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Abstract  

Previous research has demonstrated that happy moods are known to promote feeling-based processing, 

whereas sad moods promote reason-based processing. The current research investigates a boundary condition 

for the effects of a happy mood on feeling-based decision making. This research proposes that the level of 

control (low vs. high) one exercises in a happy situation can promote a greater reliance on feelings (vs. reasons) 

in making judgments and decisions. Specifically, we hypothesize that (1) a happy individual in a situation 

where control level is low (vs. high) will be more likely to choose a cognitively (vs. affectively) superior option 

(hypothesis 1), and (2) a happy individual in a situation where control level is low (vs. high) will exert reason- 

(vs. feeling-) based processing (hypothesis 2). Consistent with the hypothesis 1, the results of two experiments 

show that happy individuals are more likely to choose cognitively versus affectively superior options in a 

situation where control level is low (vs. high). Moreover, the mediation analysis confirms that happy 

individuals are more likely to rely on cognitive, reason-based decision making when their control level is low, 

which supports the hypothesis 2.  
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1. Introduction 

Prior studies have suggested that consumer judgments and decisions can be made in either a cognitive, 

reason-based manner—by carefully assessing and weighing the target attributes [1] or in an affective, feeling-

based manner—by using one’s subjective affective reactions toward the target or momentary feelings [2]. A 

growing body of studies have examined and identified a number of unique properties associated with these 

two modes of decision making. For instance, affective, feeling-based decision making tends to be faster [3] 

and more automatic [4]. Conversely, cognitive, reason-based decision making tends to be slower and more 

deliberate [3]. Moreover, compared to judgments and decisions based on cognitive reasoning, judgments and 

decisions based on affective feelings tend to be less sensitive to numerical quantities [5]. 

In addition, previous research has demonstrated that affects can lead to two modes of information processing 

styles (feelings vs. reasons). For example, happy moods are known to promote feeling-based, heuristic 

processing, while sad moods promote cognitive, reason-based, systematic processing [6]. In contrast, some 
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findings suggest that the effects of a happy mood are flexible and context-dependent in such a way that happy 

moods may lead to analytic reasoning [7]. Thus, the current research focuses on happy moods and examines 

whether happy moods always lead to feeling-based decision making. 

In particular, this research aims to examine a boundary condition for the effects of happiness on feeling-

based decision making. That is, this research examines whether the level of control (low vs. high) one exercises 

in a happy situation may determine one’s information processing style and judgment. Specifically, this research 

examines whether the high (vs. low) level of control one exercises in a happy situation can promote a greater 

reliance on feelings (vs. reasons) in making judgments and decisions.  

 

2. Theoretical Background and Hypotheses Development 

In the consumer context, happiness has been described as people’s evaluations of their lives and 

encompasses both cognitive judgments of satisfaction and affective appraisals of moods and emotions [8]. 

Subjective well-being views happiness as hedonic pleasure [9] and studies it as an overall evaluation of quality 

of life [10]. With time, in the consumer context, happiness was examined through the lens of subjective well-

being [11], eudaemonism and hedonism [12]. Prior research has shown that a human’s emotional state 

(happiness) influences decisions toward life [13]. Marketers realized the importance of happiness and 

acknowledged that happy consumers will be more satisfied and will generate significant revenue for the 

company [14]. Thus, marketing scholars directed their focus toward the consumer’s happiness and explored 

basic questions such as what makes consumers happy [15-17]. Subsequently, the literature witnessed the recent 

growth of consumer happiness research [18-21].  

Positive and negative moods may act as a motivator of behavioral predispositions, motives for action, and 

information processing [22, 23]. For example, happy individuals tend to process information in a less 

elaborated and systematic manner than do people in a negative mood, but happy people will process 

information more systematically if it helps them maintain their positive mood. Happy people also tend to be 

more creative and efficient in their decisions, and they may avoid negative events and outcomes in order to 

maintain their positive mood state [24, 25]. 

Control can be defined as “a feeling that one can affect things in predictable ways” [26]. Literature suggests 

that the situation controlled by self versus others is often used as one dimension for differentiating cognitive 

appraisals in emotion [27]. Thus, this research centers on whether the control is attributed to oneself or to 

others. When control is attributed to oneself (others), one has a high (low) level of control [28]. When a person 

has a high level of control (or perceives that he/she takes control of the environment), one feels a greater level 

of confidence and certainty [29]. The heightened sense of self-confidence may signal that everything is under 

control, and that there is no need to extend one’s cognitive effort.  

