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Social Forces and Hedonic Adaptation 
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Supervisor: Julie R. Irwin 

 

Consumers acquire products to enhance their lives, but the happiness from these 

acquisitions generally decreases with the passage of time. This process of hedonic 

adaptation plays an integral role in post-acquisition consumer satisfaction, product 

disposal and replacement behavior, and the “hedonic treadmill” that partially drives the 

relationship between consumption and happiness. Humans are social animals, however, 

and we know little about the relationship between the social environment and hedonic 

adaptation. My dissertation addresses this gap by exploring the moderating role of social 

presence (Essay 1) and self-concepts (Essay 2) on hedonic adaptation to products.  

Essay 1 explores how social presence affects hedonic adaptation to products. 

Research on general happiness has shown that significantly positive life events tend to 

maintain their positivity for longer periods of time when they involve active social 

interactions. I examine a more common situation in the domain of product consumption, 

i.e., the presence of others during consumption, and test whether hedonic adaptation to 

products is moderated by public contexts. By tracking happiness with products over time, 

I show that a “social audience” (i.e., the presence of others and the perception that those 

others notice the consumer) moderates hedonic adaptation through a consumer’s 

inference of the social audience perspective. Inferring that the social audience is admiring 
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one’s product slows down adaptation, and inferring that the social audience is negatively 

viewing one’s product accelerates adaptation. 

Essay 2 explores the role the identity-relevance of a product plays in hedonic 

adaptation. Extant research illustrates that consumers avoid consuming identity-

inconsistent products in order to avoid dissonance arising from product choices 

conflicting with important self-concepts. I show that dissonance can also arise from 

consuming identity-consistent products because of the force of hedonic adaptation. I 

provide evidence that consumers feel uncomfortable experiencing declining happiness 

with identity-consistent products and thus resist hedonic adaptation to such products in 

order to resolve the dissonance.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Consumers acquire products to enhance their lives. The happiness derived from 

most changes in our lives, however, is subject to moderation over time: positive additions 

become less positive and negative additions become less negative (Diener, Lucas, and 

Scollon 2006; Frederick and Loewenstein 1999). This process, termed “hedonic 

adaptation” (Brickman and Campbell 1971) is beneficial in that it helps individuals cope 

with adverse situations (Tyc 1992) and deal with loss (Wortman, Silver, and Kessler 

1993). However, hedonic adaptation can have negative effects as well, such as putting 

consumers on a “hedonic treadmill” (Brickman and Campbell 1971) whereby declining 

satisfaction leaves them constantly chasing the happiness experienced upon initial 

product acquisition. Hedonic adaptation can change how a consumer feels about a 

product almost immediately after the product is acquired (Nicolao, Irwin, and Goodman 

2009; Richins 2012) resulting in highly fleeting post-purchase happiness. 

Marketers, public policy makers, and consumers stand to gain from understanding 

the moderators of hedonic adaptation because it plays an integral role in customer 

satisfaction, in product disposal and replacement behavior, and in the relationship 

between consumption and happiness. For example, marketers hoping to build brand 

loyalty can benefit from understanding what prolongs post-purchase happiness. Also, 

there has been much recent attention on the “emerging mega-trend” (Lubin and Esty 

2010) of sustainability (e.g., Luchs et al. 2010; Sheth, Sethia, and Srinivas 2011). Public 

policy makers may be interested in learning how to keep consumers happy with their 

products in order to slow the rapid purchase and disposal behavior that is taking a toll on 

the environment. Finally, public policy makers and consumers who seek satisfaction 
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through product acquisitions can benefit from a deeper understanding of what extends or 

shortens product happiness duration.  

Marketing researchers have made significant strides in recent years in 

understanding the role hedonic adaptation plays in consumer behavior. For example, we 

know how consumers factor expectations of adaptation into their willingness to pay for 

products (Wang, Novemsky, and Dhar 2009). The field has also explored the moderating 

role of perceived variety (Galak, Redden, and Kruger 2009; Redden 2008), product type 

(Nicolao et al. 2009), and experience continuity (Nelson and Meyvis 2008) on hedonic 

adaptation. These prior explorations, however, have been limited to understanding how 

product-level characteristics influence hedonic adaptation (see Redden and Haws 2013 

for an exception). Largely absent in the literature is knowledge about how social factors 

influence hedonic adaptation. 

Social forces play a significant role in consumer behavior (e.g., Goldstein and 

Cialdini 2009; Kirmani and Campbell 2009; Oyserman 2009b; Shavitt, Lee, and Torelli 

2009; Shrum 2009) in part because consumers care about how others see them. In fact, a 

major function of much consumption is to signal identity (e.g., Berger and Heath 2007; 

Douglas and Isherwood 1978; Goffman 1959) and status (e.g., Rucker and Galinksy 

2008; Sivanathan and Pettit 2010; Veblen 1899) to one’s social environment. Consumers 

also use products to maintain their sense of self and to preserve psychological coherence 

by choosing products that are aligned with their identities (Gao, Wheeler, and Shiv 2008; 

LeBoeuf, Shafir, and Bayuk 2010). We know that these social motivations influence 

product happiness (Caprariello and Reis 2013; Frank 1999) but the lack of work 

illuminating how they influence happiness over time leaves open a wealth of research 

questions. My dissertation addresses some of these questions by exploring the moderating 

role of social presence (Essay 1) and self-concepts (Essay 2) on hedonic adaptation.  
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FIRST ESSAY – ALL EYES ON YOU: THE SOCIAL AUDIENCE 

AND HEDONIC ADAPTATION 

Essay 1 explores the effect of social presence on hedonic adaptation. This project 

began when a researcher noticed that her happiness with a recent product purchase 

seemed to be prolonged if she believed that others could see her product, regardless of 

whether she knew those others or whether she expected to interact with them in the 

future. We know that products facilitating social interaction end up being more enjoyable 

(Caprariello and Reis 2013), but there is no guiding research on the influence of simple 

social presence on happiness with products over time. As Frederick and Loewenstein 

(1999) note, although there is some current work on hedonic adaptation, "more research 

is required in specific domains and on specific moderators of hedonic adaptation (320).” 

Social presence is a prevalent component of consumer consumption and social variables 

have been shown to relate to happiness in other contexts (Myers 2000; Reis 2000), so I 

answer Frederick and Loewenstein’s call by exploring the effect of social presence on 

adaptation. 

Social presence can exert a powerful force on consumers across many 

consumption contexts, influencing, for example, impulsive spending (Luo 2005), 

product-switching (Wang, Zhu, and Shiv 2012), variety-seeking (Ariely and Levav 2000; 

Ratner and Kahn 2002), and desire for feature-rich products (Thompson and Norton 

2011). This essay suggests that the presence of others can affect not only consumer 

choice behavior but also the post-acquisition experience with products by influencing 

changes in happiness with products over time.  

I illustrate that what I call a “social audience” (i.e., the presence of others and the 

perception that those others notice the consumer) cues consumers to consider how others 

view their product. If consumers infer that the social audience is admiring their product, 
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this perception slows down product adaptation and thus prolongs consumer happiness. 

On the other hand, if consumers infer that the social audience is negatively viewing their 

product, this perception accelerates product adaptation. These effects occur even if the 

members of the social audience are unknown to the consumer, and they happen 

spontaneously even if there is no explicit interaction between the consumer and the social 

audience. My evidence includes manipulations as well as measurements of social 

audience presence, real-time tracking of adaptation, and replications of the effect across a 

variety of product types. These studies are the first, to my knowledge, to examine how 

the presence of others affects hedonic adaptation to products.  
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Chapter 1.1: Conceptual Background 

Recent consumer behavior research highlights the influence of the social 

environment on consumer happiness. For example, information gathered from interacting 

with others about consumption experiences influences enjoyment of those experiences 

(Burnkrant and Cousineau 1975; Raghunathan and Corfman 2006) and the interaction 

itself can dampen feelings about a consumption experience (Moore 2012). However, 

consumers also regularly encounter social contexts in which there is no explicit 

interaction, such as conversation, with others in the environment. As in previous research 

on the topic (e.g., Dahl, Manchanda, and Argo 2001), I term the social context in these 

less interactive situations the “social audience”. To understand how this unobtrusive and 

arguably more common social consumption context may potentially influence hedonic 

adaptation, I review what we know about its influence on consumer choice. 

Research shows that the presence of a social audience can activate consumers’ 

concerns with others’ impressions of them (Puntoni and Tavassoli 2007) which in turn 

causes shifts in choice behavior (Edelmann 1987; Miller and Leary 1992; Wooten and 

Reed II 2004). For example, consumers sometimes engage in more variety-seeking in the 

presence of a social audience so that they may make a favorable impression on the others 

present (Ariely and Levav 2000; Ratner and Kahn 2002). Wang, Zhu, and Shiv (2012) 

also find that a social audience triggers some consumers to switch from preferring 

minority-endorsed products to preferring majority-endorsed products in an attempt to 

avoid others’ negative evaluations. Further, the presence of a social audience in a 

shopping environment can increase embarrassment with embarrassing and unfamiliar 

purchases (Dahl et al. 2001) due to a concern about what others think of the behavior 

(Edelmann 1987; Miller and Leary 1992). 
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If a social audience causes consumers to think about how others see their 

behavior, how would this reaction affect hedonic adaptation to publicly vs. privately 

consumed products? During use, products have both intrinsic appeal from the function 

the product offers as well as extrinsic appeal that arises from the social benefits of 

ownership (Frank 1985a, b; Ireland 1994). I argue that the presence of a social audience 

causes consumers to consider the “social audience perspective,” or how the social 

audience views their product, to determine the product’s social utility. If consumers infer 

that the social audience is admiring their product (in other words, if consumers infer 

positive social utility) then I predict this perception should slow down hedonic 

adaptation. Individuals enjoy others viewing them in a positive light because of the innate 

human need to belong (Baumeister and Leary 2000; Goffman 1959). To the extent that 

products are extensions of ourselves (Fournier 1998), learning that others admire our 

products should be an enjoyable experience, prolonging happiness with those products.  

Furthermore, research on happiness reveals that positively interacting with others 

about life events increases happiness derived from those experiences. Telling others 

about positive experiences helps capitalize on the pleasure derived from those 

experiences (Langston 1994), especially when others respond positively to those 

communications (Gable et al. 2004). Extrapolating from these findings, we can posit that 

inferring others are admiring their possessions might prolong consumers’ happiness by 

allowing them to capitalize on that happiness. Indeed, the marketing literature supports 

this assumption by showing that processing explicit positive feedback about products or 

experiences can enhance happiness derived from those experiences (Burnkrant and 

Cousineau 1975; Raghunathan and Corfman 2006).  

