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We find that actions are associated with greater happiness than inactions. Respondents reported greater happiness with and recalled

actions earlier and faster, suggesting a memory advantage. There were no differences in the consequences of actions versus inactions

but results suggest that it is easier to take credit for actions.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Happiness is an important goal for consumers, and an under-

standing of how happiness can be enhanced may therefore be benefi-
cial. In this article, we focus on a subtle but important distinction be-
tween experiencing happiness by doing something (actions) versus 
not doing something (inactions). We find that actions are attributed 
internally whereas inactions are attributed externally and therefore 
actions elicit greater happiness than inactions. Thus, people believe 
that greater happiness is associated with actions because they per-
ceive actions as more intentional than inactions, even though not act-
ing may be a volitional decision. 

Research finds that attributing positive outcomes to one’s own 
effort yields greater happiness than attributing such outcomes to ex-
ternal sources (Nurmi 1991). Similarly, literature in subjective well-
being shows that willful actions yield greater wellbeing than non-
autonomous actions (Deci & Ryan 2000). We extend these findings 
and suggest that actions evoke greater dispositional attributions than 
inactions, and elicit greater happiness than inactions. 

In Study 1 (N = 34), we provided an example of happiness 
elicited by actions versus inactions and asked respondents to choose 
whether they experienced greater happiness from their actions or 
inactions over the course of their lifetime. Subsequently, we asked 
respondents to rate the extent to which they experienced happiness 
from their actions and inactions.

A majority of the respondents (85%) reported experiencing 
greater happiness from their actions than their inactions (χ2 = 16.9, 
p < 0.01). Further, respondents reported experiencing greater happi-
ness from their actions (5.64) as compared to their inactions (3.88, t 
(33) = -4.85, p < 0.01). 

In Study 2 (N = 15), we used a free response measure for hap-
piness. Respondents were asked to recall and write down events that 
elicited happiness over the course of their lifetime. A significantly 
larger number of actions (4.4) than inactions (0.27, t (14) = 7.75, p < 
0.01) were recalled. Further, a chi-square analysis revealed that a ma-
jority of respondents (87%) listed an action as the first item on their 
list (χ2 = 8.06, p < 0.01) suggesting that actions are more accessible 
in memory than inactions. 

In Study 3 (N = 47), we randomly assigned respondents into 
either an action or inaction condition. Respondents in the action con-
dition were asked whether they agreed or disagreed with the state-
ment “I am happy about things that I have done in my life” while 
respondents in the inaction condition were shown the statement “I 
am happy about things that I have not done (my inactions) in my 
life”). We found that respondents were faster at agreeing with the 
action statement (4.1s) than the inaction statement (7.57s, F (1, 43) = 
14.86, p < 0.05), suggesting greater accessibility for actions. Further, 
a chi-square analysis of the agreement with the statements revealed 
that a more respondents (77%) in the action condition agreed with 
the statement than respondents in the inaction condition (48%, χ2 = 
4.24, p < 0.05,). 

One potential explanation for the results of studies 1-3 is that 
actions are more impactful than inactions, i.e. they have greater con-
sequences, which leads to greater accessibility and happiness and not 
the action- inaction distinction per se. To test this explanation, we 
used scenarios with identical consequences in study 4 (N = 55).

Respondents were shown two scenarios adapted from previous 
research (Gilovich & Medvec 1994) that contained two protagonists, 
one who acted to obtain a positive outcome (e.g. switched schools) 
and the second who did not act (e.g. did not switch schools) but also 
obtained the same positive outcome. Respondents were asked to 
choose which of the two characters would experience greater hap-
piness. A majority of respondents expected the person who acted to 
experience greater happiness than the one who decided not to act in 
the first (76% vs. 24%, χ2 = 15.29, p < 0.01) and second scenarios 
(62% vs. 38%, χ2 = 3.07, p = 0.08). Thus, even when the outcomes of 
actions and inactions were held equal, respondents associated greater 
happiness with actions than inactions. 

We tested our attribution explanation in study 5, i.e. people be-
lieve that they will experience greater happiness from their actions 
than inactions because actions are more amenable to internal attribu-
tion (dispositional attributions) than inactions. 

Fifty-five respondents were asked to recall either actions or in-
actions that had given them happiness during the course of their en-
tire life and then asked to rate how much happiness they experienced. 
They were then asked to rate the frequency with which they thought 
of their actions/inactions and the impact of their actions/inactions on 
their life. Two different measures were used to measure the impact of 
actions and inactions. The first measure required respondents to list 
all the consequences of their actions/inactions. The second measure 
required respondents to select all the areas of their life (from a set 
of 13 categories) that had been impacted by their actions/inactions 
(Rajagopal et al 2006). We also included a four item, 7-point scale 
(Dube, Jodoin, and Kairouz 1998) to measure respondents’ attribu-
tions of their decisions. 

As expected (Table 1), we found a larger number of actions 
listed as compared to inactions (F (1, 44) = 6.7, p < 0.05). Actions 
were also reported to elicit greater intensity of happiness (F (1, 44) = 
4.86, p < 0.05), and greater frequency of thought than inactions (F (1, 
44) = 6.09, p < 0.05). There were no differences in either of the two 
impact measures (F’s < 1). Thus, neither the number of consequences 
nor the areas of life affected were different for actions as compared to 
inactions. These results suggest that actions are not perceived to have 
greater impact or consequences than inactions (similar to the results 
from study 4), but are nonetheless thought about more than inactions. 
In line with our expectations, actions evoked greater internal attribu-
tions than inactions (F (1, 44) = 5.02, p < 0.05). 

Table 1
results Of study 5

Variable Actions Inactions
Mean number 7.08 (4.06) 4.55 (2.24)
Mean happiness intensity 6.33 (.64) 5.68 (1.28)
Mean frequency of thought 5.13 (1.59) 3.95 (1.62)
Net internal attributions 5.84 (.50) 5.37 (.88)
Mean number of consequences 4.56 (2.51) 3.94 (2.98)
Mean number of areas of life impacted 7.39 (2.13) 6.93 (3.23)
N 24 22

Note: Numbers in parentheses indicate standard deviations

Across 5 studies we find that actions elicit greater happiness 
than inactions because they are attributed internally and thought 
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about more frequently. We did not find support for a larger network 
of consequences for actions versus inactions. Thus, the impact of ac-
tions and inactions appears to be no different, but the motivation to 
take credit for actions and hence, think about them more frequently 
appears to underlie the perceived differences in happiness.
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