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We examine the universal and fundamental goal of human happiness as it pertains to patterns of consumption decisions or

“consumption strategies”. Specifically, we examine happiness and the impact of purchases as they vary across frequency, magnitude,

sociability, anticipation, mood states, and tangibility.
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understanding contributes to existing research that posit economic theories (e.g. sunk cost, search cost) and psychological theories 
(endowment effect) to explain why consumers will consume goods past the date of expiration (Sen and Block 2008). 
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Extended Abstract

“Happiness is the meaning and the purpose of life, the whole aim and end of human existence”–Aristotle 

The ultimate “big picture” of understanding consumer behavior is understanding what maximizes well-being of both individual 
consumers and society. If we accept happiness as the aim of human existence, it is an enduring obligation to examine the role of marketers 
in either contributing to or detracting from this goal. It should be troublesome to any in the field of marketing that accusations continue to 
be raised regarding marketing’s detraction from happiness through the promoting of a hedonistic and materialistic society. Marketers, in 
turn, defend their trade by pointing to the other end of the spectrum where sub-optimal happiness prevails because human needs or desires 
are left unaddressed (Diener 2000; Haws and Poynor 2008). Similarly, while researchers have contributed much to the understanding 
of how exercising self-control can lead to more positive long-term outcomes, there is also evidence to suggest that becoming overly 
focused on future outcomes results in lower overall enjoyment of life (Haws and Poynor 2008; Keinan and Kivetz 2006; Rick et al. 2008). 

Research has shown that high levels of consumption do not promote happiness, and the two may actually be negatively correlated 
(Csikszentmihalyi and Schneider 2000; Diener 2000; Myers 2000). However, research has also illustrated the detrimental effects of the 
inability (or failure) to consume at sufficient levels to ensure happiness (Diener 2000; Haws and Poynor 2008). There are inherent costs 
and benefits to consumption, and this relationship is apparently quadratic in nature. This realization, supported by further research, led 
Csikszentmihalyi (2000) to pose the following; “Up to a certain point, material resources add greatly to the quality of life. But where is 
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the point of inflection after which the relationship may no longer exist, or actually become negative?” (Italics added) This is a question 
we seek to answer in this research. 

As such, we build on past research that shows engaging in experiences rather than buying material goods enhances happiness (Van 
Boven and Gilovich 2003; Mogilner and Aaker 2009), while spending money on others seems to have a more positive boost on happiness 
than does spending money on ourselves (Dunn et al. 2008, Harbaugh et al. 2007; McGowan 2006). 

While our objectives of learning more about what might generally represent optimal patterns of consumption are admittedly lofty, 
we begin our research by trying to understand what consumers believe will make them the happiest. This investigations into the intuitions 
of consumers is consistent with recent perspectives in consumer research examining lay theories (Mukhopadhyay and Johar 2005; 
Labroo and Mukhopadhyay 2009). For our initial investigation, we have focused specifically on understanding the role of frequency 
and magnitude of indulgent types of consumption. We will briefly report the results of two studies. Further studies are in progress. 

In study 1, we examine beliefs about happiness relating to consumption frequency (i.e., often vs. rarely), and magnitude of 
consumption experience (relatively smaller vs. larger). We also separately examined beliefs about consuming goods and experiences. 
Respondents who were undergraduate students (n=109) were presented two hypothetical situations (counterbalanced), each of which 
utilized a projective technique to try to capture beliefs about the relationship between consumption decisions and happiness. The first 
situation featured two individuals deciding how to spend vacation days (experience) under constrained resources (time). Respondents 
strongly agreed that the individual who took one larger vacation rather than an equivalent amount of smaller vacations would be happier 
with the vacation usage itself (p<.051), but that the individual using his vacation time in smaller, more frequent increments would be 
happier with his life overall (p<.001). As such, we see evidence for the general predictions of prospect theory (Tversky and Kahneman 
1979) when segregating positive experiences increases overall happiness, but the larger vacation may have a more lasting impact in 
terms of long-term happiness. The second situation examined the use of another constrained resource, money, and the consumption of 
indulgent material goods. Two hypothetical individuals facing the same constraint decided between saving up for an infrequent, larger 
indulgence or spreading out indulgences in smaller, more frequent intervals. Results showed that restraint followed by a large, planned 
indulgence was expected to lead to greater happiness with the expenditure (p<.001), lower guilt over the indulgence (p<.001) and overall 
greater life happiness (p=.01) than would spending on a series of smaller indulgences. These results highlight the psychological benefits 
associated with the anticipation of positive consumption experiences (Caplin and Leahy 2001; Loewenstein 1987), as waiting for one 
larger good enhanced estimates of happiness.

In study 2, we used a critical incidence technique by asking participants (n=122) to recall a recent indulgence of their own by 
providing instructions between subjects for one of four conditions representing a 2 (size of indulgence: small or large) X 2 (type of 
indulgence: good or experience). After describing the indulgence, participants were asked about how long their happiness related to the 
indulgence lasted. Also, we asked participants to indicate the level of planning that had gone into their consumption decision. A 2 X 2 
ANOVA indicate an interaction between product type and magnitude of consumption. Mean value suggested that happiness had latest 
longest when consumers were asked to consider large purchases of material goods. Further, the level of planning that went into such 
purchases appeared to be driving these effects, suggesting the benefits associated with anticipating such a purchase may have cause the 
resulting happiness to last longer. These results provide support consistent with the second part of study 1.

Overall, understanding the factors that enhance consumer happiness and well-being is an important part of understanding the big 
picture of what we as consumer researchers are seeking to understanding. What and who we spend our time and money on, how often 
and in what amounts, and the amount of planning we put into our decisions can all impact are ultimate enjoyment of consumption, and 
we present a small step in enhancing this understanding. 
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Extended Abstract
Materialism as a construct is an area of interest in consumer research for the simple reason that materialism by definition is 

consumption, but with a twist. Consumption through the eyes of the materialist differs from the “norm” in that the pursuit of material 
possessions is more of a value to the consumer than just merely the act of acquisition to satisfy a need. The materialist views their 
possessions beyond their actual physical properties and designated purposes and attaches meaning to these objects beyond the scope 
of the non-materialist. Richins and Dawson (1992) provided a comprehensive measurement scale of materialism with three defining 
factors for the way material objects affect the way materialists perceive their world. In essence, materialists acquire possessions to pursue 
happiness, define their success and establish self-meaning in their lives. 

The materialist appears to have a rigid and streamlined path to the attainment of life satisfaction, but research investigating the 
relation between materialism and subjective well-being has indicated that the two constructs appear to move in opposite directions 
(Burroughs and Rindfleisch 2002; Richins and Dawson 1992). Several hypotheses have been purported in the explanation of this 
inverse relation. Burroughs and Rindfleisch (2002) investigated this negative relation in the context of conflicting values, indicating that 
the individualistic path of the materialist conflicts with the collectivist-oriented values of family and religion, thus providing a sense 
of psychological tension that culminates in a reduction in subjective well-being. Richins and Dawson (1992) also indicated that this 
negative relation might be due in part to a lack of importance placed on interpersonal interaction with more emphasis put toward the 