In a similar vein, consistent with the notion that power increases a sense of confidence, research has 

demonstrated that high- (vs. low-) power individuals are more likely to exhibit overconfidence in decision 

making [30], express (vs. inhibit) their attitudes [31], and take actions rather than stay put [32]. In addition, 

people are more likely to rely on their feelings under conditions of high (vs. low) personal certainty [33]. Given 

that certainty is closely related with confidence [34], thus, prior research has shown that consumers who feel 

powerful (vs. powerless) would exhibit a greater relative reliance on feelings versus reasons in decision making 

[35]. As a result, when a happy individual’s control level is high, he/she is more likely to rely on feelings (vs. 

reasons) in decision making. In contrast, when the level of control is low (i.e., when others are in control of 

the environment), a lack of one’s ability to control may alert oneself to engage in deliberative and careful 
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thinking for possible contingencies surrounding the environment.  

Consequently, we hypothesize that a happy individual in a situation where control level is low (vs. high) 

will be more likely to choose a cognitively (vs. affectively) superior option (hypothesis 1). As these effects are 

driven by two different modes of information processing styles, we further predict that a happy individual in a 

situation where control level is low (vs. high) will exert reason- (vs. feeling-) based processing (hypothesis 2). 

 

3. Experiment 1 

3.1 Method 

Experiment 1 was conducted to test the hypothesis 1. That is, we examine whether a happy individual in a 

situation where control level is low (vs. high) will be more likely to choose a cognitively (vs. affectively) 

superior option. In Experiment 1, we recruited 142 US participants (female: 51.6%, Mage = 33.76). They were 

randomly assigned to one of the three conditions: (1) happy & high-control, (2) happy & low-control, and (3) 

neutral conditions. For the mood induction, we followed the procedure from previous research [36]. 

Specifically, we asked participants to write one’s personal experience when they felt happy and when the 

situation was controlled by self (or others). For the neutral condition, participants recalled and wrote their daily 

routine activities.  

For a dependent variable, two types of calculators were presented to all the participants: a cognitively 

superior option and an affectively superior option [37]. Then, the participants indicated their purchase intention 

of the two calculators (1: definitely not, 9: definitely). We subtracted the scores of a cognitively superior option 

from an affectively superior option. Participants also rated how much of a certain emotion they felt (1: not at 

all, 7: very much) and evaluated items related to dimensional ratings [27]. Finally, they answered some 

demographic questions, and they were asked for the purpose of study. No one correctly guessed it.  

3.2 Results  

In Experiment 1, ANCOVA (covariates: preference toward calculators, gender, and age) was performed, 

and the results showed a significant main effect of control (low vs. high) on participants’ purchase intention 

(p = .043), which supports the hypothesis 1. That is, happy participants in a situation controlled by others (vs. 

oneself) were found to choose a cognitively (vs. affectively) superior option. Specifically, participants in the 

happy & low-control condition showed higher purchase intention toward the cognitively superior option than 

those in the happy & high-control condition (Mhigh = -.58 vs. Mlow = .07; p = .02). Also, participants in the 

happy & low-control condition showed higher purchase intention toward the cognitively superior option than 

those in the neutral condition (Mlow = .07 vs. Mneutral = .40; p = .048).  

 

4. Experiment 2 

4.1 Method 

Experiment 2 was conducted to test the hypotheses 1 and 2. That is, we examine whether (1) a happy 

individual in a situation where control level is low (vs. high) will be more likely to choose a cognitively (vs. 

affectively) superior option, and (2) a happy individual in a situation where control level is low (vs. high) will 

exert reason- (vs. feeling-) based processing. In Experiment 2, we recruited 88 US participants (female: 48.9%, 

Mage = 32.7). The procedure of Experiment 2 was essentially similar to the one in Experiment 1, except for a 

few changes: (1) different stimuli (i.e., drinks) were used for the generalizability of the findings (i.e., a 

cognitively superior option and an affectively superior option), (2) the price level of the given stimuli was 
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controlled to be similar, and (3) participants reported their relative reliance on feelings versus reasons in 

making the decision (1: strongly disagree, 7: strongly agree). Two types of drinks were presented to all the 

participants: an affectively superior option (i.e., a drink with aesthetic package design) and a cognitively 

superior option (i.e., a drink with typical package design) [38]. Participants were randomly assigned to either 

of two conditions: happy & high-control and happy & low-control conditions. 

4.2 Results 

Consistent with the hypothesis 1, the results of Experiment 2 also showed a significant effect of control 

(low vs. high) on participants’ choice for a drink (χ2(1) = 4.507, p = .034) (see Table 1). That is, happy 

participants in a situation controlled by others (vs. oneself) were found to choose a cognitively (vs. affectively) 

superior option. Specifically, participants in the happy & high-control condition chose more affectively 

superior drinks (64.4%) than those in the happy & low-control condition (41.9%). Likewise, participants in 

the happy & low-control condition chose more cognitively superior drinks (58.1%) than those in the happy & 

high-control condition (35.6%).  

