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brands, products, services or stores in order to maintain or reinforce
a particular identity (e.g. Wilk, 1997).

“Don’t Confuse Me with Them: Identity-Signaling and
Product Abandonment”

Jonah Berger, Stanford University
Chip Heath, Stanford University

Cultural tastes (e.g. products, attitudes, and behaviors) can
signal identity, but the particular identity they signal may shift
based on the identity of the people that hold them. Tastes commu-
nicate aspects of people (e.g., what type of person they are) to others
and can act as signals within the social communication system (e.g.,
Levy, 1959). People probably assume that a Harley Davidson rider
is tough or prefers beer over wine. But just as tastes often gain such
meaning through their association with similar types of individuals,
their meaning can shift over time if they are adopted by outsiders.
If suburban accountants start riding Harleys in an attempt to seem
tough, the meaning of the taste may change and signal different
characteristics altogether (i.e., wannabe tough guys).

The paper examines the consequences of shifts in the meaning
of cultural tastes. We suggest that when outsiders start to adopt a
taste, original taste holders may diverge and abandon the taste to
avoid signaling undesired identities. The jocks, for instance, may
stop saying a catchphrase once it is adopted by the geeks. Further,
we suggest the cost of misidentification will lead people to be more
likely to diverge from others that are dissimilar. The more dissimi-
lar out-group adopters are to the current taste holders, the more
costly it should be for people to be misidentified as members of the
wrong social group. Snowboarders might not want to people to
think they are akin to skiers, but they probably prefer that mistake
to being thought of as akin to golfers.

In our initial experiment, we first examined whether people
would actually abandon a real possession that was adopted by an
out-group with which they do not want to be confused. Before they
became popular, we sold yellow Livestrong wristbands1 to mem-
bers of a campus dorm (Target dorm). Separate experimenters then
measured the number of dorm members who wore the wristband
before and after the same wristbands also were sold to the “geeky”
Academic Focus dorm next door. As predicted, almost one-third of
Target dorm members abandoned the taste once it was adopted by
the geeks. Further, a control dorm on the other side of campus did
not show such a significant decline in wristband wearing, allowing
us to rule out boredom with the wristband as an alternative expla-
nation. This study provides preliminary evidence that people may
abandon products to avoid undesired identity inferences.

The next study examined our prediction that people should be
more likely to diverge from social groups that are dissimilar.
Students were asked how they would change their use of a catchphrase
they and their friend liked saying if it was adopted by various social
groups (e.g., business executives, janitors, and suburban teenag-
ers). Separate groups of participants rated the social groups on
similarity, liking, or demographic status. As predicted, people
reported that they would decrease their use of the phrase if it was
adopted by other social groups. Further, while people said they
would diverge more from disliked groups, even controlling for
liking and relative status, people were more likely to diverge from
social groups that were dissimilar.

A follow up study found that divergence from dissimilar
groups was mediated by concerns of misidentification. Each par-

ticipant rated how much they would diverge from each social group,
perceived similarity, and desire to avoid being confused as a
member. As predicted, people diverged more, and preferred not to
be confused with, social groups that were dissimilar. Further, desire
to avoid confusion mediated the relationship between similarity
and divergence.

If identity-signaling is driving divergence then people should
care the most about who they share their tastes with in certain
domains, i.e., those that others use to infer identity (e.g. hairstyles
and music tastes as opposed to dish soap or DVD players). A final
study tests this possibility by investigating whether out-group
similarity has a greater influence on divergence in identity-related
domains. Student participants were given 10 different taste do-
mains (e.g., music tastes, DVD player, and hairstyles) which varied
in how much others used them to infer identity (as rated in a pre-
test). In a between-subjects design, they were asked to imagine that
members of another social group (i.e. Business executives, inner
city teens, or Princeton students) had started to copy their tastes in
a particular domain (e.g., Princeton students had started adopting
their favorite type of music). They then indicated what percentage
of the other group would have to adopt the taste for them to abandon
it (e.g., would they abandon if 10% of Princeton students had
adopted? 50%? Never?). These particular social groups were cho-
sen because they were previously rated as equivalently liked but
varied in similarity to the subject population. Results indicated that
as predicted, people said they would abandon tastes that were
adopted by other social groups. Further, both out-group similarity
and the identity-relatedness of the domain influenced the abandon-
ment threshold. Participants required the presence of fewer dissimi-
lar others to abandon a taste, and the abandonment threshold was
lower in domains used to communicate identity. Finally, there was
a similarity x domain interaction; the similarity of the adopting
group only influenced abandonment in domains that people use to
communicate identity.

