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In a recent study on taste preferences, post-consumption feedback to consumers had no influence on their preference ratings (Lee,

Frederick and Ariely 2006). Contrary to this notion is the finding that people can be led to believe that they experienced a fictitious

consumption experience, such as becoming sick after eating strawberry ice cream or loving asparagus (Bernstein et al, 2005a; 2005b).

We demonstrate that taste preferences can be influenced by false feedback in the same experiment using the same critical item. We

discuss boundary conditions and propose a fluency hypothesis to account for post-consumption feedback illusions.
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Our consistent experimental condition was to combine Bally’s with a small Panera (café/bistro). The inconsistent condition was
Bally’s with a small McDonald’s restaurant. Because fast food sold through McDonald’s is widely perceived to be unhealthy, it was
expected to be perceived as quite inconsistent with the image of a fitness center. We also included a control condition, in which participants
were not given information on a restaurant in the new Bally’s.

Also, to rule out the argument that people simply do not know that Bally’s is a franchise, and therefore apply negative information
as if the parent company had control over the extension, we gave half of the participants information about Bally’s as a franchise, and half
no information. In particular, those who received franchise information were told that franchises are companies in which the franchisees
can make decisions and changes to their specific store without interference from the parent company. The resulting experiment employed
a three (extension type: inconsistent, consistent, control) by two (information about franchises vs. no information).

During the experiment, undergraduates completed a pencil and paper questionnaire about Bally’s Fitness Centers. First, a description
of the company Bally’s was given, with franchise information either present or absent. Following the information about the parent
company, information on the new Bally’s (ostensibly opening in downtown Chicago) was given. Participants were told that the new
Bally’s would have a small Panera, McDonald’s or were not given information about the new Bally’s (control condition to obtain baseline
views of Bally’s).

Following the descriptions, participants were asked to rate both Bally’s the parent company and the new downtown Chicago Bally’s.
Participants gave their impressions of whether Bally’s (parent or extension) was roomy, high-end, and health-focused, as well as giving
their overall evaluations.

Our results showed that though franchising should allow consumers to isolate negative feedback to the specific franchisee (i.e., the
new Bally’s store), information about the extension still leaks onto the parent company. Reminder information about Bally’s as a franchise
did not seem to help participants isolate the feedback to the specific store. Specifically, participants in the McDonald’s condition rated
both the parent Bally’s and the new Bally’s as being more crowded, less health-focused, less high-end, and overall more negative than
the control condition.

However, it should be noted that the parent brand can also benefit from decisions made by the franchisee. That is, in the Panera
condition, participants rated both the parent and new Bally’s as being at least as good as the control condition (if not better) on the measures
mentioned earlier.

Therefore, in the current research we replicate previous research that finds consistent extensions to be more favorably valued than
inconsistent extensions. We extend these findings by showing that the parent brand (overall franchise in this case) can even benefit or be
harmed by feedback from the extension when the extension is not under the parent’s control.

In future research, we plan to examine whether high consumer familiarity with a brand will prevent negative spillover from extensions
which are not controlled by the parent brand. Generally, we seek to find situations in which parent brands can be immune to these negative
effects.
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Abstract
It is well known in the literature on decision-making that utility can be derived from the anticipation of, the experience of, or the

recollection of an event (Elster and Lowenstein 1992). We propose a fourth source of utility, utility derived from a false memory. We show
that people can be influenced by false suggestion (for a consumption experience that did not occur), which can lead to a false memory,
and result in a change in preference, which can be in either direction (i.e., preferences can increase or decrease). We propose a fluency
hypothesis to account for our findings.

Memories are malleable, and current information can influence retrospective memory (Loftus and Palmer 1974). Utility can be
derived from the anticipation of, the experience of, or the recollection of an event (Elster and Lowenstein 1992). We propose a fourth
source: utility derived from false memory.

Post consumption feedback does not affect preferences (Lee, Frederick and Ariely 2006). Participants were assigned to one of three
groups: where the ingredient was not disclosed; where participants received the “true” information before tasting the beer, or where they
received the information after tasting the beer. Preferences towards the beer did not change in the after condition. However, “false” post-



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 36) / 953

consumption feedback does affect preferences (Braun 1999). Participants tasted orange juice diluted with vinegar. After, an advertisement
was presented claiming the juice was “great tasting”. Participants used more positive words when describing their experiences with the
juice, and the brand was more likely to be chosen.

