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The Pursuit and Assessment of
Happiness can be Self-Defeating

JONATHAN W, SCHOOLER, DAN ARIELY,
AND GEORGE LOEWENSTEIN

The anly way o avold being miserable is not 10 have enough leisure 1o
wonder whether you're happy ar not,  [George Bernand Shaw)

Happiness is as o butterfly, which, when purswed, s always beyond our grasp.
But which, i1 you will sit down quictly, may alight apon you.,  [Nathaniel
Hawtharme}

All sentient creatures presumably favor pleasure over pain, However, only
humans, with their unique capacity for planning and self-reflection, have the
capacity to deliberately attempt to conduct their lives so as to maximize their
hedonic experience. The fact that we are able to consider the potential short- and
long-term hedonic benefits of our actions, does not mean of course thal il is
necessarily advisable Lo atlempl 1o deliberntely maximize happiness, Nevertheless,
a cornerstone of western thought is the assumption that the explicit pursuit of
happiness s and should be a primary source of human motivation. The pre-
eminence of this gonl is exemplified in the US Declaration ol Independence,
which characterizes the pursuil of happiness as a “sell=evident' and ‘inalicnable
right.” Consistent with this tradition, psychologists have observed that the explicit
goal of maximizing happiness (s a core motivation ol many individuals, parti-
cularly those in western cultures [for reviews. see Kitvama and Markus, 2000,
Myers, 1992, 2000). For cconomists, the notion that individuals maximize utilities
has long been considered a comerstone of economic theory, However, concep-
tualizations of the relationship between maximizing atilities and the explicit
pursuit of happiness have varied in response to evolving notions of utilivy.

Since the ascension of neoclassical economics at the end of the nineteenth
century, the concept of utility has played a central role in ecconomics, However,
cconomists' interpretation of the term has evolved, and, because economisis
helieve that people maximize utility, their understanding of human hehavior
has evolved in parallel. For Bentham, who invented the term, utility was

The writing ol the manuscript was supporied by o geaot to the first author from the Center for
Consciousness Studies,
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commensurate with happiness. Hence, the early neoclassical economists, who
adhered to the Benthamile interpretation, viewed behavior as o matter of max-
imizing happiness. Responding, In part, to the psychology of their time (Lewin,
1996), however, carly neoclassical cconomists hecame skeptical of whether
people were really maximizing, or even attempling to maximize, their own
happiness, These doubts, along with the perennial problem thal wility cannot be
measured in an objective fashion, led to attempts to explain behavior in more
psychologically neutral terms. These attempts culminated in the ordinal utility/
revealed preference perspective, according to which human behavior is simply a
matter of tuking actions designed to satisfy one's preferences (see Loewenstein,
1992; Stigler, 1965; for a discussion of these developments).

The erdinal utility revolution did not oceur without dissent. LVLD, Little (1957),
for example, in his Critique of Welfare Feonomics, lamented that ordinal utility

hobbled economists’ ability to draw implications about the welfare effects of

econemic policies. Amartya Sen (1973) commented on the vacuousness of (he
revealed preference concept as well as the patent unrealism of the small number
ol testable predictions that it does make (e.g., stability, consistency, and convexity),
Phitosephers raised questions about what i1 means (o satisfy one's preferences in
a dynamic setling in which preferences and endowments change (Page, 1968),
Even John Hicks, a member of the triad credited with the concept of ordinal
utility, in his later writings, stated that 'the ordinal utility revolution, in which [
played a role, was not nearly so much of an advance as [ supposed” (Hicks, 1976).

These problems have led some, including most prominently Daniel Kahneman
and his colleagues, to advocate a return to the Benthamite concept of utility (see,
e, their paper titled Back fo Bentham 7 [Kahneman et al,, 1997)). As Kahneman
points oul, many of the most important guestions Tor economics, such as whetler
people can successfully predict their own future utilities or whether people are
successtul in maximizing utility, are only meaningful under the older, Benthamite,
interpretation of the term (Kahneman and Varey, 19910 1t is also worth noting
that many economists who publicly embrace ordinal preferences, ofien refer o
utility in ways that hetray a lingering hedonic interpretation of the concept.

While agreeing with Kahneman and the other critics of ordinal utility that
Benthamite utility offers a richer and more promising foundation on which to
build Economics, our goal is to highlight some problems with the Benthamite
utility that have not received much attention from economists. We point to three
specific problems thart interfere with people’s ahility to optimize their own levels
of utility,

First, people may have only a limited explicit access to the utilities that they
derive from experiences. As many writers have commented, maximizing utility in
the real world involves a hopelessly complex constrained optimization problem.
But think of how much more difficult it is to solve such a problem if one lacks
aceess Lo the eriterion variable! Maximizing utility when one cannol assess one's
own level of utility is as futile as the task of a firm that tries o maximize its
profits without being able to measure them,
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Second, when people do attempt to assess their own level of utility, such efforts
may adversely affect their well-being—rthat is, undermine the olility they are
attempting to measure, Like the Helsenberg uncertainty principle in physics,
which says that one cannot measure the energy of a particle because the act of
measurement affects the partcle’s energy level, introspection about happiness
may be impossible because introspecting alfects fand potentially undermines)
happiness. Moreover, even if there were no measurement interferences, there
might be a significant hedonic cost to doing so.

Third, happiness-seeking may be a self-defeating goal. A variety of lines of
psychological research suggest that explicit efforts to maximize one'’s happiness
can undermine the ahility to achieve happiness. Like many other goals, such as
not thinking about a problem (Wenzlalt and Wegner, 2000] or re-experiencing a
mood (Wegner, Erber, and Zanakas, 1993) the pursuit of happiness may be sell-
defeating, Therefore, to the extent that economic agents do attempt to deliber-
ately maximize happiness, they are unlikely to succeed,

We review research pertinent o these three points, then present the results Trom
two studies—one laboralory experiment and ane field study —that were desipgned
o examine the impact on happiness of monitoring one's happiness and of trying
to be happy. [t should be noted at the outset that, while we raise problems with
Benthamite utility, these comments should not be construed as a call for the
perpetuation of erdinal utility. Ordinal utility suffers from its own set of problems,
including several that are analogous to those we discuss here. Perhaps the con-
clusion that should be drawn is that utility maximization is an imperfect repre-
sentation of human behavior, regandless of one’s definition of wiiligy.

l. THE LIMITS OF HEDONIC INTROSPECTION

Most researchers who siudy happiness or subjective well-being, while recog-
nizing that there is some error in sell-report measures, nevertheless take indivi-
duals’ assessments of their happiness at face value, As Myers, one of the foremost
purveyors of this research observes: "By delinition, the Boal judge of someone's
subjective well-being is whomever lives inside that person’s skin, "If you feel
happy" noted Jonathan Freedman “vou are happy—that's all we mean by the
term” " (Myers, 2000, p. 57).

