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ABSTRACT 

 

The question of what type of purchase (i.e., experiential vs. material) typically advances 

more happiness has been answered (Van Boven and Gilovich, 2003). This dissertation employed 

three different manipulation methods across six studies to investigate what underlies this effect. 

A consistent pattern of results demonstrated that verbal sharing (i.e., telling others) helps explain 

the superiority of experiential purchases in advancing happiness. Moreover, I found that people’s 

greater inclination to share about their experiential (vs. material) purchases is driven by their 

expectation of being more highly regarded by their listeners. Taken together, these findings shed 

light on a behavioral (i.e., sharing) and psychological process (i.e., expected regard) that help us 

understand why experiences make people happier than do material objects.  

 

Keywords: sharing, happiness, material versus experiential purchases, expected regard 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

In a 2011 interview with Charlie Rose, Mark Zuckerberg explained, “I just think there is 

this core part of people where they want to express things about themselves…It’s just one of the 

things that I think makes us human.” Often, Zuckerberg’s point is observed in people’s 

apparently pressing desire to tell others about topics ranging from trivial (e.g., the food one 

enjoyed during dinner) to important and intimate (e.g., the events taking place during the b irth of 

one’s baby).  

Social scientists concur with the idea that sharing—defined here as non-commercial 

interpersonal communication of information about oneself or about something relevant to 

oneself—is a core part of human nature as well as a ubiquitous behavior (e.g., Argo, White, and 

Dahl, 2006). We know for example that most of the time (7 out of 10 days) people share about 

positive events that happened to them  (Gable, Reis, Impett, and Asher, 2004). This high 

frequency of sharing behavior is easily understandable given the benefits that it generates. 

Sharing is associated with improved social relationships (Collins and Miller, 1994; Gable, 

Gonzaga, and Strachman, 2006), stronger memory of the shared event (Langston, 1994), 

alleviation of stress and tension (Pennebaker, 1985), greater positive affect and well-being 

(Gable et al., 2004), and increased happiness (Mehl, Vazire, Holleran, and Clack, 2010).  

In light of this understanding, the main objective of the present work is to bring sharing 

to the consumer realm and investigate whether it can assist us in explaining why certain types of 

purchases are better than others in advancing happiness. Precisely, I posit that sharing constitutes 

an underlying mechanism in the superiority of experiential purchases (e.g., a movie at the 

theater) over material purchases (e.g., a new watch) in advancing happiness (Carter and 
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Gilovich, 2010; Van Boven, 2005; Van Boven and Gilovich, 2003). Consistent with my 

predictions, results suggest that experiential purchases have higher conversational value than do 

material purchases and that, as a result of leading to more sharing, they are better at advancing 

happiness. 

Existing works have shown that psychological factors (i.e., adaptation, comparison, 

regret, and closeness to the self) and an outcome factor resulting from the purchase (i.e., a feeling 

of social relatedness) help explain the superiority of experiential purchases in advancing 

happiness. Whereas this stream of research has considerably improved our understanding, the 

present work provides a significant new contribution to theory by demonstrating that an 

interpersonal behavioral factor (i.e., sharing) is a critical mediator of that effect. It therefore 

offers a novel framework that deepens our understanding of why experiences generate more 

happiness than do material objects.  

Further, this works also shows that the superiority of experiences can be witnessed even 

within the same purchase (experiment 3). That is, results demonstrate that the mere behavior of 

framing a purchase in experiential (vs. material) terms influences consumers’ inclination to share 

about the purchase, which in turn positively affects happiness. This finding rules out intrinsic 

differences between material objects and experiences as the source of the effect, and highlights a 

contribution of my research to practice. Precisely, it illustrates that, by motivating consumers to 

frame purchases in experiential (vs. material) terms, marketing professionals can influence those 

consumers’ inclination to share and in turn help them obtain more happiness from their 

purchases. Additionally, I demonstrate that the benefits of sharing are not restricted to 

experiential purchases (experiment 4). Results show that when people share about their material 

purchases as much as about their experiential purchases, they draw similar, high levels of 
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happiness. This work therefore provides informational value also to consumers. It guides them 

on expenditures (i.e., experiential purchases) and behaviors (i.e., sharing) that will afford them 

comparatively higher levels of happiness.  

Besides establishing sharing’s role as a mediator, I take this investigation a step further to 

provide an answer to the pressing question: Why are people more inclined to share about their 

experiential than about their material purchases? The sharing literature informs us that whereas 

information transfer is an important goal, people also share to cast themselves in a positive light 

in order to gain high regard from others (Goffman, 1974; Wojnicki and Godes, 2008). Moreover, 

we know that experiential individuals are often seen more favorably than materialistic ones (Van 

Boven, Campbell, and Gilovich, 2010). In line with this, I hypothesize and find evidence that 

people share about their experiential (vs. material) purchases more because they expect to be 

more highly regarded as a result. In other words, expected regard underlines people’s higher 

tendency to tell others about their experiences versus their objects.  

This dissertation therefore advances knowledge by examining a mediated-mediation 

model (Figure 3) whose relations propose that 1) consumers of experiential (vs. material) 

purchases are more inclined to share about their purchases and, in turn, more likely to draw 

rewards (i.e., happiness) from doing so (this comprises the sharing mediation), and that 2) those 

consumers’ expectations for how they will be regarded by others explains the difference in 

inclination to share (this comprises the expected regard mediation). Furthermore, it shows that 

the benefits of sharing about experiences can be extended to the sharing of objects (experiment 

4).  

My empirical tests are comprised of six experiments designed to test the proposed model 

and to address various potential rival explanations. Experiments 1 and 2 used a procedure in 
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which participants recalled and wrote about a previous purchase they had made. That is followed 

by self- reports of expected regard (a proposed mediator), sharing (another proposed mediator), 

and happiness (the proposed DV). Results showed the predicted effects for the sharing mediation 

and expected regard mediation. 

Experiment 3, on the other hand, kept the focal purchase constant and manipulated the 

‘material’ versus ‘experiential’ dimension by asking participants to frame the same purchase 

either in material or experiential terms. Consistent with my predictions, people who framed the 

purchase in experiential (vs. material) terms showed higher inclination to share, and in turn 

reported higher levels of happiness.  

Next, experiment 4 examined the effect of a cuing manipulation designed to make 

sharing more salient and, in turn, motivate people to share. As hypothesized, the salience of the 

sharing behavior affected those ‘who need it the most’. Specifically, participants in the material 

purchase condition reacted positively to the cuing manipulation. They reported increased levels 

of sharing and, consequently, higher levels of happiness (as compared to participants cued with 

unrelated words). On the other hand, participants in the experiential purchase condition, who are 

naturally highly inclined to share, did not increase sharing nor happiness as a result of being cued 

with sharing (vs. unrelated topics). Results showed also that sharing’s salience affected material 

purchasers’ (but not experiential purchasers’) expectation for regar fd, which explained their 

increased inclination to share.   

Experiment 5, in turn, tested whether people’s higher tendency to share about experiential 

(vs. material) purchases also occurs when both purchases advance equal levels of happiness. 

Results were again consistent with predictions. When a material and an experiential purchase 

advance equivalent levels of happiness, people still prefer to share about the latter.   
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Finally, experiment 6 tested the proposed model by engaging participants in the actual 

behavior of sharing. In this experiment I used a 2 (purchase type: material vs. experiential) x 2 

(share about: purchase x unrelated) design and, consistent with my predictions, found that 

participants’ happiness was advanced only when they shared about the purchase (vs. unrelated 

topic). This result demonstrated that sharing is a determinant factor in purchases’ ability to 

advance happiness.   

In summary, the results of these six experiments strongly support the proposed model:  1) 

people’s inclination to share more about their experiential (vs. material) purchases, helps explain 

why they draw more happiness from those purchases; and that 2) people’s expectation for being 

more highly regarded as a result of sharing about experiential (vs. material) purchases helps 

explain their higher tendency to tell others about their experiential (vs. material) purchases.  

In chapter 2, I discuss the definition of happiness, similarities and distinctions between 

happiness and satisfaction, the relevance of happiness, marketing’s role as a provider of value 

and happiness, the relation between increasing happiness and reducing unhappiness, the level of 

happiness worldwide, sources of happiness, and the effect of material and experiential purchases 

on happiness 

Chapter 3 deepens the discussion on material versus experiential purchases. It does so by 

elaborating on how the two purchase types relate to the literature on product versus service. 

Chapter 4 reviews the sharing literature and introduces hypotheses 1, 2, and 3. Next, Chapter 5 

offers a discussion on expected regard, the variable responsible for the second proposed 

mediation. That discussion is followed by the presentation of hypotheses 4, 5, and 6. Chapters 6 

and 7 show the six empirical tests designed to test these six hypotheses, as well as five additional 

hypotheses introduced in experiment 4.  
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Following these hypotheses tests, this paper proceeds with a general discussion section 

(Chapter 8), which reviews and elaborates on this dissertation’s findings, elaborates on its 

contributions to the happiness and sharing literatures, discusses implications to consumers, 

marketers, and marketing as a discipline, evaluates a relevant research stream (e.g., research on 

memory), acknowledges this work’s limitations, and suggests future research avenues. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



21 
 

CHAPTER 2: HAPPINESS 

 

Happiness 

 

Happiness has widely been conceptualized in terms of its hedonic and cognitive 

components. Ryan and Deci (2001) explained that these components derive from two distinct yet 

overlapping paradigms: hedonism (Kahneman, Diener, and Schwarz, 1999) and eudaimonism 

(Waterman, 1993). 

The hedonic view sees happiness as related to optimal experiences. In general, this 

perspective argues that happiness comes from the experiencing of pleasures and the avoidance of 

pain. Its origin dates back to ancient times—341 b.C.—when the philosopher Epicurus claimed 

that all humans could find a way to happiness, but that they were trying to acquire it from the 

wrong source (i.e., monetary wealth). According to him, pleasure, not money, is the most 

important thing in life (Philosophy—Epicurus on Happiness, 2007). Such pleasures can come 

from bodily sensations (i.e., physical hedonism) as well as from mind realizations (e.g., the 

achievement of a valued goal) (Diener, Sapyta, and Suh, 1998). Recent happiness research in 

psychology (e.g., Van Boven and Gilovich, 2003) and in marketing (e.g., Nicolao et al., 2009) 

has adopted the hedonic views. These studies assume that people seek to maximize happiness by 

maximizing events associated with pleasure and minimizing those associated with displeasure. 

These and other studies attempt to tap into three dimensions that, according to the hedonic view, 

constitute happiness: the presence of positive emotions, the absence of negative emotions (which 

Diener et al., (1999) called pleasant affect and unpleasant affect, respectively), and life 

satisfaction.  
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Differently from the hedonic view, the eudaimonic camp sees happiness as related to self-

realization and optimal fulfillment of a person’s functions. Aristotle, for instance, criticized the 

hedonic assumptions by claiming that they depicted humans as mere followers of desires. He 

claimed that, instead, happiness goes beyond desires to include the pursuit of virtues. Fromm 

(1978) echoed this view by explaining that the fulfillment of desires leads to momentary 

pleasures (which may end up being harmful and not leading to happiness). On the other hand, the 

fulfillment of human functioning leads to human growth. Happiness is achieved when one’s life 

is in accordance with his/her true self, which creates a life characterized by authenticity and 

intense engagement of one’s functions. According to Ryff and Keyes (1995) six dimensions 

capture the essence of happiness as seen by eudaimonics: positive relatedness, mastery, life 

purpose, self-acceptance, personal growth, and autonomy.  

 Empirical evidence (Waterman, 1993) has shown that the hedonic and eudaimonic views 

correlate strongly; but it has also indicated that the former is closely related to being away from 

problems and  being relaxed, while the latter is closely associated with personal-development 

and personal-growth, being challenged, employing effort, and achieving self-actualization. 

In sum, hedonism argues that happiness is achieved through the pursuit and acquisition of 

pleasure, while eudaimonism claims that the fulfillment of one’s functions and the achievement 

of personal growth lead to happiness. Eudaimonic followers (e.g., Ryff, Singer, Keyes) oppose 

hedonism in that pleasure seeking often does not lead to healthy living (i.e., well-being, 

emotional, and physical health), while hedonism followers (e.g., Diener) oppose eudaimonism by 

claiming that it lets researchers, instead of people in general, establish what good life means. 

These two paradigms have co-existed since ancient times and, in my view, they have been more 

complementary than oppositional to each other.  
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Consistent with previous material versus experiential purchase research, I adopt the 

hedonic view of happiness. I thus define happiness as a sense of subjective well-being. It is an 

overall sense that life is good (Myers, 1992) and that life contains many positive emotions and 

situations (Ahuvia, 2008).  

 

Happiness versus Satisfaction  

 

Like happiness, satisfaction has long been a topic of research interest.  In the field of 

marketing, specifically, research in consumer satisfaction is considerably more developed than 

that in consumer happiness. The two are sometimes thought as conceptually similar, so this 

section discusses the conceptual overlap and also important distinctions between happiness and 

satisfaction. I first elaborate on  similarities related to conceptualization and measurement. Next,  

I focus on 1) conceptual differences, 2) measurement distinctions, and 3) empirical evidence, 

drawn from this dissertation, that the two concepts behave differently when subjected to the 

same precedent (i.e., purchase type: material versus experiential purchases).  

 

Similarities 

 

Lay people and scholars alike often associate the concepts of satisfaction and happiness. 

Perhaps this is due to the fact that both concepts are appropriate signals of positive outcomes 

(e.g., a pleasant consumption experience, a fully functional product). If we think in marketing 

terms, positive outcomes may take the form of a pleasant dinner in which one is catered to with 

attentiveness and dedication, or the use of an automobile that reliably and comfortably transports 
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the individual. In these situations, the restaurant manager and the car dealer would expect a 

satisfied and happy consumer.  

In this sense, satisfaction and happiness have become objectives that service providers 

and product sellers strive to generate. This idea is captured in Fournier and Mick’s (1999, p. 5) 

explanation that,  

“Consumer satisfaction is central to the marketing concept. With evidence of 

strategic links between satisfaction and overall firm performance (Anderson, 

Fornell, and Lehmann 1992), it is now common to find mission statements 

designed around the satisfaction notion, marketing plans and incentive programs 

that target satisfaction as a goal, and consumer communications that trumpet 

awards for satisfaction achievements”.  

In addition to these examples, firms tend to use the words satisfaction and happiness in 

ways that indicate they are what the consumer ultimately desires to gain. From laundry detergent 

to sports teams to parmesan cheese, the word satisfaction has been used widely. For instance, 

Tide detergent shows on its label “Satisfaction guaranteed or your money back”. In November of 

2012, the NBA team Phoenix Suns launched the idea of “Satisfaction Guarantee Night”. Great 

Value’s parmesan cheese label reads “We guarantee that you’ll be fully satisfied”.  More 

recently, some firms have moved from the term ‘satisfaction’ and adopted the (perhaps more 

timely) term ‘happiness’. Zappos’ slogan reads “Delivering Happiness”, and Great Value’s 

package of parmesan cheese now assures “If for any reason you aren’t happy, we will replace it 

or return your money”.  

Besides being useful signals of positive outcomes in the marketplace (i.e., what 

consumers ultimately desire), the concepts of happiness and satisfaction share another 
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commonality. They are complex concepts with a multitude of empirically demonstrated 

antecedents. The happiness literature has shown that happiness is affected by factors as varied as 

the level of power one enjoys (Kifer, Heller, Perunovic, and Galinsky, 2013), the amount of 

social respect one possesses (Anderson, Kraus, Galinsky, and Keltner, 2012), the types of 

interpersonal communication one engages in (Mehl et al., 2010), the anticipation of a desired 

event (e.g., a vacation) (Nawijn, Marchand, Veenhoven, and Vingerhoets, 2010), the positive 

social relationships one develops during childhood and adolescence (Olsson, McGee, Nada-Raja, 

and Williams, 2012), the composition of one’s genes (Tellegen, Lykken, Bouchard, Wilcox, 

Segal, and Rich, 1988; Lykken and Tellegen, 1996), one’s conjugal status (Glen, 1989) and the 

level of democracy in the society one lives in (Frey and Stutzer, 2000). In a comprehensive 

investigation, Fournier and Mick (1989) identified a similarly large number of sources of 

satisfaction. Among them are relief from the disconfirmation of anxieties, control over a process, 

awe and wonder over an unexpectedly positive outcome, novelty of the unexpected outcome, and 

dependability. 

Another commonality between the two research streams refers to the level of 

development of their measurement tools. Survey scales, in particular, are arguably the most 

developed and commonly used measurement method. To some extent, the popularity of this 

measurement method results from the establishment of reliable and validated scales of 

satisfaction (e.g., Satisfaction Scale—Oliver (1980); Disconfirmation Measure—Oliver (1977); 

Confirmation Measure—Swan, Trawick, and Carroll (1981)) and of happiness (e.g., Subjective 

Happiness Scale (SHS)—Lyubomirsky and Lepper (1999); Positive Affect and Negative Affect 

Schedule (PANAS)—Watson, Clark, and Tellegen (1988); Happiness from the Purchase—Van 

Boven and Gilovich (2003)). Illustrating the quality of existing happiness scales, Diener (1984, 
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p. 46) concluded his evaluation of such scales by saying, “One can be encouraged by the state of 

measurement of subjective well-being.” (Subjective well-being was the term Diener used early in 

his career to refer to happiness). 

 

Distinctions 

 

Conceptualization. As a reminder, happiness is defined as a sense of subjective well-

being. An overall sense that life is good (Myers, 1992) and that life contains many positive 

situations and emotions (Ahuvia, 2008). On the other hand, consumer satisfaction has widely 

been defined in terms of the confirmation/disconfirmation paradigm, according to which the 

consumer compares a product’s performance to her previous expectation. (Dis)Confirmation 

occurs when performance and expectations (mis)match. This evaluative nature of the construct is 

echoed in Engel and Blackwell’s (1982, p. 501) conceptualization of satisfaction as "an 

evaluation that the chosen alternative is consistent with prior beliefs with respect to that 

alternative", and Hunt’s (1977, p. 459) definition of the construct as “an evaluation rendered that 

the experience was at least as good as it was supposed to be.”  

Hence, these definitions suggest that happiness is inward-oriented whereas satisfaction is 

outward-oriented. In other words, happiness is an internal emotion while satisfaction is an 

evaluation of an external entity based on the individual’s previous expectation about that entity. 

Fournier and Mick (1999) echoed this notion by saying that emotion has largely been absent 

from the consumer satisfaction paradigm. Yi (1989, p. 7) also illustrated this point by explaining 

that, “Satisfaction is also not an emotion itself”, “It is not just the pleasantness of a consumption 

experience, but the evaluation that the experience is as pleasurable as it was supposed or 
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expected to be. For example, one could have a pleasant experience, but one would still feel 

dissatisfied if it is below one's expectations. Thus, it is possible to get dissatisfaction without 

having a negative emotion.” 

This latter point raised by Yi (1989) is particularly interesting because it casts doubt on 

the assumption that satisfaction is a necessary precedent of happiness. Put more broadly and 

simply: Do happiness and satisfaction necessarily go together? To explore this idea, I turn to the 

questions: 1) Can happiness be advanced even in the presence of dissatisfaction?, and 2) Can one 

be satisfied but not necessarily happier? I propose that the answer to both questions is positive. 

The theoretical rationale for this proposition follows.  

 In terms of question 1, the happiness literature has shown that altruistic behavior is a 

powerful driver of happiness (Lyubomirsky, Tkach, and Yelverton, 2004; Midlarsky, 1991). It 

thus follows that engaging in blood donation is likely to advance the donor’s happiness. 

However, according to the satisfaction (dis)confirmation paradigm, dissatisfaction is likely to 

occur if, for example, the blood donation process is more painful than the donor previously 

expected. In this case, a donor who underwent a painful donation process is likely to experience 

both happiness and dissatisfaction.  

With regards to question 2, I propose that consumer satisfaction may be positively 

affected whereas happiness remains unaffected. For instance, an equitable and fair business 

relationship with a home-insurance agency that exceeds consumer’s expectations is likely to 

generate satisfaction. However, unless drivers of happiness are involved in that relationship (e.g., 

healthy social interactions, personal fulfillment, gratitude, and altruistic behaviors), the 

customer’s happiness is likely to remain unaffected by that particular business relationship. In 
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this case, the insured individual is likely to experience high satisfaction and unchanged 

happiness.  

 

Measurements. Here I extend the discussion beyond the conceptual realm to include the 

measurement one. Consumer satisfaction and happiness share some distinctions when it comes to 

measurement.  

Despite the favorable state of satisfaction and happiness scales (discussed above, under 

the ‘Similarities’ heading), important drawbacks associated with directly measuring satisfaction 

and happiness (e.g., reactivity, biases) have motivated researchers to develop alternative, indirect 

measurement methods. Interestingly, the indirect methods designed to assess the two concepts 

differ widely. In commenting about indirect methods used to assess satisfaction, Yi (1989) 

pointed to the widespread use of behavioral indicators. Two of those methods have been of 

particular interest to researchers because of their unobtrusive nature. Namely, repeat purchase 

and complaint behavior. The author cautioned though that whereas these behaviors are taken as 

indicators of consumer satisfaction, they, at best, serve as proxies that complement and help 

overcome limitations of direct measurement methods (e.g., scales).  

Indirect measures of happiness include inquiring individuals close to the focal participant 

(e.g., friends, relatives), observing smiling and laughing behaviors (Weinstein, 1982), and 

employing facial electromyography (Dimberg, 1988). Noteworthy, the electromyography 

method reflects well the internal nature of happiness, a topic discussed earlier. It does so because 

researchers using this method assess happiness by attaching sensors to zygomatic muscle regions 

where muscle activity is associated with happiness. Of note, because the indirect methods 
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discussed in this paragraph are beyond the control of the focal participant, they offer both 

solutions to critical limitations of direct methods and opportunities for cross-validation.  

 

Empirical Evidence. Drawing on empirical evidence allows for an even more 

compelling and conclusive differentiation between happiness and satisfaction. In the General 

Discussion section, I will present data that compare happiness to satisfaction as they relate to the 

proposed model tested in this dissertation. For the purposes of the present section, it suffices to 

report that, in experiment 1, purchase type significantly affected happiness, but not satisfaction. 

Consistent with my discussion in this section, this result illustrates that happiness and satisfaction 

differ to a great extent. So much so that, when submitted to the same precedent (purchase type), 

they behave differently.  

In sum, the two concepts share some common ground. Both function as useful signals of 

positive outcomes, abound in complexity and number of antecedents, and are at an advanced 

stage in terms of assessment method (scales being the most commonly used). On the other hand, 

happiness and satisfaction differ substantially on conceptual grounds. The first pertains to an 

inward-oriented emotion, whereas the second relates to outward-oriented evaluations. 

Interestingly, theoretical considerations indicate that happiness and satisfaction may in fact 

operate somewhat independently and even inversely to each other. Finally, experimental 

evidence in a consumption-related context provides support for the distinctions between the two 

concepts. Put together, the topics discussed in this section show that happiness and sat isfaction 

are characterized by clear and important distinctions. This, in turn, indicates the appropriateness 

of recognizing and further investigating them as separate constructs. Moreover, it suggests that 

the concept of consumer happiness warrants its own, separate scholarly research stream.  
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Happiness’ Relevance: Why is Happiness Important to Society and Consumer 

Research? 

 

A prolonged effort aimed at deepening our understanding of happiness naturally requires 

first a reflection of why happiness matters.   

Happiness has intrigued great minds for centuries. It has been conceived as “the best, 

noblest, and most pleasant thing in the world…the highest good” (Aristotle. Nichomachean 

Ethics, 1925); it has become an unalienable right (i.e., the United States Declaration of 

Independence calls for the rights of “Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness”); and it has 

turned into a hot topic in academic circles (e.g., the thriving Positive Psychology movement 

started by Seligman in 1998) as well as in marketing initiatives by major firms (e.g., Coca-Cola, 

Zappo, Hershey’s).   

In explaining the relevance of happiness, one could also point to its intrinsic value 

(Nozick, 1989). Precisely, the positivity and pleasantness of happiness in and of itself make it a 

valuable end goal, which society should strive for and scientists ought to better understand. 

Whereas these points provide initial evidence of the relevance of happiness, scientific 

works offer even more compelling indications. These works not only show that happiness is 

important but also explicate why. Such information is valuable because it can for example orient 

us regarding the allocation of scientific effort. For instance, a critic of happiness research could 

argue that scientific attention should be devoted primarily to alleviating negative emotions (vs. 

fostering positive ones) since problems demand more immediate attention. Fredrickson (1998), a 

researcher of happiness, acknowledged that this argument is pertinent given that “negative 

emotions pose a huge array of problems for individuals and for society, whereas positive 
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emotions pose just a few (p. 15)” and that, as some may argue, “efforts to understand positive 

emotion should take a backseat to solving these problems [caused by negative emotions] (p. 

16).” 

In tackling issues of this sort and advocating for the relevance of happiness, Fredrickson 

(1998) advanced the broaden-and-build model. She started from the principle held by some that 

the importance of negative emotions originates from their ability to promote a narrow set of 

well-defined actions necessary to deal with potentially life-threatening situations. As a result 

negative emotions are evolutionarily appropriate (e.g., guilt leads to the pursuit of forgiveness, 

fear leads to escape)—in other words, they have value for society. She acknowledged this view 

and introduced the idea of her broaden-and-build model by saying: 

“In building a more suitable model for this subset of positive emotions, I propose 

discarding two key presumptions. The first is the presumption that emotions must 

necessarily yield specific action tendencies. Although positive emotions do often 

produce urges to act, they appear to be less prescriptive than negative emotions 

about which particular actions should be taken. In a sense, positive emotions 

could be said to yield nonspecific action tendencies, perhaps best exemplified by 

the “free activation” that Frijda (1986) has linked with joy. The second 

presumption that I suggest should be discarded is that emotions must necessarily 

spark tendencies for physical action. Some positive emotions seem instead to 

spark changes primarily in cognitive activity, with changes in physical activity (if 

any) following from these cognitive changes. Interest and contentment are key 

examples of this, and will be discussed in more detail below. So, in place of 

action tendencies, I propose speaking of thought–action tendencies. Additionally, 
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instead of presuming that these thought–action tendencies are specific, I propose 

discussing the relative breadth of the momentary thought–action repertoire. (p. 

18)” 

Fredrickson then moved on to explain how, similar to negative emotion, positive 

emotions such as joy/happiness, interest, contentment, and love add value to people’s lives. In 

general, they do so by broadening the individuals’ thought-action repertoire (versus negative 

emotions’ tendency to narrow them) and thus by allowing for the building of personal resources, 

in the form of intellectual, physical, and social resources. Take for example joy/happiness. The 

author explained that in a state of joy/happiness the individual is free to play, which involves not 

only social and physical play but also artistic and intellectual play. This free-minded, seemingly 

aimless, activity in turn promotes the acquisition of skills and the creation of socio-affective 

bonds. In the realm of contentment (which occurs in situations of safety, certainty, and low 

effort), the tranquil environment allows for lowered vigilance, and as Fredrickson (1998, p. 22) 

explained, “this emotion prompts individuals to savor their current life circumstances and recent 

successes, experience “oneness” with the world around them, and integrate recent events and 

achievement into their overall self-concept and world view.” As such, it “is not simple passivity, 

but rather a mindful broadening of a person’s self-views and world views.” Consequently, it 

carries with it valuable cognitive resources. Of notice, the author explained that an important 

property of the resources acquired by individuals experiencing positive emotions is that those 

resources tend to outlive the emotion itself—they are long-lasting.  

Besides Fredrickson’s arguments related to the benefits of happiness, which have 

received strong empirical support (Hart, Vella, and Mohr, 2008; Lyubomirsky, King, and Diener, 

2005; Reschly, Huebner, Appreton, and Antaramian, 2008; Tugade and Fredrickson, 2004) 
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research has demonstrated that happiness exerts positive influence over various aspects of our 

lives. It affects how people form impressions of others (Chaplin, Bastos, and Lowrey, 2010), 

how likely they are to enter new situations and pursue novel goals (Carver, 2003), how 

successful they are likely to be (Lyubomirsky, King, and Diener, 2005), how healthy they are 

(Fredrickson and Levenson, 1998), and perceive to be (Proulx and Snyder-Rivas, in press), and 

even how long they live (Veenhoven, 2008). Highlighting the relevance of happiness, Diener and 

Oishi (2000) reported that the vast majority of the respondents in their sample considered 

happiness extremely important, and that almost all believed it to be more important than money.  

Another believer in the relevance of happiness, the American philosopher Haybron 

(2003) has offered four reasons why we should care about happiness: 1) we often resort to 

happiness when deliberating about important decisions (e.g., Will I be happy living at that other 

city? Working at that firm?); 2) we often refer to happiness in evaluating our own or other 

people’s condition (e.g., Is my wife happy?); 3) happiness allows the prediction of behaviors 

(e.g., Happier people are more pleasant and helpful companions); and 4) happiness aids us in 

explaining behaviors (e.g., the extreme enjoyment of a regular activity by an individual may be 

understood as a manifestation of her high level of happiness; the surprisingly aggressive 

behavior of an individual may be justified by recent events that made him unhappy).  

As this discussion illustrates, we now have an array of indicators, theoretical arguments 

(e.g., the broaden-and-build model), and empirical evidence supporting the relevance of 

happiness to society. In the consumer realm, we know that people often seek happiness through 

purchases (Pelletier, 2009). The knowledge advanced in this dissertation, in conjunction with 

that of previous works (e.g., Van Boven and Gilovich, 2003, Carter and Gilovich, 2010, 2012), 

may thus serve as a guide on the types of purchases most likely to lead to happiness.  
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Next, I bring up the well-accepted idea that one of marketing’s main goals is to provide 

value, and discuss how that idea relates to the debatable role of marketing as a provider of 

happiness. 

 

Marketing—A Provider of Value (and Happiness) 

 

It is undisputable that a major goal of marketing is to generate and provide value. This 

value may be offered to stockholders in the form of profit (as Milton Friedman would hold) 

and/or to a broader group comprised by various concerned parties (e.g., environmentalists, 

laborers, child-protection organizations, consumers). Notice that when we take this broader, 

more inclusive group of interested parties, not all stakeholders expect to receive value in 

monetary terms (e.g., the environmentalists might want fresher air, the laborers might desire 

longer vacations, the child-protection organizations might fight for Phthalates- free and BPA-free 

toys, and the consumers might expect an increased sense of joy). This broader view of value is 

consistent with Roberts’ (2000) reference to value as something beyond only monetary worth. 

He mentions, for example, communication trust and solution generation as forms of value. It is in 

this broader perspective that happiness fits as a value that marketing should consider worth-

generating and worth-providing.  