Similarly, the inference that others are negatively viewing one’s product might 

result in negative social utility. Thus, I predict that when consumers infer that others are 
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negatively viewing their product, the perception accelerates hedonic adaptation to that 

product. 

INFERRING SOCIAL AUDIENCE PERSPECTIVE VIA SOCIAL COMPARISON 

The influence of social audience presence on adaptation depends on how 

consumers believe the social audience sees their product. Without explicit interaction 

with members of the social audience, consumers are left to infer the social audience 

perspective. How do consumers form these inferences? Because consumers often look to 

others’ products to determine the value of their own products (Frank 1985a, b), I argue 

that social comparison is a major determinant of inferences of the social audience 

perspective. The same product can yield positive social utility if it is perceived to be 

superior to others’ products or negative social utility if it is perceived to be inferior to 

others’ products. Thus, I predict that in the absence of social interaction, consumers will 

infer how the social audience views their product by comparing it to the products owned 

by members of the social audience. 

THE ROLE OF PUBLIC COGNIZANCE 

In order for a public context to imbue products with social utility, consumers must 

perceive that others in the environment are noticing those products. However, consumers 

differ in the extent to which they believe that others pay attention to their behavior in 

public contexts (Gangestad and Snyder 2000; Gilovich, Medvec, and Savitsky 2000; 

Guerin 1986). Some consumers may not consider the possibility that others are viewing 

and possibly evaluating their behavior (e.g., Ratner and Kahn 2002) while other 

consumers may overestimate the extent to which others notice them (Gilovich et al. 

2000). I argue that a consumer perceives the presence of a social audience only if there is 

both the presence of others who can see the consumer, which I call a public context, and 
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the perception that those others are noticing the consumer, which I call public 

cognizance. I will manipulate public context and both manipulate and measure public 

cognizance across my studies.  

PREDICTIONS AND STUDY OVERVIEW 

I posit that the presence of a social audience, which includes both a public context 

(the presence of others) and public cognizance (the perception that others notice you), 

cues consumers to consider what others must be thinking of their product. When 

consumers infer that the social audience is admiring their product, this perception slows 

down adaptation to that product compared with adaptation when there is no social 

audience present. Three studies test these predictions and a fourth study tests whether the 

perception of others viewing one’s product negatively accelerates adaptation.  

Study 1 manipulates public context and measures public cognizance to illustrate 

that the presence of a social audience can slow down hedonic adaptation. In Study 2, I 

use a public cognizance prime and explore the underlying mechanism of the effect. Study 

2 provides explicit feedback about how the social audience evaluates a consumer’s 

product and shows that the slowing down of adaptation in the presence of a social 

audience depends on this feedback: adaptation is decreased only when consumers 

perceive that the social audience has a high evaluation of their product. Study 3 then 

extends this finding to test whether adaptation is moderated even in the absence of 

explicit feedback, and shows that (1) the presence of a social audience causes consumers 

to spontaneously infer what others think of their product and (2) the higher the inferred 

admiration, the more adaptation is slowed. Finally, Study 4 presents a natural extension 

of the previous results by testing the opposite situation, to see whether the presence of a 

social audience accelerates adaptation when consumers infer that others look negatively 
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upon their product. Study 4 affirms this opposing effect, underscoring the explanatory 

power of the proposed admiration mechanism. 
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Chapter 1.2: Study 1 

In Study 1, I explored the possibility that the presence of a social audience can 

slow down adaptation. I gave away products to participants and tracked adaptation by 

measuring happiness with the products at different points throughout the session. I 

created a private consumption context in some sessions by assembling dividers around 

each lab station to isolate participants from others. In other sessions, I created a public 

consumption context by removing the dividers so that participants were fully visible to 

others in the environment.  

I argue that consumers will perceive the presence of a social audience only when 

there is both a public context as well as public cognizance, or the perception that others 

are noticing the consumer. Participants’ scores on the Self-Monitoring scale (Gangestad 

and Snyder 2000) serve as my public cognizance measure. Ratner and Kahn (2002) found 

that a public context caused only high self-monitors to exhibit more variety-seeking 

behavior if they believe variety-seeking will be viewed positively by others who are 

observing them. High self-monitors are also more persuaded by messages that appeal to 

their concern for how they look to others (Lavine and Snyder 1996) than are low self-

monitors. Thus, high self-monitors appear to be more chronically publicly cognizant than 

are low self-monitors and more likely to perceive that others are noticing and paying 

attention to them in public contexts. I expect scores on the Self-Monitoring Scale to 

combine with public context to create a social audience moderation on adaptation. 

PROCEDURE 

Three hundred and two students participated in this study for partial course credit. 

Happiness was the dependent measure, time was a two-level within-subject factor, and 
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consumption context (public vs. private) and self-monitoring score were between-subject 

factors. Adaptation is represented by changes in happiness over time.  

In the private condition, wooden dividers separated all lab stations from each 

other. For the public condition, I removed the dividers so that participants were in full 

view of others in the room. This setup was alternated throughout the day by experimental 

session. Upon arrival, participants took their seats and were instructed not to talk to each 

other for the duration of the session. In this study and all other studies, participants did 

not know each other. 

Participants then learned that for the main study, researchers were interested in 

product happiness and were going to give them a product that they could keep. 

Participants examined a list of possible products they could receive, learned that each 

product cost around $2.50 (actual cost was between $1 and $4 each), and opened a bag at 

their station to retrieve their product (e.g., picture frame, decorative vase, playing cards, 

etc.; see complete product list in appendix). I then used the procedure outlined in 

Nicolao, Irwin, and Goodman (2009) to track in-lab product adaptation: I asked 

participants to provide happiness ratings at two times during the session, with a four-

minute break between each measure. During the breaks, participants read, checked their 

email or text messages, or did whatever else they wished as long as they remained in their 

seats and did not talk to neighbors. 

The happiness measures I used were adapted from Van Boven and Gilovich 

(2003): “When you think about the product you were given, how happy does it make 

you?” (1 – Not happy, 4 – Moderately happy, 7 – Very happy), “How much does this 

product contribute to your happiness in life?” (1 – Not at all, 4 – Moderately, 7 – Very 

Much), and “If you had purchased this product, to what extent do you think the money 

spent on this purchase would be money well-spent?” (1 – Not at all, 4 – Moderately, 7 – 
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Very much). The happiness measures formed one scale for each time period (αTime 1 = 

.84, αTime 2 = .83) so I averaged them to form one happiness measure for each time period.  

After completing an unrelated filler task, participants completed the Self-

Monitoring Scale (Snyder and Gangestad 1986) by reading 18 statements and indicating 

whether each was mostly true or mostly false for them. After reverse coding appropriate 

items and summing the responses, higher scores indicated higher levels of self-

monitoring. Using Tetrachoric correlations to account for the scale’s dichotomous nature 

yielded a scale reliability of .81. Finally, participants responded to some demographic 

questions and left the lab with their products.  

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

I dropped three participants who did not follow directions (those who answered a 

question that read, “If you are reading this question, do not answer it.”), leaving 299 in 

the analysis. To model adaptation, I first used a repeated measures analysis to test 

whether the effects of time on happiness (i.e. adaptation) depended on consumption 

context, public cognizance, or their interaction, with initial product happiness as a 

covariate. I include the covariate to control for the wide variance in participants’ 

happiness with products used in this study.  

There were no main effects of self-monitoring or consumption context on 

adaptation (F’s < 1.10, NS) and there was a significant main effect of initial happiness 

such that higher levels of happiness resulted in more adaptation (F(1,295) = 35.65, p < 

.001). As expected, the focal effect obtained: adaptation depended on the interaction 

between consumption context and public cognizance (F(1, 295) = 4.84, p < .05, see fig. 

1.1).  
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The social audience perspective is represented by the high self monitor/public line 

in Figure 1.1 that appears noticeably flatter than the other lines. In order to statistically 

explicate the interaction, I use the Spotlight Method (Irwin and McClelland 2001) to test 

for effects of time (i.e., adaptation) for each of the lines in Figure 1.1. There was no effect 

of time in the social audience spotlight, the flatter line in Figure 1.1 (F = (1, 295) = .35, 

NS), but there were significant effects of time for all three of the other spotlights (F’s 

range from 10.46 to 17.00, all p’s < .001). Likewise, spotlighting on public versus private 

context showed an effect of self-monitoring on adaptation in the public context (F (1, 

295) = 5.00, p < .05) but not in the private context (F (1, 295) = .73, NS). As I predicted, 

the presence of a social audience, as represented by a public context and participants who 

are naturally high in public cognizance (i.e., high self-monitors), keeps participants happy 

with their products for a longer period of time. 

In sum, Study 1 provides evidence for the novel effect: the presence of a social 

audience can slow down hedonic adaptation. Because the presence of a social audience 

often activates concerns with what others think (Puntoni and Tavassoli 2007), I posit that 

what is driving the effect of the social audience on hedonic adaptation is the 

consideration of what social audience members are thinking. I propose that the decreased 

adaptation observed in this study is driven by participants who infer that audience 

members are admiring their product. Study 2 directly manipulates participants’ 

perceptions of the social audience perspective to more directly test how the social 

audience affects hedonic adaptation. In addition, I explicitly instruct participants to use 

their products in order to increase adaptation rates overall. 
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Chapter 1.3: Study 2 

The first aim of Study 2 is to replicate the results of Study 1 using a manipulation 

of public cognizance instead of an individual difference measure to test the influence of 

social audience presence and to provide triangulating evidence for the social audience 

construct. I primed public cognizance in some participants by asking them to report on an 

experience when they were the center of attention (public cognizance prime) and asked 

other participants to describe a picture of a fish or a lamp that I provided (neutral prime).  

Furthermore, Study 2 examines what underlies the social audience’s attenuating 

influence on hedonic adaptation observed in Study 1. This study includes a direct 

manipulation of the social audience perspective by explicitly telling participants that the 

others in the room have a high or low evaluation of their product. All participants are in 

full view of each other (public context). I track happiness to products used in the lab over 

time to see if the presence of a social audience slows down adaptation when participants 

perceive that others evaluate their product highly and if it accelerates adaptation when 

participants perceive that others have low evaluations of their product. 

PROCEDURE 

I pretested several products to identity four that were on average equally liked. 