There are a number of reasons why many psychological researchers have been
inclined (o accept individuals® reports of their hedonic states. First, there is a
certain delinitional self-evidence to our ability to assess the utility that we derive
from experiences. What, alter all, could it mean for an individual to be happy if
they were not aware ol it? Second, research exploring individuals' self-reports of
global subjective happiness has shown the construct 1o have relatively stable
qualities ol validity and relinhility. For example, Lyobomirsky and Lepper [19949),
in a recent analysis of 14 studies that used a simple four Hem global happiness
scale, found that individuals' self-reports of their overall happiness tended to
correlate reasonably well with the assessments made by friends and spouses, with
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correlations in the range 0.41-0.66, Test and re-test reliabilities were also rea-
sonably high with a mean correlation of 0,72, and in the range 0,55-0,90,

Although individuals may have some global sense of their overall degree ol

well-being, there is also considerable evidence that reports of global happiness
can be powerfully influenced by the situational context in which individuals are
queried, A Tamous example of the ditfealty of judging one's global happiness
comes from the research of Strack, Martin, and Stepper (1998), who asked some
college students how many times they had gone oul on a date in the last month,
then how happy they had been overall, Other students were asked the same
guestions but in the reverse order. For those asked about dates first, the corre-
lation between the two items was 0.66; for those asked about happiness first, the
correlation was close to zero. These results suggest that instead of recalling their
hedonic state over the last month, the students seemed (o be looking lor more
objective vues aboul whether their last month had been good or bad and
attempted to judge their happiness based on those cues. When the information
about dates was activated, it played a more prominent role in these evaluations.
Additional studies have demonstrated that individuals' general assessment of
their happiness can be similarly biased by o number ol other situational factors
including, the current weather (Schware and Clore, 1983), Onding a dime
(Schware, 1987, and the outcome of soccer games [Sclwarz et al,, 1987). We next
describe a few more specilie elasses of evidenee regarding peoples’ ditficulties in
aveessing thelr own atilities,

1.1 Distinguishing between Visceral Experience (Experiential
Consciousness) and Reflective Appraisal [Meta-Consciousness)

One recourse to the difficulties associated with making global judgments aboul
happiness and Life satisfaction has heen to argue that, while individuals may have
difficulty summating their experiences over time, they are capable of providing
snapshot assessments of their hedonic experience at any given moment
[Kahneman, 1999, p. 5). Kahneman distinguishes belween ‘subjective happiness’
measures in which respondents ‘state how happy they are' and ‘objective hap-
piness' measures that are ‘derived rom a recond ol instant utility,” The assumption
underlying this view is that individuals maintain a continuous and reportable
hedonic experience, but errors occur when individuals attempt to recollect and
average valenced moments over time, According 1o this view, these difficulties
can be averted by asking individuals o make spontimesus moment by moment
assessments, and the rescarchers rather than the respondents do the averaging
over thme. Although we concur with the claim that individuals experience a
continwous and potentially measurable bedonic valenee, we believe that great
caution must be mken in assuming that individuals’ moment to moment hedonic
assessments reflect their underlying experience.

Our central claim is that an understanding of hedonic utility depends criti-
cally on an appreciation of the fundamental distinction between individuals®
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continuous hedonic experience and their intermittent reflective appraisal (altern-
ately referred to as ‘meta-pwareness or meti-consciousness’ (Schooler, 2001,
2002} ) of that experience, We, like many other rescarchers, assume thar every
waking moment entails a bedonie copericnce that is subjectively registered as
visceral feelings [Damasio, 1994; Loewenstein, 1996) accompanied by a host of
physiological responses including changes in the cardio-vascular Mow (Tomaka
elal, 1997, eve blink response (Lang, 1995), and breain activation fe2, Lane et al,,
1997). However, we further assume that, although individuals' hedonic experi-
ence is continuous, their meta-awareness of this experience is only inlermitient,
The demands ol life are such that it is simply not possible to continually monitor
how we are feeling at every moment of the day. As a result one can feel happy or
sad, without explicitly noticing this at the time. The three of us, and we expect
many readers, have had the experience ol having our spouse tell us that we were
unhappy, which we had not realized until alerted of the undeniable truth,
Similarly, research on “flow states,” which oceurs when individuals are deeply
absorhed in challenging tasks, suggests that many ol life's most positive
experiences oceur when individuals are not explicitly aware of the pleasure they
are leeling at the time, As Csikszentmihalyi (1999, p. 825) puls it:

Strictly speaking, during the experience of [of Dow] people are not necessarily happy
because they are too involved in the task o bive the lusuey 1o reflect on thelr subjective
states . But alterwards, when the experience is over, peaple report having been in as
positive @ state as e is possible (o feel,

I we often, iFnot typically, have hedonic experiences in the absence ol meta-
awareness of those experiences, then it should not be assuwmed that our hedonic
expericnce and our explicit appraisals of experience are necessarily identical.

1.2, Inferring Hedonic Response on the Basis of One's Own Behavior

I people have difTiculties sccessing their own utilities, how do we make decisions
about pleasure and pain? Our claim here is that because the translation from
hedonic experience into an explicit appraisal is very difficult, if not impossible,
people olten rely on inferences to estimate their own utilities, Such inferences can
draw on & variely of sources including sell-observation, situational context, and
our theories about how we think we should be Teeling (Tor similar claims see
Schwarz, 1987, Schwarz and Clore, 1987 Schwarz and Strack, 1999). v short, we
suggest that individuals' hedonic experiences are typically represented as visceral
non-verbal feeling states, Howerer, when compelled to make hedonie judgments,
individuals draw on inferencing processes v order to translate these viseeral states
into an explicit hedmnic appraisal.

' The present account represents somewhal of o compromise between the disparate positions of
Zajone (1984) whao argued that preflerences need no inferences and Lazarus (1984) who argued that all
emotional appraisals are mediated by cognitive considerations, Like Zajonc, we argue that individualy
can expertence preferences without drawing on inferences, However, like Logarus (1984), we argue thal
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Inn the following discussion we briefly review the evidence that individuals can
lack meta-awareness of their underlying hedonic experience and therefore musi
draw on various external sources ln order (o infer how they must be feeling.

LL2.10 Inferving Adtitudes from One’s Behavior

The notion that individuals may lack a direct insight into their affective state, and
therefore must infer their state based on a situational context, dates back at least
as Tar as William James (1884), who suggested that individoals infer emotions by
ohserving their actions. Accordingly, rather than running from a bear because
one feels fear, Iames suggested thar individuals run from a bear, and in observing
this behavior, infer that they must be feeling fear. The view that we are promoting
here is analogous to James' theory of emotion with one critical difTerence, In
keeping with the suggestion that individuals maintain continuous hedonic
experivnee, we argue that ene does indeed feel' fear as soon as one sees the bear,
However, one may not explicitly appraise the emotion as such until one reflects
an one's behavior, Thus, from our perspeclive when one sees a bear one immed-
iately feels fear, runs, and upon rellecting on the fact that one is running, becomes
meta-conscious of the fact that one is experiencing Tear,

The claim that individuals infer their responses to stimuli by observing their
own behavior has its more recent exemplification in the self-perception theory of
Daryl Bem. According (o the Sell=Perception Theory (Bem, 1967, 1972), indivi-
duals infer their own attitudes and preferences in much the same way as they
infer those of others. As Bem (1972, . 2] put it ‘Individuals come to “know” their
own attitudes, emotions and other internal states partially by inferring them from
observation of their own overt behavior and/or the circumstances in which this
behavior occurs.' The self-perception theory was originally articulated as an
allernative o the Cognitive Dissonance Theory [Festinger, 195%7), which hypao-
thesized that individuals alter their aiiudes in order 1o reduce the unpleasant
internal conllict {dissonance] that can arise when attitudes and behavior are
discrepant. For example, the notion of cognitive dissonance reduction was used
o account for why individuals who agree to participate in an inherently boring
task for $1 report liking it better than those who agree o participate Tor $20,
[Festinger and Carlsmith, 1959), According to the cognitive dissonance account,
individuals who agree to participate for $1 experience dissonance between the
perceived modest compensatory value of a dollar, and the perceived aversiveness
of participating in a routine task. They, therefore, alter their appraisal of the task
in order to reduce dissonance, Bem, in contrast, argued thal individuals do not
feel any internal dissonance, but rather, lacking insight into their own hedonic
response, infer their attitudes by observing their own behavior, Consistent with
this view, Bem demonstrated that many attitude judgments previously ascribed to

Priclbvbchuals’ explicht appradsals geneally regquiee cognitive inferences, Our elibm s that the sousce of
the disagreement (o this debote stems Trom o Gallure o constder the distineiion we draw here Between
wlseeral hedonle experience, which does not require inferences, and expliclt hedonie appeaisals, which
typically, i1 not always, invoke Inferencing processes.
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dissonance reduction were mirrored by the inferences ol observers who never
actually participated in the experiments, but rather anticipated the attitudes of
participants in the studies based on the scenarios alone. For example, when
hearing the seenario of an individual volunteering to participate inan experiment
For a dollar, the judges assumed that the task was more enjoyable than they did
when they learned of participants agrecing (o participate for $20,