 

Increasing Happiness versus Reducing Unhappiness 

 

The topic of happiness generation naturally raises questions about unhappiness reduction.   

Walton (2004) explained that unhappiness often results from the lack (or missing of) something 
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desirable. He illustrated this point with Freud’s view that early in life people experience 

unhappiness due to the gradual separation from the maternal bond. Relatedly, research has 

shown that the absence of drivers of happiness often leads to unhappiness. Haller and Hadler 

(2006) for example explained that healthy social relationships offer a protection against suicide, 

anomie, and unhappiness. In the same vein, Amato and Booth (1991) reported that people from 

disrupted families experience greater unhappiness than do those from stable families. Hence, it 

seems that the presence (vs. absence) of healthy social relationships drives both happiness and 

unhappiness symmetrically.  

Although the sources of happiness versus unhappiness may be similar, the consequences 

are not. For instance, we know that because happiness generally ensues in safe environments 

(i.e., when ‘things are going well’), happier people tend to take more risks than do their less 

happy counterparts (Cyders and Smith, 2008; Martin,  Friedman, Tucker, Tomlinson-Keasey, 

Criqui, Schwartz, 2002). In essence, this is because unhappiness signals the necessary 

employment of resources in the immediate situation in order to change it, whereas happiness 

gives one the green light to welcome new ventures (Bless, Clore, Gosilano, Rabel, and Schwarz, 

1996; Schwarz, 1990). In light of this, it is therefore plausible to expect that consumption 

patterns differ along the unhappy-happy continuum. In concrete terms, it seems possible for 

example that, all else being equal, a happy (unhappy) individual is more likely to vacation at an 

unknown, foreign location (familiar location), or to take up lessons on a complex (simple) 

musical instrument.   
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Happiness Worldwide 

 

Worldwide, people are much more likely to report themselves as happy than unhappy. It 

therefore seems fortunate that most people are above neutral in the unhappiness-happiness 

continuum. On the other hand, that fact is also eye-opening. It suggests that for most people in 

our society there is more room to become unhappier than happier. As such, it also highlights the 

importance of a deeper understanding of how to maintain and increase happiness—a major 

purpose of this dissertation 

With regards to people reporting themselves as happy (vs. unhappy), Diener and Diener 

(1996) found that among 43 nations from where nationally representative samples were 

available, 86% of respondents indicated that their happiness level was above neutral.  

To test whether this tendency towards positive responding was due to measurement 

artifacts related to self-report scales, Diener and Diener (1996) applied, in addition to scales, a 

set of alternative measurement methods (e.g., responses from friends and family members, 

experience-sampling in which participants reported their mood each day during some weeks). 

Results showed that participants scored above the neutral point in all measurement methods. 

Hence, it did not appear that measurement artifacts were responsible for the positive responses.   

In light of this, the authors offered potential explanations for this positivity bias: First, 

cognitive positivity—i.e., individuals tend to be prone to optimism, to remember positive events 

more quickly than negative ones, to believe that on most dimensions they are better than average; 

second, a set point that lies on the positive range—i.e., this is the point that people return to some 

time after positive and negative events. Having a set point on the positive range allows for 

maximum recognition of negative, potentially dangerous situations, and for harmonious 
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coexistence, approach tendencies, and acquisition of necessary and desired outcomes (e.g., food, 

sex). 

 

 Sources of Happiness  

 

Given the desirability of happiness, it is natural that thinkers and researchers pursue a 

deeper understanding of its drivers. In light of that, the goal of this section is to review various 

factors that the literature has shown to change people’s happiness levels.  

Early on, various sources of happiness were brought forward. Rousseau, for example, 

proposed that happiness comes from a state in which the soul lives in the present moment, rests, 

and focuses on the simple feeling of existence. The philosopher Epicurus, on the other hand, 

claimed that pleasures in life are the true sources of happiness. To him the most pleasant things 

in life come from achieving inner tranquility and being content with simple things, as well as 

from having deep conversations with friends—a claim of most interest to this dissertation. 

Differently, Aristotle held that happiness originates from leading a virtuous life and achieving 

one’s full potential. The wide disagreement present in these early propositions highlights the 

complexity of the concept of happiness and the variety of its potential sources.  

Fortunately, recent empirical research has not only investigated and identified drivers of 

happiness, but also quantified the extent to which they influence happiness. A thorough review 

of the literature allows for the grouping of these factors in four general categories: genetic, 

personality traits, life circumstances, and behavioral factors—the latter being of special interest 

for this dissertation. I discuss next each of these drivers of happiness.  
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Genetics 

 

Heritability research in the field of behavioral genetics has investigated whether 

happiness can be explained by genetics (Tellegen, Lykken, Bouchard, Wilcox, Segal, and Rich, 

1988; Lykken and Tellegen, 1996). Tellegen et al. (1988) studied samples of identical twins, 

fraternal twins, and regular siblings who were reared together and others who were reared apart. 

Findings showed that identical twins have extremely similar levels of happiness (unhappiness), 

irrespective of the circumstance under which they were reared. Additionally, identical twins who 

were reared apart are more similar to each other than fraternal twins who were reared together or 

apart. On the other hand, fraternal twins vary in their happiness levels just as do regular siblings. 

In light of their results, the authors estimated that the composition of a person’s genes is 

responsible for approximately 40% of their happiness. It is worth noting that subsequent studies 

have found substantially lower values for the heritability of happiness. McGue and Christense 

(1997), for example, studied elderly Danish twins and estimated a heritability factor of 27%. In 

sum, despite the varying estimates, empirical evidence compellingly shows that a portion of 

one’s happiness is determined by genetic factors.  

 

Personality Traits  

 

Research in this area has focused on stable traits to explain whether innate personality 

characteristics influence happiness. Among the most investigated traits are neuroticism and 

extraversion. Out of those investigations comes substantial evidence indicating that neuroticism 

is related to the experience of negative affect whereas extraversion is associated with the 
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experience of positive affect (Costa and McCrae, 1980; Lucas, Diener, Grob, Suh, and Shao, 

1998). In offering a more nuanced explanation for the relation between extraversion and 

happiness, Argyle and Lu (1990) wrote that extraverts are significantly happier than introverts 

because of their more often participation and involvement in social events. Whereas Argyle and 

Lu’s explanation appears sound, an intriguing finding by Pavot, Diener, and Fujita (1990) 

demonstrated that other aspects of extraversion were yet to be understood. Specifically, Pavot, 

Diener, and Fujita (1990) showed that, compared to introverts, extraverts are happier even when 

alone. Consistent with that finding, Diener, Sandvik, Pavot, and Fujita (1992) reported that 

extraverts are happier than their introvert counterparts whether they hold social or nonsocial jobs, 

and live alone or with other people. Subsequent investigation by Rusting and Larsen (1997) 

tested the hypothesis that extraverts are simply more sensitive to positive rewards. If so, one 

should expect that extraverts’ happiness would increase more than that of introverts when both 

groups were in a similar situation. In their study, Rusting and Larsen (1997) exposed people to 

positive and negative mood inductions and found that, as a result of positive mood induction, 

extraverts experienced higher levels of positive emotions than did introverts. Interestingly, levels 

of emotions between the two groups did not differ in response to negative mood induction.  

Besides neuroticism and extraversion, self-esteem is another trait that has often spurred 

the curiosity of happiness researchers. Numerous studies have shown an association between 

high self-esteem and happiness (e.g., Peterson, 1975; Reid and Ziegler, 1980). Interestingly, this 

finding holds for individualistic people (for whom distinction of the self from others is 

important), but not for collectivistic people (for whom integration of the self and others is 

desirable) (Suh, 1998).  
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In short, stable factors such as genes and personality traits are important determinants of 

an individual’s happiness. Consequently, one could suggest that advancing happiness is 

essentially impossible. Kurtz and Lyubomirsky (2008), for example, wrote that “until fairly 

recently, there was very little scientific data to tell us whether or not people can lastingly boost 

their happiness. In fact, in previous years, researchers were doubtful about the possibility of 

becoming happier.” Differently from these ideas, recent investigations have made a point that is 

of much relevance to this dissertation. They have shown that after accounting for the amount of 

happiness influenced by genes and personality traits, approximately 40% of an individual’s 

happiness is determined by deliberate engagement in certain activities (Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, 

and Schkade, 2005). Consistent with this, Veenhoven (1994) observed that one’s level of 

happiness is at best moderately constant in the short-term, is influenced by adversities and 

fortune, and is not totally innate. Following these ideas, I now turn to a discussion of two other 

categories of sources of happiness: life circumstances and behavior.   

 

Life Circumstances 

 

 By life circumstances I mean demographics (e.g., age, gender), and life status variables 

(e.g., income, health). The extant literature presents different results regarding the influence of 

demographic factors (e.g., gender, age, race, marital status, and education) on happiness. The 

commonality across these results, however, is that together those factors appear to account for a 

low variance in happiness. Specifically, Campbell, Converse, and Rodgers (1976) reported that 

20% of an individual’s happiness is determined by demographics. Argyle (2003) and Andrews 

and Withey (1976), on the other hand, reported 15% and 8%, respectively.  
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Similarly, most research indicates that life circumstances have a weak association with 

happiness. For instance, longitudinal data have showed that increases in real income within a 

country have not correlated with increases in happiness (Easterlin, 1974). Diener, Suh, Lucas, 

and Smith (1999) explained that the inability of wealth to boost happiness may lie in the fact that 

after basic needs are met, income’s influence is attenuated. In explaining why life circumstances 

are responsible for only a low portion of people’s happiness (approximately 10%), Kurtz and 

Lyubomirsky (2008, p. 26) suggested that “such factors as income, beauty, and even marital 

status are particularly prone to adaptation and people generally don’t dwell on them. Instead, 

these circumstantial factors tend to exist in the background of your emotiona l life.” In support of 

this, Brickman, Coates, and Janoff-Bulman (1978) concluded that adaptation level theory 

explained why 22 lottery winners involved in their study did not report being significantly 

happier than 22 individuals who had, in fact, recently become paraplegic (and had not won the 

lottery). 

 

Behaviors 

 

Researchers have investigated the link between behaviors and happiness. These behaviors 

are actions that an individual intentionally engages in. Among the most researched ones are 

expressing gratitude (i.e., the appreciation of positive outcomes and the recognition that one has 

been the beneficiary of someone else’s kindness or altruism) (Emmons, 2004), and practicing 

prosocial behaviors (i.e., a class of behaviors that focuses on benefiting others—even strangers—

as opposed to benefiting oneself. Examples are altruism, caring, donating, helping, comforting, 

cooperating, and volunteering).  
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First, studies have found that gratitude is positively associated with happiness (Emmons 

and McCullough, 2003; Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, and Schkade, 2005). Seligman, Steen, Park, and 

Peterson (2005) reported that participants who wrote a thank-you letter to someone who had 

been kind to them had higher levels of happiness than those in the control condition who did not 

write a thank-you letter. The researchers also noted that out of the five happiness interventions 

that they tested (e.g., reflecting on personal strengths, writing down things that went well during 

the day), gratitude was the one that led to the highest increase in happiness among participants. 

Importantly, Seligman et al. (2005) reported that an assessment one month later indicated that 

gratitude appears to have some lasting effects. That is, the level of happiness among participants 

who wrote thank-you letters remained high even one month post- intervention.  

Kurtz and Lyubomirsky (2008) suggested two reasons for gratitude’s ability to advance 

happiness. One is that, by expressing gratitude, “you are bringing these things to the forefront of 

your attention, relishing them, and appreciating them more fully (p. 29).” Consequently, the 

grateful individual avoids the effects of adaptation mentioned earlier. Another reason is that 

expressing gratitude is a powerful means by which one may create or strengthen social ties—an 

important driver of happiness (Diener and Seligman, 2002).  

Second, researchers have found that altruism and other prosocial behaviors are related to 

happiness. In a study on altruism, Midlarsky (1991) found that altruistic behavior has a pos itive 

effect on individuals’ happiness. In addition, Dunn, Aknin, and Norton (2008) found that 

spending more of one's income on others predicted greater happiness. Relatedly, studies have 

shown that exhibiting prosocial behaviors such as performing an act of kindness, leads to more 

happiness. For example, Lyubomirsky, Tkach, and Yelverton (2004) found that participants who 

performed five acts of kindness to others over a period of six weeks subsequently reported higher 
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levels of happiness than did those in the control group who did not perform such acts. Research 

by Hunter and Linn (1980) also showed a positive association between prosocial behavior and 

happiness. Precisely, the researchers found that among retirees who were older than 65, those 

who volunteered were significantly happier than those who did not. Finally, in a longitudinal 

study with over 2,500 participants, Thoits and Hewitt (2001) concluded that volunteer work 

improved not only happiness but also physical health, self-esteem, life satisfaction, and 

depression.  

These results support the link between certain types of behaviors that people choose to 

enact and happiness. In their role as consumers, people often engage in another type of behavior 

in their pursuit of happiness enhancement—i.e., they acquire material objects and life 

experiences. Should we expect, however, that these two types of purchases are dissimilar in their 

ability to advance happiness? I turn next to a discussion that addresses such question. 

 

Purchases and Happiness 

 

Van Boven and Gilovich (2003) pioneered the investigation on whether material and 

experiential purchases affect happiness differently. By analyzing data from three studies and a 

national survey the authors concluded that purchases that are made with the intention of living 

through an event or a series of events (e.g., a movie at the theater) are superior in advancing 

happiness to those made with the intention of gaining ownership and possession, typically over a 

tangible good (e.g., a new watch).  

Illustrating the definition of material and experiential purchases Carter and Gilovich 

(2012, p. 2) wrote, “Crudely, material possessions are part of the manufacturing economy; 
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experiences are part of the service economy. One purchases an experience to do and a material 

possession to have.” 

It is worth noting that whereas researchers have often treated material versus experiential 

purchases as a dichotomy (mostly for operationalization purposes), a more realistic way of 

treating them is as endpoints of a continuum. Besides its two extremes (material purchases (e.g., 

a clock, a fire extinguisher) and experiential purchases (e.g., rock climbing, movie at the 

theater)), the continuum has a ‘middle-ground’ characterized by a gray area in which most 

purchases fall (e.g., a musical instrument, a bicycle).   

Noticeably, this middle ground offers fruitful opportunities for research; precisely 

because purchases that fall under this category possess both material and experiential 

characteristics. Some characteristics may, for example, be particularly salient to certain groups of 

consumers. The material properties of a piano are likely to be more salient and important to a 

piano collector than to a student of piano. Additionally, this flexibility in the way consumers see 

a purchase allows for the investigation of the consequences of motivating them to frame the 

same purchase in material versus experiential terms. Recognizing this opportunity, Carter and 

Gilovich (2012, study 4) motivated their participants to frame a television either in material or in 

experiential terms. Consistent with their predictions, participants in the experiential (vs. material) 

framing condition reported that the TV was more representative of their true sense of self and 

anticipated that the TV would bring them more happiness. Also capitalizing on the flexibility of 

purchases that fall in between the two extremes of material versus experiential, this dissertation 

examines how framing the same purchase in material versus experiential terms affects sharing 

and happiness (experiment 3).   
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Subsequent to Van Boven and Gilovich’s (2003) work, various researchers have taken on 

the challenge of discovering more nuanced relations in the model. For example, Nicolao et al. 

(2009) followed with an investigation on the possible moderating role played by the valence of 

the purchase outcome. Specifically, the authors studied whether the superiority of experiences in 

advancing happiness holds only for purchases that turn out positively, and not for those that turn 

out negatively. As they hypothesized, when purchases turn out positively, experiential purchases 

advance more happiness than do material purchases (replicating Van Boven and Gilo vich 

(2003)). However, when they turn out negatively, experiential purchases are not superior (and 

sometimes are inferior) to material purchases. Additionally, the researchers explained that 

adaptation accounts for these different effects. Specifically, they found evidence that people 

adapt more slowly to experiential (vs. material) purchases and, as a result, experience greater 

happiness (when the purchase turns out positively) and greater unhappiness (when the purchase 

turns out negatively) with those purchases.  

In a commentary piece, Van Boven (2005) brought up additional factors that could 

account for the superiority of experiential purchases—e.g., more relatedness, less social 

comparison. In highlighting the importance of relatedness, Van Boven (2005, p. 139) wrote that 

“experiences are inherently more social than material possessions. We go out to dinner, ski, and 

travel with other people. Buying and wearing sweaters and shoes and purchasing stereos are 

more likely to be solitary activities.” In explaining why experiential purchases are likely to lead 

to less social comparison, he mentioned that “One possibility is that experiences are regarded as 

more unique than material possessions.” These two potential mediators were subsequently tested 

by Howell and Hill (2009) who found evidence supporting both. Their results revealed that 

participants in the experiential (vs. material) purchase condition indicated higher levels of 
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relatedness (e.g., “I made new friends or strengthened existing friendships because of this 

purchase.”) and lower levels of social comparison (e.g., “I am concerned about how others will 

perceive this purchase.”). Additional support to the latter finding was provided by Carter and 

Gilovich (2010) who, from a set of eight studies, concluded that people tend to engage in more 

evaluative comparisons to other available options when buying material goods (vs. life 

experiences). According to the authors, these evaluative comparisons involve a troublesome 

process that attenuates material purchases’ ability to cultivate happiness.  

More recently, Rosenzweig and Gilovich (2012) found that the interchangeability of 

material purchases makes them more likely to generate regret of action (purchaser’s remorse), 

whereas the uniqueness of experiential purchases makes them more likely to create regret of 

inaction (missed opportunity). Lastly, from a set of clever experiments, Carter and Gilovich 

(2012) demonstrated that people see their experiential (vs. material) purchases as being closer to 

their true self-concept. This closeness to one’s self, in turn, contributes to experiential purchases’ 

greater potential for cultivating happiness.  

Dunn, Gilbert, and Wilson (2011) provided a rich discussion and overview of a number 

of factors that may help explain experiential purchases’ superiority in generating happiness. 

First, the authors echoed Rousseau’s idea by suggesting that, “A wandering mind is an unhappy 

mind, and one of the benefits of experiences is that they keep us focused on the here and now (p. 

116).” Second, reflecting Nicolao et al.’s (2009) work, they observed that people are likely to 

adapt to things quicker than to experiences and, as a result, draw less happiness from the former. 

Third, they explained that people more often anticipate and remember experiences than material 

objects. Fourth, related to Carter and Gilovich’s (2012) findings, they claimed that experiences 

are more linked to our identities and, thus, are more self-defining. Last, they argued that people 
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are more likely to share their experiential purchases with others. Importantly, in Dunn et al.’s 

(2011) work, sharing does not mean telling others about (as it does in this dissertation). Instead, 

it takes the meaning of participating together or experiencing jointly.   

It is noticeable that, although researchers have suggested and identified important 

mechanisms to explain Van Boven and Gilovich’s (2003) finding, we know relative ly little about 

how deliberate, post-purchase behaviors associated with material and experiential purchases 

influence happiness. In addressing that gap, I focus this investigation on whether sharing—the 

behavior of communicating with others about oneself or things relevant to oneself—contributes 

to our understanding of why experiences make us happier than do material objects.  

Research has suggested that consumers draw benefits from their purchases not only 

during pre-purchase (e.g., through anticipation) and during the enjoyment of the purchase (e.g., 

through direct experience), but also after the enjoyment (e.g., through recollection) (Elster and 

Loewesnstein, 1992). In highlighting the influence of post-enjoyment behaviors, Chancellor, and 

Lyubomisrky (2011, p. 135) wrote that “When people reflect and reminisce… they relive the 

positive experience and the associated positive feelings,” and that “Revisiting memorable and 

pleasant experiences through reminiscing and reflecting can give a happiness boost that was paid 

for long ago.” Thus, extant research suggests that thinking back about a purchase is a way of 

potentially acquiring additional psychological benefits (e.g., happiness) from it.  

Besides reminiscing, post-enjoyment behaviors can take many forms. For example, in 

describing the behaviors likely to happen after a positive event, Kurtz and Lyubomirsky (2008, 

p. 21) wrote, “You probably thought about the event constantly, replaying it in your mind, telling 

your friends and family all about it.” Thus, as this except highlights, a common and potentially 

beneficial post-event behavior is to tell others about that event. In line with this, it is plausible to 
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expect that sharing about a purchase is a particularly powerful process because it involves not 

only recall and reflection but also social interaction—a rich source of happiness (Diener and 

Seligman, 2002). A detailed discussion on the sharing literature is presented on chapter 4.  

Chapter 3 deepens the discussion on material versus experiential purchases. It does so by 

elaborating on how the two purchase types relate to the literature on product versus service. The 

two research streams share some ground, and chapter 4 sheds light on their similarities and 

differences. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



49 
 

CHAPTER 3: MATERIAL VERSUS EXPERIENTIAL PURCHASES AND PRODUCT 

VERSUS SERVICE 

 

In explaining the definitions of material and experiential purchases Carter and Gilovich 

(2012, p. 2) wrote, “Crudely, material possessions are part of the manufacturing economy; 

experiences are part of the service economy.” Thus, the authors seem to sugge st a parallel 

between the material versus experiential purchases and the product versus service literatures. 

Based on the likely associations between the two research streams, it is important to 1) discuss 

the mature research in the area of product versus service, and to 2) evaluate how it relates to the 

comparatively more recent research in material versus experiential purchases.  

  

The Distinctions between Products and Services 

 

Researchers have identified dimensions along which products and services differ. 

Rathmell (1966) forwarded the now widely accepted dimensions of intangibility, inseparability 

of production and consumption, heterogeneity, and perishability. The intangibility of services, 

for example, makes them harder to inventory, count, and measure (Gronroos, 1990). Differently 

from products that are often produced and consumed at separate locations, services are co-

produced and this inseparability, according to Johnson and Nilsson (2000, p. 7), means that 

“service reliability is more outside the control of the firm.” With regards to heterogeneity, Lee 

(1993, p. 17) explained that, unlike products, services “depend on who provides them and 

when/where they are provided. Thus, the outcomes of services, unlike those of most 

manufactured goods, tend to be highly variable and perceived to be so.” Finally, in terms of 
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perishablility, products can last for a lifetime (e.g., high-quality tools) or for a few days (e.g., 

milk), whereas services perish at each moment they go unused (e.g., the time a hairdresser is 

idle).  

 

Service-Dominant Logic Challenges the Distinction between Products and Services  

 

The very distinction between products and services has recently been challenged by 

proponents of Service-Dominant Logic (S-D Logic). This perspective was born out of the 

distinguished article by Vargo and Lusch (2004a) published in the Journal of Marketing. The 

general claim of S-D Logic is that even when consumers buy tangible goods their goal is to 

obtain the services that those goods perform for them. Consequently, “it is all of marketing that 

needs to break free from the manufacturing-based model of the exchange of output (Vargo and 

Lusch, 2004b, p. 324)” and, instead, focus on a service-based model. Following the seminal 

paper by Vargo and Lusch (2004a), Vargo and Morgan (2005) provided an interesting historical 

journey that 1) explained the early product-centered paradigm and the more recent service-

centered paradigm, and 2) made its case for why only the latter is now appropriate for explaining 

marketing-related phenomena.    

 

My View 

  

In my view, the distinction between products and services is warranted. I also hold that 

this distinction is appropriate for a deeper exploration and understanding of marketing 

phenomena. I explain next the rationale behind these views.   
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Besides the arguments discussed in the section ‘The Distinctions between Products and 

Services’, I contend that the consumption of products is restrictive whereas that of services is 

liberating. Specifically, the first is bounded by the characteristics given to the product by its 

creator. By contrast, the second is characterized by intangibility, unpredictability, and flexibility. 

So, even if the researcher’s focus is on the benefits that the product provides (what Vargo and 

Lusch (2008) call services, in the plural), the beneficiary is likely limited by the product’s very 

capabilities. Going beyond the product’s own features and enacting creative consumption is 

therefore impossible. A somewhat similar view is held by McCracken (1988, p. 69). In 

explaining the limited ability of material things to serve as means of communication, he wrote, 

“Material culture is, as I have tried to demonstrate in this chapter, extremely limited in its 

expressive range. Deprived of combinational freedom and generative potential, it is a relatively 

impoverished means of communication.” 

Additionally, Vargo and Lusch (2004b) claimed that the four characteristics identified by 

Rathmell (1966) to differentiate a product from a service “only have meaning from a 

manufacturing perspective (p. 324).” As the present dissertation shows, the distinction between 

material and experiential purchases has important implications also from a consumer’s 

perspective. To the extent that material objects correspond with products and experiences 

correspond with services, the present research offers indication that consumers are likely to both 

distinguish between a product and a service and also to draw different benefits from them. Hence 

the differences between product and service are likely to affect a broader group of individuals 

than was proposed by Vargo and Lusch (2004b).  

Finally, I contend that the argument that all that is exchanged in the marketplace can be 

accommodated by a single category called services is unfounded. To claim that all forms of 
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benefits consumers get from material products are different forms of services (Vargo and Lusch, 

2008) appears an overstretching of what the word services means. It is undisputable that some 

benefits from products can adequately be categorized services (e.g., a vacuum cleaner that 

automatically cleans areas of a carpet), however, products also provide feelings and emotions 

(e.g., a bunny that comforts a child at bed), pleasure (e.g., a perfume or a painting), information 

(e.g., a wall clock or an encyclopedia) and a wealth of other benefits that do not fit under the 

services category. Placing these different forms of benefits under a single category called 

‘services’ seems an act of oversimplification that overlooks important nuances of each benefit.  

Thus, I hold that a product and a service differ in substantial ways. Taking their 

differences into account allows us to observe and understand details of the marketplace that we 

otherwise would not. Next, I explore similarities and differences between the product versus 

service and material versus experiential purchases literatures. 

 

A Comparison of Two Literatures: Product/Service and Material/Experiential 

Purchases 

 

The two literatures have two key issues in common: (1) the central constructs fall along a 

continuum but researchers often focus on the end-points, and (2) a core concept that places 

purchases along the continuum is tangibility. However, they may be distinguished by (1) the 

emphasis placed on interactions with service personnel, and (2) the focus of interest (consumer 

vs. firm).  
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Central Constructs Are Endpoints of a Continuum  

 

It is well accepted in the product versus service and in the material versus experiential 

purchase literatures the notion that their central constructs fall along or are endpoints of a 

continuum. In the product versus service literature, this view is illustrated in Johnson and 

Nilsson’s (2000, p. 13) words: 

“Although the ratio of goods to services in the offering is difficult to quantify, 

there are categorical distinctions in the literature that we can use (Martin and 

Home 1992; see also Kotler, 2000). There are four categories that work well for 

the ACSI industries in our study: (1) pure goods (food products, soft drinks), (2) 

core goods with accompanying services (cars, computers), (3) core services with 

accompanying goods (airlines, hotels), and (4) pure services (phone service, 

banking).” 

 Related to this view, Evardsson et al. (2000, p. 920) hints at the existence of a gray area 

between products and services when he writes that firms often offer both (suggesting the 

inseparability of the two that is predominant of that gray area). He wrote, “Naturally, a firm’s 

offering is probably composed of both product and service components. Yet certain industries 

remain primarily services while others are primarily products.” 

In the material versus experiential purchases literature, that view is echoed by Carter and 

Gilovich (2012, p. 2). As the excerpt bellow illustrates, the authors first acknowledged the 

challenge in differentiating the constructs and then followed with a discussion of their 

conceptualization, including their locations as extreme points of a spectrum:  
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“Although the borderline between the two categories [material and experiential 

purchases] can be imprecise, with some purchases falling somewhere in the vague 

middle of the material–experiential spectrum, the categories nonetheless appear to 

be useful and readily intuited by participants (see Carter & Gilovich, 2010).” 

As these discussions suggest, the two literatures share ground related to construct 

conceptualization. For operationalization purposes, though, researchers commonly treat the 

constructs as a dichotomy. In the present dissertation, I follow the literature in both 1) concurring 

with the spectrum explanation, and, for the sake of operationalization, 2) using the constructs as 

a dichotomy.  

 

Tangibility  

 

The two literatures define product and material purchase very similarly. Specifically, they 

converge around the notion of tangibility (Evardsson et al., 2000; Van Boven and Gilovich, 

2003).  

Bringing the (in)tangibility discussion to the consumer realm, the tangibility of material 

purchases versus the intangibility of experiential purchases may have important implications. For 

instance, material objects (but not life experiences) allow for physical possession and ownership. 

Based on the endowment effect literature (Strahilevitz and Loewenstein, 1998, Thaler, 1980), 

that suggests that consumers’ attachment to and valuation of their objects (vs. experiences) 

should be stronger. Contrary to this idea, however, Carter and Gilovich (2012, study 5) found 

that people are more willing to let go of their material purchases than of their experiential 

purchases. The authors found that people’s tendency to cling more firmly to their experiences 
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(vs. material objects) results from the fact that experiences are seen as closer to their sense of 

self. In other words, experiences are a more important part of who they are. Hence, it appears 

that experiences’ ability to represent one’s sense of self weights more for attachment than does 

objects’ ability to be possessed and owned.  

 

Customer-Provider Interactions 

 

Some researchers hold that a key characteristic of services is the interaction between 

provider and customer. Lee (1993, p. 17) for example explained that, “services are essentially 

"people-based," and typically produced and consumed in the same period involving a high level 

of provider/client interaction, they depend on who provides them.” This inseparability is echoed 

by Hoffman and Bateson (1997, p. 34) who mentioned, “both the customer and the service 

provider are involved in the service delivery process." 

Other authors are more flexible in their characterization. They allow for services in which 

the customer is the sole party involved. Edvardsson et al. (2000, p. 920), for example, explained 

that “Some of these services are produced in interaction with the service company’s employees 

(as with airline and hotel services), while in other cases the customer acts as ‘sole producer’ of 

the service (as with telecom services or ATM machines).”  

Yet other conceptualizations accommodate purchases that exclude the participation of the 

customer altogether. Johnson and Nilsson (2000, p. 36) for instance classified parcel delivery and 

personal insurance as services.  

Johnson and Nilsson’s (2000) conceptualization constitutes a critical difference between 

how service and experiential purchase are conceived. Precisely, whereas the service concept 
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accommodates the absence of the customer, the experience concept requires her presence. By 

definition, experiential purchases are those the customer lives through a set of events or 

activities. In this sense, the experiential purchase concept encompasses only a portion of the 

purchases that fall under the umbrella of services. A point Carter and Gilovich (2012, p. 2) 

echoed by saying that “experiences are part of the service economy.”  