Twenty-one participants indicated the extent to which they would enjoy each product (1 – 

I would hate using this product, 7 – I would love using this product). The four products 

with statistically equivalent ratings and similar cost selected for this study were: a 

standard kaleidoscope (M = 4.42), a kaleidoscope with United States motifs (M = 4.28), a 

cube puzzle (M = 4.90), and a pinball game (M = 4.24) (all t's < 2, NS).  

One hundred forty students participated in the main study in exchange for cash 

payment. All participants were in a public context, and I had two between-subject factors: 
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public cognizance (public cognizance prime vs. neutral prime) and social audience 

evaluation (high vs. low). Product happiness, measured four times during the session, was 

a within-subject factor.  

Participants sat in groups of four, fully visible to each other, for what was 

ostensibly a product testing study. Each participant received one of the four products and 

learned that each cost around $3.00. On their individual computers and before beginning 

the product testing task, participants indicated which product they received, answered a 

few filler questions such as how they were recruited, and provided ratings of the three 

products they did not receive as part of the cover story for the social audience perspective 

manipulation. The computer then informed participants that it was compiling everyone's 

responses and asked participants to complete a "pretest" in the mean time. This pretest 

was actually the public cognizance manipulation. Half of the participants responded to 

the following prompt, designed to prime cognizance of being in a public context: 

Think about a time when you were the center of attention and everyone was 

focusing on you. Please use at least five sentences to describe and elaborate on the 

situation below. 

Participants in the neutral prime condition received a picture of either a table lamp 

or a fish and responded to the following prompt:  

Please take a look at the picture of the lamp (fish) to the right of this text. Please 

use at least five sentences to describe the lamp (fish).  

After the public cognizance manipulation, participants received what they 

believed to be a summary of the responses from the others in the room. Among filler 

summary information, participants in the high social audience evaluation condition 

received the following information about what others in the room thought of their 

product: "Participants in this room gave the [product participant received] an average of 



 16 

an 8.2 rating on a 10-pt scale. Thus, overall, participants in the room like the [product 

participant received]." Participants in the low social audience evaluation condition were 

told that the average rating was 3.2 and that the others in the room did not like the 

product. 

Participants then began the product testing study and were instructed to use their 

products for 20 seconds. After 20 seconds, participants heard a bell chime in their 

headphones that instructed them to reorient toward the computer to answer questions. 

Participants responded to the following two questions by sliding a marker along an 

unmarked line with the endpoints “not at all” and “very much so”: (1) “How much are 

you enjoying using the product?” and (2) “How happy does it make you to use the 

product?” The marker’s location on each of the lines was translated to a 100-point scale 

for analysis. Participants repeated this trial and rating sequence three more times. These 

measures formed one scale for each time period (αTime 1 = .91, αTime 2 = .95, αTime 3 = .95, 

αTime 4 = .96) and they were averaged into one happiness measure for each time period. 

Participants then exited the lab, leaving the products behind. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

A repeated measures analysis tested whether the effects of time on happiness 

(adaptation) depended on social audience evaluation, public cognizance, or their 

interaction. I employed the rstudent procedure to detect and drop six outliers with 

residuals beyond 2.3 in absolute value, leaving 134 participants in the analysis. There 

were no other effects in the model (F's < 1.5, NS) except for the expected interaction 

between social audience perspective and public cognizance (F(1,130) = 3.98, p < .05; see 

fig 1.2). 
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A spotlight analysis focusing on participants in the high social audience 

evaluation condition shows that, as expected, the public cognizance prime impeded 

adaptation (F(1,130) = 5.25, p < .05). Publicly cognizant participants stayed happy with 

their products for a longer period of time if they believed social audience members highly 

evaluated their product.  

Among participants in the low social audience evaluation condition, on the other 

hand, public cognizance did not significantly affect the rate of adaptation (F(1,130) = .31, 

NS). The absence of an effect of public cognizance in this cell could have two plausible 

explanations. First, perhaps the effect of the social audience is asymmetric such that 

inferring social audience admiration slows down adaptation but inferring that others view 

your product negatively does not affect adaptation. On the other hand, it is possible that 

we are unable to detect the effect of the social audience in this condition because of a 

potential floor effect. The social audience evaluation manipulation had an unsurprising 

main effect on initial happiness (F(1,130) = 3.99, p < .01) so that participants in this 

condition reported lower initial happiness, giving themselves less room to move lower 

over time. I will revisit this question in Study 4.  

To speed adaptation relative to Study 1, I explicitly told participants in this study 

to use the products. This adjustment worked. The drop in adaptation in Study 1 was not 

statistically significant for participants in the social audience condition and was around 

7% for participants who were not in the social audience condition. In Study 2, the drop 

among participants in the social audience condition was around 21%, and the drop among 

the other participants was around 43%. This means that participants in this study 

experienced more adaptation overall and the social audience attenuated adaptation even 

more substantially than in Study 1. 
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In sum, Study 2 shows that the presence of a social audience slows down hedonic 

adaptation when participants perceive that others are evaluating their products highly. 

These results suggest that the attenuating effect of the social audience on hedonic 

adaptation is driven by perceptions of the social audience viewing one’s product in a 

positive light, i.e., social audience admiration. Note that in Study 2, I explicitly provided 

participants with information about what the social audience was thinking. I expect that 

in actual consumption situations, the presence of a social audience will spontaneously 

cause consumers to infer the social audience perspective on their own. Study 3 explores 

this prediction, provides process evidence for the inferred social audience admiration 

mechanism, and rules out two alternative explanations for the results so far. 
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Chapter 1.4: Study 3 

The aim of Study 3 was three-fold. First, rather than explicitly provide 

information about what others think of a participant's product, Study 3 varied the 

consumption environment to see if participants spontaneously infer and consider the 

social audience perspective. After I manipulated public cognizance, I asked participants 

to use their product either in the presence of others using an inferior product, allowing 

participants to infer that the social audience is admiring their product, or in the presence 

of others using the same product, rendering participants less likely to infer social 

audience admiration. I predict that the public cognizance prime will only impede 

adaptation in an environment that facilitates inferences of social audience admiration.  

The second aim of Study 3 was to further establish the mechanism of inferred 

social audience admiration. Thus, I measured the extent to which participants felt others 

were admiring their product to see whether this perception mediates the effects. 

Admiration has been defined as “a response to non-moral excellence (Algoe and Haidt 

2009, p. 107)” and often results from social comparison (van de Ven, Zeelenberg, and 

Pieters 2012). I posit that when inferring the extent of social audience admiration, 

consumers engage in audience perspective-taking as well as social comparison processes. 

Thus, my social audience admiration measure captures both facets by assessing (1) what 

the social audience must be thinking of the consumer’s product and (2) how that 

compares to how the social audience must view their own products (Frank 1985a). More 

specifically, I ask the target participant to report (1) his/her inference of what others think 

of his/her product and (2) his/her inference of what others think of their own products. 

Then, to reflect the comparison component, I take the difference between the two 

measures to form the admiration score mediator.  
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I also test two alternative explanations for any impeded adaptation observed in 

this study. First, the presence of others has been shown to cause an increase in general 

levels of arousal (Zajonc 1965). It is possible that public cognizance draws participants’ 

attention to the social presence of others in the room. The resulting arousal may get 

misattributed to the product and falsely present as impeded adaptation. Second, public 

cognizance may motivate consistent behavior, causing participants to resist changing 

their happiness ratings over time and giving the appearance of impeded adaptation. Study 

3 addresses these alternative explanations. 

PROCEDURE 

The product used by target participants was the standard kaleidoscope from Study 

2. Before the main study, I ran a pretest to find a product that would be considered 

inferior to this standard kaleidoscope by the target participants. Twenty-four participants 

indicated the extent to which they would enjoy using the standard kaleidoscope as well as 

a number of other products (1 – I would hate using this product, 7 – I would love using 

this product). From this set, I selected a crystal prism (see fig. 1.3) as suitable for my 

purposes: it is also a visual experience like the standard kaleidoscope but participants 

rated it significantly lower in enjoyment (M = 3.63) than the standard kaleidoscope (M = 

4.30), t(23) = 2.8, p < . 05).  

One hundred sixty-four students participated in this study in return for partial 

course credit or cash payment. This study used two between-subject factors: public 

cognizance (public cognizance prime vs. neutral prime) and presence of inferior products 

(present vs. absent). Product happiness was measured four times during the session and 

was a within-subject factor. 
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First, participants completed the public cognizance manipulation from Study 2 

which I framed as a pretest for another study. Next, participants learned they would be 

testing a product and retrieved the standard kaleidoscope from a bag at their station. In 

the inferior products present condition, two target participants (who received the standard 

kaleidoscope) sat in full view of two individuals who received the inferior crystal prism. 

If participants spontaneously infer the social audience perspective, these participants are 

likely to infer social audience admiration and experience impeded adaptation when 

publicly cognizant. In the inferior products absent condition, target participants sat four to 

a room in full view of each other and all received the standard kaleidoscope. These 

participants should have less reason to believe that the social audience is admiring their 

product because social audience members have their own standard kaleidoscope, and thus 

public cognizance should not influence their rate of adaptation.  

As in Study 2, participants were explicitly instructed to use their products for 

twenty seconds until a bell chime alerted them to reorient toward the computer to answer 

the two product happiness questions. Participants repeated this sequence of product use 

and rating three more times, for a total of four times. These measures formed one scale 

for each time period (αTime 1 = .96, αTime 2 = .97, αTime 3 = .97, αTime 4 = .97) and were 

averaged into one happiness measure for each time period.  

Next, I measured inferred social audience admiration. Participants in the inferior 

products present (absent) condition were asked to think about the others in the room who 

received the crystal prism (kaleidoscope) and answered the following questions: “How 

much do you think they thought YOU were enjoying your experience with the 

kaleidoscope?” and “How much do you think they were enjoying their product 

experience?” (1 – Not at all, 7 – Very much). I took the difference between these two 
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measures to form an admiration score which served as the potential mediator. Finally, 

participants exited the lab, leaving the products behind. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

I dropped 14 participants who answered a question that read, “If you have read 

this question, please do not answer it,” leaving 150 participants in the analysis. The 

purpose of this study was to (1) see if the presence vs. absence of inferior products 

slowed down adaptation to the focal product for publicly cognizant participants, 

indicating that consumers consider the social audience perspective on their own when in 

the presence of a social audience, (2) see if inferred social audience admiration, as 

represented by the admiration score, mediated the relationship, and (3) rule out arousal 

and desire for consistency as alternative explanations for the findings. 

