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Are memory-based price comparisons more accurate when participants rely on implicit or explicit memory? Results from two studies

suggest that participants who made judgments without explicitly recalling reference prices were more accurate than those who tried to

do so. Thus, consumers can rely on implicit reference prices for magnitude judgments.
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When Recall Disrupts Memory: 
Evidence for Implicit Reference Prices

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers often evaluate offer prices by comparing them with 

previous prices they have encountered for the same product. Sev-
eral econometric studies have shown that consumers, during their 
weekly trips to grocery stores, make purchase decisions by compar-
ing the offer prices of products with prices observed on their pre-
vious trips. The memory-based comparison standard used in such 
price evaluations is referred to as reference price. The results from 
these studies suggest that consumers actually use brand- and pack-
specific reference prices for such memory-based comparisons. That 
is, while evaluating the price of a 12 oz. pack of Starkist brand 
tuna, consumers use the previous week’s price of the 12 oz. pack of 
Starkist brand tuna as the reference price.  Such a conceptualization 
raises the inevitable question: how can consumers possibly remem-
ber the prices of hundreds of brands and products? Do they actu-
ally recall and compare the prices of so many brands and products 
on their weekly shopping trips? Several researchers have suggested 
that consumers’ do not recall the prices from their memory for refer-
ence prices for such comparisons; rather, their price comparisons are 
based on implicit memory (Adaval and Monroe 2002; Monroe and 
Lee 1999; Thomas and Menon 2007; Thomas and Morwitz 2009). 
Implicit memory refers to the ability to use memory-based informa-
tion without consciously remembering the information. Monroe and 
Lee (1999) characterized implicit price knowledge as the ability to 
“know the price without recalling it.” The purpose of the present 
research is to study the roles of explicit and implicit memory in price 
comparison process.   

In this research we address a hitherto unaddressed question: 
Does attempting to recall the reference price increase or decrease 
the accuracy of memory-based price comparisons? Common sense 
suggests that attempting to recall the reference price should not 
reduce the accuracy of memory-based price comparisons. That is, 
while judging whether an offer price is higher or lower than a ref-
erence price, consumers who try to explicitly recall the reference 
price should be at least as accurate as those who do not try to recall 
the reference price. In this paper, we suggest that this naïve view of 
memory may not be always correct. We posit, and empirically dem-
onstrate, that actually trying to recall the reference price can reduce 
the accuracy of memory-based price comparisons.

We suggest that a reference price can be stored in memory us-
ing two distinct types of representations: 1) an analog representation 
on an internal number line that is not accessible to consciousness 
but can used in implicit memory tasks, and 2) symbolic representa-
tions that can be consciously recalled. Since a reference price can be 
available in implicit memory as an analog representation even when 
it is cannot be recalled, this literature suggests that people can make 
memory-based comparisons even when they are unable to explicitly 
recall the reference price. We posit that while comparing the prices 
of many products (as in a grocery store situation), recall attempts can 
disrupt implicit memory processes. More specifically, when people 
attempt to recall a reference price, they will be less accurate in judg-
ing whether the target price is lower or higher than the reference 
price. In contrast, when they make magnitude judgments without at-
tempting to recall the reference price, they will be able to effectively 
rely on their implicit memory to judge whether the target price is 
lower or higher. We will refer to this effect as the Recall Induced Dis-
ruption of Implicit Memory, or simply the memory disruption effect. 

Two experiments offer evidence for the memory disruption ef-
fect. In Experiment 1, participants were asked to respond to a simu-

lated shopping task wherein they had to consider whether or not to 
include 20 different everyday grocery items in their shopping carts. 
After the shopping task, they were presented with a surprise memory 
test. They saw the 20 items again; but this time the products had 
new prices that could have been higher, lower, or the same as be-
fore. Their task was to identify whether the new prices are lower, 
higher, or the same as before. They also had the option of submitting 
a “don’t know” response indicating that they did not know whether 
the magnitude of the new price is lower or higher. Half the partici-
pants (assigned to the explicit memory condition) were told that they 
have to try and recall the previous price before judging the mag-
nitude of the new prices. The other half did not have to explicitly 
recall the previous prices before making the magnitude judgments. 
We examined the effect of explicit recall on judgment accuracy. As 
predicted, explicit recall reduced the accuracy of relative magnitude 
judgments. Participants in the implicit memory condition were more 
accurate than those in implicit memory condition, 46% vs. 38%, p < 
.05. Further, explicit recall did not increase incorrect judgments (p > 
.60), but it increased the proportion of “don’t know” responses, 28% 
vs. 20% p < .05.

Experiment 2 replicated and extended these results in two ways. 
First, instead of presenting participants with a surprise recall task (in-
cidental encoding condition), they were warned that there would be 
a memory test after the shopping task (intentional encoding condi-
tion). Second, we did not randomize the order of presentation to test 
whether the effect is caused by recall-induced interference. The ef-
fects reported previously were replicated in the intentional encoding 
condition as well. Additionally, although we observed the standard 
primacy and recency effects of order on accuracy, explicit (vs. im-
plicit) recall did not interact with these effects. These results suggest 
that the memory disruption effect is not caused by recall-induced 
interference.   

The memory disruption effect offers a more nuanced concep-
tualization of memory-based reference prices. Although several 
studies on memory have demonstrated that remembering can cause 
forgetting, to our knowledge none of the extant research has exam-
ined whether remembering can affect performance in a subsequent 
numerical judgment task. This is the first paper to demonstrate that in 
a numerical comparison task, trying to recall a number from memory 
can disrupt subsequent numerical judgments. 
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