The identity signaled by a possession can shift over time based
on the identity of the set of people that hold it. This paper illustrates
that to avoid communicating undesired identities, people may
abandon tastes that are adopted by other social groups.
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SPECIAL SESSION SUMMARY

Gazing into the Crystal Ball: How Thinking about the Future Impacts the Present and Relates
to Faulty Memories of the Past

Rebecca K. Ratner, University of Maryland, USA

SESSION OVERVIEW
Consumers’ decisions are often based on a prediction about

future emotional states. For example, the decision to book a spa
vacation could depend on whether a person thinks that he or she will
need a break from work. Recent research suggests that consumers’
affective forecasts are often erroneous. The papers in this session
examine mechanisms that underlie affective forecasts, including
how thinking about the future impacts present experiences, pro-
cesses by which individuals anticipate how they will feel about a
future event after a certain amount of time has elapsed, reasons why
affective forecasting errors persist over time, and ways in which
people’s forecasts about the future can be impacted by erroneous
memories of the past.

The first paper (Meyvis and Nelson) examines how taking the
future into account influences consumers’ current real-time expe-
rience. The results suggest that although people believe that they
will savor upcoming positive experiences and dread upcoming
negative experiences, they actually enjoy the present less when
anticipating positive experience and enjoy the present more when
anticipating negative experiences.

The second paper (Ebert and Gilbert) distinguishes two psy-
chological processes that underlie forecasts about the future: for-
ward-looking (“How will I feel right when the semester ends, and
how will I feel one month after that point?”) and backward-looking
(“How will I feel mid-June, and how will my well-being at that point
be influenced by the fact that I finished the semester one month
before?”). Results suggest that the order in which people consider
these two points in time impacts the judgments they make.
“Backcasting” (the apparent default strategy) is more likely to lead
people to use information about both the impacting event and the
future state than does forecasting.

The third paper (Ratner, Meyvis, and Levav) investigates why
affective forecasting errors persist over time despite disconfirming
evidence. The authors suggest that people’s memories of their
initial forecasts are biased by their present experience, and as a
result people do not realize that they made a forecasting error. They
therefore do not perceive a need to adjust their forecasting strategies
in the future.

The fourth paper (Novemsky, Wang, and Dhar) suggests that
consumers incorrectly anticipate the decreasing trend of enjoyment
from owning a product for products they have not yet experienced.
After a short period of experience, consumers overpredict their
adaptation to the same product, perhaps because they overpredict
their frequency of usage of the product and underweight the
interruption to adaptation from intervening experiences.

Collectively, the papers in this session investigate how people
form affective forecasts based on an integration of their present
affective state and what they recall from their past experiences and
predictions. These papers offer a more dynamic view of affective
forecasts than is typically discussed in the literature in that they
focus more on process than simply documenting the misforecasting
phenomenon.

EXTENDED ABSTRACTS

“Contrasting Against the Future: The Unexpected Effects of
Expectation”

Tom Meyvis, New York University
Leif  Nelson, New York University

Although consumers are unaware of many of the context
effects that have been documented in empirical studies, they do
have an intuitive understanding of contrast effects. In fact, they tend
to generalize contrast effects to domains in which they actually do
not occur. In particular, consumers believe that they contrast
hedonic experiences to other experiences that preceded them (e.g.,
that a regular meal will taste better when it follows a bad meal than
when it follows a great meal). However, previous empirical re-
search has not been able to find strong evidence of these hedonic
contrast effects (e.g., Novemsky & Ratner 2003). Does this imply
that there is no such thing as hedonic contrast effects?

In this project, we examine the effect of anticipated experi-
ences on people’s enjoyment of their current experience and we
observe a data pattern opposite to what has been observed for the
effect of preceding experiences. Although people do not forecast
that future experiences will have a contrasting influence on current
experiences, this is exactly what we find. Three studies indicate that
negative experiences become more negative when consumers an-
ticipate a pleasant experience and positive experiences become
more positive when consumers anticipate an unpleasant experi-
ence.