To explore the first question, I used repeated measures analysis to test if the 

relationship between time and happiness (adaptation) depended on public cognizance, 

presence of inferior products, and their interaction. There were no main effects of any of 

the factors on adaptation (F's < 1, NS). The interaction of interest between public 

cognizance and presence of inferior products was significant and is depicted in Figure 1.4 

(F(1,146) = 4.67, p < .05). Participants in the inferior products present condition, those 

who could infer social audience admiration, adapted more slowly if they completed the 

public cognizance vs. neutral prime (F(1,146) = 4.75, p < .05). Participants in the inferior 

products absent condition, those who were less likely to infer social audience admiration, 

exhibited the same rate of adaptation regardless of the public cognizance manipulation 

(F(1,146) = .78, NS). In sum, participants stay happy with their products for longer 

periods of time if they are publicly cognizant and in an environment in which inferences 

of social audience admiration are possible. As in Study 2, the drop in happiness for the 
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participants not in the social audience admiration condition was substantial, around 37%, 

and was reduced to 20% by the social audience manipulation. These results suggest that 

the presence of a social audience causes consumers to spontaneously infer the social 

audience perspective, and if consumers infer social audience admiration, this inference 

results in impeded adaptation.  

To test whether inferred social audience admiration mediates the results, I used 

the analytic methods described in Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes (2007, Model 15) for 

addressing moderated mediation (see fig. 1.5). The first model, the mediator model in the 

Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes terminology, predicted admiration with the 

presence/absence of inferior products variable. As expected, the presence of inferior 

products caused participants to infer that others were admiring their products more than 

when there were no inferior products present (B = .49; F(148) = 8.07, p < .01).  

The second model, termed the dependent variable model, used repeated measures 

to investigate whether the effect of time on happiness (adaptation) depended on 

admiration, public cognizance, and their interaction, with the mediator model terms as 

controls (as outlined in the Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes protocol). None of the terms 

predicted adaptation (all F’s < 2.62, NS) except for the predicted public cognizance and 

admiration interaction (B = -4.25; F(5,144) = 4.24, p < .05). The moderated mediation 

set-up allows the testing of my specific hypothesis. Admiration was collected after 

adaptation for all participants, across public cognizance condition. The model requires 

that admiration only predict adaptation for those who considered admiration during 

consumption, i.e., publicly cognizant participants. We can turn to the moderated 

mediation results to confirm this finding. 

As expected, the conditional indirect effects test (bootstrapping mechanism of the 

Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes (2007) SAS macro drawing 1,000 samples) found 
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significant mediation by admiration in the public cognizance prime condition but not in 

the neutral prime condition. The results indicate that admiration mediates the relationship 

between the presence of inferior products and adaptation for publicly cognizant 

participants (95% bias corrected confidence interval excluding zero: (-9.52, -.39)) but not 

for participants who completed the neutral prime (95% bias corrected confidence interval 

including zero: (-1.63, 5.46)).  

If the results were driven by heightened arousal or need for consistency, the two 

plausible alternative explanations for the findings, it would not matter what products 

were present in the environment. Both of the theories are driven only by the presence of a 

social audience. Thus, the results of Study 3 rule out these two alternative explanations 

by illustrating that the effects are moderated by other participant’s products and in turn 

that this effect is mediated by inferences of social audience admiration. Further, the next 

study presents results that cannot be explained by these alternative explanations. 

In sum, Study 3 affirms that the presence of a social audience decreases hedonic 

adaptation via consumer inferences that social audience members are admiring their 

product. Study 4 examines adaptation when consumers perceive that the social audience 

is viewing their product negatively. 
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Chapter 1.5: Study 4 

The aim of Study 4 was to examine adaptation when consumers infer that the 

social audience has a negative evaluation (i.e., the opposite of admiration) for their 

product. All participants were in a public context in this study, sitting four to a room and 

in full view of each other. Two of the participants received a standard kaleidoscope (the 

one used in Study 3) and the other two received a clearly superior luxury kaleidoscope 

(fig. 1.6). After completing the public cognizance manipulation, participants used the 

kaleidoscopes and report happiness over time. I expected participants who received the 

luxury kaleidoscope to adapt more slowly in the publicly cognizant vs. neutral condition 

due to the inference that the others who received the standard kaleidoscope were 

admiring their superior product (replicating the results from Study 3). On the other hand, 

participants who received the standard kaleidoscope should experience accelerated 

adaptation in the publicly cognizant vs. neutral condition due to the inference that the 

others who received the luxury kaleidoscope were negatively viewing their inferior 

product. 

PROCEDURE 

A pretest on 104 participants confirmed that the luxury kaleidoscope was 

perceived as the superior kaleidoscope by the target population (68.38% of participants 

indicated preference for the luxury vs. standard kaleidoscope, t(103) = 2.03, p < .05).  

One hundred ninety-six students participated in the main study in return for partial 

course credit or cash payment. This study utilized two between-subject factors: public 

cognizance (public cognizance prime vs. neutral prime) and kaleidoscope type (superior 

vs. inferior). Product happiness was measured four times during the session and was a 

within-subject factor.  
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The procedure was similar to the procedure in Study 3. Participants sat in groups 

of four in full view of each other and completed the public cognizance manipulation from 

prior studies (half of the participants completed the public cognizance prime and the 

other half completed the neutral prime) which was framed as a pretest for another study. 

Then, participants learned they would be complete a product testing study. They retrieved 

their product from a bag at their station and used and provided ratings for the product 

four times with the same measures used in Study 3. These measures formed one scale for 

each time period (αTime 1 = .86, αTime 2 = .92, αTime 3 = .95, αTime 4 = .95) and were averaged 

into one happiness measure for each time period. Two of the participants in a session 

received the luxury kaleidoscope (superior kaleidoscope condition) and the other two 

received the standard kaleidoscope (inferior kaleidoscope condition).  

After using and adapting to the product, participants were asked to “think about 

the people in the room who received the OTHER KALEIDOSCOPE (the one you did 

NOT receive).” Participants then responded to the two social audience admiration 

measures modified from Study 3: “How much do you think they thought YOU were 

enjoying your experience with the kaleidoscope?” and “How much do you think they 

were enjoying THEIR product experience?” (1—Not at all, 7 – Very much). Once again, 

I took the difference between these two measures to form an admiration score which I 

used as a potential mediator. Participants left the lab, leaving the products behind. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

I dropped 10 participants who responded to the question, “If you have read this 

question, please do not answer it,” and 12 participants who did not use the product all 

three times I asked them to use it, leaving 174 participants in the analysis. First, I used 

repeated measures analysis to examine whether the effect of time on happiness 
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(adaptation) depended on kaleidoscope type, public cognizance, and their interaction. 

There was no main effect of public cognizance on adaptation (F(1,170) = 0.01, NS) and 

contrary to expectations, there was no interaction between public cognizance and 

kaleidoscope type (F(1,170) = .33, NS). Instead, kaleidoscope type affected adaptation for 

all participants regardless of public cognizance, represented by a main effect of 

kaleidoscope type (F(1,170) = 3.04, p = .08). Because public cognizance is a necessary 

condition for consumers to form social audience perspective inferences, this result 

suggests that all participants in this experiment were already publicly cognizant. To 

investigate this possibility further, I checked to see if admiration mediated the effect of 

kaleidoscope type on adaptation across public cognizance conditions. 

Mediation by Admiration Score 

I used model 4 in the Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes (2007) guidelines to see if the 

admiration score mediates the effect of kaleidoscope type on adaptation to the 

kaleidoscope (see fig. 1.7). The first model, the mediator model, reveals that 

kaleidoscope type predicted admiration (B = .57, F(1,172) = 9.18, p < .01). Participants 

who received the luxury kaleidoscope rated that the others were admiring them more than 

did participants who received the standard kaleidoscope.  

The dependent variable model used repeated measures to investigate whether the 

relationship between happiness and time (adaptation) depended on admiration, including 

kaleidoscope type from the mediator model as a control. Indeed, the higher the 

admiration score, the less participants adapted to the kaleidoscope (B = -3.98, F(2,171) = 

6.40, p < .05). Thus, I replicate the effect of admiration on adaptation from Study 3, but 

in this case without the public cognizance manipulation in the model. Public contexts in 

which one’s products are directly comparable with others’ products may automatically 
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activate public cognizance. In this study, unlike in the other studies, each participant’s 

social audience members had kaleidoscopes just like they did, and the kaleidoscopes only 

differed by type. I leave the discussion of what contexts may automatically activate 

public cognizance for the general discussion. 

As predicted, the conditional indirect effects test (bootstrapping mechanism of the 

Preacher, Rucker and Hayes (2007) SAS macro drawing 1,000 samples) found that 

admiration significantly mediated the relationship between kaleidoscope type and 

adaptation (bootstrap 95% bias corrected confidence interval excluding zero: (-6.17, -

.38)). This result establishes that the difference in adaptation between participants who 

received the superior kaleidoscope and those who received the inferior kaleidoscope is 

driven by inferences of the social audience perspective. 

Admiration and Adaptation 

To understand more clearly how inferences of others admiring vs. negatively 

viewing one’s product affects adaptation, we can spotlight at a particular value of 

admiration score and observe the rate of adaptation at that level of admiration. 

Admiration ranged in value from -8 to 8; positive values represent inferences of others 

admiring one’s product, and negative values represent inferences of others negatively 

viewing one’s product. Spotlighting at the midpoint of the positive portion of the scale 

(admiration = 4) revealed lower levels of adaptation (B = 21.48, F(2,171) = 10.82, p < 

.01) than when admiration score is zero (B = 37.68, F(2,171) = 87.23, p < .001). This 

finding replicates prior studies’ results showing that inferring high social audience 

admiration slows down adaptation. Spotlighting on negative levels of the admiration 

score (admiration = -4), on the other hand, reveals higher levels of adaptation (B = 53.33, 

F(2,171) = 41.34, p < .001) than when admiration score is zero. Thus, adaptation is 
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accelerated when participants are in the “negative admiration” condition and they infer 

that the social audience has a negative view of their product. Put in terms of percentages, 

the drop at a neutral level was 23%; inferring positive admiration reduced this drop to 

10% and inferring negative admiration increased the drop to 38%. Figure 1.8 illustrates 

this finding.  

In sum, Study 4 extends the findings from Studies 1 through 3 by showing that the 

social audience can not only impede adaptation but can also accelerate it if consumers 

perceive the social audience is negatively viewing their product. 
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Chapter 1.6: General Discussion 

This work represents the first empirical investigation of the relationship between 

one of the most ubiquitous components of consumer consumption, the nature of the social 

context, and hedonic adaptation to products. Tracking adaptation in real-time, I find that 

the presence of a social audience substantially moderates adaptation via inferences of the 

social audience perspective of one’s product. Consumers make these inferences 

spontaneously in the presence of a social audience and arrive at the inferences via a 

process of social comparison. In the presence of a social audience, inferring others are 

admiring one’s product impedes adaptation and inferring others are negatively viewing 

one’s product accelerates adaptation. I replicated these effects in actual public vs. private 

contexts, across measurements and manipulations of public cognizance, with explicit as 

well as with indirect manipulations of the social audience perspective, and across a range 

of product types. 

