
 

 

Experiences Versus Things 
 

I like things and I value experiences, especially those that create memories.  

 

One of Henwood Court’s responsibilities is to help our clients plan a life where their money will outlive 

them, but they don’t die with too much.  
 

So, we often challenge clients to consider, what can we spend our money on to make ourselves and those 

we love happier? 

 

Is it an experience, or a thing? 

 

Many articles, some of which I have shared online in the past, particularly accounts from people in 

palliative care, looking back on their lives, talk about the value of experiences and how they wished they’d 
had more of them, and not about the things they had owned. Indeed, when researching for this article, 

most of the reading favours the value of experiences over things. There have even being survey’s done on 
the subject, and all those I read favour experiences over things. 

 

However, it is all too easy to dismiss the experiences that can be derived from a thing. Things such as the 

enjoyment and memories a holiday home can bring; the journey a boat can take you on; the thrill, speed 

and smell of a supercar however brazen this may be; the joy your home can bring, or a set of garden 

furniture that brings family and friends together. 

 

They are all things but they do create experiences and indeed happiness for many and without the thing 

they could not have the experience. For example, I have just brought a new thing – a road bike, it’s 
awesome. I paid more for this than I did for my first car. The new bike has not stopped me having the road 

bike experience, but it has made the experience better or should I say faster. It has, for the cost, given me 

value, and will continue to do so I hope for many years to come. 

 

So, things can certainly enhance an experience. 

 

Experiences are often times spent doing things frequently with friends and family. It can be a holiday where 

you get away together and relax, travelling and seeing iconic wonders of the world; it can be a personal 

achievement, such as climbing a mountain, running a marathon, or writing a book, or it can be, and often is, 

simple pleasures, walking the dog in the morning, helping others, whether that is your children with their  



 

 

 

homework, volunteering for a Charity, pyjama days just doing nothing, a snowball fight, a game of 

monopoly, or taking your elderly relatives out for the day – the list is endless and it is personal to you. 

 

Some of my best memories as a child are sledging down the steepest hill in our neighbourhood when the 

snow arrived, often on make shift sledges such as plastic liners or carrier bags. Looking back, that was 

probably only about 10 days in my entire childhood, although when you look back now you would believe it 

snowed every Winter. The point is, the slightest hint of snow back in the day closed down my school and 

we kids all headed to the steepest hill for our ‘annual’ fun! Back when my kids were younger (and 

interested), any hint of snow and we are out on our sledges (not plastic sheets, ‘things’ have moved on) 
finding local hills. I even cancelled a meeting one time (sorry Paul – I know you will understand), because 

the kids were off school due to snow, and I could not miss an opportunity – do I remember that morning 

with the kids, hell yes, it was a superb morning, would I have remembered the meeting, no…(sorry again 

Paul).  

 

Equally, I have missed out on things and ‘lost’ memories, only last month my youngest had her last ever 
Sports Day and her Dad missed it due to work commitments. Daughter was not bothered, but I was, and it 

was down to pure bad planning.  

 

The point with experiences is they are very personal to you, and they are often free or very affordable, but 

in these very busy times, experiences require planning and of course time – everyone’s most precious 
asset.  

 



 

 

 
 

So back to experiences versus things. 

 

Author, Oliver James, in his book ‘Affluenza’, said, ‘we’re in danger of living in a state of having rather than 

in a state of being, which leads to wealthy dissatisfaction’. And during 20 years of research, psychology 

professor Dr Thomas Gilovich of Cornell University found the reasons: 

 

• We soon get used to new possessions, not viewing them as 'exciting' for very long. 
• We keep raising our expectations, always looking for something better. 
• We can't help but want to keep up with the 'Joneses', constantly making comparisons with what      

    our friends have. 

 



 

 

Oliver James went on ‘..in this modern world, it’s easy to fall into the trap of wanting more and more things, 
believing they’ll bring us happiness. Surrounded by the latest technology, we want instant gratification, 

whether it’s an Apple watch, the latest 4K TV or a brand-new car. But no matter how fantastic the product 

may be, the satisfaction is short lived. Almost like an addiction, once the initial thrill is over, we’re yearning 
for the next big thing - before we’ve had time to really enjoy the first’. 
 

He calls this ‘adaptation’. New things succeed in making us happy at first, but as soon as we get used to 
them, they lose their shine. 

 

Experiences, by contrast, he states have much longer lasting appeal; they become part of our identity. 

Anything you own remains separate to you, whereas experiences (no matter how short-lived) become an 

intrinsic part of who you are. So, while owning the latest iPhone won’t change you as a person, walking the 

Inca Trail may well do. You’ll certainly gather some amazing memories to cherish. 
 

In conclusion I am confused about the whole Things Versus Experiences debate and have come to the 

conclusion…. well why not both?  

 

Yes, that’s my conclusion. This is easier said than done. I would like to own a football club (one in 

particular), but I cannot afford to, so it has to be within reason, and I have to select things that I can afford 

and will make me happier (my bike for example). Experiences, particularly those that are not dependent on 

wealth, but time, need planning, putting time aside to experience things that you enjoy often sharing time 

and experiences with friends and family.  

 

So, actions points from this would be to consider  

 

1. What things can I afford to buy that will provide for more memorable experiences and will make 

me and those close to me happier. 

2. Plan free time in your calendar to do the things you enjoy. 

 

This does sound hyper business like, that we have to plan time in our diaries to do the things that we enjoy, 

but in this busy world where most people fall victim of the tyranny of urgency (doing things that are urgent 

rather than important), unless we do this we often don’t do, or do enough of the important things, and 

miss out on memories.  

 



 

 

So, go and get your diary, and put some free days into it for the next 12 months to ensure you do the 

experiences you enjoy planning your memories in advance….I’m praying for snow this Winter, but sadly 

now, until the grandkids arrive, I might be playing alone.  

 

“We do not remember days, we remember moments. The richness of life lies in memories we have 
forgotten” 

 

Cesare Pavese, The Burning Brand: Diaries, 1935-1950. 

 

Enjoy your Things and Experiences. 

 

Nick 


