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Subjects were exposed to vivid versus pallid descriptions of Cinabon™ rolls. The findings:(1) the associative network of memories of

the aroma associated with the product mediated the influence of vividness on desire, attitudes, and purchase intention. (2) Hedonic

rationalizations – justifications for yielding to an eating temptation – mediated the influence of affect intensity on craving and desire.

But cognitive deliberations – thoughts that focus on the consequences of indulging, failed to mediate the effect of affect intensity on

desire.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This study expanded the theoretical issues addressed in the

Affective-Cognitive model proposed by Shiv and Fedorikhin (2002).
That model demonstrated that when an individual is confronted
with a hedonic choice like an enticing piece of chocolate cake, the
lower order cognitions (e.g., thoughts or memories of previous
pleasant consumption pleasures) activate the release of lower order
affective reactions to the appetizing stimulus. Shiv and Fedorikhin
(2002) demonstrated that choices may be driven by lower order
affect when the decision maker is mentally preoccupied and has
little time to make the decision. The current study expands the
perspective of previous research by focusing on three important
factors: (a) The manner in which the stimulus product is described
for the message recipient. Here we manipulated a vivid presentation
(an emotionally evocative description versus a pallid description
highlighting the details of the nutritional value of the ingredients.
(b) We focused on the affective and appetitive reactions that are
activated through the lower order route such as craving and desire
(Gendall et al. 1997; Cepeda-Benito et al. 2000; Belk, Ger, and
Askegaard 2003). (c) We also looked at the manner in which
individual differences in affect intensity (Larsen and Diener 1987;
Moore et al. 1995) influence consumers response to vivid product
descriptions.

Theoretical Rationale for Hypotheses
First, vivid descriptions of delicious food products can prime

the appetitive and emotive pathways of the brain and thereby
activate intensely strong lower order affect and cognitions. Thus, it
can be predicted that the influence of vividness on the stimulation
of desire will be mediated by the activation of favorable memories
of previous experiences of pleasure associated with consuming the
product (Anderson and Bower 1980; Kisielius and Sternthal 1984;
Bone and Ellen 1990). This pattern of mediation will also be
observed for other dependent measures like attitude toward the
product as well as purchase intention.

Second, consumers who score high on the affect intensity
measure will experience stronger lower order affect and cognition.
Since sensory arousabilty is a dimension of affect intensity (Larsen
1995; Moore and Homer 2000), it should be expected that when
individuals are presented with product descriptions that are de-
signed to stimulate vivid imageries of the pleasures of food con-
sumption, those who are high on the affect intensity scale will
experience stronger emotional arousal. Presumably, the evocative
product consumption descriptions will activate a network of memo-
ries of the aroma of pleasurable experiences that will stimulate
lower order cognitions. These lower order cognitions, according to
Shiv and Fedorikhin (2002), should activate the release of lower
order affective reactions (e.g., cravings and desires for the food). In
other words, affect intensity should moderate the impact of vivid-
ness on emotional responses such as desire and craving and attitu-
dinal judgments.

Subjects and Design of the Experiment
Subjects (N=197 undergraduates) participated in a 2(Product

Description: Vivid vs. Pallid) x 2(Affect Intensity: High vs Low)
between subjects design. The test product was Cinnabon™ rolls.

Findings
The results showed that: (1) the associative network of memo-

ries of prior experiences of delightful consumption experiences
including the memory of the aroma associated with the product,
mediates the influence of vividness on outcome measures such as
craving and desire, hedonic attitudes, and purchase intention. (2)
Desire and craving for the consumption experience are very pow-
erful emotional reactions and may therefore mediate the effect of
vividness on purchase intention. (3) While individual differences in
affect intensity revealed very interesting insights about appetitive
desires and attitudes, the predicted interactions with vividness was
only evident with respect to hedonic attitudes (Voss, Spangenberg
and Grohman 2003). (4) Nevertheless, with respect to lower order
cognitions produced through the exposure to vivid product descrip-
tions, this study found an interesting relation with affect intensity.
Hedonic rationalizations–thoughts people use to justify yielding to
an eating temptation–served as the mediating mechanism through
which affect intensity influenced craving and desire. On the other
hand, cognitive deliberations–thoughts that focus on the conse-
quences of indulging–failed to resonate with high affect intensity
consumers and hence did not mediate its influence on craving and
desire. It is interesting to speculate about the reasons why hedonic
rationalizations and not cognitive deliberations, served as the
mechanism through which affect intensity influenced craving and
desire. This study did not provide us with the evidence to conclude
that high affect intensity consumers are more inclined to resort to
hedonic rationalizations when faced with an eating temptation.
More research is needed to verify this relationship.

Future research is desperately needed to determine the reason
for the relative lack of an affect intensity x vividness interaction. In
this study the vivid and emotionally evocative description was
designed to activate a network of memories of pleasurable indul-
gence in consuming a product category that is generally considered
to be a ‘forbidden pleasure’–Cinnabon™ rolls. To a large extent,
these product descriptions served as a powerful source of sensory
stimulation in a similar manner as the actual presentation of the
product itself has been shown to produce lower order affect and
cognition in previous research (Shiv and Fedorikhin 1999; 2002).
Our findings seem to have implications for the effectiveness of print
advertising. Future research should address television advertising
where the richness of sound and evocative visual stimulation may
produce stronger lower order affect and cognition from the viewer
(Moore, Harris and Chen 1995).

It is interesting to note that Cinnabon™ is known for its
seductive aroma which is an active part of the marketing strategy for
that brand. In this study one of the items in the measurement of the
associative network of memories asked specifically whether the
‘memory of the aroma itself stimulated my cravings’. This suggests
that the activation of that ‘aroma’ memory node may have caused
the product description to function as an olfactory cue. The emo-
tional and neurological response to an olfactory sensation is ex-
tremely swift leaving very little time for cognitive deliberation.
According to Ehrlichman and Halpern (1988), this affect involves
“minimal cognitive activity”-a type of affect that is “cognitively
shallow” (LeDoux 1995). It is quite possible that this phenomenon
may explain why hedonic rationalizations, and not cognitive delib-



696 / The Affective-Cognitive Model of Stimulus-Based Affect

erations mediated the influence of affect intensity on craving and
desire.
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