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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Some people endeavor to attain happiness whatever they are 

doing. They might pursue happiness even while choosing a simple 
stuff. Can seeking happiness change individuals’ buying habits? 
Which products are people likely to pick while seeking happiness? 
And why?  

A recent study demonstrated that the pursuit of happiness is an 
act of self control that requires limited resources (Kim 2013). This 
generates an inquiry as to how people make choices while seeking 
happiness because making choices also requires the same resources 
(Vohs et al. 2008). The current study tested whether seeking hap-
piness would alter product preference (toward fluency preference). 
While there are numerous options, limited resources will make peo-
ple choose easier option requiring less energy. Acts demanding high 
(vs. low) level construal drain greater regulatory resources (Fujita et 
al. 2006), and construal levels indeed shift fluency effects (Alter and 
Oppenheimer 2008; Tsai and McGill 2011). Given that material (vs. 
experiential) items show more feasible and concrete (vs. abstract) at-
tributes, life experiences will be perceived as more difficult than ma-
terial possessions. Hence, we proposed that the pursuit of happiness 
would lead people to prefer materialistic (vs. experiential) items. 

Study 1 (N=546) examined the association between two traits 
(seeking happiness and materialism). Participants completed Ten-
dency to Seek Happiness (TSH) as a trait (Mauss et al. 2011), Brief 
Self Control (Tangney, Baumeister, and Boone 2004), and Material-
istic Values Scale (MVS; Richins 2004). TSH positively correlated 
with MVS (r = .41, p < .001). To directly examine the process, a me-
diation analysis was conducted. When MVS was regressed on both 
the TSH and resource depletion, the effect of TSH was reduced (β = 
.38, p < .001), whereas the effect of resource depletion remained sig-
nificant (β = .22, p < .001; Sobel z = = 3.02, p = .002). These results 
suggested that individuals who tend to seek happiness may prefer 
material possession due to resource depletion during the pursuit of 
happiness. 

Study 2 (N=56) tested whether people who tend to seek happi-
ness actually choose material (vs. experiential) items. After making 
hypothetical choices (e.g., bags vs. theater ticket and jean vs. iTunes 
card), participants reported actual desire to be happy, tiredness dur-
ing the choice task, and TSH. Participants who showed higher TSH 
reported that they actually tried to seek happiness (r = .50, p < .001), 
felt they were running out of more resources while making choices (r 
= .41, p = .002), and chose more material products (r = .29, p < .05).

Given that inducing the pursuit of happiness while making 
choices leads to resource depletion (Kim 2013), we predicted that an 
intention to be happy while making choices would also alter the mo-
mentary choice preferences. In Study 3, participants were assigned to 
either the experimental (instruction to choose items that will improve 
happiness) or the control condition (no instruction) and were asked to 
choose one (Target gift card vs. game pass, shoes vs. restaurant, and 
new electronics vs. resort). Participants in the experimental condition 
chose more material products (t(66) = -2.09, p < .05) than those in 
the control condition.

More intriguingly, people generally try to feel happy while do-
ing something (e.g., watching movie), and this impairs their subse-
quent self-control (Kim 2013). Hence, we predicted that ego deple-
tion derived from the previous acts of seeking happiness would alter 
one’s subsequent choices (i.e., carryover effect). Participants were 

assigned to either experimental (seeking happiness while watching 
movie) or control condition (being natural). More important, people 
often try to feel happier even if they are already happy or are enjoy-
ing pleasant experiences, and this also leads to ego depletion (Kim 
2013). Hence, we examined impacts of seeking happiness while 
watching pleasant movie (Mr. Bean) in Study 4b instead of the neu-
tral movie (Bridge construction) which was used in study 4a.

After conducting the film tasks, participants rated desire to be 
happy and tiredness during the film task. In study 4a, we asked par-
ticipants to choose at most two items among given items (e.g., cos-
metics, jewelry, reading books, and going to restaurant). To strength-
en our prediction, in Study 4b we additionally asked participants to 
choose at most two web-sites among given options (Amazon, Target.
com, Movieticket.com, and Expedia). 

Participants in the experimental condition reported more desires 
to be happy (Study 4a: t(151) = -3.01, p = .003; Study 4b: t(283) = 
-5.40, p < .001), greater ego depletion during the film task (Study 
4a: t(149) = -2.82, p = .005; Study 4b: t(278) = -3.27, p = .001), and 
higher materialistic preference (Study 4a: t(156) = -2.40, p < .05; 
Study 4b: t(283) = -2.47, p < .05) than those in the control condition. 
To directly examine the process, two sets of mediation analyses were 
conducted with ego depletion as the mediator. When materialistic 
preference was regressed on both seeking happiness and ego deple-
tion, the effect of seeking happiness was significantly reduced (Study 
4a: β = .13, t = 1.66, p > .05; Study 4b: β = .12, t = 1.95, p > .05), 
whereas the effect of ego depletion remained significant (Study 4a: β 
= .27, t = 3.36, p =.001; Sobel z = 2.25, p = .002; Study 4b: β = .16, 
t = 2.62, p = .009; Sobel z = 2.21, p = .03). These results show that 
individuals who seek happiness subsequently prefer material posses-
sions (vs. experiences) due to resource depletion during the pursuit 
of happiness. 

Ironically, the pursuit of happiness decreases happiness (Mauss 
et al. 2011). We attempted to explain why seeking happiness causes 
such negative consequences, by showing that ego depletion while 
seeking happiness led individuals to prefer materialistic posses-
sions. When seeking happiness impairs one’s limited resources (Kim 
2013), the pursuit of happiness may continuously cause materialis-
tic preferences. The current study sheds light on a potential vicious 
cycle involving seeking happiness, materialism, and less well-being. 
Although life experiences improve one’s happiness than do material 
possessions (Van Boven and Gilovich 2003), individuals are likely 
to pick easier one (material item) while pursuing happiness, but this 
will ultimately ruin their happiness. 
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