This distinction becomes important when we consider the underlying processes 

responsible for the higher happiness generated by experiences (vs. objects). As this dissertation’s 

model shows, such effect can be explained by the fact that people share about their experiential 

purchases more. The model also shows that the higher sharing of experiences is explained by 

people’s expectation of being more positively viewed in the eyes of their listeners. If experiential 

purchases were replaced by the more general concept of services, I would expect that these 

relations would be attenuated or even eliminated. This hypothesis follows the rationale that the 

‘living through’ aspect of experiential purchases is critical for teller’s expectation of higher 

regard. In other words, it seems unlikely that sharing about a service such as mail delivery or life 

insurance, neither of which involves the direct participation of the teller, will be a potent 

generator of regard for the teller.   

 

Provider versus Customer’s Viewpoint  

 

This section presents another distinction between the literatures. This distinction is a 

slight but important one. While the product versus service literature looks at phenomena from the 

viewpoint of the provider, the material versus experiential purchase literature does so from the 

viewpoint of the customer. In other words, one puts more focus on the providing end of the 
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relationship whereas the other emphasizes the receiving end of the relationship. This is 

illustrated, for instance, in Johnson and Nilsson’s (2000, p. 17) discussion of how they classified 

industries along the product-service continuum: 

“The only two industries for which the classification was not so clear were 

household appliances and consumer electronics. Our final classification is based 

on the argument that the amount of service provided to customers of these goods 

is relatively minimal, especially compared to those who purchase and consume 

automobiles and personal computers. Both the automobiles and computers are, on 

average, more expensive purchases where service is more naturally bundled with 

the goods.” 

This point is also present in Nilsson, Johnson, and Gustafsson’s (2001, p. 7, italics added) 

words that, “Mills and Moberg (1982) categorize the differences between products and services 

as relating to differences in output and differences in process.” 

It is illustrative to compare these descriptions to that offered by Van Boven and Gilovich 

(2003, p. 1194) regarding the use of consumer’s intention as the starting point to define material 

and experiential purchases: 

“One way to meet this interpretive challenge [of defining the two concepts] is to 

rely on people’s intentions when investing in their happiness. Thus, experiential 

purchases are those made with the primary intention of acquiring a life 

experience: an event or series of events that one lives through. Material purchases 

are those made with the primary intention of acquiring a material good: a tangible 

object that is kept in one’s possession.” 
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As these excerpts demonstrate, product versus service researchers predominantly take the 

viewpoint of the producer or service provider. On the other hand, material versus experiential 

purchase researchers look at phenomena exclusively from the point of view of the consumer. 

This divide is manifest by the topics emphasized by each literature.  The services literature has 

focused on topics such as 1) customer satisfaction, 2) the aspects of the product of the service 

that drive customer satisfaction, 3) the key internal practices of service versus product 

organizations that affect satisfaction, and 4) the relations among satisfaction, loyalty, and 

profitability. In contrast, the comparatively more recent literature on material versus experiential 

purchases has focused solely on consumer happiness.  

 

Conclusions 

 

Based on the above discussion, the product versus service literature orients this 

dissertation’s research in the following ways: First, it reinforces the conceptualization adopted by 

the material versus experiential purchases literature that the two types of purchases are endpoints 

of a continuum, with a vast middle area where most purchases fall.  

Second, it shows that tangibility is indeed an important dimension of material purchases. 

In addition to tangibility, however, material purchases’ ability to be possessed and owned is also 

considered an important dimension by researchers of material versus experiential purchases.  

Third, the service literature illustrates that different services employ different levels of 

consumer participation and consumer-provider interaction. As discussed previously, consumers 

may have no active participation, as in parcel delivery service. She may co-participate with the 

service provider, as in a body massage session. And, finally, she may be the sole participant, as 
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when using an ATM machine. This classification demonstrates that the service concept is a 

broader concept that encompasses the experiential purchase one. That is because, by definition, 

experiential purchases are those the individual lives through one or a ser ies of events. Hence, 

only those purchases in which the purchaser is a participant fall under the category of 

experiential purchases. Importantly, though, the experiential purchase concept accommodates 

purchases in which the individual plays an active (e.g., a musical instrument lesson) as well as a 

passive role (e.g., a musical concert), as long as she is indeed a participant.  

The goal of the next chapter is to advance the discussion on sharing literature and, at its 

later parts, present the theoretical arguments that support the first three hypotheses of this 

dissertation’s model.  
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CHAPTER 4: THE MEDIATING ROLE OF SHARING 

 

Researchers have argued that sharing—defined here as non-commercial, interpersonal 

communication of information about oneself or about something relevant to oneself—is an 

important component for the very existence and development of social relationships (Altman and 

Taylor, 1973; Derlega, Metts, Petronio, and Margulis, 1993). In echoing this point, Argyle and 

Henderson (1984) claimed that the number-one rule of friendship is the sharing of news of 

success. Research has also shown that sharing brings benefits as varied as psychological 

adjustment, physical health, decreased stigmatization, liking for others, and healthy persona lity 

(Collins and Miller, 1994; Corrigan and Matthews, 2003; Cozby, 1973; Frattaroli, 2006;  

Jourard, 1959; Omazu, 2000; Rime, Finkenauer, Luminet, Zech, and Philippot, 1998). In light of 

these benefits and the relevance of sharing for relationship development, it perhaps should not be 

surprising that most of the time (7 out of 10 days) people share with someone about positive 

events that happen to them  (Gable et al., 2004). Sharing is, therefore, an important and 

ubiquitous behavior.  

Although sharing happens in many forms, not all forms of consumption-related verbal 

communication fall under sharing’s conceptual umbrella. Non-personal forms of communication, 

such as mass media advertising and public relations, are therefore excluded. Moreover, 

Honeycutt’s (1987) “imagined interactions”, which involve cognitive processes whereby the 

person imagines herself holding conversations with others (i.e., a sort of intrapersonal 

communication), are similarly outside of sharing’s boundaries. Finally, communication with 

beings of any nature other than the human (spiritual beings—e.g., Brown, 2008) equally falls 

outside of sharing’s conceptual sphere.  
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Among the types of consumption-related communications that fit sharing’s definition are 

word-of-mouth, complaining behavior, and capitalization. Regarding the first, word-of-mouth, 

defined by File, Judd, and Prince (1992) as “recommending the firm and the service to others” 

and by Mowen and Minor (1998) as “an exchange of thoughts, ideas, or comments between two 

or more consumers, none of whom is a marketing source” possess the properties of sharing 

behavior. In terms of consumer complaining behavior, researchers have for decades sought a 

better understanding of the behavior (Day and Landon, 1977), including what encourages 

(Blodgett and Granbois, 1992) and discourages it (Stephens and Gwinner, 1998). Complaint 

dialogs are of a public (e.g., legal action, redress sought from the seller) or private nature (e.g., 

negative word-of-mouth) (Day and Landon, 1977). Finally, capitalization, which refers to the 

process of telling others about positive events and thereby extracting additional benefits from 

those events (Langston, 1994), is highly consistent with the concept of sharing.  

Noticeably, investigations into each of these research streams started at widely different 

times (e.g., Capitalization was coined by Langston in 1994, WOM studies date at least as far 

back as 1955 with the work of Katz and Lazersfield). Not surprisingly, each of these research 

streams claims to have its own distinct conceptual space in the literature. Interestingly, however, 

conceptual overlap and interchangeable use of these terms are commonly identified across these 

literature streams. Day and Landon (1997), for example, explained that complaint behavior often 

occurs through negative word-of-mouth. Berger and Iyengar’s (2012, p. 2—italics added) wrote, 

“consumers share word-of-mouth through different conversation channels.” Wojnicki and 

Godes’ (2008, p. 3—italics added) explained that, “this research provides compelling evidence 

that when consumers generate WOM, they are not simply communicating marketplace 

information, but also sharing something about themselves as individuals.”  
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In light of the above discussion, it is perhaps not surprising that the literatures on sharing 

and WOM contain many of the same antecedents (e.g., self-enhancement—e.g., Wojnicki and 

Godes, 2008) and outcomes (e.g., redress and improved emotional state—e.g., Pennebaker, 

1985). In this dissertation, I focus on positively-valenced sharing, so complaining behavior and 

negative word-of-mouth will not be discussed further.  

The discussion on sharing continues in the next section. It now presents literature that 

conceptually supports my first three hypotheses, which together form the sharing mediation.  

 

The Sharing Mediation – Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3 

 

The central proposition of this dissertation is that sharing mediates the effect of purchase 

type (i.e., material vs. experiential) on happiness. The first three hypotheses address each part of 

that linkage (see Figure 1).  The links will be discussed in turn.  

Figure 1 

 

Purchase Type:
Material vs. Experiential Happiness

H1 H2

H3Sharing
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The proposed model rests on the proposition that individuals are more inclined to share 

about their experiential than about their material purchases. Interestingly, existing literature 

offers support both for and against this proposition.   

In support of my proposition, research has shown that people for whom the consumption 

of life experiences is more central tend to prioritize interpersonal relationships (Wong, 1997), 

and to value the opportunity to reminisce their memories of special experiences (Zauberman, 

Ratner, and Kim, 2009). Differently, people for whom material objects are more central in their 

pursuit of happiness tend to be socially anxious (Schroeder and Dugal, 1995), socially isolated 

(Heilbroner, 1956), self-centered, and less able to share things with others (Tatzel, 2002). Thus, 

compared to people associated with material purchases, those associated with experiential ones 

are more likely to reminisce and have stronger social traits—two characteristics likely to lead to 

sharing.  

Similarly, extant research has pointed to the suitability of experiences as a topic of 

conversation (Rimé and Paez, 2007; Van Boven and Gilovich, 2003, 2004; Van Boven et al., 

2010). In Van Boven et al. (2010, study 5) pairs of previously unacquainted participants were 

instructed to engage in face-to-face conversations about either material or experiential purchases. 

After the conversation, the researchers assessed participants’ overall impressions by measuring 

1) their impression of the conversation partner, and 2) their interest in engaging in a similar 

conversation. They also assessed participants’ overall enjoyment by measuring 1) their 

enjoyment of the conversation, and 2) their enjoyment in hearing about the purchase described 

by the partner. Consistent with the authors’ predictions, participants formed more favorable 

impressions of a conversation partner when the topic of discussion was related to experiential 



64 
 

(vs. material) purchases. Similarly, participants reported higher enjoyment from conversations 

about experiential (vs. material) purchases.  

On the other hand, and contrary to my proposition, Berger and Schwartz (2011) 

demonstrated that consumer-to-consumer communication is strongly driven by the accessibility 

of what is shared. According to them, purchases that are visible or that are cued by the 

environment are more often brought up in conversations than those that are not. This suggests 

that, contrary to my hypothesis, the higher visibility of material purchases should make them 

more often a topic of consumer conversations.  

In summary, despite the compelling point made by Berger and Schwartz (2011), I argue 

that the literature more soundly supports the prediction that people are more inclined to share 

experiential (vs. material) purchases (instead of the other way around). This evidence is based on 

1) the personality traits of people associated with experiential purchases (e.g., they tend to be 

socially involved) versus material purchases (e.g., they tend to be socially isolated), and on 2) the 

more positive outcomes derived from conversations about experiential (vs. material) purchases. 

This set of evidence leads to the hypothesis that:  

 

H1: People are more inclined to share experiential (vs. material) purchases.  

 

Research has shown that sharing leads to far-reaching benefits. Specifically, sharing can 

be beneficial 1) to the teller, 2) to the interpersonal relation between the teller and the listener, 

and 3) to the shared event itself.  

First, in terms of teller’s benefits, sharing (vs. not sharing) daily positive events leads the 

teller to experience greater positive affect and well-being (Gable et al., 2004). Second, with 
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regards to interpersonal benefits, research has revealed that people who share deeper, more 

intimate information are more liked than those who share at lower levels, and that tellers tend to 

like listeners as a consequence of having shared with them (Collins and Miller, 1994). Similarly, 

Gable, Gonzaga, and Strachman (2006) found that sharing leads to relationship well-being.  

Lastly, studies on event-related benefits have shown that sharing helps one to make sense 

and achieve a better understanding of the shared event (Finkenauer and Rime, 1998). 

Additionally, “sharing a positive event with others requires retelling the event, which creates an 

opportunity for reliving and reexperiencing the event (Gable et al., 2004, p. 229).” Moreover, 

telling others is likely to prolong the duration of the positive effects of the event (Verduyn, Van 

Mechelen, and Tuerlinckx, 2011) and to “make the event both more memorable to oneself and to 

others (Langston, 1994, p. 1113).” In a thoughtful statement, the writer John Harrigan (2001) 

summed the relevance and benefits of sharing by saying, “Happiness held is the seed; happiness 

shared is the flower.”  

In addition to the preceding evidence, and of particular interest to this dissertation, are 

findings by Mehl et al. (2010). The authors used an Electronically Activated Recorder (EAR) to 

unobtrusively record portions of people’s conversations as they went by their regular lives. The 

researchers’ analyses indicated that happiness was related to spending less time alone and more 

time conversing with others. Importantly, happiness was associated with engaging less in small 

talk and more in substantive conversations—the type of conversation that often takes place in 

sharing. Even though the direction of the causal effect could not be established in Mehl et al.’s 

(2010) study due to the correlational nature of the findings, the authors explained that “deep 

conversations may actually make people happier. Just as self-disclosure can instill a sense of 
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intimacy in a relationship, deep conversations may instill a sense of meaning in the interaction 

partners (p. 540).” 

In summary sharing leads to various benefits. Noticeably, those benefits are either direct 

drivers of happiness (e.g., social relationships, enjoyment of positive events) or actual 

components of happiness (e.g., positive affect). This rationale leads to the hypothesis: 

 

H2: Sharing positively affects happiness.  

 

Given the logic for H1 and H2, I propose that sharing is likely to mediate the relationship 

between purchase type and happiness. Precisely, I propose that sharing is a factor responsible for 

the superiority of experiential over material purchases in advancing happiness. Formally stated:  

 

H3: Sharing mediates the effect of purchase type on happiness.  
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CHAPTER 5: THE MEDIATING ROLE OF EXPECTED REGARD 

 

In this chapter, I define and set the scope of the concept responsible for the second 

mediation investigated in this dissertation—the expected regard mediation. Then, I present the 

theoretical arguments that support hypotheses 4, 5, and 6.   

Expected regard is the central concept of the second mediation in the proposed model. It 

refers to the regard that a consumer expects to gain from the listener as a result of sharing. I 

propose that expected regard mediates the first link in the model explicated in Chapter 4. In other 

words, the link between purchase type (material vs. experiential) and sharing is mediated by 

expected regard.   

The concept “expected regard” is distinct from “regard.” Precisely, “regard” captures the 

reputation or esteem attributed to the individual by others, whereas “expected regard” captures 

the reputation or esteem the individual expects to gain from others. While subtle, this distinction 

is important because it specifies who the focal agents are. For regard, the focal agents are all 

people who confer the individual a level of regard. For expected regard, the focal agent is the 

individual herself, the recipient. Recognizing this difference is also important because how 

others regard the individual and how the individual expects to be regarded may differ 

substantially—a possibility that brings about interesting research questions.  

 

The Expected Regard Mediation – Hypotheses 4, 5, and 6  

 

The secondary goal of this dissertation is to examine the possible mediating role of 

expected regard in the effect proposed in H1 (the link between purchase type and sharing). The 
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next three hypotheses address each part of that linkage (see Figure 2). They will each be 

discussed in turn.  

Figure 2  

 

In a comprehensive investigation into the popular notions of materialism, Fournier and 

Richins (1991) found that people possess various negative conceptions about individuals 

associated with material objects. These conceptions covered areas such as personality traits and 

attitudes (including self-concept), values and life goals, and salient defining characteristics. For 

example, their analyses showed that individuals for whom material objects are central are seen as 

“possession-focused in thought, word, and deed (p. 408).” Those people were also linked to 

negative characteristics such as disregard of others, insecurity, envy, excessive status 

consciousness, and interpersonal detachment.   

On the other hand, research has found that people associated with life experiences have 

positive regard in the eyes of others and their own. Related to favorable regard by others, Van 

Boven and Gilovich (2004) asked participants to evaluate profiles of two university students, one 

who spent most of his/her disposable income in life experiences, and another who spent it in 
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material objects. Results revealed that people form more favorable impressions of experiential 

than of material others. These results are consistent with the previously mentioned finding by 

Van Boven et al. (2010, study 5) that individuals form more positive impressions of a 

conversation partner when the topic of discussion involves experiential (vs. material) purchases. 

In terms of self-regard, research in nostalgia has indicated that thinking about past positive 

experiences leads to increased positive self- regard (Wildschut, Sedikides, Arndt, and Routledge, 

2006, study 5).  

Noticeably, the present work differs from the above-mentioned in that it examines the 

teller’s expectation about how others will regard her (vs. how others actually regarded her). 

Previous work, nevertheless, enriches the theoretical foundation leading to hypothesis 4. 

 

H4:  People associated with experiential (vs. material) purchases expect to be more 

highly regarded by others when they talk about their purchase.  

 

According to Chaudoir and Fisher (2010, p. 13), sharing “can impact nearly every 

domain of a person’s life and well-being.” Hence, it is not surprising that people selectively and 

strategically engage in that behavior. Relatedly, Omarzu (2000) explained that as part of the 

process of deciding whether to share, people deliberate on the appropriateness of sharing as a 

goal-attainment strategy. This notion is well aligned with social penetration theory (Altman and 

Taylor, 1973). The theory holds that the sharing of information proceeds and deepens depending 

on whether the people involved perceive that they are gaining benefits from the relationship. 

According to the sharing literature, one of the major benefits sought by sharing individuals is to 

gain social approval. Goffman (1974), for instance, reported that individuals engage in 
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interpersonal communication in order to present various aspects of the self. He explained that 

individuals do not communicate to merely pass information on to others, they also seek to put 

themselves in a positive light. The importance of gaining high regard from sharing was also 

captured in Chaudoir and Fisher’s (2010) explanation of how individuals that are uncertain about 

the listener’s reaction strategically engage in sharing. They wrote that “the disclosure event may 

unfold over a longer period of time. That is, some people may choose to “test the waters” with 

their confidant by first introducing the topic in a roundabout way and then come back to the topic 

later after determining whether the confidant is likely to react positively or negatively (p. 6).” 

These assertions find theoretical support, for example, in self-presentation theories (Baumeister, 

1982), which hold that social approval is most people’s default goal. 

Consistent with these ideas, both early and recent investigations have found evidence 

supporting the important role that social approval and regard play in sharing. For example, 

Taylor, Altman, and Sorrentino’s (1969) early work showed that social approval leads to longer 

and more intimate sharing. In that study, sharing participants received confederates’ reactions in 

one of four possible forms: 1) continuous positive, 2) early negative, late positive, 3) continuous 

negative, or 4) early positive, late negative. As predicted by the authors, participants who 

received continuous positive or early negative-late positive feedback engaged in longer and 

deeper sharing. In a more recent study, MacGregor and Holmes (2011) demonstrated that people 

tend to avoid sharing with individuals from whom they expect to receive low approval. In 

support of such withholding of information, Corrigan and Matthews (2003) indicated that 

sharing stigmatized information (e.g., non-heterosexuality) may lead to social disapproval and, 

consequently, to detrimental effects on the discloser’s self-esteem. Thus, as these studies 

indicate, the pursuit and maintenance of high regard are important aspects of sharing behavior. 
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Why is preoccupation with regard so influential for sharing? In the words of Solomon 

(1983, p. 323), “The individual's self-concept is largely a result of others' appraisals, both 

imagined and actual. It is essentially a projection of how one appears to others-seeing oneself as 

others do.” In other words, one’s regard originates largely from other people’s judgments. 

Therefore, it naturally follows that sharing (i.e., revealing to others important things related to 

oneself) is strongly influenced by people’s concern about how others will regard them.  

Do the effects of sharing on regard reach the consumer sphere? Existing research 

suggests that they do. In the words of Wojnicki and Godes (2008, p. 3), their research “provides 

compelling evidence that when consumers generate WOM, they are not simply communicating 

marketplace information, but also sharing something about themselves as individuals.” The 

authors found that consumers strategically choose what information to share in order to ensure 

self-enhancement. For instance, consumers who consider themselves experts (vs. non-experts) 

demonstrate a positivity bias by sharing satisfying (vs. dissatisfying) experiences more. The 

positive outcomes from their experiences serve as direct evidence of their expertise and aptitude. 

Besides valence, the type of purchase shared may be influenced by people’s concern with 

regard. Van Boven and Gilovich (2003, p. 1200) proposed that “because being “materialistic” is 

viewed negatively whereas being “experiential” is viewed positively, telling stories about 

experiences one has acquired may portray the storyteller in a more favorable light than telling 

stories about acquired possessions.” In light of this evidence, I hypothesize that: 

 

H5:   Tellers’ expectations for higher regard lead them to share experiential purchases 

more than material purchases.  

 



72 
 

By merging the literature leading to H4 and H5, I find support for the hypothesis that 

expected regard is likely to mediate the effect of purchase type on sharing. Specifically, I 

propose that expected regard is a factor responsible for people’s higher inclination to share 

experiential (vs. material) purchases. Formally stated: 

 

H6:  Expected regard mediates the effect of purchase type on sharing.  

 

In summary, Chapters 4 and 5 propose a mediated-mediation model, as shown in Figure 

3. This model was subjected to six empirical tests. The details of these tests and of their results 

are presented next, in chapters 6 and 7.  

Figure 3 
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CHAPTER 6: EXPERIMENTS 1-4 

 

Each of the first three experiments tests the two proposed mediations. In experiments 1 

and 2, I adapted Van Boven and Gilovich’s (2003) manipulation procedure of asking participants 

to recall and write about either a material or an experiential purchase that they had previously 

made, and to subsequently answer assessment measures (e.g., expected regard, sharing, 

happiness). Two potential rival explanations not addressed in experiment 1 motivated experiment 

2. One is that people share experiences more than material goods not because of their concern for 

regard, as I hypothesize, but because experiences are intrinsically more social than material 

objects. Another is that, as previous literature suggests, people enjoy hearing about experiences 

(vs. material objects) more. Thus, one could argue that the higher inclination to share 

experiential (vs. material) purchases is motivated by the teller’s expectation that the listener will 

enjoy it more. In experiment 2, besides testing and ruling out those two rival explanations, I also 

employed a more conservative manipulation that allowed me to subject the model to a stricter 

test.  

In experiment 3, I addressed an important weakness present in both previous 

experiments. Namely, instead of letting participants freely choose the purchase they wished to 

recall and write about, which led to the comparison of greatly distinct purchases, I kept the focal 

purchase constant and asked participants to conceptualize it either as a material or experiential 

purchase. 

In experiment 4, I examined the potential benefit of influencing people’s inclination to 

share. I used a cuing manipulation to examine whether cuing participants with the idea of sharing 

would positively affect the inclination to share of those who ‘most need it’ (material purchasers). 
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Precisely, because experiential purchasers are naturally highly inclined to share, I expected (and 

found evidence) that material purchasers are the greatest beneficiaries of an influence to share. 

Consistent with this expectation, material (vs. experiential) purchasers who had been cued with 

sharing (vs. unrelated) displayed higher expectations for regard, higher inclination to share, and, 

consequently, greater levels of happiness.  

 

Experiment 1 

 

Procedures 

 

To test hypotheses 1 through 6, I conducted an experiment with 95 college students who 

participated in exchange for class credit. I employed a manipulation similar to that in Van Boven 

and Gilovich (2003). First, participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions: 

material purchase versus experiential purchase. They were then asked to recall and write in detail 

about a personal purchase that reflected the condition they were in. The instructions also 

provided them with a brief description of what constitutes a material (or experiential) purchase. 

To control for extraneous effects that market value may cause, I restricted the purchase cost by 

asking participants to select a purchase in which they had spent about 50 dollars. Lastly, I 

followed Van Boven and Gilovich’s (2003) procedure of instruct ing participants to focus their 

recall and writing on a purchase that had a positive outcome. The script of the instructions for the 

two conditions read:  

Condition 1 (Material Purchase): “Please describe, in some detail, a time when you spent 

about $50 on an object. You kept the object for some time and may even still have it. It was an 
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object that you could touch with your hand. You bought the object with the intention of 

advancing your happiness and enjoyment in life. It turned out well and you did enjoy the 

purchase.” 

Condition 2 (Experiential Purchase): “Please describe, in some detail, a time when you 

spent about $50 on an experience. In other words, you did not end up with anything tangible 

(anything you could hold in your hand) at the end of the experience except for your memories. 

You bought the experience with the intention of advancing your happiness and enjoyment in life. 

It turned out well and you did enjoy the purchase.”  

 

Assessment of Sharing. To measure sharing, I asked participants to answer six 7-point 

items (1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree). They answered, for instance, “I would feel 

excited about sharing the details of my object/experience”, and “I would want to share with 

others the details of my object/experience.”    

 

Assessment of Happiness. Participants rated their happiness on two 7-point scales (1 = 

Not at all; 7 = Very much) adopted from Van Boven and Gilovich (2003). The questions were, 

“When you think about this purchase, how happy does it make you?”, and “How much does this 

purchase contribute to your happiness in life?” 

 

Assessment of Expected Regard. To measure expected regard, I asked participants to 

answer on a 7-point scale (1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree) the question, “I think the 

person listening to me would regard me more highly after learning about my object/experience.” 
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Assessment of Control Variables. Since it has been suggested in the literature that the 

consumption of life experiences may involve a higher level of social interaction than does the 

consumption of material objects (Caprariello and Reis, 2013; Howell and Hill, 2009; Van Boven, 

2005; Van Boven and Gilovich, 2003), it becomes important to assess whether the recall and 

writing of experiential (vs. material) purchases make one’s friendship connections more salient 

and, in turn, cause one to share experiences more. With such concern in mind, I asked 

participants, “How many close friends would you say you have?”, and “With how many people 

(for example, friends, parents, intimate partner, strangers, etc.) do you often share aspects of your 

life?” Additionally, a scale on materialism (Richins, 1987) was used. This assessment allowed 

for the identification of consumers for whom material purchases are especially important versus 

especially unimportant (Nicolao et al., 2009). Even though random assignment is likely to 

prevent the predominance of an individual characteristic (e.g., materialism) in either of 

experimental conditions, it is still important to statistically examine the possibility that material 

purchases advance less happiness in participants in the material condition due to their lower level 

of materialism (i.e., people for whom material objects are unimportant).  

After these assessments, participants were debriefed, thanked, and released from the 

experiment room.  

 

Results 

 

Reliability and Factor Analyses. The reliability test on the happiness items indicated an 

alpha coefficient of .7, which meets the standard value for reliability recommended by Nunnally 

(1978) and, therefore, provides initial indication of the appropriateness of the measure. Similarly, 
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coefficients for the six items on sharing (α = .85), and four of the six items on materialism (α = 

.78) indicated high levels of internal consistency. Subsequent factor analyses showed that the 

items comprising the sharing and materialism scales loaded highly on single factors with 

Eigenvalues of 3.51 and 2.46, which accounted for 58.5% and 61.6% of the variance, 

respectively. Based on these results, these sets of items were averaged to create overall measures 

of happiness, sharing, and materialism. 

 

Sharing Mediation Analysis. The results of this analysis supported hypotheses 1, 2, and 

3. Specifically, I conducted four regression analyses (a-d) and a bootstrap analysis of mediation 

with SPSS Macro from Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes (2007) and found that (a) experiential 

purchases advanced significantly more happiness than did material purchases (β = .47, t = 1.99, p 

= .04) (i.e., replicating Van Boven and Gilovich, 2003). Further, significant effects were found 

when (b) the mediator (i.e., sharing) was regressed on the IV (i.e., purchase type) (β =.64, t = 

2.97. p = .003) (i.e., supporting H1), and (c) the DV (i.e., happiness) was regressed on the 

mediator (β = .43, t = 4.33, p < .001) (i.e., supporting H2). Importantly, (d) when happiness was 

regressed on both purchase type and sharing, the previously significant effect of purchase type 

on happiness became insignificant (β = .20, t = .90, p = .36) (i.e., supporting H3). In line with 

this, the bootstrap test with 10,000 resamples (the number of resamples used in all analyses 

hereafter) supported the mediating role of sharing in the relation between purchase type and 

happiness (β = .18, CI (95%) = .02, .33). As hypothesized, these results suggest that 1) people 

are more inclined to share about experiential (vs. material) purchases (H1), 2) sharing positively 

affects happiness (H2), and 3) sharing mediates the effect of purchase type on happiness (H3).  
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To investigate sharing’s effect further I ran a regression using split file for material versus 

experiential purchases. Results showed that, for material purchases, sharing significantly affected 

happiness (β = .59, t = 4.36, p <.001). For experiential purchases, however, sharing did not have 

a significant effect on happiness (β = .22, t = 1.42, p = .16). 

 

Expected Regard Mediation Analysis. The results of this analysis supported hypotheses 

4, 5, and 6. Precisely, I performed four regressions similar to those reported above and found that 

(a) purchase type (i.e., the IV) exerted a significant effect on sharing (i.e., the mediator in the 

previous analysis that now operates as the DV) (β = .64, t = .2.97, p = .003). Moreover, (b) 

purchase type significantly affected expected regard (i.e., the mediator) (β = .46, t = 1.98, p = 

.05) (i.e., supporting H4), and (c) expected regard had a significant effect on sharing (β = .32, t = 

3.54, p = .001) (i.e., supporting H5). Revealingly, (d) when both purchase type and expected 

regard were included in the model, the relation between purchase type and sharing was 

attenuated (β = .51, t = 2.42, p = .01) (i.e., supporting H6). Finally, the bootstrap analysis 

supported the indirect effect of purchase type on sharing through expected regard (β = .14, 

CI(95%) = .005, .39). As proposed, these results indicate that 1) people associated with 

experiential (vs. material) purchases expect to be more positively regarded (H4), 2) expected 

regard influences the type of purchase people are more inclined to share (H5), and 3) expected 

regard mediates the effect of purchase type on sharing (H6).   

 

Control Variables: Friendship Numbers and Materialism. To examine whether 

recalling and writing about an experiential (vs. a material) purchase made friendships more 

salient, which may cause participants in that condition to report higher values for sharing, I asked 
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participants to indicate the number of close friends they have and the number of people with 

whom they usually share about aspects of their lives. Results indicated no significant difference 

between the number of close friends reported by participants in the material purchase condition 

(M = 13.44) and those in the experiential purchase condition (M = 8.50, F(1, 94) = 1.28, p = .26). 

Similarly, the number of people with whom participants in the material purchase condition often 

share (M = 32.26) was not significantly different from that of participants in the experiential 

purchase condition (M = 12.76, F(1,94) = .72, p = .39). These results suggest that the concepts of 

material versus experiential purchases and one’s social network are not strongly linked in the 

consumer mind.   

Additionally, an ANOVA with purchase type as the IV and materialism as the DV did not 

show a significant difference between the two conditions (F(1,94) = .04, p = .83).   

