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Although consumer behavior theory has traditionally regarded evaluations as instrumental to consumer choice, in reality consumers often assess and express
what they like and dislike even when there is no decision at stake. Why are consumers so eager to express their evaluations when there is no ostensible purpose
for doing so? In this research, we advance the thesis that this is because consumers derive an inherent pleasure from assessing and expressing their likes and dislikes. In support of this thesis, the results of seven studies show that compared to
a variety of simple and commonplace control judgments, assessing and expressing one’s likes and dislikes results in greater task enjoyment. This occurs because
externalizing one’s evaluations enables a form of self-expression that appears to
be deep and global. These findings have important implications for marketers and
policy makers.
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A

ccording to standard consumer behavior theory,
people evaluate what they like and dislike in the marketplace in order to inform subsequent decisions, whether
purchase or consumption (Engel, Kollat, and Blackwell
1968; Howard and Sheth 1969; Hoyer, MacInnis, and
Pieters 2016). In other words, evaluations are generally
conceived as serving the instrumental purpose of decisionmaking—an assumption shared by the standard economic

theory of consumer choice. But is it true that consumer
evaluations are formed solely to inform decisions and
choices? Casual observation of everyday consumer behavior suggests that people formulate and express their likes
and dislikes much more pervasively than would be justified
by the need to make decisions. For example, it is common
for consumers who are window shopping with friends and
family to express what they like or dislike even when they
have no purchase intention. Also revealing is consumers’
willingness to indicate their likes and dislikes on social media platforms such as Reddit, even for posts and comments
that other users are unlikely to see. Such examples bring to
light an intriguing consumer behavior phenomenon that
has yet to be explained scientifically: the fact that consumers often assess and express their evaluations of products
and services even when there is no decision at stake. In
other words, people frequently render evaluations in a
seemingly gratuitous fashion.
We propose that part of the reason for rendering such
evaluations is that consumers derive a subtle, hedonic benefit from assessing and externalizing their likes and dislikes. That is, formulating and expressing one’s evaluations
is inherently pleasurable. By “evaluation,” we mean the act
of assessing one’s likes and dislikes (e.g., judging whether
one likes some content on social media, or whether one
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The Pleasure of Assessing and Expressing
Our Likes and Dislikes

2

JOURNAL OF CONSUMER RESEARCH

BEYOND INSTRUMENTAL
EVALUATION: THE HEDONICS OF
EXPRESSING EVALUATIONS
Not All Evaluations Are for Decision-Making
Consumer behavior theory has historically limited its
view of the process of product evaluation as instrumental
to decision-making. In their seminal work Theory of Buyer
Behavior, Howard and Sheth (1969) conceptualized evaluations, which they called “attitudes,” as part of a learning
process leading to the formation of intentions that culminate in purchase decisions. Still today, major consumer behavior texts discuss concepts such as attitudes and
evaluations in the contexts of consumer choice and decisions (Hoyer, MacInnis, and Pieters 2016; Solomon 2017).
This instrumental view of evaluation is similarly prominent
in the attitude literature, which focuses largely on attitudes
as predictors of behavior (Fishbein and Ajzen 1975; Petty
and Cacioppo 1986). A comparable view can be found in
standard economic theory, which links the process of utility assessment to choice and purchase (Read 2007; Stigler
1950 for a review).
We would argue, however, that a large proportion of
consumer evaluation is not dictated by the need to inform a
decision or behavior. Instead, consumer evaluations are
frequently formed and externalized seemingly gratuitously.
A consumer browsing a magazine may spontaneously say
to a spouse, “I love that watch,” even though he or she has
absolutely no interest in buying a watch. Consumers who
never go to the movies could exclaim that they hate a particular movie trailer even though there is no instrumental
purpose for doing so. People often express to companions

whether they like or dislike the fashion choices of random
strangers they cross paths with on the street. Social media
users showing up late to an inactive thread on Reddit might
still feel like rating a post in that thread, even though their
evaluations will have no impact on the popularity of the
content. Restaurant enthusiasts often enjoy arguing over
“top dining spot” lists—the best places to go for sushi, who
makes the best pizza—even though such rankings do not
necessarily guide how they make their own daily dining
decisions.
Why would consumers bother to form and express evaluations when doing so appears to serve no instrumental
purpose? We propose that this is because doing so produces some inherent pleasure or experience utility. This proposition is broadly consistent with the general thesis that
much of consumer behavior is experientially driven rather
than instrumentally determined (Alderson 1957; Brakus,
Schmitt, and Zarantonello 2009; Holbrook and Hirschman
1982; Pham 1998), and with the once-popular notion that
attitudes may serve more than instrumental functions (Katz
1960; Schlosser 1998; Shavitt, Lowrey, and Han 1992;
Snyder and DeBono 1985). To emphasize the idea that
consumers derive some intrinsic experience utility from
assessing and expressing their likes and dislikes, we refer
to the phenomenon as “the pleasure of assessing and
expressing our likes and dislikes.”
We believe that similar to other important consumer behavior phenomena, such as the attraction effect (Huber,
Payne, and Puto 1982), self-control failures (Ainslie 1975;
Herrnstein and Prelec 1997; Hoch and Loewenstein 1991),
and the greater happiness gained from experiences as opposed to material goods (Kumar and Gilovich 2015), the
pleasure of forming and expressing evaluations is likely to
be multiply determined (Pham 2013). In this article, we provide evidence in support of one major process explanation:
that the phenomenon arises in part from the hedonic value
of self-expression. (In the general discussion, we propose
other potential explanations as avenues for future research.)

Pleasure from Self-Expression
All humans have a fundamental need to affirm and
maintain their self-identity (Dunning 2005; Rogers 1947),
which is the core set of beliefs they hold as to who they are
as an individual (e.g., “I am a successful business woman”;
“I am a caring father”; “I am a world traveler”). In many
societies, especially individualistic ones, this fundamental
need is accompanied by a pervasive motivation to express
one’s identity—a process known as “self-expression”
(Chernev, Hamilton, and Gal 2011; Kim and Sherman
2007; Maslow 1970). Self-expression can manifest through
one’s speech, writing, conduct, behavior, choices, productions, and so on (Belk 1988; Holbrook 1992; Kim and Ko
2007; Kleine, Kleine, and Kernan 1993). Indeed, much of
consumption—shopping at Whole Foods versus Shoprite,
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likes a product). By “inherently pleasurable,” we mean that
when consumers form and externalize their evaluations
they derive a unique type of value, with a distinct hedonic
quality, that is independent of the instrumental benefits of
evaluation. In support of this proposition, we report seven
experiments showing that, compared to other judgments
that consumers commonly make, people find the assessment and expression of what they like or dislike to be inherently pleasurable, and that this phenomenon is driven at
least in part by a process of self-expression.
Our article makes three major contributions. The first is
expanding on the observation that in the marketplace consumers often make evaluations gratuitously—that is, even
when no decision is at stake. The second contribution is advancing the novel theoretical proposition that the phenomenon occurs because consumers derive a subtle pleasure from
assessing and externalizing their likes and dislikes. Our third
contribution is identifying a major psychological process underlying this pleasure. In addition to these three primary
contributions, we discuss important substantive implications
of our findings for practitioners and policy makers.
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Overview of the Studies
To test the proposition that the mere expression of one’s
likes and dislikes is inherently pleasurable, we conducted a
series of seven experiments involving more than 5,700 participants. (Another seven experiments, which replicate the
main findings, are described in the supplementary materials provided in the web appendix.) In all experiments, we
compared how much participants enjoyed the task of making and reporting a series of simple like/dislike judgments
relative to making and reporting a variety of simple nonevaluation-based judgments, which served as the control
conditions. To ensure that the results were not driven by
the comparison judgment used in the control conditions,
the non-evaluation-based comparison judgments were purposefully selected to ensure that they were (a) simple to
make; (b) relevant to and commonly made by consumers;
(c) not inherently unpleasant; and, importantly, (d) varied

across studies, thereby ensuring that the findings were not
unique to any one comparison judgment.
Study 1 demonstrates the basic phenomenon in a laboratory setting in a relatively realistic marketplace context.
These results are conceptually replicated in study 2 using a
different experimental paradigm, showing that consumers
indeed find the task of assessing and expressing their likes
and dislikes to be more enjoyable than making and reporting a variety of simple non-evaluation-based judgments.
Across six studies (studies 2–7), we consistently show that
the phenomenon is driven in part by the hedonics of selfexpression. Studies 5 and 7 help refine the self-expression
account by revealing that the pleasure of forming and externalizing one’s evaluations is rather rich and reflects a
fairly broad self-concept, akin to the pleasure one gets
from externalizing assessments that are deeply selfexpressive. In addition, we show that the inherent pleasure
of assessing and expressing one’s likes and dislikes holds
not only when the targets of evaluation are generally appealing, but also when the targets are less appealing (study
6), suggesting that people derive pleasure from assessing
and expressing not just what they like but also what they
dislike.

STUDY 1: IS THERE DISTINCT
PLEASURE IN ASSESSING AND
EXPRESSING ONE’S LIKES AND
DISLIKES?
The purpose of the first study was to document the basic
phenomenon and test the prediction that people derive
more pleasure from assessing and expressing whether they
like or dislike various products than from making and externalizing a comparable judgment that is non-evaluationbased. Participants were asked to browse the website of a
popular apparel retailer, and to identify and record clothing
items that they particularly liked or disliked (in the evaluation condition), or items they found to be particularly
monotone or colorful (in the control condition). We predicted that relative to participants who recorded items
based on colorfulness, participants who recorded items
based on whether they liked them would report greater
enjoyment.

