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To my mother, Winifred Brand, who taught me my first lessons in happiness.

—Liz

To my grandmother, Delia Irwin, who taught me that there’s more to being happy than being smart.

—Mike



Prologue

After a decade spent earning degrees, Elizabeth Dunn experienced a major life change. She started earning money. As a young professor, Liz suddenly skyrocketed all the way to an average adult income, and began to wonder what to do with her newfound wealth. Having just completed her Ph.D. in social psychology, Liz did what only a true academic would: she turned to the scientific literature for guidance. She found about seventeen thousand articles on the relationship between money and happiness, many of which seemed to suggest that additional income provides surprisingly little additional happiness.I But, she wondered, just because money often fails to buy happiness, does that mean that it can’t? What if people spent their money differently—and better?

Liz called up her friend Michael Norton. The two had met during graduate school at an academic summer camp (think band camp—but nerdier). Liz admired Mike’s willingness to tackle wacky questions, such as “How do people think wealth should be distributed?” and “At what age do kids become hypocrites?” In his postcamp years—and to the surprise of his entire extended family—Mike had become a professor at Harvard Business School.

Both gainfully employed for the first time, we decided to work together to understand what grown-ups usually do with their money. Most importantly, we wanted to know if people could spend their money in less typical, but happier ways. Together we started doling out cash to strangers. But there was a catch: rather than letting them spend it however they wanted, we made them spend it how we wanted. We’ll tell you the whole story later in the book, but our first discoveries were promising: changing the way people spent their money altered their happiness over the course of the day. And we saw this effect even when people spent as little as $5. Since then we have expanded and broadened our research on the science of spending to diverse regions of the world, from Belgium to East Africa. We have taken our work “under the skin,” demonstrating that everyday spending choices unleash a cascade of biological and emotional effects—detectable right down to saliva. And we have worked with organizations ranging from a recreational dodge ball league to the number-one restaurant in the world—Ferran Adrià’s elBulli—to examine how shifting the way individuals spend money influences the success of teams and companies.

Our research has been featured in media outlets ranging from National Public Radio and the Harvard Business Review to the Hindustan Times and The Tonight Show with Jay Leno. One fun side benefit of this media exposure is that we often get feedback from self-appointed pundits. The comments below appeared in response to a CNN.com story covering some of our research:1

If I won the lottery I would take it upon myself to try and teach people the value of money. For example, I would walk up to people on the street and hold out a couple hundred bucks and say “Here, you want this!” When they reached for it I would yank it back and be like . . . “Yeah right! What are you crazy? Do you think that people just wake up and get handed huge sums of money!” Of course I wouldn’t tell them that I won the lottery because that kind of defeats the lesson I’m trying to convey.

I would just build a fort, completely made of money, and hide in it.

I would fill a big bath tub with money and git in the tub while smoking a big fat cigar and sipping a glass of champagne. Then I’d have a picture taken and dozens of 8x10 glossies made. Anyone begging for money or trying to extort from me would receive a copy of the picture and nothing else.

When I win I am going to buy my own little mountain and have a little house on top.

These diverse plans share two striking similarities: these would-be lottery winners planned to use the money for stuff (forts, champagne, and mountains) for themselves and themselves alone (taunting others and buying isolation). As it turns out, some of these schemes are not just unproductive for happiness, but counterproductive. Shifting from buying stuff to buying experiences, and from spending on yourself to spending on others, can have a dramatic impact on happiness.


Why Focus on Spending Differently Rather than Earning More?

Every large bookstore has a shelf filled with books designed to help you get more money. By focusing on how to spend the money you have rather than how to accumulate more of it, our perspective departs from the obsession with chasing increased wealth in the pursuit of happiness. New research shows that greater wealth often fails to provide as much happiness as many people expect. In a national sample of Americans, individuals thought that their satisfaction with life would double if they made $55,000 rather than $25,000: twice as much money, twice as much happy.2 But the data revealed that people who earned $55,000 were only 9 percent more satisfied than those making $25,000. Around the world, income has surprisingly little influence on whether people smile, laugh, and experience enjoyment on a typical day.3 And in the United States, once people are earning around $75,000 per year, making more money has no impact at all on their day-to-day feelings of happiness.4

Although money can provide all kinds of wonderful things, from tastier food to safer neighborhoods, wealth comes at a cost. Just thinking about wealth can push us away from the kinds of behaviors that promote happiness—such as playing nicely with others.5 In one study, students received a big stack of Monopoly money and spent several minutes imagining a wealthy future.6 Other students were left with no Monopoly money and spent time thinking about their plans for the next day. Suddenly a research assistant stumbled in front of them, spilling pencils everywhere. Students with the stack of cash picked up fewer pencils. In another study, individuals who merely saw a photograph of money preferred solitary activities, choosing personal cooking classes over a catered dinner with friends. This research helps to explain why our would-be lottery winners sought isolation. Just being reminded of wealth can propel people to distance themselves from others, undermining happiness.

