrase of “verbally abuses you” was replaced by “damages your 
object”. Participants filled out their demographic information. They were thanked and debriefed.  

 
Results and Discussion 

  
The results showed that the type of compensation had a significant main effect on 

satisfaction. One hundred and eighty participants answered this question. Participants in the 
apology compensation condition were much more satisfied (M = 6.36, SD = 2.43) than those in 
the monetary compensation condition (M = 1.98, SD = 1.80), F (1, 176) = 193.16, p < .001. The 
domain of conflict had a marginal significant effect on satisfaction. Participants in the verbally 
abuse condition were slightly less satisfied (M = 3.88, SD = 3.15) than those in the item 
impairment condition (M = 4.38, SD = 2.95), F (1, 176) = 3.57, p = .060. The interaction effect 
between the domain of conflict and the type of compensation was not significant, F < 1, ns. 
 Both the domain of conflict and the type of compensation had significant main effects on 
how the compensation influenced participants’ self-esteem. Participants in the verbal abuse 
condition perceived more ego-threat (M = 3.73, SD = 2.95) than those in the item impairment 
condition (M = 4.39, SD = 2.80), F (1, 177) = 6.07, p = .015. Participants in the apology 
compensation condition perceived more self-esteem boost (M = 6.07, SD = 2.55) than those in 
the monetary compensation condition (M = 2.14, SD = 1.61), F (1, 177) = 160.37, p < .001. The 
interaction effect between the domain of conflict and the type of compensation was not 
significant, F < 1, ns. 
 Both the domain of conflict and the type of compensation had significant main effects on 
the perception of the compensation. One hundred and eighty participants answered this question. 
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Participants in the verbal insults condition perceived the compensation to be more insulting or 
less flattering (M = 3.59, SD = 2.63) than those in the item impairment condition (M = 4.27, SD 
= 2.65), F (1, 176) = 8.02, p = .005. Participants in the apology condition perceived the 
compensation to be more flattering (M = 5.78, SD = 2.22) than those in the monetary 
compensation condition (M = 2.16, SD = 1.62), F (1, 176) = 164.15, p < .001. The interaction 
between the domain of loss and the type of compensation was not significant, F < 1, ns. 
 Both the domain of loss and the type of compensation had significant main effects on the 
satisfaction with the degree of compensation. One hundred and eighty participants answered this 
question. Participants in the verbal insults condition were less satisfied with the degree of 
compensation (M = 4.07, SD = 2.86) than those in the item impairment condition (M = 5.03, SD 
= 2.56), F (1, 176) = 9.98, p = .002. Participants in the apology condition were more satisfied 
with the degree of compensation (M = 6.18, SD = 2.31) than those in the monetary compensation 
condition (M = 2.96, SD = 2.16), F (1, 176) = 99.47, p < .001. Furthermore, the interaction 
between the domain of loss and the type of compensation was significant, F (1, 176) = 4.38, p 
= .038. After they were verbally insulted, participants in the apology compensation condition 
were much more satisfied with the degree of compensation (M = 6.02, SD = 2.31) than those in 
the monetary compensation condition (M = 2.13, SD = 1.86). After their item was impaired, 
participants in the apology condition were more satisfied with the degree of compensation (M = 
6.37, SD = 2.33) than those in the monetary compensation condition (M = 3.82, SD = 2.14). 
 Neither the domain of loss nor the type of compensation had any significant main effects 
on the perception of usefulness of the compensation. The main effect of the domain of loss was 
not significant, F < 1, ns. The main effect of the type of compensation was not significant, F (1, 
177) = 2.56, p = .112, though participants in the apology condition perceived the compensation 
to be slightly more useful (M = 4.64, SD = 2.55) than those in the monetary compensation 
condition (M = 4.00, SD = 2.60). The interaction between the domain of loss and the type of 
compensation was marginally significant, F (1, 177) = 3.45, p = .065. When they were verbally 
insulted, participants in the apology condition perceived the compensation to be more useful (M 
= 4.94, SD = 2.46) than those in the monetary compensation condition (M = 3.62, SD = 2.89). 
When their item was impaired, participants in the apology condition (M = 4.29, SD = 2.63) and 
those in the monetary compensation condition (M = 4.39, SD = 2.24) perceived the compensation 
to be similarly useful.  
 The domain of loss and the type of compensation did not have any main effect or 
interaction effect on the perception of the necessity of apology, Fs < 1.67, ns. Participants in all 
conditions believed that apology was necessary (M = 7.51, SD = 2.29). 
 Both the domain of loss and the type of compensation had significant main effects on the 
perception of the necessity of monetary compensation. One hundred and sixty-three participants 
answered this question. Participants in the verbal insults condition perceived a monetary 
compensation to be less necessary (M = 3.21, SD = 2.40) than those in the item impairment 
condition (M = 4.14, SD = 2.37), F (1, 159) = 6.76, p = .010.  Participants in the apology 
condition perceived a monetary compensation to be more necessary (M = 4.08, SD = 2.56) than 
those in the monetary compensation condition (M = 3.31, SD = 2.24), F (1, 159) = 4.76, p = .031. 
The interaction effect between the domain of loss and the type of compensation was not 
significant, F < 1, ns. 
 