 

Discussion 

 

Taken together, the sharing mediation and the expected regard mediation analyses 

support the following scenario: Experiential purchases are better than material purchases at 

advancing happiness (replicating Van Boven and Gilovich (2003)), and sharing mediates that 

effect. People’s greater tendency to share about experiential (vs. material) purchases is, in turn, 

explained by the expectation that they will be more highly regarded by sharing the details of their 

life experiences (vs. material objects). Hence, the results of experiment 1 provide initial 

empirical support to the proposed mediated-mediation model (Figure 3). 

Because experiential purchases may not be equivalent on relevant dimensions with 

material purchases, questions about the underlying cause of the observed differences in sharing 
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and happiness may be raised. I empirically investigated materialism and psychological links with 

friendship networks. Next, I will discuss several issues that I did not empirically investigate 

regarding possible differences between experiential and material purchases: the extent to which 

the purchases are hedonic (vs. utilitarian), discretionary (vs. necessary), costly, unique, and the 

degree to which the purchase is consumed socially.  

 

Additional Possible Differences between Material and Experiential Purchases 

 

Hedonic versus Utilitarian. Whereas common sense may lead one to expect that 

hedonic purchases advance more happiness because of their ability to provide pleasure (a strong 

source of happiness, according to the hedonistic school—Epicurus; Kahneman, Diener, and 

Schwarz, 1999), utilitarian purchases often provide the individual with the sense of 

accomplishment and fulfillment of her potentials (also primary sources of happiness, according 

to the eudaimonic school—Aristotle; Ryff and Keyes, 1995). Thus, research is needed to clarify 

whether hedonists or eudaimonics can help us determine the ability of hedonic versus utilitarian 

purchases to advance happiness.  

With regards to this dissertation, the script of experiment 1 asked participants to write 

about a material or an experiential purchase that was made “with the intention of advancing your 

happiness and enjoyment in life. It turned out well and you did enjoy the purchase.” Thus, it 

seems likely that the task instructions focused attention on hedonic purchases. This, however, 

should not be taken as a conclusive claim, as the current analyses do allow for it. Further 

research is therefore called for in order to more closely examine this question.  
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Necessary versus Discretionary Purchases. This point has partially been addressed by 

Van Boven and Gilovich (2003, study 2). The researchers examined a dataset from a national 

survey with 1,279 Americans and found that respondents’ income level influenced the level of 

happiness they obtained from experiential (vs. material) purchases. Specifically, people with the 

lowest income levels (i.e., those whose purchases are mostly necessities) indicated that material 

and experiential purchases made them equally happy. The authors reasoned that, “Individuals 

with little or no discretionary income (typically those with the least education) must allocate 

most of their resources toward the satisfaction of basic needs, and may have fewer opportunities 

to worry about the relative benefits of experiences and possessions in the pursuit of happiness (p. 

1196).” Thus, according to this explanation, the superiority of experiential over material 

purchases in advancing happiness is limited to those able to afford discretionary purchases. In 

terms of this dissertation, the script of experiment 1 intentionally focused participants’ 

recollection and descriptions on discretionary purchases. Thus, differences along the 

necessity/discretionary continuum are unlikely to account for the results reported here.   

With that said, potentially fruitful and yet-unexplored contexts in which to study this 

dimension are underdeveloped (e.g., Morocco, Senegal) and developing countries (e.g., Brazil, 

Mexico). These contexts could possibly provide valuable opportunities to learn about how a 

society’s economic and cultural developments influence people’s ability to extract benefits from 

different types of purchases.  

  

Differential Costs. For numerous reasons (e.g., status, quality), it is possible that higher 

priced purchases advance more happiness than do lower priced ones. In order to control for 

market value, I established in the instructions that the experiential and material purchases 
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participants should recall and write about must have cost about $50. A similar approach was used 

by Carter and Gilovich (2010, study 1; value of $50), Van Boven and Gilovich (2003, study 1; 

value > $100) and Nicolao, Irwin, and Goodman (2009, study 1; value of $300). All these 

investigations consistently found that experiences advance more happiness than do objects. 

Carter and Gilovich (2010, study 2) also tested their hypotheses related to experiential versus 

material purchases without setting a value for the purchases. By later assessing the cost of the 

purchase, they found that the cost of the experiential and material purchases recalled by 

participants did not significantly differ (t < 1). Similarly, Van Boven and Gilovich (2003, study 

2) reported that the data from a national survey yielded no difference in cost of experiential and 

material purchases respondents recalled. Based on previous literature and the design of the 

present study, I maintain that differential costs do not pose a threat to the validity of my results.  

 

Uniqueness and Scarcity. Research by Rosenzweig and Gilovich (2012) indicated that 

experiences are seen as more singular than objects. The authors found that, as a result, people 

tend to experience regret of action when it comes to material purchases (buyer’s remorse) and 

regret of inaction when it comes to experiential purchases (missed opportunities).  

When integrated with the ideas in this dissertation, this finding has the potential to 

explain why people expect to be more highly regarded by sharing about their experiences than 

about their objects. Precisely, talking about more unique topics (i.e., experiences) is naturally 

more interesting and likely to put oneself under a positive light.  

 

Sociality of Consumption. Caprariello and Reis (2013) have recently published their 

findings that experiences are inherently more social and that this accounts for the observed 
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superiority of experiences in advancing happiness. However, I have reason to suspect the 

generalizability of this result. As reported in the Results section of my experiment 1, participants 

in the experiential (vs. material) condition did not report having more friends nor sharing, in their 

daily lives, with a greater number of people. This finding could be interpreted as evidence that 

experiences are not, by nature, more social (otherwise people in the experiential condition would 

likely be cued with sociality and would likely report having more friends and sharing with more 

people). 

Even though these results provide some evidence against the sociality explanation offered 

by Caprariello and Reis (2013), more conclusive claims can only be made with a study in which 

the solo versus social aspect of the purchase is experimentally controlled. In experiment 2, I 

experimentally manipulate solo versus social and provide definite evidence against this potential 

rival explanation.  

I now turn to experiment 2, which addresses two possible alternative explanations, and 

tests the proposed model with a stricter manipulation. One of the possible rival explanations 

concerns the enjoyment the teller expects the listener to gain from the conversation. The other 

relates to the possibility that experiential purchases are shared more because, compared to 

material purchases, they are inherently more social (Caprariello and Reis, 2013; Howell and Hill, 

2009). With regards to the stricter manipulation, experiment 2 allowed participants to recall 

purchases that were made for a variety of reasons (vs. to advance happiness and enjoyment in 

life—experiment 1) and that may have turned out less than perfectly (vs. purchases that turned 

out well—experiment 1).  
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Experiment 2 

 

The main goal of experiment 2 was to distinguish between solo and social purchases and, 

in turn, investigate the possible rival explanation that experiential purchases are shared more 

because they are inherently more social. Distinguishing between solo and social purchases 

constitutes a refinement of the conceptualization of purchases, which can offer additional 

insights into the proposed model.  

The manipulation of solo versus social purchases allowed me to identify whether 

controlling for the sociality of the purchase would eliminate the superiority of experiential over 

material purchases in leading to more sharing and in advancing more happiness. Specifically, the 

goal was to test whether that superiority materializes in the social condition (when experiences 

may still be more social than objects) and, more important, in the solo condition (when the 

sociality level of both purchases was kept constant, at zero). If the rival explanation were to hold, 

we would observe neither a direct effect of purchase type on happiness nor an indirect effect 

through sharing in the solo purchase condition (because the sociality level of both purchases was 

held constant, at zero). It is possible, however, that we would still observe a direct effect of 

purchase type on happiness and an indirect effect through sharing in the social purchase 

condition (because the social experiences recalled and written by experiential participants may 

still have a higher sociality level than did the social objects recalled and written by material 

participants).  

The second goal of the present experiment was to entertain another potential rival 

explanation for why people share experiential (vs. material) purchases more—i.e., expectation 

for listener’s enjoyment. This factor derived from research by Van Boven, Campbell, and 
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Gilovich (2010). In that work, the authors found that people reported greater enjoyment from 

hearing about experiential (vs. material) purchases. Thus, it is possible that tellers share about 

experiences more than about material objects not (only) because they expect to be more 

positively regarded but (also) because they expect the listener to enjoy the conversation more. If 

this rival explanation is true, we should observe that teller’s expectation about listener’s 

enjoyment mediates the effect of purchase type on sharing.  

The final goal of experiment 2 was to test the proposed model again, but under a stricter 

circumstance. I did so by not limiting participants’ descriptions to positive purchases only. 

Whereas experiment 1 specified the purchase by instructing, “You bought the object/experience 

with the intention of advancing your happiness and enjoyment in life. It turned out well and you 

did enjoy the purchase.”, experiment 2 did not give such instruction. Participants, therefore, were 

free to describe purchases that 1) had been made for a wider set of reasons (not only to advance 

happiness and enjoyment in life), and that 2) turned out anywhere on the negative to positive 

spectrum.  

 

Procedures 

 

One hundred and twenty-four college students participated in experiment 2, which used a 

2 (purchase type: material vs. experiential) x 2 (sociality level: solo vs. social) between-subjects 

design. The manipulation was modeled after that in experiment 1, except 1) for the previously 

mentioned section of the manipulation script, which was excluded, and 2) for the additional 

manipulation of whether the purchase was consumed solo versus socially. The manipulation 

instructions in each of the four conditions read as follows: 



86 
 

Condition 1 (Material—Solo): Please describe, in some detail, a time when you spent 

about $50 on an object. You kept the object for some time and may even still have it. It was an 

object that you could touch with your hand. You used/consumed this object by yourself, not with 

anybody else.  

Condition 2 (Material—Social): Please describe, in some detail, a time when you spent 

about $50 on an object. You kept the object for some time and may even still have it. It was an 

object that you could touch with your hand. You used/consumed this object together with other 

people whom you knew or became acquainted with during the use/enjoyment of the object.  

Condition 3 (Experiential—Solo): Please describe, in some detail, a time when you spent 

about $50 on an experience. In other words, you did not end up with anything tangible (anything 

you could hold in your hand) at the end of the experience except for your memories. You had 

that experience by yourself, not with anybody else.  

Condition 4 (Experiential—Social): Please describe, in some detail, a time when you 

spent about $50 on an experience. In other words, you did not end up with anything tangible 

(anything you could hold in your hand) at the end of the experience except for your memories. 

You had that experience together with other people whom you knew or became acquainted with 

during the use/enjoyment of the experience.  

After writing about the purchase, participants answered, on 7-point scales, questions 

similar to those in experiment 1, designed to assess expected regard (i.e., I think the person 

listening to me would regard me more highly after learning about my object/experience), sharing 

(e.g., I would feel excited about sharing the details of my object/experience), happiness (e.g., 

When you think about that purchase, how happy does it make you?), and expectation for 

listener’s enjoyment (i.e., I think the person listening to me would enjoy doing so.).  
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Results 

 

In all analyses, two participants were excluded for not completing a substantial portion of 

the questionnaire (including the measures of interest—i.e., happiness, sharing, expected regard) 

and five others were removed due to not following instructions. Importantly, the mediation 

results reported hereafter would not be negatively affected by the inclusion of these five 

participants. 

 

Reliability. The reliability test on the sharing and happiness items yielded alpha 

coefficients of .58 and .68 respectively. In spite of the low internal consistency, I decided to 

retain the items since the high internal consistencies found in the other experiments presented 

here serve as checks for this potential limitation. I thus averaged them to create overall measures 

of sharing and happiness.  

 

Mediation Analyses. The data indicated that sharing mediates the effect of purchase type 

on happiness, irrespective of whether I evaluate solo and social purchases together or 

individually. They also showed that expected regard mediates the effect of purchase type on 

sharing. Last, they revealed that expectation for listener’s enjoyment does not mediate the effect 

of purchase type on sharing.  

To arrive at these results, I conducted three sets of analyses: First, I performed a sharing 

mediation, an expected regard mediation, and a listener’s enjoyment mediation on the complete 

dataset—i.e., without distinguishing between the solo and social conditions (herein called, ‘solo 
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and social analyses’). This gave me the opportunity to test whether experiment 1’s results would 

replicate under experiment 2’s stricter manipulation. It also allowed for the study of the potential 

alternative explanation related to listener’s enjoyment.  

Second, I ran two additional sets of analyses, a sharing mediation and an expected regard 

mediation looking at the solo conditions only (herein called, ‘solo analyses’), and a sharing 

mediation and an expected regard mediation looking at the social conditions only (herein called, 

‘social analyses’). These two sets of analyses enabled me to investigate the soundness of the 

alternative explanation associated with the potentially higher sociality of experiences. That is, I 

sought to answer the question, “If I control for the sociality of the purchases, will people still 

share about experiences more than about material objects?” Additionally, these analyses allowed 

me to study whether expected regard explains why people share about solo and social 

experiences more than about solo and social material objects, respectively. Lastly, I ran a 

moderated-mediation analysis on the complete data set to formally test whether solo versus 

social moderates the sharing mediation.   

Solo and social analyses. The following three analyses included the complete dataset 

without distinguishing between solo and social purchases.   

Sharing mediation analysis. The results supported hypotheses 1, 2, and 3. Similar to 

experiment 1, I again conducted four regression tests (a-d) and a bootstrap test of mediation. I 

found (a) that participants in the experiential (vs. material) purchase condition reported 

significantly higher levels of happiness (β = .51, t = 2.24, p = .02), (b) that they were more 

inclined to share experiential (vs. material) purchases (β = .71, t = 3.45, p = .001) (i.e., 

supporting H1), and (c) that sharing increased happiness (β = .49, t = 5.42, p < .001) (i.e., 

supporting H2). Importantly, (d) by including sharing in the model, I found that the previously 
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significant effect of purchase type on happiness was reduced to insignificance (β = .18, t = .83, p 

= .40) (i.e., supporting H3). Results of the bootstrap test supported the mediation of sharing in 

the effect of purchase type on happiness (β = .32, CI(95%) = .15, .59). These results parallel 

those of experiment 1, showing that 1) experiential purchases lead to more sharing than do 

material purchases (H1), 2) happiness benefits from sharing (H2), and 3) sharing explains why 

people draw more happiness from experiences than from material objects (H3).    

To further understand sharing’s effect I conducted a regression using split file for 

material versus experiential purchases. Findings indicated that, in the material purchase 

condition, sharing had a significant influence on happiness (β = .30, t = 2.40, p = .02). This 

influence of sharing on happiness also replicated in the experiential purchase condition (β = .63, t 

= 4.53, p < .001).Hence, higher sharing of both material and experiential purchases is beneficial 

for happiness. 

Expected regard mediation analysis. The findings were in line with hypotheses 4, 5, and 

6. By performing the same set of four regression analyses as I did in experiment 1, I found that 

(a) people reported higher sharing for experiential (vs. material) purchases (β = .71, t = 3.45, p < 

.001), (b) they expected to be more highly regarded if they were linked to experiential (vs. 

material) purchases (β = .80, t = 2.83, p = .005) (i.e., supporting H4), and (c) expected regard 

explained a large variance in sharing (β = .47, t = 8.98, p < .001) (i.e., supporting H5). Tellingly, 

(d) the effect of purchase type on sharing was substantially attenuated (β = .35, t = 2.08, p = .03) 

when expected regard was included in the model (i.e., supporting H6). This attenuation was 

significant and expected regard mediated the effect of purchase type on sharing, as shown by the 

bootstrap analysis (β = .35, CI(95%) = .11, .64). In summary, this evidences that 1) experiential 

people have higher expectations for how others will see them (H4), 2) that, in turn, motivates 
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them to share more, compared to material people (H5), and 3) expectation for higher regard 

helps illustrate why individuals tend to tell others about their experiential (vs. material) 

purchases more (H6).  

Listener’s enjoyment analysis. The data did not support the alternative explanation 

concerning listener’s enjoyment. Specifically, (a) participants were more inclined to share 

experiential (vs. material) purchases (β = .71, t = 3.45, p < .001), (b) those in the experiential and 

material purchase conditions did not significantly differ in their expectations for listeners’ 

enjoyment (β = .17, t = .72, p = .47), (c) expectation for listeners’ enjoyment influenced sharing 

(β = .25, t = 3.20, p = .001), and (d) the effect of purchase type on sharing was only slightly 

attenuated when listeners’ enjoyment was added to the analysis (β = .67, t = 3.36, p = .001). 

Importantly, the bootstrap analysis converged with my expectation that listeners’ enjoyment does 

not mediate the effect of purchase type on sharing (β = .04, CI(95%) = -.06, .19). Hence, these 

data signal that people’s higher inclination to share experiential versus material purchases is not 

explained by a potential expectation that listeners will draw greater enjoyment from hearing 

about the former.  

To further explore the possible role of sociality of the consumption, the entire mediated-

mediation model was tested separately under each condition: solo and social.   

Solo analyses. The next two analyses included only about half of the dataset. That is, the 

solo-material and solo-experiential conditions.  

Sharing mediation analysis. The data supported hypotheses 1, 2, and 3. From the four 

regression analyses I found (a) a marginally significant effect of purchase type on happiness (β = 

.46, t = 1.40, p = .16), (b) significant effects of purchase type on sharing (β = .88, t = 2.92, p = 

.005) (i.e., supporting H1), and (c) of sharing on happiness (β = .39, t = 3.17, p = .002) (i.e., 
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supporting H2). Importantly, (d) when both purchase type and sharing were placed in the 

regression analysis, the previously marginally significant effect of purchase type on happiness 

dropped to insignificance (β = .12, t = .38, p = .70) (i.e., supporting H3). Consistent with this, the 

bootstrap analysis supported the mediating role of sharing (β = .32, CI(95%) = .10, .72). These 

results demonstrate that in the case of solo purchases 1) people are more inclined to share solo 

experiences than solo material objects (H1), 2) sharing positively influences happiness (H2), and 

3) sharing mediates the effect of (solo) purchase type on happiness (H3).  

Expected regard mediation analysis. The findings were consistent with hypotheses 4, 5, 

and 6. I found that (a) people were more inclined to share experiential (vs. material) purchases (β 

= .88, t = 2.92, p = .005), (b) those associated with experiential (vs. material) purchases 

expected, at a marginally significant level, to be more positively regarded (β = .81, t = 1.89, p = 

.06) (i.e., supporting H4), (c) this expectation for regard was positively associated with sharing 

(β = .46, t = 6.26, p < .001) (i.e., supporting H5), and (d) the effect of purchase type on sharing 

was attenuated (β = .54, t = 2.14, p = .03) when expected regard was included in the model (i.e., 

supporting H6). The result of the bootstrap analysis added support to the mediating role of 

expected regard (β = .34, CI(95%) = .007, .75). Thus, these findings reveal that 1) people 

associated with solo experiences expect to be more highly regarded than those associated with 

solo material objects (H4), 2) this expectation leads them to be more inclined to share (H5), and 

3) expected regard mediates the relation between (solo) purchase type and sharing (H6).   

Social analyses. The subsequent two analyses considered roughly half of the dataset. 

Namely, the two social conditions (material and experiential).  

Sharing mediation analysis. Results were in line with hypotheses 1, 2, and 3. Particularly, 

findings showed (a) a marginally significant effect of purchase type on happiness (β = .57, t = 
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1.77, p = .08), (b) a marginally significant effect of purchase type on sharing (β = .52, t = 1.92, p 

= .059) (i.e., supporting H1), and (c) a significant effect of sharing on happiness (β = .59, t = 

4.35, p < .001) (i.e., supporting H2). Interestingly, (d) when both purchase type and sharing were 

included in the analysis, the effect of purchase type was reduced to insignificance (β = .27, t = 

.94, p = .35) (i.e., supporting H3). Likewise, the bootstrap analysis yielded further support to the 

sharing mediation (β = .27, CI(95%) = .04, .70). These findings hold that 1) people are more 

inclined to share social experiences than social material objects (H1), 2) sharing leads to greater 

happiness (H2), and 3) sharing mediates the effect of (social) purchase type on happiness (H3).  

Expected regard mediation analysis. The findings supported hypotheses 4, 5, and 6. They 

indicated that (a) people were marginally more inclined to share experiential (vs. material) 

purchases (β = .52, t = 1.92, p = .059), (b) purchase type had a significant influence on expected 

regard (β = .78, t = 2.21, p = .03) (i.e., supporting H4), and (c) expected regard predicted a 

significant portion of the variance in sharing (β = .47, t = 5.88, p < .001) (i.e., supporting H5). 

Revealingly, (d) the previously marginally significant effect of purchase type on sharing became 

insignificant (β = .16, t = .71, p = .47) when expected regard was added to the analysis (i.e., 

supporting H6). Additionally, the bootstrap test provided support for the expected regard 

mediation (β = .36, CI(95%) = .05, .77). In sum, this body of evidence indicates that 1) people 

associated with social experiential (vs. material) purchases expect to be more highly regarded 

(H4), 2) this in turn leads them to be more inclined to share the purchase with others (H5), and 

expected regard mediates the effect of (social) purchase type on sharing (H6).  

Moderated-mediation analysis. To examine whether the proposed sharing mediation is 

qualified by the sociality of the purchase, I ran three sets of analyses below. The first focuses on 

happiness, the second on sharing, and the third on the sharing mediation.    
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Happiness. Results of a 2-way ANOVA showed a significant main effect of purchase 

type, demonstrating that in general experiential purchases generated more happiness (M = 4.89) 

than did material purchases (M = 4.38, F(1, 116) = 5.03, p = .027). Additionally, there was a 

marginally significant influence of sociality, suggesting that, in general, social purchases 

advanced more happiness (M = 4.83) than did solo purchases (M = 4.44, F(1,116) = 2.96, p = 

.088). On the other hand, the data yielded an insignificant interaction between purchase type and 

sociality on happiness (F(1, 116) = .057, p = .81). These results indicate that the effect of 

purchase type on happiness is not qualified by the sociality of the purchase.  

Sharing. The pattern of results observed for the dependent variable (happiness) was also 

found for the proposed mediator (sharing) when sharing is used as a DV. Precisely, the data 

showed a main effect of purchase type on sharing, suggesting that participants in the experiential 

purchase condition were in general more inclined to share (M = 4.63) than participants in the 

material purchase condition (M = 3.92, F(1, 116) = 11.87, p = .001). They also showed a 

marginally significant effect of sociality on sharing (Msolo = 4.09 vs. Msocial = 4.47, F(1,116) = 

3.42, p = .067). The interaction of purchase type by sociality on sharing was, however, 

statistically insignificant (F(1, 116) = .78, p = .37). These results demonstrate that the effect of 

purchase type on sharing is not qualified by the sociality of the purchase.  

Mediation analysis. The first regression analysis included purchase type, sociality, and 

their interaction as independent variables and happiness as dependent variable. As shown on the 

above ANOVA, the interaction of purchase type by sociality was insignificant (β = .11, t = .23, p 

= .81). The second regression analysis included the same independent variables. As dependent 

variable, however, it included the proposed mediator “sharing”. Similar to the result reported 

under “sharing” above, the data yielded an insignificant interaction effect of purchase type by 
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sociality (β = -.36, t = -.88, p = .37). This lack of a significant interaction effect on the proposed 

mediator “sharing” suggests the lack of a moderated-mediation effect. Consistent with this, when 

I included the mediator in the model, I found that the insignificance of the interaction of 

purchase type by sociality remained essentially intact (β = .27, t = .64, p = .51). The result of the 

bootstrap analysis supported the absence of a moderated-mediation effect (β = .27, CI(95%) = -

.53, 1.10). These results determine that the sharing mediation is not moderated by the sociality of 

the purchase. 

 

Discussion 

 

Experiment 2 generates three important outcomes. First, it shows that sharing mediates 

the effect of purchase type on happiness even when sociality is held constant. Precisely, people 

are inclined to share experiences more than material objects, whether the 

consumption/enjoyment was solo or social. Relatedly, this higher inclination to share 

experiential purchases explains why those purchases make people happier than do material ones. 

Thus, these results replicate those of experiment 1 and, importantly, demonstrate that when 

material and experiential purchases have  similar sociality levels, people are still more inclined to 

share about their experiences, which in turn explains why they gain more happiness from those 

experiences (vs. objects).   

These results partially contradict previous works’ showing that experiences make people 

happier because they are inherently more social than objects (Caprariello and Reis, 2013; Howell 

and Hill, 2009). In fact, my data establish that, experiences are superior to objects even when 

there is no sociality. 
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Since the mediator (sharing) explains happiness levels, exploring it is a good starting 

point to deliberate further on these findings. In doing so, I will tackle the question: Why is it that, 

even at zero sociality level, people still share about experiences more? As my data indicate, 

expected regard explains why people tell others about their experiences more than about their 

objects. Hence, irrespective of how the experience and object were originally enjoyed or 

consumed, people still perceive experiences as better able to put them under a positive light.  

The finding that sharing is uninfluenced by sociality is however not new in the literature. 

Gable et al. (2004, study 1) found that nonsocial events are talked about just as much as social 

events.  

Going beyond the above discussion, it is still possible that in the real world experiential 

purchases involve more social interaction than do material purchases. In other words, the higher 

sociality of experiential purchases may indeed constitute a helping factor in its superiority to 

advance happiness. Experiment 2’s findings, however, show that experiential purchases’ 

superiority materializes even in the absence of such factor.  

In terms of experiment 2’s second important outcome, the evidence demonstrates that, 

irrespective of whether the purchase is a solo or social one, expected regard (and not listener’s 

enjoyment) explains why people tend to tell others about their life experiences than their material 

objects. That is, people tend to share solo and social experiences more than solo and social 

material objects because they expect to be regarded more positively by those listening to them.  

Finally, experiment 2 allowed for the test of the proposed mediated-mediation model 

with a stricter procedure than that used in experiment 1. Here, the model’s hypotheses receive 

support even with purchases that were not necessarily acquired with the goal of advancing 

happiness and enjoyment in life, and that may have resulted in less-than-perfect outcomes. This 
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pattern of results thus adds credence to the soundness of the proposed model and allows for a 

greater generalizability in the universe of purchases.  

Although these results support the relations hypothesized in the model, an important 

limitation present in experiments 1 and 2 relates to the nature of the purchases described by 

participants. Namely, because participants were given the freedom to recall and write about a 

purchase of their choice, the analyses made comparisons that may be deemed nonequivalent 

(e.g., experiential purchase (e.g., a movie at the theater) vs. material purchase (e.g., a new 

watch). To address this limitation, I used a substantially different procedure in experiment 3.  

 

Experiment 3 

 

The primary objective of experiment 3 was to address the above-mentioned limitation 

present in experiments 1 and 2. With that aim, I held the focal purchase (i.e., BBQ grill) constant 

in the present experiment. If the sharing and expected regard mediations are observed in this 

experiment, results will definitively rule out alternative explanations associated with 

characteristics of material versus experiential purchases. In addition, these data allow me to take 

a practitioner’s perspective and investigate potential marketing implications of this d issertation. 

Precisely, keeping the purchase constant and manipulating only the way consumers construct 

that purchase in their minds (i.e., as an experience vs. an object), enables the tackling of the 

question: By motivating consumers to see a purchase as an experience (vs. object), can marketers 

influence amount of sharing and, in turn, consumer happiness?  

An additional goal of experiment 3 was to test the model with a more diverse population 

than that used in the previous two experiments. The use of a more diverse population allows for 
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the examination of whether the findings extend beyond samples comprised of undergraduate 

students, who are unique in various aspects (i.e., relatively wealthier, more educated, younger, 

and, importantly, highly socially connected). 

The final aim of experiment 3 was to identify whether time constitutes a confound in the 

effect of purchase type on happiness. As previous research has shown, experiential purchases’ 

superiority in advancing happiness is particularly powerful with the passage of time (Nicolao et 

al., 2009). To address this possibility, I measured the length of time that has passed since 

participants made the purchase.  

 

Procedures 

 

Forty-eight individuals from Mturk participated in this study in exchange for cash 

payment. Of those, 21 were male. The average age of the sample population was 34 years 

(ranging from 18 to 67).  

On MTurk’s page, participants were provided with the link to the online questionnaire. 

The questionnaire was programmed so that each participant was randomly assigned to one of two 

conditions: BBQ grill framed as an object versus BBQ grill framed as an experience. The former 

was designed to motivate participants to think and write about their BBQ grill in terms of its 

material properties, whereas the latter aimed at motivating them to think and write about it in 

terms of its experiential properties. Respectively, participants in the two conditions read:  

Condition 1 (Material): In this study, we would like you to please recall a time when you 

bought a BBQ grill. You kept that object for some time and may still have it. In some detail, 

please describe that object.   
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Condition 2 (Experiential): In this study, we would like you to please recall a time when 

you bought a BBQ grill. You used it for some time and may still use it. In some detail, please 

describe the experience of using it.  

Next, I used 7-point scales to assess expected regard (i.e., “I think the person listening to 

me would regard me more highly after learning about my grill.”), sharing (e.g., “I would want to 

talk to others about my grill.”), and happiness (e.g., “When you think about that grill, how happy 

does it make you?”). Finally, to measure time of ownership, participants indicated the number of 

years they have owned the grill.  

 

Results 

 

Reliability. I conducted reliability tests on the two sharing and two happiness items and 

respectively found .93 and .81 for coefficient alphas. Based on these high levels of internal 

consistency, the two items of each measure were averaged to create overall measures of sharing 

and happiness.  

 

Sharing Mediation Analysis. Hypothesis 1, 2, and 3 were supported by the results. 

Surprisingly, the analyses showed (a) an insignificant direct effect of purchase type on happiness 

(β = .37, t = .82, p = .41). As expected, I found that (b) purchase type had a significant impact on 

sharing (β = 1.01, t = 2.22, p = .03) (i.e., supporting H1), and that (c) sharing significantly 

affected happiness (β = .48, t = 3.96, p > .001) (i.e., supporting H2). Revealingly, (d) when both 

purchase type and sharing were included in the analysis, the effect of purchase type on happiness 

was noticeably attenuated (β = -.12, t = -.30, p =.76) (i.e., supporting H3). The bootstrap results 
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further supported the mediating role of sharing (β = .51, CI (95%) = .05, 1.28). As expected, this 

set of analyses suggests that 1) people are more inclined to tell others about their BBQ grill when 

they construct it in experiential (vs. material) terms (H1), 2) sharing positively affects happiness 

(H2), and 3) sharing mediates the effect of purchase type on happiness (H3) (but only an 

indirect-only mediation, which I discuss further below).  

To examine further the effect of sharing purchases that are framed in material and 

experiential terms, I ran a regression looking at each purchase type separately. Results showed 

that sharing significantly affected happiness in both the material purchase condition (β = .41, t = 

2.06, p =.05) and in the experiential purchase condition (β = .58, t = 3.50, p = .002). These 

results illustrate that higher sharing of both materially- and experientially-framed purchases is 

associated with higher levels of happiness.  