Method
Eighty-four student participants at a large US university
(67.9% women) were brought to a behavioral lab and asked
to browse freely through the website of the major apparel
retailer Abercrombie & Fitch (A&F). This particular retailer was chosen because (a) apparel is a familiar category
with products that are easily amenable to both evaluationbased and non-evaluation-based judgments; (b) A&F sells
both men’s and women’s clothing, making its products relevant to all participants; and (c) the brand is well known
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wearing Gucci versus Burberry, watching CNN versus
FOX—can be seen as forms of self-expression.
Along with one’s general attributes, such as gender, profession, and nationality, an important aspect of identity is
what one likes and dislikes (Gollwitzer and Kirchhof
1998). Being an opera lover as opposed to a rock enthusiast,
or preferring to purchase organic and fair-trade coffee over
Dunkin’ Donuts’ coffee, is an idiosyncratic and thus highly
revealing reflection of who we are as a person. This idea is
consistent with Katz’s (1960) classic proposition that attitudes can have a value-expressive function. In this somewhat forgotten work, Katz (1960) originally theorized that
people hold certain attitudes (e.g., “I love French culture”)
for the purpose of affirming their core identity. While Katz
focused on long-held attitudes (e.g., having conservative
political views; caring about animal rights), we argue that
expressing evaluations made “on the spot” in consumption
contexts—such as consumers evaluating and externalizing
whether they like a particular dress or a movie they just
watched—highlights personal qualities that are similarly revealing. In other words, we believe that even the externalization of one’s momentary evaluations, not just one’s longterm attitudes, enables a sense of self-expression.
Building upon prior work showing that the disclosure of
self-relevant information is pleasurable (Petrie et al. 1995;
Stanton et al. 2002; Tamir and Mitchell 2012), we argue
that because one’s likes and dislikes are particularly idiosyncratic to the self (Zajonc 1980), consumers will derive
some inherent pleasure from forming and externalizing
such evaluative judgments because they are highly selfexpressive. In summary, we propose that consumers’ eagerness to evaluate things even when nothing is at stake
arises from the inherent pleasure that consumers derive
from making and then externalizing their evaluations—
pleasure that accrues in part from the hedonics of selfexpression.

3

4

given that participants were allowed to freely navigate the
retailer’s website, it is possible that differences in enjoyment could have been driven by differences in the types of
products that participants reviewed across conditions. In
addition, one could argue that the finding may be specific
to the particular non-evaluative judgment that we used in
the control condition. We address these issues in study 2.

STUDY 2: COMPARING LIKE AND
DISLIKE JUDGMENTS TO DIFFERENT
NON-EVALUATIVE JUDGMENTS

There were no differences in participants’ reported enjoyment of shopping in general (F(1, 82) ¼ 2.66, NS) or in
their familiarity with the A&F site across conditions
(F < 1). Therefore, any difference in task enjoyment across
conditions cannot be attributed to preexisting differences in
propensity to find the task and stimuli enjoyable. There was
also no difference in the number of items recorded across
conditions (F < 1), suggesting that the two tasks were comparable in terms of difficulty and participant engagement.
More importantly, consistent with our prediction, participants who were asked to identify and write down the
names of items that they particularly liked or disliked on
the website reported enjoying the task more (M ¼ 5.04)
than did those who were asked to identify and record items
that they found to be particularly colorful or monotone
(M ¼ 4.23; F(1, 82) ¼ 6.07, p ¼ .02, î2 ¼ .069).

To address the possibility that the results of study 1 were
due to participants reviewing and assessing different products across conditions, participants in study 2 were presented with an identical set of products to assess. They
were shown a set of popular T-shirts from an actual online
retailer and asked to form and express either evaluationbased judgments of these T-shirts or non-evaluation-based
judgments. In addition, to address the possibility that the
results of study 1 were specific to the particular control
condition used in that study, study 2 contained four conditions: one treatment condition and three control conditions.
In the treatment condition, participants were asked to assess and express whether they liked or disliked each Tshirt. In the three control conditions, participants were
asked to form and externalize one of three types of nonevaluation-based judgments. The control judgments were
all selected to be simple, commonly made by consumers,
relevant for T-shirts, and not inherently aversive, thus providing meaningful benchmarks against which to compare
like/dislike judgments. We predicted that compared to participants asked to form and express any of the nonevaluation-based control judgments, participants asked to
assess and express whether they liked or disliked each Tshirt would report greater enjoyment of the task.
In addition to providing more controlled evidence for
the basic phenomenon, a second objective of study 2 was
to test whether observed differences in enjoyment were indeed driven (at least in part) by differences in the selfexpressiveness afforded by the judgments.

Discussion

Method

In this first laboratory experiment, participants were
given the latitude to browse through the website of an actual retailer as they naturally would while shopping online.
Consistent with the proposition that there is an inherent
pleasure in assessing and expressing one’s likes and dislikes, participants who were asked to perform an
evaluation-based judgment task found it to be significantly
more enjoyable than did participants who were asked to
perform a comparable non-evaluation-based judgment
task. These results cannot be explained by differences in
involvement or difficulty between conditions. However,

Under the guise of a market research study, 2,028 USbased participants from the Amazon Mechanical Turk
(MTurk) panel (50.9% women) were asked to form a particular judgment about each of 10 T-shirts selected from a
large online retailer, and then to rate how much they
enjoyed performing this task. We selected T-shirts for three
reasons. First, T-shirts are familiar products that are relevant
to most consumers. Second, T-shirts are often unbranded
and typically sold within a fairly narrow price range, which
circumvents issues of brand familiarity and price sensitivity.
Third, and more importantly, T-shirts are amenable to a

Results
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among the student population and relatively affordable, reducing issues of differential brand familiarity and price
sensitivity.
Under the cover of a study on consumers’ reactions to
A&F’s products, all participants were asked to browse the
company’s website to identify and record items that they
either “particularly liked or disliked” (evaluation condition) or found “particularly colorful or monotone” (control
condition). They were given five minutes to complete their
respective tasks and were provided with a sheet of paper to
record the identified items and indicate whether they liked
or disliked the item, or whether they deemed the item to be
monotone or colorful. Upon completion, all participants
were asked to rate “How fun was this task?” on a scale of 1
(“Not fun at all”) to 7 (“Very fun”), which was the main
dependent variable. As control measures, participants were
additionally asked to respond to the following: “Compared
to other consumers, how much do you enjoy window shopping and browsing for clothes in stores, catalogs, and
online?” (1 ¼ “I dislike it a lot”; 7 ¼ “I like it a lot”); and
“How often do you browse the Abercrombie & Fitch
website?” (1 ¼ “Never”; 5 ¼ “Very often”).
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First, they rated their task involvement on two items:
“How seriously did you take this task?” (1 ¼ “Not seriously at all”; 7 ¼ “Very seriously”) and “How carefully
did you complete this task?” (1 ¼ “Not carefully at all”; 7
¼ “Very carefully”) (a ¼ .89). Next, they rated their general enjoyment of browsing and shopping on two items, indicating (a) how much they enjoy browsing products on
the internet (1 ¼ “I do not enjoy it at all”; 7 ¼ “I enjoy it
very much”); and (b) how much they enjoy window shopping and browsing for clothes in various types of outlets
such as stores and catalogs (1 ¼ “I dislike it a lot”; 7 ¼ “I
like it a lot”) (a ¼ .78). Finally, to assess their general affinity toward T-shirts, participants were asked to report (a)
how often they shop for T-shirts (1 ¼ “Very often”; 5 ¼
“Never”); (b) how often they wear T-shirts during the summer (1 ¼ “Very often”; 5 ¼ “Never”); and (c) how they
dress on a typical day (1 ¼ “Very casual”; 5 ¼ “Very formal”). Responses to these items, which were moderately
correlated (a ¼ .54), were combined into a formative index
of affinity toward T-shirts in general. (Note that formative
construct indicators tend to have lower intercorrelations
than reflective construct indicators.)

