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Contrary to previous ease-of-retrieval findings, we find that after a sensory product experience, generating more reasons why

individuals liked (disliked) the product results in more (less) favorable evaluations of the product than generating fewer reasons. These

effects were obtained under both high-and-low involvement conditions and were not due to the content of reasons.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Prior research on the ease-of-retrieval effect has shown that 

ease (vs. difficulty) of retrieval leads to more favorable judgments in 
the different types of tasks such as recalling instances from the past 
memory (e.g., Schwarz et al. 1991), listing counterarguments after 
reading persuasive messages (e.g., Petty, Brinõl, Tormala, and We-
gener 2007), and providing reasons for or against choosing one brand 
over another after reading advertisements (e.g., Wanke, Bohner, and 
Jurkowitsch 1997). 

This research examines whether previous findings of these ef-
fects can be extended to product evaluations based on sensory prod-
uct experience.  We believe that these effects with sensory product 
experience will produce different outcomes compared to prior re-
search because direct product experience will provide a rich base 
of sensory information as opposed to situations where individuals 
merely recall instances or read persuasive messages/advertisements.  
In addition, sensory information obtained from direct product expe-
rience is real and is not to be doubted.  However, how one inter-
prets this experience will determine how it is evaluated.  Examples 
of product experiences include testing the comfort of a mattress or 
the sound quality of a stereo (Shapiro and Spence 2002; Wright and 
Lynch 1995).  We expect that the interactive effect of metacognitive 
experience and sensory information will lead people to magnify the 
information generated in direct sensory experience situations in spite 
of having the same subjective feeling of ease or difficulty as in indi-
rect experience situations.

We conducted four experiments to test our expectations.  The 
purpose of experiment 1 is to test our expectations using a soft drink 
taste test.  Participants were told that a company recently developed 
a new soft drink targeting a young adult group and that the company 
wanted to know the strengths or weaknesses of this drink.  After tast-
ing the drink, participants were asked to generate 10 reasons or 2 rea-
sons why they like or dislike the drink.  Even though our participants 
found it to be more difficult to generate 10 reasons than 2 reasons, 
they evaluated the drink more positively when listing 10 reasons than 
2 reasons in positive-reasons-generation conditions.  However, the 
reverse was true for negative reasons:  they evaluated the drink less 
positively when they listed 10 reasons than 2 reasons in negative-
reasons-generation conditions. 

The goal of experiment 2 is threefold:  First, to generalize 
our findings of experiment 1, we employed a different product - a 
hand lotion.  Second, we aimed to rule out a motivation account for 
the findings of experiment 1 by manipulating high vs. low motiva-
tion.  Previous research has indicated that individuals tend to rely 
on thought content under high involvement whereas they are more 
likely to focus on metacognitive experience as a heuristic cue under 
low involvement (Rothman and Schwarz 1998).  Participants in ex-
periment 1 were highly motivated since they were the target market 
of the drink and their evaluations would be incorporated in the de-
velopment of the soft drink, which may lead them to rely on thought 
content, not on metacognitive experience.  In experiment 2, we used 
the same instructions of experiment 1 for the high motivation condi-
tion.  For the low motivation condition, participants were told that 
the target market of the hand lotion was older adults and that their 
opinions would remain anonymous and be used after aggregating 
them with those of other groups (Maheswaran and Sternthal 1990; 
Petty, Harkins, and Williams 1980).  If we find consistent results un-

der high and low motivation conditions, this indicates that our find-
ings are not due to motivation. Third, we tested whether confidence 
in thoughts mediates attitude formation drawing on attitude confi-
dence literature on ease-of-retrieval (e.g., Tormala, Falces, Brinõl, 
and Petty 2007; Tormala, Petty, and Brinõl 2002).  We replicated the 
findings of experiment 1 using the hand lotion: Participants reported 
greater difficulty in generating 8 reasons than 2 reasons.  However, 
they evaluated the hand lotion more (less) favorably when generat-
ing 8 than 2 positive (negative) reasons.  Further, we did not find 
any difference in product evaluations between high and low motiva-
tion conditions, which rules out the motivation account.  In addition, 
we found that confidence did not mediate the effects. These findings 
provide further evidence for the magnified effect of metacognitive 
difficulty on product evaluations.  

Experiment 3 was conducted to rule out another alternative 
account—a thought-content-effect account.  Although we replicated 
our findings using hand lotion, it may be argued that it is not clear 
whether participants rely on metacognitive experience or just on 
thought content (e.g., reasons).  To address this issue, we employed 
a yoked design used by Wänke, Bless, and Biller (1996).  The effect 
of subjective experience should influence only those who generate 
reasons themselves as demonstrated in experiments 1 and 2.  When 
participants are asked to read reasons generated by others, they 
make judgments about a test product based on the content of reasons 
(thoughts) since they do not have subjective experience. We found 
that individuals (readers) who did not have subjective feeling of ease 
or difficulty did not show any differences in their attitude toward the 
hand lotion based on the number of reasons within the same valence, 
which is different from findings in experiment 2.  This indicates that 
only generators who write their own reasons and feel metacognitive 
experience (i.e., feeling of ease or difficulty) can show the magnified 
effect of metacognitive experience on product evaluations.

Taken together, our findings showed that metacognitive diffi-
culty magnifies thought content in the context of direct product ex-
perience, which is contrary to previous findings in different contexts. 
Across experiments 1-3, we obtained the same results in different 
sensory products (e.g., a soft drink, a hand lotion) and ruled out a 
motivation account in experiment 2 and a thought-content account 
in experiment 3. 

We believe that this research make several important contribu-
tions.  First, it contributes to extend our understanding of the role of 
metacognition in the context of direct product experience by dem-
onstrating that metacognitive difficulty magnifies thought content.  
Second, it demonstrates the importance of investigating product us-
age since consumers may have consistent preference by engaging in 
direct product experience prior to purchase and firms may have better 
understanding of consumers’ preference and demand.  
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