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Abstract 

The present study assesses the wellbeing potential of material and experiential purchases among a group of Tomsk 
consumers. Four hypotheses are tested. 1) “Consumer preferences differ by age, gender, income level, education” 
turns to be confirmed; 2) “Purchases of gifts make people more happy than buying for themselves” demonstrated 
not very stable and weak correlation; 3) “Money spent on material purchases are perceived as a better decision 
than spent on experience” shows not very strong and statistically not significant correlation. 4) “Experiential 
purchases lead to more happiness” had no evidence to be proved. Further research is needed to investigate the 
phenomena more accurately.  
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1. Introduction

People often spend part of their discretionary income on goods or services that give them happiness 

(Pchelin & Howell, 2014; Christopher, Saliba & Deadmarsh, 2009; Kasser, Cohn, Kanner & Ryan, 

2007). Their consumption includes material and nonmaterial goods which influence wellbeing in 

different ways. For example, Pchelin & Howell (2014) propose that purchasing life experiences and 

material items leads to dissimilar results. They conclude that buyer’s expectation of life experiences 

result in more well-being, but it is believed that material items are a better use of money. However, a 

large body of research suggests that we frequently make wrong assumption on what kind of purchase 

will actually contribute more to our wellbeing (Chancellor & Lyubomirsky, 2011). A common debate, 

both among us as shoppers as well as among scientists (Millar & Thomas, 2009; Guevarra & Howell, 

2014), focuses on whether material or experiential purchases lead to more happiness and wellbeing. 
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At first the nature of material and experiential purchases should be brought to light. As a rule 

material goods are tangible; a consumer can move them from place to place, they last beyond a couple 

of days, and they take up physical space, a tangible object that can be kept in one’s possession. 

Experiential purchases usually are connected with an event that is finite in time (Nicolao, Irwin & 

Goodman, 2009). In experimental condition material purchases are represented as stereos, cars, houses, 

clothes, shoes, jewellery etc.; movies, journey, parks, and restaurant dinners are examples of 

experiential ones. Even though it is hard to distinguish them in theory; some researchers (Van Boven & 

Gilovich, 2003; Nicolao, Irwin & Goodman, 2009) believe that consumers can discriminate between 

these two types of purchases. One of the practical criterion for distinction may be “purchases made in 

order “to have” for material items and “purchases made in order “to do” for life experiences (Kumar, 

Killingsworth & Gilovich 2014). The level of adaptation to experiential purchases is lower compared 

to material purchases (Nicolao, Irwin & Goodman 2009). 

But for purchases which bring negative emotions experiences and material goods have the same 

impact on wellbeing (Van Boven & Gilovich, 2003), sometimes material purchases are even less 

unpleasant as they may be used as a gift or as a stock for future consumption.  

The fundamental reasons of difference in effect of material and experiential purchases on wellbeing 

have very complicated nature which is not fully discovered yet. 

For instance, Deighton (1992) suppose that there is a difference in level of attention, participation 

and performance in the consumption process of these goods. 

Van Boven and Gilovich (2003) stated the reason why the pleasure out of experiential purchases is 

longer. They found that experiential purchases induce “mentally revisiting” much more frequently than 

material purchases. Another reason is that waiting for experiences brings more pleasure than waiting 

for possessions. Moreover, consumers can derive utility from anticipation itself, and its value is greater 

for experiential purchases. 

Howell & Hill (2009) suggest another reason. When the basic needs are met the significant increase 

in wellbeing may be achieved only by fulfillment of higher-order psychological needs; and it is 

experiential purchase that helps to do this. Also experiential purchase decreases social comparison 

which sometimes is rather destructive for wellbeing. 

There are some researches on foreign national data reflecting the particularities of wellbeing from 

material and experiential purchases for different socio-demographic groups. For instance, paper of Van 

Boven & Gilovich, 2003 shows that preference of experiential purchase declines with age, female will 

more likely be buyers of experiential goods, and experiential goods are more preferable with the 

increase of income.   

So in the presented paper we try to test these statements on Tomsk region’s data. 

1.1 Hypotheses 

The present study assesses wellbeing potential of material and experiential purchases among a large 

group of Siberian shoppers. A specific goal of our study is to include older adults and compare the 

results we obtain for younger and older adults. 
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At the beginning we made some suggestions which created a basis for hypotheses testing. For the 

first hypothesis (H1) the rationale was the following.  