Results
Preliminary Analyses. There were no differences in
terms of general enjoyment of browsing and shopping
(F < 1) or general affinity toward T-shirts across conditions (F < 1). However, participants in the evaluation condition reported higher task involvement (M ¼ 6.55) than
did participants in the non-evaluation conditions
(MCasualness ¼ 6.40 vs. MColorfulness ¼ 6.45 vs. MMatch ¼
6.42; F(3, 2020) ¼ 2.92, p ¼ .03, î2 ¼ .004). As reported
below, controlling for this difference in the analyses does
not change the main results.
Participants in the evaluation condition took somewhat
longer to complete the 10 judgments (M ¼ 59.58 s) than
participants in the colorfulness-judgment condition
(M ¼ 49.24 s; F(1, 2024) ¼ 5.90, p < .02, îp2 ¼ .003), and
about the same amount of time as participants in the
casualness-judgment condition (M ¼ 53.81; F(1, 2024) ¼
1.83, NS) and in the cap-matching condition (M ¼ 54.64 s;
F(1, 2024) ¼ 1.37, NS). These completion time results suggest that the evaluation judgments were not significantly
easier than the different control judgments. Therefore, one
cannot attribute a greater enjoyment of evaluation to a
greater ease or fluency of the task relative to the various
control judgments. Additional evidence against this alternative explanation is reported in the discussion section.
Task Enjoyment. An omnibus ANOVA revealed significant differences in task enjoyment across conditions (F(3,
2024) ¼ 10.34, p < .01, î2 ¼ .015). As reported in table 1,
participants who expressed whether they liked or disliked
the T-shirts reported enjoying the task more (M ¼ 5.96)

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/jcr/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/jcr/ucy079/5253363 by Columbia University user on 02 February 2019

variety of simple, commonplace consumer judgments that
are either evaluation-based or non-evaluation-based. The
T-shirts selected for this study were unisex, covered a broad
range of colors, and featured a large graphic with limited or
no text and no brand information or logo.
Participants were randomly assigned to one of four judgment conditions: a treatment condition in which they were
asked to form and express evaluation-based judgments, or
one of three control conditions in which they were asked to
make and express comparable but non-evaluation-based
judgments. The T-shirts were presented and judged one at
a time in a fixed sequence, with participants proceeding at
their own pace. Those in the evaluation condition were
asked to assess each of the 10 T-shirts with a simple question—“Do you like or dislike this T-shirt?”—to be answered on a dichotomous scale: “I like it” and “I dislike
it.” Participants in the control conditions also used dichotomous scales to express one of three non-evaluation-based
judgments about each T-shirt. Although all were simple,
commonplace, and relevant to the category, the three control judgments varied in their degree of abstractness and
configurality. In one control condition, participants were
asked to judge whether each T-shirt was “very colorful” or
“not very colorful,” which is a unidimensional judgment
based on a single concrete attribute (color). In a second
control condition, participants were asked to judge whether
each T-shirt was “more casual” or “less casual,” which is a
slightly more abstract and configural judgment that may involve a combination of features such as color and graphic
design. Finally, in the third control condition, participants
were asked to judge whether each T-shirt “matches” or
“does not match” a baseball cap presented on the screen,
an even more abstract and configural judgment that
involves an appraisal of the T-shirt as a whole and its fit
with another product. The variety of control judgments
used in this study ensures that the findings are not dictated
by the specific nature of the control judgments to which
evaluation-based judgments are compared.
After performing their judgment task for all the T-shirts,
participants reported their task enjoyment on two sevenpoint scales anchored at 1 ¼ “I did not enjoy this task at
all”; 7 ¼ “I enjoyed this task very much” and 1¼ “I feel it
was not fun at all”; 7 ¼ “I feel it was very fun.” Responses
to these two items were averaged into an index of task enjoyment (a ¼ .95), which served as the main dependent
measure. In addition to indicating their task enjoyment, as
a process measure for self-expressiveness, participants
were asked to rate, “To what extent do you feel you
expressed something about yourself during this task?” on a
scale of 1 (“I expressed very little about myself”) to 7 (“I
expressed a lot about myself”).
To control for various potential alternative explanations
of the results, the amount of time that participants took to
complete the 10 judgments was recorded. Participants were
additionally asked to complete three sets of measures.
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TABLE 1
STUDY 2: MEANS AS A FUNCTION OF TYPE OF JUDGMENT

Evaluation Casualness Colorfulness Match
(n ¼ 505) (n ¼ 499)
(n ¼ 505) (n ¼ 519)
Enjoyment
Expressiveness
Time
Involvement
Browsing enjoyment
Difficultya

5.96
5.35
59.58 s
6.55
5.43
1.72

5.59
4.57
53.81 s
6.40
5.38
2.11

5.59
4.66
49.24 s
6.45
5.36
2.05

5.57
4.70
54.64 s
6.42
5.35
2.26

a

Measured in a separate post-test (n ¼ 243).

than did participants who externalized each of the three
control judgments: assessing the T-shirts in terms of colorfulness (M ¼ 5.59; F(1, 2024) ¼ 20.38, p < .01, îp2 ¼
.010), casualness (M ¼ 5.59; F(1, 2024) ¼ 19.49, p < .01,
îp2 ¼ .010), and how well they matched the baseball cap
(M ¼ 5.57; F(1, 2024) ¼ 22.13, p < .01, îp2 ¼ .011). Task
enjoyment was significantly higher in the evaluation condition than in the combination of the three non-evaluationbased control conditions (F(1, 2024) ¼ 30.93, p < .01, îp2
¼ .015), which did not differ significantly from one another (F < 1). (It should be noted that the effect sizes in our
original studies, which are reported in the web appendix,
were substantially larger. It is possible that over time, the
sampled population of MTurk participants became somewhat desensitized to our basic paradigm.)
To test the possibility that the effect could be due to differences in involvement across conditions, participants’
task enjoyment was submitted to an ANCOVA with task
involvement as a covariate. The analysis shows that even
after we controlled for task involvement, participants in the
evaluation condition still reported a higher level of task enjoyment (LS-MEvaluation ¼ 5.91) than did participants in
any of the non-evaluation-based conditions (LS-MCasualness
¼ 5.62; F(1, 2019) ¼ 13.22, p < .01, îp2 ¼ .007; LSMColorfulness ¼ 5.59; F(1, 2019) ¼ 17.26, p < .01, îp2 ¼
.008; LS-MMatch ¼ 5.59; F(1, 2019) ¼ 16.60, p < .01, îp2
¼ .008).1 Therefore, it is unlikely that the results were due
to difference in task involvement.
Mediation Analysis. An ANOVA revealed similar differences in perceived self-expression across conditions
(F(3, 2020) ¼ 22.30, p < .01, î2 ¼ .032). Participants who
externalized whether they liked or disliked the T-shirts
reported expressing more of themselves (M ¼ 5.35) than
did participants who externalized any of the three control
judgments: assessing the T-shirts in terms of colorfulness
(M ¼ 4.66; F(1, 2020) ¼ 41.75, p < .01, îp2 ¼ .020),
1

The change in degrees of freedom in the ANCOVA is due to four
participants not completing the involvement measures administered at
the end of the survey.

Discussion
The results show that, as predicted, participants who
were asked to indicate their liking and disliking of a series
of T-shirts found the task to be significantly more enjoyable than did participants who were asked to report a variety of control judgments not based on likes or dislikes.
(Two replications of these results are reported in the web
appendix.) The results additionally provide evidence that
differences in enjoyment are driven in part by differences
in the perceived self-expression elicited by the tasks.
Given the variety of control judgments used, as well as
their everyday nature, general simplicity, and the fact that
there is nothing particularly aversive in any of them, it is
unlikely that the observed differences in task enjoyment
are driven simply by the particular comparison judgments
that we selected. For example, the similarity of the findings
across all three comparison judgments, which differed in
their levels of abstractness and configurality, makes it unlikely that the results are driven by differences in concreteness versus abstractness between evaluation-based
judgments and the selected comparison judgments.
One plausible alternative explanation for the observed
findings is that making and externalizing the evaluation
judgments may have been more enjoyable simply because
they were easier to render or more fluent than the various
control judgments. Three lines of evidence seem to contradict this explanation. Given the commonplace nature of the
three control judgments, it is unlikely that the results are
driven by the sheer familiarity of evaluation-based judgments relative to the control judgments. More importantly,
we found that, if anything, the evaluation task took somewhat longer than the various control tasks. (Similar results
were found in the subsequent studies.) Given the wellestablished relationship between task difficulty and completion time (Aula, Khan, and Guan 2010; Hick 1952; Kim
2006), this finding suggests that the main findings were not
driven by the evaluation task being easier. Further evidence
comes from a post-test in which another group of 243
MTurk participants were randomly assigned to complete
one of the four tasks in the main study, and then were
asked to rate how difficult they found the task to be on a
scale of 1 (“Not difficult at all”) to 7 (“Very difficult”).
The results, reported in table 1, showed no differences in
perceived difficulty across tasks (F(3, 239) ¼ 1.28, NS).
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Study 2

casualness (M ¼ 4.57; F(1, 2020) ¼ 52.72, p < .01, îp2 ¼
.025), and how well they matched the baseball cap
(M ¼ 4.70; F(1, 2020) ¼ 37.36, p < .01, îp2 ¼ .018). To
test for the mediating role of self-expressiveness, we conducted a mediation analysis using model 4 of the
PROCESS macro with 5,000 bootstrapped samples (Hayes
2018). As predicted, the results showed that task enjoyment
was significantly mediated by perceived self-expression
(B ¼ .279, confidence interval [.217, .343]).

HE, MELUMAD, AND PHAM

The purpose of study 3 was to further test the proposition that the phenomenon is driven in part by selfexpressiveness. Logically, if the pleasure of externalizing
one’s likes rests on the hedonics of self-expression, the superior enjoyment of evaluative judgments relative to control judgments should be more evident when people are
able to externally express their evaluations than when they
are unable to do so. Using a similar paradigm as in study 2,
we asked participants in study 3 either to evaluate whether
they liked or disliked a series of T-shirts or to assess
whether the T-shirts were more or less casual. In one condition, participants were asked to report their respective
judgments externally, as in study 2. In the other condition,
participants were asked to make these judgments only privately (without reporting them externally). If it is indeed
the pleasure of expressing one’s likes and dislikes that is
enjoyable, the greater pleasure of evaluation (compared to
a non-evaluation-based judgment) should be more pronounced in the external-judgment condition than in the
private-judgment condition. Moreover, if the phenomenon
is indeed driven in part by self-expressiveness, perceived
self-expression should mediate differences in enjoyment
between the evaluation and casualness conditions, particularly when the judgments are externalized (vs. privately
formed).