Of course, this is not the first research to suggest that people’s
current affective state may be influenced by the anticipation of
future experiences. However, previous research has focused on
intuitions about the effects of anticipation rather than the actual
experience of anticipation (Loewenstein 1987, Lovallo & Kahneman
2000). Interestingly, people do not seem to intuit contrast effects,
but instead expect that the anticipation of an unpleasant event will
make them feel bad (dread), whereas the anticipation of a pleasant
event will make them feel good (savoring). Consistent with these
intuitions, people prefer sequences that improve over time (in
contrast to sequences that start out with the best experience), are
willing to pay more for a delayed positive hedonic event (a kiss with
their favorite movie star) than for the same immediate event, and are
willing to pay more to avoid a delayed negative event (a 110 volt
shock) than for an immediate negative event (Loewenstein 1987).
While we do expect such dread and savoring effects to occur in
some actual experiences, our research indicates that many experi-
ences reflect contrast effects instead.

Our first study examined the effect of an anticipated pleasant
sound experience on participants’ experience of the preceding
negative sound experience. Participants listened to 60 seconds of
sound while continuously indicating how irritating the sound was
at each moment. Approximately half of the participants were asked
to listen to a vacuum cleaner for 60 seconds, the others were asked
to listen to the vacuum cleaner for 50 seconds, followed by 10
seconds of pleasant piano music (Glenn Gould’s rendition of the
Goldberg Variations). Real-time (and retrospective) irritation rat-
ings show that anticipating the pleasant music made the experience
of the preceding vacuum noise significantly more irritating.
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The second study varied the valence of the anticipated expe-
rience. Participants were asked to listen to the noise of a vacuum
cleaner for 50 seconds and either expected that this would be
followed by 10 seconds of pleasant piano music (as in the study 1)
or 10 seconds of an annoying drilling sound. As expected, real-time
ratings revealed that participants perceived the vacuum noise as
more irritating when they anticipated the piano music than when
they anticipated the drilling sound. Furthermore, when they antici-
pated the piano music, the vacuum noise became more irritating
over time (as they got closer to the piano music), whereas when they
anticipated the drilling sound, the vacuum noise became less
irritating over time (as they got closer to the drilling sound). The
retrospective measures provide further convergent evidence. Par-
ticipants who anticipated the piano music rather than the drilling
noise, evaluated the vacuum noise as more irritating, were more
likely to prefer to switch to another annoying sound, and were
willing to pay more to avoid the vacuum sound. These last two
measures also provide evidence against a re-scaling explanation.

In the third study, we examined whether the opposite effect
would occur for positive experiences: do positive experiences
become more enjoyable when you anticipate that it will be followed
by a negative experience? We asked 151 participants to listen to a
pop song. Half of the participants were asked to listen to 60 seconds
of the song, whereas the other half of the participants were asked to
listen to 50 seconds of the song, followed by 10 seconds of annoying
guitar feedback. Participants who expected the annoying guitar
feedback provided more favorable real-time ratings of the song and
were willing to pay more for a concert by that artist.

Although the observed pattern is consistent with the existence
of prospective hedonic contrast (i.e., contrasting your current
affective experience to an anticipated experience), we are still
considering some plausible alternative accounts. In the negative
domain, it is possible that the anticipation of more favorable future
experiences prevents us from activating our psychological immune
mechanisms (e.g., adaptation) which mitigate the unpleasantness of
the current experience (Gilbert et al. 2004). In the positive domain,
on the other hand, the expectation of a negative change may
encourage consumers to extract more positively utility from their
current experience. We are currently running studies to distinguish
between these explanations and prospective hedonic contrast.

“Forecasting and Backcasting: Predicting the Impact of
Events on the Future”

Jane E. J. Ebert, University of Minnesota
Daniel T.  Gilbert, Harvard University

Consumer research has begun increasingly to explore the
effects of anticipated affect on decision-making, i.e., affect that
consumers expect to feel in the future post-choice (see MacInnis,
Patrick, and Park (2005) for a recent review). While this research
has shown that consumers can spontaneously use hedonic predic-
tions in consumption decisions, and are influenced by their hedonic
predictions in both the choices they make and how they feel about
their consumption experiences, little attention has so far been paid
to understanding how and when hedonic predictions are made and
how they may be altered or induced. This is especially surprising
given the potential importance of hedonic predictions for a broad
range of consumer behavior (such as consumer preference, behav-
ioral intentions, consumer satisfaction, brand loyalty and repeat
purchase) and the now well-established finding that people are not
very good at making hedonic predictions. The present research
examined and compared two methods, forecasting and backcasting,
by which consumers may predict their feelings in the future follow-
ing a hedonic consumption event, such as a baseball game or a
jewelry purchase.