Since Bem's original postulation of the sell-perceplion account of cognitive
dissonance, there has been some controversy regarding which mechanism, cog-
nitive dissonance or self~perception, best avcounts for the extant data, Although
some disagreements still exist, most researchers now accept that both processes
can come inlo play depending on the circumstances. When disparitics between
original attitudes and subsequent behavior are very large, the cognitive dis-
sonance processes in all likelihood come into play; however, when the differences
are more modest, sell-pereeption alone may be the primary operator (see Fazio,
T9B7; Tor a review ) Indeed, the sell=pereeption theary has been used (o account
Tor many Bindings in the psychological literatuee, For example, the self-perception
theory accounts for why individuals’ assessment of the intrinsic interest of an
activity is reduced when they receive a reward Tor engaging in it (Lepper et al,,
1973) Accordingly, they infer that the receipt of the reward must be the reason
they are doing it, and, thus, come to estimate their interest as being less, The self-
perception theory can also account for the effects of supressing facial expres-
sions. For example, Sirack et al. [1998] had research participants view cartoons,
while holding a pen in the mouth in a manner that either did or did not inhibit the
muscles associated with smiling. Participants found the cartoons significantly
less amusing when they held the pen in a manner that inhibited smiling. These
and similar findings (e.g., Olson, 1990) illastrate how individuals’ preferences can
be based, at least in part, on inferences drawn from observing their own behavior,
Critical, to the sell-perception approach is the underlying premise (at indii-
duals van and aften do fnck meta-mrareness of their o iternal states, and thas
must infer it in much the same way as others, As Bem put it “To the extent thal
internal cues are weak, ambiguous, or uninterpretable, the individual is func-
tionally in the same position as an outside observer' (Bem, 1972, p. 2).

1.2.2. Misatiribution Theory

Although observation of one’s own behavior is an important source of inference
regarding the state of one's hedonic response 1o an experience, it is not the only
source. Research on misatiribution suggests that individuals also infer their
affectivefhedonic responses on the basis of the situational context in which they
find themselves, For example, in a classic study by Schachter and Singer (1962),
participants were given cither a norepinephrine or a placebo pill and then were
exposed 1o o confederate who behaved either pleasantly or unpleasantly, The
context of the confederate powerfully influenced the manner in which they
evaluated the arousal resulting from the norepinephrine, such thal relative to
the placebo they reporled feeling more elated when exposed 1o the pleasant
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confederate and more annoyed when exposed (o the unpleasant ane, Sinee this
ariginal study, a number of limitations to its scope and interpretation have arisen
le.g., Reisenzein, 1983), Nevertheless, the basic claim that individuals can mis-
attribute the source ol arousal and thereby alter their hedonic assessment, has
remained intact, Forexample, arousal indueed by exercise can e misattrilioted 1o
anger [Zillman, 1978) and arousal induced by fear can be misattributed o sexual
attraction (Dutton and Aaron, 1974),

A key assumption of the misattribution theory is that individuals do have an
underlying subjective experience; however, this hedonic experience is ambig-
uous and therefore open to interpretation based on the context of the situation.
This fact is important because it suppors our basic contention that explicit
hedonic appraisals represent the evaluation of a difficult-to-discern hedonic
feeling that is interpreted in the light of inferences,

1.2.3. Infering Value from Behavior {Anchoring Effecis)

The under-specificity of hedonic experience not only plays a role in sell-reported
hedonic evaluations, it can also affect economic decisions based on hedonic
appraisals, including the price that individuals are willing to pay for an experi-
ence. This phenomenon is illustrated in a series of studies conducted by Ariely
et al. [2000) that examine the anchoring effects in the valuation of hedonic
experiences, In a typical experiment, subjects first experience an aversive tone
over headphones. Next, they are asked whether, hypothetically, they would be
willing to listen to the tone again for 30 s for either a small payment (10 cents) or a
larger payment (90 cents). Aller answering the hypothetical guestion, respond-
ents enter a real market in which they indicate the prices for which they are
willing to listen o the tone, and iF their prices are aceepted by the markel
mechaniso, they get the tone Tor the specilied duration and the amount of money
that is the outcome of the markel mechanism, (The mechanisms used were all
methods, such as the Becker-Degroot-Marschak procedure [1963), designed 1o
give subjects an incenlive to reveal their true value for an object.) The resulls
revealed that subjects’ valuations are powerfully affected by the initial response
to the hypothetical question {the anchor) they are exposed to,

In an even more dramatic, albeit somewhart less tightly controlled study, the
researchers asked one set of students if they would be willing to listen to their
professor (Ariely] read 10 min of Leaves of Grass to them il they were paid $10.
Others were asked if they would pay 510 for the same experience. The researchers
then elicited prices (which could be positive or negative] from students for lis-
tening to Leaves of Grass for 1, 3, or 10 min. Again, students' values were pow-
erfully influenced by the initial question. Those asked if they would pay were
willing 1o pay to listen 1o the poetry, and those asked i they would listen iF they
were paid, needed 1o be paid to do i, But, whether they valued the experience
positively or negatively, they named higher amounts ol money for longer
durations of poetry. Participants had no idea whether this was a positive or
negative experience, but they knew thatl it was more positive or negative if it

The Pursuit and Assessment of Happiness 49

was longer, Whether they have sampled it {as in the case of the tone) or not,
individuals seem 1o be limited in their ability (o assess hedonic experiences-
even in some cases whether the experience s positive or negative, They draw
on any available cues, including the arbitrary anchor values, to resolve the
ambigaity.

2, THE EFFECTS OF HEDONIC INTROSPECTION

The evidence we have reviewed so Tar suggests that when people attempl to assess
their own hedonic state they not only access internal visceral feelings, but also
use any available cues to help them infer their own likely feelings, In Section 2,
however, the relative importance of these two inputs—internal feelings and

inferences—seems to depend on the nature of the introspective process,

2.1 The Effeets of Introspection on Hedonie Appraisals

Given the sizable hody of rescarch that relies on the hedonie appraisal ol
expericnee as a primary measure, surprisingly littde research has examined the
impact per se of monitoring hedonic experiences on the appraisal of such
experiences. Ariely [1998] reports one of the very few studies that specifically
examined the impact of on-line hedonic appraisals. Participants were presented
with a series of painful stimuli of varying intensities, profiles {intensity changes
over time], and durations. At the end of each painful experience, the parlicipanis
provided overall retrospective appraisals of the amount of pain that they
experienced during the trial. Half of the participants evaluated the experience
only in retrospect {after i1 ended), while the other hall were also asked to provide
contineous evalualions of the intensity of the experienee as it unfolded [also
known as moment by moment or on-line evaluations), The comparison ol these
twor groups (see also Ariely and Zauberman, 2000) showed that once respondents
‘created’ the moment by moment evaluations, their overall evaluation of the
expericnee as o whole was influenced by the momentary responses they pro-
duced. Moreover, the results showed that the respondents were less influenced by
the way the experience unfolded over time (e.g., they were less sensitive o the
changes in intensity over time}, suggesting that their hedonic expericnce was
muffled. Ariely's findings are consistent with the general claim that introspection
can produce inferences that can reduce individuals™ sensitivity to their own
hedonic experience, Accordingly, participants in the no on-line evaluation
condition, may have been able to access subtle differences in their affective state
that followed being subjected to sequences of painful experiences, In contrast,
participants in the on-line condition, by simply relying on their mean reported
response, may have lost aceess to their actual hedonic experience,

In addition to Ariely’s demonstration that on-line hedonie introspection can
reduce hedonic differences associated with the duration of aversive stimuli, other
studies have provided evidence that introspective techniques that specifically
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encourage reflective inferencing can overshadow individuals' sensitivity (o their
underlying hedonic response,