The drop in happiness represented by hedonic adaptation when participants were 

not in the presence of a social audience was sizable; across studies in which participants 

used the product, happiness declined by around 34% in conditions not containing the 

social audience. When participants were put in the presence of a social audience and 

could infer that others admired their product, the drop in adaptation was slowed 

considerably, to 17% across these studies. Likewise, feeling that the social audience was 

looking negatively on their product sped up consumer adaptation in Study 4 from 23% to 

38%. In other words, although I measured adaptation over a relatively short period of 

time and to ordinary products, the social audience had a nontrivial effect on how happy 

consumers ended up with their products.  
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These findings have implications for consumption behavior in a broad sense as 

well. For example, many studies have shown that consumers engage in conspicuous 

consumption largely for social reasons, such as to affirm their status (Veblen 1899), 

signal their identity (Berger and Heath 2007), and to attract a mate (Sundie et al. 2010). 

My work suggests that people who have consumed positive products in public contexts 

are likely to remain happy with the products for longer time periods. This reduction in 

hedonic adaptation may provide consumers additional motivation, either intuitively or 

explicitly, to engage in conspicuous consumption in the future. The impeded adaptation 

experienced in public contexts may also condition consumers to make their positive 

purchases more public in nature, helping to explain the current trend in sharing positive 

products and life experiences via blogs and social networking websites. Furthermore, it is 

possible that experiential purchases, such as concerts, are adapted to more slowly than are 

material purchases, such as electronics (Nicolao et al. 2009), because experiences often 

happen in public contexts.  

FUTURE RESEARCH 

These findings open several avenues for future research. For example, group 

membership of the social audience may moderate the effect of social audience presence 

on adaptation. In my studies, participants likely considered members of the social 

audience part of their in-group because they were in the same age group and attended the 

same institution. Inferences of the social audience perspective may have different effects 

on adaptation if the social audience was composed of out-group members from whom 

consumers wish to disassociate. For example, inferring that out-group members are 

admiring one’s product could result in accelerated, rather than impeded, adaptation, and 
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inferring that out-group members are viewing one’s product negatively may result in 

impeded, rather than accelerated adaptation.  

Another area for future research includes discovering what factors automatically 

activate consumer public cognizance. Study 4 suggests that ease of comparing one’s 

product to those of social audience members may automatically cause consumers to 

consider what others must be thinking of their product, switching on public cognizance. 

Prior work examining the effect of social audience presence on behavior has done so in 

the context of choice behavior (e.g., Ariely and Levav 2000; Wang et al. 2012) and has 

found effects of public context without the need to activate public cognizance. Thus, 

contexts requiring decision-making may automatically activate public cognizance, 

perhaps because consumers are concerned with how others will evaluate their choices. 

Other factors that activate public cognizance may include using unique or unusual 

products in a public context or the presence of a social audience composed of members of 

an aspirational group. 

Essay 1 explored how a social force external to the consumer, social presence, 

influenced hedonic adaptation. In Essay 2, I turn my attention toward a social variable 

that exists within a consumer: the self-concept. 
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SECOND ESSAY – HAPPY EVER AFTER: HEDONIC 

ADAPTATION AND IDENTITY-CONSISTENT PRODUCTS 

Years of consumer research have confirmed that identity motivations and 

consumption behavior are intimately connected. Products are extensions of ourselves and 

our values, and they help us to define and maintain our self-concept (Belk 1988; Fournier 

1998; Richins 1994). Scholars have even argued that consumers own products not for the 

products themselves but for the ability to live and express their identities through those 

products (Kleine, Kleine, and Kernan 1993; Levy 1959). Consumers are attracted to and 

are more likely to purchase identity-consistent products due to a motivation to affirm 

important self-concepts. In fact, consuming identity-inconsistent products sometimes 

causes cognitive dissonance that motivates consumers to change their behavior to better 

reflect their identity (Berger and Heath 2008; Berger and Ward 2010; Gao et al. 2008; 

Rucker and Galinksy 2008). 

This essay explores a situation in which consumers can experience cognitive 

dissonance with identity-consistent products as well. The force of hedonic adaptation 

works to reduce product happiness regardless of how much a consumer initially desires a 

product (Richins 2012). I posit that hedonic adaptation can be especially uncomfortable if 

the product is consistent with an important identity. The decline in happiness with 

identity-consistent products represents an inconsistency between a consumer’s behavior 

and his or her self-concept that causes cognitive dissonance. I show that one method 

consumers use to resolve this dissonance is resisting adaptation to identity-consistent 

products, and I show that this adjustment to adaptation also carries through to actual 

consumption behavior. Three studies provide evidence for my proposal and include 

manipulations as well as measurements of identity importance, real-time tracking of 

adaptation, and replications of the effect across product types.  
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Chapter 2.1: Conceptual Background 

An identity refers to a consumer’s thoughts and feelings about his or her self. 

Consumers use their identities, or self-concepts, to help organize and direct their lives. 

For example, important self-concepts inform a variety of consumer behavior decisions 

such as choice of accessories (Berger and Ward 2010), choice of office décor (e.g., 

Gosling, Ko, and Mannarelli 2002), brand preference (Escalas and Bettman 2003) and 

music preference (Berger and Heath 2007). Identity-consistent products are consumed as 

a signal to others, but these products also serve as signals to the self (e.g., Gosling et al. 

2002; Richins 1994). Individuals have a deeply-held need for coherence, meaning, and 

control (Heine, Proulx, and Vohs 2006; Swann 1983, 2012) and for this reason they seek 

out products that provide feedback consistent with their self-concept. For example, a 

consumer’s sense of self influences which products s/he is drawn to (Oyserman 2009a) 

and consumers become attached to products that help them maintain their self concept 

(Ball and Tasaki 1992).  

Consumers also utilize product choice to offset dissonance-arousing self-concept 

threats encountered in the environment (Chaplin and John 2007; Rucker and Galinksy 

2008; Sivanathan and Pettit 2010). For example, Berger and Heath (2008) found that 

students chose to stop using formerly identity-consistent wristbands after they became 

associated with dissimilar others (i.e., the ‘geeks’ on campus). Also, because giving an 

identity-inconsistent gift to a close friend poses a threat to one’s self-concept, the gift-

giver is subsequently more likely to purchase an identity-consistent product for personal 

use as a way to compensate (Ward and Broniarczyk 2011). In sum, the literature shows 

that consumers exhibit preference for identity-consistent products in order to achieve a 



 35 

sense of coherence, and they largely avoid products that run counter to an important 

identity because these products are likely to cause dissonance.  

This essay explores the possibility that dissonance can also arise from consuming 

products consistent with a consumer’s self-concept. Hedonic adaptation is a strong force 

in product consumption over time (Diener et al. 2006; Frederick and Loewenstein 1999), 

and it results in a lessoning of happiness with a product almost immediately after 

acquisition (Nicolao et al. 2009; Richins 2012). I argue that the experience of declining 

happiness with an identity-consistent product could pose a threat to a consumer’s self-

concept. In the face of this potential self-threat, I show consumers resist adaptation to 

products that are consistent with strongly-held identities. 

IDENTITY-CONSISTENT PRODUCTS AND DISSONANCE 

Two broad classes of identities exist: personal self-concepts, which are individual 

characteristics (e.g., talented, lazy), and social self-concepts, which signify associations 

with a group (e.g., American, female) (see Swann and Bosson 2010 for a review). In this 

essay, I focus on social self-concepts and say a product is identity-consistent if it 

embodies a consumer’s identity in some way. For example, a shirt with the flag of the 

consumer’s country of origin would be consistent with the consumer’s national identity. 

Similarly, music created by an artist from a student’s university would be consistent with 

the student’s university identity.  

In order for adaptation to identity-consistent products to cause dissonance, 

however, the focal identity relevant to the product has to be activated in the consumer. 

Consumers hold and balance multiple identities (Hugenberg and Bodenhausen 2004; 

Rydell, McConnell, and Beilock 2009), and the identities which influence consumer 

behavior are those that are active (LeBoeuf et al. 2010). Identities can naturally be 
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activated by a consumer’s environment or marketers may activate consumers’ identities 

in marketing communications in order to maximize advertising effectiveness. For 

example, Forehand, Deshpande, and Reed (2002) found that consumers evaluate 

marketing communications targeting their ethnicity more favorably than other 

advertisements only when their ethnic identity had been activated prior to viewing the 

advertisement. 

In addition, previous research suggests that the more strongly-held the self-

concept, the more motivation an individual will have to resist inconsistent feedback about 

that self-concept (see Swann and Bosson 2010 for a review). Thus, I posit that consumers 

will be more motivated to resolve inconsistencies arising from adapting to identity-

consistent products if identity strength is high. For example, a student’s university 

identity could be activated while viewing a painting of the university, but if the student 

does not perceive his or her university identity to be an integral part of his or her self (low 

identity strength) then the inconsistency would be less likely to motivate the student to 

resist adaptation. In this essay, I manipulate identity-consistency of the product (Study 1), 

use a prime to manipulate identity activation (Studies 2 and 3), and measure identity 

strength (Study 3) to explore the moderating role of all three identity variables in hedonic 

adaptation over time.  

Note that my proposed mechanism is not the only possible explanation for 

impeded adaptation to identity-consistent products. One may argue that identity-

consistent products are simply more likable because they relate to the self-concept, and 

motivation to avoid dissonance-arousing adaptation plays no role in this effect. I address 

this alternative explanation in my third study by providing experimental evidence for the 

dissonance account. 
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STUDY OVERVIEW 

In this essay, I show that consumers experience dissonance when adapting to 

products that are consistent with active and important identities and thus resist adaptation 

as a method of resolving that dissonance. Study 1 illustrates that consumers exhibit 

impeded adaptation to identity-consistent vs. neutral products when the focal identity has 

been activated. Study 2 establishes that rates of adaptation to identity-consistent products 

are driven by the number of connections consumers have between their sense of self and 

the focal identity, providing evidence that consumers resist adaptation in order to avoid 

exhibiting behavior that conflicts with their self-concept. Finally, Study 3 illustrates the 

moderating role of identity strength and illumines the underlying dissonance mechanism. 

