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SESSIOn OVERVIEW
The pursuit of happiness is a fundamental goal consumers have. 

However, the relationship between consumption and happiness is not 
well understood (e.g., Mick et al. 2011). In this proposed session, 
we present four research projects that shed light on the complex and 
surprising effects of consumption on consumer well-being. These 
four research projects not only offer different theoretical perspec-
tives on the drivers of happiness but also explore a diverse range 
of consumption contexts. In the first paper, Carter, Rosenzweig, and 
Gilovich show that consumers can take advantage of the ambiguous 
nature of the boundary between material and experiential purchases 
to increase their happiness. That is, happiness is a function of how 
an acquisition is subjectively categorized by consumers. The second 
paper by Yang, Carmon, and Dhar challenges the widespread belief 
that having more material possessions necessarily makes consumers 
happier. They show that owning multiple goods in the same product 
category can ironically dampen satisfaction when important attri-
butes of the goods are negatively correlated. Further, the third paper 
by Ma and Roese shows that fewer material rewards may produce 
the same amount of happiness as more material rewards. This effect 
occurs when the reward format involves less easily counted units. 
In the fourth presentation, Pyone and Isen explore how affect im-
pacts materialistic tendencies. They show that under positive affect, 
people are less likely to pursue material goods as means to achieve 
happiness. Each presenter will have 15 minutes to present their pa-
per, leaving 15 minutes for discussions between the presenters and 
audience.

Our proposed session can contribute substantively to the theme 
of ACR 2012—appreciating diversity. The research papers in this 
session investigate the relationship between consumption and hap-
piness in a diverse range of consumption contexts such as consumer 
choice, post-choice consumption, pre-choice decisions, and respons-
es to reward distributions. These research projects involved a wide 

array of consumers, including those from the East and West, and 
in the lab and the field. This session will contribute to theoretical 
development in the areas of well-being and consumption, and yield 
important implications for consumers and firms. Further, this ses-
sion will appeal to a large segment of ACR members interested in 
judgment and decision making, happiness, and consumer well-being, 
qualities of lives, materialism, affect, and value sensitivity. This ses-
sion will also foster discussions of diverse range of topics relating to 
consumption and happiness, sparking new future research directions.  

taking Advantage of Real and Perceived differences 
between Material and Experiential Purchases

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
A growing body of work suggests that there are genuine ben-

efits to purchasing experiences, intangible purchases such as va-
cations and concerts, instead of purchasing material possessions, 
tangible goods such as clothes, trinkets, and electronics (Carter & 
Gilovich, 2010, 2012; Howell, Pchelin, & Iyer, in press; Nicolao, 
Irwin, & Goodman, 2009; Rosenzweig & Gilovich, 2011; Van Boven 
& Gilovich, 2003). Experiences, compared with possessions, appear 
to be ultimately more satisfying because they are less likely to suf-
fer from invidious comparisons to unchosen options or new infor-
mation (Carter & Gilovich, 2010), and are more central to one’s 
self-concept (Carter & Gilovich, 2012). What’s more, the general 
tendency to choose experiences over possessions is associated with 
well-being and life satisfaction (Howell et al., in press). However, 
as all of this work acknowledges, the categories are not very clearly 
defined. What makes an experience an experience? What makes a 
possession a possession? While there are certainly purchases that are 
clearly experiential (e.g. concerts) or material (e.g. clothes), there are 
also quite a few that cannot be so easily categorized. An mp3 player 
is a tangible object, but it also allows one to enjoy the experience of 
listening to music. How do these ambiguous purchases fit into the 
overall pattern of findings? What’s more, what does such ambiguity 
say about the underlying properties that define the categories?

To start, we endeavored to examine the types of purchases that 
participants generated when prompted to recall a material or an expe-
riential purchase. In Study 1, we found that independent raters were 
easily able to guess, based on the description provided by the partici-
pant, which type of purchase they had been assigned to recall. This 
suggests that, regardless of any fuzziness in the categories, most par-
ticipants seemed to have little trouble using them. There were some 
purchases, however, that fell somewhere in the middle, and also ap-
peared to be somewhat middling in terms of their satisfaction. Would 
it be possible to take advantage of that ambiguity, to take those same 
purchases and emphasize aspects of one category or the other, to pro-
duce the same psychological effects?