Even though we’ve read all of the relevant research, and conducted some of it ourselves, we haven’t turned down any raises. So, rather than suggest that you stop trying to get more money, our goal is to help you use the money you have to get more happiness. And insights into how to make yourself happier are also relevant for any organization in the business of trying to make others happy. We’ll offer guidance on structuring employee and customer experiences to create the largest impact on their happiness and satisfaction. Whether you’re a massage therapist, travel agent, or CEO, we’ll help you provide your colleagues and clients with the most happiness for every dollar you spend on them—and for every dollar they spend with you.

The Principles

In each chapter, we’ll focus on one of five key principles of happy money and help you understand how, when, and why it works so that you can apply it in your personal and professional life.

• Buy Experiences (Chapter One). Most Americans describe owning a home as an essential component of the American dream. But recent happiness research suggests that home ownership is far from dreamy. Material things (from beautiful homes to fancy pens) turn out to provide less happiness than experiential purchases (like trips, concerts, and special meals). Whether you’re spending $2 or $200,000, buying experiences rather than material goods can inoculate you against buyer’s remorse. Not all experiences are created equal, and we’ll highlight the kinds of experiences, large and small, most likely to provide happiness. Surprisingly, even experiences that seem a little painful can produce lasting pleasure. We’ll show how, by harnessing the power of experiences, an entrepreneur named Will Dean convinced people to pay him for the privilege of crawling through pits of mud.

• Make It a Treat (Chapter Two). Many residents of London have never visited Big Ben. What stops them? When something wonderful is always available, people are less inclined to appreciate it. Limiting our access to the things we like best may help to “re-virginize” us, renewing our capacity for pleasure. Rather than advocating wholesale self-denial (say, giving up coffee completely), we’ll demonstrate the value of turning our favorite things back into treats (making that afternoon latte a special indulgence rather than a daily necessity). We’ll show how to apply this principle to purchases major and mundane, and we’ll profile creative companies that have transformed products ranging from rental cars to toilet paper into treats. Along the way, we’ll describe new research showing that driving a luxury car provides no more happiness than an economy model, and that commercials can enhance the pleasure of television.

• Buy Time (Chapter Three). By permitting us to outsource our most dreaded tasks, from scrubbing toilets to cleaning gutters, money can transform the way we spend our time, freeing us to pursue our passions. Yet wealthier individuals do not spend their time in happier ways on a daily basis; thus they fail to use their money to buy themselves happier time. We’ll show the wisdom of asking yourself a quick question before buying: How will this purchase change the way I use my time? When people focus on their time rather than their money, they act like scientists of happiness, choosing activities that promote their well-being. For companies, this principle entails thinking about compensation in a broader way, rewarding employees not only with money, but with time. We’ll discuss how companies ranging from Intel to Patagonia to Home Depot have developed creative strategies to give even their busiest employees a sense of time affluence, a potent predictor of people’s satisfaction with their jobs, and their lives.

• Pay Now, Consume Later (Chapter Four). In the age of the iPad, products are available instantly and our wallets are lined with plastic instead of paper. Digital technology and credit cards have encouraged us to adopt a “consume now and pay later” shopping mind-set. By putting this powerful principle into reverse—by paying up front and delaying consumption—you can buy more happiness, even as you spend less money. Because delaying consumption allows spenders to reap the pleasures of anticipation without the buzzkill of reality, vacations provide the most happiness before they occur. And research shows that waiting, even briefly, for something as simple as a Hershey’s Kiss makes it taste better when we get it. Delays can also be a source of frustration, of course, and we’ll show how businesses can stage-craft their metaphorical waiting rooms to turn customers’ impatience into increased satisfaction. The benefits of delaying consumption are particularly likely to emerge when we pay up front. By paying now and consuming later, purchases ranging from makeup to mojitos can be enjoyed as though they were free. Even better, people are less prone to overspend when they experience the pain of paying up front. This pain can put them on the path to decreasing their debt, which, as we’ll see, provides one of the best routes toward increased happiness.