In this study I show that impeded adaptation to identity-consistent products disappears if 

consumers are allowed to misattribute experienced dissonance to an external source. 

Studies 2 and 3 highlight the behavioral implications of these findings by showing that 

differences in adaptation carry through to actual consumption behavior. I explore the 

effects using real-time tracking of adaptation and replicate the effect across both visual 

(Study 1) and food (Studies 2 and 3) products. 
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Chapter 2.2: Study 1 

In Study 1, I explored adaptation to a painting framed either as identity-consistent 

or as identity-neutral. I used a prime to activate the focal identity in half of the 

participants and tracked adaptation by measuring happiness with the painting over time. I 

expect adaptation to the identity-consistent painting to be impeded relative to the identity-

neutral painting for participants whose identity was activated.  

PROCEDURE 

Three-hundred and forty-four undergraduate students participated in this study for 

partial course credit or cash payment. Happiness with the target painting was measured 

four times throughout the session, making happiness the dependent variable and time a 

within-subject factor with four levels. Identity relevance of the painting (identity-

consistent vs. identity-neutral) and identity activation (identity activation prime vs. no 

prime) were between-subject variables. University identity was used as the focal identity. 

Participants in the identity activation prime condition answered two questions 

designed to activate their university identity: “Is being a [University Mascot Name] 

important to you?” (1 – Not at all, 7 – Very much so) and “Below, please take a few 

minutes to describe why being a [University Mascot Name] is important to you.” 

Participants had 1 minute and 30 seconds to respond to this prime before they were 

allowed to continue to the next page. Participants in the no prime condition proceeded to 

the next portion of the study without completing this prime. 

In the subsequent and ostensibly unrelated section, participants learned they 

would be viewing and providing ratings of a painting. Before beginning, participants 

responded to the question, “In general, how much do you like viewing paintings?” (1 – 

Greatly Dislike, 10 – Greatly Like). Then, those in the identity-consistent product 
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condition were told that the painting they were about to view was created by an artist 

visiting the students’ campus and that he “was inspired to paint this field by the 

landscaping, colors, and the spirit of the students he interacted with during his visit.” 

Those in the identity-neutral product condition were told the painting was “created last 

year by an artist who was inspired by the landscaping, colors, and spirit of one of the 

places he read about in a novel.”  

Participants viewed a painting of a landscape once and provided their rating by 

answering the question, “How happy does this painting make you?” (0 – not happy at all, 

100 – very happy, on an unmarked sliding scale). Participants then went through three 

more viewing episodes, with three exposures per episode, and rated the painting after 

each episode. Finally, participants were asked to report what inspired the artist to create 

the painting as a measure of who was reading. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

Three hundred eight participants who indicated they were reading directions were 

used in a repeated measures analysis to examine whether the effect of time on happiness 

(i.e., adaptation) depended on identity activation, identity relevance, or their interaction1. 

General liking of viewing paintings was included in the model as a covariate. In this 

model, there were no main effects of identity activation or identity relevance on 

adaptation (F’s < 1.6, NS). However, as expected, adaptation did depend on the 

interaction between identity activation and identity relevance (F(1,303) = 3.89, p < .05, 

see fig. 2.1). Among participants with activated university identity, participants adapted 

                                                 
1 Participants were asked to indicate the artists’ inspiration for the painting shortly after they received the 

identity relevance manipulation. Thirty-six participants (evenly distributed across conditions, all Chi-

squares < 2.4, NS) out of three hundred forty-four were not able to remember and were left out of the 

analysis. This study was run largely on paid student participants who were able to collect payment and 

leave the lab as soon as they completed the study, explaining why some students clicked through the study 

without reading directions. 
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more slowly when the product was framed as identity-consistent vs. neutral (F(1,303) = 

5.57, p < .05). Adaptation did not differ across painting frame when identity was not 

activated (F(1,303) = .15, NS). There was a substantial reduction in adaptation in target 

participants. 

In sum, Study 1 illustrates the basic effect: consumers exhibit impeded adaptation 

to products consistent with an active identity. Study 2 replicates these findings, explores 

whether this pattern carries through to actual consumption, and begins to explore the 

underlying mechanism. 
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Chapter 2.3: Study 2 

One aim of Study 2 was to replicate the findings from Study 1 using a different 

product category. To this end, Study 2 activated the focal identity in half of the 

participants and measured adaptation to identity-consistent chocolates. The second aim of 

Study 2 was to show that consuming products associated with an active identity 

influences not only adaptation but also actual consumption behavior. To test 

consumption, I covertly measured how much of the identity-consistent chocolates 

participants consumed when allowed to snack freely on them during a waiting period. 

The third aim of Study 2 was to explore why consumers exhibit impeded 

adaptation to products that are consistent with active identities. I propose that consumers 

view happiness with identity-consistent products as a reflection of their embodiment of 

the identity so that experiencing declining happiness with such products causes 

dissonance. In order to resolve this dissonance, consumers resist adaptation to identity-

consistent products. Study 2 explores this possibility by using a timed task to measure 

how closely participants link their self-concept to the identity concept. If higher self-

identity associations results in lower rates of adaptation, then we have evidence that 

impeded adaptation is driven by discomfort from experiencing declining happiness with 

self-related products. 

PROCEDURE 

One hundred twenty-eight students with no dietary restrictions who indicated they 

were native English speakers participated in this study for partial course credit or cash 

payment. University identity was used as the focal identity and participants were 

recruited across two large universities. Identity activation (identity activation prime vs. 

no prime) was manipulated between-subject, and self-identity association and amount of 



 42 

identity-consistent chocolates consumed were measured between-subject. The dependent 

variable, enjoyment of the identity-related chocolates, was measured twice throughout the 

session, making time a two-level within-subject factor.  

Before participants arrived at the lab, each private computer workstation was 

stocked with (1) a plastic cup containing 15 milk chocolate pieces, and (2) a clear 

sandwich bag containing 54 grams of the same chocolate pieces. These chocolates were 

coated with candy shells in university colors and the cup and sandwich bag were covered 

to keep them out of view until it was time for participants to begin the adaptation task.  

Upon arrival, participants sat at a work station and their computer randomly 

assigned them to one of two between-subject conditions: identity activation prime or no 

prime. Those in the identity activation condition learned that before beginning the main 

study, they would answer a prompt as part of a pretest of some language analysis 

software that the Linguistics Department was considering purchasing. This was actually 

the identity activation prime from Study 1. Participants in the no identity activation 

condition continued to the next section without completing this prime.  

Participants then learned that for the main study they would complete a chocolate 

tasting task. Before beginning, participants indicated their general liking of chocolate by 

answering the question, “In general, how much do you like eating chocolate?” (1 – 

Greatly Dislike, 10 – Greatly Like). Then, participants retrieved the plastic cup and read 

that “[University Name] is considering purchasing these [University Mascot] chocolates 

to include as part of the snacks they offer campus visitors” and that the purpose of this 

task was to taste-test these chocolates and to measure enjoyment of the chocolates over 

time. This information, combined with the fact that the chocolates were in the university 

colors, made the product consistent with the focal university identity.  
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Participants tasted two of the chocolate pieces from the cup and responded to the 

question, “How much are you enjoying eating the candies?” by sliding a marker along an 

unmarked line with the endpoints “not at all” and “very much so.” The marker’s location 

on the line was translated to a 100-point scale to serve as the rating of enjoyment. Similar 

measures of enjoyment with candy has been used in previous research (e.g., Galak et al. 

2009, Study 2; Redden 2008, Study 3). Participants then ate the remaining 13 pieces of 

chocolate and responded to the same rating question once more. The sample consumed 

up to this point was kept small so that there would be room for further consumption 

during the free-eating period described below. 

Participants were told that the snack-tasting task was over and learned that the 

next study would take five minutes to load due to technical considerations. They learned 

that if they wished, they could snack on the [University Mascot] candies in the sandwich 

bag while they waited. After the five-minute period, participants were told to put the bags 

away because they could not view or consume food while completing the next study.  

After some filler tasks, participants completed the measure of self-identity 

association. They learned that an ostensibly unrelated task would measure their response 

speed and were asked to “briefly list reasons why being a student at [University Name] is 

meaningful to you.” They were given 45 seconds to come up with as many self-identity 

associations as possible before the screen advanced automatically, and the number of 

associations they listed served as the measure of self-identity association. Participants 

then answered demographic questions and left the lab. The bags of chocolates left behind 

were weighed and those weights were subtracted from the starting weights to record 

grams of chocolates consumed during the free-eating period. 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Study 3 had three goals: (1) Replicate Study 1’s results showing that consuming 

identity-consistent products impedes adaptation using a different product category, (2) 

measure whether the effects of identity-consistency carry through to actual consumption, 

and (3) establish that self-identity association mediates the decrease in hedonic 

adaptation. Four participants who answered the question, “If you are reading this please 

do not answer this question” were dropped, leaving 124 participants in the following 

mediation analyses. 

Replicating Study 1 and Actual Consumption 

I first address items 1 and 2 listed above. I used the analytic methods described in 

Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes (2007, Model 4) for addressing mediation to see if identity 

activation once again influenced adaptation, whether adaptation in turn predicted 

consumption, and whether adaptation was a mediator of the relationship between identity 

activation and consumption. General liking of chocolate was included as a covariate in all 

of these models. The first model in the Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes methodology used 

repeated measures analysis to see if the effect of time on enjoyment (adaptation) 

depended on identity activation. As expected, the model revealed a negative relationship 

between identity activation and adaptation (F(2,121) = 3.96, p < .05, see fig. 2.2). In other 

words, just as in Study 1, participants experienced impeded adaptation to products 

consistent with an active identity. 

The second model investigated whether adaptation predicted grams of chocolates 

consumed during the free-eating period while controlling for identity activation as per 

Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes protocol. As expected, the model revealed a negative 

relationship between adaptation and chocolates consumed (F(3,120) = 11.16, p < .01). 
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The less adaptation participants experienced, the more chocolate they freely ate while 

waiting for the next study to load.  

There was also a direct relationship between identity activation and grams of 

chocolates consumed (F(1,121) = 6.64, p < .05, see fig. 2.2) and the conditional indirect 

effects test (bootstrapping mechanism of the Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes (2007) SAS 

macro drawing 1,000 samples) found significant mediation by adaptation (95% bias 

corrected confidence interval excluding zero: (0.06, 2.02)). Identity activation not only 

slowed down adaptation to the chocolates but the effect on adaptation also increased the 

amount of chocolates consumed during a free-eating period. Mediation analysis 

confirmed that differences in adaptation mediated the effect of identity activation on 

chocolate consumption.  

