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The current paper shows that aesthetic judgments exhibit a first exposure effect: people like aesthetic works they are first exposed to

over later encountered similar works. Controlling for mere exposure, participants preferred the version of a song they heard first to a

version they heard later (exps. 1-2), pictures of landscapes they saw first to mirror pictures of those landscapes they saw later (exp. 3)

and the orientation of an abstract painting they saw first to any of three remaining orientations (exp. 4). Our results are related to

research on pioneering advantage and on order effects in sequential rating formats.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
People differ from each other in their likes and dislikes. For

example, a mother may disagree with her son’s assessment that
Madonna’s version of American Pie is better than Don McLean’s.
Individual differences in number of exposures to the two versions
of American Pie (e.g., the mother has been exposed more often to
Don McLean and the son has heard Madonna more frequently) may
explain the mother-son disagreement. Indeed, the more frequently
people are exposed to a stimulus, the more they tend to like that
stimulus (i.e., mere exposure, Zajonc 1968). Nevertheless, even
when the mother and her son are equally familiar with the two
versions of American Pie, we conjecture that the mother-son
disagreement would persist if differences in order of exposure exist.
More specifically, we hypothesize that a first encountered aesthetic
stimulus tends to be preferred over related stimuli that are encoun-
tered later. The hypothesized first exposure effect differs from the
mere exposure effect, because it refers to attitudinal effects of first,
rather than repeated, exposure.

Bruine de Bruin and Keren (2003) argue that in sequential
rating formats, items may be compared to earlier items. The
analysis of Bruine de Bruin and Keren (2003) may apply only to
situations where people process the different items analytically. In
many situations, however, people may be less inclined to process
analytically, but rather process stimuli in a less effortful, holistic
fashion. We believe this may be the case in everyday consumption
of aesthetic works. In those situations, we propose that a first
encountered stimulus may be liked more than later encountered
ones.

Our first real-life, correlational study (The music study) dem-
onstrates that the appreciation of a song version not only depends
on its familiarity (i.e., a mere exposure effect), but also on the order
in which it has been encountered. In particular, a first encountered
version of a song is appreciated more than a later encountered
version. In a subsequent experiment (the song study), participants
were exposed to different versions of the song Boom Boom. They
preferred the version they heard first over the version they heard
second. In the Landscape studies, participants were exposed to
pictures of landscapes and the corresponding mirror-reversed pic-
tures. Again, participants liked the picture they saw first more than
the corresponding mirror-reversed picture they saw later. More-
over, the preference for the picture they saw first did not depend
entirely on the correct identification of the picture they had seen
first. Finally, in the Pollock study, participants were exposed to
different orientations of abstract paintings. They appreciated the
first orientation more than any subsequent orientation they were
exposed to. This lower appreciation for subsequent orientations
was not due to boredom.

Numerous studies suggest that earlier events and items are
processed differently than later ones, either quantitatively (e.g.,
earlier items receive more attention) or qualitatively (e.g., earlier
items bias the processing of later items). Although these studies
demonstrate that the cognitive processing of first presented items
may be different from later presented items, they do not imply
attitudinal effects of first exposure. Nevertheless, across modalities
(visual and auditory), across stimuli (music, abstract art and photo-
graphs) and across rating procedures (absolute evaluations and
relative preferences), we demonstrated that a first encountered

stimulus tends to be liked better than later encountered similar ones.
The type of processing may determine whether a first exposure

effect is observed. In the contestant studies, jurors may be more
inclined to think analytically about the contestants’ performances.
As such, features may be detected that allow comparison processes
to focus on unique features. In the current studies, in contrast, the
items probably were processed holistically, i.e. as a whole without
trying to analyze the stimuli into features. Possibly, items appear
more similar when people process stimuli holistically than when
they process stimuli more analytically. Hence, any effect of type of
processing on the first exposure effect may be mediated by per-
ceived item similarity.

If the first exposure effect on aesthetic judgments is due to the
type of processing, similar first exposure effects may be obtained
for non-aesthetic products as well. As such, current findings may
extend research on the pioneering advantage (i.e. preference for a
brand that enters a market first over follower brands, Carpenter and
Nakamoto, 1989) because several studies indicate a cognitive basis
for the pioneering advantage (Kardes and Kalyanaram 1992). The
present studies found higher evaluations for items that are encoun-
tered first than for items encountered later without the necessity of
recognizing the first items as having encountered first. This sug-
gests that higher evaluations of pioneering brands may even be
obtained when a brand is not recognized as a pioneer.

The effect of exposure on attitudes is epitomized by the mere
exposure effect: people develop a preference for initially neutral
objects as they are more exposed to it. The current paper demon-
strates that people’s preferences are not only shaped by repeated
exposure or by exposure duration (Bornstein 1989), but also by first
exposure. Future studies need to address the mechanism involved
in the current findings. For now, however, it appears that aesthetic
judgments may reveal strong primacy effects.
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