Our investigation used these two somewhat contradictory findings as a motivator to our study. Our objective was to determine
whether utility (either an increase or a decrease in preferences) can be derived from false memories. “Familiarity” is a possible mechanism
that could play a role. Suggestion, which involves imagining having liked or disliked something, increases one’s familiarity with an
autobiographical experience. When a judgment is made on a subsequent occasion, this enhanced familiarity, or “fluency” could be
misattributed to an autobiographical memory instead of to the suggestion (Bernstein et al. 2005b).The fluency hypothesis may account
for why Lee et al. (2006) failed to observe a change in preference. Assuming that the post-consumption suggestion induced cognitions
that were non-elaborative, participants may have not had the opportunity to experience “familiarity” that the beer tasted like vinegar.

We aim to first obtain increases and decreases in preferences within the same experiment, using the same critical item.. We chose
an item that is relatively neutral for our sample of participants—white wine.

Hypotheses
H1: Participants who receive feedback that they loved (got sick from) wine will increase their confidence that such an experience

occurred to them because of the cognitive elaboration that the experimental groups performed.
H2a:After feedback and elaboration, participants in the experimental groups will demonstrate an increase (decrease) in preference

towards wine.
H2b: After feedback and elaboration, participants in the experimental groups will be more (less) likely to choose wine in a

hypothetical situation.
H2c:After feedback and elaboration, participants in the experimental groups will show a higher (lower) willingness to pay (WTP) for

wine.

Method
Participants
Ninety-three students from a large northeastern North American university participated.
Experimental Design
We used a 2 [valence (Love x Sick groups)] x 2 [suggestion (Suggestion x No Suggestion)] between-subjects design.
Procedure and Materials
We randomly assigned participants to the Love/Suggestion group, the Love/No Suggestion group, the Sick/Suggestion group, or the

Sick/No Suggestion group. In an initial session, participants completed the Food History Inventory, which contained 24 events, including
“loved (got sick from) drinking white wine” depending on what group they were assigned to. Participants also completed the Party
Behavior Questionnaire, which asked participants to rate their likelihood of consuming food/drink items. Finally, participants completed
the Food Preferences Questionnaire, where they rated food and drink items in terms of how much they enjoy eating/drinking each.
Interspersed within these questionnaires were filler questionnaires to disguise the true nature of the experiment.

 One week after session one, participants returned for a second session and half were given a false suggestion about their responses
from session one. Participants were told their previous responses were entered into a computer, which generated a profile of their
experiences with certain foods. The profiles were presented as if they had been individually tailored, although they contained the false
suggestion. A portion of the profile was identical for all groups, but the critical event, “you loved (got sick from) drinking white wine,”
was embedded in the profile for the Suggestion groups. The No Suggestion (control) groups received filler items

Participants then completed an elaboration phase where they responded to questions about their profile. Participants were instructed
to imagine the setting in which the experience might have taken place, where they may have been at the time and who they may have been
with. The experimental groups answered these questions about the critical event.

Next, participants completed the Food History Inventory, Party Behavior Questionnaire, Food Preferences Questionnaire (to assess
the change from session one), and the Food Costs Questionnaire where participants indicated their WTP for different food items (including
“a bottle of white wine”). Finally, participants completed a Memory or Belief Questionnaire where they answered questions about their
memory for the events mentioned in the profile, or to imagine what might have happened. Participants elaborated by providing as many
details as possible.

Results and Discussion
Food History Inventory
The Love/Suggestion group (M=.92,SD=1.60) showed an increase in confidence that the event (loved drinking white wine) occurred,

t(12)=2.07,p=.03. The Sick/Suggestion group (M=2.00,SD=2.57) also showed an increase in confidence that the event (got sick from
drinking white wine) occurred, t(13)=2.91,p=.06.

Food Preferences Questionnaire
The Love/Suggestion group (M=1.00,SD=1.15) showed increased preference for wine, t(12)=3.12,p=.004. The Sick/Suggestion

group (M=-.64,SD=.93) showed a decrease in preference for wine, t(13)=2.59,p=.011.
Party Behaviour Questionnaire
The Love/Suggestion group (M=62,SD=1.12) was more likely to indicate intent to consume wine, t(12)=1.98,p=.035. The Sick/

Suggestion group (M=-.29,SD=.82) was more likely to avoid wine, t(13)=1.29, p=.10.
Food Costs Questionnaire
The Love/Suggestion group (M=$13.92,SD=4.29) had a higher WTP for wine (M=$10.53,SD=2.69), t(28)=2.65, p=.006. The Sick/

Suggestion condition (M=$13.71,SD=5.00) indicated a lower WTP for wine, (M=$10.82,SD=4.51), t(23)=1.50,p=.073.