Thus, these results replicate the findings of Study 1 using a different product 

category by showing that identity activation impedes adaptation to identity-consistent 

chocolates. In addition, this effect carries through to the behavioral measure of chocolates 

consumed. 

Degree of Self-Identity Association 

I argue that consumers resist adaptation because experiencing declining happiness 

to a product that is identity-consistent causes dissonance. Dissonance from adaptation 

should be directly related to the number of self-identity connections held by consumers 

because the more connections that exist, the more self-related concepts consumers are 

acting against by experiencing declining happiness with identity-consistent products. To 

examine if degree of self-identity association mediated the relationship between identity 

activation, adaptation, and chocolates consumed, I used the Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes 

(2007) methodology for sequential mediation (Model 6, see fig. 2.3). This model checked 
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if the number of self-identity associations listed mediated the relationship between 

identity activation and adaptation, and then whether this effect in turn influenced the 

amount of chocolates consumed. 

 The first model predicted self-identity associations with identity activation, 

revealing that participants with an active university identity listed more self-identity 

associations in the 45 seconds they were given for the task (F(2,121) = 3.02, p = .08). 

Participants whose university identity was activated, then, recalled more reasons why 

being a [University Mascot] was relevant to their identity, indicating higher self-identity 

association. The second model used repeated measures to investigate whether the effect 

of time on enjoyment (adaptation) was predicted by number of self-identity associations 

while controlling for identity activation. As predicted, those who listed more associations 

enjoyed the chocolates for a longer period of time (F(3,120) = 4.97, p < .05), suggesting 

that consumers are more likely to resist adaptation to a product if self-identity 

connections are more active. The third model used adaptation to predict grams of 

chocolates consumed with number of associations listed and identity activation as 

controls. Again, participants who experienced less adaptation consumed more grams of 

chocolate (F(4,119) = 10.18, p < .01). Finally, the conditional indirect effects test 

(bootstrapping mechanism of the Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes (2007) SAS macro 

drawing 1,000 samples) found that the direct path from identity activation to amount of 

chocolates consumed was significantly mediated by self-identity association and 

adaptation in sequence (95% bias corrected confidence interval excluding zero: (.01, 

0.38)). This means that identity activation increased the association between the self and 

the focal identity, and these increased associations in turn caused participants to exhibit 

decreased adaptation to and increased consumption of identity-consistent products.  



 47 

Summary 

Study 2 replicates the findings from Study 1 in another product category, shows 

that the effect carries through to consumption, and provides evidence for the dissonance 

mechanism. The fact that the effect of identity activation on adaptation and consumption 

was mediated by the degree of self-identity association suggests that consumers resist 

adaptation because of the self-threat represented by experiencing declining happiness to 

an identity-consistent product. Study 3 investigates the dissonance mechanism directly, 

investigates the role of identity strength, and addresses an alternative explanation for the 

findings. 
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Chapter 2.4: Study 3 

Study 2 supports the proposed cognitive dissonance account of impeded 

adaptation to identity-consistent products by finding a link between the degree of self-

identity associations and adaptation. In Study 3, I test the cognitive dissonance 

mechanism directly. Previous research has shown that when individuals are allowed to 

misattribute dissonance to an external source, the motivation to correct dissonance-

causing behavior is eliminated because consumers no longer attribute their experienced 

discomfort to their inconsistent behavior (Zanna and Cooper 1974; Zhou et al. 2009). 

Thus, to more directly test the dissonance mechanism, Study 3 provides an external 

source to which participants can misattribute their discomfort. 

Participants, half of whom completed an identity activation prime, consumed 

identity-consistent chocolates while listening to music. Participants in the control 

conditions either learned that the music was known to cause clear-headedness or received 

no information about side-effects of the music. Participants in the experimental condition 

learned that the music was known to create a feeling of tenseness in listeners. I measured 

adaptation to the identity-consistent chocolates over time to see if the pattern of reduced 

adaptation to identity-consistent products is attenuated in the experimental condition 

because participants misattribute tension arising from adaptation to the music. Amount of 

chocolate consumed during a free-eating task was measured to see if adaptation patterns 

once again carried through to consumption. 

I also measured identity strength to see if consumers who care most about the 

focal identity are more likely to resist adaptation to identity-consistent products. 

Consumers with strong identities should have more to lose should the identity get 
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threatened and thus should be more motivated to resolve inconsistencies between the 

identity and their behavior.  

Finally, Study 3 also explores an alternative explanation for the findings thus far. 

One may argue that consumers simply enjoy products associated with activated identities 

more and that motivations to avoid dissonance have nothing to do with the observed 

results. By providing direct evidence for the dissonance mechanism in this study, I rule 

out this alternative explanation for my findings.  

PROCEDURE 

Three hundred sixty-five students with no dietary restrictions participated in this 

study for partial course credit or cash payment. University identity was used as the focal 

identity. Identity activation (identity activation prime vs. no prime) and opportunity for 

dissonance misattribution (music causes tenseness vs. music causes clear-headedness vs. 

no information) were manipulated between-subject, and identity strength was measured 

between-subject. The enjoyment dependent variable was measured twice, making time a 

two-level within-subject factor. 

Each private computer workstation was stocked with a bag containing 52 grams 

of candy-coated milk chocolate pieces in the participants’ university colors. These bags 

were placed behind the laptop monitors so they would be out of view to participants until 

it was time to begin the adaptation task. Upon arrival, participants sat at a work station 

and the computer randomly assigned them to their identity activation conditions. 

Participants in the identity activation prime condition responded to the prime from Study 

1, framed as a pretest for an unrelated study, and participants in the neutral condition 

began the next section without completing this prime.  
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As a cover story for the next section, I told participants that the researchers were 

interested in the effect of music on decision-making. Participants put on headphones, 

heard traditional Japanese instrumental music, read a brief description of what they were 

listening to, and received the opportunity for misattribution manipulations. In the 

experimental condition, participants read, “Recent experimental findings show that this 

music may produce a reaction of tenseness.” In the first control condition, the word 

“tenseness” was replaced by “clear-headedness.” In the second control condition, no 

information about side-effects was given.  

Participants learned they had to listen to this music for about five minutes before 

we could test its effect on decision-making. In the mean time, they would participate in a 

snack-tasting task which was actually the adaptation study. Participants retrieved their 

snack from behind the laptop monitor and indicated which snack they had been assigned 

to from the following list: Twisty Salty Pretzels, Grandma’s Sweet Pretzels, [University 

Mascot] Chocolate Candies, or Party Trail Mix. All participants actually received the 

identity-consistent chocolates; the three other snacks were included on the list only to 

help disguise the purpose of the study. Participants responded to the question, “In 

general, how much do you like eating chocolate?” (1 – Greatly Dislike, 7 – Greatly Like) 

which as in Study 2 served as a covariate in the analyses. Then, to strengthen the identity-

consistency of the chocolates, participants learned that they were designed specifically 

for the university by two university alumni who had started a chocolate business.  

Participants tasted two of the chocolate pieces and responded to the question, 

“How much are you enjoying eating the candies?” by sliding a marker along an 

unmarked line with the endpoints “not at all” and “very much so”. The marker’s location 

on the line was translated to a 100-point scale to serve as the rating of enjoyment. 

Participants then ate another 9-12 of the chocolate pieces (depending on the supply of 
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chocolates that day; this number had no effect on adaptation by condition), three at a 

time. At the end of these tastings, they responded to the same rating question again. 

Participants then completed several filler tasks and were informed that they could 

continue snacking on the chocolates if they wished. After completing the filler tasks (7-8 

minutes) participants were told to seal the bags and put them behind their laptop monitors 

so they were out of sight for the next survey.  

Participants completed a few more filler tasks before responding to identity 

strength measures from a three-item version of Callero’s (1985) scale: (1) “I would 

describe myself as a [University Mascot],” (2) “I would feel at a loss if I were forced to 

give up being a [University Mascot],” and (3) “Being a [University Mascot] is an 

important part of who I am.” Participants recorded their responses on 10-point scales (1 – 

strongly disagree, 10 – strongly agree). The identity measures formed one scale (α = .86) 

and were averaged together to form a measure of identity strength. When participants left 

the lab, the bags of chocolates were collected and weighed, and the weights were 

subtracted from the starting weight to determine amount of chocolates consumed. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Three participants who exhibited adaptation in excess of +/- 3 standard deviations 

of the mean along with five participants who responded to the question, “If you are 

reading this please do not answer this question,” were dropped from the analysis, leaving 

three hundred sixty-five participants. I used general liking of chocolates as a control in all 

of the following models. There were no differences between the two control conditions 

on the effect of time on enjoyment (repeated measures analysis examining if adaptation 

depended on control condition, identity activation, identity strength, and all interactions 
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revealed all F’s < 1.9, NS) so I combined the clear-headed music framing and the no 

information condition into one control condition. 

Adaptation 

I used repeated measures analysis to examine whether the effect of time on 

enjoyment (adaptation) depended on identity activation, opportunity for misattribution, 

identity strength, or their interaction. This model did not reveal that adaptation depended 

on identity activation or any of its interactions with the other variables (all F’s < 3, NS). 

Because identity activation is a necessary condition for consumers to experience 

dissonance, I infer that because I told participants that the chocolates were created by 

students who graduated from their university, the product itself activated participants’ 

university student identity.  

The effect of time on enjoyment did, however, depend on the interaction between 

opportunity for misattribution and identity strength (F(4,352) = 9.88, p < .01). There were 

no main effects of opportunity for misattribution or identity strength (F’s < 2.4, NS). As 

Figure 2.4 shows, identity strength impeded adaptation within the control condition 

(F(4,352) = 3.56, p = .06). When there is no opportunity to misattribute dissonance, 

participants who strongly hold the identity enjoy the chocolates for a longer period of 

time than those who do not strongly hold the identity, suggesting that high identity 

strength participants are resisting adaptation. 

 Within the tenseness music framing cell, as predicted, the pattern of impeded 

adaptation was eliminated. Participants with a strong propensity to feel dissonant (i.e., 

those with high identity strength) had an opportunity to misattribute their discomfort to 

the music and thus did not show reduced adaptation as they did in the control condition. 

In fact, these participants showed a pattern that was the reverse of the control condition 
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and previous studies (F(4,352) = 6.32, p < .05). This reversal was unexpected and I can 

only speculate that participants who have high identity strength are exposed to identity-

consistent stimuli on a more frequent basis than those with low identity strength, through 

both consumption choices and through what draws their attention in their environment. 