Experiment 2 
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Is there a price for dignity? When they are insulted, how much money will satisfy the 
victims? Experiment 4 examined how the amount of monetary compensation (100 versus 1000 
versus 10,000 yuan) influenced participants’ satisfaction with the outcome.  

 
Method 

Participants 
 One-hundred and eleven employees (67 females, 42 males, 2 people did not report their 
gender) in a hospital participated in this study. This experiment was a one factor (the amount of 
compensation: 100 versus 1,000 versus 10,000 yuan). 
 
Procedure 
 Participants read the instructions of the surveys. All participants read a vignette. They 
were told that they were verbally insulted by one of their colleagues. The colleague refused to 
apologize, but was willing to provide monetary compensations. The amount of compensation 
was manipulated: 100 yuan, 1,000 yuan, or 10,000 yuan.  

Afterwards, all participants answered the questions as those in Experiment 1. They also 
competed a post-experiment survey that was similar to that of Experiment 1. Finally, they were 
thanked and debriefed.  

Results and Discussion 
 

  The results showed that the amount of compensation did not have any significant effect 
on satisfaction, F (2, 108) = 1.38, p = .256. Participants in all conditions were not satisfied with 
the outcome (M = 1.86, SD = 2.04). 
 The amount of compensation did not have any significant effect on how the 
compensation influenced participants’ self-esteem, F < 1, ns. Participants in all conditions 
perceived that the compensation threatened their self-esteem (M = 1.86, SD = 1.88). 
 The amount of compensation had a marginal significant effect on the perception of the 
compensation, F (2, 108) = 2.70, p = .072. Participants in the low compensation condition 
perceived the compensation to be more insulting (M = 1.33, SD = .96) than those in the medium 
compensation condition (M = 2.26, SD = 2.08) or those in the large compensation condition (M = 
1.73, SD = 1.91). The LSD post-hoc comparison showed that the difference between the low 
compensation condition and the medium compensation condition was significant, p = .023. The 
difference between the low compensation condition and the large compensation was not 
significant, p = .329. The difference between the medium compensation condition and the large 
compensation condition was not significant, p = .184. 
 The amount of compensation did not have any effect on the satisfaction with the degree 
of compensation, F (2, 108) = 1.13, p = .325. Participants in all conditions were not satisfied 
with the degree of the compensation (M = 2.50, SD = 2.23).     
 The amount of compensation had a significant effect on participants’ evaluation of 
usefulness of the compensation, F (2, 108) = 3.61, p = .030. Participants in the low compensation 
condition evaluated the compensation to be less useful (M = 2.61, SD = 2.51) than those in the 
medium compensation condition (M = 3.68, SD = 2.71) or those in the large compensation 
condition (M = 4.30, SD = 2.90). The LSD post-hoc comparison showed that the difference 
between the low compensation condition and the large compensation condition was significant, p 
= .009. The difference between the medium and the large compensation condition was not 
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significant, p = .330. The difference between the low compensation condition and the medium 
compensation condition was marginally significant, p = .092. 

The results showed that the amount of compensation had a significant effect on 
participants’ perception of the financial value of the compensation, F (2, 108) = 3.58, p = .032. 
Participants in the large compensation condition perceived the compensation to be larger (M = 
5.17, SD = 3.12) than those in the medium compensation condition (M = 3.44, SD = 2.87) or 
those in the low compensation condition (M = 3.58, SD = 3.02). The LSD post-hoc comparison 
showed that the difference between the large compensation condition and the low compensation 
condition was significant, p = .031. The difference between the low compensation and the 
medium compensation was not significant, p = .855. The difference between the large 
compensation and the medium compensation was significant, p = .018. 
 The amount of compensation did not have any effect on participants’ evaluation of the 
necessity of apology, F < 1, ns. Participants in all conditions believed that apology was necessary 
in the situation (M = 7.94, SD = 2.43). 
 The amount of compensation did not have any effect on participants’ assessment of the 
necessity of monetary compensation, F < 1, ns. Participants in all conditions evaluated the 
monetary compensation to be unnecessary (M = 2.75, SD = 2.56). 
 