200 Intvospective Technigues that Mintmize Sensitivity to

Underlyving Hedonie Erperience

A number ol studies suggest that, inducing decision-makers to verbally reflec
upon their decision processes can increase their weighting of considerations thal
vin be verbalized, and decrease their access to gut-level feelings, In a study by
Wilson and Schooler (1991), participants sampled five different strawberry jams.
In the reflection condition, participants were then asked to rellect on their eva-
luation, listing the reasons why they felt the way they did about each jam. All the
participants were then asked to rate the five jams, The correlations between the
participants’ jam ratings and those of the experts (provided by Conswmer Reporis)
were then assessed, Wilson and Schooler found that whereas contrel subjects
provided ratings that were closely aligned with that of the experts (= 0.506), the
Judgments of the participants who apalyeed their reasons were complelely
unrelated (r= 0.06] o that of the experts, Within (he cureent context, the findings
ol Wilson and Schooler can be interpreted as suggesting that reflection caused the
participants to emphasize the inlerences that they made aboul their experience
and “lose touch” with their actoal hedonic feelings,

{ne possible concern with Wilson and Schooler’s study is that it used the
experls’ opinions as the normative basis for assessing the quality of participants’
hedonic judgments. Failing to agree with an expert does not necessarily mean that
one's opinions are unreflective of the utility that one derives from an experience,
The participants in the self=relection condition might simply have had different
hedonic experiences, which were well captured by their sell-reports. A Tollow up
study by Wilson et al. (1993), however, counters this interpretation. The parti-
cipants examined various art posters, Inothe rellection condition, they analyzed
why they felt the way they did about the posters and then sated chem, Inothe
control condition they simply rated the posters without reflection, Participanis
were then given the opportunity to select a poster and take 11 home, When Wilson
et al. contacted the participants two weeks later, they found that those in the
refllection condition were less satisfied with their choices [and less likely to have
hung them up) than those in the contrel condition. The fact that participants who
engaged in refllection were ultimately less satisfied with their selections, suggests
that reflection did not simply change (heir perceived utilities, Rather, these
findings suggest that rellection actually undermined people's ability to decipher
the utilities that they had actually experienced, and which they re-experienced
after the impact of self-reflection had worn off,

The above Nindings provide just o sampling of studies that indicate that sell
reflection may impair people’s ability 1o decipher the hedonic value ol experi-
ence, her studies have Tound similar efects ol sel-reflection on people’s ability
to judge the wility of courses [Wilson and Schooler, 1991), peanul bulter
[Schooler and Wilson, 1991}, puzzles (Wilson et al,, 1984), pens (Wilson, 1990),
and even relationships (Wilson et al., 1984).
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2,02, hwirospective Technigues that Marimize the

Sensitivity to Hedonie Experience

If encouraging verbal reflection diminishes individuals® access 1o their own
visceral reactions, then one should expect that introspective technigques that
decrease verbal reflection would lead to appraisals that are more in line with
individuals’ actual underlying visceral experience, Indeed, several studies have
found that when sell-reflection is minimized by forcing individuals to make very
quick hedonic judgments, the hedonic assessments become realigned with the
actual experience, For example, Wilson and Lindsey (as reported in Wilson et al.,
2000] had participants evaluate the quality of their relationship with a significani
other, Some participants engaged in self-reflection, analyzing the reasons for
their evaluations. Others simply gave an overall rating. As in prior studies, they
Found that self-reflection reduced people's ability to adequately gauge the quality
of their relationship, as revealed by the facr that those who analyzed thelr reasons
were less able to predict the quality ol their relationship at g later date relative (o
the control subjects who did not engage in sell=reflection, However, Wilson and
Lindsey included an additional condition tn which, following seli=rellection,
participants made very quick (3 5] evaluations, In this condition, the correlations
between participants’ ratings of their relationship and their later reported ratings
was a5 high as it was for participants who did not engage in self-reflection at all,
Apparenily, discouraging self-reflection by having people make rapid judgments
restores their ability to access their own "gut” level reactions.

In addition to quick judgments, other techniques may also encourage indivi-
duals to draw more on their hedonic experience by enabling them 1o be more keen
observers of their own visceral responses. For example, o number ol studics have
found that when individuals engage in tasks with a mirror present, their hedonice
appraisals tend o more closely correspond 1o their subsequent behaviors (e,
Scheier and Carver, 1977). One possible interpretation of such Pndings is that the
mirror gives the individuals a greater opportunity 1o observe andf/or experience
their own wvisceral hedonic response, and thus enables them o draw more
accurilely on this source of information.

In sum, it seems that hedonlc appraisal may access internal visceral states
depending on the manner in which individuals introspect. When individuals are
encouraged to explicitly reflect on the basis Tor their attitudes and preferences,
their hedonic appraisals rely more heavily on inferences. In contrast, when they
are forced to make guick gur judgments [or have a mirror present], their hedonic
appraisals seem to reflect better their actual hedonic experience.

2.2, The Impact ol Introspection on Hedonie Experience

There are a number of reasons to think that engaging in hedonic appraisal might,
i addition to altering how individuals appraise the situation, affect the hedonic
experience itsell, First, if, as seems likely, hedonic introspection increases
the focus on the self, then such a reflection may detract from the amount of
attention that is devoted to the activity itsell, which may in turn detract from the



52 Jonathan W. Schooler, Dan Ariely, and George Loewenstein

experience. Tn addition, if, as we have suggested, individuals have difTicully
explicitly deciphering the degree of enjoyment that they are deriving from
an experience, then extensive sell-reflection might cause the individoals 1o
pverlook subile [eatures ol the experience, thereby missing out on the hedonic
utility that they might have otherwise enjoyed, Finally, it is possible that enga-
ging in hedonic appraisal might cause individuals to attend o elements of the
expericnee that might have, could have, or should have been, and such com-
parisons may lead to disappoiniment and regret.

Although little research has specifically looked at the eflfeets of experimentally
manipulating the monitoring of hedonic experiences on the attainment of hap-
piness, a variety of siudies have reported correlational evidence that is consistent
with the proposition that moenitoring happiness undermines happiness. For
example, numerous studies have examined the relationship between individuals'
tendency 1o introspect and their overall reported happiness. The consistent
lnding in this research is that chronically happy people are less introspective
(Lyubomirsky and Lepper, 1999 Veenhoven, 1988, Moreover, chronically
utthappy people tend (o show relatively high levels of self-canseiousness, sell-
focused attention, and raminative thinking (Ingram, 1990: Musson and Alloy,
1968). One potential interpretation of such findings is that, introspective indi-
viduals may be particularly apt to rellect on their reactions (o experiences that
may decrease their enjoyment (or exacerbate their displeasure) with the experi-
ences themselves. However, there are a variety of alternative accounts of this
relationship. For example, given the evidence that depressed individuals may (at
least in some cases) be more realistic about their situations [Taylor and Brown,
1994), it may he that self-reflection simply undermines individuals' ability to
view their lives through rose-colored glasses. Furthermaore, because the rela-
tionship between rellection and happiness has largely been corvelational, it
is unclear whether introspection causes unhappiness or unhappiness cianses
introspection,

There have been some experimental stadies that are also supportive of the
disruptive eflects of introspection on hedonic experience, although these studics
are also open o allernative inlerpretations, For example, there is an extensive
literature suggesting that self-awareness (e.g., being put in the presence of a
mirror), can cause aversive experiences due to discrepancies that individuals
detect hetween their personal aspirations and the attainment of those aspirations
{Duval and Wicklund, 1972), Although it has also been noted that self-awareness
can occasionally lead to a more positive contrast between aspirations and
attainments (e, Wicklund 1975), the more common linding is that self-
awareness leads 1o a disappointing assessment and thus produces aversive states.