• Invest in Others (Chapter Five). On a March day in 2010, two bespectacled white men sat in a corner booth of a diner in Carter Lake, Iowa. Bill Gates and Warren Buffett—two of the richest people in the world—had an idea. They would ask America’s billionaires to pledge the majority of their wealth to charity. Buffett decided to donate 99 percent of his wealth, saying “I couldn’t be happier with that decision.”7 While dozens of books dissect Buffett’s investing habits, this chapter shows how the rest of us might learn from his investments in others. New research demonstrates that spending money on others provides a bigger happiness boost than spending money on yourself. And this principle holds in an extraordinary range of circumstances, from a Canadian college student purchasing a scarf for her mother to a Ugandan woman buying lifesaving malaria medication for a friend. The benefits of giving emerge among children before the age of two, and are detectable even in samples of saliva. Investing in others can make individuals feel healthier and wealthier—and can even help people win at dodge ball. We’ll show how businesses like PepsiCo and Google and nonprofits like DonorsChoose.org are harnessing these benefits by encouraging donors, customers, and employees to invest in others.

Into the Operating Room

Uniting the five principles of this book is one simple premise. Before you spend that $5 as you usually would, stop to ask yourself: Is this happy money? Am I spending this money in the way that will give me the biggest happiness bang for my buck?

When it comes to increasing the amount of money they have, most people recognize that relying on their own intuition is insufficient, spawning an entire industry of financial advisors. But when it comes to spending that money, people are often content to rely on their hunches about what will make them happy. And yet, if human happiness is even half as complicated as the stock market, there is little reason to assume that intuition provides a sufficient guide. Fifty years of psychological research has shown that most of the “action” in human thought and emotion takes place beneath the level of conscious awareness8—and so trying to uncover the causes of your own happiness through introspection is like trying to perform your own heart transplant. You have some idea of what needs to be done, but a surgical expert would come in handy.

Consider us your surgical experts.



I. Any sentence summarizing so many papers likely contains an oversimplification. For a more in-depth discussion of this complex and contentious literature, we suggest Happiness: Unlocking the Mysteries of Psychological Wealth, by Ed Diener and Robert Biswas-Diener.
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Buy Experiences

“After two or three fabulous days of preparing with your crew, you’re suited up and you’re raring to go. The climb to 50,000 feet is marked with quiet contemplation but there’s an air of confidence and eager anticipation. Then the countdown to release, a brief moment of quiet before a wave of unimaginable but controlled power surges through the craft. . . . As you hurtle through the edges of the atmosphere, the large windows show the cobalt blue sky turning to mauve and indigo and finally to black.”

This description greets visitors to Virgin Galactic’s website. The company now makes it possible for you to pre-book a ticket for a six-minute spaceflight. But at $200,000 each, these tickets don’t come cheap. Announcing a trip into orbit is likely to prompt some concerned looks from friends and family, looks that could be avoided by spending that $200,000 on a more traditional purchase—say, upgrading to a Tudor-style home on a leafy street in the suburbs. Even in the wake of the recent housing meltdown, most people would advocate the purchase of the upgraded homestead over the ticket to outer space. But research on happiness points in the opposite direction.

It may be hard to see how a trip to space could be a reasonable expenditure, so let’s start with the fact that buying a big, beautiful house may not be a wise use of money. Remarkably, there is almost no evidence that buying a home—or a newer, nicer home—increases happiness. Between 1991 and 2007, researchers tracked thousands of people in Germany who moved to a new house because there was something about their old house that they didn’t like.1 Immediately after settling in to their new abodes, these movers reported being much more satisfied with their new homes than they’d been with their old ones. Humans are adaptable creatures, however, and research shows that people often get used to whatever they’ve got. So we might expect that this initial spike in housing satisfaction would wear off, leaving people no happier with their home than they were before moving. But that’s not what happened. Satisfaction with the new home only wore off a little bit, and in the subsequent five years, movers remained significantly more satisfied with their new home than they’d been with their old one. Sounds promising, but there’s just one problem: while movers’ satisfaction with their houses increased substantially, their satisfaction with their lives—their overall happiness—didn’t improve at all.

