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The cognitive procedure that people use to search for information about a product is influenced by the ease with which it comes to

mind. Unrelated experiences can activate a search process that governs the order in which favorable and unfavorable product

descriptions are identified and the evaluations that are made on the basis of them. Four experiments examined the conditions in which

these effects occur. The effects of priming a search strategy on the attention to positively or negatively valenced information are

diametrically opposite to the effects of the semantic (e.g., attribute) concepts that are called to mind in the course of activating this

strategy.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
When consumers search for information about a target prod-

uct, they actively employ a search strategy that permits them to
gather information efficiently and to construe its implications
(Janiszewski, 1998). For example, they might first consider at-
tributes that have favorable implications before other attributes that
might disconfirm these implications. Alternatively, they might
focus on unfavorable attributes and only later consider information
that would qualify them. When consumers are unable or unmoti-
vated to process all of the information they receive, the procedure
they use to search the information is likely to influence their
impression of its referent (Diehl and Zauberman 2005).

The present research examined the influence of a procedure’s
accessibility in memory on consumers’ information search and
their impression of the object. We expected that stimulating indi-
viduals to apply a particular strategy in searching for information in
the course of performing one task would increase their likelihood of
applying this strategy when processing information in a second,
unrelated situation they encounter subsequently. The effect of
applying this strategy in the second situation will be more evident
when the motivation and ability to search for information is low
than when it is high.

The information that consumers identify and use as a basis for
evaluating a product may be influenced by both the concepts that
happen to be accessible in memory and the type of search procedure
they employ. In some instances, however, the effects of the two
types of knowledge can be opposite in direction. It is therefore
important to distinguish between the two types of knowledge and
when their effects are likely to predominate.

In the first study, we manipulated both the search strategy that
participants employed and the time they were given to apply it.
Some participants were exposed to five products and are told to
decide whether they would choose each product by circling either
“yes” or “no”. Others were told to indicate whether they would
reject each product by circling one of these alternatives. Then, in an
ostensibly unrelated shopping questionnaire, they were asked to
form impressions of a computer described by 10 attributes. They
were told that they would have either 15 seconds or as much time
they liked to form their impressions.

Participants were expected to identify favorable attributes
before considering unfavorable ones in the course of deciding
whether to choose products in the priming task, but to identify
unfavorable attributes before favorable ones in the course of decid-
ing whether to reject them (Shafir 1993). Furthermore, these search
strategies were expected to generalize to the product evaluation task
they performed subsequently. When they did not have an opportu-
nity to consider all of the attributes presented, therefore, partici-
pants were expected to evaluate the product more favorably in the
first condition than in the second. When they had as much time as
they wanted, however, this difference was expected to be minimal.
The results of experiment 1 were consistent with these predictions.

Experiment 2 confirmed this conclusion using a different
priming procedure. Participants rank ordered a set of product
attributes either from most attractive to least attractive or from least
attractive to most attractive. After that, they evaluate two products

each described by 10 attributes. They had either 15 seconds or as
much time they liked to form the impression.

Rank ordering attributes from most to least attractive was
expected to activate a procedure of searching for positive attributes
(Schwarz and Wyer 1985). Correspondingly, ranking attributes
from least to most attractive should lead to greater weighting of
negative attributes. These attentional biases were expected to
generalize to the task that participants performed subsequently.
This effect was expected to be evident only when participants did
not have time to read all of the attributes. The results of experiment
2 confirmed this expectation.

In the third study, both concept and procedure accessibility
were manipulated. In procedural priming conditions, participants
were exposed to prices of the rooms available in 10 hotels in each
of three cities. They were asked to rank the prices in each city either
from highest to lowest or from lowest to highest. In conceptual
priming conditions, participants only saw five prices of hotel rooms
in each city. In some conditions, however, these were the five
highest prices in the list that was presented under procedural
priming conditions, and in other cases, they were the five lowest
prices in the list.

Then, participants were asked to read over the prices of rooms
in hotels of one city and try to form an impression of the average
price of hotel rooms in that city. Participants in high information
load conditions were asked to form an impression on the basis of 24
prices, whereas those in low information load conditions formed an
impression on the basis of only six prices.

We expected that participants in procedural priming conditions
would judge the average price of hotels in the second task to be more
expensive if they had ranked prices in the first task from highest to
lowest than if they had ranked them from lowest to highest. As in
experiment 2, however, the effect should only occur when
participants found it difficult to process all of the price information
they were given. In contrast, we expected that participants in
conceptual priming conditions would evaluate the hotels in the
second task as less expensive when they had been exposed to high
prices in the first task than when they had been exposed to low
prices, and that this would be true regardless of the amount of
information they were asked to consider (Adaval and Monroe
2002). The results of the third study confirmed these expectations.

The fourth study manipulated both procedure and concept in
a different way. Similar to experiment 3, participants still ranked
order prices from highest to lowest or from lowest to highest.
However, although some participants ranked low prices, others
ranked high prices. Again, participants evaluated the hotels in the
second task as more expensive if they had ranked prices from
highest to lowest. However, they evaluated the hotels as less
expensive if the set of prices they had ranked were high than if they
were low.

In combination, our studies demonstrated the effect of proce-
dural knowledge on information search and impression formation.
More importantly, the third and fourth studies provided one of the
first demonstrations of the different effects of procedural priming
and conceptual priming in a single research paradigm.
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