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Results of three experiments demonstrate that consumers tend to recall atypically positive rather than neutral or negative consumption
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that reflects when they last ate. Participants in the Control condition 
were not presented with the scale. We found a significant effect of 
this manipulation on desire to eat and on hunger. Specifically, par-
ticipants in the Not Long Ago condition wanted to eat significantly 
less and felt less hungry than those in the Long Ago condition and 
Control condition.

In Experiment 2, we replicate the findings from Experiment 1, 
demonstrate the effect for a non-food stimulus (music), and, most 
importantly, measure actual enjoyment following the manipulation. 
The experiment consisted of two parts, both administered in a single 
one-hour lab session. During the first part of the experiment, par-
ticipants listened to a 30-second clip of a favorite song 12 times in a 
row. Then, 35 minutes after the completion of their listening experi-
ence, participants in the Long Ago (Not Long Ago) condition indicat-
ed when they last heard their favorite song on a 101- unmarked slider 
scale anchored with “1 Hour Ago” (“1 Week Ago”) and “Now”. As 
predicted, and consistent with Experiment 1, we found participants 
felt more satiated and enjoyed their favorite song substantially less 
when they felt like the first part of the experiment occurred more 
recently (Not Long Ago condition) as compared to either the Control 
or the Long Ago conditions.

Finally, to examine whether changing people’s subjective per-
ception of when they last ate influences their actual food purchase 
behavior, we conducted a field experiment with a local branch of the 
restaurant, Panera Bread (Experiment 3). Customers were intercept-
ed prior to entering the restaurant and were asked to indicate when 
they last had anything to eat on a scale similar to the one used in Ex-
periment 1. Next, participants were asked to indicate their subjective 
sense of when they last ate on a 9-point scale anchored with “Feels 
like it happened a while ago” and “Feels like it happened recently”. 
Participants were then allowed to enter the restaurant and make their 
purchase decision. Most critically, we obtained itemized register 
receipts for each participant and were thus able to determine the 
amount of food purchased (in calories) and, presumably, consumed 
for each participant.  As predicted, the participants in the Not Long 
Ago condition purchased food with lower caloric value than those 
in the Long Ago and Control conditions. Importantly, the subjective 
sense of when participants last ate mediated the relationship between 
the independent variable and the number of calories consumed. 

In sum, the results of three experiments suggest that the sub-
jective perception of when one last consumed has a significant im-
pact on satiation. People consume less and derive less pleasure from 
consumption when they merely have the subjective sense of having 
consumed more recently. 

Atypical Pasts Spur Future Consumption

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
We examine whether consumers are influenced by atypical 

consumption experiences and whether this biased recollection from 
memory influences their future consumption. Based on a substan-
tial body of research suggesting that people tend to recall atypical 
events that are both memorable and unrepresentative of their class 
(Frederick & Kahneman 1993; Morewedge, Gilbert & Wilson 2005; 
Tversky& Kahneman 1973), we expect that consumers are more 
likely to recall extreme rather than neutral consumption instances. 
In particular, we predict that consumers tend to naturally recall ex-
tremely positive rather than negative product and service experi-
ences (even in unpleasant consumption domains). We argue this is 
the case because (1) consumers have presumably chosen to purchase 
goods from certain vendor rather than another, (2) consumers often 
engage in motivated reasoning which leads them to confirm what 

they already believe while ignoring contrary evidence supporting its 
alternatives or negative (Kunda 1990). Further, based on evidence 
showing that remembered experience (but neither on-line nor an-
ticipated experience) directly predicts the desire to repeat the experi-
ence (Wurtz, Kruger, Scollon, & Diener 2003), we predict that the 
biased recollection of extremely positive consumption experiences 
increases consumers’ willingness to pay for goods and their purchase 
intention. In three experiments, we demonstrate the proposed phe-
nomenon and the mediating role of pleasantness of recalled experi-
ence. We also find evidence that motivated reasoning underlies this 
selective accessibility effect.

Experiment 1A investigates whether consumers naturally recall 
extremely positive rather than neutral or negative consumption ex-
periences. 90 students first described an airline flight, the best airline 
flight or three airline flights that they took that they clearly remem-
ber, and then reported the pleasantness of the experience. We found 
that students who recalled any air travel experience recalled an expe-
rience as good as participants who were explicitly asked to recall the 
best experience, whereas both recalled a significantly better experi-
ence than participants asked to recall three airline flights. Further, we 
found that while the first two instances described by participants who 
recalled three experiences were equally pleasant, the last instance 
was relatively less pleasant. 