 

Expected Regard Mediation Analysis. The results of this analysis had mixed support 

for hypotheses 4, 5, and 6. I conducted a similar set of four regressions (a-d) and found that 

purchase type was (a) a significant predictor of sharing (β = 1.01, t = 2.22, p = .03), (b) but not a 

significant predictor of expected regard (β = .78, t = 1.56, p = .12) (i.e., providing mixed support 

for  H4). Moreover, (c) expected regard was a significant predictor of sharing (β = .58, t = 5.59, p 

> .001) (i.e., supporting H5). Finally, (d) when I included both purchase type and expected 

regard in the model, the effect of purchase type on sharing was reduced (β = .57, t = 1.54, p = 

.13). The bootstrap analysis however did not support the expected regard mediation (β = .42, 

CI(95%) = -.04, 1.09) (i.e., not supporting H6). Thus, the evidence for the expected regard 

mediation is not fully consistent with the previous two experiments. H4 and H5 were supported, 

but H6 (the mediation) was not supported.  
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Time of Ownership Analysis. The results of an ANOVA analysis indicated that 

participants who were asked to frame the purchase in material (M = 4.88 years) and those asked 

to frame it in experiential terms (M = 3.17 years, F (1, 47) = 2.47, p = .12) did not significantly 

differ in the length of time they have owned it. In addition, a regression analysis with purchase 

type and time of ownership as IVs and happiness as DV yielded insignificant effects of purchase 

type (β = -.03, t = -.05, p = .95), time of ownership (β = -.09, t = -1.29, p = .20), and the 

interaction between purchase type and time of ownership (β = .07, t = .58, p = .55). Hence, it is 

unlikely that time of ownership influenced the effects of purchase type on happiness through 

sharing.  

 

Discussion 

 

When people construct a purchase in experiential (vs. material) terms, the results of 

experiment 3 show that they display a greater inclination to share about the purchase with others. 

Importantly, findings also indicate that sharing mediates the purchase’s positive effect on 

happiness. In addition, people expect to be viewed more favorably when associated with 

purchases that are framed experientially (vs. materialistically). However, the expected regard 

mediation was not supported by the bootstrap analysis. It is possible that the lack of significance 

for the expected regard mediation is because the purchase was held constant. Specifically, using 

a material object (i.e., BBQ grill) in both purchase type conditions may have excluded important 

characteristics that are particular to experiential purchases (those that, after its enjoyment, the 

individual is left with nothing except for her memories of the lived events). This idea finds 
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support in the effect of purchase type on expected regard, which does not reach conventional 

levels of  significance (p = .12).    

Experiment 3’s results provide additional support to the sharing mediation hypothesized 

in the proposed model. They also address the limitation of experiments 1 and 2 related to lack of 

control over the nature of purchases recalled and described by participants. Furthermore, they 

illustrate an important implication of this dissertation for practitioners—i.e., that the apparently 

simple strategy of encouraging consumers to frame a purchase in experiential terms (e.g., 

“Experience what it is to prepare the perfect meat”) versus material terms (e.g., “Get all the 

functionalities and elegance you have always expected from a grill”) has the potential to affect 

how consumers expect to be regarded by others when they talk about the purchase, their 

inclination to share about the purchase, and, ultimately, the amount of happiness they draw from 

it.  

Of note, the sharing mediation found in this study falls under the category of indirect-

only mediation (Zhao, Lynch, and Chen, 2010). In other words, I find an indirect effect going 

through sharing (X-M-Y) but not a direct effect of purchase type on happiness (X-Y). In 

illustrating this type of mediation, Zhao et al. (2010, p. 200) explained, “the XY test is never 

relevant to establishing mediation. Researchers should not give up on a mediation hypothesis 

when they fail to find an “effect to be mediated.” It may well be possible to establish an indirect 

effect despite no total effect.” Further, they added that, “The one and only requirement to 

demonstrate mediation is a significant indirect effect a × b by a Sobel test, or, as we will explain 

later, by a superior bootstrap test (Preacher and Hayes, 2004, 2008).”  

Interestingly, the indirect-only mediation found in experiment 3 provides insight on the 

directionality of the sharing mediation model. Precisely, since sharing is self- reported rather than 
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manipulated, the data from experiments 1 and 2 may also be interpreted as consistent with 

reversed causality—i.e., the argument that happiness may explain the effect of purchase type on 

sharing. But this argument is inconsistent with the data from experiment 3 because, higher 

sharing of experiential purchases exists even though happiness was unaffected by purchase type. 

This, in turn, strengthens the argument that purchase type (experiential or material) directly 

influences sharing, which in turn influences happiness.  

In light of this indirect-only mediation, it is opportune to consider why a direct effect of 

purchase type on happiness was not observed in experiment 3. A possible explanation for the 

lack of a statistically significant direct effect concerns the noise that was likely introduced in the 

data by the use of Mturk participants, a more diverse sample population. This possibility finds 

support in Berinsky, Huber, and Lenz’s (2010, p. 1) assertion that “the demographic 

characteristics of domestic MTurk users are more representative and diverse than the 

corresponding student and convenience samples typically used.” Although noise was likely 

increased by the use of MTurk, the more geographically and demographically diverse sample 

used in experiment 3 suggests that the sharing mediation may be generalized beyond the college 

student population.  

Another possible explanation relates to the fact that experiment 3 likely controlled for 

important explanatory factors linked to material versus experiential purchases. This reasoning 

finds support in Carter and Gilovich (2012). In their study 4, the authors adopted a similar 

framing approach and asked Mturk participants to imagine that they had just bought a 3-D 

television set. Half were instructed to think about its material properties “(e.g., where it would go 

in their home, how well it would go with their other possessions)”, and the other half were asked 

to think about its experiential properties “(e.g., what it would be like to watch television “in a 
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whole new way,” how it would fit with other activities)”. In their subsequent assessment of 

participants’ happiness, the authors found—as I did—a directional but not significant superiority 

of experiential framing (M = 4.58) over material framing (M = 4.16) in advancing happiness 

(t(197) = 1.60, p = .11).  

Another point about experiment 3 concerns what the experiment is really comparing in 

terms of material versus experiential purchases. In the present experiment, the focus was on 

framing the BBQ grill as an object versus an experience. In this sense, it compared the material 

features of the purchase and the ownership of it (material condition) against the experience of 

using the owned object (experiential condition). Differently, recall that the manipulations of 

experiments 1 and 2 focused on the consumption/enjoyment of the object versus the 

consumption/enjoyment of the experience. This is illustrated for example in the scripts used in 

experiment 2. Part of the instructions for the material purchase—social condition read: “You 

used/consumed this object together with other people whom you knew or became acquainted 

with during the use/enjoyment of the object.” Relatedly, part of the instructions for the 

experiential purchase—social condition read: “You had that experience together with other 

people whom you knew or became acquainted with during the use/enjoyment of the experience. ” 

This is a subtle yet important distinction. It is so because critics of experiment 3 may 

raise the valid point that, “Merely owning it is not fun, the fun is in using it.” Experiments 1 and 

2, however, compared the use/enjoyment of objects versus the use/enjoyment of experiences, and 

obtained results consistent with those of experiment 3. Therefore, this set of three studies looked 

at the phenomenon from two slightly different angles and showed that the sharing mediation 

results hold across both. 
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A final aspect of experiment 3 concerns the measure of ownership duration. Previous 

research indicated that, as time passes, experiential purchases are particularly superior to material 

purchases in advancing happiness. As results of experiment 3 showed, ownership time between 

participants in the experiential and material conditions did not significantly differ, which 

suggests that it exerted no influence on the indirect effect of purchase type on happiness through 

sharing. Moreover, results showed an insignificant interaction effect of purchase type by 

ownership time, indicating that time of ownership does not qualify the effect of purchase type on 

happiness.  

Next, I explore further the topic of time and its relation to the effect of purchase type on 

happiness. I do so by reviewing what existing works report on the topic.  

 

Long Term versus Short Term  

 

Van Boven and Gilovich (2003, study 4) tested whether the passage of time increases 

experiential purchase’s superiority over material purchases in generating happiness. They did so 

by asking participants to imagine facing four choices, each between a mater ial and an 

experiential purchase. Those in the distant past condition imagined they had confronted the 

choices one year ago, those in the distant future condition and those in the near future conditions 

imagined they would confront them one year in the future and in the following day, respectively. 

Participants were asked to indicate the one purchase from each pair that they would 

choose/would have chosen, and that would make/have made them happier. Results from planned 

contrast analyses revealed that experiences were more likely to be chosen by participants in the 

two temporally distant conditions than by those in the near future condition (no significant 
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difference was found between the two temporally distant conditions). The authors thus 

concluded that “experiences have particular appeal when construed from the higher level of 

abstraction that comes with temporal distance, implying that experiences are more open to 

favorable interpretations over time (p. 1199).”  

Following Van Boven and Gilovich’s (2003) idea, Nicolao et al. (2009) used adaptation 

theory to explain that we draw more happiness from experiences than from objects (when both 

turn out positively) because we tend to adapt more quickly to objects than to experiences. In 

other words, the positive benefits of objects are shorter-lived than those of experiences. The 

authors adopted the same rationale to explain their finding that, when the purchase turns out 

negatively, experiences make people more unhappy than do objects. That is, the negative effects 

of objects are equally shorter- lived than those of experiences.  

Together, these works indicate that the passage of time magnifies experiential purchases’ 

superiority over material purchases in cultivating happiness. This finding is in line with works 

suggesting that while we tend to easily transfer positive feelings from one object to another and 

to be in a constant pursuit for not-yet-owned objects, we are inclined to be protective of our 

memories of experiences. Specifically, McCracken (1988) maintained that when a much desired 

object is acquired, consumers tend to transfer their attention and positive feelings to newly 

desired and not-yet-owned ones. The view that objects are readily substitutable directly contrasts 

with the idea that experiences create valuable memories worthy of protection. Precisely, 

Zauberman, Ratner, and Kim (2009) found that people protect their memories of special 

experiences by adopting one of two strategies: They avoid having the same experience again in 

order to keep its memories intact and away from interference. And when a repeat of the 

experience is unavoidable, people tend to acquire memory cues (a specific souvenir vs. a random 
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CD) to help them retrieve the special memories of the first experience. Whereas avoiding 

repetition appears suitable to protect memories of special experiences, in other types of 

experiences (e.g., watching movies, reading books) repetition is in fact used to strengthen one’s 

memories. That was found by Russell and Levy (2012, p. 347) who explained that “Oriented 

toward the past, participants express the need to go back to previous experiences, to reaffirm or 

consolidate memories.”  

In summary, these works indicate that we draw benefits from objects for a shorter period 

as compared to experiences. It is worth noting that this effect is not replicated in the results of 

experiment 3, reported above. While speculative, it appears that the limited variance in 

ownership time may account for the insignificant effects in my data (i.e., in the scale designed to 

measure the number of years participants had owned the BBQ grill, 29% indicated owning it for 

1 year, and 89% (cumulative percentage) indicated owning it for 7 years or less).  

 

Experiment 4 

 

The experiments presented thus far demonstrate that people’s higher inclination to tell 

others about their experiences (vs. objects) explains why they gain more happiness from their life 

experiences (vs. material objects). Furthermore, higher sharing is associated with greater 

happiness not only for experiences (experiments 2 and 3) but also for objects (experiments 1, 2, 

and 3).  

This robust result raises the question: If we could increase people’s inclination to share 

about material objects, would their happiness be as high as that people gain from life 

experiences? A positive answer to this question would have important implications to society. It 
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would mean that objects may be just as likely as experiences to advance happiness—as long as 

people share about them. To test this idea, I conducted experiment 4.  

In experiment 4, the salience of sharing behaviors was manipulated by cuing participants 

with either sharing-related words (experimental condition) or neutral words unrelated to sharing 

(control condition). This manipulation was chosen because, as Berger and Schwartz (2011) 

showed, environmental cues exert an important influence on which purchases consumers talk 

about. Precisely, people share more often about purchases that are made salient by environmental 

cues. Consistent with this idea, I expect that cuing the behavior of sharing will lead to more 

sharing. This effect, however, is likely to depend on the type of purchase. Precisely, because 

people are already highly inclined to share about their experiences (as demonstrated by the 

results of experiments 1, 2, and 3), I expect that the effect of the cuing manipulation will be mild 

or neutral in the group of experiential purchasers. In this group’s mind, it seems that experiences 

are naturally linked with sharing. On the other hand, I expect that the influence of the cuing 

manipulation will be particularly strong in the group of material purchasers. This group does not 

appear to naturally link objects with sharing. Therefore, I expect that when sharing is cued, 

participants in the material purchase condition will be as inclined to share as those in the 

experiential purchase condition, thus obtaining similar levels of happiness from their purchases. 

In short, I predict that the sharing cue (vs. unrelated cue) moderates the relation between 

purchase type and happiness (H7a), purchase type and sharing (H7b) and the sharing mediation 

demonstrated in experiments 1-3 (H7c).  

 

H7a: The salience of sharing moderates the effect of purchase type on happiness.  
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H7b:  The salience of sharing moderates the effect of purchase type on sharing.    

 

H7c:  The salience of sharing moderates the mediating effect of sharing, such that the 

sharing mediation is observed among unrelated cued but not sharing cued 

participants. 

 

In line with the above rationale, I also expect that the sharing cue will affect participants’ 

expectations of how positively sharing about the purchase will be seen by others and how they 

believe others (i.e., their listeners) will regard them. Because experiential purchasers already 

have high expectations for positive regard, I expect that the sharing cue will primarily affect 

material purchasers (who normally have relatively low expectations for positive regard). 

Therefore, I propose a moderated-mediation in which expected regard explains the effect of 

purchase type on sharing only among participants cued with unrelated topics (replicating results 

in experiments 1, and 2). Among participants cued with sharing, however, material and 

experiential purchasers are likely to report similar, high values for expected regard. That, in turn, 

will eliminate the mediating role of expected regard in this condition. In sum, I hypothes ize that 

sharing cue (vs. unrelated cue) moderates the effect of purchase type on expected regard (H8a) 

and the expected regard mediation demonstrated in experiment 1 and 2 (H8b).  

 

H8a: The salience of sharing moderates the effect of purchase type on expected regard.   
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H8b: The salience of sharing moderates the mediating effect of expected regard, such 

that the expected regard mediation is observed among unrelated cued but not 

sharing cued participants. 

 

Procedures 

 

The predictions were tested using a 2 (purchase type: material vs. experiential) x 2 (cued 

topic: sharing vs. unrelated) between-subjects design. Eighty-one participants were recruited 

from Mturk (females = 49, average age = 35.77, ranging from 18 to 65 years). Participants were 

randomly assigned to one of the four experimental conditions.  

In the first part of the study (the cuing manipulation), participants were asked to write 

three sentences. For each, they were given two verbs that should be used as part of the sentence. 

Below, I list the words and report, within parentheses, each word’s frequency count based on the 

SUBTLEX-US database (Brysbaert, New, and Keuleers, 2012). Considering each word’s 

frequency count is important because, compared to low-frequency words, high-frequency ones 

are read faster and understood better (Crossley, Louwerse, McCarthy, and McNamara, 2007), 

which therefore may have cognitive processing implications.  

In the sharing cued condition, participants were given the verbs ‘talk’ (Frequency 

Count—SUBTLWF: 855.00) and ‘share’ (69.51) (sentence 1), ‘communicate’ (8.51) and ‘tell’ 

(1724.49) (sentence 2), and ‘say’ (1639.78) and ‘disclose’ (1.73) (sentence 3). In the unrelated 

cued condition, they were given the verbs ‘grow’ (59.49) and ‘cut’ (229.76) (sentence 1), ‘lose’ 

(164.35) and ‘find’ (830.96) (sentence 2), and ‘sleep’ (227.94) and ‘leave’ (560.71) (sentence 3). 

The mean frequency of the words used for the sharing cued condition (M = 716.50) is 
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statistically equivalent to the mean frequency of the words used for the unrelated cued condition 

(M = 345.54, F(1, 11) = 1.10, p = .31). Hence, it is unlikely that the tests of the hypotheses were 

affected by potential cognitive processing influences due to word frequency.  

In the next part of the experiment, participants were instructed to think and write about 

either a material or an experiential purchase they intend to make some time in the future. In this 

experiment, I focused on a future purchase because the cue manipulation was intended to affect 

future behavior rather than recalled behavior. In general, instructions were similar to those used 

in the previous three experiments, except that they elicited a future purchase. The scripts read:  

Material Purchase: Now, we would like you to please think and write, in some 

detail, about an object that you intend to purchase some time in the future. In 

other words, write about a material purchase that you think about making. Such 

purchase is something tangible, something you can touch with your hand. When 

writing, please describe the object itself and what you imagine it will be like to 

have it. 

Experiential Purchase: Now, we would like you to please think and write, in some 

detail, about an experience that you intend to purchase some time in the future. In 

other words, write about an experiential purchase that you think about making. 

Such purchase is something you experience or live through, and that at the end of 

it all you are left with are your memories of it. When writing, please describe the 

experience itself and what you imagine it will be like to have it.  

 

Assessment of Variables of Interest. The measures of expected regard, sharing, and 

happiness were the same as those used in the previous experiments, adapted for the future 
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purchase scenario. The measure of expected regard read: I think the person listening to me would 

regard me more highly after learning about my object/experience (1 = Strongly Disagree; 7 = 

Strongly Agree). To assess happiness, I asked: When you think about that object/experience, 

how happy does it make you?; How much will that object/experience contribute to your 

happiness in life? (1 = Not at all; 7 = Very much). The measures of sharing read: I would want to 

share with others the details of that object/experience; I would feel excited about sharing the 

details of that object/experience. (1 = Strongly Disagree; 7 = Strongly Agree).  

   

Results 

 

Reliability. Reliability analyses showed high internal consistency for the two items of 

happiness (α = .76) and the two items of sharing (α = .95). These items were therefore combined 

to form overall measures of happiness and sharing, respectively.  

 

Happiness. Results from a 2-way ANOVA revealed that the proposed 2-way interaction 

(H7a) was supported (F(1, 80) = 4.99, p = .028). There was also a significant main effect of 

purchase type (Mexperiential = 6.09, Mmaterial = 5.46, F(1, 80) = 4.37, p = .04), however this result 

was qualified by the interaction. The main effect of cued topic was not significant (Munrelated = 

5.66, Msharing = 5.83, F(1, 80) = .38, p = .53). Inspection of the interaction supported the 

prediction that cued topic would affect the happiness of participants in the material purchase 

condition only. Specifically, participants in the material purchases condition reported marginally 

higher levels of happiness if they had first been cued with sharing (M = 5.86) than if they had 

been cued with unrelated topics (M = 5.07, F(1, 33) = 3.05, p = .09). There was no significant 
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difference among participants in the experiential purchase condition with regards to cued topic 

(Munrelated = 6.26, Msharing = 5.82, F(1, 46) = 1.74, p = .19) (see Figure 4). These results 

demonstrate that, as hypothesized (H7a), the effect of cued topic (sharing vs. unrelated) on 

happiness was present only among participants in the material purchase condition.  

Figure 4 

 
 

Sharing. The results observed for sharing as the dependent variable followed the same 

pattern as those for happiness as the dependent variable. Specifically, results yielded a main 

effect of purchase type on sharing (Mexperiential = 6.07, Mmaterial = 5.42, F(1, 80) = 5.02, p = .028). 

They also showed an insignificant main effect of cued topic on sharing (Munrelated = 5.55, Msharing 

= 5.93, F(1, 80) = 1.68, p = .19). Finally, the data revealed a significant interaction effect of 

purchase type by cued topic (F(1, 80) = 5.90, p = .017). As proposed in H7b, participants in the 
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object condition who had been cued with sharing reported higher levels of sharing (M = 5.96) 

than did those who had been cued with unrelated topics (M = 4.88, F(1, 33) = 4.72, p = .03). 

Again, such difference was not observed between the two cued topics among participants in the 

experiential purchase condition (Munrelated = 6.24, Msharing = 5.91, F(1, 46) = .94, p = .33) (see 

Figure 5). These data indicate that the effect of cued topic is restricted to the sharing of material 

purchases. People’s already-high inclination to share about their experiential purchases is, on the 

other hand, unaffected by the differential cuing of sharing versus unrelated.  

Figure 5 

 
 

Noticeably, the data show that encouraging people to share about their material purchases 

leads them to enjoy benefits (i.e., happiness) at levels similar to those enjoyed by people who 
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share about their experiential purchases. Specifically, in the material purchase condition, the 

increase in the values of sharing and happiness from the cued unrelated condition (Msharing = 4.88 

and Mhappiness = 5.07) to the cued sharing condition (Msharing = 5.96 and Mhappiness = 5.86) brought 

the latter close to the values observed in the experiential purchase condition (Msharing = 5.91 and 

Mhappiness = 5.82). None of these contrasts approached statistical significance.  

 

Moderated-Mediation Analysis. To recap, I proposed that the sharing mediation (as 

found in experiments 1-3) will be moderated by cued topic (H7c). Specifically, I hypothesized 

that the sharing mediation as found in experiments 1-3 will be replicated in the unrelated cued 

condition. However, I expect this mediation to be reduced or eliminated when sharing is cued 

because participants in the material purchase condition will report levels of sharing and 

happiness compatible to those reported by participants in the experiential purchase condition.  

To analyze these data, I conducted a moderated-mediation analysis as proposed by 

Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes (2007). The first regression included purchase type, cued topic, and 

their interaction as independent variables and happiness as dependent variable. As we saw in the 

ANOVA analysis reported under ‘Happiness’, the purchase type by cued topic interaction is 

significant (β = -1.22, t = -2.23, p = .028). The second regression analysis included the same 

independent variables. As dependent variable, it included the proposed mediator ‘sharing’. As 

we saw in the ANOVA analysis under ‘Sharing’, the interaction effect of purchase type by cued 

topic is significant (β = -1.42, t = -2.43, p = .017). The third regression analysis showed that the 

proposed mediator (sharing) had a significant effect on happiness (β = .53, t = 6.38, p < .001). 

Finally, when I included the mediator in the model, I found that the purchase type by cued topic 

interaction became insignificant (β = -.53, t = -1.08, p = .28), whereas the effect of the mediator 
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remained significant (β = .48, t = 5.30, p < .001). This finding was supported by the result of the 

bootstrap analysis of mediation (CI(95%) = .22, .71). Each aspect of these results supports the 

hypothesized moderated-mediation effect (H7c).  

Next, I further explored the moderation by analyzing the effect of the cued topic within 

each purchase type condition. First, I examined cued topic’s impact on happiness through 

sharing in the material purchases condition. Next, I conducted a similar mediation test, but now 

in the experiential purchases condition. For material purchases, I expected that cued topic would 

affect happiness through sharing because participants cued with sharing are likely to be more 

inclined to share. On the other hand, I did not expect this result for experiential purchases 

because, as we saw in previous studies, even in the absence of motivation to share participants in 

that condition already display a high inclination to do so.  

As expected, the sharing mediation was significant in the material purchase cond ition, but 

not in the experiential purchase condition. Specifically, for participants in the material purchase 

condition, cued topic had a marginally significant effect on happiness (β = .78, t = 1.74, p = .09), 

and a significant effect on sharing (β = 1.08, t = 2.17, p = .037). Similarly, sharing significantly 

influenced happiness (β = .40, t = 2.97, p = .006). When both cued topic and sharing were 

included in the model, the previously marginally significant effect of cued topic became 

insignificant (β = .38, t = .87, p = .38) whereas the effect of sharing remained significant (β = 

.36, t = 2.45, p = .02). Results from the bootstrap analysis of mediation supported the mediating 

role of sharing in the material purchase condition (β = .37, CI(95%) = .06, .94), as predicted. 

In contrast, for participants in the experiential purchase condition (those who are 

naturally inclined to share), the mediating effect of sharing was not present. Precisely, cued 

topic’s effect on happiness was insignificant (β = -.44, t = -1.33, p = .19), as was its effect on 
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sharing (β = -.33, t = -.97, p = .33). Sharing’s effect on happiness was however significant (β = 

.64, t = 5.67, p < .001). When both cued topic and sharing were included in the model, the effect 

of cued topic on happiness remained insignificant (β = -.23, t = -.89, p = .37). The bootstrap 

results also indicate that the sharing mediation is not significant (β = -.21, CI(95%) = -.83, .13). 

Altogether, these results establish that making sharing salient has a positive effect if the 

topic of sharing is a material purchase. That, in turn, positively influences happiness. On the 

other hand, if the topic of sharing is an experiential purchase, additional salience of sharing is 

uninfluential, perhaps because people are naturally highly inclined to share about their 

experiences. 

The next set of analyses tests H8a and H8b. The first proposes that cued topic moderates 

the effect of purchase type on expected regard. The second proposes that expected regard 

mediates the effect of purchase type on sharing, an effect that is moderated by the cued topic.  

 

Expected Regard. First, I report the results of an ANOVA analysis for the two 

manipulated IVs on expected regard. Specifically, results yielded a marginally significant main 

effect of purchase type on expected regard (Mmaterial = 4.04, Mexperiential = 4.67, F(1, 80) = 2.74, p 

= .102), and an insignificant main effect of cued topic on expected regard (Munrelated = 4.14, 

Msharing = 4.57, F(1, 80) = 1.28, p = .26). Importantly, the interaction effect of purchase type by 

cued topic was significant (F(1, 80) = 4.14, p = .045). As expected, participants in the object 

condition who had been cued with sharing expected, at a marginally significant level, to be more 

positively regarded (M = 4.64) than did participants who had been cued with unrelated topics (M 

= 3.45, F(1, 33) = 3.4, p = .074). This difference was not observed between the two cued topics 

among participants in the experiential purchase condition (Munrelated = 4.84, Msharing = 4.50, F(1, 
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46) = .60, p = .44) (see Figure 6). In line with my proposition (H8a), these data indicate that 

regard expectations by participants in the material purchase condition are affected by cueing the 

topic of sharing. On the other hand, people’s already-high expectations for being positively 

regarded as a result of sharing about experiential purchases are not affected by the differential 

cuing of sharing versus unrelated.  

Figure 6 

 

 

Moderated-Mediation Analysis. To recap, I proposed that the expected regard 

mediation (as found in experiments 1 and 2) would be moderated by cued topic (H8b). 

Specifically, I hypothesized that the expected regard mediation as found in experiments 1 and 2 

would be replicated in the unrelated cued condition. As proposed in H8b, I expected this 
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mediation to be reduced or eliminated when sharing was cued because participants in the 

material purchase condition would likely report levels of expected regard and sharing compatible 

to those reported by participants in the experiential purchase condition.  

The first regression included purchase type, cued topic, and their interaction as 

independent variables and sharing as dependent variable. As shown in the above ANOVA 

analysis, the purchase type by cued topic interaction was significant (β = -1.42, t = -2.43, p = 

.017). The second regression analysis included the same independent variables. As dependent 

variable, it included the proposed mediator ‘expected regard’. As reported in the ANOVA 

analysis under ‘Expected Regard’, the interaction of purchase type by cued topic was significant 

(β = -1.53, t = -2.03, p = .045). The third regression revealed that expected regard had a 

significant effect on sharing (β = .35, t = 4.39, p < .001). Finally, when I included the mediator in 

the model, I found that the previously significant interaction effect of purchase type by cued 

topic became marginally significant (β = -.98, t = -1.75, p = .084), whereas the effect of the 

mediator remained significant (β = .28, t = 3.42, p = .001). Bootstrap analysis of mediation 

supported the mediating role of expected regard (CI(95%) = .11, .46). These results show 

evidence supporting the hypothesized moderated-mediation effect (H8b).  

Next, I conducted further analyses to explore the effect of cued topic within each 

purchase type condition. First, I examined cued topic’s influence on sharing through expected 

regard in the material purchases condition. Next, I performed a similar mediation test, but now in 

the experiential purchases condition. For material purchases, I expected that cued topic would 

affect sharing through expected regard. On the other hand, I did not expect this result for 

experiential purchase because, as experiments 1 and 2 showed, even in the absence of sharing’s 
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salience participants in that condition already expected to be seen positively as a result of telling 

others about their experiences.  

As expected the regard mediation was significant for participants in the material purchase 

condition, but not for those in the experiential purchase condition. Specifically, for participants 

in the material purchase condition, cued topic significantly influenced sharing (β = 1.08, t = 2.17, 

p = .037), and marginally significantly influenced expected regard (β = 1.19, t = 1.84, p = .074). 

Similarly, expected regard significantly affected sharing (β = .49, t = 4.51, p < .001). When both 

cued topic and expected regard were included in the model, the previously significant effect of 

cued topic became insignificant (β = .55, t = 1.26, p = .214) whereas the effect of expected 

regard remained significant (β = .44, t = 3.95, p < .001). The bootstrap test of mediation 

supported the mediating effect of expected regard (β = .52, CI(95%) = .04, .1.31).  

In contrast, for participants in the experiential purchase condition (those who are 

naturally inclined to expect high regard), the mediating effect of expected regard was not present. 

Precisely, cued topic’s effect on sharing was insignificant (β = -.33, t = -.97, p = .336), as was its 

effect on expected regard (β = -.34, t = -.77, p = .441). Expected regard’s effect on sharing was 

similarly insignificant (β = .10, t = .89, p < .37). When both cued topic and expected regard were 

included in the model, the effect of cued topic on sharing remained insignificant (β = -.29, t = -

.86, p = .393). The result of the bootstrap analysis did not support a mediating effect of expected 

regard on sharing in the experiential purchase condition (β = -.03, CI(95%) = -.25, .04), as 

expected. 

These results show that cuing people with the idea of sharing has a positive effect on 

material purchasers’ expectations for regard. That, in turn, positively affects their inclination to 

tell others about their material purchases. On the other hand, experiential purchasers, who 
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normally expect to gain high regard as a result of sharing about their experiences, are not 

affected by the cuing of sharing.  

 

Discussion 

 

Experiment 4 shows that increasing sharing’s salience has a positive effect on the 

happiness of people who engage in conversations about material purchases. Precisely, the 

sharing of objects, which otherwise would happen to a lesser degree than that of experiences, 

increases and positively affects happiness when people are cued with  sharing beha viors. Results 

suggest that motivating consumers to share about their material purchases may be beneficial to 

them. On the other hand, the sharing of experiences, which normally happens at higher degrees 

as compared to the sharing of objects, does not have much to gain from increasing the salience of 

sharing. Perhaps other means of motivating them to share would have a different effect, 

however. Of note, the present experiment focused on purchases participants intend to make in the 

future. In line with this, the happiness participants reported is likely to more closely reflect the 

happiness they expect to gain than the happiness they have already experienced.  