In Study 2, we again had participants recall either a material 
or an experiential purchase, and again found that participants in 
the experiential condition were more satisfied with their purchases. 
However, we also asked a third group of participants to recall a ma-
terial purchase, but we asked them to take a moment to think about 
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its experiential qualities. As expected, we found that this group was 
just as satisfied as participants in the experiential condition. While 
the previous study suggested that there are real differences between 
the categories, this finding indicates that there is a certain amount of 
latitude in how one thinks about a given purchase.

In the next three studies, we examined that very latitude. We 
took the same purchase, one that was smack in the middle of that 
fuzzy boundary between the two types of purchases, and emphasized 
either its material or its experiential qualities. Participants in Study 
3 were asked to think about a boxed set of music either as part of a 
music collection, something one puts on a shelf, or as an experience, 
something one listens to. Participants who had been led to think of it 
as an experience were less bothered by negative comparative infor-
mation (learning it was now available for a lower price), and thought 
it would be more satisfying than participants who framed it as a pos-
session.

In Study 4, participants were asked to think about a new 3-D 
TV as either a possession, emphasizing where it would go in their 
home and fit in with their other possessions, or as an experience, 
emphasizing experiencing television in a whole new way and how 
it would fit with their other activities. We then showed participants 
several sets of overlapping circles, as in the Inclusion of the Other 
in the Self scale (Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992), and asked them to 
choose which matched how much they thought the TV would be a 
part of their self-concept. As predicted, participants in the experi-
ential framing condition chose circles that overlapped to a greater 
degree, thinking that the more experiential television would be more 
closely associated with their self-concept. 

In Study 5, we looked at the flip side of satisfaction: regret. 
People tend to feel regrets of inaction about their experiences (i.e. 
missed opportunities) and regrets of action about their possessions 
(i.e. buyer’s remorse). Would framing a purchase as an experience 
or possession produce similar patterns of regret? When a 3-D TV 
was described as an experience, participants felt that the regret of 
a missed opportunity would be stronger than the regret of buyer’s 
remorse, but not when it was framed as a possession. 

It’s worth noting that reframing ambiguity may be asymmetric. 
That is, it may be fairly easy to think of a tangible object in terms of 
the experiences it affords, but rather difficult, if not impossible, to 
think about an intangible experience in terms of its material qualities. 
Fortunately, turning possessions into experiences appears to be the 
reframing that is most psychologically beneficial. 

These studies taken together suggest the differences between 
the categories appear to have something to do with real, tangible dif-
ferences between possessions and experiences, but also with certain 
psychological processes, such as comparison and regret, and perhaps 
it is those psychological processes that underlie what makes an expe-
rience an experience. What’s more, the ambiguity in category defini-
tions can actually be taken advantage of – producing greater satisfac-
tion and reduced susceptibility to negative comparative information. 
In sum, although it’s possible that the categories are largely in the 
mind, it may be the mind that matters.
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More Possessions can Make You Less Happy

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
A fundamental tenet of consumerism is that owning more is 

more desirable than owning less. The yearning for additional posses-
sions is reflected in such impressive statistics as American women on 
average owning 27 pairs of shoes, and men, 12 pairs (TIME 2006), 
and average households having 2.9 TV’s—more TV’s than people 
(Neilsen 2009). In this research, we challenge that belief, identifying 
a common condition under which owning more can dampen rather 
than boost consumption satisfaction. 