Experiment 3 
 The utility of self-esteem can only partially substitute monetary utility. Experiment 3 
examined how the value of the impaired item (small versus large) and the type of compensation 
(apology versus money) shaped participants’ satisfaction with the outcome.   
 

Method 
 

Participants 
 One hundred and forty employees (69 females, 63 males, 8 people did not report their 
gender) in a few insurance companies and other organizations participated in this study. This 
experiment was a 2 (the value of the item: 100 yuan versus 10,000 yuan) X 2 (the type of 
compensation: apology versus money) between-subject design. 
 
Procedure 

Participants read the instructions about the surveys. They read a vignette. Two variables 
were manipulated: the value of the item (100 yuan versus 10,000 yuan) and the type of 
compensation (apology versus money). Afterwards, all participants answered the questions as 
those in Experiment 1. They also competed a post-experiment survey that was similar to that of 
Experiment 1. They were thanked and debriefed.  

 
Results and Discussion 

 
 The results showed that the main effects of the value of the item and the type of 
compensation was not significant, Fs < 1.15, ns. Importantly, the interaction effect between the 
value of the item and the type of compensation on satisfaction was marginally significant, F (1, 
136) = 3.71, p = .056.  When the value of the object was 100 yuan, participants in the monetary 
compensation condition (M = 3.66, SD = 2.60) were less satisfied than those in the apology 
condition (M = 4.86, SD = 2.76). When the value of the object was 10,000 yuan, participants in 
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the monetary compensation condition were slightly more satisfied (M = 4.03, SD = 2.57) than 
those in the apology condition (M = 3.56, SD = 2.24). 
 It was tested the effects of the value of the item and the type of compensation on how the 
compensation influenced participants’ self-esteem. The results showed that the main effect of the 
type of compensation was significant, F (1, 136) = 29.15, p < .001. Participants in the monetary 
compensation condition perceived the compensation to be more ego-threatening or less self-
esteem boosting (M = 3.55, SD = 2.03) than those in the apology condition (M = 5.47, SD = 
2.20). The main effect of the value of the item and the interaction effect between the value of the 
item and the type of compensation were not significant, Fs < 1, ns. 

It was examined how the value of the item and the type of compensation influenced 
participants’ perception of the compensation. One hundred and thirty-nine participants answered 
this question. The results showed that the main effect of the type of compensation was significant, 
F (1, 135) = 15.62, p < .001. Participants in the monetary compensation condition perceived the 
compensation to be more insulting or less flattering (M = 3.83, SD = 1.96) than those in the 
apology condition (M = 5.16, SD = 1.88). The main effect of the value of the item and the 
interaction effect between the value of the item and the type of compensation were not 
significant, Fs < 1, ns. 

The value of the item and the type of compensation did not have any main effect on 
participants’ satisfaction with the degree of compensation, Fs < 1, ns. Importantly, the value of 
the item and the type of compensation had a significant interaction effect, F (1, 136) = 6.91, p 
= .010. When the value of the item was 100 yuan, participants in the monetary compensation 
condition were less satisfied with the degree of compensation (M = 4.45, SD = 2.44) than those 
in the apology condition (M = 5.43, SD = 2.28). When the value of the item was 10,000 yuan, 
participants in the monetary compensation condition were more satisfied with the degree of 
compensation (M = 5.44, SD = 2.50) than those in the apology condition (M = 4.28, SD = 2.21). 

The main effect of the type of compensation on participants’ evaluation of usefulness of 
the compensation was significant, F (1, 136) = 16.60, p < .001. Participants in the monetary 
compensation condition evaluated the compensation to be more useful (M = 5.08, SD = 2.49) 
than those in the apology condition (M = 3.55, SD = 2.29). The main effect of the value of the 
item was not significant, F < 1, ns. The interaction effect between the value of the item and the 
type of compensation was significant, F (1, 136) = 15.93, p < .001.  When the value of the item 
was 100 yuan, participants in the monetary compensation condition (M = 4.32, SD = 2.42) and 
those in the apology condition (M = 4.29, SD = 2.43) perceived the compensation to be similarly 
useful. However, when the value of the item was 10,000 yuan, participants in the monetary 
compensation condition perceived the compensation to be much more useful (M = 6.13, SD = 
2.23) than those in the apology condition (M = 2.97, SD = 2.02). 