How often have we heard that “time heals all wounds” or
“someday this will all be but a distant memory”? Both of these
adages help us recognize that events will have less impact in the
future than we might otherwise believe, but they also represent two
different ways of thinking about the hedonic impact of an event. The
first adage reminds us that our present feelings will decrease with
the passage of time, whereas the second adage assures us that our
future states will be relatively uninfluenced by the events that
precede them. For example, if I want to understand how I will feel
on my birthday next month if I see the Red Sox lose today, “time
heals all wounds” encourages me to forecast my future feelings by
first considering my response to this event (“I’ll be very unhappy if
the Red Sox lose today”) and then correcting for the passing of time
and circumstances (“…but I’ll probably feel better on my birthday
by the time it rolls around next month”). On the other hand,
“someday this will be but a distant memory” encourages me to
backcast my future feelings by first considering my usual feelings
in a future state (“I’m going to be so happy at my birthday party next
month”) and then correcting for the occurrence of the event and for
the passing of time (“…and if the Red Sox lose today it shouldn’t
make much difference by then”).

Forecasting and backcasting are logically identical methods
for consumers to predict their future hedonic states after an impact-
ing consumption event: in both cases a consumer ends by making
the same prediction, of his or her feelings in a particular future state
given the occurrence of an earlier consumption event (e.g., “How
will I feel on my birthday if the Red Sox lose today?”), and in both
cases the person has and can use precisely the same information.
Nonetheless, the two methods reverse the order in which informa-
tion about feelings in a future state (i.e., how I usually expect to feel
on my birthday) and information about the impacting consumption
event (i.e., the Red Sox loss) are considered, and although the order
of information makes no logical difference in a computation such
as this, decades of research has shown that the order in which
information is considered can make a large psychological differ-
ence.

In four experiments we determine (a) whether backcasters and
forecasters make different predictions about the impact of events on
their future feelings, (b) whether they consider different kinds of
information when making these predictions, and (c) whether pre-
dictors who are not guided spontaneously may use forecasting or
backcasting to make such predictions.

In studies 1 and 2, respondents were guided to make forecasts,
backcasts, or were unguided, and we measured how much impact
they thought an event would have on their future feelings (address-
ing a and c above). In studies 3 and 4, we examined the kinds of
information that forecasters and backasters (and, in study 3, un-
guided respondents) used (addressing b and c above). In study 3,
respondents rated the extent to which they considered the impacting
event, their future state, and the elapsed time, and in study 4, we
manipulated information about the impacting event, their future
state, and the elapsed time. These two studies tell us whether
forecasters and backcasters use information about their futures
differently in their predictions, and provide us with some evidence
on how forecasters and backcasters combine this information to
make their predictions.

The data across four studies consistently supported three
conclusions. First, backcasters and forecasters make different pre-
dictions from the same information. Specifically, backcasters’
future impact predictions are more strongly influenced by the
nature of the impacting event and their usual feelings in a future
state than are forecasters’ predictions. Second, backcasters and
forecasters consider different kinds of information. Specifically,
backcasters consider the nature of the impacting event and the
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future state more than forecasters do. Third, when people are not
guided to use one or other of these methods, they tend to make
predictions and consider information as backcasters do. A simple
primacy or recency explanation is insufficient to explain these
findings.

“Why We Don’t Learn to Accurately Forecast Our Feelings:
How the Misremembering of Our Predictions Blinds Us to

Our Past Forecasting Errors”
Rebecca K. Ratner, University of Maryland

Tom Meyvis, New York University
Jonathan  Levav, Columbia University

Why do people persist in making erroneous affective forecasts
(e.g., Gilbert, Pinel, Wilson, Blumberg and Wheatley, 1998;
Novemsky & Ratner, 2003)? We present the results of several
studies that suggest that this persistence is partly caused by people’s
biased recollections of their initial predictions. Individuals who
experienced a negative event (e.g., Kerry supporters following the
2004 presidential election and Philadelphia Eagles fans following
the 2005 Super Bowl) were less upset than they had predicted and
misremembered this prediction as less extreme than it actually was,
thus obscuring the fact that they had made a forecasting error.
Similarly, individuals who experienced a positive event (e.g., UNC
students following their men’s basketball team’s appearance in the
Final Four) also recalled having made less extreme predictions than
they had originally indicated. Interestingly, although participants’
memories were inaccurate for affective forecasts relating to the
Final Four, their forecasts about winning the championship were
quite accurate. This suggests that people’s memories for their
affective forecasts may be better for unusual, extremely positive
events than for unresolved, more emotionally-ambiguous events.
Furthermore, even when individuals were able to accurately recall
their affective forecasts, they did not spontaneously bring these to
mind, and thus did not learn from the discrepancy between their
affective forecasts and their actual experience unless prompted to
do so.