Method
One thousand three hundred twenty-six MTurk participants (44.7% women) were randomly assigned to the conditions of a 2 (type of judgment: evaluation vs. casualness)
 2 (judgment reporting: external vs. private) betweensubjects design. Participants were presented with the same
set of 10 T-shirts as in study 2 and asked either to evaluate
whether they liked or disliked them or to form a nonevaluation-based judgment, which in this experiment was
assessing whether the T-shirts were more or less casual. In
the external-judgment condition, participants were asked to
report their judgments explicitly on the same response
scales as the ones provided in study 2. Specifically, for
each T-shirt, participants in the evaluation condition were
asked, “Do you like or dislike this T-shirt?” and they provided their responses on an “I like/dislike it” binary scale,
whereas participants in the control condition were asked,
“Is this T-shirt less casual or more casual?” and provided
their responses on a “less/more casual” binary scale.
In the private-judgment condition, participants were
instructed to form their assigned judgments “in [their]
head.” For each T-shirt, participants in the evaluation condition were asked, “Please answer this question in your

head: Do you like or dislike this T-shirt?”, whereas participants in the control condition were asked, “Please answer
this question in your head: Is this T-shirt less casual or
more casual?” To compel participants in the privatejudgment condition to actually form these judgments mentally, they were led to believe that they would be asked to
report their judgments “after [they had] reviewed all of the
T-shirts.”
After participants had judged all 10 T-shirts (either externally or only privately), they reported their enjoyment of
the task (a ¼ .93) as well as the degree of self-expression
elicited by the task, task involvement (a ¼ .89), T-shirt affinity (a ¼ .41), and general browsing enjoyment (a ¼ .81)
on the same measures as in study 2. After completing these
measures, all participants were asked to recall their previous judgments of the T-shirts. Participants in the evaluation
condition—both external and private—were presented
with the 10 T-shirts again, on a single page, and asked to
indicate which ones they liked, whereas participants in the
control condition were asked to indicate which ones were
more casual. The time that it took participants to complete
this task was recorded to address a potential alternative explanation of the results, to be explained in the discussion of
this experiment.

Results
Preliminary Analyses. Analyses similar to those of
studies 1 and 2 again indicated no differences in task involvement, general enjoyment of browsing and shopping,
or general affinity toward T-shirts across conditions (largest F(1, 1322) ¼ 1.76, NS). To address the possibility that
differences in enjoyment observed within the external condition were driven by the relative ease of the evaluation
versus casualness task, we ran a similar ANOVA that confirmed no differences in the amount of time taken to complete the tasks (MEvaluation ¼ 66.74 sec vs. MCasualness ¼
61.69 sec; F < 1). This finding is consistent with a simpleeffects test from the post-test reported in study 2, which
showed that the evaluation task was rated as similarly difficult as the casualness task (MEvaluation ¼ 1.72 vs.
MCasualness ¼ 2.11; F(1, 239) ¼ 1.70, NS).
Task Enjoyment. A 2  2 ANOVA of participants’
reported level of task enjoyment again revealed a main effect of type of judgment (F(1, 1322) ¼ 7.51, p < .01, î2 ¼
.006, îp2 ¼ .006). Consistent with the previous studies,
participants who evaluated their likes and dislikes reported
on average higher task enjoyment (M ¼ 5.69) than did
those who assessed whether the T-shirts were more or less
casual (M ¼ 5.50). More importantly, this effect was qualified by a significant interaction with judgment reporting
(F(1, 1322) ¼ 5.16, p ¼ .02, î2 ¼ .004, îp2 ¼ .004). As
shown in table 2, task enjoyment was greater among participants who evaluated their likes and dislikes than among
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TABLE 2
STUDY 3: MEANS AS A FUNCTION OF TYPE OF REPORTING
AND TYPE OF JUDGMENT

External judgment

Private judgment

Evaluation Casualness Evaluation Casualness
(n ¼ 344) (n ¼ 336) (n ¼ 329) (n ¼ 317)
Enjoyment
Expressiveness
Time
Involvement
Browsing enjoyment

5.78
5.23
67.68 s
6.39
4.71

5.42
4.36
63.21 s
6.43
4.80

5.61
4.67
65.74 s
6.43
4.82

5.57
4.23
60.08 s
6.39
4.72

participants who assessed the casualness of the T-shirts,
but only when these judgments were expressed externally
(MEvaluation ¼ 5.78 vs. MCasualness ¼ 5.42; F(1, 1322) ¼
12.88, p < .01, îp2 ¼ .010). When the judgments were
formed only privately, the effect did not hold (MEvaluation ¼
5.61 vs. MCasualness ¼ 5.57; F < 1).2 These findings suggest
that the hedonic benefit of evaluating one’s likes and dislikes is largely contingent on the ability to externally express these evaluations. This is consistent with the
proposition that the phenomenon rests in part on mechanisms of self-expression. We also find that this pattern of
results is robust: it was replicated across two independent
samples of participants (see the web appendix).
Mediation Analysis. A similar 2  2 ANOVA of perceived self-expression yields significant effects of type of
judgment (F(1, 1322) ¼ 44.41, p < .001, î2 ¼ .033, îp2 ¼
.032), judgment reporting (F(1, 1322) ¼ 12.12, p ¼ .001,
î2 ¼ .009, îp2 ¼ .009), and their interaction on selfexpression (F(1, 1322) ¼ 5.16, p < .025, î2 ¼ .004, îp2 ¼
.003; see table 2). Specifically, perceived self-expression
was greater among participants who evaluated their likes
and dislikes than among participants who assessed the casualness of the T-shirts, particularly when these judgments
were expressed externally (External: MEvaluation ¼ 5.23 vs.
MCasualness ¼ 4.36; F(1, 1322) ¼ 40.21, p < .001, îp2 ¼
.030). When the judgments were formed only privately, the
effect was weakened (Private: MEvaluation ¼ 4.67 vs.
MCasualness ¼ 4.23; F(1, 1322) ¼ 9.77, p < .01, îp2 ¼
.007).
Next, to test whether observed differences in task enjoyment across conditions were indeed due to differences in
2

Simple-effects tests computed in the other direction show that participants who evaluated their likes and dislikes reported marginally
more enjoyment when they were able to externalize these evaluations
than when they were not able to do so (F(1, 1322) ¼ 2.90, p < .09,
îp2 ¼ .002). In contrast, participants asked to evaluate the casualness
of the T-shirts did not find the task to be more enjoyable when they
were able to externalize these judgments than when they made these
judgments only privately (F(1, 1322) ¼ 2.29, NS).

Discussion
The results of study 3 replicate once more the basic finding that reporting one’s like or dislike of a product is more
pleasurable than reporting a comparable, non-evaluationbased judgment about the same product, thereby lending
further support to the proposition that assessing and
expressing one’s likes and dislikes is inherently pleasurable. More importantly, the results provide convergent evidence of the mechanism underlying this phenomenon.
Specifically, the results show that the pleasure of evaluation is contingent on people’s ability to express their judgments externally. Whereas participants who externally
expressed their likes and dislikes reported greater enjoyment than those who expressed comparable nonevaluation-based judgments, participants who formed their
judgments only privately did not exhibit the same difference in enjoyment. Viewed from another angle, participants assessing their likes and dislikes experienced
significantly greater pleasure if they were allowed to express their likes and dislikes externally than if they made
their assessments only privately, whereas participants making non-evaluation-based judgments of the products did
not experience greater pleasure from externalizing their
judgments. Therefore, it is not the externalization of any
judgment that participants found distinctively enjoyable,
but rather the externalization of evaluation-based judgments in particular. Finally, a moderated mediation analysis additionally shows that these effects are indeed
mediated by the degree of self-expression elicited by the
judgments.
One could argue that the findings may be due to participants in the private-judgment conditions simply not forming their assigned judgments, thus resulting in similar
levels of enjoyment across judgment tasks in these conditions. To address this issue we analyzed the amount of time
it took participants to recall their respective judgments after completing the main dependent measures. The results
show that participants in the private-judgment conditions
did not take any more time to recall their prior judgments
than participants in the external-judgment conditions
(F < 1). Furthermore, there was no interaction between
type of judgment and judgment externalization (F < 1).
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perceived self-expression, we conducted a moderated mediation analysis of the observed interaction between type
of judgment and judgment reporting, using model 7 of the
PROCESS macro with 5,000 bootstrapped samples (Hayes
2018). The results indeed indicate significant moderated
mediation (B ¼ .077, with a bias-corrected 95% confidence
interval that does not include 0 [.006, .147]). Task enjoyment was significantly mediated by perceived selfexpression in the external condition (B ¼ .156, confidence
interval [.111, .205]) and, to a lesser extent, in the internal
condition (B ¼ .079, confidence interval [.027, .133]).

HE, MELUMAD, AND PHAM

STUDY 4: THE IMPORTANCE OF THE
SELF IN THE EXPRESSION OF LIKES
AND DISLIKES
Consistent with the results of study 2, study 3 showed
that the phenomenon is contingent on external expression
of one’s evaluations, and that it is indeed mediated by a
sense of self-expression. These results provide convergent
evidence for a self-expression account of the phenomenon.
However, while study 3 demonstrated that expression is indeed a critical factor in the phenomenon, it is still possible
that it is not the expression of the self in particular that is
critical but rather any expression of evaluations in general.
The purpose of study 4 was therefore to show that it is the
expression of one’s own likes and dislikes—that is, the expression of the self in particular—that generates pleasure,
not just expression of likes per se. In this study, all participants were asked to report likes and dislikes for a set of Tshirts. However, in one condition, participants were asked
to indicate their own likes and dislikes for the T-shirts (as
in the previous studies), whereas in the other condition,
participants were asked to evaluate the same T-shirts based
on the likes and dislikes of a close friend. Thus, participants in this latter condition also expressed evaluationbased judgments, but these judgments were not indicative
of the participants’ personal likes and dislikes and therefore were not expressive of the self. If assessing one’s likes
and dislikes is pleasurable in part because it enables people
to self-express, then participants expressing their own likes
should find the task significantly more pleasurable than
would participants expressing the likes of a close friend.