Of course, we don’t know what else was going on in their lives. We can’t flip a coin and randomly assign people to live in a big, beautiful house or a cramped, unsightly one. But colleges and universities can. At Harvard, first-year students are randomly assigned to spend their sophomore through senior years living in one of twelve different houses. The houses have dining halls, courtyards, and libraries, and much of undergraduate life revolves around them. Some of the houses are beautiful, spacious, and centrally located. Others will never grace the cover of a Harvard brochure. They were built during an architectural nadir, after all the prime real estate was gone. Even happy-go-lucky Harvard first-years are haunted by the fear of “getting quadded” (Harvardese for being assigned to one of the faraway houses located in the Radcliffe Quad). The night before the administration hands out housing assignments, students can be spotted on the stately bridges spanning the Charles River, conducting elaborate rituals or quiet prayers to appease the Quad Gods to ensure themselves a spot in one of the coveted “river houses” close to campus. But does getting quadded really condemn students to three years of misery?

Once students receive their housing assignments from the Harvard equivalent of the Hogwarts Sorting Hat, they flood to the central part of campus, where upperclassmen sporting the house colors and dressed as the house mascots shout and cheer and welcome their newest members. This boisterous scene was once mistaken for an antiwar protest by a TV news crew, which broadcast footage of the Leverett House Bunny and other house mascots in a clip depicting “student activism.” But what happens when the Leverett House Bunny takes off his costume and goes back to being a nerdy math major, and the new students settle in to their assigned houses? As an undergraduate at Harvard, Liz wanted to find out. In a longitudinal study, she found that first-year students expected to be much happier living in the beautiful, centrally located houses, but students who ended up in desirable houses weren’t any happier as sophomores than students who had landed in undesirable houses.2 Just like the movers in the German study, students who had moved into the desirable houses did report higher housing satisfaction. But their enhanced housing situation failed to impact their overall happiness.

These findings pose a puzzle. Long after the housing bubble burst, almost 90 percent of Americans continued to describe home ownership as a central component of the American dream, according to a 2011 nationwide poll.3 Yet, even in the heart of middle America, housing seems to play a surprisingly small role in the successful pursuit of happiness. In a carefully controlled study of more than six hundred women in Ohio, homeowners weren’t any happier than renters, though they were about twelve pounds heavier.4 Of course, renters can sometimes save money by buying a home, and almost every real estate website offers tools to help consumers calculate the financial benefits of this trade-off. Although these tools are terrific for determining whether buying a house will turn out to be a good financial investment, buying a house often isn’t a good investment in our happiness.I If the largest material purchase most of us will ever make provides no detectable benefit for our overall happiness, then it may be time to rethink our fundamental assumptions about how we use money. And for some, that may include trading a mortgage for a space suit.


Fly Me to the Moon

As a child, Marcia Fiamengo, a thirty-year-old nuclear engineer, dreamed of being an astronaut.5 When she and her husband, John (also a nuclear engineer), first heard about Virgin Galactic, they talked about buying two tickets—when they were old and retired, since the six-figure fee was out of their price range as young professionals. Then, in 2010, Marcia’s life changed in an unexpected and devastating way. John became sick and passed away. When Marcia received the money from John’s life insurance policy, she couldn’t imagine doing anything with it, and put it away while she grieved. And then one day it hit her: What better way to use this money than to honor their dream and buy a ticket to space? As Marcia put it, John’s death reminded her that “life is short and fragile.” These amazing experiences shouldn’t be put off until a better time. You may never get the chance to experience them.

Even if you’re not in the market for a ticket to space, try this simple exercise: Think of purchases you’ve made with the goal of increasing your own happiness. Consider one purchase that was a material thing, a tangible object that you could keep, like a piece of jewelry or furniture, some clothing, or a gadget. Now think about a purchase you made that gave you a life experience—perhaps a trip, a concert, or a special meal. If you’re like most people, remembering the experience brings to mind friends and family, sights and smells. Which of these purchases made you happier?

Faced with this question, some 57 percent of Americans reported that the experiential purchase made them happier than the material purchase, while only 34 percent reported the opposite.6 This difference was more pronounced among women, young people, and those living in cities and suburbs. But the same basic pattern emerged even for men, the elderly, and country dwellers. In study after study, people are in a better mood when they reflect on their experiential purchases, which they describe as “money well spent.”