We find that when we confront people with the fact that their
initial forecast was wrong, they make less extreme predictions in a
similar situation in the future. After a real-time experience that
disconfirmed their initial affective forecast (i.e., not experiencing
as strong context effects as participants’ expected when eating liked
and disliked jellybeans, following Novemsky and Ratner 2003),
people misremembered their initial affective forecasts as having
been less extreme than they actually where. Respondents who were
reminded of these actual, extreme initial forecasts showed more
learning (i.e., made less extreme predictions for a similar, future set
of experiences) than those who were not reminded of what their
initial predictions had been. This indicates that learning is indeed
impeded when people do not realize that their initial affective
forecasts did not match their real-time experience.

In another study, we extend our investigation to the planning
fallacy and find that students also misremember predicted comple-
tion times for class assignments as less optimistic than they actually
were. Furthermore, students who were asked to recall their pre-
dicted completion times before making a second prediction, made
less optimistic second predictions than those who were reminded of
their prior predictions or those who only recalled their prior
predictions afterwards. In fact, those students who made the largest
recall errors tended to make the least optimistic second predictions.
This suggests that people may sometimes perceive their prior
predictions as more diagnostic than their prior behavior, leading
them to anchor on their recalled prior predictions when formulating
a prediction for a new, similar task. Note that this is consistent with
previous theorizing that the persistence of the planning fallacy is in

part caused by people perceiving their past failures as nondiagnostic
for their present predictions-since they ascribe these failures to
idiosyncratic obstacles that were specific to that past situation.

In sum, these studies indicate that one of the reasons for the
persistence of forecasting errors is people’s tendency to systemati-
cally misremember their predictions. We often recall our predic-
tions as being closer to the actual outcome than they in fact were.
This recall error creates the illusion that we did in fact accurately
predict the outcome (or that our misprediction was less severe than
it actually was), thus reducing the perceived need to learn. How-
ever, these studies also suggest some boundary conditions for this
phenomenon. First, we do not always misremember our predic-
tions. For instance, predictions regarding exceptional events tend to
be recalled more accurately. Second, even when we systematically
misremember our prediction, this may sometimes facilitate, rather
than impede learning. For instance, when we use our recalled prior
prediction as an anchor for our future predictions, recalling this
prediction as being closer to reality will provide a more realistic
anchor, and thus a more appropriate basis for our future predictions.
Together, these results indicate that a systematic bias in memory for
past predictions contributes to the persistence of forecasting errors.

“How Predictions Differ from Actual Adaptation to Durable
Products”

Jing  Wang, Yale University
Nathan  Novemsky, Yale University

Ravi  Dhar, Yale University
Many consumer purchases involve items for which consump-

tion extends over a long period of time and decisions to purchase
such products depend critically on predictions about how the
experience with these products will unfold over time. For example,
the decision to purchase a sunroof in a new car depends on whether
one believes that it will provide little enjoyment after 6 months. Are
consumers able to accurately predict this at the time of purchase?
Clearly the ability to predict enjoyment with a product over time is
important for many decisions. Failures in predictions of how utility
from a product unfolds over time can result in repeated dissatisfac-
tion with purchases or lack of repeat purchase of worthwhile items.