Method
One hundred MTurk participants (42.0% women) were
randomly assigned to one of two conditions of a betweensubjects design. In one condition, participants were asked
to indicate whether they liked or disliked each item in a set
of T-shirts. In the other condition, participants were asked
to indicate whether a close friend of theirs would like or
dislike the items in the same set of T-shirts.
All participants were first asked a series of background
questions. In the evaluation-for-self condition, participants
were asked to indicate their first name, gender, age, and
place of birth. In the evaluation-for-other condition, participants were asked to “think of a particular close friend of
[theirs],” to indicate the friend’s name and age, and then
briefly describe their relationship with this friend. Next,
participants in the evaluation-for-self condition were asked

to assess whether they liked or disliked each member of
the same set of 10 T-shirts as in study 2 on the same scale
(“I dislike it”; “I like it”). Participants in the evaluationfor-other condition were asked to assess whether the specific friend that they had identified earlier would like or
dislike each of these T-shirts (“[friend’s name] would dislike it”; “[friend’s name] would like it”). After reporting
the 10 evaluations of the T-shirts, participants indicated
their task enjoyment on the same pair of seven-point scales
as in the previous studies (a ¼ .91).
To control for the fact that participants would likely feel
more knowledgeable about their own likes and dislikes
than about assessing those of a friend, participants in the
evaluation-for-self condition were asked to rate, “How
well do you know your own preferences (e.g., what you
like)?”, whereas participants in the evaluation-for-other
condition were asked to rate, “How well do you know
[friend’s name]’s preferences (e.g., what he/she likes)?” on
a scale of 1 (“Not well at all”) to 7 (“Very well”). Finally,
participants were asked to report their task involvement (a
¼ .69), T-shirt affinity (a ¼ .47), and general browsing enjoyment (a ¼ .80) on the same measures as in the prior
studies.

Results
Preliminary Analyses. There were no differences in
terms of task involvement, general enjoyment of browsing,
and general affinity toward T-shirts across conditions (all
Fs < 1). However, participants in the evaluation-for-self
condition reported knowing their own likes and dislikes
better (M ¼ 6.34) than did participants who were asked
about knowing the likes and dislikes of their friend in the
evaluation-for-other condition (M ¼ 5.87; F(1, 98) ¼ 7.94,
p < .01, î2 ¼ .075), which is not surprising. As reported
below, controlling for this difference in the analyses does
not change the main results.
Task Enjoyment. As predicted, participants in the
evaluation-for-self condition reported a higher level of task
enjoyment (M ¼ 6.35) than participants in the evaluationfor-other condition did (M ¼ 5.77; F(1, 98) ¼ 7.60, p <
.01, î2 ¼ .072). To control for the possibility that this effect could be due to differences in knowledge of likes and
dislikes across conditions, participants’ task enjoyment
was submitted to an ANCOVA with knowledge of their
own or friend’s likes as a covariate. Even when we
accounted for differences in liking knowledge, the effect of
condition remained significant, with participants in the
evaluation-for-self condition reporting a higher level of
task enjoyment (LS-M ¼ 6.31) than participants in the
evaluation-for-other condition did (LS-M ¼ 5.81; F(1, 97)
¼ 5.11, p < .03, îp2 ¼ .050). These results lend further
support to a self-expression account of the phenomenon.
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This suggests that all participants had formed a prior judgment, as instructed, thereby ruling out the possibility that
the observed differences in task enjoyment across conditions were due to participants not performing their assigned
judgments in the private-judgment conditions.
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Discussion

STUDY 5: THE SCOPE OF SELFEXPRESSION INVOLVED IN THE
EXTERNALIZATION OF ONE’S LIKES
AND DISLIKES
The purpose of study 5 was to demonstrate that the expression of one’s likes and dislikes cannot be reduced to
just any form of self-expression. People’s self-concepts are
unique combinations of multiple identities (e.g., mother,
professor, runner; Reed 2004). Research has shown that being identified along certain social categories, such as gender or race, tends to be perceived as especially threatening
to or reductive of one’s full identity (Dovidio et al. 2010;
Fiske 2000). Therefore, framing liking and disliking judgments as a reflection of such category membership should
logically decrease the pleasure of externalizing these evaluations by reducing the degree of self-expressiveness that
the evaluations allow. In this study, in addition to manipulating the type of judgment (evaluation vs. control), we manipulated whether this judgment was rendered without any
qualification (as in the other experiments) and hence as a
possible expression of one’s full self-identity, or rendered
in relation to a social category that was potentially reductive of one’s identity.
Two such categories were examined in this study. In one
condition, participants—who were all adult males—were
asked to evaluate the target products (T-shirts) “as a man,”
which was expected to be perceived as fairly reductive of
their full identity because gender is a primary dimension
along which people are stereotyped (Bem 1993; Eagly
1987).3 Therefore, being restricted to evaluating T-shirts
“as a man” should provide less opportunity for selfexpression. In another condition, participants were asked to
evaluate the T-shirts “as an adult,” which was expected to
be somewhat less reductive because, while being elderly
often serves as a basis for stereotyping, being an adult
rarely does (Kite et al. 2005). We predicted that the pleasure of expressing evaluations would be strongest among
3

We elected to exclusively recruit male participants because prior research has shown that women tend to experience feelings of anxiety
and threat when their gender identity is primed (Eliezer, Major, and
Mendes 2010), which could potentially distort observed levels of task
enjoyment.

Method and Design
Six hundred fifty-four adult male participants recruited
from MTurk were randomly assigned to the conditions of a
2 (type of judgment: evaluation vs. casualness)  3 (identity: full identity vs. male identity vs. adult identity)
between-subjects design. Participants who had taken part
in a similar study before were excluded from the analyses,
leaving a total of 599 usable responses.
Participants were presented with the same set of 10 Tshirts as in previous studies and were asked to indicate
whether they liked or disliked them, or whether the T-shirts
were more or less casual. In the full-identity conditions,
participants were asked to make these judgments without
any further instruction (as in our typical paradigm). In the
male-identity conditions, participants assigned to report
their likes and dislikes were asked, “As a male, do you like
or dislike this T-shirt?”, while those assigned to report casualness judgments were asked, “As a male, is this T-shirt
less casual or more casual?” In the adult-identity conditions, participants assigned to indicate their likes and dislikes were asked, “As an adult, do you like or dislike this
T-shirt?”, and those assigned to report casualness judgments were asked, “As an adult, is this T-shirt less casual
or more casual?”
After participants had judged all 10 T-shirts, they
reported how much they enjoyed the task (a ¼ .92), their
task involvement (a ¼ .89), T-shirt affinity (a ¼ .54), and
general browsing enjoyment (a ¼ .77) on the same measures as in prior studies. In addition, the same item was used
as in prior studies to measure the degree of selfexpressiveness elicited by the tasks.

Results
Preliminary Analyses. As in the previous studies, there
were no differences in general browsing and shopping enjoyment or in general affinity toward T-shirts across conditions (largest F(1, 593) ¼ 1.20, NS). A main effect of type
of judgment on task involvement indicated that participants
were slightly more involved in the evaluation condition
than in the casualness condition (F(1, 593) ¼ 4.73, p <
.03, î2 ¼ .009, îp2 ¼ .009). However, this effect did not
interact with the identity factor (F(2, 593) ¼ 1.65, NS),
and additional analyses showed that the main results
reported below still hold after we controlled for differences
in task involvement.
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The results of study 4 show that when the type of judgment expressed is held constant (evaluation of likes and
dislikes), it is evaluation that is conducted for oneself that
is particularly pleasurable to report, rather than just any
evaluation. This effect cannot be attributed to differences
in task involvement, which was equivalent across conditions. This effect also cannot be attributed to differences in
perceived knowledge about one’s personal likes versus the
likes of others, which was controlled for in our analyses.

participants who were not constrained to form their judgments in relation to a specified social category, and weakest among participants who were instructed to form their
judgments “as a man.” The effect among participants
instructed to form their judgments “as an adult” was
expected to fall somewhere in between.