There are of course some important differences between the sell-awarcness

induced by a mirror and the more specific introspection about a particular
hedonic expericnce, For example, assessing how one leels about o particular

experience does not necessarily require an assessment of whether one is living up
to one's goals. Nevertheless, the general finding that self-awareness can often be
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aversive is certainly consistent with the hypothesis that attending 1o the hedonic
quality of a specihic experience might undermine it,

Although relatively Titthe research has examined experimentally the impact of
hedonic introspection on the achicvement of hedonic satisfiction per se, some
studies have examined the related issue of how attending 1o one's perception ol
mirth inlluences the experience of humor, For example, Copehik and Leventhal
[1974] found that when individuals were asked to scrutinize their mirth response
to humorous cartoons, they actually found them less funny. If one can ruin a joke
by focusing too hard on how funny one finds it, it follows that hedonic intro-
spection may similarly undermine other positive hedonic experiences. Clearly,
what is needed are experimental studies that explicitly manipulate individuals'
hedonic monitoring and then examine its impact on their hedonic experience. As
will be discussed, we recently completed such an investigation. We will provide
the preliminary evidence that hedonic assessment can, in fact, undermine
hedonic experience. However, before considering this evidence we first introduce
another central challenge to economic approaches that rely on the assumption
that individuals attempl 1o maximize happiness, namely, that the pursuit of
happiness may itsell be sell-defeating.

3. THE IMPACT OF THE PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS ON
THE ATTAINMENT OF HAPPINESS

A central premise of much economic theory, and indeed a primary assumption of
western culture as exemplified in the US Declaration of Independence, is the
premise that the pursuil of happiness is o primary [and worthy] human goal,
However, there are a number of reasons to suspect that the pursuit of happiness, at
least when it is made the primary explicit motivation for behaviors, may actually
be self-defeating. We will discuss three of them next.

3.1, Faulty Theories of Happiness

One reason why pursuing happiness can be self-defeating is that people simply
have faulty theories about what is likely to give them happiness. For example,
there is considerable evidence that peaple underestimate their own tendency to
adapt hedonically to continuing experiences, hoth positive and negative [e.g,,
Gilbert et al., 1998; Loewenstein and Frederick, 1997). Such a tendency may
cause people 1o over-seleet goals that produce lasting material changes, such as
an increase in income or status, in the mistaken belief that such changes will
produce enduring increases in happiness. Initially, such goals may indeed pro-
duce happiness. However, as individuals adapt to their improved state, they may
reach an equilibrivm whereby they no longer experience the gain (Brickman and
Cambell, 1971). However, having previously experienced pleasure from material
gains, individuals may develop a habit of pursuing this goal above all others,
without recognizing the habituation and decreasing marginal utility associated
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with their further gains (for a formal model of this process, see Loewenstein et al.,
2000). Consistent with this prediction, it has been found that individuals who see
the accumulation of wealth as a primary goal are ultimately less happy than those
wlho pul less emphasis on material gaions, For example, Kassee and Ryan [1993)
gave participants a guestionnaire thal assessed the degree to which they 1) soughi
o aceomulate wealth and (2] expected that they would significantly increase
their wealth, Strikingly, participants who valued andfor expected increased

wealth revealed markedly lower degrees of happiness as evidenced by a variety of

measures including lower well-being and self-actualization and  increased
anxiety and depression. In a subseguent study that also included objectifiable
consequences of global well-being, Kasser and Ryan (1996) found that individuals
who focused on gaining wealth as a life goal showed more physical symptoms
and lower daily alTect relative 1o individuals who focused on the gaining ol other
goals, such as achieving psychological growth, having satisfying relationships
with Family and Friends, and improving the world,

O course, the fact that individuals who seelowealth tend o be less happy does
nol in itsell prove that the explicit pursuil of happiness is the cause ol their
unhappiness, Itmight be that unhappy people are more motlvited o change their
state, and so they seek wealth as a way 1o improve their otherwise unhappy lives.
And indeed there is some evidence that is consistent with such a contention.
Specilically, Kasser and Rvan [1996) also found that individuals who have had
troubled childhoods are more likely to view the explicit pursuit of wealth as a
primary goal than individuals with a less problematic childhood,

3.2, Changing Goals

Aosecond reason why the pursuit ol happiness may be sell=defeating is that it may
cause people to treat activites not as ends in themselves, but rather as a means
towards something else, namely the gaining ol happiness, As previously noted,
considerable research indicates that when individuals engage in activities for
external reward [e.g,, money) the activities lose their intrinsic appeal (Tora review
see Dech et al, 1999), Typically, in such studies the extrinsic reward is entirely
distinet from the intrinsic hedonic value of the experience itself~—for example,
getting paid for a task that one would typically cnjoy. Nevertheless, it scems
plausible that if individuals view gaining happiness as something above and
beyond the intrinsic appeal of the activity itself, such a motivation might simi-
larly detract Trom the wtility that is derived rom an experience, For example, one
might go to a concerl with the primary motivation of genuinely wanting to listen
Lo the music. Such a melivation would heunguestionably intrinsic and thus should
lead 1o a positive experience. However, il a person goes to o concert with the
explicit goal of gaining happiness, then the music fsell s no longer the primary
motivation for the task, In short, the hedonic value ol an experience may be com-
promised to the degree that one is engaging in a task with the goal of achieving
happiness, rather than with the goal of genuinely valuing the activity itself,
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3.3, Monitoring Happiness

A thied, closely related reason Tor why engaging in activities with the primary
goal of achicving happiness may be self-defeating, is that I may encourage one
to regularly monitor whether this goal is being achieved. As already noted, there
are several reasons why regular monitoring might be detrimental including,
reducing the amount of attention devoted to the activity itself, impairing sensit-
ivity to the subitle positive features of the experience, and inducing unfavorable
comparisons to a never altained goal state,

Whereas, incorrect theories about the determinants of happiness can cause
prople 1o engage in the wrong kinds of activities to maximize happiness, the
latter two causes (changing goals, and monitoring) can produce a negative
relationship between trying to be happy and being happy based simply on one's
mental attitude, Both causes point 1o o “catch-22" type of situation in which
happiness Is undermined by simply having the mindset ol explicitly trying to he
happy. The best evidence Tor this proposition comes from studies that examine
the relationship between happiness and sellishness, One marker of individuals'
locus on the explicit goal of achieving happiness involves the relative degree (o
which individuals put themselves before others. As Myers (2000) observes:
‘Selfish people are, by definition, those whose activities are devoted to bringing
themselves happiness.” However, although selfish individuals are seemingly
devoted to the explicit attainment of their own happiness, various sources of
evidence sugpest that, like the pursuit of materialistic gains, engaging in life's
activities with an eye to henefiting onesell may defeat the very goals that such
actions are presumahly meant to attain.

Twao studies empirically supported the self defeating aspects of perusing hap-
piness: Using aquestionnaire survey, Rimland (Myers, 2000] had participants lisi
aciuaintances and then rate them on g number of different dimensions including
both selfishness and happiness. Rimlaned Tound that these individuals who were
characterized as less sellish were also rated as happier than those who were
characterized as more selfish, OF course, there are some problems with gues-
tionnaire studies of this sort, for example, participants might feel less positively
towards their selfish acquaintances and so their low estimations of the happiness
of their selfish peers might in effect rellect 'wishful thinking.” However, more
controlled studies have led to similar conclusions, In a more controlled study,
Konow (2000 had participants engage in a dictator game in which one partici-
pant is given the role of 'dictator” and is allowed to contral the relative amount of
resources allocated to himsell and his teammates, Konow correlated participanes’
selfish behavior in this study with their self-reported happiness. Strikingly,
individuals who devoted more resources (o their teammates reported overall
higher levels of Tappiness and life satisfaction relative to those who were more
miserly in their allocations, This fnding further supports the view that sell-
ishness, although seemingly motivated by the explicit goal of putting one's awn
happiness above all else, is ineffective in leading to the attainment of this goal.
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In sum, the initial Hndings are consistent with the proposition that the explicit
pursuit of happiness can be self-defeating. There are, however, a number of
theoreticnl and methodologival issues that cloud exactly how we should interpret
these hindings. Most important, all of the studies that have examined the issue
have been correlational in nature, demaonstrating that people with particular
proclivities, namely towards materialism and self-promotion, tend to be less
happy. One interpretation of such findings is that the tendency to pursue hap-
piness leads these individuals to be less happy. However, it is also possible that an
initial tendency to be unhappy leads individuals to want to be happy and to select
specific goals that, whether effective or ineffective, they believe will promote
their own happiness, Clearly, additional studies are needed that more directly
assess and manipulate the specific goal of maximizing happiness, In Section 4 we
describe two such studies.