While prior research sheds important light on how judgments 
and choices are affected by options being viewed jointly or in isola-
tion (e.g., Botti and Iyengar 2006; Bazerman et al. 1992; Brenner 
et al. 1999; Hsee and Leclerc 1998; Nowlis and Simonson 1997; 
Schwartz 2004), the effect of owning multiple goods on consumer 
satisfaction is not well understood. The current research advances 
the notion of competing advantages—each good in a set being per-
ceived as better than others on some dimensions yet worse on other 
dimensions. When the set is consumed, differences between the at-
tributes (e.g., one TV has USB ports; the other, 3D graphics) and 
attribute values (e.g., one TV has a larger screen but inferior sound 
quality than the other) become salient. This induces an upward shift 
of the comparison standard for assessing satisfaction, making each 
good in the set appear deficient on some dimensions. Because defi-
ciencies tend to be more salient and attention-grabbing (e.g., Pratto 
and John 1991) and weighted more heavily in evaluations (e.g., 
Fiske 1980; Mittal et al.1998) than positive attributes, the deficien-
cies loom larger than sufficiencies. Thus, compared with owning just 
one good where a comparison standard naturally present in consum-
ers’ mind (e.g., the expected consumption experience) is applied to 
assess satisfaction, owning multiple goods can, ironically, be less 
satisfying. 

The degree to which competing advantages alters comparison 
standards should depend on the extent to which consumers’ standards 
are developed and stable. Those with high need-to-evaluate (NTE) 
chronically make more judgments (Jarvis and Petty 1996), possess 
more developed and stable internal standards (Federico 2004), and 
are less likely to alter their established views when they encounter 
additional information pertaining to those views (Albarracín et al. 
2004). Consumers with low-NTE are thus likely to be more affected 
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by competing advantages, as their comparison standards for satisfac-
tion assessment are more malleable. 

We tested our propositions in the lab and field. In Study 1, partic-
ipants were randomly assigned one of three consumption sets (SetTV1, 
SetTV1&2, and SetTV1&3) and asked to imagine owning the good(s). 
SetTV1&2 had competing advantages—TV1 had both better and worse 
attributes than TV2. SetTV1&3 did not—TV1 dominated TV3 on all 
dimensions. Though a pretest established that participants strongly 
preferred SetTV1&2 over the alternatives in a choice task, those who 
had this set were significantly less satisfied than those had SetTV1 or 
SetTV1&3. That owning SetTV1&3 was more satisfying than owning the 
superior SetTV1&2 nicely illustrates the detrimental impact of compet-
ing advantages, as TV3 was, by design, objectively inferior to TV2.  
Further, as an indirect measure of the comparison standard used to 
assess satisfaction, participants were asked rate the extent to which 
they thought their TV(s) were imperfect. 

As predicted, participants with SetTV1&2 were less satisfied than 
those who had SetTV1. This negative effect of owning more disap-
peared when the competing advantages were removed by down-
grading the attributes of one of the TV’s (downgrading from TV2 to 
TV3). This suggests that the competing advantages were a cause of 
the lowered satisfaction, and that the negative effect of owning more 
could not be accounted for by an averaging mechanism—partici-
pants simply averaged their satisfaction with each TV when assess-
ing their overall satisfaction with two TV’s. If averaging were driv-
ing the effect, those who with an inferior set of two TV’s (SetTV1&3) 
should have been less satisfied than those who with the superior set 
(SetTV1&2). Finally, the changes in participants’ comparison standards 
mediated the differences in satisfaction.

Study 2 investigated the negative impact of owning more in 
the field. Consumers took home either multiple framed pictures with 
competing advantages, or just one. After owning the product(s) for 
a few days, they responded to measures similar to those in Study 1. 
They also answered an open-ended question about an ideal framed 
photo, another measure of changes in the comparison standard. 
Although a pretest revealed that owning more was clearly preferred 
in a choice task, participants who owned more were significantly less 
satisfied. Further, compared to participants who had one good, those 
who owned multiple goods described significantly more product 
attributes on the ideal-product measure, and perceived their goods 
as significantly more imperfect. These changes in comparison stan-
dards mediated the effect of owning more on satisfaction. 