HE, MELUMAD, AND PHAM

11

FIGURE 1

7
6
5
Evaluation

4

Casualness
3
2
1
Full identity

Adult identity

Male identity

Task Enjoyment. A 3  2 ANOVA of participants’
reported task enjoyment revealed an expected main effect
of type of judgment, showing that as in the previous studies, participants who reported their likes and dislikes
enjoyed the task more (M ¼ 5.76) than did those who indicated whether the T-shirts were more or less casual
(M ¼ 5.33; F(1, 593) ¼ 17.00, p < .001, î2 ¼ .027, îp2 ¼
.028; see figure 1). There was also a main effect of identity,
showing somewhat greater task enjoyment in the fullidentity (M ¼ 5.66) and male-identity (M ¼ 5.61) conditions than in the adult-identity condition (M ¼ 5.37; F(2,
593) ¼ 3.05, p < .05, î2 ¼ .010, îp2 ¼ .010). More importantly, there was a marginally significant interaction between type of judgment and identity (F(2, 593) ¼ 2.78, p
¼ .06, î2 ¼ .009, îp2 ¼ .009). Simple effects show that
within the full-identity condition, participants expressing
their likes and dislikes of the T-shirts enjoyed the task significantly more (M ¼ 6.02) than did participants indicating
whether the T-shirts were casual (M ¼ 5.31; F(1, 593) ¼
15.29, p < .001, îp2 ¼ .025; see table 3). In contrast,
within the male-identity condition this effect was not significant (MEvaluation ¼ 5.67 vs. MCasualness ¼ 5.55; F < 1).
As expected, the effect in the adult-identity condition fell
somewhere in between the other two identity conditions
(MEvaluation ¼ 5.59 vs. MCasualness ¼ 5.16; F(1, 593) ¼ 6.37,
p ¼ .012, îp2 ¼ .011). Interaction contrasts show that the
effect of type of judgment was indeed stronger in the fullidentity condition than in the male-identity condition (F(1,
593) ¼ 5.52, p ¼ .019, îp2 ¼ .009), but not significantly
greater in the full-identity condition than in the adultidentity condition (F(1, 593) ¼ 1.18, p ¼ .28, îp2 ¼ .002).
Overall, these results suggest that the pleasure of expressing our likes and dislikes is contingent on the degree to
which one’s full identity can be expressed through the
evaluation.

Discussion
The results of this study lend further support for the
proposition that the phenomenon is driven by a sense of
self-expressiveness. Two sets of results support this proposition. First, as predicted, the heightened pleasure of reporting one’s evaluations relative to the control judgment was
stronger when participants were allowed to express themselves without constraint than when they were restricted to
assessing the products in relation to a narrower, male identity. Second, a moderated mediation analysis shows that
these effects are indeed mediated by the perceived degree
of self-expression elicited by the judgments.
In addition, the results help refine our understanding of
the kind of self-expression involved in the phenomenon.
The self-expressiveness afforded by the assessment and
reporting of one’s likes and dislikes appears to refer to
one’s global self-identity rather than a narrower selfidentity.

STUDY 6: CAN THERE ALSO BE
PLEASURE FROM EXPRESSING ONE’S
DISLIKES?
In the marketplace, consumers encounter not just things
that are likable but also things that are not likable (e.g., distasteful reality TV stars). This raises the question of
whether the pleasure of assessing and expressing one’s
evaluations is specific to things that people generally like,
or whether it extends to objects that are not well liked. To
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STUDY 5: TASK ENJOYMENT AS A FUNCTION OF VARYING
DEGREES OF SELF-EXPRESSION AND TYPE OF JUDGMENT

Moderated Mediation Analysis. To test whether observed differences in task enjoyment across conditions
were indeed due to differences in perceived selfexpression, we conducted a moderated mediation analysis
of the observed interaction between type of judgment and
full versus male identity, using model 7 of the PROCESS
macro with 5,000 bootstrapped samples (Hayes 2018). The
results indeed indicate significant moderated mediation
(B¼ .140, with a bias-corrected 95% confidence interval
that does not include 0 [.038, .264]). Within the fullidentity condition, task enjoyment was significantly mediated by perceived self-expression (B¼ .194, confidence interval [.114, .294]), whereas in the male-identity condition
it was not (B¼ .054, confidence interval [–.019, .135]).
The same analysis conducted for the full- versus adultidentity contrast revealed a similar pattern of results, showing a significant moderated mediation (B¼ .114, with a
bias-corrected 95% confidence interval that does not include 0 [.007, .243]). Again, within the full-identity condition, task enjoyment was significantly mediated by
perceived self-expression (B¼ .188, confidence interval
[.108, .283]), whereas in the adult-identity condition it was
not (B¼ .073, confidence interval [–.075, .159]).
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TABLE 3
STUDY 5: MEANS AS A FUNCTION OF VARYING DEGREES OF SELF-EXPRESSION AND TYPE OF JUDGMENT

Full identity

Enjoyment
Expressiveness
Time
Involvement
Browsing enjoyment

Adult identity

Male identity

Evaluation
(n ¼ 94)

Casualness
(n ¼ 95)

Evaluation
(n ¼ 108)

Casualness
(n ¼ 100)

Evaluation
(n ¼ 100)

Casualness
(n ¼ 102)

6.02
5.38
52.14 s
6.37
5.02

5.31
4.29
57.69 s
6.35
4.60

5.59
4.94
58.16 s
6.41
4.98

5.16
4.51
52.07 s
6.04
4.83

5.67
4.99
69.67 s
6.28
4.61

5.55
4.69
53.78 s
6.42
5.13

examine this issue, we again asked participants to report
evaluation-based or non-evaluation-based judgments of a
series of T-shirts. Unlike in the previous studies, in addition to varying the type of judgments that participants
made, we manipulated whether the T-shirts to be judged
were appealing or unappealing. If the basic effect observed
in the previous studies replicates for the appealing T-shirts
but not for the unappealing T-shirts, one would infer that
there is inherent pleasure in expressing what we like but
not what we dislike. In contrast, if the effect replicates for
both the appealing and unappealing T-shirts, one would infer that there is inherent pleasure in assessing and expressing both what we like and what we dislike.

colorful (also on a five-point scale). Participants were randomly assigned to form these judgments either for the
10 T-shirts that the pretest had revealed to be appealing or
for the 10 T-shirts that the pretest had revealed to be unappealing. (The presentation sequence of the T-shirts was
randomized across participants.) After participants had
judged all 10 T-shirts, they were asked to report their task
enjoyment on the same measures as in the previous studies
(a ¼ .92). They were then asked to indicate their perceived
level of self-expression on the same item as in the prior
studies. Finally, they reported their task involvement (a ¼
.85), T-shirt affinity (a ¼ .50), and general browsing enjoyment (a ¼ .79) on the same measures as in the prior
studies.

Method
Pretest. In order to construct two sets of T-shirts that
vary in terms of average appeal, a broader set of 30 T-shirts
was selected from the same retail website as the one from
which we selected the original set of 10 T-shirts. We used
the same selection criteria as in the previous studies (unisex, graphic-dominated, broad range of colors, etc.). The
30 T-shirts were then presented in a randomized order to
52 participants from the MTurk panel who were asked to
rate how much they liked each T-shirt on a five-point scale
(1 ¼ “I strongly dislike it”; 5 ¼ “I strongly like it”). The
10 T-shirts that received the highest mean rating across
participants were selected to form the appealing set (mean
rating ¼ 3.42 out of 5), and the 10 T-shirts that received
the lowest mean rating across participants were selected
to form the unappealing set (mean rating ¼ 2.55 out of 5;
rating difference across sets: F(1, 18) ¼ 59.05, p < .001,
î2 ¼ .766).
Main Study. One thousand twenty-seven MTurk participants (52.6% women) were randomly assigned to the conditions of a 2 (type of judgment: evaluation vs. control) 
2 (T-shirt appeal: appealing vs. unappealing) betweensubjects design. Participants were asked to indicate
whether they liked or disliked each of 10 T-shirts (on a
five-point scale), or whether each T-shirt was more or less

Results
Preliminary Analyses. Analyses similar to those in the
prior studies again revealed no differences in involvement,
T-shirt affinity, and general enjoyment of browsing and
shopping across conditions (all Fs < 1).
Task Enjoyment. A 2  2 ANOVA of participants’
reported enjoyment of the task revealed a main effect of
type of judgment (F(1, 1023) ¼ 12.68, p < .01, î2 ¼ .012,
îp2 ¼ .012). Once again, participants who indicated
whether they liked or disliked the T-shirts enjoyed the task
more (M ¼ 5.88) than did participants who reported their
non-evaluation-based judgments of the same set of T-shirts
(M ¼ 5.61). There was also a main effect of appeal on task
enjoyment, such that participants who judged appealing Tshirts (M ¼ 5.83) reported greater enjoyment than those
who judged unappealing T-shirts (M ¼ 5.66, F(1, 1023) ¼
5.44, p ¼ . 02, î2 ¼ .005, îp2 ¼ .005). Importantly, however, there was no interaction with the appeal of the Tshirts (F ¼ 1.04, NS). As reported in table 4, participants
derived greater enjoyment from reporting their likes and
dislikes of the T-shirts (compared to their judgments of
colorfulness) both in the appealing-T-shirt condition
(MEvaluation ¼ 5.93 vs. MColorfulness ¼ 5.74; F(1, 1023) ¼
3.24, p ¼ .07, îp2 ¼ .003), albeit marginally, and in the

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/jcr/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/jcr/ucy079/5253363 by Columbia University user on 02 February 2019

Study 5

HE, MELUMAD, AND PHAM

13

TABLE 4
STUDY 6: MEANS AS A FUNCTION OF T-SHIRT APPEAL AND
TYPE OF JUDGMENT

Appealing T-shirts

Unappealing T-shirts

Evaluation Colorfulness Evaluation Colorfulness
(n ¼ 259)
(n ¼ 257)
(n ¼ 247)
(n ¼ 264)
Enjoyment
Expressiveness
Time
Involvement
Browsing
enjoyment