4. PRELIMINARY INVESTIGATIONS OF THE
PURSUIT AND ASSESSMENT OF HAPPINESS ON
THE ACHIEVEMENT OF HAPPINESS

In the last several sections we have argued that hoth the atlempis al monitoring
happiness and altempting to maximize happiness may be self-defeating.
Although we believe we have made a reasonable case for both of these claims, at
present they remain tenable conjectures. Fortunately, however, they are testable,
and we have hegun to develop an empirical line of investigation to test them. In
the fallowing section, we briefly review two preliminary studies that explored the
possible roles of explicit monitoring and maximizing on individuals attainmenl
af happiness, The first is an experimental investigation of the impact of mon-
itoring and trying 1o be happy on the happiness that individuals derive from
listening to music, The second is a Beld study in which we examined the relation-
ship between individuals' efforts to be happy and their achievement of happiness
in a real world situation that exemplifies the singular goal of maximizing hap-
piness: New Year's Eve celebrations,

4.1. The Impact of Monitoring and Effort on the Hedonic
Experience Associated with Listening to Music

As noted above, most of the studies suggesting that reflection and the pursuit of

happiness can reduce happiness have been correlational, Thus, one critical step in
demaonstrating the relationship between these variables and happiness is 1o show
that the experimental manipulations of elfort towards and monitoring of hap-
piness can alter individuals' achievement of happiness. Toward this end, we
conducted i study (Experiment 1] in which participants listened to music, with
cither (1) no instructions, (2) instructions to try to be happy, (3) instructions (o

monitor their happiness, or [4) instructions to both try to be happy and monitor

their happiness. We used Stravinsky's Rites af Spring as our musical selection
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because we expected its complexity and use of discordant tones to make listening
1o it hedonically ambiguous. Our reasoning was that individuals might find i
more challenging to explicitly reflect on the quality of their hedonie experience
when Taced with a novel hedonically ambiguous sound. Accordingly, with
hedonically ambiguous stimuli, individuals’ theorles, belicfs, and other factors
unrelated to the experience itsell may he particularly likely to color their assess-
ments of their hedonic experience. Similarly, hedonically ambiguous music may
be the most likely to frustrate individuals® direct attempts al making themselves
happy. Thus, we reasoned that a hedonically ambiguous stimulus would be a
sensible source to begin our search for reactive effects of efforts to monitor and
maximize hedonic experience,

The participants first answered an elaborate series of questions that included a
number of nine poinl likert scale moeod measures, These included bwo eritical
questions: "How happy do you feel right now?' and "What is your mood right
now? In addition, the participants were shown a schematic face, that could be
adjusted from Teowning to smiling, aned were asked o set the Tace to the level that
reflected their current level of happiness, These various questions were cmbedded
with o number of additional guestions regarding their experlence with and
interest in music, to minimize the likelihood that the paricipanis in the control
group [no instruction condition] would infer that they were listening to the music
to affect their mood, The participants then listened to the music. Those in the
monitoring condition continually adjusted a mowvable scale {akin to those used in
focus groups) 1o indicale their momeni-to-moment happiness, Those in the try 1o
be happy condition were asked to try to make themselves feel as happy as pos-
sible. The control subjects were simply asked to listen to the music. After listening
to the music all the participants were once again given the various mood/
huppiru‘ﬁx T asures,

To assess the impact of our experimental manipulations on happiness, we
examined the changes in individuals' responses to the eritical happiness ques-
lions before and afler listening to the music, The resulls of this investigation
provide preliminary evidence that both monitoring and efforts to maximize
happiness can actually impair the achievement of happiness. As can be seen in
Figures 3.1 and 3.2, moniloring happiness signilicanily reduced happiness
as indicated on both the numeric happiness scale and smile-face happiness
measure. As can be seen in Figure 3.3, trying to be happy also reduced indivi-
duals’ hedonic experience, albeit primarily by lowering the reported mood.

The results of this study are preliminary and need replications, Nevertheless,
several cautionary conclusions seem appropriate. First the fact that monitoring
happiness reduced individuals' ability 1o beneli from listening (o music (as
indicated by both the happlness and analogue face measures) suggests thal
vigilantly monitoring one's ongoing hedonic experience can undermine one's
ability to actually gain happiness, Second, the fact that trying o be happy
lowered the mood suggests that individuals' efforts to pursue happiness may have
led to frustration, which undermined their ability to feel the pleasure that they
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present study, Although we have suggested that the moniloring of happiness
undermines experienced happiness, it is also possible that monitoring happiness
simply enabled the participants to derive a more accurate assessment of their
actual hedonic experience, Accordingly, the difference in reported happiness
between the monitoring and non-monitoring conditions might have been driven
by the participants in the no monitoring condition who, when nueried alterwards
about their happiness, may have simply inferred that they should be happier since
after all they had just listened to music, At present, it is not possible to determine
whether monitoring happiness undermined individuals' happiness or enabled
them 1o make a more realistic appraisal of their netual hedonie state, However, in
either case, the net result was that individuals in the monitoring condition
helieved that they were less happy. Thus, whether maonitoring reduces perceived
happiness because it detracts from the experience, or because it forces individuals
o make a more realistic appraisal of their hedonic state, its bottom line effect was
to lower individuals appraisals of their own happiness.

Clearly, the above study provides a mere a glimpse of the interesting and
potentially complex relationships that may exist belween efforts to maximize and
monitor happiness, and the ability to achieve it. Nevertheless, it supporls our
suggestion that attempts at maximizing and monitoring happiness can under-
mine the very happiness thal people are attempting to discern and foster,

4.2, The Costs of Trying to have a Good Time: New Year's Eve, 2000

I, as we have been suggesting, deliberate attempts at maximizing happiness can
undermine individuals' ability to achieve happiness, then occasions that are
designed with the singular purpose of maximizing happiness, might often



L JURLLALR ¥V JURUINET, LR ARCY, aRa GEGrge LOCHCisicmn

backfire, There are few occcasions that are more likely to exemplify the singular
goal of maximizing happiness than the Mew Year's FEve celebrations, particularly
the millennium celebration of 2000 (the one starting on December 3hst, 1999],
The 2000 new year's celebration thus provided an excellent opportunity for us to
cxplore the hypothesis that attempts to maximize happiness may be counter-
productive. In the conlext of new year's celebration, we predicted that those
individuals who devoted the greatest effort ta having a good time, would actually
have a less positive experience than those who were less singularly focused on
maximizing their happiness.

To explore the hypothesized relationship between the pursuit and the
achievement of happiness on New Year's Eve, we e-mailed [riends, colleagues,
and various list-serves, during the last week of December 1999, and asked them to
visit our web site and answer a few questions about their plans for New Year's
Eve. We asked them how large a celebration they were planning, how much they
expected w0 enjoy New Year’s Eve, and how much time and money they were
expecting to spend on their New Year's Eve celebration,

About 475 people participated in our study. In the two months that followed,
we e-mailed our participants again and asked them to answer the same questions
about their actual experiences during New Year's Eve. For each individual, we
took the difference between their response of how much they expected to enjoy
Mew Year's Eve, and how much they reported to have enjoyed it after the fact, We
used this difference measure as the basis for our analysis,

We first examined whether the magnitude of the celebration would influence
the enjovment of New Year's Eve compared with expectations. In our questions
we asked participants whether they were expecting to have a small celebration, a
bash, or to not celebrate at all. We analyzed the happiness difference as a function
of these three categories, The results showed that in fact, most subjects (83 percent)
were disappointed with their Mew Year's Eve celebration (mean disappointment
1.62 on a 10-point scale), More interestingly, the size of the planned celebration
had an effect on the enjoyment difference (F[2467) = 8.53, p < 0.001). The effect
of the planned celebration size was such that respondents who indicated they
expected to have a bash were the most disappointed (M= —2.43), followed by
participants who expected a small celebration (M= —1.57], (ollowed by the
participants who did not expect a celebration at all (M= ~0.9).