Additionally, findings show that the sharing cue positively influences material 

purchasers’ expectations for regard, which in turn explains their increased inclination to share.  

In sum, cuing material purchasers to share leads them to expect higher regard, which 

results in higher sharing. That, in turn, translates into increased happiness (to levels similar to 

those enjoyed by experiential purchasers). These findings are consistent with a mental model that 

naturally associates experiences with sharing and higher regard from others. The relative lower 
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sharing of material purchases may be overcome by simply increasing the salience of sharing 

behaviors.  

Despite the convergent results of experiments 1-4, two major concerns remain that will 

be addressed in the next two experiments. First, whereas experiment 3’s data cast doubt on the 

possibility of reverse causality in the sharing mediation, the concern cannot be completely 

dismissed. Second, sharing has been assessed through self- reported measures. Participants have 

not yet engaged in the actual behavior of sharing. The remaining experiments address these 

questions in different ways. In examining the first issue, experiment 5 holds happiness constant 

to minimize the likelihood that happiness mediates the effect of purchase type on sharing. 

Experiment 6, in turn, addresses both issues by manipulating the sharing behavior so that it 

cannot be an outcome of happiness and so that participants enact the behavior.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



122 
 

CHAPTER 7:  EXPERIMENTS 5 AND 6 

   

Experiment 5 

 

As recognized previously, ambiguity about the causal direction in the sharing mediation 

offers grounds for criticism of my interpretation of results in experiments 1-4. As mentioned in 

the discussion for experiment 3, the potential counter-argument is that experiences make people 

happier than do objects even before any sharing takes place; and that, as a result, explains why 

people share about experiences more. To investigate further the plausibility of this argument, in 

experiment 5 I held constant the amount of happiness that the two types of purchases advanced 

and asked participants which of the two they 1) have shared more, and 2) would prefer to share if 

they had the opportunity to share about only one of the two. Naturally, the consumer herself is 

the best judge of how much happiness she drew from each purchase, therefore I employed a 

within-subjects design in order to let each participant pick a material and an experiential 

purchase that she perceived made her equally happy.   

 

Procedures 

 

Forty participants from Mturk completed the experiment. I employed a within-subjects 

design in which participants were first instructed to recall and write about a material and an 

experiential purchase that had made them equally happy. The script of the instructions read:  

“First, please think of two purchases that made you equally happy and cost about $100 each. 

One should be a material purchase (something tangible that you gained ownership over). 
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The other should be an experiential purchase (something that you experienced and at the end had 

nothing tangible except for your memories of it).” 

The order in which participants wrote about the two purchases was randomized. After 

writing about each purchase, a manipulation check for happiness was used. Participants 

answered on a 7-point scale: How happy did it make you? (1 = Not at All Happy; 7 = Very 

Happy).  

Next, I assessed sharing in two ways. In the first assessment, participants answered two 

questions to indicate the number of people to whom they had told about the object and the 

experience. The order in which these two questions appeared was also randomized. The 

questions were worded as:   

“Before participating in this study, to how many people have you told about your 

object? (please enter the number of people in the space below. For example, if 

you have shared about your object with ten people, please enter the number 10) 

Before participating in this study, to how many people have you told about your 

experience? (please enter the number of people in the space below. For example, 

if you have shared about your object with ten people, please enter the number 

10)” 

In the second assessment, participants were asked which of the two purchases they would 

prefer to share if they had the opportunity to share about only one of the two. The question read: 

“Let's suppose you had the opportunity to tell a person about one (and only one) of the two 

purchases you wrote about, which one would you prefer to share about?  
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Results 

 

The manipulation check for equivalent levels of happiness was successful. Precisely, a t-

test comparing happiness from the material and the experiential purchase produced a statistically 

insignificant result. As expected, participants indicated that they drew similar levels of happiness 

from the material (M = 8.10) and the experiential purchase (M = 7.85; t(39) = .70, p = .48).  

The assessment of the number of people that participants had previously shared supported 

my prediction. Participants reported having shared with a significantly higher number of people 

about their experiential purchases (M = 15.38) than about their material purchases (M = 8.10, 

t(39) = 2.39, p = .021).  

Also consistent with my expectation, if they were given the opportunity to share about 

only one of the two purchases, a significantly higher number of participants indicated that they 

would prefer to share about the experiential purchase (27 participants, 67%) than about the 

material purchase (13 participants, 33%, t(39) = 2.33, p = .025).  

 

Discussion 

 

Material and experiential purchases that advance equal levels of happiness do not have 

the same appeal when it comes to interpersonal communication. Results from experiment 5 

indicate that even when the two types of purchases are equally able to advance happiness, people 

still share about their experiences (vs. objects) with a larger number of individuals. This 

preference to talk about experiences is also evidenced in people’s indication that, if only one 
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purchase could be shared, a considerable majority (i.e., two thirds) would prefer to tell others 

about their experiential purchases.  

This set of evidence provides support for the causal direction that I propose in my 

framework, that sharing accounts for why people draw more happiness from their experientia l 

(vs. material) purchases (and not the other way around). Specifically, it suggests that people are 

more inclined to share about their experiential (vs. material) purchases even when both purchases 

advance the same level of happiness. This, therefore, constitutes additional evidence against the 

potential reverse causality in the sharing mediation.  

 

Experiment 6  

 

Experiment 5 allowed for a deeper examination of the direction of causality in the sharing 

mediation. Experiment 6 was designed to investigate that a step further and also to engage 

participants in the actual behavior of sharing. In terms of the latter (i.e., regarding the actual 

behavior of sharing), I used a procedure in which participants first recalled and wrote about a 

material or an experiential purchase and then shared about that purchase (or an unrelated topic) 

with another participant chosen at random. Since the behavior of sharing was manipulated 

experimentally, the causal flow between sharing and happiness can proceed in one only direction 

(addressing the potential issue related to the direction of causality).  

The purpose of experiment 6 is to examine how a specific amount of sharing about a 

purchase affects the happiness people gain from the purchase, compared with sharing for the 

same amount of time about an unrelated topic. Based on the literature reviewed earlier, I expect 

that sharing about a purchase will increase the happiness people gain from that purchase. If the 
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amount of sharing is held constant, the increase in happiness should be equivalent for 

experiential purchases and material purchases. This expectation emerges from experiment 4’s 

findings that similar high levels of happiness result from similar high sharing of both material 

and experiential purchases. In other words, sharing increases the happiness of both material and 

experiential tellers. 

It is important to note that, as shown in the five previous experiments, in their normal 

lives people tend to share about their experiences more than about their material objects. Thus, 

we should expect that study participants will come into the lab with a history of sharing in which 

experiential (vs. material) conversations predominated. Consequently, happiness levels of 

experiential (vs. material) participants are likely to be higher before sharing. If both material and 

experiential participants share at equal amounts, happiness levels should be boosted by about the 

same amount. Critically, I do not expect such a boost for participants who share about an 

unrelated purchase.  

A major motivation for this experiment was to engage people in the actual behavior of 

conversing about a purchase (vs. unrelated topic). This is important since the focal mediator of 

my model (i.e., sharing) is of a behavioral nature and the previous experiments examined sharing 

only through self-reported measures.  

Naturally, many potential benefits of sharing could be compromised by artificially 

pairing up participants who were previously unknown to each other and by getting them to 

converse in the unnatural setting of an experiment lab. One of those potential benefits relates to 

stronger social bonds that commonly result from sharing (Collins and Miller, 1994; Gable, 

Gonzaga, and Strachman, 2006). In the present experiment, obtaining such benefits was less 

likely given that participants were not likely to be well acquainted and would probably disperse 
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after completing the activity. Thus, I believe this experiment represents a conservative test of the 

benefits of sharing. In a natural environment, sharing may provide more benefits than can be 

observed in the lab. Despite these likely constraints, the ability to control for other extraneous 

factors and to adopt a strict procedure to test my model were judged to outweigh the limitations.  

 

Methods  

 

I used a 2 (purchase type: material vs. experiential) x 2 (share about: the purchase vs. an 

unrelated topic) between-subjects design. Ninety-seven undergraduate students participated in 

the experiment in exchange for class credit. They were randomly assigned to one of the four 

conditions. The laboratory used contains two conference rooms and 10 ind ividual, smaller rooms 

(Figure 7). A maximum of 10 participants (five pairs formed by one teller and one listener each) 

were involved in each experimental session.  

Figure 7 
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An important aspect of this experiment pertains to its control condition. Whereas 

participants in the experimental condition were instructed to share about a purchase, those in the 

control condition were asked to share about an unrelated topic—i.e., clothes washing. I choose 

this topic as the control condition because: 1) it seems equally dissimilar to the two experimental 

conditions as it involves objects and experiences, 2) it is a frequently performed activity, so it is 

likely stored in memory as a script rather than as details about specific episodes, 3) based on the 

first two issues, I expected that a conversation about this topic would be unlikely to deviate to 

other topics related to material or experiential purchases, 4) at the same time, this topic is similar 

to the experimental condition in that it involves some self-disclosure, which is intrinsically 

rewarding (Tamir and Mitchell, 2012), and 5) it is a topic that both parties in the conversation 

can probably relate to personally.  

The employment of this control condition enabled the examination of whether sharing 

about the purchase is indeed a determinant factor in the purchase’s ability to advance happiness.  

In line with this, if increased happiness from the purchase is observed only when participants 

share about it (vs. share about washing clothes), results would provide strong evidence that 

sharing about purchases is responsible for the greater happiness generated by experiential (vs. 

material) purchases—which results from people’s higher inclination to share about experiential 

purchases, as demonstrated previously—, and that 2) the direction of causality proposed in the 

model is supported.   
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Measures 

 

The assessments of happiness and expected regard were made with the same items used 

in the previous experiments. Importantly, happiness was measured in the pre- and post-sharing 

questionnaires. In addition to happiness, I also assessed participants’ positive affect. To do so I 

employed 11 positive affect items from PANAS (i.e., happy, joyful, confident, delighted, 

excited, bold, enthusiastic, lively, proud, cheerful, and daring).  

 

Procedures 

 

Upon arrival at the lab, participants were signed up and given the appropriate IRB-

disclosure information. Next, they were given the pre-sharing questionnaire and an ID code 

written on a Post- it paper. They were also told to carry the ID code at all times as it would serve 

various purposes throughout the study. Half of the participants received the teller’s questionnaire 

and the other half the listener’s. All concurrently worked on the questionnaire, in conference 

room 1.  

It is worth noting that whereas the roles of tellers and listeners were at this moment being 

established, participants were not made aware of that. Moreover, although the ID code 

participants received at the beginning of the study established the pairs of tellers and listeners, 

participants were unaware of that as well. Keeping this information unknown to participants 

intended to avoid potential influences that it could have on the purchase the teller recalled and 

wrote about on the pre-sharing questionnaire.  
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The teller’s questionnaire asked them 1) for their ID code, 2) to recall and write about a 

material or an experiential purchase, and 3) to respond to the pre-sharing measures of happiness 

and positive affect. To reduce the chances that they would connect these measures to the 

experimental task and remember them for the post-sharing measures, the tellers next completed 

five items about their social media use. The listener’s questionnaire asked them the same sets of 

questions on positive affect and social media use (they did not recall and write about a purchase 

nor answered happiness measures).  

After all participants concluded this part of the experiment, the experimenter collected 

the pre-sharing questionnaires. Participants were then asked to look at their ID code, which 

informed them whether they should remain in conference room 1 (tellers) or stand up and go to 

conference room 2 (listeners).  

In conference room 1, the experimenter asked participants (tellers) to write down on the 

Post-it paper the purchase they had just written on the pre-sharing questionnaire. This ensured 

that, if they found necessary, tellers could retrieve the purchase at any point during the study 

(e.g., during the sharing activity, during the post-sharing questionnaire). Next, the experimenter 

handed the tellers a paper containing the instructions for the upcoming sharing activity and for 

their role as tellers. In general, tellers were informed that they would share about a topic that was 

written on a piece of paper they would later find in the individual room. The instructions also 

asked them to tell about that topic to the other participant as if they were talking with a friend.  

Whereas tellers familiarized themselves with those instructions in conference room 1, 

listeners (in conference room 2) were verbally instructed on the upcoming sharing activity and 

their role as listeners. In general, listeners were informed that the teller was going to te ll them 
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about a topic and that they should react as they would in a normal conversation in which they 

listened to a friend. 

Following this instructional phase, listeners and tellers rejoined in conference room 1. 

They were asked to use their ID codes to find their partner and introduce themselves to each 

other. This two-minute activity was designed to ‘break the ice’ and acclimate participants with 

the idea of conversing. While participants familiarized themselves with their partners, the 

experimenter went through five of the ten individual rooms and turned on sound-recording 

devices. These devices recorded the sharing activity that took place in those five individual 

rooms.  

Next, the experimenter returned to conference room 1 and announced the end of the ice 

breaking activity. The five pairs were then asked to use their ID code to identify their assigned 

individual room (individual rooms 1 through 5 were used for this next part of the study). Each 

pair was asked to stand by the door of their respective room. At this point, the experimenter 

verbally reinforced the teller and listener’s roles. Then, he asked that the teller of each pair go 

into the individual room, find the paper where the topic to be shared was written, read it, and 

come outside the room again once they were done (the topic was either the purchase they had 

written in the first part of the study or the process of getting their clothes washed). At this point, 

listeners remained standing by the door of their respective rooms.  

Upon tellers’ return, the experimenter informed them that the next activity was a timed 

one and that, to indicate its end, he would give them a sound signal. At that signal, they should 

stop the sharing activity, come outside of the room, and stand by the door again. Next, 

participants were asked to go into the rooms, close the door, and start sharing.  
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After 2:30 minutes had passed, the experimenter gave participants the sound signal. With 

tellers and listeners standing by the door of their individual rooms, the experimenter instructed 

the tellers to remain where they were and the five listeners to move to the five additional, 

adjacent individual rooms. Following, the experimenter told tellers and listeners to turn on the 

computer screen in their respective individual rooms and work on the after-sharing online 

questionnaire. This questionnaire was designed to assess factors of interest (e.g., post-sharing 

happiness, expected regard). The ending page of the online questionnaire instructed participants 

to leave the individual room and walk back to conference room 1, where they were debriefed, 

thanked, and released.  

 

Results 

 

 Reliability and Factor Analyses. The reliability analysis on the happiness items showed 

a coefficient alpha of .62 for pre-sharing happiness and .72 for post-sharing happiness. These 

items were averaged to create overall measures of pre-sharing happiness and post-sharing 

happiness.  

The two items designed to assess expected regard provided coefficient alpha of .77. They 

were also averaged into an overall measure of expected regard.   

The reliability test for pre-sharing positive affect yielded an alpha coefficient of .92. 

Subsequent factor analysis, however, showed that the items loaded on two factors with 

Eigenvalues of 6.18 and 1.43. Results suggested seven items that appear to more closely capture 

the construct of interest (positive affect). They are ‘happy’, ‘joyful’, ‘delighted’, ‘excited’, 

‘enthusiastic’, ‘lively’, ‘and ‘cheerful’ (these items loaded highly on the first item). Reliability 
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coefficient for these seven items was .92. These items were averaged to create an overall 

measure of pre-sharing positive affect.  

The next section presents results in which the manipulated concepts of purchase type and 

shared topic are treated as independent variables, and happiness and expected regard are treated 

as dependent variables.  

 

Happiness. Results supported the expected effect of shared topic on happiness. 

Specifically, I ran a 2-way ANOVA with purchase type and shared topic as independent 

variables, and post-sharing happiness as dependent variable. To control for level of happiness 

and positive affect prior to sharing I introduced pre-sharing happiness and pre-sharing positive 

affect in the analysis as covariates. As predicted, participants who shared about the purchase 

reported significantly higher happiness (Mpurchase = 6.78) than did participants who shared about 

the unrelated topic (Munrelated = 6.40, F(1, 93) = 4.00, p = .048). Insignificant results were 

observed for the main effect of purchase type (Mmaterial = 6.55, Mexperiential = 6.63, F(1, 93) = .16, p 

= .68) and for the interaction of  purchase type by shared topic (F(1, 93) = .16, p = .68). In line 

with my expectation, these findings indicate that sharing about the purchase (vs. unrelated topic) 

had a positive effect on participants’ happiness.  

 

Expected Regard. Although no specific predictions were made for expected regard, I 

conducted 2-way ANOVA with purchase type and shared topic as independent variables and 

expected regard as dependent variable. Results showed an insignificant main effects of purchase 

type (Mmaterial = 4.29, Mexperiential = 4.49, F(1, 95) = 1.59, p = .21) and shared topic (Mpurchase = 

4.47, Munrelated = 4.31, F(1, 95) = 1.02, p = .31) on expected regard. Similarly, the interaction of 
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purchase type by shared topic had an insignificant effect on expected regard (F(1, 95) = .41, p = 

.52).  

 

Discussion 

 

In experiment 6 participants engaged in the actual behavior of telling others about their 

purchases (or about an unrelated topic). Results reveal that, consistent with this dissertation’s 

proposed model, sharing is a critical component in purchases’ ability to advance happiness. In 

other words, the happiness people gain from their purchases originates, at least in part, from the 

conversations they have about those purchases. This notion is further strengthened by the fact 

that participants who recalled and wrote about the purchase but shared about an unrelated topic 

did not experience the same increase in happiness.  

 Inconsistent with my model’s assumptions about expected regard, experiential 

participants did not expect to be more highly regarded than did material participants. Although at 

first sight this result may appear surprising, a deeper consideration of this experiment’s 

methodology offers a plausible explanation. Whereas in the previous studies participants 

reported on sharing behavior that they themselves had decided to engage in, participants in the 

present experiment were instructed to perform the behavior. Moreover, tellers and listeners were 

fully aware of each other’s roles. Hence, when we take into account the listener’s awareness that 

the teller was simply following experimental instructions, it is rather unsurprising that the teller’s 

expectations for regard were unaffected by the type of purchase shared.  

Overall, the results linked to happiness provide important evidence supporting this 

dissertation’s model. They do so by demonstrating that interpersonal conversations about 
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purchases are a critical component of those purchases’ potential to generate happiness. Of 

relevance, these findings were found among people who, in their daily lives, had likely already 

shared about their purchases. This is important because, a single sharing occasion involving an 

unfamiliar listener in an artificial setting was powerful enough to positively impact those 

people’s happiness beyond the influence of the numerous previous sharing instances they had.  

Beyond the findings of the previous experiments, the results of experiment 6 rule out 

potential arguments concerning ambiguity in the direction of the causal effect in the sharing 

mediation. Precisely, the present findings conclusively establish that talking about a purchase is 

an important and powerful behavior in gaining happiness from the purchase. As the five previous 

experiments show, people tend to share about their experiential (vs. material) purchases more. 

Experiment 6 thus confirms that such behavior explains why they draw more happiness from 

their experiential (vs. material) purchases.  

Finally, experiment 6 enriches this work by examining the actual behavior of sharing, as 

it takes place. Despite the potential limitations the methodology may have imposed, benefits of 

sharing about the purchase (i.e., increased happiness) materialized in a manner congruent with 

the proposed model.   
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CHAPTER 8: GENERAL DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

This dissertation presents evidence that, compared to material purchases (e.g., a new 

watch), experiential purchases (e.g., a movie at the theater) have a particular appeal for sharing. 

That, in turn, helps us understand why people draw more happiness from experiences than from 

objects (a finding first reported by Van Boven and Gilovich, 2003). Findings also indicate that 

people’s concern with being positively regarded explains why they share about life experiences 

more than about material objects. Finally, results show that, if sharing is made salient, purchasers 

of material objects are likely to engage in the behavior at levels comparable to those of 

experiential purchasers. As a consequence, material purchasers gain levels of happiness 

equivalent to those gained by experiential purchasers (experiment 4).  

 

Summary of Dissertation Findings 

 

Mediating Role of Sharing 

 

To test the proposed model, I conducted six experiments employing three different 

procedures. Throughout the experiments, I obtained evidence supporting the mediating role of 

sharing in the relation between purchase type (material vs. experiential) and happiness.  

In experiment 1, I asked participants to recall and write about a previous material or 

experiential purchase they had made. Through this recall procedure, I found that people’s higher 

inclination to share about their experiential purchases explains why those purchases advance 

more happiness than do material purchases.  
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In experiment 2, I used another, stricter recall procedure and obtained a similar pattern of 

results. Importantly, in this experiment I manipulated the sociality level of the purchase and 

found consistent results for both solo—experiential versus solo—material purchases, and for 

social—experiential versus social—material purchases. That is, sharing explains why 

experiences that are enjoyed solo and socially, respectively, make people happier than do objects 

that are enjoyed solo and socially.  

To gain experimental control over the purchase, in experiment 3, I adopted a framing 

procedure and found that, when the same purchase (i.e., BBQ grill) is framed in experiential (vs. 

material) terms, it leads to more sharing. That, in turn, generates higher levels of happiness in 

those who frame the purchase experientially.  

In experiment 4, I investigated the consequence of cuing people with the idea of sharing. 

By employing a cuing manipulation (cue of sharing vs. cue of unrelated), I found that the 

salience of sharing influenced the behavior of sharing and, in turn, happiness. Importantly, that 

result was observed only among participants in the material purchase condition. Those in the 

experiential purchase condition, who are naturally highly inclined to share, reported high levels 

for sharing and happiness irrespective of which cuing condition they were in. This result 

illustrates that people may gain similar, high levels of happiness from both experiences and 

objects, as long as they engage in high levels of sharing. It also reinforces the power of sharing in 

advancing happiness.  

Next, in experiment 5, I examined further the possible inverse causal effect in the sharing 

mediation (i.e., that experiential purchases make people happier and, as a result, people share 

more about them (vs. material purchases)). Here, I kept the happiness gained from both material 

and experiential purchases constant and assessed sharing in two ways. First, participants 
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indicated the number of people they had told about each purchase before participating in the 

study. Second, they indicated which of the two they would prefer to share about if they could tell 

others about only one of the two purchases. Results from the two assessments established that 

even when material and experiential purchases advance equal levels of happiness, experiential 

purchases have a greater appeal as a topic of conversation.  

Finally, in experiment 6, I manipulated both purchase type (material vs. experiential) and 

shared topic (purchase vs. unrelated). Results indicated that only participants who shared about 

the purchase (vs. unrelated topic) gained additional happiness. This result conclusively 

establishes the function of sharing in explaining the higher happiness people obtain from their 

experiential (vs. material) purchases—a result of their greater inclination to share about their life 

experiences (vs. material objects), as demonstrated in studies 1-5. Another important aspect of 

experiment 6 is that it allowed for the investigation of the actual behavior of sharing (vs. self-

reported sharing, in the previous experiments).  

To summarize, the convergent results found in this set of different experimental 

procedures enable me to argue with confidence that sharing underlies the superiority of 

experiential over material purchases in advancing happiness.  

 

Mediating Role of Expected Regard 

 

Besides investigating the mediating role of sharing, I took this investigation a step further 

to explain why people are more inclined to share about experiential than about material 

purchases. I argued and found evidence that the appeal of experiential purchases for sharing is 

due to individuals’ concern for shedding a positive light upon themselves. That is, people expect 
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to be more positively regarded as a result of sharing about their experiences (vs. their objects). In 

addition to demonstrating this effect, I entertained three potential rival explanations concerning 

reasons why people share about experiences more than about objects. Results refuted the 

potential alternative arguments that people share more about experiential (vs. material) purchases 

because 1) experiential purchases are inherently more social (experiments 1 and 2),  2) tellers 

expect listeners to enjoy hearing about experiential purchases more (experiment 2), and 3) 

experiential purchases advance more happiness even before the individual shares (experiments 3, 

5, and 6).  

In the next section I elaborate on the topic of memory, which is highly relevant to this 

dissertation since sharing involves retrieval of information from memory. Then, I discuss its 

limitations and opportunities for future research. Then, I bring back the important topic of 

sharing and offer a final discussion on it. Next, I present the theoretical contributions that this 

work makes to the happiness and sharing literatures. Following, I explain this dissertation’s 

implications to consumers, marketers, and marketing as a discipline. Finally, I close this work 

with a conclusion section.  

 

Memory and the Recalling of Purchases 

 

The experiments presented here ask participants to recall a purchase; therefore it is 

important to entertain topics related to memory and to evaluate how they associate with the 

domain of this dissertation. Extant memory research has investigated how individuals’ 

reconstructions of themselves, their possessions, and their experiences are influenced by a wide 

variety of factors. A number of these factors have been captured by the Von Restorff Effect, the 
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Recency Effect, and the Choice-Supportive Bias. I will discuss next how these factors relate to 

this dissertation.  

 

Memory-Related Factors 

 

Von Restorff Effect. In 1933, Hedwig Von Restorff found that we tend to have stronger 

memories of an item that is distinctive from (vs. similar to) the other items in its set. In lay 

words, we are likely to pay more attention to and have stronger memories of things that ‘stand 

out from the crowd’. In relation to this dissertation, it seems possible that, compared to an object, 

an experience is more likely to stand out in the set of all experiences the consumer purchases in 

her lifetime. This is not to say that material objects lack particularities, distinctiveness, or the 

like. Instead, this idea simply holds that given the flexibility and unpredictability of experiences 

versus the common standardization of objects, it is possible that each experience (vs. object) is 

more distinct from the rest. This idea finds empirical support in research showing that people 

perceive experiences as more unique than objects (Rosenzweig and Gilovich, 2012). Due to their 

uniqueness, experiences may be particularly memorable. This, in fact, was evidenced in 

experiment 3’s data indicating that people in the experiential condition found it slightly easier to 

recall their purchase then did people in the material condition (this is discussed in detail next, 

under the heading ‘Time Passed and Memories of Objects versus Experiences’). 

In short, the Von Restorff Effect appears applicable in shedding further light on relations 

this dissertation investigates.   
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Recency Effect. According to findings in this literature, the order in which information is 

presented biases people (Murdock, 1962). Precisely, people tend to display a cognitive bias 

towards information that is salient in their minds as a result of a recent observation or stimuli. In 

a recent investigation, Redelmeier, Katz, and Kahneman (2003) showed how the temporal aspect 

of an experience influences the way people recall and evaluate that experience. In Redelmeier, et 

al. (2003), half of the patients undergoing a colonoscopy were subjected to an extra 60-second 

period of examination during which discomfort was lower than that experienced during the 

normal procedure. Despite the longer duration, those people, compared to others in the control 

group, rated the overall experience as less unpleasant. With regards to this dissertation, the 

recency of the purchase may make its details more easily recalled and, in turn, lead to a richer 

sharing activity. With this concern in mind, I assessed in experiment 3 the time passed since the 

purchase was made. As previously discussed, no significant difference was found between 

participants in the material and experiential conditions, suggesting that the higher sharing of 

experiences ensues independent of the purchase’s recency.  

 

Choice-Supportive Bias. Past work has examined the imperfections and vulnerability to 

biases of memory recollections. Wilson and Ross (2001), for instance, found evidence that 

people degrade their past personalities in order to show that their present one is an improved 

version. This desire to portray oneself positively extends also to the choices we make. People 

tend, for example, to attribute more positive features to the options they make versus the 

alternative options—the ones they pass (Mather, Shafir, and Johnson, 2000). Such distortion of 

what is remembered appears particularly beneficial for buyers of material objects. This rationale 

comes from Rosenzweig and Gilovich’s (2012) finding that material (vs. experiential) purchases 



142 
 

tend to lead to more regret of action (i.e., regret for making the purchase). Hence, it is possible 

that individuals feel a greater need to justify such purchases and, on the process of doing so, 

distort their memories to make the purchase seem more positive than it actually is. Interestingly, 

results from my own content analyses provide some support to that.  

In these analyses, two independent raters who were blind to the study’s purposes 

evaluated the writings of experiment 1 across various dimensions. Initial findings indicate that 

people mention motives of (or justifications for) making material purchases more often than 

motives of making experiential purchases (Mmaterial = .48 vs. Mexperiential = .23, p = .007). This 

stronger need to justify material (vs. experiential) purchases seems a natural way of dealing with 

regret. Perhaps distorting one’s memory related to choice-making and using that memory to 

justify the purchase is a form of alleviating the negative feeling of regret.  

An additional point about these content analyses re lates to people’s recalling of 

experiences (vs. objects) as being more social. Precisely, findings show that mentions of social 

interactions appear significantly more often in writings about experiential purchases than in those 

about material purchases (Mmaterial = .07 vs. Mexperiential = .52, p < .001). This is consistent with 

existing works demonstrating that experiential purchases are more social than material purchases 

(Caprariello and Reis, 2013; Howell and Hill, 2009). As it relates to this dissertation, this is 

important because, since people conceive of experiential (vs. material) purchases as more social, 

participants in the experiential purchase condition may have memories of sharing more salient in 

their minds. In turn, that could constitute an explanation for why they report being more inclined 

to share, as compared to participants in the material purchase condition. Therefore, this initial 

finding from the content analysis confirms the importance of measuring friendship-related 

variables in experiment 1 (i.e., number of close friends, and number of sharing partners with 
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whom the participant often talks about details of her life). These measures intended to assess 

whether memories of sharing in fact were more salient in the experiential (vs. the material) 

purchase condition.  As results showed, there was no difference in the two measures between the 

two experimental conditions. Additionally, the finding from the content analysis confirms the 

appropriateness of an experiment that controlled the sociality of the purchase (i.e., experiment 2).  

 

Retrieval Cues  

 

To explore memory further, I will discuss how retrieval cues may affect the recalling and 

subsequent sharing of material and experiential purchases. As mentioned earlier, Berger and 

Schwartz (2011) found that environmental cues and public visibility are important drivers of 

sharing. Specifically, they showed that products that are more visible and/or are cued more by 

the environment more often become topics of conversation. Based on this finding, it seems 

plausible to expect that, as a result of their tangibility, objects are shared more than 

experiences—an expectation that contradicts my findings. How can this apparent conflict be 

resolved? As the expected regard mediation demonstrates, the teller’s expectation about regard 

explains why experiences are shared more than objects. Hence, it appears that experiences’ 

ability to put one under a positive light overrides object’s visibility and consequential likelihood 

of being more easily recalled. A curious reader might question further: Why is regard superior to 

visibility then? A possible explanation is that, whereas the tangibility of objects may serve as a 

cue for sharing, in reality most of our objects are not within sight during our everyday 

conversations. This was the case for example in the laboratory setting where three of my six 

experiments were run.  
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My data, however, should not underestimate the power of retrieval cues on sharing. In 

fact, findings of experiment 4 attest to the influence of cuing sharing concepts. In that 

experiment, participants who thought about a future material purchase expected to share more 

when sharing behaviors were made salient through verbal cues. As a result, they reported levels 

of sharing and happiness that paralleled those of participants in the experiential purchase 

condition.  

