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SESSION REVIEW
The four papers in this session uncover new and surprising fac-

tors that influence consumer well-being, from ironic effects of com-
petition and resource depletion to culture- and age-specific defini-
tions of happiness. Our first two papers break happiness down into 
joyful excitement and serene contentment. These authors find that 
although two people may report being equally happy, their experi-
ences—and their ensuing choices—may be quite different. Paper 
1 investigates the relationship between age, or future-thinking, and 
happiness type; Paper 2 takes a cross-cultural perspective, exploring 
surprising differences between what events European- and Asian-
Americans should focus on if they want to be happier. Our final two 
papers explore the psychological consequences of resource-alloca-
tion. Paper 3 identifies ironic situations in which getting stuck with 
an inferior outcome leaves people more satisfied than competing for 
a superior one. Paper 4 finds that re-allocating one’s own resources to 
other people can improve perceived financial well-being. The effects 
studied in these papers are not “known,” and largely unexpected. 

Audience and Level of Completeness
Since each paper in the session breaks meaningful new ground, 

we expect to generate significant interest. We expect the symposium 
to connect a broad ACR audience including researchers interested 
in happiness, economics, aging, cross-cultural comparisons, proso-
cial behavior, and decision making. All four papers are completed or 
close to completion. 

Session Plan 
Our goal for the session is to spark high-level thinking about 

the psychological drivers and marketing outcomes of consumer well-
being. We plan to do this by (1) giving presenters sufficient time to 
clearly present their findings, and (2) encouraging audience interac-
tion with the presenters.

Summary
In sum, while all this research addresses the topic of consumer 

well-being, each paper provides unique answer to the fundamental 
question, “What does it mean, and what does it take, to be happy?” 
We believe that by integrating a discussion of psychological perspec-
tives (Papers 1 and 2), situational variables (Paper 3), and behavioral 
triggers (Paper 4), we will not only appeal to a broad cross-section of 
ACR members, but also make important theoretical and practical con-
tributions. By integrating the commonalities in the research questions 

and interests among these papers, while highlighting their distinctive 
contributions, we hope to provide a springboard for future research. 

How the Meaning(s) of 
Happiness Impacts Choice

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Over the past decade, the concept of happiness has enjoyed 

much resonance among researchers across disciplines. Psychologists, 
economists, and political scientists have made tremendous strides in 
determining the best measures of happiness, ways to increase happi-
ness, and why happiness is important (Diener and Chan 2011; Diener 
and Seligman 2002; Dunn, Aknin, and Norton 2008; Easterlin 2003; 
Healy, Malhotra, and Mo 2010; Isen and Labroo 2003; Kahneman et 
al. 2004, 2006; Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, and Schkade 2005; Mogilner 
2010; Van Boven and Gilovich 2003). 

This growing interest in happiness has also impacted business 
where researchers have begun to explore how to design organizations 
to increase employees’ happiness (Hsieh 2010; Lyubomirsky, King, 
and Diener 2005), and how to create brands that cultivate consum-
ers’ happiness (Isen, Labroo, and Durlach 2004; Mogilner and Aaker 
2009). For instance, in the face of the struggling economy, advertis-
ers have looked to connect with consumers on a more simple and 
fundamental level by promising happiness. Examples are numerous: 
Nesquick claims, “You can’t buy happiness, but you can drink it.” 
Dunkin Donuts promoted a new breakfast sandwich as “The happi-
est sandwich on Earth,” etc.  Through particularly engaging efforts, 
marketers have also designed interactive campaigns to generate 
happiness.  One example is Coca-Cola’s recent “Open Happiness” 
campaign, which recognizes life’s simple pleasures and encourages 
consumers to take a small break from the day to connect and share 
happiness with others. 

Despite the growing interest in happiness, an empirical under-
standing of what “happiness” means is still limited.  Indeed, the pos-
sibility that happiness may take on distinct forms remains largely 
unexplored. Even more scarce is research examining the impact of 
happiness on choice.  Does the promise of happiness drive consumer 
choice? Or does it depend on what happiness means to that particular 
consumer? 