Mext, we regressed the difference in enjoyment from MNew Years Eve celebra-
tion on our respondents” anticipation of enjoyment, expected money spending,
and expected time spending, The overall model was significant [(F{3265) = 99.48,
p<0.001), and so were the coefficients for anticipation [coelf= —0.82, t=
15,175, ¢ =< 0001}, and expecied time spent on preparations [coeff = — .27,
=228, p=0.023), The coeflicient Tor monetary expenses was not signilicant
(coeff=—0.13, t= 109, p=0.28).

The results of this Qeld study suggest that high expectation can lead 1o dis-
appointment, and that spending time and effort (and perhaps money) on an event
can increase dissatisfaction, Although, like Experiment 1, this study is clearly in
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need of further replication and investigation, there are a number of preliminary
implications that it suggests, particularly when it is considered in light of the
findings of Experiment 1 and other recent psychological investigations, The
observation that high expectations were associated with particular disappoint-
ment, supports a variety of recent studies indicating that individuals often have
difficulty anticipating their future subjective states [Gilbert et al, 1998 Locwenstein
and Schkade, 1999). Furthermore, although we cannot know for certain the
relationship between high expectations and monitoring of the hedonic experi-
ence in the course of the celebration, it seems quite plausible that individuals with
high expectations would, in fact, be more apt to monitor whether those expec-
tations were being met. Thus, this study provides at least suggestive evidence that
the spontaneous monitoring of hedonic experience [that is, outside the context of
experimentally induced manipulations) also disrupts hedonic experience, and
thus lends further credence to the conclusions of Experiment 1,

In addition to its potential implications for the disruptive effects of monitoring,
the fact that those individuals who put the most energy into preparing their
celebrations also reported the greatest disappointment complements the conelu-
sion of Experiment I, as it suggests that cxplicit efforts to achieve happiness can,
at least in some situations, backfire, Moreover, because this study was conducted
in the field without any experimental promptings. il sugiests that the disruptive
effects of pursuing happiness observed in Experiment 1 were not simply a
byproduct of compelling individuals to pursue a goal that they themselves had
not spontanecusly initiated. Together, the findings of these two studies suggest
that the explicit pursuit of happiness can be disruptive both when it is encouraged
by an external agent [i.e., the experimenter] and when it is self-identified. These
combined hndings, thus, suggest that explicit attempts al maximizing happiness,
at least under certain circumstances, may indeed represent an irrational approach
for achieving this goal,

5. ECONOMIC AND PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS

We hope that the preceeding discussion has persuaded the reader that it is appro-
priate to entertain the likelihood that individuals can lack explicit awareness of
the quality of their hedonic experience, and that efforts to monitor and maximize
happiness can have deleterious consequences, Given the viability of these pre-
mises and the goals ol this volume, it seems appropriate to consider their
implications for both economics and psychology,

5.1 Implications for Economics

Une of the reasons that the Benthamite utility was abandoned was that it could
not be measured. As Jevons [1871) wrote, ‘T hesitate to say that men will ever
have the means of measuring directly the feelings of the human heart.... 11 is
from the quantitative effects of the feelings that we must estimate their com-
parative amounts.” Economists wanted to predict behavior from the assumption
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that people wanted to maximize happiness. But, unable (o measure happiness,
they were foreed o infer what people thought promoted happiness rom obser-
ving their behavior. Eventually, economists came to recognize the circularity in
inferring happiness from behavior and then using it to predict behavior, Hap-
piness, they reasoned, was a superfluous intervening construct, and economists
reinterpreted wlility as an index of preference, IF the Benthamite utility is to be
useful as an explanatory construct, there has to be some way of measuring it

Aswe have discussed, there are significant problems associated with measuring
hedonic experience. While it may some day be possible to measure well-heing
physiologically, those days are not yet here, so the only possible methods involve
subjective self-reports. One problem with self-reports of global happiness that has
received considerable attention is that, existing methods are highly unreliable
and subject to myriad biases and measurement artifacts (see Schwarz and Strack,
1999, Tor an overview of the problems). However, our Tocus is somewhat dif-
ferent. We argue, that people may not be able to introspect accurately about their
own level of happiness, and that doing so—that is, introspecling—can actually
undermine happiness. -

IFindividuals' reflective inferences can influence even their on-line appraisals,
then we must be cautious in assuming that momentary hedonic appraisals
necessarily capture their underlying hedonic experience (¢, Kahneman, 1999),
Thus, the present analysis suggests that calls to return to Benthamite utilities that
rely on self-report measures must be tempered by the inherent limitations of
subjective reports, and the inherent impact that collecting self-reports may have
on underlying expericnce. T seems likely that, under many situations, individuals
may he able to provide an explicit assessment of their hedonic state that provides
a reasonably accurate and non-reactive appraisal of their actual hedonic
expericnce. However, the present analysis suggests that at least sometimes,
perhaps particularly when individuals are faced with novel andfor hedonically
ambiguous experiences, an explicit hedonic appraisal may misrepresent and/or
alter actual experience. Clearly, additional research is needed to determine maore
precisely the specihie situations in which explicit hedonic appraisal influences or
distorts a hedonic experience. Only after such research is conducted will we be
able to assess the full ramifications of the present analysis, for economic
approaches that rely on the subjective reporting of hedonic experience,

[n addition to the challenges of measurement, the present analysis also sug-
gests another potential challenge to economic perspectives that assume that
individuals should always attempt to maximize utility; namely, that such efforts
may actually be counter-productive. This conjecture is based in part on the
observation that explicit instructions to maximize happiness in our experimental
study reduced happiness. Admitedly however, there is another alternalive
account of this finding that does not challenge the utility maximization view of
cconomics. Specifically, by encouraging our participants to maximize their
happiness we may have encouraged them to engage in an effortful strategy that
undermined their utility maximization strategy, However, it should also be noted
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that a comparable relationship between effort to maximize pleasure and actual
achieved pleasure was also observed in our Deld siudy, in which we did not
compel participants to engage in potentially non-optimal strategies. Thus, while
it may well still be true that individuals can maximize utilities under some
canditions, the present hndings suggest that deliberate efforts to do so may lead
individuals to engage in non-utility maximizing behaviors,

The ahove perspective thus suggests that there may be a cost to the adoption of
economic maodels that encournge individuals to deliberately pursue their own self
interest, Although economies may thrive when individuals act to maximize their
self-interest, as Adam Smith argued, individuals who effortfully engage in such
strategics may pay the price ol a devaluation of the actual wtilities that they derive
rom their gains. In short, whereas the productivity of economies may flourish
when every individual seeks to maximize self~interest, the value of experienced
utilities may decrease, Onee the cost of this elTortul focus of wiility maximization
is entered into the equation, a decreased emphasis on maximizing self-interest
migght actually inerease net wlilities even iFicdecreases the overall material outpat,

Although it might seem impossible to imagine a society in which the explicit
pursuit of happiness was not the central driving torce, it should be pointed out
thal there are cullures in which the explicit pursuit of happiness is not o ceniral
goal, For example, the orientation of Far Eastern cultures towards happiness is
guite different from that of the Western societies. As Kitvama and Markus (2000,
p. 113) abserve:

i many American cullural contexts, the personal pursuil of happiness and the
recognition of this purswit by sell and others are defining of the happiness itself,
However, as exemplificd in many East Asion cullures, happiness assumes a different
subjective form-—it is a state that emerges when taking a critical and disciplined stance to
the persenal sell and thus engaging the sympathy of athers,