Frequent prior exposure may cause high identity individuals to be quicker to get tired of 

such stimuli when dissonance does not exert its force on behavior. Nevertheless, the 

manipulation worked in eliminating the pattern of decreased adaptation and shows that 

dissonance does seem to underlie the previous results. 

Chocolates Consumed 

The interaction between opportunity for misattribution and identity strength did 

not directly predict chocolates consumed (F(4,352) = 1.43, NS) nor did the main effects 

of either variable (F’s < 2, NS). It is possible that the variables had other consequences on 

consumption outside of their influence through adaptation, obscuring the direct path. 

However, lack of a direct path does not mean there is no mediation (Zhao, Lynch, and 

Chen 2010); there may still exist an indirect path from the interaction to consumption 

through the mediator of adaptation. To examine whether this is the case, I used the 

analytic methods described in Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes (2007, Model 8) for 

addressing moderated mediation (see fig. 2.5).  

The first model tells us what we already know from the results outlined above: the 

interaction between opportunity for misattribution and measured identity strength 

predicted adaptation (F(4,352) = 9.88, p < .01, fig. 2.4). The second model predicted 

consumption using adaptation (with music framing, measured identity, and their 

interaction as controls). As expected, lower rates of adaptation resulted in greater 

chocolate consumption (F(5,351) = 29.60, p < .001).  
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Finally, the conditional indirect effects test (bootstrapping mechanism of the 

Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes (2007) SAS macro drawing 1,000 samples) found 

significant mediation by adaptation (95% confidence interval excluding zero (-0.28, -

0.07)). More specifically, there was mediation by adaptation at high levels of identity 

strength (confidence interval excluding zero: (-0.81, -0.19)) but not at low levels of 

identity strength (confidence interval including zero: (-0.12, 0.43)). Thus, once again, the 

effects on adaptation carry through to consumption behavior: the opportunity for 

misattribution allowed participants with high identity strength to freely adapt to the 

identity-consistent chocolates, and adaptation rates predicted the amount of identity-

consistent chocolates consumed during a free-eating period. 

Summary 

In sum, Study 3 shows that identity strength influences hedonic adaptation. In this 

study, participants who resisted adaptation to identity-consistent products were those who 

more strongly hold the focal identity. These consumers have more to lose should the 

focal identity get threatened and are thus more motivated to resolve inconsistencies 

between their identity and their behavior. Study 3 also provides additional and more 

direct evidence for the proposed dissonance explanation by showing that an opportunity 

to misattribute dissonance eliminates decreased adaptation to identity-consistent 

products. These results cannot be explained using the alternative account of identity-

consistent products simply being more enjoyable because that account cannot explain 

why impeded adaptation disappeared when there was an opportunity for dissonance 

misattribution.  
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Chapter 2.5: General Discussion 

This essay sheds light on the unexplored area of how identity motivations 

influence hedonic adaptation to identity-consistent products. I find consumers are 

strategic about their adaptation rates, manipulating them in order to achieve self-

coherence which also translates to differences in consumption behavior. When an identity 

is active, the connections between a consumer’s sense of self and the target identity are 

active. This leads consumers to exhibit inhibited adaptation to identity-consistent 

products because declining happiness with such products represents an inconsistency 

between a consumer’s sense of self and their behavior. When consumers are given the 

opportunity to misattribute the resulting dissonance to an external source, they freely 

adapt to identity-consistent products. 

These findings suggest that marketers can influence post-acquisition happiness by 

leveraging the power of identity-consistency. For example, laptop manufacturers have 

recently started offering identity-related laptop covers to their customers which may help 

slow down adaptation to those products. Marketers could also encourage customers to 

make their products identity-consistent after acquisition. For example, an automobile 

dealership could offer identity-consistent car decals or make personalizable license plates 

easily accessible to customers. There are also theoretical implications of this work. For 

example, recent research has found that consumers perceive experiences to be more 

relevant to their self-concept than are material products (Gilovich and Carter 2012). If 

consumers see associations between their self-concept and experience goods, they may 

experience more dissonance when adapting to experiences. This may be another reason 

why consumers adapt more slowly to experience vs. material products (Nicolao et al. 

2009).  
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FUTURE RESEARCH 

The studies in this essay focused on products that embodied social identities. 

However, social identities are only one type of self-concept. The other class of self-

concepts are personal identities which refer to individualistic traits such as “intelligent” 

or “classy” (Swann and Bosson 2010) which may have implications for how consumers 

adapt to brands with clear personalities. Future research should examine if consumers 

resist adaptation to products made by brands with personalities that overlap with their 

own. For example, the Victoria Secret brand has been found to embody personality traits 

such as glamour and femininity (Park and John 2011). Would a consumer who sees 

herself as glamorous and feminine resist adaptation to products made by Victoria Secret?  

Furthermore, the certainty with which individuals hold a self-concept is an 

important moderator of the self concept’s effect on behavior. For example, consumers 

who are certain of their identity strength are more likely to seek (Pelham 1991) and 

receive (Pelham and Swann 1994) feedback consistent with a strongly-held identity. 

Certainty measures taken in Study 3 indicate that participants in these studies had 

uniformly high certainty about their identity strength. Future research should examine the 

role of identity certainty on adaptation. First, because high certainty individuals are more 

likely to act consistently across situations (Baumgardner 1990), are high vs. low certainty 

individuals more likely to resist adaptation to identity-consistent products? Second, does 

reflecting on rates of adaptation to identity-consistent products help identity uncertain 

consumers become more certain about their identity? Consumers who notice rapid 

adaptation may take that as information that they do not strongly hold the identity, while 

consumers who notice a slow decline in happiness may conclude that the strength of their 

identity is high. In general, the information value contained in observing one’s own 

adaptation is an intriguing area of study. 
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CONCLUSION 

Frederick and Loewenstein (1999) issued a call for more focused empirical work 

on the moderators of adaptation. Recent years have uncovered important findings about 

how product characteristics influence the rate of decline of happiness after acquisition. 

My dissertation begins to expand our understanding of hedonic adaptation into the social 

realm. Essay 1 establishes that the presence of a social audience moderates rates of 

adaptation to products through inferences of the social audience perspective of one’s 

product. Inferring that the social audience is admiring one’s product slows down 

adaptation, and inferring that the social audience is negatively viewing one’s product 

accelerates adaptation. Essay 2 shows that consumers resist adaptation to products that 

are consistent with important and active identities in order to maintain those important 

self-concepts.  

It is important to note that none of the social audience, identity relevance, or 

identity activation effects that I observed on adaptation were apparent in the participants’ 

initial happiness ratings. Thus, if researchers were to examine the influence of any of my 

key variables on consumers’ happiness with products by simply measuring initial product 

happiness, they may conclude that there were no effects on consumer product happiness. 

My finding that adaptation is sensitive to these social forces even though initial happiness 

may not be suggests that studying changes in happiness over time may be a more 

powerful method of detecting the effects of social forces on consumer behavior. Indeed, 

the fact that social constructs may only reveal their influence on behavior over time may 

illuminate one reason why the consumer behavior field has sometimes found it difficult 

to verify the link between social concepts and the consumer experience (Kassarjian 1971; 

Sirgy 1982). 
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When discussing the importance of studying moderators of hedonic adaptation, I 

conjecture that prolonged happiness with a product should lead to increased brand 

loyalty. Future research should investigate this possibility. Are consumers conscious 

about the duration of time they stay happy with a product, and does that experience feed 

into evaluations of the brand and future consumption decisions? It is possible that 

consumers are unable or unmotivated to keep track of changing product happiness, 

especially given the biases that exist in reconstructing past affective experiences 

(Robinson and Clore 2002; Schwarz and Xu 2011). On the other hand, consumers may 

not consciously be able to keep track of happiness over time, but the experience may feed 

into feelings about the brand and future purchase decisions at a more unconscious level. 

Furthermore, what role do social factors play in the ability for consumers to keep track of 

their adaptation over time? Does product-identity alignment or the presence of a social 

audience make consumers more conscious of their changing enjoyment with products 

over time? 

The intersection of social forces and hedonic adaptation likely holds future 

research opportunities even outside of social presence and identity motivations. For 

example, consumers are increasingly turning toward sharing behavior in order to reduce 

the impact of consumption on their wallets and on the planet (e.g., Neighborgoods.net, 

Couchsurfing.org). What impact does sharing one’s product have on happiness with that 

product over time? On the one hand, sharing products with others may make the products 

feel more used and thus accelerate adaptation. On the other hand, knowing others are also 

receiving utility from a product may make the product seem more useful and thus slow 

adaptation to that product. Such research would have implications for marketers 

navigating the gradual shift in public consciousness toward sustainability.  



 59 

Together, Essay 1 and Essay 2 of my dissertation highlight the power of social 

forces to influence happiness with products over time and establish the value of exploring 

hedonic adaptation outside of the traditional paradigms. 
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FIGURE 1.1: Adaptation by Context and Self-Monitoring Score  
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FIGURE 1.2: Adaptation by Social Audience Evaluation and Public Cognizance 

Manipulation 
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FIGURE 1.3: Standard Kaleidoscope and Crystal Prism Stimuli  
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FIGURE 1.4: Adaptation by Presence of Inferior Products and Public Cognizance 

Manipulation 
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FIGURE 1.5: Inferred Social Audience Admiration as Mediator in Moderated Mediation 

Analysis  
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FIGURE 1.6: Luxury Kaleidoscope  
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FIGURE 1.7: Inferred Social Audience Admiration as Mediator in Moderated Mediation 

Analysis 
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FIGURE 1.8: Adaptation by Admiration Score  
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FIGURE 2.1: Adaptation Depends on Identity Relevance of Painting and Identity 

Activation 

 
  



 69 

FIGURE 2.2: Identity Activation Predicts Adaptation to and Consumption of Identity-

Consistent Chocolates 
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FIGURE 2.3: Self-Identity Association Mediates Relationship Between Identity 

Activation, Adaptation, and Consumption 
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FIGURE 2.4: Adaptation to Chocolates Depends on Opportunity for Misattribution and 

Identity Strength 
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FIGURE 2.5: Adaptation Mediates Relationship Between Opportunity for Misattribution 

and Consumption  
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Appendix 

Products used in Chapter 1.2. 

 

LED Clip Light 

 

Lint Roller 

 

Artificial Decorative Plant 

 

Playing Cards 

 

 

University Coozie 

 

Scunci Comb 

 

Picture Frame 

 

Knit Cap 

 

University Key Chain / Bottle 

Opener 
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