There is a growing body of research on predictions about how
consumers will feel in the future in particular circumstances or
following particular events. This research has examined many
possible influences, including the weather, various health condi-
tions, being denied tenure, having your favorite candidate win an
election, etc. For example, Schkade and Kahneman (1998) found
that individuals overpredicted the effect that weather would have on
their well-being, thinking that Californians would be happier than
Midwesterners. One key mechanism for this and many other
mispredictions seems to be a focusing illusion (Schkade and
Kahneman 1998) whereby individuals focus disproportionately on,
and thus exaggerate the importance of, things that would change in
the future while ignoring things that would remain the same when
making predictions about overall happiness in the future. In actual
experiences, individuals pay less attention to any one particular
circumstance because they are busy fulfilling the demands of
everyday life. A second explanation for misprediction of future
happiness is that people may fail to appreciate the speed and extent
to which they will emotionally adapt to changes in life circum-
stances (Gilbert et al., 1998; Loewenstein & Frederick, 1997). In
light of these two major explanations for the gap between predicted
and experienced happiness, past research has shown that drawing
attention to focusing illusions or emotional adaptation might im-
prove the quality of hedonic prediction about long-term emotional
impact of certain events (Ubel, Lowenstein, and Jepson, 2005).
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The present research differs from this existing affective fore-
casting research in one important way: the present studies examine
happiness with a particular product over time rather than general
happiness or well-being. Our measures of predictions and experi-
ences are focused exclusively on the target item, and therefore are
not subject to the documented effect of overweighting one event or
dimension in considering total well-being.

Our first study examines how predicted enjoyment compares
to actual enjoyment for a durable hedonic product. Participants
were either given the product to take home (experience condition)
or presented with a picture and detailed description of the same
product (non-experience condition). Participants assigned to the
experience condition either reported their current enjoyment after
1 day or 7 days with the product. Participants in the non-experience
condition made predictions about enjoyment after either 1 day or 7
days with the product. We found a substantial reduction in actual
experienced enjoyment with the product over time, and yet partici-
pants failed to anticipate this downward trend in future enjoyment
without a first-hand experience with the product. This failure in
predicting adaptation prior to experience with the target product
might help explain why intuitive knowledge or past experience of
adaptation often fails to curb the desires for new products, espe-
cially novel hedonic products, that consumers have yet to experi-
ence.

In our second study, we examined how predicted enjoyment
compares to actual enjoyment for consumers who have gained
some experience with a product. All participants in this study were
given a product to keep and were assigned to either a 1-day or 7-day
condition. One-day participants were asked to report their current
enjoyment after one day with the product and to predict how they
would feel about the product on day 7. Seven-day participants were
asked to report their current enjoyment on day 7. The hedonic
measure again shows that enjoyment is declining over time. Inter-
estingly however, after owning the product for one day, participants
largely overpredicted adaptation to the product, i.e., 1-day partici-
pants anticipated their enjoyment of the product to be much lower
on day 7 than what the 7-day participants actually experienced. It is
possible that once participants get to experience a product, they
focus too much attention on how they are going to use or play with
the product, overpredicting the usage frequency when making
predictions about their future enjoyment and hence conclude that its
novelty will wear off sooner than it does.

In study 3, we borrowed a defocusing manipulation from
Wilson and colleagues (Wilson et al. 2000) to examine whether
accuracy of hedonic prediction for a target product can be improved
by drawing attention to various daily activities. We used a similar
design to our study 2 with the addition of a 1-day defocusing
condition. Before making predictions about their future enjoyment
of the target product on day 7, participants assigned to this condition
first completed a “Diary Study” where they were asked to estimate
the number of hours they would spend on 10 activities during a
typical week of a year (e.g., going to class, socializing with friends,
studying, eating meals). We replicated the study 2 findings that
participants in the 1-day control condition predicted their enjoy-
ment of the target item to be much lower on day 7 than what the 7-
day participants actually experienced. However, participants who
were first asked to reflect on daily activities they would typically be
engaged in made predictions that are roughly on par with the actual
experienced enjoyment of the item on day 7.

In summary, we find that consumers’ enjoyment of durable
hedonic products often declines over time. Predictions sometimes
fail to accurately represent these trends. Specifically, consumers
fail to predict adaptation for products that they have not yet

experienced. Once they gain experience with the product, consum-
ers tend to overpredict the degree of adaptation by focusing dispro-
portional attention on their use of the target item.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers are exposed to a barrage of information cues about

and from retailers. These cues can be categorized as being either
high-scope or low-scope. A high-scope cue is one that is enduring
such as a retail reputation. Whereas a low-scope cue is more easily
changed such as a retailer offering or not offering a price matching
guarantee (PMG) (Purohit and Srivastava 2001). The focus of this
research is how consumers use the low-scope cue in forming
evaluations as a function of the congruity with and valence of the
high-scope cue.

