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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Immeasurable in richness and overwhelming in immensity, the 

scale of New Media is of the grandest kind. To manage the deluge 
of incoming information and the trove of existing content, New Me-
dia firms rely on user generated ratings to optimize browsing and 
enhance search (Huberman, Romero, and Wu 2009). Users’ “Likes” 
and “Dislikes” for stylish clothing and entertaining videos enable 
firms such as Threadless, Amazon, and Netflix to manage their con-
tent as well as recommend products based on similarities between 
users’ history of preference ratings (Balabanovic and Shoham 1997). 
Understanding what motivates people to express their preferences 
by liking and disliking products and content online has important 
implications for New Media.

Although users have social motives of sharing their preferences 
(Back et al. 2010; Gosling, Gaddis, and Vazire 2007; Toubia and Ste-
phen 2013) and instrumental incentives of customizing their brows-
ing experience when they express their preferences online (Her-
locker et al. 1999; Herlocker, Konstan, and Riedl 2000), we propose 
that people evaluate their preferences for another reason – the feel-
ing of learning about their own preferences.  Specifically, we posit 
that people undergo a process of self-discovery when they express 
their preferences, and they derive an inherent sense of pleasure from 
this self-discovery process. As such, the more people feel they are 
learning about their preferences, the greater the pleasure they experi-
ence from liking and disliking. Moreover, relative to other judgment 
tasks not involving evaluating one’s preferences, liking and disliking 
evokes the highest enjoyment.

Using T-Shirts from an online retailer as stimuli, Study 1 mea-
sures people’s expectation of the enjoyment in evaluating their pref-
erences (liking vs. disliking) against four sets of non-preference 
related judgments about clothing, such as gender appropriateness 
(for males vs. for females), age appropriateness (for adults vs. for 
children), or price estimation (cheap vs. expensive). Against any 
combination of the non-preference related alternative tasks within 
the four sets, the task of liking and disliking is always perceived to 
be the most fun, suggesting that people are motivated to express their 
“Like” and “Dislike” online because of an inherent pleasure in as-
sessing their preferences (F(3, 75) = 8.17; F(3, 75) = 14.99; F(3, 75) 
= 10.22; F(3, 75) = 8.48, all p’s < .01).

Studies 2 and 3 manipulate the feeling of learning to test the 
proposed mechanism underlying the fun of preference evaluation. In 
a series of pairwise comparisons between a base shirt, T-Shirt X, and 
nine alternative shirts, T-Shirts A through I, respondents are induced 
either to feel they are learning more about their preferences in T-
Shirts or learning less through a framing manipulation of asymmetric 
comparisons. Specifically, asymmetric comparison is visually ma-
nipulated through a boxed frame around the target shirt and seman-
tically manipulated through the instructions. In the Focus on Base 
condition, the base shirt (T-Shirt X) serves as the target and the nine 
alternative shirts (T-Shirts A through I) act as the reference points, 
which generates a feeling of learning about T-Shirt X again and again 
for each comparison (e.g., How much do you like X vs. A? X vs. B? 
X vs. C?). Conversely, in the Focus on Alternatives condition, the 
nine alternative shirts serve as the target and the base shirt becomes 
the reference point, which creates a feeling of learning about many 
different shirts (e.g., How much do you like A vs. X? B vs. X? C vs. 

X?). Results reveal greater enjoyment when respondents feel they 
are learning about nine different shirts (Focus on Alternatives condi-
tion) than when they feel like they are learning about the base shirt 
repeatedly in the Focus on Base condition (F(1, 90) = 4.18, p = .04).  
Moreover, the manipulation check confirms that respondents feeling 
they are learning about T-Shirt X repeatedly have a higher recall rate 
(F(1, 90) = 5.74, p = .02) and are more confident in their final assess-
ment of T-Shirt X at the end of the experiment (F(1, 90) = 4.03, p = 
.05), suggesting that it is possible to learn more about the T-Shirts in 
the stimuli beyond one or two exposures.  

Using a similar design of asymmetric comparison, Study 3 rep-
licates the findings of Study 2 with a new stimulus and addresses 
a potential confound of boredom. In particular, the new stimuli re-
place T-Shirts with letters of the English alphabet, since past work 
demonstrates that people can form preferences for symbols (Zajonc, 
1968). More importantly, a second factor of a non-preference related 
task about the positioning in the alphabet (e.g. Which letter is further 
along the alphabet?) is introduced as a baseline measure to account 
for any boredom potentially caused by the asymmetric comparison 
manipulation. The 2 (Focus: Focus on Base vs. Focus on Alterna-
tives) x 2 (Task: Preference evaluation vs. Order of letters) between-
subjects experiment finds a significant two-way interaction, in which 
higher feelings of learning (Focus on Alternatives) induce more fun 
than lower feelings of learning (Focus on Base) within preference 
evaluation, but the asymmetric comparison yields no difference of 
Focus within the non-preference related control condition of posi-
tioning in the alphabet (F(1, 302) = 6.62, p = .01). Additionally, the 
process measure of the feeling of learning reveals a similar Focus x 
Task interaction (F(1, 302) = 3.60, p < .06). 

In all, people not only expect liking and disliking to be more 
enjoyable than other judgment tasks, but their source of fun origi-
nates from a feeling of learning about their preferences. By manipu-
lating the feeling of preference learning with two different stimuli, 
our results reveal that people who feel they learned more about their 
preferences have more fun than people who feel they learned less. 
The motivation behind expressing one’s likes and dislikes bears rele-
vance to New Media firms, which rely upon preference ratings as the 
basis for collaborative filtering, content management, and consumer 
customization. Although there are social and instrumental motives 
to submitting Likes and Dislikes online, people may also derive an 
inherent pleasure in evaluating their preferences due to the feeling of 
self-discovery associated with learning about their preferences. 
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