5.93
5.44
69.66 s
6.47
5.54

5.74
4.83
67.29 s
6.41
5.41

5.83
5.39
66.68 s
6.56
5.61

5.48
4.68
59.46 s
6.38
5.45

unappealing-T-shirt condition (MEvaluation ¼ 5.83 vs.
MColorfulness ¼ 5.48; F(1, 1023) ¼ 10.44, p ¼ .001, îp2 ¼
.010). In other words, the greater pleasure of expressing
one’s evaluations was not contingent on the average appeal
of the products to be evaluated. This pattern of results is
also robust: as with the results of studies 2 and 3, it was
replicated across two independent samples of participants
(see the web appendix).
Mediation Analysis. A 2  2 ANOVA of perceived
self-expression revealed a main effect of type of judgment
(F(1, 1023) ¼ 45.56, p < .01, î2 ¼ .043, îp2 ¼ .043).
Participants who indicated whether they liked or disliked
the T-shirts reported a greater sense of self-expression
(M ¼ 5.42) than did participants who indicated whether the
T-shirts were more or less colorful (M ¼ 4.75). This effect
was not qualified by an interaction with appeal (F < 1).
(There was also no main effect of appeal [F < 1].) To test
whether the observed differences in task enjoyment across
types of judgment were indeed driven by differences in
perceived self-expression, we conducted a mediation analysis using model 4 of the PROCESS macro with 5,000
bootstrapped samples (Hayes 2018). The results again confirm that task enjoyment was significantly mediated by
perceived self-expression (B ¼ .122, confidence interval
[.087, .162]). Finally, as expected, an analysis using model
7 of the PROCESS macro found no evidence for a moderated mediation between type of judgment and appeal (B ¼
–.019, with a bias-corrected 95% confidence interval that
included 0 [–.090, .52]).

Discussion
The results of study 6 again demonstrate that people derive more pleasure from assessing and expressing their
likes and dislikes than from assessing and expressing comparable, non-evaluation-based judgments. The results provide further evidence that the phenomenon is driven by the

STUDY 7: COMPARING THE
EXPRESSION OF ONE’S LIKES AND
DISLIKES TO OTHER SELF-RELATED
JUDGMENTS
The previous studies consistently showed that the pleasure of indicating one’s likes and dislikes arises in part
from the self-expressiveness of evaluative judgments. An
interesting theoretical question is whether there is something special about the form of self-expression involved in
externalizing one’s likes and dislikes. In other words,
would the externalization of any judgment related to oneself produce similar effects? The purpose of this final study
was therefore to examine how the pleasure of expressing
one’s likes compares to the expression of other judgments
that are also related to the self. Because such a comparison
necessarily entails calibration of the comparison task, we
first conducted a pretest to identify a set of self-relevant
judgments that were rated as either superficially selfexpressive, such as fact-based questions about oneself
(e.g., “Did you go to a public or private high school?”), or
deeply expressive of the self, such as certain personalityrelated questions (e.g., “Are you an extrovert or
introvert?”). Based on this pretest, we constructed two sets
of self-relevant judgments that differed in depth of selfexpressiveness to serve as benchmarks in the main study.
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heightened sense of self-expressiveness afforded by externalizing one’s likes and dislikes.
More importantly, the results show that the phenomenon
is not specific to products that are appealing: it extends to
products that are unappealing, suggesting that there is also
inherent pleasure in expressing what one dislikes. This
proposition is corroborated by an additional analysis that
leverages the data across studies. Across our studies (except study 1)—including the seven replication studies
reported in the web appendix—more than 1,500 participants made binary like/dislike evaluations of sets of 10
items (T-shirts or cars). Understandably, within each set,
some items were liked and some were disliked. Across
these participants, the correlation between the number of
items liked (vs. disliked) and the overall enjoyment of the
evaluation task was r ¼ .29 (p < .001). Although this correlation is significant, it is rather modest, accounting for
less than 9% of the total variance in enjoyment. The modesty of this correlation was due in part to a nontrivial number of participants who reported enjoying the task very
much even though they disliked most of the stimuli that
they evaluated. To illustrate, of the 177 participants who
disliked eight or more of the 10 items, 110 (62.15%) rated
their enjoyment of the task as 6 or more on a seven-point
scale. Taken together, the results of study 6 and this analysis suggest that there can be pleasure in expressing not just
one’s likes, but also one’s dislikes.
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Method
Pretest. In order to create two sets of judgments that
vary along degrees of self-expressiveness, we constructed
a broad set of 36 judgments, chosen to be related to the self
but to be either superficially (e.g., “Where did you grow
up?”) or deeply (e.g., “Are you a realist or an idealist?”)
self-expressive. In the pretest 98 participants from the
MTurk panel were randomly assigned to one of two subsets
of 18 judgments. For each of these judgments, they were
asked to give two responses. First, they provided their response to the judgment itself (e.g., by answering “realist”
or “idealist”); second, they were asked to rate the selfexpressiveness of the assessment by indicating, “To what
extent does your response [to the question “Are you a realist or an idealist?”] say something about who you are as a
person?” on a seven-point scale (1 ¼ “Not at all” to 7 ¼
“Very much so”). The 10 judgments that received the highest ratings of self-expressiveness across participants were
selected to form the “deep self-expression” set (mean rating ¼ 4.81 out of 7), and the 10 judgments that received
the lowest ratings across participants were selected to form
the “surface self-expression” set (mean rating ¼ 3.47 out
of 7; rating difference across sets F(1, 18) ¼ 33.55, p <
.001, î2 ¼ .651).
Main Study. Five hundred forty-four MTurk participants (48.4% women) were randomly assigned to one of
three between-subjects conditions: (a) evaluation, (b) deep
self-expression, or (c) surface self-expression. Participants
in the evaluation condition were asked to indicate whether
they liked or disliked each of 10 cars (i.e., “Do you like or
dislike this car?”). Participants in one of the two control
conditions were asked to indicate their responses to the 10
self-relevant assessments that were pretested to be deeply
self-expressive (e.g., “Are you an extrovert or introvert?”;
“Would you rather have a son or a daughter?”), whereas
participants in the other control condition were asked to indicate their responses to the 10 self-relevant statements
that were pretested to be more superficially self-expressive
(e.g., “Did you go to a public or private high school?”;
“How many siblings do you have?”). After participants
responded to all 10 items, they were asked to report their
task enjoyment on the same measures as in the previous
studies (a ¼ .93). They were then asked to respond to the
same measure of self-expressiveness as in the prior studies.

Finally, participants reported their task involvement on the
same measures as in the prior studies (a ¼ .90).

Results
There were significant differences in task enjoyment
across conditions (F(2, 541) ¼ 28.89, p < .001, î2 ¼ .092;
see table 5). Planned contrasts show that participants who
made more deeply self-expressive statements reported
greater task enjoyment (M ¼ 5.29) than those who made
more superficially self-expressive statements (M ¼ 4.87;
F(1, 541) ¼ 8.52, p ¼ .004, îp2 ¼ .009; see table 5). This
first result reveals that pleasure increases with the depth of
self-expression. More importantly, participants who
expressed their likes and dislikes reported significantly
greater enjoyment (M ¼ 5.92) than those who made superficially self-expressive statements (F(1, 541) ¼ 56.77, p <
.001, îp2 ¼ .088). In fact, the level of task enjoyment in
the evaluation condition was higher than the enjoyment
reported in the deep-self-expression condition (F(1, 541) ¼
20.35, p < .001, îp2 ¼ .044). A replication study reported
in the web appendix confirms that these results are robust
across an independent sample of participants.
Mediation Analysis. As expected, an ANOVA revealed
significant differences in perceived self-expression across
conditions (F(2, 541) ¼ 8.40, p < .001, î2 ¼ .030).
Participants in the evaluation condition reported similar
levels of self-expression as those in the deep-selfexpression condition (MEvaluation ¼ 5.42 vs. MDeep ¼ 5.52,
F < 1), and greater self-expression than those in the
surface-self-expression condition (MSurface ¼ 4.93; F(1,
541) ¼ 10.25, p ¼ .001, îp2 ¼ .019). To test whether perceived self-expression mediated the difference in task enjoyment between the evaluation condition and the surfaceself-expression condition, we conducted a mediation analysis using model 4 of the PROCESS macro with 5,000 bootstrapped samples (Hayes 2018). The results again confirm
that task enjoyment was significantly mediated by perceived self-expression (B ¼ .136, confidence interval
[.047, .230]). Given that the evaluation and deep-selfexpression conditions elicited comparable levels of
self-expressiveness, we next conducted a similar mediation
analysis in which we pooled the evaluation and deep-selfexpression conditions and compared them to the surfaceself-expression condition. Again, perceived self-expression
was found to mediate the effect on task enjoyment
(B ¼ .154, confidence interval [.073, .247]).

Discussion
The results show with a different paradigm that relative
to other tasks, there is something distinctively pleasurable
in assessing and expressing one’s likes and dislikes. More
importantly, the results of study 7 offer preliminary
insights on whether there is a unique type of
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Comparing the pleasure derived from the expression of
one’s likes and dislikes to the pleasure elicited by the expression of these alternative sets of self-relevant judgments
offers some insight into the depth of self-expression
afforded by evaluation. Finally, as in the prior studies, we
again tested whether differences in enjoyment were driven
by differences in self-expressiveness.
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TABLE 5
STUDY 7: MEANS AS A FUNCTION OF TYPE OF JUDGMENT

Enjoyment
Expressiveness
Time
Involvement

Surface selfexpression
(n ¼ 180)

Evaluation
(n ¼ 190)

Deep selfexpression
(n ¼ 174)

4.87
4.93
35.23 s
6.64

5.92
5.42
44.57 s
6.58

5.29
5.52
42.24 s
6.71

self-expression implicated in the phenomenon, suggesting
that the pleasure of expressing one’s likes and dislikes is
more akin to the pleasure of externalizing assessments that
are deeply self-expressive than those that are more superficially self-expressive. Specifically, expressing evaluations
appears to elicit greater pleasure than both shallower and
deeper forms of self-expression. Conceptually, these
results converge with those of study 5, which indicated that
it is one’s full self-identity that seems to be expressed
through the reporting of one’s likes and dislikes, rather
than a narrower self-identity.
One should recognize, however, that these results are
bound by the specific calibration of the study’s parameters
(e.g., number of judgments across conditions, type of product to be evaluated, choice of comparison statements). This
caveat notwithstanding, the results do show that not all
self-relevant judgments will produce the type of pleasure
elicited by the expression of one’s likes and dislikes.

