Integrating Mindfulness with Consumer Psychology:
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Abstract

An increasing wealth of evidence supports the notion that mindfulness (awareness) can have an array of positive outcomes, both physiological and psychological. To date, however, such research has involved intensive training of extended durations. We investigated whether mindfulness could be manipulated via a more subtle, temporary manipulation, and whether such manipulations might influence satisfaction with specific activities. Mindful awareness was manipulated and resulted in increased satisfaction.
Introduction

An increasing wealth of evidence provides support for the notion that mindfulness can have an array of positive outcomes. These outcomes demonstrate both physiological and psychological benefits.  Mindfulness is commonly defined as calm awareness of one’s feelings, thoughts and physical sensations (Kabat-Zinn, 1990). In this research, we explicitly adopt this approach to mindfulness, and as such define and operationalize mindfulness as calm awareness. Of note, the extant research has adopted an intensive training approach to mindfulness, in which participants typically learn and practice meditation over a period of eight weeks. Corresponding, measures are typically general and task-non-specific. For example, meditation has examined life satisfaction, general wellness, and ability to generate antigens. We sought to advance this research in two ways. First, rather than using a long term meditation treatment, we manipulated mindful awareness towards specific, short-term activities. Second, rather than using general measures of life satisfaction, we focused on the satisfaction associated with the tasks.
Mindfulness has long been associated with positive health outcomes (see Kabat-Zinn, 1990).  Recent research has provided evidence that such positive health outcomes are mediated by specific physiological mechanisms that derive from positive affect. For example, Davidson et al. (2003), randomly assigned individuals to receive Mindfulness training or to be placed on a wait-list for such training. FMRI imaging and antigen analysis were used to examine the effects of mindfulness training. After eight weeks (of either mindfulness training or waiting), participants were vaccinated with an influenza vaccine, as well as imaged with FMRI. Results demonstrated that mindfulness training compared to waiting led to greater left-sided anterior activation (a pattern associated with positive affect) and greater increases in antibody titers to influenza vaccine. Further, analyses suggested that it was the experience of positive affect that led to the increased antigens, which presumably lead to more positive health outcomes.

These physiological benefits are reflected on a psychological level. At the most basic, mindfulness appears to result in more positive psychological experience and health. For example, Fredrickson et al. (2008) randomly assigned individuals to receive Loving Kindness training (a form of mindfulness meditation) or not. Mindfulness produced increases over time in experiences of positive emotions, as well as an array of psychological benefits (e.g., social support, feelings of purpose in life). These positive experiences led to greater feelings of life satisfaction. Such positive psychological benefits are found even in those facing difficult circumstances. Brown and Ryan (2003) found that for cancer patients, increases in mindfulness over time resulted in declines in mood disturbance and stress.

Note, again, the intensive nature of the training as well as the relatively general nature of the dependent variable measures: It is this observation that motivates the present research. Namely, is it possible to manipulate the mindful awareness of untrained individuals towards specific activities, and does such a manipulation have consequences?
Methods
Participants

Twenty-one undergraduate students from the University of Southern California participated in this experiment to fulfill a course requirement. 
Procedure
Upon entering the classroom, each participant in the study was given a packet of materials and three chocolates. The materials manipulated awareness, as well as directed the participants to complete two activities. The first activity was to eat three chocolates in a specific order, following the awareness manipulation. The second activity was to participate in a game of Tic-Tac-Toe with another participant. After each of the two activities, participants completed a series of questions.

Independent Variable
Participants in the high-awareness group were instructed to “rest your attention on the activity of eating the chocolates and sense the sensations of the activity.” Participants in the low-awareness group were instructed to “think about and imagine the next chocolate that you will eat.” 

Dependent Variables

After each activity, participants completed a series of questions.  Of particular interest were two types of questions.


Effort.  Participants were asked to report the extent to which the activity was effortful.


Satisfaction.  Participants were asked to what extent they were satisfied with the two activities. Specifically, in the candy activity, participants were asked how satisfying were each of the three chocolates. In the game of tic-tac-toe, participants were asked how satisfying were each of the four games of tic-tac-toe.

Results

Prior to analysis, the indicators of satisfaction (three for candy, four for tic-tac-toe) for each activity were averaged to form one measure of satisfaction for each activity.

A mixed-factorial analysis of variance was conducted, in which the two measures of satisfaction for each activity were examined as a function of awareness. As such, there is one between-participant variables (awareness) and one within-participant variable (the two measures of satisfaction, one for each activity).

This analysis revealed that there was no significant influence of the manipulation of awareness on effort, F < 1.  However, there did emerge a statistically significant main effect of awareness on satisfaction, such that those participants under high awareness were more satisfied with eating chocolates (M = 8.1) and the game of tic-tac-toe (M = 6.3) than those participants under low awareness (M chocolate = 7.1, M tic-tac-toe = 4.2), F(1, 19) = 5.9, p < .03.  There did emerge a significant main effect of the two measures of satisfaction, such that the satisfaction was greater for eating chocolates then playing tic-tac-toe.  However, there emerged no significant interactions.
Discussion

Results of this experiment clearly support the hypothesis that highly aware (i.e., mindful) individuals derive greater satisfaction from consumer behavior activities than less aware individuals. These differences in satisfaction emerged given the relatively modest manipulation of awareness and given the specificity of the satisfaction. That is, these differences emerged after reading only a one-sentence instruction, whereas prior research has used 8 week training programs. More intriguing still is the finding that these differences emerge, even when the experience itself is as enjoyable to both the highly and less aware individuals.

The greatest importance of this study, perhaps, is to provide an opening into understanding how mindfulness and awareness potentially underlies consumer psychology.
This result raises further questions about the relationship between mindfulness and consumer psychology. Future research should determine the exact mechanism behind mindfulness enhancing satisfaction, examine the magnitude of the effect of being mindful on consumer behavior, and explore how or in which conditions mindfulness can be cultivated in the market. 
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