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Is happiness linked more to objects or experiences for children and adolescents?  Using interviews, collages, and a reaction time task,

we show that children (ages 3-12) prefer objects, whereas adolescents (ages 16-17) prefer experiences (like adults). We provide

process explanations for our findings using memory and theory of mind development.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT:
Children love getting presents. In fact, children today are 

deemed the most materialistic and brand conscious generation 
(Schor 2005).  Research on materialism, which has been conducted 
with adult samples, has found a link between materialism and less 
happiness (Carter and Gilovich 2010). If we simply apply adult find-
ings to children, this would mean that children are the least happy. 
Yet, studies have shown that there are no significant differences in 
happiness by age (see Myers and Diener 1995). Thus, the findings 
from the adult literature cannot simply be applied to children. In fact, 
children might find more happiness in objects than experiences. If so, 
a related question emerges – when might children begin to resemble 
adults in favoring experiences over objects?

We propose that young children (3-5 years old) appreciate and 
prefer objects over experiences. Because young children notice and 
give their attention to concrete features of their world more so than 
abstract features, they are likely going to connect with concrete as-
pects of their world (e.g., objects) more so than abstract aspects (e.g., 
experiences). By late childhood (6-12 years old), children are begin-
ning to think more abstractly, opening up the possibility of defining 
themselves in more complex and abstract terms (e.g., I like spending 
time with my family doing yard work), and therefore, intangible ex-
periences may begin to gain recognition as useful devices for char-
acterizing the self more for older children compared to their younger 
counterparts. However, the intangible abstract nature of experiences 
will still likely make it too hard for even older children to appreciate 
experiences over objects. By late adolescence (16-17 years old), we 
expect a reversal of this relative preference, in that older adolescents 
will prefer experiences over objects. Thus, we propose that relative 
preferences will change over time (age) for all children and adoles-
cents, such that objects are preferred the most in the earliest years 
(ages 3-5), that this relative preference will decline for older children 
(ages 6-12), and reverse for older adolescents (16-17).

Figure 1
Happiness Collage: developmental Changes in  

Children’s Preference for Objects vs. Experiences
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We also propose that age moderates the effect of  memory and 
theory of mind on children’s preferences for objects over experi-

ences. Specifically, young children simply do not have sufficiently 
developed knowledge structures to think about details of prior expe-
riences (Justice 1985). Moreover, young children have not collected 
enough memorable experiences. In other words, to appreciate expe-
riences, one must first collect memorable experiences, or develop 
what Keinan and Kivetz (2010; p.937) call an “experiential check list 
or experiential CV.” Clearly this experiential CV is underdeveloped 
during early childhood and develops with age.

An underdeveloped theory of mind is also likely to contribute 
to children’s preferences for objects over experiences. Without the 
ability to understand theirs’ or others’ emotions/feelings that result 
from an experience [dining out together] or to be able to predict oth-
ers’ behaviors or feelings based on an experience, it will be difficult 
for children to fully appreciate the value of experiences in building 
successful social relationships, which is one reason why adults prefer 
experiences over objects (Diener and Seligman 2004). We suspect 
that as children grow older and develop into more socially aware 
individuals (Piaget 1932; Turiel 2006), develop better memories for 
experiences, and begin to make more disadvantageous comparisons 
between objects, that experiential purchases will begin to make them 
happier than objects. But, until all of the above-mentioned devel-
ops, we would expect children to look more to objects to make them 
happy.

We test these predictions in three studies. In Study 1, we used 
unstructured interviews to ensure that children do indeed think of ob-
jects and experiences when they think about what makes them happy. 
Providing participants with an unstructured, open-ended task, as op-
posed to asking them to tailor their responses to narrowly focus on 
experiences and objects, allowed us to let children reveal what spe-
cific experiences and objects are meaningful to them. Results from 
Study 1 were used to develop age and gender appropriate stimuli for 
Studies 2a, 2b, and 3. In Study 2a, children ages 3-12 were asked 
to construct collages using pictures of objects (e.g., toys, clothes) 
and experiences (e.g., birthday parties, playing sports) to answer the 
question, “What makes you happy?” . In Study 2b, we examined 
further age differences by sampling 16-17 year olds. In Study 3, we 
used a reaction time experiment with the full age range of children 
and adolescents, ages 3-17, to determine whether objects or experi-
ences were most accessible to children and adolescents. 

Our research provides evidence that the preference for objects 
over experiences is quite strong from early to middle childhood (ages 
3-9). Although the preference for objects over experiences exists 
throughout childhood (ages 3-12), by late childhood (ages 10-12), 
the preference is significantly weaker. By late adolescence, the pref-
erence reverses and adolescents find more happiness in experiences 
than objects, resembling findings in the adult literature. Finally, we 
offer a process explanation (memory and theory of mind), for the de-
velopmental change observed—moving from preference for objects 
in childhood to preference for experiences by adolescence.

In conclusion, happiness emanates from many sources. People 
derive happiness from objects (a luxury handbag, a large house, a 
nice car) and from experiences (an exotic vacation, an exquisite din-
ner). However, research suggests that objects and experiences are 
not valued equally. People tend to derive more happiness from ex-
periences than from objects. Our research confirms these findings, 
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but with a very important caveat. A preference for experiences over 
objects is not an innate characteristic, but a child developmental pro-
cess that unfolds over time. The thrill of objects during childhood is 
a phase that all children go through. When they have acquired a suf-
ficient “experiential CV” and their memory and theory of mind have 
matured, the stage will be set for them to appreciate the intangible 
benefits of experiences— they will indeed prefer experiences over 
objects similar to adults.
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