Some research results (Pchelin & Howell, 2014) showed that social and demographic characteristics 

did not impact results. But in another study (Dunn & Weidman, 2014) respondents with low levels of 

income and education report that their material purchases made them more happy than experiential 

purchases. Consequently, we tried to check how social and demographic characteristics influence 

purchasing behavior.  

So the hypothesis H1 can be formulated as “Consumer preferences differ by age, gender, income 

level, education.” 

Another hypothesis (H2) includes the idea represented in papers (Aknin at al, 2013; Hill & Howell, 

2014) which assume that when a person spends money on others and makes gifts it brings more 

pleasure than spending money on himself. And the second hypothesis was put as “Purchases of gifts 

make people more happy than buying for themselves”. 

The rationale for the next hypothesis (H3) is that very often possession perceived as a better use of 

money than experience (Christopher, Saliba & Deadmarsh, 2009; Chancellor & Lyubomirsky, 2011; 

Dunn & Weidman, 2014; Dunn, Gilbert & Wilson, 2011). For Russian buyers we wanted to estimate 

whether it is a case. The statement of H3 is “Money spent on material purchases are perceived as a 

better decision than spent on experience”. 

And the last assumption of our research (H4) is connected with spending on social relationship. In 

particular, experiential purchases enhance social networking and bring more emotions (Nicolao, Irwin 

& Goodman, 2009; Pchelin & Howell, 2014; Gilovich, Kumar & Jampol, 2014). So H4 is put as 

“Experiential purchases lead to more happiness”. 

1.2 Method 

We invited participants in our research using two main ways:  

i) By interviewing shoppers face to face at shopping centers, right after they made a purchase 

(N=108). We included both relatively upscale centers as well as open markets, and shopping areas that 

attract older buyers (N=45).  

ii) By recruiting people in social networks (N=127) and contacting them online.  

The median age was 35.15 (SD=17.8), 72% were females, with 73% of participants belonging to the 

middle class. 

Table 1. Characteristics of the sample 

Characteristics Range face to face social network 

Age less than 50 (20-49) N=63 
(Mage=31.4) N=125 (Mage=25) 

50+ N=45 (Mage=67.3) N=2 

Gender 

female (less than 50) 47 92 
male (less than 50) 16 33 
female (50+) 29 2 
male (50+) 16 0 

Income* 
Low 21 25 
Middle 82 96 
High 4 6 

Education basic general 4 0 
general 3 1 
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specialized secondary 14 4 
undergraduate degree 7 27 
higher  80 95 

* - we divided the respondents in income groups according to their perceived income. The income was estimated by respondents 

as low if it meets the minimum of subsistence. 

 

1.3 Materials and procedures 

Subjective wellbeing is measured by five questions (OECD, 2013). A Likert scale was used to 

measure overall life satisfaction (“Overall, how satisfied are you with life as a whole these days?”, 

where 0 means respondents feel “not at all satisfied” and 10 means they feel “completely satisfied”). 

Another question concerned the value of things and deeds in respondent’s life (“Overall, to what extent 

do you feel the things you do in your life are worthwhile”, where 0 means things are “not at all 

worthwhile”, and 10 means “completely worthwhile”). Respondents were also interviewed about their 

emotional state on the previous day. We asked about how they feel yesterday happy, worry and 

depression, where 0 mean they did not have such feelings “at all”, but 10 means they felt it “all of the 

time”.  

Then participants told about their recent purchase and the purchases they think positively about 

more often in last six month, specifically how much these purchases contributed to their happiness and 

to what extent they felt the purchase was a good use of the money (on 7-point Likert scale). Finally 

they were approached some demographic questions.  

2 Results 

The results are somewhat surprising in what they seem to indicate. In contrast to the prevailing 

opinion (Pchelin & Howell, 2014) there is little difference in wellbeing between material and 

experiential purchases.  

Demographic and social parameters of purchases are shown in Table 2. 

