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Our results show that consumers buy hedonic products for immediate gratification, not to enhance well-being in the long run.

Furthermore, we show that period of ownership can be explained by the evaporation of perceived benefits. Paradoxically, service

contracts that extend a products’ life are more frequently bought for hedonic products.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The pursuit of happiness is one of the most fundamental of all 

human motives. This motive is often translated in the acquisition of 
hedonic products. Hedonic products offer fun, pleasure, cheerful-
ness and enjoyment (Chitturi, Raghunathan and Mahajan  2008). 
However, hedonic products fail to elevate happiness in the long run 
(Brickman and Campbell 1971; Frederick and Loewenstein 1999). 
The hedonic treadmill theory (Brickman and Campbell, 1971) argues 
that hedonic products do not offer a sustainable elevation of happi-
ness, despite consumers’ intentions. After purchase, consumers’ hap-
piness falls back to the baseline level. The hedonic treadmill theory 
sketches a fatalistic image: consumers pursue happiness through he-
donic consumption, but fail to do so in the long run. Our research 
shows that hedonic products are bought for purposes of immediate 
gratification. Consumers do not want to elevate their long term hap-
piness and they anticipate the hedonic fallback. 

Additionally, we want to demonstrate how utility affects length 
of ownership of hedonic versus functional products. If hedonic prod-
ucts are bought to meet short term goals, the utility derived from it 
should be in the near future. The deceleration rate of benefits should 
be steeper and this should determine the duration of ownership.

Overall, we argue that consumers buy hedonic products for pur-
poses of immediate gratification which results in a shorter period of 
ownership. However, time-perspectives may shift. Hedonic products 
demand more resources, which bolsters guiltiness (Khan, Dhar, and 
Wertenbroch 2005). Guilt is correlated with risk aversion (Mancini 
and Gangemi 2004) and risk aversion supports the acquisition of in-
surances, or extended service contracts (ESC). ESC’s extend a prod-
uct’s lifetime.  So, paradoxically despite a shorter period of owner-
ship guiltiness fosters the acquisition of an ESC which extends the 
lifetime of a product.  

Study 1 was conducted online using MTurk  (N = 119, mean 
age 35.27 years, 42% were male, US-residents). Participants had 
to indicate how long they anticipated keeping either 10 hedonic or 
10 functional products. Pretests indicated that the hedonic products 
were more hedonic (F(1,58) = 59.33, p < 0.001), and the functional 
products more functional (F(1,58) = 37.79, p < 0.001). All partici-
pants answered on a scale how fast they think people will replace the 
product (1 very late; 7 very soon) and how long people will keep the 
product before disposing it (1 very short; 7 very long). We reverse 
coded the second question and averaged with the first question (r = 
0.72, p < 0.001). The results show that utilitarian products are kept 
longer than hedonic products (F(1,12) = 18.98, p < 0.001).

In the second study we held the product constant, but manip-
ulated the motivation to buy a bike. Seventy-seven undergraduate 
students (mean age 20.56 years, 63% were male) from a European 
university completed the study. Participants were asked to imagine 
that they bought a bike to practice their beloved hobby (= hedonic) 
or as a transportation device to go to work (= functional). They rated 
the former condition as more hedonic (F(1,75) = 140.14, p < 0.001). 
Also, they expected having more fun with the bike to practice their 
hobby (F(1,75) = 13.89, p < 0.001). In both conditions they equally 
liked riding a bike (F(1,75) = 2.41, p = 0.13). Again, the participants 
anticipated keeping the functional bike longer than the hedonic bike 
(F(1,75)=10.31, p < 0.001).

To test if the deceleration rate of utility accounts for anticipated 
duration of ownership, we asked how they perceived the evolution of 

the benefits (1 very little; 7 very much) associated with the product 
over a time horizon (at the time of purchase, half year, a year, a year 
and half and two year after the purchase (fig 1). 

Figure 1: Evolution of benefits

Repeated measures ANOVA revealed that participants assigned 
more utility to the functional bike (F(1,75) = 27.75, p < 0.001). Ad-
ditionally, an interaction effect shows a steeper deceleration rate 
for hedonic products (F( 1,75) = 47.46, p < 0.001). Furthermore 
we calculated the area under the curve (AUC) for each participant. 
Mediation analysis reveals a significant total effect of the hedonic 
versus functional condition on length of ownership (t(76)=3.21, p 
< 0.001). Further, when controlling for AUC the direct effect disap-
pears (t(76)=1.56, p = 0.120), and AUC turns up as a better predictor 
(t(76) = 2.51, p < 0.05). Lastly, AUC is smaller in the hedonic condi-
tion (t(76) = 5.19, p < 0.001). Therefore, we conclude that a different 
deceleration rate of utility accounts for the length of ownership for 
hedonic versus functional products.

For the third study we used the same scenario as in the second 
study. However, instead of asking about duration of ownership the 
respondents were offered an ESC which costs 15% of the purchase 
price. The ESC comprised multiple maintenance services which 
extend the product-lifetime. Eighty-seven undergraduate students  
(mean age 20.87, 47% were male) from a European university com-
pleted the study and received partial course credit. 

The hedonic bike was rated as more hedonic (F(1,76)=83.34, 
p<0.001), and participants expected have more fun with this bike 
(F(1,76)=5.48, p=0.020). Across both conditions the respondents 
equally liked riding their bike (F(1,76)=2.01, p=0.159). Finally, the 
participants reported that it would be more likely that they would buy 
an ESC for the hedonic bike (F(1,76)=3.86, p=0.050).

Our results support the idea that hedonic products are bought to 
meet short time goals. Additionally, hedonic products are kept for a 
shorter period of time because the benefits evaporate faster. These re-
sults challenge the idea that consumers buy hedonic products to ele-
vate their long term happiness. Instead, we show that hedonic products 
are bought for purposes of immediate gratification. However, hedonic 
products bolster feelings of guilt which may alter time-perspectives. 
Feelings of guilt activate risk aversion, which results in the acquisition 
of ESC’s. Paradoxically, an ESC extends the lifetime of a product.



594 / Pleasure for a Moment, Functionality for a Lifetime

REFERENCES
Brickman, P. and Campbell, D. (1971). Hedonic Relativism and 

Planning the Good Society.
In Adaptation-level Theory: A Symposium,  M.H. Appley (Ed.) 

(pp.287-302). New York. Academic Press.
Chitturi, R., Raghunathan, R. and Mahajan, V. (2008). Delight 

by design: The Role of Hedonic versus Utilitarian 
Benefits. Journal of Marketing, 72(3), 48-63.

Frederick, S. and Loewenstein, G. (1999). Hedonic Adaptation. 
In Well being: The Foundations of Hedonic Psychology, (pp. 
302–329). D. Kahneman, E. Diener& N. Schwarz (eds.)New 
York: Russell Sage.

Khan, Uzma, Ravi Dhar, and Klaus Wertenbroch (2005), “Hedonic 
and Utilitarian Consumption,” in Inside Consumption: 
Frontiers of Research on Consumer Motives, Goals, and 
Desire, ed. S. Ratneshwar and David Glen Mick, London: 
Routledge, 144–65

Mancini, Francesco and Amelia Gangemi (2004), “Aversion to Risk 
and Guilt,” Clinical Psychology and Psychotherapy, 11(3), 
199–206.