Study 3 examined whether dispositional differences in Need-to-
Evaluate (NTE) moderate the negative effect of owning more, and 
whether competing advantages reduce satisfaction with individual 
goods in the consumption set. Accordingly, the SetTV1 and SetTV1&2 
conditions were identical to those of Study 1, and, in a third condi-
tion (SetTV1|TV1&2), participants were given TV1 and TV2 but asked 
to assess their satisfaction with only TV1. In addition to responding 
to measures used in Study 1, participants also completed the NTE 
scale (Jarvis and Petty 1996). As expected, those with low NTE were 
significantly more affected by competing advantages—they altered 
their comparison standard more and reported lower satisfaction than 
those with high NTE. Further, compared to participants with SetTV1, 
those who received SetTV1|TV1&2 reported significantly lower satisfac-
tion with TV1. Finally, the satisfaction differences across the three 
conditions were mediated by the changes in comparison standards. 

Altogether, our findings cast doubt on whether overflowing 
closets of clothes and shoes or multiple TV’s, necessarily provide 
higher satisfaction than having fewer possessions. Contrary to popu-
lar belief, owning more can, in fact, be less gratifying. Further, our 
research advances the notion of competing advantages and expli-

cates their impact on comparison standards used to assess satisfac-
tion. Finally, our research yields transformative advice for consum-
ers—owning and consuming less can help the environment and, in 
and of itself, be more satisfying.
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the Countability Effect: Comparative versus 
Experiential Reactions to Reward distributions

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
There is general agreement in the fairness literature that peo-

ple who are under-benefitted are less satisfied than those who are 
over-benefitted (Adams 1963; Homans 1973; Walster et al. 1978). 
For example, when compensated for precisely the same work, an 
employee receiving $10 / hr will be less satisfied than another em-
ployee receiving $15 / hr. However, it has become increasingly clear 
that other factors may moderate the impact of inequity on satisfac-
tion. A key perspective centers on value sensitivity, or evaluability, 
which reflects the extent to which the magnitude of subjective value 
is influenced by the magnitude of objective value (e.g., Hsee 1996; 
Hsee 1998; Hsee et al. 1999; Hsee et al. 2009). As summarized in 
the recent General Evaluability Theory, the construct of evaluability 
is defined as “the extent to which a person has relevant reference 
information to gauge the desirability of target values and map them 
onto evaluation” (Hsee and Zhang 2010, p. 344).

In the present research, we argue that countability feeds into 
evaluability, and as such will operate as a powerful moderator of 
the impact of inequity on satisfaction. When a reward can be easily 
counted in numerical terms, the effect of inequity on satisfaction is 
relatively straightforward: those who receive less than they ought to 
feel less satisfied than those who received more than they ought to. 
However, when rewards are not so easily counted, people cannot rely 
so easily on a simple numerical indicator of relative value. Instead, 
they focus on idiosyncratic aspects of how the reward might be en-
joyed at a purely experiential level.

More generally, countability reflects the powerful role that num-
bers play in our lives. People associate numbers with cardinal values, 
such that numbers act as representations of internal magnitudes or 
quantitative values (e.g., Diester and Nieder 2007; Rubinsten et al. 
2002). Once these associations are established in mind, they pro-
vide a foundation for estimation and comparison that is indispensi-
ble in people’s lives (e.g. Girelli, Lucangeli, and Butterworth 2000). 
Research on numerical information processing (e.g., $32 dollars, 20 
calories, 500 mg) consistently finds that numerical information is 
processed relatively rapidly and efficiently (Dehaene and Akhavein 
1995; Girelli, Lucangeli, and Butterworth 2000; Tzelgov, Meyer, 
and Henik 1992; Viswanathan and Childers 1996 ). This literature 
thus provides support for our contention that when distributions can 
be counted in numerical terms, people are more likely to make com-
parisons and to be more sensitive to inequity than when distributions 
cannot be counted. Hence, we propose two main hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1:  Countability moderates the effect of inequity on 
satisfaction. Although an easily counted over-
benefit will evoke greater satisfaction than an 
easily counted under-benefit, a less easily count-
ed over-benefit and under-benefit will evoke 
similar degrees of satisfaction. 