Attempting to address these questions, we conducted three stud-
ies that show there are indeed distinct types of happiness—one more 
aligned with excitement; the other more aligned with peacefulness 
and calm.  Furthermore, we show that the meaning of happiness is 
not stable, and we identify temporal focus (how present vs. future 
focused an individual is) to be one factor that influences which mean-
ing individuals tend to adopt. Of central interest, we show how one’s 
particular definition of happiness plays out to influence which option 
consumers are likely to choose. 

Existing research has demonstrated the young people are chron-
ically more focused on the future than older people (Carstensen, 
Isaacowitz, and Charles 1999; Mogilner, Kamvar, and Aaker 2011). 
In experiment 1, we influenced a sample of young adults (18-24 
years old) to shift their focus to the present moment so as to test 
for the effect of temporal focus on individuals’ definitions of happi-
ness and choice between an exciting or calming option. The results 
revealed participants in the control condition to define happiness 
more in terms of feeling excited than feeling calm, whereas those 
who were led to shift their focus to the present moment defined hap-
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piness more as feeling calm than excited. Furthermore, participants’ 
choices between non-caffeinated teas indicated as either calming 
(i.e., chamomile) or exciting (i.e., peppermint) reflected how they 
defined happiness.

The previous experiment showed that young people could be 
influenced to define happiness like older people by increasing their 
focus on the present moment. The goal of experiment 2 was to ex-
amine whether older people could be influenced to define happiness 
like young people by increasing their focus on the future. Thus, a 
sample of older participants (50-71 years old) was first presented 
with a sentence unscramble priming task that exposed them to ei-
ther future-focused words or neutral words. We then manipulated 
the extent to which participants felt excited and calm and measured 
how happy they felt. Specifically, participants were made to feel ex-
cited or calm by listening to either an exciting or calming version 
of the song, “Such Great Heights,” and they rated how happy they 
felt while listening to each song. Participants listened to both songs, 
the order of which was counterbalanced between participants. The 
results revealed that those in the control condition felt happier when 
feeling calm than when feeling peaceful, whereas those in the future-
focused condition felt happier when they felt excited than when they 
felt calm. Participants were then asked to choose which song they’d 
like to receive an MP3 of, and their choice of MP3 reflected their 
associated levels of happiness.  These results imply that our find-
ing young adults to define happiness in terms of excitement (rather 
than calm) in experiment 1 may be the result of their tendency to 
think about the future. Therefore, older adults who are influenced 
to shift their focus away from the present and towards the future are 
more likely to experience a “young” form of happiness and to choose 
products accordingly.  

In the final experiment we relied on age to determine partici-
pants’ temporal focus, and we used the same procedures as in the 
previous experiment. The results revealed that younger adults felt 
happier when they felt excited than when they felt peaceful, whereas 
older adults felt happier when they felt peaceful than when they felt 
excited. Furthermore, participants’ experiences of happiness medi-
ated their decisions between receiving an MP3 of the calming song 
and exciting song.

Together, these findings show that the meaning of happiness 
can shift both moment-to-moment and over the life course, and that 
one’s definition of happiness predictably impacts choice.  

Balancing Ideal Affects In the Pursuit of Happiness

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
The ability to understand how people can durably increase their 

happiness has received considerable attention in the literature (e.g., 
Seligman 2005). In particular, techniques such as writing about hap-
py events were showed to have long-lasting effects on self-reported 
happiness.

What type of happy events people should focus on remains un-
clear. Affect Valuation Theory (Tsai 2006; Tsai et al. 2007) suggests 
that the desirability of different positive affect states varies across 
cultures. Americans seem to desire experiencing high-arousal posi-
tive (HAP) emotions (e.g., excitement), while Asians seem to prefer 
low-arousal positive (LAP) emotions (e.g., peacefulness). Theoreti-
cally, then, focusing on one’s culturally defined ideal affect should 
lead to greater happiness (e.g., Lewin 1935). We question this intu-
ition. While invariably focusing on a single type of ideal affect will 
positively influence happiness by moving one’s actual state closer to 
their ideal state, it is possible that the increments in happiness will be 
less the longer people focus on the same ideal state, because only one 

dimension of their affective spectrum is evolving (Tsai et al. 2007). 
For this reason, people focusing on their culturally defined ideal af-
fect (HAP or LAP emotions) may benefit from switching their focus 
to the alternative ideal affect.