Table 2. Social and demographic characteristics of participants and types of purchases 

Characteristics Range 
% of participants in each range group   

Material purchases Experiential purchases 

Age less than 50 51% 49% 
50+ 45% 55% 

Gender 

female (less than 50) 55% 45% 
male (less than 50) 53% 47% 
female (50+) 43% 57% 
male (50+) 50% 50% 

Income 
low 45% 55% 
middle 52% 48% 
high 62% 38% 

Education 

elementary 71% 29% 
general  50% 50% 
vocational secondary 75% 25% 
incomplete higher 60% 40% 
higher  44% 56% 

 

According to the data of our survey it should be noted that young adults prefer more material 
purchases, whereas, in contrast, older adults prefer experiential purchases (fig.1).  
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Fig. 1. Survey results by age groups 

Interestingly, males and females under the age of 50 prefer material purchases, but females over 50 

prefer experiential purchases. For men over 50 material purchases bring the same satisfaction as 

experiential purchases (fig. 2). 

 

 

Fig. 2. Division of survey results by age groups 

It should be noted that people with low income prefer experiential purchases more (fig.3) and this 

preference declines with income increase. There is a statistically significant correlation (Spearman's 

correlation coefficient rs=0.53) between 1) to what extent people feel the purchase is a good use of the 

money and 2) an expectation about purchases.  
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Fig. 3. Distribution of purchases by level of respondent’s income 

There is also a correlation between education and preferred type of purchase. People who have 

higher educational prefer experiential purchases more (fig. 4). The relationship is statistically 

significant but rather weak (rs=0.12). 

 

 

Fig. 4. Distribution of purchases by education level 

 

Table 3. Spearman Rank Order Correlations 

  Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Income 
level Age Gender Education 

Q1 1.00 0.56 0.62 -0.16 -0.34 0.16 0.34 0.26 0.07 0.12 0.05 -0.08 0.10 

Q2 0.56 1.00 0.39 -0.01 -0.16 0.14 0.27 0.31 0.09 0.05 0.13 -0.04 0.09 

Q3 0.62 0.39 1.00 -0.22 -0.35 0.06 0.30 0.23 0.02 0.16 0.02 -0.13 0.08 
Q4 -0.16 -0.01 -0.22 1.00 0.47 -0.01 -0.08 -0.04 0.02 -0.04 -0.03 0.00 0.00 
Q5 -0.34 -0.16 -0.35 0.47 1.00 -0.02 -0.16 -0.12 -0.10 -0.09 -0.19 0.05 -0.15 
Q6 0.16 0.14 0.06 -0.01 -0.02 1.00 0.11 0.04 -0.06 0.08 0.04 -0.01 0.08 
Q7 0.34 0.27 0.30 -0.08 -0.16 0.11 1.00 0.53 -0.04 0.01 0.09 -0.13 0.07 
Q8 0.26 0.31 0.23 -0.04 -0.12 0.04 0.53 1.00 0.03 -0.08 0.14 -0.20 -0.06 
Q9 0.07 0.09 0.02 0.02 -0.10 -0.06 -0.04 0.03 1.00 -0.12 0.15 -0.03 0.12 
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Income 
level 0.12 0.05 0.16 -0.04 -0.09 0.08 0.01 -0.08 -0.12 1.00 0.11 -0.07 0.22 

Age 0.05 0.13 0.02 -0.03 -0.19 0.04 0.09 0.14 0.15 0.11 1.00 0.00 0.42 
Gender -0.08 -0.04 -0.13 0.00 0.05 -0.01 -0.13 -0.20 -0.03 -0.07 0.00 1.00 -0.11 
Education 0.10 0.09 0.08 0.00 -0.15 0.08 0.07 -0.06 0.12 0.22 0.42 -0.11 1.00 
Notes: Coefficients in bold are significant at p <.05 
Q1 - Overall, how satisfied are you with life as a whole these days? Q2 - Overall, to what extent do you feel the things you do in your life are 
worthwhile? Q3 – Do you happy? Q4 – Do you feel yourself worried? Q5 - Do you feel yourself depressed? Q6 - Did you buy the thing for you or 
for a gift? Q7 - How much do you expect this purchase will contribute to your overall life’s happiness? Q8 - To what extent do you feel this 
purchase (or experience) will be good use of money? Q9 - Which one gives you more joy: material or experiential purchase? 