Hypothesis 2:  The underlying mechanism for H1 is that count-
able rewards evoke comparisons within the re-
ward distribution, whereas uncountable rewards 
evoke a focus on the experiential aspects of one’s 
own reward.

With a 2 (benefit: under-benefit vs. over-benefit) x 2 (countabil-
ity: countable vs. uncountable) between-subjects design, six experi-
ments consistently demonstrated that when rewards can be counted 

in numerical terms (e.g. two vs. three slices of cake), the under-bene-
fited are less satisfied than the over-benefited, whereas when rewards 
cannot be counted in numerical terms (e.g. small vs. large cake), the 
under-benefited are just as satisfied as the over-benefited. This effect 
was demonstrated across different product categories, across differ-
ent demographic groups, and across the East vs. West.

Moreover, we examined the underlying cognitive mechanism 
for the role of countability. Specifically, when participants were 
prompted to think comparatively (i.e., calculate the numerical 
amounts of rewards), those in the uncountable condition behaved as 
though they were in the unprompted countable condition, and when 
participants in the countable condition were prompted to focus on 
their consumption experience, they behaved as though they were in 
the unprompted uncountable condition. Thus, uncountable rewards 
mitigate the sting of unfair reward distributions in part because they 
push people to focus more on the experiential aspects of their own 
reward, while pulling them away from unfavorable upward compari-
sons to those who received more.

This research extends General Evaluability Theory (Hsee and 
Zhang 2010) by proposing a new powerful factor – countablility – 
influencing value sensitivity. It also adds to the literature on how 
information display influences people’s perception by demonstrating 
that the numerical format of rewards can make people focus more on 
face value and ignore the possible emotional elements. Moreover, it 
proposes a new way to mitigate unfairness perception and unhappy 
feelings in unfair distributions. Making the world an objectively fair 
place is important, but when unfairness is unavoidable, we should 
be able to find a way to increase our subjective happiness in unfair 
situations. Unfair distributions do not necessarily lead to subjective 
perceptions of unfairness that affect our emotions and behaviors 
(Weiner 1995). We are a species that relies on emotions and percep-
tions as inputs into judgments and behaviors, we should learn to deal 
with potentially negative situations and nonetheless derive eventual 
happiness from them. This idea of subjective approaches to unfair 
situations is one contribution of this article. Although the cake dis-
tributions are objectively unfair, we may still enjoy our small cake if 
we do not count it!
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When Happiness doesn’t Seem Contingent on Material 
Goods: The Influence of Positive Affect on Materialism 

and Conspicuous Consumption

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Much of the previous research has investigated how material-

ism influences happiness (e.g., Belk 1984; Van Boven and Gilovich 
2003). On the other hand, relatively little research has been conduct-
ed on the reverse, the influence of positive affect on materialism. 
In the present research, we examine how mild positive affect that 
people experience in everyday life influences materialistic and con-
spicuous consumption behavior.

Based on the affect literature suggesting that positive affect 
leads to more flexible thinking (Isen 2008) and broadened scope of 
attention and cognition (Fredrickson and Branigan 2005), we hy-
pothesize that positive affect enables people to think about aspects 
of their life and their happiness more flexibly (i.e., they can think of 
various ways of pursuing happiness other than acquiring material 
goods), and thus they are less likely to rely on material goods as a 
primary source of happiness or self-worth, while neglecting its other 
sources. 

First, in order to examine a lay theory of materialism, in a pi-
lot study we asked participants to describe materialism in their own 
words. They defined materialism broadly in two ways: 1) valuing 
material goods over other, or abstract, values in life (e.g., family or 
friendship), and 2) engaging in consumption behavior in order to 
“show off” or signal status. In five studies, we tested the influence 
of positive affect on materialism as represented in prior research and 
the lay ideas generated above. 