In this line of thought, it could be interesting to investigate further how environmental 

cues affect sharing. For instance, do people share about unique experiences (e.g., a trip to a 

remote destination) more than about common experiences (e.g., a trip to a popular destination) if 

at the moment of sharing they are at an unfamiliar place (e.g., a city park they had never been to) 

versus a familiar one (e.g., a city park they visit often)?  

 

Sharing’s Effect on Memory  

 

Sharing requires recalling and provides opportunity to elaborate and rehearse. This idea 

was echoed in Gable et al.’s (2004, p. 229) explanation that “sharing a positive event with others 

requires retelling the event, which creates an opportunity for reliving and reexperiencing the 

event.” Relatedly, Rime et al. (1998, p. 25) asserted that “talking about an emotional memory 

can reactivate event-related emotional feelings.” Naturally, it is likely that memories of a shared 

topic are strengthened as a result. This is commonly the case for example in the education realm. 

Scholars often chat about how their teaching (i.e., sharing of their knowledge) helps them better 

understand and even learn about their own research. I suppose it also makes their knowledge 

more accessible and well-organized. 
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In line with this view, Langston (1994) proposed that the benefits the individual gains 

from sharing about positive events (and idea he coined as Capitalization) could be due to the 

stronger memories resulting from sharing. Gable et al. (2004) empirically tested this proposition 

and found strong support for it. Specifically, sharing more about a positive event increased 

memorability of that event.  

Bringing this discussion to the consumption realm, the question becomes: Does sharing 

about material versus experiential purchases affect the memories of those purchases differently?  

This is important because it may provide an explanation of the mediating effect of sharing on 

happiness. It is possible that the intangibility of experiences leads to more forgetting and, 

relatedly, that the sharing of experiences is more beneficial for memorability. On the other hand, 

experiences have a beginning, a middle, and an end, which may create stronger memories of it 

(compared to objects that usually have a less structured ‘story’ characterized mostly by its 

features). In this second scenario, it may be that one’s memories of objects benefit more from 

sharing.  

Data from experiment 3 allow for an examination of these conflicting views. Precisely, in 

that study I assessed 1) the number of people with whom participants had shared about the 

purchase before participating in the study, and 2) how easy they found to recall and write about 

the purchase (which may serve as a proxy for memorability). I ran a regression analysis with 

purchase type and number of people shared as independent variables and easiness of recalling as 

dependent variable. Results indicated that sharing with more people did not affect the memories 

of material and experiential purchases differently (β = -.154, p = .3). Hence, the evidence I 

collected does not support the proposition that telling others about one’s experiences versus 
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objects makes either more memorable, and thus cannot explain further the results of experiment 

3. 

Besides memorability, sharing also affects teller’s evaluation of and intentions toward the 

shared topic. Specifically, from a set of four studies, Moore (2012) found that the use of 

explaining language influences the teller’s evaluations of and intentions to recommend, repeat, 

and retell stories about their experiences. The author clarified that explaining (vs. non-

explaining) language tend to increase the teller’s understanding of the consumption experience. 

She found that this increased understanding diminished the teller’s evaluations of and intentions 

related to positive and negative hedonic experiences. On the other hand, the teller’s evaluations 

of and intentions toward utilitarian experiences were magnified by this advanced understanding 

that results from the use of explaining language.  

In conclusion, sharing increases memorability. Based on experiment 3’s data, this effect 

is not qualified by purchase type (material versus experiential). Sharing’s effect, however, goes 

beyond memory. Research has shown that the language used in sharing (explaining vs. non-

explaining) affects differently the teller of hedonic and that of utilitarian experiences.  

 

Time Passed and Memories of Objects versus Experiences  

 

Because people adapt more slowly to experiences than to objects, in the long-run 

experiences are better able to advance happiness than are objects (Nicolao et al., 2009). This 

finding highlights the importance of examining whether experiences are also more memorable 

and thus easier to recall as compared to objects, particularly as time passes.  
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Another indication of the relevance of this inquiry comes from research showing that 

people tend to recall things that are consistent with their present affect (Natale and Hantas, 

1982). This finding is critical because participants in experiment 1 were asked to recall purchases 

that were made with the intension of advancing happiness and enjoyment in life. If experiences 

(vs. objects) were better able to advance happiness even before people shared about them, then it 

would follow that the (happier) participants in my experiments would find it easier to recall 

experiences as compared to the (less happy) participants who recalled objects.  

In experiment 3, participants answered on a 7-point scale (1 = Very Easy; 7 = Very 

Difficult) the question: Please indicate on the scale below, how easy or difficult you found the 

task of recalling the details of the grill you described in the first part of the study. Recalling the 

information I wrote was:. Results showed a marginally significant difference, suggesting that the 

recall of material purchases (M = 3.6) was more difficult than that of experiential purchases (M = 

2.74, F(1, 47) = 3.33, p = .07). With regards to the passage of time, results suggested 

insignificant correlations between 1) the time participants have owned the grill and the easiness 

of recalling the object (r = .23, p = .25), and 2) the time participants have owned the grill and the 

easiness in recalling the experience (r = .05, p = .8). Hence, whereas inconclusive, it appears that 

people have a harder time recalling details of an object than of an experience. That, however, is 

not qualified by passage of time.  

In light of this, the next critical question is: Do people share about experiences more 

because they are more easily recalled? To address this question I conducted four regressio n 

analyses (a-d) and a bootstrap test of mediation. I found (a) that participants in the experiential 

(vs. material) purchase condition reported higher levels of sharing (β = 1.01, t = 2.22, p = .031), 

(b) that they found it marginally significantly easier to recall experiential (vs. material) purchases 
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(β = -.86, t = -1.82, p = .074), and (c) that easiness of recall had an insignificant effect on sharing 

(β = -.17, t = -1.26, p = .213). Importantly, (d) by including easiness of recall in the model, I 

found that the previously significant effect of purchase type on sharing became marginally 

significant (β = .85, t = 1.83, p = .073). Finally, the bootstrap test showed that easiness of recall 

did not mediate the effect of purchase type on sharing (β = .14, CI(95%) = -.06, .71). 

In sum, whereas people seem to find the recalling of experiences easier than that of 

objects, this effect does not account for why they are more inclined to share about the former 

than the latter.  

 

Limitations of Present Studies 

 

First, in all experiments reported here I relied on laboratory and online experiments to 1) 

operationalize material versus experiential purchases, 2) depict sharing situations, and 3) assess 

happiness. While I would have liked to have examined my hypotheses in a real world context, 

the financial costs associated with doing so prevented me from doing so. A possible approach to 

investigate the sharing mediation in a natural setting would be to provide participants with an 

amount of money and instruct them to spend it on a material or an experiential purchase. 

Following the purchase, the researcher could then monitor amount of sharing and levels of 

happiness by using a diary procedure. Such methodology would add external validity to the 

results of this dissertation, but it is not clear that the additional insight would merit the cost of 

conducting this research.  

A second potential limitation of this dissertation concerns the assessment of happiness. 

Across all experiments, I measured the construct with only one two-item scale. Besides possible 

issues associated with using a single instrument, the studies may have suffered from limitations 
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associated with self-reported measures, such as biases (e.g., social desirability). To address this, 

indirect measures of happiness could be employed (some of which were discussed earlier under 

the subheading ‘Measurements’, under the heading ‘Happiness versus Satisfaction’).  

An additional possible concern relates to the fact that, in experiment 3, the focal purchase 

was of a material nature (i.e., BBQ grill). It might be beneficial to also test the framing effect by 

using an experiential purchase as the focal purchase and asking participants to frame it either in 

experiential or in material terms. Despite the positive outcomes such an experiment could 

conceivably generate, it is important to recognize that framing an experiential purchase in 

material terms maybe infeasible to do in a realistic manner.  

Finally, the results of the expected regard mediation in experiments 1 and 2 yielded only 

a partial (vs. full) mediation effect. Hence, there are several other processes potentially able to 

explain people’s higher inclination to share about experiential (vs. material) purchases. I 

examined three possible ones: 1) that experiential purchases are inherently more social 

(experiments 1 and 2), 2) that tellers expect listeners to enjoy conversations about experiential 

(vs. material) purchases more, and 3) that experiential (vs. material) purchases generate more 

happiness even before the individual shares (experiments 3, 5, and 6). Results showed 

disconfirming evidence to these possible explanations. A comprehensive examination of these 

additional potential mediators could consider factors associated with the listener (e.g., her 

perceived level of materialism), and the nature of the purchase (e.g., self- vs. market-created).  
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Future Research Opportunities 

 

I hope that this dissertation carries within it the seeds of future investigations. I have 

presented here a mediated-mediation model, but our understanding of expected regard, sharing, 

and happiness will certainly advance with the discovery of other mediators and moderators. I 

discuss potential ones next. 

In terms of other mediators, my findings raise questions about why people expect to be 

more highly regarded as a result of sharing experiential (vs. material) purchases. A plausible 

reason is that experiential (but not material) purchases are virtually unaffected by the negative 

stigmas attached to materialism. Alternatively, it may be that experiences are better than objects 

at conveying the message that the teller leads a meaningful life. Moreover, it could be that 

experiential purchases’ greater closeness to ones’ self (Carter and Gilovich, 2010) naturally 

makes them a better conveyor of one’s qualities and, as a result, a preferred means of gaining 

regard. Lastly, because experiences are seen as more unique than objects (Rosenzweig and 

Gilovich, 2012), people might hope that talking about novel topics will grant them more positive 

regard.  

To delve deeper in the topic of expected regard, I discuss next agentic versus communal 

regard. In doing so, I consider three theoretical lenses through which agentic and communal 

regard may be looked: collectivists versus individualists, need for uniqueness, and optimal 

distinctiveness theory. 
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Agentic versus Communal Regard 

 

Research has identified groups of individuals that commonly seek to standout from the 

crowd (individualists) and other groups that tend to pursue integration and commonality 

(collectivists). Because collectivists tend to view themselves as part of the whole, it is possible 

that they seek reputation and recognition for the group. On the other hand, individuals who “are 

motivated by their own preferences, needs, and rights, giving priority to personal rather than to 

group goals (Triandis, 1995, p. 2)” seem more likely to seek reputation and recognition for 

themselves. Thus, one might speculate that in the consumption realm, individualists tend to 

invest in purchases likely to improve their own regard, whereas collectivists tend to spend their 

resources in purchases likely to advance group regard and group cohesion.  

The individual characteristic related to need for uniqueness is another perspective from 

which to discuss agentic versus communal regard. Need for uniqueness is defined as “an 

individual's pursuit of differentness relative to others that is achieved through the acquisit ion, 

utilization, and disposition of consumer goods for the purpose of developing and enhancing 

one’s personal and social identity (Tian, Bearden, and Hunter, 2001, p. 50).” In light of this, one 

might wonder whether unique (vs. common) consumption behaviors are relatively more related 

with agentic (vs. communal) regard.  

Yet another perspective from which to look at agentic versus communal regard comes 

from optimal distinctiveness theory. The theory suggests that, in order to fulfill the competing 

goals of distinctiveness and belongingness, individuals prefer to be associated with groups with 

particular characteristics (Brewer, 1991). Small groups offer the optimal scenario for the 

fulfillment of both needs. They provide a sense of belongingness but also a feeling of 
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distinctiveness from most other individuals in the environment. In this context, it seems possible 

that members of small groups will tend to seek communal regard. That, in turn, is likely to 

strengthen their integration with the group and therefore their sense of belongingness, while also 

increasing their sense of uniqueness through the group’s singular reputation/identity. On the 

other hand, it appears likely that members of large groups will primarily seek agentic regard, 

since large groups provide for belongingness but not for uniqueness.  

Based on these literatures, one might speculate that: 1) collectivists seek communal 

regard whereas individualists pursue agentic regard, 2) compared to common consumption 

behaviors (e.g., lodging at a regular hotel), unique consumption behaviors (e.g., lodging at an icy 

hotel) are more related to agentic regard, and 3) members of small groups seek communal regard 

whereas members of large groups pursue agentic regard.   

I suggest that future research on these questions may be fruitful as it would shed light on 

conditions under which people attempt to improve their own regard versus the regard of the 

group to which they belong.    

Besides the relation between purchase type, expected regard, and sharing, it is also useful 

to reflect on process explanations that underlie the positive effect of sharing on happiness. One 

potential mechanism concerns the social bonds created among the parties involved in the sharing 

activity (Altman and Taylor, 1973). Another relates to the opportunity that sharing provides for 

reliving and reexperiencing the shared purchase (Gable et al., 2004). Yet another is that sharing 

strengthens the teller’s memory (Langston, 1994). A final possibility is that sharing provides the 

teller with an opportunity to confirm, through positive feedback, that the purchase was a wise 

expenditure.   
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Related to this discussion, the results of experiment 4 reveal that sharing highly about 

both material and experiential purchases advances similar levels of happiness. Therefore, 

although there may be particularities linked to the sharing of experiences, we now know that 

high inclination to share about objects also has strong potential of advancing happiness. This 

knowledge, however, still does not fully clarify the link between sharing and happiness. 

Therefore, the question remains unanswered and the possible explanations mentioned on the 

above paragraph offer fertile grounds for future research. To explore this topic further, I discuss 

later some forms of sharing and how they may inform us about reasons for the positive effect of 

sharing on happiness.  

With regards to variables that may moderate the relations already explained by my 

model, a promising route is to investigate individual characteristics and purchase-related 

characteristics.  

 

Individual Characteristics  

 

As this dissertation’s results showed, creating a positive image for oneself in the eyes of 

others is key in the decision to share. In line with this idea, it is possible that people will share 

about objects more than (or as much as) about experiences if they know that the listener is highly 

materialistic. Knowing that information assures the teller that the listener is likely to welcome 

the conversation and likely to view the teller favorably.  

Still on the topic of individual characteristics, past research has suggested that 

collectivistic people are less concerned than their individualistic counterparts with increasing 

regard in the eyes of others (Diener et al., 1999). It may be, therefore, that the greater inclination 
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to share about experiences is more evidenced among individualistic than among collectivistic 

individuals.  

 Because experiment 3 used a diverse sample population, it allows for some examination 

of personal characteristics. To recap, participants were randomly assigned to one of two 

conditions. Half were asked to frame a BBQ grill in material terms and the other half to frame it 

in experiential terms. Their inclination to tell others about the purchase was later assessed with 7-

point scales. They also reported their age, which ranged from 18 to 67, with a mean of 34 years. 

A correlation analysis between age and inclination to share showed that for material purchases, 

age and inclination to share were uncorrelated. For experiential purchases, on the other hand, a 

medium effect of .336 (p =.09) was found. Nevertheless, a regression intended to identify a 

possible interaction of age by purchase type yielded an insignificant result (p > .1).  

Hence, data from experiment 3 offer some indication that, compared to younger people, 

older individuals have a preference for sharing experiential (vs. material) purchases. Whereas 

this indication must be treated as inconclusive given the lack of a consistently significant pattern 

of results, stronger evidence may be obtained from studies that include a larger number of 

individuals at advanced ages—in experiment 3 only two out of the 48 participants were older 

than 55. 

Experiment 3’s data also allow for an evaluation of the relation between happiness and 

the personal characteristics of age and gender. Whereas no association between gender and 

happiness was present in the data, a significant correlation between age and happiness was (r = 

.36, p = .01). By looking at this correlation separately for material and experiential purchases, I 

found that it is stronger among participants in the experiential purchase condition (r = .383, p = 

.07) than among participants in the material purchase condition (r = .33, p = .1). Whereas this 
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suggests that the positive relation between age and happiness is restricted to participants in the 

experiential purchase condition, a regression analysis with purchase type and age as independent 

variables and happiness as dependent variable did not yield a significant interaction effect (p = 

.93).  

In sum, as it was the case for sharing, happiness does not appear in my data as having a 

consistent relation with the personal characteristics of age and gender. However, future studies 

could study more closely which individual characteristics are often associated with higher levels 

of happiness in material purchasers.  

 

Purchase-Related Characteristics 

 

In terms of purchase-related characteristics, it is possible that, because of their tangible 

qualities, self-created objects (e.g., self-carved marble statue) are better than self-created 

experiences (e.g., self-planned trip) in portraying the positive qualities of its creator. As a result, 

creators of objects may share more than creators of experiences, and in turn enjoy greater 

happiness.  

In addition, certain objects possess the property of being ‘conversation pieces’. Objects 

with this characteristic often become topics of conversation. Interestingly, they appear to release 

their owners of the responsibility of initiating the conversation. In fact, they seem to invite 

others’ comments. Examples range from a stylish hat, to a shiny motorcycle, to unique accessory 

used to embellish one’s pet. In line with this, I expect that these objects’ proneness to generate 

consumer conversation makes them particularly powerful sources of happiness.  
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One of this dissertation’s goals is to determine how sharing influences an emotional 

variable—i.e., happiness. Researchers interested in this investigation stream may extend it by 

examining how sharing influences other types of variables. Two such variables are discussed 

next (i.e., consumer preference, and healthy behaviors).  

We know consumers sometimes prefer unpleasant and novel experiences over 

comfortable and common ones. Research has shown that those consumers tend to be production 

driven, and their preference addresses their desire to make progress, use time productively, and 

reach accomplishments (Keinan and Kivetz, 2012). Keinan and Kivetz (2012, p. 937) explained 

that those “consumers derive utility from collecting new experiences and “checking off” items 

on their “experiential check list” (or “experiential CV”). By expanding their collection of diverse 

experiences, consumers obtain a sense of accomplishment and progress.” I speculate that, similar 

to people’s ‘productivity focus’, sharing is another influencer of consumer’s preference for 

unique versus common purchases. The rationale is rather simple: Imagine having the opportunity 

to stay at a freezing ice hotel (vs. a regular hotel) knowing that you will later have plenty of (vs. 

few) chances to share about it with friends and family members. As this illustrative example 

intends to show, sharing is especially valuable for unique purchases. As such, I propose that if 

consumers are reminded (vs. deprived) of sharing, they will prefer unique (vs. common) 

purchases. In other words, sharing increases preference for unique purchases.  

With regards to healthy behaviors, Reimann (2013) showed that receiving a material 

reward serves as a substitute for other pleasure rewards that, from a health point of view, are 

undesirable (e.g., over-eating). Precisely, he found that giving people objects (e.g., a toy) leads 

them to eat less. Neuroscience research has demonstrated that talking about oneself (vs. talking 

about somebody else) is intrinsically rewarding. Precisely, self-disclosure activates the same 
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regions of the brain that light up for food and sex (Tamir and Mitchell, 2012). The researchers 

found that talking about oneself is so rewarding that people are willing to forgo money in order 

to engage in the behavior. To the extent that talking about oneself is intrinsically rewarding, it 

appears likely that motivating people to engage in self-disclosure may lead them to also enact 

healthy behaviors (a rationale consistent with Reiman (2013)).  

An investigation into this question could become even more interesting if one considers 

that the effect of self-disclosure on healthy behavior may be mediated by a variable other than 

reward. Specifically, talking about oneself may actually bring the individual’s attention to 

herself, and this increased self-awareness may in turn be the driver of healthy behavior.  

I will discuss next two literatures that enrich our thinking about future research 

opportunities. The goal is to use this broader set of ideas to develop further the array of research 

possibilities.  

 

Self-Verification Theory 

 

According to self-verification theory, a person tends to form an image of herself and to 

verify it through the feedback she receives from others. Because this image provides her a sense 

of composure and certainty, and indicates that the world is knowable and coherent (Swann, 

1983) she favors feedback that confirms it. Consequently, she tends to seek (withdraw from) 

interactions that offer feedback that is consistent (inconsistent) with the way she perceives 

herself (Swann, De La Ronde, and Hixon, 1994). Considering that objects often become part of 

an extended self (Belk, 1988) and that, similarly, experiences are seen as reflective of one’s true 
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sense of self (Carter and Gilovich, 2010), it seems natural that self-verification theory readily 

applies to the context of this dissertation.  

Participants of the experiments presented here have indicated that they expect to be more 

positively regarded as a result of telling others about experiences versus objects. Self-verification 

theory would therefore predict that when such expectation is (not) met, people are likely to 

gravitate towards (distance themselves from) the individual providing the feedback.  

The potential implications of this idea are fascinating. For example, it is understandable 

that the teller of an experience would withdraw from a relation in which the listener provides 

lower-than-expected feedback. However, it is intriguing to imagine that, as self-verification 

theory suggests, a teller of a material purchase would withdraw from a relationship in which the 

listener reacts more positively-than-expected. These possible effects would raise the questions: 

What motivates the teller’s distancing from the listener? Would she attach negative 

characteristics to the listener (e.g., envious, false, unable to comprehend the shared message, 

socially unfit)?  

Besides the withdrawing effect, it would be interesting to identify strategies used by 

tellers who receive feedback that is inconsistent with their identities. Swann, Gamez, Seyle, 

Morales, and Huici (2009) for example found that, following disconfirming feedback, people 

often engage in actions that reaffirm their identities. In line with this, should we expect that, after 

a negative feedback, tellers of experiences seek opportunities to reaffirm? Alternatively, it is 

possible that tellers of material and experiential purchases engage in other behaviors to deal with 

contradicting feedback. I suggest they may 1) misattribute the inconsistency by derogating its 

source, 2) seek further verification that clarifies their identity (Swann and Read, 1981), 3) adjust 

their self concept to accommodate the new information (Scherr, Madon, Guyll, Willard, and 
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Spoth, 2011), or 4) dismiss the feedback altogether. Besides identifying the strategies used, it 

would be instructive to understand whether some of these behaviors are more appropriate for 

tellers of material versus tellers of experiential purchases.  

This debate is especially fascinating because it extends the scope of this dissertation 

beyond the relation between sharing and happiness to include the relation between sharing and 

future behaviors (e.g., withdrawing from a relationship, reaffirming, etc.). 

 

Cognitive-Experiential Self-Theory 

 

The cognitive-experiential self-theory (CEST; Epstein, 1983) proposes two modes of 

processing some event, object, or person. The experiential system is automatic, associative, 

holistic, and intuitive. Because it is fast and guided by past experiences, the experiential system 

is often operant in trivial contexts. In these contexts, information processing occurs outside of 

our awareness and little is required in terms of cognitive capacity.  

On the other hand, the cognitive or rational system is logical, conscious, effortful, 

deliberate, and systematic. It uses codes (e.g., numbers and words) to create vivid representation 

of what is being interpreted. Contrary to the experiential system, the cognitive system operates 

whenever our limited cognitive capacities are called for (e.g., when our conscious attention is 

required).  

In examining people’s preference for thinking styles, the REI (Rational Experiential 

Inventory) assesses the two systems through faith in intuition (experiential system) and need for 

cognition (cognitive system). Preference for the experiential system is associated with positive 

characteristics such as creativity, spontaneity, and agreeableness. It is however also linked to 
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negative ones like authoritarianism and stereotypical thinking (Kemmelmeier, 2009; Norris and 

Epstein, 2011). The cognitive system, on the other hand, is related to decreased levels of anxiety 

and depression, and increased levels of academic achievement, self-esteem, and openness to 

experiences (Norris and Epstein, 2011; Sladek, Bond, and Phillips, 2010). 

With regards to this dissertation, the CEST appears particularly appropriate for the 

pursuit of a deeper understanding of the psychological process(es) evoked during sharing. For 

the following reasons, I propose that the cognitive (vs. experiential) system is more prevalent in 

the sharing behavior: First, sharing requires cognitive effort in the form of a) recalling details of 

the topic to be shared, b) selecting and organizing symbols in order to express the message and 

convey meaning, and c) interpreting feedback. Second, and related to the previous point, it 

involves verbalization. Third, it is a conscious behavior in which the individual often deliberates 

about depth, breath, and duration (Cozby, 1973). Fourth, it is permeated by systematic 

considerations which often include the consequences of revealing, disclosing, or admitting.  

My proposition that sharing predominantly evokes the cognitive system is also consistent 

with the research mentioned above indicating that the cognitive system is associated with lower 

levels of depression and anxiety (two emotional conditions that are often treated as opposites of 

happiness). In other words, this dissertation has shown that sharing is associated with happiness, 

and extant research has shown that, out of the two thinking systems, the cognitive is the one 

linked to lower levels of negative emotional states. It thus seems likely that sharing primarily 

involves the cognitive (vs. experiential) system.  

Evidence supporting my expectation that the cognitive system predominates during 

sharing would offer an improved comprehension of why sharing affects happiness. Specifically, 

it would indicate that the cognitive engagement evoked during sharing leads to a better 
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understanding of the shared topic. This, in turn, is likely to prolong the happiness associated with 

the shared topic. In more concrete terms, sharing may allow the teller to discover functionalities 

of an electronic device she recently bought (material purchase) or better understand the plot of a 

play she recently saw (experiential purchase), both of which are likely to prolong the purchase’s 

positive effect on the consumer’s happiness.  

Next, I discuss the concepts of happiness and satisfaction. More specifically, I will 

present findings indicating that the two behave differently when subjected to the same 

antecedent. Then, I elaborate on how that difference offers opportunities for future work.  

 

 Happiness and Satisfaction 

 

In Chapter 2, I discussed the conceptual differences between happiness and satisfaction.  

I argued that they are distinct constructs, with different antecedents.  My empirical work supports 

this contention. In experiment I measured satisfaction in addition to happiness. Participants 

answered three items on a 100 scale to indicate their satisfaction with their purchase. The result 

of an ANOVA test indicated that participants in the experiential and material purchase 

conditions drew statistically similar levels of satisfaction from their purchases (F(1, 94) = .77, p 

= .38). This finding suggests that whereas happiness is influenced differently by experiential and 

material purchases (a finding presented in experiment 1’s result section), satisfaction is 

unaffected by these different types of purchases. Of note, the fact that the same driver (purchase 

type) affects one construct (happiness) but not the other (satisfaction) is consistent with the 

conceptual differences discussed earlier.  
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Future work may examine possible conditions under which material and experiential 

purchases advance dissimilar levels of satisfaction. Alternatively, researchers may investigate 

potential influences of sharing on consumer satisfaction. Let’s take for example the case of a 

consumer whose expectation was not met and who, as a result, experiences dissatisfaction. Is it 

possible that sharing leads her to reconsider her (high) expectation, which in turn decreases her 

dissatisfaction?  

Given the strong relevance of the concept of sharing to this dissertation, I now return to it 

and offer a final and thorough discussion about that behavior. The discussion elaborates on forms 

of sharing, on the ways people share information about themselves and the effects of bragging, 

and finally, on the related literature on self-disclosure.  

 

Forms of Sharing 

 

Studies on interpersonal communication have investigated various forms of the behavior 

(e.g., written, verbal). In this part I review research investigating different forms of sharing.  

In her JCR Ferber Award Winning article investigating how the content of word-of-

mouth influences the teller, Moore (2012) utilized online written communication in the form of 

Amazon.com reviews (study 1), recalled purchases that participants freely wrote about (study 2), 

and recalled purchases that participants wrote about by filling in the banks of provided sentences 

(studies 3A and 3B). Her findings suggested that explaining language affects teller’s evaluations 

of intentions to recommend, repeat, and retell stories related to their experiences.  

Similarly, to study how emotional instability influences one’s choice of communication 

channel and well-being, Buechel and Berger’s ongoing research has investigated Facebook posts 
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(study 1) and e-mail messages (study 2). Their results have demonstrated that emotionally 

unstable people are particularly more prone to share information about themselves and to write 

about their emotions in the process. Moreover, they found that this behavior helps such 

individuals repair well-being after a negative experience.  

Also using written communication (i.e., email messages that participants wrote), 

Wojnicki and Godes (2008) examined the effect of desire to self-enhance on sharing behavior. 

Results indicated that self-enhancement is an important goal that influences when and what 

consumers share.  

In other works, the format of the communication was not explicitly specified. Precisely, 

Gable et al. (2004, study 1) provided participants with a diary and asked them 1) to write the 

most positive and most negative event of the day, and 2) to report how much they shared about 

each event. In this study, it is not known the means of communication people used to share. 

Findings indicated that sharing positive (but not negative) events leads to the intrapersonal 

benefit of stronger memories of the shared event. Also, sharing leads to interpersonal benefits in 

the form of relationship well-being.  

Differently from the above investigations, Mehl et al. (2010) used the EAR methodology 

to collect a rich body of audio data. The EAR (Electronically Activated Recorder) enabled them 

to record ambient sound (some of which was interpersonal communication) at random times 

during the day. With that approach, the authors identified that substantive conversations (vs. 

small talk) is associated with higher levels of happiness.  

Bringing this discussion to the context of this dissertation, a relevant question is: Is it 

likely that the mediating function of sharing varies across different types of communication (e.g., 

verbal, written, display, body language, sign language)? To tackle this question, it is useful to 
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consider the possible reasons why sharing cultivates happiness. Langston (1994) hypothesized 

and Gable, et al. (2004) offered empirical evidence that sharing about positive events makes such 

events more memorable. Alternatively, sharing’s benefits can also come in the form of increased 

socio-affectivity (Rime and Paez, 2007). Yet another reason is that sharing “creates an 

opportunity for reliving and reexperiencing the event” (Gable et al., 2004, p. 229).  

Based on these ideas, if sharing advances happiness because it strengthens the teller’s 

memory of the shared topic (Gable et al., 2004), it is likely that the means through which sharing 

happens will not be of influence.  

On the other hand, if sharing’s effect on happiness is due to stronger social bonds, more 

personal forms of sharing (e.g., in-person verbal communication) are likely to be more beneficial 

than less personal forms (e.g., e-mail message).  

Finally, if sharing’s benefit comes from the reexperiencing of the shared event, it may be 

that communication that takes place through discontinuous channels (e.g., email) generates more 

positive outcomes than does communication that takes place though continuous channels (e.g., 

face-to-face). This proposition finds support on Berger and Iyengar’s (2012) discovery that the 

channel used in the communication affects what gets discussed. Precisely, because discontinuous 

communication channels include pauses in the conversation, more interesting topics are recalled 

and discussed. As a result, it is possible that discontinuous channels generate discussions that 

include more nuanced and interesting details, which in turn offer a richer reliving experience. 

As this discussion illustrates, there are plenty of interesting questions that have not yet 

been addressed. Future research might focus on these various aspects of sharing to explain its 

positive effect on happiness. 
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Sharing of Positive Information about the Self 

 

This dissertation proposes and shows that looking good in the eyes of the listener is an 

important goal of the teller. In other words, when individuals allow others to know about 

themselves and about relevant aspects of their lives, they often hope to obtain positive reactions 

that will help them reassure and enhance their sense of self (Goffman, 1974).  

To self enhance, people may adopt various strategies. One is to adopt a careful approach 

when sharing sensitive information. Corrigan and Matthews (2003) found that people tend to 

“test the waters” before telling others about stigmatized information. Only if they perceive that 

the information will be well-received, do they go forward with disclosing the entire information. 