In East Asian cultures, individuals hold the view, seemingly supported by the
present analysis, that happiness does nol require and s indeed undermined by the
explicit pursuit of happiness. It muast be noted that such cultures also often report
foner overall levels of subjective well=-being (e, Diener, 2000), However, as the
present discussion indicates, we must be wary of taking subjective reports of wel
being at face value. This is particularly true when comparing across cultures that
may differ in the degree to which they view it as appropriate to acknowledge
personal happiness. Despite the difficulties in comparing the actual experienced
hedonics of members of different cultures, the examination of the East Asian
cultures” orientations toward happiness suggest that an explicit focus on the
pursuit of happiness is not a necessary element of human motivation,

O3 Implications for Psyehology

The present series ol studies add to the growing body of evidence that thinking
and reflection are not always productive activities, Although clearly invaluable
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for many activities, reflection has now been shown to disrupt a variety of activ-
i.!ivs that involve the automatic or the difficult to verbalize experiences including:
face recognition (e, Schooler and Engstler-Schooler, 19490), tasie recognition
{Melcher and Schooler, 1995), insight problem solving (Schooler et al,, 1993),
altective decision making le.g., Wilson and Schooler, 1991), and analogical
reasoning (Sieck et al,, 1999), The present research adds to this hody of research
by demuonstrating that reflection can also lessen hedonic ex perience. OF course,
the disruptive effects of reflection demonstrated here and elsewhere musi be kept
in perspective, Clearly, it would be rash to make major decisions without carclully
thinking through their consequences, Moreover, the modest disruptions resulting
from reflection reported here and elsewhere must be tempered by the fact that the
individuals were given only limited amounts of time (o reflect, and had little
training on how to organize their thoughts on the topic at hand, Indeed, rescarch
on the disruptive effects of verbal reflection has found that such effects are
mediated by individuals' expertise in articulating their experience (Melcher,
2000; Melcher and Schooler, 1996; Ryan and Schooler, 1998). For example,
whereas untrained wine drinkers' memory lor a previously consumed wine can he
disrupted by efforts at translating that memory into words, {rained experts show
ne such disruption (Melcher and Schooler, 1996), Thus, whereas unstructured
verbal reflection may be disruptive for individuals with little formal training in
introspecting on their hedonic experience, genuine insight into personal utilities
might be gained from a more trained or guided reflection.

Although the present analysis poses some potentially serious difficulties for the
t:mpiric:a[ science of hedonics, it also suggests some potentially useful directions
for overcoming these difficuliies. Specifically, once we recognize that hedonic
u:;s:-.w_|nm115 can vary in the degree 1o which they draw on underlying hedonic
experlence vs. inference, we can begin to develop measures that provide maximal
sensitivily 1o experienced hedonics. As suggested by studies reviewed in this
chapter, two such techniques may be (o encourage individuals to make very quick
hedonic judgments, and to provide them with a visual feedback (a mirror), Both of
these approaches may enable individuals (o give sell-reports that show a greater
sensitivity to their visceral hedonic experience, It may also be possible to develap
new forms of self-report measures that enable individuals to #ive more accurate
appraisals of their underlying hedonic experience (see Green et al., 1993,

.:“fdditlonat investigations might look profitably at the relationship between
various self-report measures and psycho-physiological responses. As noted,
various measures such as eye-blink reflexes and heart blood flow may reflect
hedonic experience. If so, future research might examine the relationship
between various self-report measures and these psycho-physiological measures
such as cardio-vascular blood flow (Tomaka et al, 1997) or eyeblink startle
response (e, Lang, 1995) in order to develop a maximally valid measure ol
experienced hedonics, In addition, there are other indirect measures of hedonics,
such as affective priming (e.g., Bargh et al,, 19927 Fazio et al,, 1995) that may
also circumvent often questionable hedonic inferencing processes. Perhaps, if a
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combination ol such indirect hedonic measures were used in concert, it might he
possible to extract an underlying latent variable corresponding to hedonic
experience. 11 so, it might be at long last possible to develop a science of utility
that is unobstructed by many of the measurement problems outlined here (see
Larsen and Fredrickson, 1999, for a discussion of the carrent limitations of
indirect hedonie measurcments),

More generally, the present analysis of the distinction between a hedonic
experience and one's explicit meta-awareness of that experience illustrates
the potentially broad applicability of the experiential consciousness/meta-
consciousness distinetion recently proposed by Schooler {in press), As Schooler
points out, this distinction is exemplified by the case of mind wandering during
reading. All readers are Familiar with the experience of suddenly realizing that
despite the best of intentions, one's mind has wandered, and one has no idea whal
they have been reading (like vight now perhaps?), What s so striking about this
experience is that although one consciously experiences the conlents ol the
mind-wandering episode, one fails to notice that one’s mind has wandered,
UDtherwise, one would have either stopped reading or stopped daydreaming. The
fact that both activities continue demonstrates the absence of awareness that one
is daydreaming, even though this is precisely what is occupying one's mind af the
time. In shorl, the commaon everyday experience of mind wandering during
reading illustrates that we can have an experience (i.e., experiential conscious-
ness) without being explicitly aware {i.e., meta-conscious) of the fact that we are
having that experience,

Within the present context, it seems quite reasonable to draw parallels between
the experiential consciousness{mela-consciousness distinetion as applied fo
daydreaming while reading and hedonics, Just as individuals may regularly
daydream without realizing that they are doing so, so oo individuals may reg
ularly Tivve edonic experiences without explicitly apprehending their nature,
Similarly, like catching one's mind wandering when il should net, the meta-
awareness of hedonie experience may be most Hkely 1o oceur when things are nol
going well, Indeed, perhaps, this is one additional reason why unhappy people
tend to be introspective: unhappiness may be more likely to induce an explicit
mela-awareness of one’s hedonic state,

5.3. The Paradox of Introspection and the Pursuit of Happiness

As readers have likely surmised, our analysis suggests that there are several
serions paradoxes surrounding the relationship between introspection, the pur-
suit of happiness, and actual hedonic experience, On the one hand, an explicil
focus on the value of one's hedonic experience may both misrepresent and
undermine its quality, On the other hand, o general lack of rellection may cause
individuals 1o fail to recognize those expericnees that provide them with the
maximum utilities. A similar dilemma oceurs with the pursait of happiness, as
the goal of maximizing utilities appears to be undermined by this very goal. Thus,
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it might seem that with respect to both monitoring and maximizing hedonics,
individuals are damned if they do and damned if they do not.

There are several consideration that may ultimately help to resolve these
paradoxes, For example, it may be that although the explicit pursuit and mon-
Horing of happiness can be disruptive, that these processes can be carried oul
effectively at a more tacit level. There is now a growing body of evidence that
goals can be activaled and maintained without explicit awareness (e.g., Bargh and
Chartrand, 1999). There is also evidence that the automatic monitoring systems
can search for violations of goals (Wegner, 1994) and regulate affective states
(Carver and Scheier, 1990). Thus, the activation of the automatic hedonic max-
imization goals and menitoring systems may be one way to maximize happiness,
unimpeded by the costs of excessive evaluation and deliberation,

While automatic monitoring and goal maintenance processes may help afford
hedonic maximization, it seems certain that from time to time it is necessary to
explicitly appraise hedonic experience and adjust one’s goals aceordingly. Like o
pilot who generally relies on the highly elMeient auto-pilot system, bul oceq-
slonally must shift to manual control, hedonic regulation may be best optimized
when individuals periodically engage in a willlul monitoring and control of their
hedonic state, OF course, as our analysis suggests, introspection does not ensure
that one will get an accurate reading of their hedanic state, Nevertheless, there are
certainly some situations (e.g., enjoying a glorious sunset, suffering through a
miserable meal] in which individuals do seem quite capable of accurately
appraising their experience. Thus, despite its potential costs and inaccuracies, if
timed appropriately intermittent arttention to one's hedonic situation may he
critical for maximizing happiness, The challenge is determining when it is best to
man the controls, and when it is better to simply enjoy the ride.
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