 

Table 1. Results of experiment 2: choice 

 Happy & high control 

(n = 45) 

 Happy & low control 

(n = 43) 

 

Choice (%)  Choice (%)  

Affectively superior drinks 

Cognitively superior drinks 

64.4 

35.6 

 41.9 

58.1 

 

                                                                             

More importantly, to assess the extent to which relative reliance on feeling- (vs. reason-) based processing 

mediates the effect of happiness on choice under high (vs. low) control condition, we conducted a BC 

bootstrapping analysis [39]. Bootstrapping involves the repeated extraction of samples from the data set, in 

which we used 5,000 samples, and the estimation of the indirect effect in each resampled data set. In support 

of the hypothesis 2, happy participants in a situation controlled by others (vs. oneself) were found to exert 

reason- (vs. feeling-) based processing. Specifically, first, when the mediator was created by subtracting 

reason-based processing from feeling-based processing, the total indirect effect through relative reliance on 

feeling- (vs. reason-) based processing as a mediator has a 95% BC bootstrap CI of 0.0066 and 0.7371 with an 

estimate of .2256 (i.e., CI does not include zero) (see Figure 1). Next, when the mediator was created by 

dividing feeling-based processing by reason-based processing, the total indirect effect through relative reliance 

on feeling- (vs. reason-) based processing as a mediator has a 95% BC bootstrap CI of 0.0151 and 0.8918 with 

an estimate of .2732 (i.e., CI does not include zero) (see Figure 2). In summary, the results indicate that the 

mediation was significant. That is, the participants in the happy & high-control condition were found to rely 

on affective, feeling-based decision making, while the participants in the happy & low-control condition were 

found to be rely on cognitive, reason-based decision making. 
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Figure 1. Results of mediation analysis (1) 

 

 

Figure 2. Results of mediation analysis (2) 

 

5. Conclusion 

The present research examined a boundary condition for the effects of happiness on feeling-based decision 

making. This research examined whether the high (vs. low) level of control one exercises in a happy situation 

can promote a greater reliance on feelings (vs. reasons) in making judgments and decisions. Specifically, we 

proposed that (1) a happy individual in a situation where control level is low (vs. high) will be more likely to 

choose a cognitively (vs. affectively) superior option (hypothesis 1), and (2) a happy individual in a situation 

where control level is low (vs. high) will exert reason- (vs. feeling-) based processing (hypothesis 2).  

Two experiments were conducted to test the hypotheses 1 and 2. Consistent with the hypothesis 1, the 

results of two experiments show that happy participants in a situation controlled by others (vs. oneself) were 

found to choose a cognitively (vs. affectively) superior option. That is, it was found that happy individuals are 

more likely to choose cognitively versus affectively superior options in a situation where control level is low 

(vs. high). Furthermore, in support of the hypothesis 2, the results of mediation analysis show that happy 
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participants in a situation controlled by others (vs. oneself) were found to exert reason- (vs. feeling-) based 

processing. That is, it was found that happy individuals are more likely to rely on affective, feeling-based 

decision making when their control level is high, whereas happy individuals are more likely to rely on cognitive, 

reason-based decision making when their control level is low.  

In sum, our findings suggest that happy moods may not always lead to decisions based on feelings. More 

importantly, the findings show that happy individuals use two modes of decision making (feelings vs. reasons) 

depending on the level of control (i.e., whether the controllability originates from others as opposed to one’s 

self). In a theoretical perspective, we contribute to extant literature by showing two modes of decision making 

(feelings vs. reasons) of a happy mood, suggesting that the level of control (low vs. high) may influence which 

modes of processing to use. In a managerial perspective, these findings are important for practitioners to 

consider. Marketers who attempt to sell cognitively (affectively) superior items should not only make their 

consumers feel happy but also coax the consumers’ perception of their own level of control to be low (high) 

in order to increase sales.  

Although this research has some important implications for academic researchers and practitioners, it is not 

without limitations. First, it would be good for future research to examine if the findings are applicable to other 

types of cognitively or affectively superior options in order to enhance the generalizability. Second, it would 

be necessary for future research to investigate if individuals’ level of control impacts their reliance on reasons 

versus feelings in making judgments and decisions when individuals are in different types of moods (e.g., sad 

moods). Finally, future research should consider other factors affecting happy individuals’ reliance on feelings 

(vs. reasons) in making judgments and decisions. 
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