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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Social and economic development has been accompanied by an 

increase in the variety of leisure activities available, ranging from 
sports and arts to countryside recreation and gaming. Making these 
options accessible to the public is a central concern of policy mak-
ers (Crawford, Jackson and Godbey 1991; Wade 1985) who assume 
that making more leisure choices available to the public contributes 
positively to their happiness and well-being.  In fact, however, this 
assumption may not be valid.

We focus our research on three questions. First, do large city 
residents actually engage in a wider range of leisure activities than 
someone living in a small town? Second, are big city residents happi-
er about their leisure activities? Third, do people’s lay theories about 
the answers to these questions correspond to reality? 

Theoretically, these three questions can help us understand how 
option variety affects consumption and happiness outside of labora-
tories. Intuitively, the variety of options available could affect satis-
faction for at least two reasons. First, a large choice set is likely to 
increase choice freedom and flexibility. Second, it could increase the 
actual consumption of a wide range of options 

Research on the effects of variety on affect (Diehl and Poynor 
2010; Mogilner, Rudnick, and Iyengar 2008) has focused on the sat-
isfaction that people experience at the time they make a decision and 
has not examined the effect of variety on long term satisfaction and 
happiness. This limitation has two consequences. First, only one con-
sumption experience is typically provided. Therefore, the research 
does not indicate the effect of variety experiences on judgments over 
a period of time. Even if multiple consumption experiences were 
provided in a single experimental session (see Ratner, Kahn, and 
Kahneman 1999), satiation could greatly undermine people’s con-
sumption experience. When consumption experiences are separated 
in time, this factor does not come into play. Second, participants in 
an experimental setting are often implicitly or explicitly expected to 
consider all available options. Outside the laboratory, however, some 
available options are likely to be ignored and thus do not generate 
happiness. In other words, laboratories studies may confound the ef-
fect of available options with the effect of considered options. 

An understanding of the effect of variety on long term happiness 
requires a paradigm that measures multiple consumption experiences 
over a period of time without implicit demands to consider every op-
tion available. To accomplish this, we examined whether and how va-
riety affects happiness in a real world setting. In doing so, we consid-
ered variation in three factors: the set of leisure activities a consumer 
has access to (the available set), the set that a consumer considers in 
deciding what activities to choose (the consideration set), and set of 
activities in which a consumer actually engages (the consumption set).  

First, habits have powerful influences on decisions (Neal, 
Wood, and Quinn 2006). Because habits are highly accessible in 
memory, people may repeatedly choose the same activities without 
giving other options much consideration. As a result, having a large 
or small variety of options available may have limited impact on the 
size of consumption set. City residents develop a routine that they 
perform repeatedly unless an unexpected situation stimulates them to 
try something new. Consequently, having more leisure options avail-
able does not necessarily means consuming more leisure options.

Second, trying out new leisure activities is often associated with 
high cost. Such costs of time and money become especially promi-

nent when the actual leisure time is approaching, leading people to 
opt eventually for the usual and familiar activities. 

In contrast, consideration set size is predicted to have a positive 
impact on consumption set size. The size of a consideration set posi-
tively affects purchase likelihood and consumption (Nedungadi 1990; 
Rortveit and Olson 2007; Shocker et al 1991). Furthermore, adding a 
new option to a consideration set increases its chances of being chosen 
(Nedungadi 1990; Rortveit and Olson 2007; Shocker et al 1991). 

We conducted three experiments with American residents in or-
der to answer the above questions. In study 1, participants reported 
their happiness about leisure and then reported their city size. Study 
2 replicated the procedure of study 1, and also made participants to 
report their available set size or the consideration set size (between-
participants). Study 3 manipulated consideration set size to establish 
the causal role of consideration set in affecting consumption set and 
happiness. Across the three studies, we found that contrary to the 
common belief that having a wider range of leisure activities avail-
able leads people to engage in a wider range of activities and to feel 
more satisfied, we find that the size of a city (and consequently the 
diversity of leisure activities available) does not affect the variety 
of activities in which residents engage or the happiness they derive 
from these activities. Instead, happiness is largely determined by the 
diversity of activities that people perform, independently of the num-
ber they have available. The variety of activities that people consider 
when they decide on an activity influences the diversity of activities 
in which they actually engage and this, in turn, affect their happiness.
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