GENERAL DISCUSSION
Although standard consumer behavior theory conceptualizes evaluations as instrumental to subsequent decisions,
in reality consumers often render evaluations when no decision is at stake. This raises the question of why consumers appear to be so eager to evaluate things when there is
no ostensible reason to do so. In this article we advance the
thesis that consumers derive an inherent pleasure from
assessing and expressing their evaluations of various things
that they encounter in the marketplace (e.g., products, ads,
celebrities, social media content). In accord with this general thesis, results from seven studies consistently show
that people find the assessment and expression of their
likes and dislikes to be particularly enjoyable compared to
a variety of non-evaluation-based control judgments about
the same stimuli. This finding surfaced across three different methodological paradigms (study 1 vs. studies 2–6 vs.
study 7) and four sets of stimuli (study 1 vs. studies 2–5 vs.
study 6 vs. study 7). In fact, consumers even appear to derive pleasure from expressing what they dislike (study 6).
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On the surface, the finding that people consider the expression of their evaluations to be fairly pleasurable may
seem inconsistent with the finding that the act of making a
choice can be demotivating and depleting (Iyengar and
Lepper 2000; Vohs et al. 2014). However, the inconsistency is only superficial. Our research focuses on evaluations that are not instrumental to decisions and choices,
and therefore need not be depleting, whereas research on
choice-based depletion focuses only on evaluations that are
instrumental to choice.
Given that most of our findings rest on a comparison between participants’ enjoyment of assessing and expressing
their likes and dislikes relative to the enjoyment of making
and expressing various control judgments, one may wonder
whether the findings could be driven by some peculiarity
of the various control judgments. For example, one could
argue that the reason why expressing one’s liking or disliking of T-shirts appeared more pleasurable than indicating
the colorfulness of the same T-shirts is that the former type
of judgment is more abstract and configural than the latter,
which focuses on a specific attribute of the product. It is
for this very reason that in our studies we used a variety of
control judgments that varied in their degree of abstractness and configurality. We found similar results when the
control judgment was attribute-specific (colorfulness) and
when it was more abstract and configural (match), or somewhere in between (casualness). One could also argue that
the observed differences in task enjoyment between evaluation and the various control judgments may have been
driven by differences in involvement across types of judgment. However, in all our studies, the level of task involvement was similar for the evaluation-based judgments and
the non-evaluation-based judgments.
Finally, one could argue that the findings may have been
driven by a greater difficulty and lower fluency of the control judgments relative to the evaluation-based judgment.
This alternative explanation seems unlikely for at least
three reasons. First, in our studies, if anything, the evaluation task took somewhat longer than the various control
tasks, which suggests that the main findings were not
driven by the evaluation task being easier (Hick 1952).
Second, as reported in study 2, a post-test showed no difference in perceived difficulty between the evaluation task
and the various control tasks. Third, one should keep in
mind that in some of our studies (studies 3, 4, and 5), predicted differences in task enjoyment were found even
when the type of judgment (evaluation) was held constant.
Although our findings do not seem to be a mere artifact
of our methodology, some limitations of our studies need
to be acknowledged. First, except for study 1, which was
conducted in a lab setting among college students, all the
studies relied on participants from the MTurk panel.
Second, all studies involved relatively simple stimuli (pictures of T-shirts, other clothing items, and cars). Third, in
all studies the main dependent measure was based on
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Why Is Assessing and Expressing Our Likes and
Dislikes Inherently Pleasurable?
The present findings support our proposition that a major
explanation for the pleasure that consumers derived from
evaluating things lies in the notion that assessing and indicating one’s likes and dislikes allows individuals to affirm their
identities—that is, to self-express—which previous research
has shown to be inherently pleasurable and motivating
(Tamir and Mitchell 2012). Consistent with this explanation,
study 3 shows that the phenomenon is contingent on the opportunity to externalize one’s evaluations, implying that expression is a critical component of the underlying process.
Moreover, study 4 shows that it is the expression of one’s
personal evaluations in particular, rather than the expression
of evaluations in general, that is pleasurable. Study 5 shows
that this effect is attenuated when the ability to express one’s
full identity is restricted. Furthermore, studies 2, 3, 5, 6, and
7 show that the effect is mediated by the perceived selfexpressiveness of the judgment.
An interesting theoretical question is whether there is
something special or unique in the self-expression-related
pleasure that consumers derive from indicating their likes
and dislikes, or whether any form of self-expression would
produce similar effects. While the self-expression involved
in evaluation need not be totally unique, our results suggest
that this pleasure is not reducible to just any type of selfexpression. Study 5’s results show that the self-expression
enabled by externalizing evaluations seems to draw on a
more global (vs. narrow) sense of personal identity.
Relatedly, study 7’s results suggest that the pleasure of
expressing one’s evaluations is more akin to the pleasure
of deep forms of self-expression than to that of more superficial forms of self-expression.
Although outside the scope of the present work, we believe that another, complementary mechanism may also
contribute to a pleasure of evaluation that is independent of
self-expression. Specifically, people may enjoy evaluating
their likes and dislikes because doing so provides a heightened sense of self-discovery (Atkinson 1964; Baumeister
1998; McClelland et al. 1953; Sedikides and Strube 1997;
Trope 1975; Trope 1980). The process is akin to the pleasure that people experience from reading their horoscope
or completing various personality tests (Baumeister 1998).
Consistent with this speculation, in a pair of studies not
reported here, we indeed found that, when we held the externalization of the judgment constant, participants experienced greater pleasure from evaluation when their sense of

learning from their judgments was higher. This potential
second mechanism should be especially true for novel
objects for which consumers do not have well-formed evaluations, whereas the self-expression mechanism documented in the present research is more likely with
evaluation objects that are more familiar. We believe this
issue merits further exploration.

The Pleasure of Assessing and Expressing Our
Likes and Dislikes in the Real World
While our controlled experiments naturally restricted the
range of possible explanations for the phenomenon documented in this article, it is likely that outside the confines
of the lab, other mechanisms also contribute to consumers’
pleasure in expressing their evaluations.4 First, even if consumers do not have an actual choice to make, they still
may derive some instrumental value from expressing their
likes and dislikes in the marketplace. For example, sharing
with others that one likes or dislikes a particular product or
brand helps inform potential gift-givers of one’s preferences and tastes. Sharing one’s likes and dislikes online can
also provide useful feedback to marketers and other customers and augment suggestions by recommendation systems. More symbolically, assessing, and possibly
communicating, one’s likes and dislikes may help people
determine their preference compatibility with others (e.g.,
“Can I really be friends with him/her?”). Furthermore, the
sharing of likes and dislikes may foster a sense of intimacy
between people. Relatedly, given that in all our studies participants were not told that their evaluations would be
viewed by others, future research could examine whether
the pleasure derived from evaluation is contingent on the
particular audience who might be viewing these assessments (e.g., members of one’s ingroup vs. outgroup).
Although unlikely to be at work within our studies, these
additional mechanisms may further account for consumers’
eagerness to evaluate things in the real world. Studying
these additional mechanisms may require a broadening of
the measures of enjoyment beyond those used in our studies. Whereas in our studies we measured how much participants enjoyed the task and felt that “it was fun,” it is
possible that other enjoyment measures, such as “it was
helpful” and “it was insightful,” could capture some of
these additional mechanisms.

Substantive Implications for Marketers and
Policy Makers
We believe that our findings not only are important theoretically but also have significant and substantive implications for marketers and policy makers. Our findings
4

We thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting these additional
potential mechanisms.
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self-reports. It would be useful to extend our research (a)
with participants who are more representative of the general consumer population, (b) with stimuli that are richer
and more complex (e.g., technological products), and (c)
with more behavioral measures, or possibly physiological
measures, of task enjoyment.
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as evidenced by study 6. An informal perusal of a typical
online article or post about Kim Kardashian will reveal a
very large number of readers’ comments, the majority of
which are often quite negative. Yet, in terms of traffic
building and audience engagement, there is little doubt that
such content is very effective. This realization opens the
door to innovative business models that revolve around the
monetization of consumers’ dislikes.
To conclude, we need to realize that consumers do not
just evaluate things in order to make choices and other
decisions. They evaluate all the time. They do so in part
because there is pleasure in assessing and expressing one’s
likes and dislikes.

DATA COLLECTION INFORMATION
The first two authors jointly managed the data collection
for all 14 studies (studies 1 through 7 and seven replication
studies reported in the web appendix) using the Amazon
Mechanical Turk panel (studies 2–7) and Columbia
University Behavioral Lab participant pool (study 1) from
fall 2011 through spring 2018. These data were analyzed
jointly by the first two authors.
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