 

Thus Н1 may be considered as confirmed. There is a relationship between type of purchases and 

social and demographic characteristics of respondents. 

Hypothesis H2 was put as “Purchases of gifts bring more happy than buying for yourself”. We 

measure the correlation between two things. The first one is how much these purchases contributed to 

respondent’s happiness (on 7-point Likert scale), where 0 means respondents feel “not at all happy” 

and 7 means they feel “very happy”. The second reflects whether a person bought a good for yourself 

or for a gift. During the test this hypothesis we wanted to check the level of pleasure from shopping for 

yourself or for a gift. It turned out that there is a weak correlation between the level of happiness of the 

purchase and its type (rs = 0.11, p<0.05). 

Hypothesis H3 tested whether consumers evaluate buying material goods as the best use of money. 

During the survey respondents answered the question “How useful is the purchase in terms of the use 

of money?” It is worth noting that older participants assessed the purchase as the best use of money 

(fig. 5). But again the correlation is not very strong and statistically not significant (rs = 0.14, p<0.05). 

 

 

Fig. 5. Relationship between use of money and age  

Horizontal – To what extent do you feel this purchase (or experience) will be good use of money? (on 7-point Likert scale), 
where 0 means respondents feel “not at all good use” and 7 means they feel “very good use”. 

Table 4 shows that the respondents who answered questions in “face to face” mode evaluated 

material purchases as a good use of money. It is interesting that in a survey through social networks 

respondents rated experiential purchases as the best use of money. 

Mean differences in wellbeing for material and experiential purchases are shown in Table 4. 
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Table 4. Means and standard deviations in wellbeing with the type of purchase and research mode 

Survey “Face to face” Social Network 

Type of purchases Material purchase 
(n=51) 

Experiential purchase 
(n=94) 

Material purchase 
(n=54) 

Experiential purchase 
(n=80) 

Hedonic wellbeing 5.43 (2.46) 5.57 (2.34) 4.82 (1.82) 4.41 (1.99) 
Good use of money 6.30 (1.55) 5.98 (2.10) 5.47 (1.64) 5.59 (1.48) 

Subjective wellbeing 
 - life satisfaction 7.76 (0.36) 7.85 (0.32) 6.33 (0.23) 6.85 (0.20) 

 - the things one does are 
worthwhile 8.22 (2.18) 8.5 (2.45) 6.86 (2.18) 7.02 (2.30) 

 - happiness 7.3 (4.15) 7.29 (3.05) 6.41 (2.77) 6.67 (2.92) 
Note: Means and (standard deviations) for each group. Hedonic wellbeing and good use of money response scales range from 1 to 7, 
subjective wellbeing ranges from 1 to 10 

 
The above table shows the results of the survey in two modes: "face to face" and in social network. 

It should be noted that for people whom we ask “face to face” were more positively in their 

estimations. For hedonic wellbeing (participants answered the following question: ‘How much do you 

expect this purchase will contribute to your overall life’s happiness?) estimates are higher for “face to 

face” mode and for experiential purchases. Subjective wellbeing was measured by the following 

questions: “Overall, how satisfied are you with life as a whole these days?”, “Overall, to what extent do 

you feel the things you do in your life are worthwhile?”, “Do you happy?” Respondents who gave 

answers through social network evaluated subjective well-being from experiential purchases higher. 

Unfortunately H4 was not confirmed. According to the results of the survey we have not been 

established statistically significant relationship between the level of happiness and experiential 

purchases. 

3. Discussion 

In the study we tested the four hypothesis in order to show connection between the type of shopping 

and the well-being both for younger and older consumers. 

An analysis of the data obtained in the survey in "face to face" and the social network modes has 

been established that the experiential purchases are preferred by people: 1) over the age of 50; 2) with 

low incomes; 3) with higher education. The greatest satisfaction our respondents receive from 

purchases for gift-giving. During the "face to face" survey respondents rate material purchases as the 

best use of money. At the same time, however, we have not obtained statistically significant results 

between the level of happiness and experiential shopping. 

In order to obtain more reliable results about these phenomena it is necessary to conduct additional 

research. First of all there should be more large sample. In order to deeply understand discrepancies 

between forecasts and evaluations, future research should include longitudinal studies (as discussed in 

Howell & Guevarra, 2013). 
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