Previous research offers conflicting evidence as to the use of
high and low-scope cues in evaluations. Purohit and Srivastava
(2001) demonstrate that high-scope cues are used in evaluations
regardless of the valence of other cues, but low-scope cues are used
only when the valence of the high-scope cue is positive. In contrast,
research into the impact of PMGs (a low-scope cue) demonstrates
that that a low-scope cue is only used when a retailer is not price-
competitive (a negative high-scope cue) (Biswas et al. 2002; Lurie
and Srivastava 2005). Thus, one research stream indicates that the
low-scope cue will be used when the high-scope cue is positive, and
the other indicates that it will only be used when the high-scope cue
is negative.

This research seeks to resolve the apparent discrepancy by
understanding how the level of congruity between the high and low-
scope cues impacts evaluations. Consider, for example, the associa-
tion between the type of retailer reputation and a PMG. A PMG is
more congruent with a retailer with a reputation based on price; and
less with a retailer with a reputation based on service. Previous
research has shown that the level of congruity between a stimulus
(e.g., the low scope cue) and an evoked schemas (e.g., schema based
on the high-scope cue) influences both processing and evaluation of
the stimulus (Campbell and Goodstein 2001, Mandler 1982, Meyers-
Levy and Tybout 1989). Thus, we expect that the level of congruity
between the cues will impact when the PMG is considered diagnos-
tic and hence used in evaluations. Cue diagnosticity and level of
congruency serve as underlying frameworks for this research.

Considering the impact of both congruence and the valence of
the high-scope cue, we expect that when the low-scope cue (PMG)
is congruent with the high scope cue (price reputation), the low
scope cue will not impact evaluations of the retailer if the high-
scope cue is positive, but will if the high-scope cue is negative. The
reasoning for this follows from the fact that if the two cues are
congruent they both evoke a schema related to price resulting in
consumers viewing the PMG as relevant additional information to
update their existing schema. If the high-scope cue is positive
(retailer is price competitive), the low-scope congruent cue (PMG)
is not necessary to further improve perceptions. But if the high-
scope cue is negative (retailer is not price competitive), the low-
scope congruent cue (PMG) will enhance consumer evaluations of
the retailer. The PMG partially offsets the negative impression
caused by the high-scope cue because it is congruent, and hence,
relevant information to that evoked schema. Thus, we hypothesize:

H1: When the high and low-scope cues are congruent (PMG
provided and retailer’s reputation based on price com-
petitiveness) there will be an interaction such that:
• The low-scope PMG cue enhances perceptions about

the retailer when the high-scope reputation cue is
negative.

• The low-scope PMG cue has no impact on perceptions
about the retailer when the high-scope reputation cue
is positive.

If the two cues are moderately incongruent they evoke differ-
ent schemas related to the retailer. Cues which are moderately
incongruent can both still indicate positive information. For ex-
ample a retailer that provides excellent service can also offer
competitive prices. If the high-scope cue is positive (excellent
service reputation), consumers will consider other information
about the retailer even if it is not related to the high-scope cue. Thus,
the low-scope moderately incongruent cue is expected to impact
evaluations when the high-scope cue is positive.

But if the high-scope cue is negative (poor service reputation),
impressions of the retailer will be more heavily influenced by the
negative information (Ahluwalia 2002; Skowronski and Carlston
1987). A moderately incongruent cue is not directly associated with
and hence relevant to the schema evoked by the high-scope cue and
is unlikely to offset the negative impact of the high-scope cue. Thus,
we expect that:

H1b: When the high and low-scope cues are moderately
incongruent (PMG offered and retailer’s reputation is
not based on price) there will be an interaction such
that:
• The low-scope PMG cue enhances perceptions about

the retailer when the high-scope reputation cue is
positive.

• The low-scope PMG cue has no impact on percep-
tions about the retailer when the high-scope reputa-
tion cue is negative.

These hypotheses are tested in three experiments. Experiment
1 uses a retailer with a reputation based on price, and experiment 2
uses retailer with a reputation based on service. Hence, the PMG is
congruent with reputation in experiment 1 and is moderately
incongruent with reputation in experiment 2. Finally, experiment 3
provides evidence to support the congruency and process argu-
ments used in the development of hypotheses 1 and 2.

Experiment 1 utilized a 2 x 2 between subjects design which
manipulated reputation of the retailer (positive/negative) and the
presence of a PMG (present/absent). The retailer’s reputation was
based on price. Experiment 2 utilized the same design but the
retailer’s reputation was based on service. Finally experiment 3
utilized a 2 x 2 between subjects design in which the valence of the
retailer’s reputation (positive/negative) and the type of retailer’s
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reputation (service/price) were manipulated. Results support the
hypotheses.
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