Study 1: What Makes You Happy? Participants were randomly 
assigned to either a positive or a neutral affect condition. Affect was 
manipulated using a video clip: a mildly amusing clip (showing a 

dancing hippo) or a neutral clip (showing moving color bars). After 
the affect induction task, materialism was measured in a way similar 
to that used by Chaplin and John (2007). Participants were asked 
to list things that make them happy using six categories: Hobbies, 
Material Things, Achievements, Sports, People, Other. A ratio in-
dex of materialism was obtained by dividing the number of material 
items by the total number of items, for each participant. The results 
revealed that people in positive affect reported lower materialism 
ratios than did those in neutral affect.

Study 2: Money Allocation II -Material vs. Experiential 
Purchase. In Study 3, following the research by Van Boven and 
Gilovich (2003), we measured materialism in terms of the type of 
purchases people pursue (material or experiential). After the affect 
induction task (as in Study 1), participants were asked what specific 
things they would like to buy or do with the $500, and to indicate 
the amount of money they allotted to each item. A materialism index 
was created for each subject, by subtracting the amount allocated to 
experiential purchases (e.g., going out to dinner with friends, ski-
ing) from that to material purchases (e.g., new clothing, handbags). 
Results showed that people in positive affect allocated a smaller por-
tion of the money to material purchases (relative to experiential pur-
chases), than did the controls.

Study 3: Conspicuous Consumption I. In Studies 4 and 5, we 
measured materialism in terms of the underlying motive for buying 
material goods: the degree to which people want to signal wealth or 
social status. Participants (all female) were randomly assigned to a 
2 (affect) x 2 (signal: high, low) between-subjects design. After the 
affect induction task, participants were told that they would evalu-
ate a high-end product. Half of the participants saw an image of a 
Gucci handbag with a salient brand-logo (high signal), and the other 
half saw a Gucci bag with no logo (low signal). Results revealed 
that people in neutral (vs. positive) affect perceived the good with 
the salient logo as more attractive, wanted to own it more, and were 
willing to pay more for it. 

Study 4: Conspicuous Consumption II. In Study 5, Conspicuous 
consumption was measured among male subjects. Participants 
(all male) read product descriptions about cars from two different 
brands: a Low-end model from BMW and a Premium model from 
Mazda. The BMW model was described so that participants could 
see that its performance (e.g., engine, fuel efficiency, horsepower, 
etc) was inferior to that of the Mazda, but as superior as a status sym-
bol. Participants then were asked to make a choice between the two 
models. The results showed that positive-affect people were more 
likely to choose the high-end Mazda (performance) over the low-end 
BMW (status) than were controls.

In sum, results of four studies suggest that under mild positive 
(vs. neutral) affect, people are less likely to rely on material goods 
as a primary source of happiness, while neglecting its other sources, 
and also less likely to engage in conspicuous consumption (i.e., sig-
nal status through material goods).

REFEREnCES
Belk, Russell W. (1984), “Three Scales to Measure Constructs 

Related to Materialism: Reliability, Validity, and Relationships 
to Measures of Happiness,” in Advances in Consumer 
Research, Vol. 11, ed. Thomas Kinnear, Provo, UT: 
Association for Consumer Research, 291–97.

Chaplin, Lan Nguyen and Deborah Roedder John (2007), “Growing 
Up in a Material World: Age Differences in Materialism in 
Child and Adolescents,” Journal of Consumer Research, 34 
(4), 480-93.



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 40) / 111

Fredrickson, Barbara L. and Christine Branigan (2005), “Positive 
emotions broaden the scope of attention and thought-action 
repertoires,” Cognition and Emotion, 19 (3), 313-32.

Isen, Alice M. (2008), “Some ways in which positive affect 
influences problem solving and decision making,” in 
Handbook of Emotions, eds. Michael Lewis, Jeannette M. 
Haviland-Jones, and Lisa Feldman Barrett, NY: Guilford, 
548-73.

Van Boven, Leaf and Thomas Gilovich (2003), “To do or to have? 
That is the question,” Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 85, 1193-202.