You don’t need to spend $200,000 to capitalize on the principle of buying experiences. Studies show that even when people spend only a few dollars, they get more lasting pleasure from buying an experience such as playing a video game or listening to a song than from buying a material thing like a key chain or a picture frame.7 Beyond tunes and trinkets, the day-to-day spending habits of Americans provide a window into the value of buying experiences. One ongoing study has tracked how much money adults over age fifty spend on just about everything, from refrigerators and rent to alcohol and art.8 When researchers link these spending choices to happiness, only one category of spending matters. And it’s not refrigerators, or even alcohol. It’s what the researchers label “leisure”: trips, movies, sporting events, gym memberships, and the like. People who spend more of their money on leisure report significantly greater satisfaction with their lives. Not surprisingly, the amount of money these older adults reported spending on leisure was dwarfed by the amount they spent on housing. But housing again turned out to have zero bearing on their life satisfaction.

The Story Behind the Orange Headband

Shortly after graduating from Harvard Business School, Will Dean started Tough Mudder, a company that stages races with obstacles designed by the British Special Forces. Dean describes the events as “Ironman meets Burning Man.”9 And the ten-mile Tough Mudder race is “not your average lame-ass mud run or spirit-crushing ‘endurance’ road race.”10 Never complained about your lame-ass mud run being too average? Clearly, Tough Mudder isn’t for everyone. Competitors can display their mudderness to others by purchasing paraphernalia like T-shirts and tattoos. And then there are the headbands. Rather than medals, runners are given orange headbands and encouraged to wear them the next day, exchanging high-fives and knowing nods with fellow Tough Mudders on sidewalks and subways. This fuzzy piece of anti-bling creates community among participants, and this sense of social connection helps to account for not only the success of Dean’s business, but also the value of experiences more broadly.II

Research shows that experiences provide more happiness than material goods in part because experiences are more likely to make us feel connected to others.11 Intuitively recognizing the critical role of connection, Will Dean has crafted his business to maximize the social aspects of the Tough Mudder experience. At the start line, runners stand side by side and recite the Tough Mudder Pledge, promising to help others and put teamwork and camaraderie ahead of their own finish time. This philosophy extends beyond words. Some of the obstacles are designed to be nearly impossible for one individual to surmount alone. When Tough Mudder posted a message on Facebook announcing an event at a bar in New York City, more than six hundred people showed up—with just one day’s notice. While Dean says that most people sign up for their first Tough Mudder event to give themselves something to train for (or because “they want to play in the mud”), it’s the social connection that keeps them coming back. And they come back in droves. Over half the people who complete a Tough Mudder event return for another, often bringing friends as new recruits. Despite beginning with an advertising budget of only $8,000, the company amassed more than 800,000 Facebook fans in just two years, and now hosts sold-out events all over North America, with new events scheduled in cities from Sydney to Tokyo.

The viral nature of Tough Mudder also grows from another source: its capacity to provide participants with a good story. Explaining the disillusionment that prompted him to start Tough Mudder, Dean says, “The thing I really disliked about triathlons and marathons was that the only real arbiter of how well you did was your time. People ask, ‘What time did you run?’ There really isn’t anything else left to ask. Here, you can ask, ‘What did you think of the burning obstacle?’ ”12

Even if you’re not into running through burning hay bales or sliding headfirst into a pond that one blogger described as smelling like “a thousand years of fermented goose poop,”13 experiential purchases make better stories than material purchases. When researchers at Cornell University asked pairs of strangers to discuss purchases made with the intent to increase their happiness, those who talked about experiential purchases enjoyed the conversation more.14 They even liked their partner more than those who exchanged stories about material purchases. Individuals who prioritize experiential purchases are seen as open-minded, intelligent, and outgoing.

Like diving into fermented goose poop, experiential purchases not only provide us with entertaining anecdotes, but also add texture to our broader life stories. When undergraduates wrote a summary of their “life story” (at the tender age of approximately 19), they were more likely to mention experiential purchases, rather than material goods.15 In a follow-up study conducted at a Chicago museum, people ranging in age from 18 to 72 reported that someone who knew of their experiential purchases (and nothing else) would have a clearer window into their “true, essential self” than someone with knowledge of only their material purchases. The self-defining nature of experiences can be seen in the pictures that people draw of themselves and their purchases (Figure 1). Traveling through Budapest or Africa, going to the prom, and seeing a Broadway show—experiences like these are the purchases that reflect who we are. Such defining experiences provide more happiness than designer purses and Swiss watches.

The Experiential CV

In the Oscar-winning film Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, Jim Carrey and Kate Winslet play a couple who have split up and hired a company called Lacuna to remove all traces of each other from their memories. It seems like a good idea—not only out of sight, but out of mind. As the movie progresses, however, they begin to recognize the emotional value of their memories. Losing their memories means losing themselves.