In line with this desire to elicit positive reaction from the listener, research has shown that 

people tend to avoid sharing with low self-esteem listeners (MacGregor and Holmes, 2011). 

MacGregor and Holmes (2011) also found that people share less with low self-esteem others 

because they fear those listeners will react poorly in response.  

In pursuing self-enhancement through sharing, people also manage the type of 

information they share. Precisely, consumers tend to share positive information about 

experiences they had. On the other hand, they are more likely to share about negative 

information about experiences that others had (De Angeles, Bonezzi, Peluso, Rucker, and 

Costabile, 2012).  

This desire to elicit positive reaction and to look good in the eyes of others suggests that 

bragging is sometimes part of sharing. In line with this idea, Ozcan (2004, p. 20-21) wrote: 

“Word-of-mouth conversations can be entered into in order to advance the 

interests of the self. In these situations, product-related comments, opinions, 
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disclosures, and recommendations serve as mere accessories. Whyte (1954) 

vividly documented how consumers used latest product news or experiences as 

“conversational gambits” in social exchanges with their neighbors. Dichter’s 

(1966) research revealed that consumers construct, assert, and affirm their sense 

of self as they use word-of-mouth as a tactic to gain attention, exhibit 

connoisseurship, suggest pioneering spirit, demonstrate insider information, 

connote status, evangelize, confirm own judgment, and assert superiority. Arndt 

(1967b) cited evidence from prior rumor literature on ego-defense and projection 

motives of word-of-mouth behavior, i.e., deflecting blame onto products and 

services in an effort to maintain self-esteem and to save face. Gatignon and 

Robertson (1986) argued that social exchange theory would predict word-of-

mouth supply to be motivated by status and power needs.” 

Consistently, Langston (1994, p. 1113) explained that the sharing of positive events 

“might include jumping of joy, bragging to others, or taking people out to dinner to celebrate.” 

Thus, together with evidence suggesting that looking good in the eyes of the listener is an 

important goal, researchers (e.g., Ozcan, 2004; Langston, 2004) have indicated that bragging is 

likely present in sharing.  

 Whereas Langston appears to consider bragging a positive and desirable behavior, 

studies on social comparison (e.g., Argo, White, and Dahl, 2006) suggest that upward 

comparison is a strong source of feelings of self- threat and that threatened individuals tend to 

enact negative behaviors (e.g., to deceive) in order to protect their selves. In the same vein, in 

occasions when the teller is perceived to brag and, importantly, when such behavior posits a 

threat to the listener’s self, the likely result is unfavorable reaction by the listener. As it has been 
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shown in the sharing literature (Gable, Gonzaga, and Strachman, 2006), listener’s positive 

response is an important component to sharing’s success; therefore, it seems plausible that 

bragging that presents a threat to the listener’s self is likely to hinder or diminish sharing’s ability 

to generate favorable rewards (e.g., happiness).  

I turn next to a discussion on the self-disclosure paradigm. To a large extent, this research 

stream relates to the sharing one and, importantly, substantiates the relations proposed in my 

model.  

 

Self-Disclosure 

 

Self-disclosure has been broadly defined as “any information about himself which Person 

A communicates verbally to a Person B (Cozby, 1973, p. 73).” Collins and Miller (1994) 

explained that this information may be of a descriptive or evaluative nature. According to them, 

a descriptive self-disclosure could take the form of, “I see myself as an environmentalist person”, 

and an evaluative self-disclosure could be, “I am anxious about my first day at the new job”. 

While these definitions and examples appear to focus only on information that is directly linked 

to the individual herself (i.e., how she perceives herself and her emotions), Collins and Miller 

(1994) recognized that one’s expression of preference (e.g., one’s favorite musical group) also 

constitutes self-disclosure. Hence, disclosure may involve information associated with both the 

discloser herself and reality outside of the discloser. Omarzu (2000) added to this outward view 

of self-disclosure by mentioning “experiences” (p. 174) as a topic that one may disclose to 

others. Therefore, self-disclosure is the communication of information that pertains to the 
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communicator’s personality, emotion, and/or experiences with the outside world.  Thus, the self-

disclosure literature is clearly within the conceptual realm of sharing.   

In characterizing the types of information that are disclosed, the self-disclosure literature 

has adopted three intensity-related parameters: breadth (i.e., the amount of information 

disclosed), depth (i.e., the level of intimacy of the information disclosed), and duration of time 

that the teller spends disclosing (Cozby, 1973). Of those three dimensions, breadth and depth 

predominate in self-disclosure studies (including Altman and Taylor’s (1973) influential Social 

Penetration Theory). 

According to social penetration theory (Altman and Taylor, 1973) the development of 

interpersonal relationships occurs through a reciprocal and increasingly deepening exchange of 

information. The theory holds that in the early stages of a relationship, people tend to exchange 

information with low levels of intimacy. As the relationship progresses and closeness increases, 

so does the breadth (i.e., amount) and depth (i.e., intimacy) of the information disclosed. This 

richer information may be transferred verbally and nonverbally, as well as through the types of 

activities engaged by the parties. In relation to this dissertation’s model, this theory may shed 

light on the link between sharing and happiness. Given the richness of experiences (vs. objects), 

which usually form a story with a beginning, a middle, and an end, it is possible that experiences 

allow the individual to engage in deeper and broader sharing, and consequently develop stronger 

social relationships—a powerful source of happiness (Diener and Seligman, 2002).  

Social penetration theory also highlights the importance of interpersonal reward/cost 

factors on which relationship development (and therefore information exchange) depends. Those 

cost/benefit factors pertain to past, present, and possible future exchanges.  
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In short, social penetration theory holds that individuals advance their relationships with 

each other by disclosing increasingly higher levels of information, and that one’s decision to 

proceed or not with such process depends on her evaluation of the costs and benefits gained from 

the relationship.  

A central component in self-disclosure is the idea of reciprocity (Aron, 1991). As 

Homans (1958, p. 606) explained, “Social behavior is an exchange of goods, material goods but 

also non-material ones, such as the symbols of approval or prestige.” According to the theory, 

self-disclosure creates a sense of obligation to reciprocate. Homans, (1958, p. 606) explained that 

point by saying that “Persons that give much to others try to get much from them, and persons 

that get much from others are under pressure to give much to them. This process of influence 

tends to work out at equilibrium to a balance in the exchanges.” In this exchange system, 

disclosed information is considered an asset whose value lies on its leve l of intimacy (Worthy, 

Gary, and Kahn, 1969).   

What happens then when the implicit rule of reciprocity is not followed? Research has 

indicated that the lack of reciprocity may function as a signal that one of the parties does not 

intend to deepen the relationship (Miller and Read, 1987). Reciprocity is such a strong aspect of 

self-disclosure (Rubin, 1975) that it may be strategically used in order to obtain rewards or a 

sense of obligation from other people (Omarzu, 2000). Hence, evidence abounds that self-

disclosure and reciprocity have a strong link.  

It is important to note that self-disclosure is by no means a simple behavior. Aron (1997, 

p. 317) summarized the complexity of self-disclosure by saying that “a central conflict in life is 

between our desires to be known and not to be known, as well as to know the other and not to 
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know the other.” He added that, “I do not believe that any of us are ever “transparently real”; we 

are always revealing and concealing (p. 318).”  

This ongoing conflict is easily justifiable when one considers the implications of 

revealing through self-disclosure. For example, what we tell others plays an important function 

in how others perceive and regard us. This rationale is fundamental to my model because it 

points to the reason why people tend to share about experiential purchases more than about 

material purchases. In other words, people are aware of the implications of telling others about 

their purchases. Because they expect to be more highly regarded as a result of talking about their 

experiences (vs. objects), they show a greater inclination to do exactly that.  

In the following section, I discuss this dissertation’s contributions to the happiness and 

sharing literatures, to consumers and marketing professionals, and to marketing as a discipline. 

 

Theoretical Contributions to Happiness and Sharing Literatures 

 

The most significant contribution of this dissertation is the introduction of a new model 

that explains the superiority of experiential purchases over material purchases in advancing 

happiness. Whereas other mediating factors (e.g., adaptation, regret, closeness to the self) were 

previously offered, to my knowledge this work is the first to empirically demonstrate the 

significance and implications of sharing in the consumer happiness context. While I do not claim 

that sharing is the only mechanism transmitting the effect of purchase type to happiness, I show 

that this mechanism alone is significant enough to yield a consistent pattern of results across six 

experiments.  
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Besides contributing to the discussion on the association between purchase type and 

happiness, I add to the sharing literature by offering a model with two antecedents and one 

consequence of sharing. Specifically, a large number of previous works have investigated either 

precedents (MacGregor and Holmes, 2011; Wojnicki and Godes, 2008) or consequences (Gable 

et al., 2004; Langston, 1994) of sharing. The present research, on the other hand, paints a more 

complete picture by showing circumstances under which people share at different amounts (i.e., 

when the topic of conversation is a material versus an experiential purchase), a reason for that 

difference (i.e., expectation of higher regard), a consequence of sharing (i.e., increased 

happiness), and a way of increasing people’s inclination to share more about material purchases 

(i.e., increasing the salience of sharing through cuing).   

Finally, this work’s contributions also extend the marketing literature. Precisely, previous 

studies have illustrated consumers’ efforts to associate themselves with specific brands and 

products (Berger and Heath, 2007; Sirgy, 1982). I demonstrate that consumers are also selective 

in terms of the categories of purchases (material versus experiential) about which they desire to 

share and, therefore, associate themselves with. 

Before moving to the next section, is important to clarify my claims of contribution to 

theory. Notably, I do not claim that people do not share about material purchases nor that 

material purchases do not advance happiness—only that experiential purchases generally lead to 

more sharing and thus happiness than do material purchases. In fact, experiment 5 informs us 

that the when people are primed to share about their material purchases, they do so and 

consequently enjoy high levels of happiness. I also do not claim that sharing is the only driver. 

On the contrary, I concur with other works showing that factors such as adaptation (Nicolao et 

al., 2009) and closeness to the self (Carter and Gilovich, 2012) are viable underlying 
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mechanisms in the effect of purchase type on happiness. So much so that this dissertation’s 

findings parallel the idea brought forward by Carter and Gilovich (2012). That is, by being closer 

to and more representative of one’s self (Carter and Gilovich, 2012), experiential purchases are 

inherently a better topic for sharing—a behavior that is often driven by desires to improve one’s 

regard. In other words, by telling others about topics that are more representative of one’s self 

(i.e., experiential purchases), the individual is more likely to achieve her goals related to regard 

enhancement. 

Besides the theoretical domain, the relevance of the current work encompasses the 

consumer and marketer worlds, and the realm of marketing as a discipline. I explain next this 

dissertation’s intended contributions for consumers and marketing professionals.  

 

Implications for Consumers and Marketing Professionals 

 

On a recent article published on Forbes magazine, Eric Savitz (2011) wrote, “Sharing, 

this common human activity, provides worthwhile insights into the interests and desires of those 

who are exchanging information and creates a new layer of value in the worlds of online 

publishing and advertising.” This dissertation shows that the benefits resulting from sharing 

reach beyond those groups of professionals to include the person initiating the sharing. Namely, 

sharing about a purchase brings happiness to the teller.  

Consumers often make purchases with the intent of improving their lives and increasing 

their happiness. The present investigation joins an expanding number of works that, together, 

may serve as a guide people use to make decisions regarding how to spend their money. It is 

hoped, for instance, that this and related works help people shuffle through the overwhelming 
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amount of factors that influence their decisions (e.g., marketing messages, popular beliefs, 

experts’ recommendations, etc.). For example, in their daily lives consumers are exposed to 

messages like, “No one ever says, “I take too many vacations””, (a billboard message by 

Continental Airlines), and “Send FREE electronic postcards to friends & family” (an 

announcement distributed onboard of Princess Cruises ships). Based on what we now know, 

buying into both messages by 1) investing in experiential purchases, and 2) sharing about one’s 

cruise trip are both likely to lead to happiness.  

Likewise, my findings provide marketing professionals with two tools capable of 

influencing consumer’s sharing behavior and, consequently, happiness. The first tool is 

encouraging consumers to focus on the experiential aspects of their purchases. As experiment 3 

showed, motivating consumers to conceptualize a purchase in experiential (vs. material) terms 

leads to more sharing and, as a result, increased happiness. Thus, the present results suggest that 

a marketing campaign focusing on the experiential dimensions of a purchase is likely to generate 

more sharing and create happier consumers—both of which naturally pay dividends to the 

company. The following examples of real marketing messages illustrate the idea. Based on my 

findings, experience-focused messages such as Nokia’s 8210 – “Nokia, connecting people.”, and 

BlackBerry’s Bold – “Touch, type, together. Create and connect with the new BlackBerry Bold.” 

will likely prove more fruitful than material- focused messages such as Nokia’s G14 – 

“America’s first green phone.”, and BlackBerry’s Pearl 8100 –“The world’s smallest 

smartphones.”  

The second tool relates to encouragement of sharing behavior. In experiment 4, I 

demonstrated that making sharing salient increased the likelihood of sharing about material 

purchases. As a consequence, consumers may gain as high levels of happiness from their objects 
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as from their experiences. The strategies businesses may use to motivate sharing appear endless 

and range from package messages, to consumer-to-consumer recommendation programs, to 

campaigns designed to encourage consumer communication in social media. Further research 

should be conducted to verify the effectiveness of such strategies.  

These examples illustrate the instructive potential the present findings have to marketing 

professionals.  

 

Implication to Marketing as a Discipline 

 

A less-than-perfect reputation has been attached to marketing for centuries. To be more 

precise, there are accounts of marketing’s low reputation dating back to the sixteenth century. 

For example, in explaining that the temptations associated with the marketing occupation make 

marketers (or, as more appropriately put for the time, ‘merchants’) particularly susceptible to 

engaging in disreputable behavior, Mercado (1571) wrote, “Because of this opportunity the 

opportunity to sin the merchant’s craft always had a bad reputation among learned men, whether 

they were Gentiles or Catholics.” More recently, Bastos and Levy (2012, p. 360) echoed this 

view by claiming that, “The contemporary use of the notion of branding is equated with 

achieving and managing an identity and has in many contexts supplanted the word marketing, 

perhaps as a way of avoiding the more stigmatic aspects of the latter word.” They attributed that 

state to “the sheer commercialism widely associated with the word “marketing”.” Where does 

the present work fit in this scenario? I pose that, by investigating and proposing ways that 

marketing can genuinely improve consumers’ lives, this work makes a small yet important 

contribution to marketing’s image in the eyes of society.  
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Conclusion 

 

From early philosophers (e.g., Epicurus) to contemporary scholars (e.g., Matthias Mehl), 

many have called our attention to the power of conversation to increase happiness. This 

dissertation brings that discussion to the consumer arena and provides strong evidence that 

sharing (about our purchases) is highly beneficial. In light of the discussion in the previous 

paragraphs, however, it is unquestionable that a vast number of questions remain unanswered 

and that the future is likely to bring us many interesting works in this important area.  
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APPENDIX A: EXPERIMENT 1 

 

Experiment 1’s Manipulation Instructions  

 

Condition 1 (Material Purchase): “Please describe, in some detail, a time when you spent about 
$50 on an object. You kept the object for some time and may even still have it. It was an object 
that you could touch with your hand. You bought the object with the intention of advancing your 

happiness and enjoyment in life. It turned out well and you did enjoy the purchase.” 
 

Condition 2 (Experiential Purchase): “Please describe, in some detail, a time when you spent 
about $50 on an experience. In other words, you did not end up with anything tangible (anything 
you could hold in your hand) at the end of the experience except for your memories. You bought 

the experience with the intention of advancing your happiness and enjoyment in life. It turned 
out well and you did enjoy the purchase.  

 
Experiment 1’s Measures 

 

Happiness (1 = not at all, 4 = moderately, 7 = very much) 

When you think about that purchase, how happy does it make you?  

How much does this purchase contribute to your happiness in life?  
 

Sharing (1 = Strongly disagree, 4 = Neutral, 7 = Strongly agree) 

I would want to share the details of my object/experience.  
I would feel hesitant to share with other people the details of my object/experience.  

I would feel comfortable telling the details of that object/experience to someone.  
I would feel excited about sharing the details of my object/experience. 
 

Expected Regard (1 = Strongly disagree, 4 = Neutral, 7 = Strongly agree) 

I think the person listening to me would regard me more highly after learning about my 

object/experience.  
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APPENDIX B: EXPERIMENT 2 

 

Experiment 2’s Manipulation Instructions  

 

Condition 1 (Material—Solo): Please describe, in some detail, a time when you spent about $50 
on an object. You kept the object for some time and may even still have it. It was an object that 
you could touch with your hand. You used/consumed this object by yourself, not with anybody 

else.  
 

Condition 2 (Material—Social): Please describe, in some detail, a time when you spent about 
$50 on an object. You kept the object for some time and may even still have it. It was an object 
that you could touch with your hand. You used/consumed this object together with other people 

whom you knew or became acquainted with during the use/enjoyment of the object.  
 

Condition 3 (Experiential—Solo): Please describe, in some detail, a time when you spent about 
$50 on an experience. In other words, you did not end up with anything tangible (anything you 
could hold in your hand) at the end of the experience except for your memories. You had that 

experience by yourself, not with anybody else.  
 

Condition 4 (Experiential—Social): Please describe, in some detail, a time when you spent about 
$50 on an experience. In other words, you did not end up with anything tangible (anything you 
could hold in your hand) at the end of the experience except for your memories. You had that 

experience together with other people whom you knew or became acquainted with during the 
use/enjoyment of the experience.  

 
Experiment 2’s Measures 

 

Happiness (1 = not at all, 4 = moderately, 7 = very much) 

When you think about that purchase, how happy does it make you?  

How much does this purchase contribute to your happiness in life?  
 

Sharing (1 = Strongly disagree, 4 = Neutral, 7 = Strongly agree) 

I would feel comfortable telling the details of that object/experience to someone. 
I would feel excited about sharing the details of my object/experience.  

 

Listener’s Enjoyment (1 = Strongly disagree, 4 = Neutral, 7 = Strongly agree) 

I think the person listening to me would enjoy doing so.  

 

Expected Regard (1 = Strongly disagree, 4 = Neutral, 7 = Strongly agree) 

I think the person listening to me would regard me more highly after learning about my 
object/experience.  
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APPENDIX C: EXPERIMENT 3 

 

Experiment 3’s Manipulation Instructions  

 

Condition 1 (Material): In this study, we would like you to please recall a time when you bought 
a BBQ grill. You kept that object for some time and may still have it. In some detail, please 
describe that object.   

 
Condition 2 (Experiential): In this study, we would like you to please recall a time when you 

bought a BBQ grill. You used it for some time and may still use it. In some detail, please 
describe the experience of using it.  
 

Experiment 3’s Measures 

 

Sharing (1 = Strongly Disagree, 4 = Neither Agree nor Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree) 

I would feel excited about telling others about my grill.  
I would want to talk to others about my grill.  

How many people would you want to tell about that grill? (type that number in the box below).  
Other than the people above that you considered telling about your grill, how many people did 

you actually talk about it before participating in this study? (please type the number below)  
Besides the people above that you considered telling about your grill, how many other people do 
you think you will eventually talk about it? (please type the number below) 

 
Regard (1 = Strongly Disagree, 4 = Neither Agree nor Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree) 

I think the person listening to me would regard me more highly after learning about my grill. 
 

Happiness (1 = Not at all, 4 = Moderately, 7 = Very much) 

When you think about that grill, how happy does it make you? 
How much does that grill contribute to your happiness in life?  

 
Easiness in Recalling Purchase 

Please indicate on the scale below, how easy or difficult you found the task of recalling the 

details of the grill you described in the first part of the study. Recalling the information I wrote 
was: 

 
Length of Ownership 

How long have you owned that grill? (please move the bar to indicate your answer) 

 
Purchase Cost 

As best as you can remember, how much did the grill cost? (please write the dollar amount 
below. Do not mention cents, only dollars. For example, if you paid one hundred and twenty-
three dollars for it, please enter 123).  
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APPENDIX D: EXPERIMENT 4 

 

Experiment 4’s Manipulation Instructions  

 

Cuing Manipulations: 

 
Cued Sharing: In this first part of the study, we would like you to use the blank space below to 

write three sentences. In each sentence, you should include the two words designated for that 
specific sentence. Write as freely as you wish and use the two words in whatever sequence you 

want. Just make sure you use the two words suggested for each sentence. After you have created 
the three sentences, move on to the next part of the study. 
Sentence 1 should contain the words: 

Talk 
Share 

Sentence 2 should contain the words: 
Communicate 
Tell 

Sentence 3 should contain the words: 
Say 

Disclose 
 
Cued Unrelated: In this first part of the study, we would like you to use the blank space below to 

write three sentences. In each sentence, you should include the two words designated for that 
specific sentence. Write as freely as you wish and use the two words in whatever sequence you 

want. Just make sure you use the two words suggested for each sentence. After you have created 
the three sentences, move on to the next part of the study.  
Sentence 1 should contain the words: 

Grow 
Cut 

Sentence 2 should contain the words: 
Lose 
Find 

Sentence 3 should contain the words: 
Sleep 

Leave 
 

Purchase Type Manipulation:  

 
Material Purchase: Now, we would like you to please think and write, in some detail, about an 

object that you intend to purchase some time in the future. In other words, write about a material 
purchase that you think about making. Such purchase is something tangible, something you can 
touch with your hand. When writing, please describe the object itself and what you imagine it 

will be like to have it.  
 

Experiential Purchase: Now, we would like you to please think and write, in some detail, about 
an experience that you intend to purchase some time in the future. In other words, write about an 
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experiential purchase that you think about making. Such purchase is something you experience 
or live through, and that at the end of it all you are left with are your memories of it. When 

writing, please describe the experience itself and what you imagine it will be like to have it.  
 

Experiment 4’s Measures 

 

Happiness (1 = Not at all, 4 = Moderately, 7 = Very much) 

When you think about that object/experience, how happy does it make you? 
How much will that object/experience contribute to your happiness in life? 

 

Sharing (1 = Strongly Disagree, 4 = Neither Agree nor Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree) 

I would want to share with others the details of that object/experience. 

I would feel excited about sharing the details of that object/experience. 
How many people would you want to tell about that object/experience? (type that number in the 

box below). 
Other than the people above that you considered telling about your object/experience, how many 
people have actually already told about that purchase before participating in this study (either 

online or in the real world)? (please type the number below) 
 

Regard (1 = Strongly Disagree, 4 = Neither Agree nor Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree) 

I think the person listening to me would regard me more highly after learning about that 
object/experience. 

 
Easiness in Recalling Purchase 

Please indicate on the scale below, how easy or difficult you found the task of recalling the 
details of the object/experience you described in the first part of the study. Recalling the 
information I wrote was: 

 
Number of Friends and Sharing Partners 

How many close friends would you say you have? (please enter the number in the space be low) 
With how many people (for example, friends, parents, intimate partner, strangers, etc.) do you 
often share aspects of your life?(please enter the number in the space below) 
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APPENDIX E: EXPERIMENT 5 

 

Experiment 5’s Manipulation Instructions  

 

Welcome to the study on purchasing and happiness. Please read the  
instructions carefully, as your responses are very important to this research.  
 

First, please think of two purchases that made you equally happy and cost  
about $100 each. 

 
One should be a material purchase (something tangible that you 
gained ownership over). 

 
The other should be an experiential purchase (something that you 

experienced and at the end had nothing tangible except for your memories of it).  
 
Write here, in some detail, the material purchase that you thought of 

 
Write here, in some detail, the experiential purchase that you thought of 

 
Experiment 5’s Measures 

 

Happiness (1 = Not at all, 4 = Moderately, 7 = Very much) 

How happy did it make you? 

 

Sharing (1 = Strongly Disagree, 4 = Neither Agree nor Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree) 

We sometimes tell people about our objects and experiences. With the descriptions of your  

object and experience in mind, please answer the following questions. Know that there are no 
right or wrong answers, we are simply interested in your honest answers. Please answer the  

questions attentively. 
 
Before participating in this study, to how many people have you told about your object? (please 

enter the number of people in the space below. For example, if you have shared about your 
object with ten people, please enter the number 10) 

 
Before participating in this study, to how many people have you told about your experience? 
(please enter the number of people in the space below. For example, if you have shared about 

your object with ten people, please enter the number 10) 
 

Let's suppose you had the opportunity to tell a person about one (and only one) of the two 
purchases you wrote about, which one would you prefer to share about?  
The object. 

The experience. 
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APPENDIX F: EXPERIMENT 6 

 

Experiment 6’s Manipulation Instructions  

 

Please read the instructions below attentively and follow them: 
 
Material Purchase: Please think about an object that you acquired within the past 12 months and 

that cost about $50. You kept the object for some time and may even still have it. It was an 
object that you could touch with your hand. You acquired the object with the intention of 

advancing your happiness and enjoyment in life. It turned out well and you enjoyed it. In a few 
words write down what the object was.  
 

Experiential Purchase: Please think about an experience that you had within the past 12 months 
and that cost about $50. In other words, you did not end up with anything tangible (anything you 

could hold in your hand) at the end of the experience except for your memories. You had the 
experience with the intention of advancing your happiness and enjoyment in life. It turned out 
well and you enjoyed it. In a few words write down what the experience was.  

 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Put your answer on the line above.  

 

Experiment 6’s Measures 

 

Happiness (1 = Not at all, 5/6 = Moderately, 10 = Very much) 

When you think about that purchase, how happy does it make you? 

How much does this purchase contribute to your happiness in life?  

 

PANAS (1 = Very slightly or not at all, 5/6 = Moderately, 10 = Extremely) 

This scale consists of a number of words and phrases that describe different feelings and 
emotions. Read each item and then mark the appropriate answer in the space next to that word. 
Indicate to what extent it describes how you are feeling right now. Use the following scale to 

circle your answers: 
 

Happy, Joyful, Confident, Delighted, Excited, Bold, Enthusiastic, Lively, Proud, Cheerful, 
Daring 
 

Sharing (1 = Not at all, 4 = Moderately, 7 = Very much) 

How much would you like to talk to other people (i.e., outside of this study) about that (topic 

shared)? 
How much do you desire to tell other people about your (topic shared)? 
If you had a chance to share about that purchase with other people, with how many other people 

would you like to share? (please write the number of people below) 
When telling each person about that purchase, how long would you like to talk about it? (please 

enter the number of minutes in the space below. For example, if you would like the conversation 
to go for twelve minutes, please enter the number 12). 
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Before participating in this study, how many people did you actually tell about your (topic 
shared)? (please write the number of people below) 

 
Regard (1 = Strongly Disagree, 4 = Neither Agree nor Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree) 

I believe the other participant has a positive view of me after hearing about my (topic shared).  
I believe the other participant regards me highly after learning about my (topic shared). 
 

 
Topics about Experiment 6 that Demanded Deliberation and Decision-Making 

 
 
1) The first time I ran experiment 6 (herein, 6(1)), I gave participants five minutes to recall and 

write about the purchase. In study 6(2), we decided to limit that to a one- line writing. The 
reasons were: 

a) The audio recording revealed that tellers thought five minutes was too long. They sometimes 
complained about it to the listener.  
b) The long engagement in recalling and writing may constitute a form of sharing in itself. In 

turn, participants in the control condition (who shared about an unrelated topic) may have 
enjoyed the same benefits as those who actually shared about the purchase. The data from study 

6(1) provided some indication that that may have happened. Specifically, participants in the 
experiential purchase-control condition reported high level of happiness.  
 

2) The audio recordings revealed that a large portion of the sharing activity was taken by 
participants clarifying each other’s role. In experiment 6(2) both participants knew well about the 

teller and listener’s roles before engaging in sharing.  
 
3) An issue of every study involving interpersonal communication is the dyadic data analysis 

problem, which originates from the violation of the assumption of independence of observations. 
The issue here is that there are effects coming from participant 1, from participant 2, and from 

the interaction between them. Statistically speaking, one may think of it as two main effects and 
an interaction effect. In other words, there are various sources of effects.  To deal with this issue, 
some alternatives are available: a) the use of hierarchical linear modeling, b) the use of 

confederates who would play the role listeners and react similarly in all sharing activities, c) the 
teaching of participants to act as ‘listener confederates’, and d) the approach of allowing 

participants (i.e., listeners) to react normally in the sharing activity and of measuring the teller 
and the listener’s evaluation of themselves and of each other. In the latter, these measures could 
be used as covariates and/or could allow us to see the effect of the listener’s reaction (positive vs. 

negative) on the teller’s happiness. Because I believe that the interaction, the bonding, and the 
feedback involved in sharing are important parts of the activity, I decided to use a mix of 

alternatives c) and d). Specifically, in study 6(2) we gave the listener some instructions but allow 
for some spontaneity to ensue. I, in turn, assessed both participants’ evaluations of themselves 
and of each other with regards to sharing.  

 
4) Related to the above issue, I had considered using two tellers. However, that would magnify 

the dyadic issue and would potentially create conflict between the two tellers. Specifically, teller 
1’s sharing would likely influence teller 2’s. Moreover, comparison and envy could possibly 
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exist. In light of these considerations, I discarded the idea of two tellers and went back to the 
(cleaner) approach of using a teller and a listener.  

 
5) In study 6(1), I allowed participants to share for however long they wished. The audio 

recordings indicated that having plenty of time may have led participants to often deviate the 
topic of the conversation from the purchase (or unrelated topic) to tangential topics. This, in turn, 
may have diluted the positive effect of sharing that I was expecting to find. For study 6(2), I 

decided to listen to the recordings of 6(1) and determine the duration of time participants usually 
share. With this knowledge, I then decided on the amount of time to establish for participants in 

6(2) to share. At the end of that time, I gave participants a sound signal indicating that the 
sharing activity was over. 
 

6) Professor Mehl suggested the pre- and post-sharing assessment of happiness. He also 
recommended the use of PANAS. The suggestions were adopted. The first has the potential of 

making my arguments stronger by showing the change in happiness within-subjects from before 
to after sharing. The second may serve as a) a control measure, or b) and additional, more 
general, assessment of happiness/positive emotion. 

 
7) In study 6(1), participants sent me an email to let me know they were done with sharing. The 

research assistant, however, waited for five minutes to go remove participants from the room. 
The goal was to assess whether participants in the experiential purchase condition continued 
talking about the purchase more often than did those in the material purchase condition. 

However, except for a small number of participants, most participants did not continue talking 
about the purchase after they sent the email. Besides, the five-minute waiting time may just 

dilute the positive effect of sharing about the purchase. That is because many participants were 
disturbed by the waiting. Therefore, I decided to remove that part of the study.  
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