We tested this prediction in an experiment in which European- 
and Asian-Americans kept a journal of good experiences. Partici-
pants focused on either exciting good things, peaceful good things, 
or good things (control). We predicted that European-Americans 
would be happier after focusing on peaceful emotions, while Asian-
Americans would be happier after focusing on exciting emotions. In 
addition, we predicted that the closer our participants would actu-
ally be to their culturally defined ideal affect in the beginning of the 
study, the more they would benefit from focusing on the alternative 
ideal affect.

Ninety-three European- and Asian-American students (age = 
20.4 years, 71 women) participated in our study in exchange for $15. 
In a first session, participants reported whether they were European- 
or Asian-American, the extent to which they had felt a number of 
positive emotions (e.g., elated, enthusiastic) during the past week and 
indicated their current mood. All participants were then instructed to 
keep a journal every night for a week. Instructions for the exercise 
varied in that participants were asked to write about three (a) exciting 
things, (b) peaceful things or (c) things that went really well on that 
day, and why they went well. A week later, participants returned their 
completed journal, and reported the same measures as in the first ses-
sion, and a seven-item scale assessing general life happiness (e.g., 
“My life could be more cheerful than it is now,” “These are the best 
years in my life,” a = .67), before being debriefed, thanked and paid.

After averaging the items measuring general life happiness, An 
Ethnicity x Exercise ANOVA on this index revealed a significant 
two-way interaction, F(1, 87) = 5.81, p < .004. Euro-Americans peace-

ful reported being happier than Euro-Americans exciting (M = 2.98 vs. M 
= 2.37 respectively, t(87) = 2.06, p < .04). Conversely, we found that 
Asian-Americans exciting were happier than Asian-Americans peaceful (M 
= 2.59 vs. M = 2.08 respectively, t(87) = 1.97, p = .05). 

Focusing on participants’ positive emotions and mood, a series 
of factor analyses revealed two recurrent factors at the end of both 
sessions: an HAP and an LAP emotions factor. After averaging the 
items for the HAP and the LAP emotions separately for each session, 
we computed the difference in each of these scores to create an HAP 
and an LAP index. An Ethnicity x Exercise ANOVA on the HAP 
index revealed a significant two-way interaction, F(1, 86) = 3.56, 
p < .04, such that Asian-Americansexciting reported a more positive 
difference in high arousal over the week, compared to Asian-Ameri-
canspeaceful (M = 0.32 vs. M = -0.38 respectively, t(86) = 2.21, p < .03). 

An Ethnicity x Exercise ANOVA using the LAP index as the 
dependent variable also revealed a significant two-way interaction, 
F(1, 86) = 3.04, p = .05, such that Euro-Americans exciting experienced 
a more positive difference in LAP emotions than Asian-Americans 
exciting (M = 0.54 vs. M = -0.21 respectively, t(86) = 2.28, p < .03), and 
than Euro-Americans control (M = -0.14, t(86) = 2.17, p < .04).

Next, we centered the high- and low arousal data at the end of 
the first session by transforming them into deviation scores (Aiken 
& West 1991). Life Happiness was regressed on high arousal, low 
arousal, type of happiness exercise for European-Americans and 
type of happiness exercise for Asian-Americans (both effects coded 
1 for exciting exercise and -1 for peaceful exercise), the interaction 
of each type of exercise with high arousal, and the interaction of 
each type of exercise with low arousal. There were four significant 
effects: (1) an effect of high arousal, such that the greater the high 
arousal in the beginning of the study, the greater the eventual life 
happiness index, b = .55, t(83) = 4.84, p < .001. There was a negative 