The manipulation of the value of the item had a significant main effect on participants’ 
assessment of the financial value of the item. One hundred and thirty-six participants answered 
this question. Participants in the 100 yuan condition perceived the value of the item to be smaller 
(M = 4.03, SD = 2.46) than those in the 10,000 yuan condition (M = 6.12, SD = 2.65), F (1, 132) 
= 20.09, p < .001. The main effect of the type of compensation was not significant, F (1, 132) = 
2.04, p = .155. Participants in the monetary compensation condition perceived the value of the 
item to be slightly smaller (M = 4.62, SD = 2.57) than those in the apology condition (M = 5.55, 
SD = 2.90). The interaction effect between the value of the item and the type of compensation 
was not significant, F < 1, ns. 
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The value of the item and the type of compensation did not have any significant main 
effect or interaction effect on the necessity of apology. One hundred and thirty-nine participants 
answered this question. Participants in all of the conditions perceived that apology was necessary 
(M = 7.45, SD = 2.22). The main effect of the value of the object was not significant, F (1, 135) 
= 1.87, p = .174. Participants in the 100 yuan condition perceived apology to be slightly less 
necessary (M = 7.24, SD = 2.36) than those in the 10,000 yuan condition (M = 7.67, SD = 2.06). 
The main effect of the type of compensation was not significant, F (1, 135) = 2.19, p = .142. 
Participants in the monetary compensation condition perceived apology to be slightly more 
necessary (M = 7.67, SD = 1.98) than those in the apology condition (M = 7.17, SD = 2.48). The 
interaction effect between the value of the item and the type of compensation was not significant, 
F < 1, ns. 

The value of the item had a significant effect on the necessity of monetary compensation, 
F (1, 134) = 15.40, p < .001. One hundred and thirty-eight participants answered this question. 
Participants in the 100 yuan condition perceived monetary compensation to be less necessary (M 
= 5.28, SD = 2.36) than those in the 10,000 yuan condition (M = 6.79, SD = 2.09). The main 
effect of the type of compensation was not significant, F (1, 134) = 1.32, p = .253. The 
interaction effect between the value of the object and the type of compensation was not 
significant, F (1, 134) = 2.41, p = .123. When the value of the object was 100 yuan, participants 
in the monetary compensation (M = 5.34, SD = 2.42) and those in the apology condition (M = 
5.19, SD = 2.30) perceived monetary compensation to be similarly necessary. However, when 
the value of the object was 10,000 yuan, participants in the monetary compensation condition 
perceived monetary compensation to be less necessary (M = 6.25, SD = 2.34) than those in the 
apology condition (M = 7.29, SD = 1.71). 

 
General Discussion 

 
 The results of three experiments supported idea that monetary utility and utility of self-
esteem partially substituted for one another. In Experiment 1, in the conflict between two 
colleagues, apology produced more satisfaction than monetary compensation. It was more 
flattering than money. It was more self-esteem boosting for the victims than monetary 
compensation. Participants in the verbal abuse condition perceived monetary compensation to be 
less necessary than those in the item damage condition. Participants in the apology condition 
evaluated monetary compensation to be more necessary than those in the monetary compensation 
condition. It is consistent with the idea that losses loom larger than gains. People who gain a type 
of benefit may value it less than those who do not attain it.  

In Experiment 2, in the conflict between colleagues, the price of dignity was high. After 
they were verbally abused, participants perceived a compensation of 10,000 yuan to be more 
useful than a compensation of 100 or 1000 yuan. However, it did not improve their satisfaction.  

In Experiment 3, in the conflicts between colleagues, when the financial value of the item 
was 100 yuan, apology produced more satisfaction than money. When the value of the item was 
10,000 yuan, apology produced slightly less satisfaction than money. Apology was more 
flattering than monetary compensation. It was more self-esteem boosting for the victims than 
money. Money was perceived more useful than apology, especially when the value of the item 
was large. Monetary compensation was evaluated to be more necessary when the value of the 
item was large than when the value of the item was small.  
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 The results of three experiments support the idea that monetary utility and utility of self-
esteem partly make up for one another. When their item is damaged, they may be satisfied with 
an apology (Experiment 1, 3). The apology is self-esteem boosting for the victims (Experiment 1, 
3). The utility of self-esteem may make up for their loss of monetary utility especially when the 
financial value of the item is small (Experiment 3). When they are verbally abused, they may be 
comforted by monetary compensation a little bit, but not much. The price of dignity is often high 
(Experiment 2). 

In resolving interpersonal conflicts, apology implies that harm-doers bring themselves 
down and boost the self-esteem of the victims. It may make up for the victims’ monetary loss. Of 
course, it has its limitations. When the financial loss is large, apology is not enough. It is better 
provided together with monetary compensations. 

People care more about their dignity than a moderate amount of money. When they are 
insulted, they need to be apologized. Money does not buy dignity. Therefore, monetary utility 
and utility of self-esteem can only partly substitute for one another. The substitution has 
limitations. The misuse of money produces financial costs for the providers, but it does not 
satisfy the recipients. 
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