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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
In three experiments, this research demonstrates that when 

favorable product information is presented before sampling an 
experiential product it leads to an assimilation effect and more 
positive affective evaluations. However, when favorable information 
is presented after sampling it results in a contrast effect and more 
negative affective evaluations. 

Numerous studies have demonstrated that product informa-
tion, such as its price or brand name, learned prior to experiencing 
a product can affect consumers’ expectations, which can, in turn, 
influence their product evaluations (Klaaren, Hodges and Wilson 
1994). Less is known, however, how learning such information after 
the initial product experience affects consumers’ evaluations. This 
current research examines whether product information learned 
before or after sampling an experiential product will lead to dif-
ferences in consumers’ evaluation of the experience.

Experiential products have affective, sensory and informa-
tional components (Nowlis and Shiv 2005). Importantly, when 
consumers sample experiential products, the affective component 
carries more weight than the informational component (Biswas, 
Grewal and Roggeveen 2010). One of the key differences between 
these components is that the affective and sensory components 
are based on reactions that arise from the experience and occur 
automatically; whereas the informational component is based on 
controlled processes (Nowlis and Shiv 2005). Based on assimila-
tion and contrast theory (e.g., Stapel and Winkielman 1998), we 
expect the automatic formation of affective evaluations to result in 
differences in affective evaluations when information is received 
before or after a product is experienced.

One of factor that decides whether contextual information 
results in assimilation or contrast is how distinct the information 
is from the target being judged (Stapel and Winkielman 1998). 
Distinctness is often determined by the extent to which the informa-
tion is evaluated with the target being judged or presented separate 
from the evaluation. For example, Martin and Seta (1983) showed 
that if descriptions of two persons were given and participants 
were asked to read about both before forming their evaluations, 
the impression of the target person was assimilated towards the 
contextual person. In contrast, when participants were asked to 
form separate evaluations of the target person and the contextual 
person, the impression of the target was contrasted with the context. 
This is because the separate evaluations lead the context to serve 
as a comparison standard when judging the target. 

For somatosensory experiences if information is received 
prior to experiencing the product, then we expect assimilation of 
the experience towards the product information. This is because, 
knowing that they will be experiencing the product immediately, 
people are not expected to judge the product on the product informa-
tion alone. Instead, judgments are expected to occur after both the 
product information and the experience have occurred resulting in 
judgments being assimilated towards the contextual information. 
However, if product information is received after the experience, then 
we expect contrast to occur for affective judgments. This is based on 
the fact that affective judgments occur automatically (Nowlis and 
Shiv 2005). After experiencing the good, the consumer is expected 
to automatically think about how much they liked the taste. This 
will lead subsequent contextual information to be distinct from the 
experience and serve as a comparison standard.

More formally, we hypothesize that when product information 
is presented before sampling an experiential product, it will result in 
an assimilation effect such that consumers’ affective evaluations of 
the experience will by more (less) favorable when the information 
signals a good (poor) experience. However, when the same informa-
tion is presented after sampling, it will result in a contrast effect for 
affective evaluations such that consumers’ affective evaluation of 
the experience will be less (more) favorable when the information 
signals a good (poor) experience. 

We test this prediction in three studies. In study 1, partici-
pants were asked to sample a piece of chocolate before or after 
being told the chocolate was from either Switzerland (favorable 
experience) or China (unfavorable experience). Even though the 
sampled chocolate was the same in all conditions, consistent with 
an assimilation effect, participants’ affective evaluation was higher 
when they thought the chocolate was from Switzerland (vs. China) 
prior to sampling. Interestingly, and in line with our prediction, 
when the country-of-origin was presented after sampling, but before 
the formal evaluation, participants’ affective evaluation was higher 
when they thought the chocolate was from China (vs. Switzerland). 

The second study replicated the findings using price as the 
product information. Specifically, we found that when price was 
presented prior to sampling, participants’ affective evaluation was 
higher when they thought the chocolate was expensive (vs. inex-
pensive). However, when the price was presented after sampling 
participants’ affective evaluation was higher when they thought 
the chocolate was inexpensive (vs. expensive). Interestingly, when 
participants were given a price discrediting cue, price had no effect 
on participants’ evaluations. 

In the third study, we only focused on the after sampling 
conditions. However, instead of presenting participants with in-
formation about the chocolate, we made an enjoyable chocolate 
experience salient. The results, replicated those in the previous 
studies. Specifically, we found that when an enjoyable experience 
was made salient after sampling, participants rated the chocolate 
more negatively, compared to when a less enjoyable product experi-
ence was made salient. 

These results have important implications for both retailers and 
market researchers who are actively engage in sampling programs in 
a host of sensory categories ranging from food, beverages, videos, 
music and perfumes. More specifically, for high-end products, our 
results suggest that it is important to convey that information (e.g., 
price, brand, country-of-origin) prior to the participant sampling the 
merchandise. The reverse order would be preferable for products 
that have less favorable cues (e.g., a wonderful tasting chocolate 
that is made in China). 
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