Figure 1. Diagramming the Self

Travis Carter and Tom Gilovich asked students at Cornell University to think of four material purchases and four experiential purchases they had made. Then students were presented with a circle representing the self and were asked to draw circles for each of their purchases to indicate how closely linked each purchase was to their sense of self. Here are the diagrams drawn by three of the students in the study. Experiential purchases are shaded in gray.
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In a study that, oddly enough, appears loosely based on the movie, participants recalled either an important experiential or material purchase, and then read the following:

Imagine that you could go back in time for just an instant, and make a different decision, choosing one of the alternatives instead, and then come back to the present. All of your current memories of that purchase would be replaced with new memories that were formed as a result of the different choice, but ultimately you have arrived back at the same time and place, right where you are now.

Faced with this proposition, the individuals who looked back on an experiential purchase were much less willing to trade in their memories for new ones, helping to explain why they found these purchases so satisfying.16

Futuristic pharmacology aside, people will go to great lengths to protect their most valuable memories. Think about an evening out that was particularly special for you (perhaps your first date with the person you married) and another evening that was pleasant, but not particularly special. Would you be willing to go back to the same place you visited on each of those evenings—but with someone else? Faced with this question, more than 10 percent of respondents said that there were no circumstances in which they would be willing to return to the scene of their special evening with a different person (whereas just 2 percent felt this way about their pleasant, but less special evening).17 One man described a special evening during his honeymoon, explaining that he feared going back to that place because of the risk of having “a poor experience that taints our memory.”

Reflecting on such special past experiences can provoke feelings of nostalgia. Defined as “a sentimental longing for the past,” this emotion was first characterized as a “cerebral disease” in the 1600s by a Swiss physician, based on his examination of soldiers fighting far from home.18 But modern research paints a different picture of nostalgia, suggesting that it provides a kind of existential resource. When people feel a sense of meaninglessness, nostalgia provides a shield against diminished well-being, bolstering vitality and reducing stress.19 As sociologist Fred Davis puts it, nostalgia “reassures us of past happiness and accomplishment; and since these still remain on deposit, as it were, in the bank of our memory, it simultaneously bestows upon us a certain worth.”20

Sweden’s Ice Hotel lies some 125 miles north of the Arctic Circle. Visitors sleep on beds made of ice, with ambient temperatures of minus five degrees Celsius. This place is cold. While the average Red Roof Inn offers a more comfortable sleeping experience, spending a night at the Ice Hotel serves a different purpose for visitors: it builds their “experiential CV.”21 In response to the demand for unusual and memorable experiences that enrich people’s life stories, Finland now offers visitors an entire village made of ice and snow. And ice hotels are popping up in chilly climes from Romania to Quebec. Asked whether they would prefer to stay in Quebec City’s ice hotel (the Hôtel de Glace) or a more standard Marriott hotel in Florida, the vast majority of respondents thought that the Florida hotel would be more pleasant.22 But almost all of them thought the ice hotel would be more memorable. And memorability won the day, with 72 percent indicating that given a choice of where to stay, they’d ice it up.

Collecting memorable experiences, even at the expense of momentary enjoyment, seems to hold particular appeal for individuals who care about using their time productively—those people who can’t even spend five minutes waiting for a train without reaching for their smartphones. If you want to know whether your new girlfriend would rather stay at a beachfront Marriott or an ice hotel, take a look at her wristwatch. If her watch is slow, she’s more likely to prefer the Marriott; if it’s fast, she’s more likely to prefer the ice hotel. When visitors to New York’s Central Park were presented with this choice, more than 70 percent of people with slow watches chose the Marriott, while more than 70 percent of people with fast watches chose the ice hotel.III For people whose watches are always running a few minutes fast, unpleasantness may even be desirable if it contributes a compelling line to their experiential CV.

In defense of beachfront Marriotts everywhere, we hasten to add that it’s possible to take the pursuit of collectable experiences too far. Liz learned this lesson after agreeing to rent an RV for a Canadian road trip with a group of men whose girlfriends were supposed to come, but wisely bailed. The goal: swimming in the Arctic Ocean. As it turns out, the Arctic is really far away. After days and days of driving through the barren landscape, devoid of other human contact, “Blackwater Liz”—as she had come to be known—spent hours at a pay phone, trying to book a flight back home. She failed, and is now married to one of those men. The relentless quest for novel, memorable experiences often necessitates the use of annoying phrases such as “What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger,” or as the Roman philosopher Seneca put it, “Things that were hard to bear are sweet to remember.”23
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