Experiment 1B tests whether this biased recollection influences 
participants’ future consumption. 106 CMU undergraduates were 
asked to recall either one, the best or the worst airline flight they 
had that they clearly remember (in a fourth condition, they didn’t 
answer any recall question); and then indicate if they had to travel to 
Chicago in two weeks (1) whether they would prefer to fly or to drive 
and (2) what the most they would be willing to pay for a flight from 
Pittsburgh is. We found that participants having recalled no memory, 
a flight, or the best flight they could remember were willing to pay 
more for a flight from Pittsburgh to Chicago, and exhibited a stron-
ger preference for flying from Pittsburgh to Chicago, as compared 
to participants who recalled the worst flight they could remember. 
There were no differences, however, in WTP and preference be-
tween the three former conditions. A separate pretest indicates that 
air travel is a consumption domain that CMU undergraduate students 
consider as pleasant. Taken together, these findings of Experiment 1 
suggest that consumers tend to recall extremely positive experiments 
in consumption domains they find pleasant, and that this biased rec-
ollection of atypical memories spurs future consumption.

The objectives of Experiment 2 are to (1) test whether con-
sumers naturally recall extremely pleasant experiences in negative 
domains and (2) test whether the effect of memory recalled on fu-
ture consumption is mediated by pleasantness of recalled experi-
ence. A separate pre-test indicated that cellular customer service is 
a consumption domain that consumers consider as unpleasant. 158 
respondents were randomly assigned to either the recall any, recall 
worst or recall best condition, in which they described one experi-
ence, the worst experience, or the best experience they had in the 
last five years with the cellphone customer service department re-
spectively. Next all participants reported the pleasantness of the ex-
perience recalled and finally indicated the likelihood that they will 
switch to another provider or renew with their current provider when 
their contract expires. We found that participants in the recall any 
condition recalled an experience as good as participants in the re-
call best condition whereas both recalled a significantly better ex-
perience than participants in the recall worst condition. Participants 
who recalled any experience were as likely to stick with their current 
provider as participants who were explicitly asked to recall the best 
experience, whereas both were significantly more likely to stick with 
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their provider than participants recalling the worst customer service 
experience. The data also fulfilled the criteria for a mediation model, 
suggesting that the effect of memory recalled on the likelihood to 
switch vs. renew is mediated by pleasantness of the recalled experi-
ence.

Experiment 3 examines whether the observed selective acces-
sibility effect is driven by motivated reasoning. If indeed consumers 
are motivated to remember extremely positive rather than neutral and 
negative experiences, they should only be motivated to do so when 
they have to repeat this experience again in the future. To test this 
idea, we asked 152 Pittsburgh pedestrians to complete a commercial 
evaluation study. Half of the participants were asked to evaluate two 
sets of beer commercials (beer commercial next condition) and the 
other half were asked to first evaluate one set of beer commercials 
and then evaluate one set of soda commercials (soda commercial 
next condition). All participants first viewed and rated the pleasant-
ness of five beer commercials, including one pleasant, one unpleas-
ant and three average commercials (based on pleasantness ratings 
obtained from a separate pretest). After evaluating the first set of beer 
commercials, participants were asked to recall and briefly describe 
one of the beer commercials they just watched. After describing the 
commercial, participants evaluated the second set of commercials 
(either beer or soda). As predicted, we found that participants in the 
beer commercial next condition were more likely to recall the best 
beer commercial from the first set rather than the worst or average 
commercials, as compared to participants in the soda commercial 
next condition.

If It Feels Right…Do It: Cultural Congruence 
as a Consumption Cue

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
On the 4th of July, do Americans put more food on a patriotic 

plate? Does a green border subtly encourage people to do more of a 
task? Can subtle exposure to traditional wedding photos make you 
more willing to buy an unrelated consumer product? In short, can 
cultural meanings deeply rooted in memory influence consumption 
when cued?

Culture is a meaning-making framework; the characteristic way 
humans perceive their environment (Triandis, 1972). In this sense, 
culture provides a blueprint or outline for how one is to behave and 
what one can expect of others across a variety of situations. What 
is culturally appropriate seems right, while what is culturally inap-
propriate seems off or wrong (Triandis, 2007). Because all of human 
life occurs within culture, and cultural knowledge is deeply rooted 
in memory, what feels right or wrong ‘goes without saying’. While 
social scientists have long studied culture, the implications of this 
feeling of fluency, the telltale marker that culture is at work, has not 
yet been studied directly. Instead, researchers have either focused on 
describing a particular culture or on comparing and distinguishing 
between cultures, particularly contrasting East and West and describ-
ing the content and consequences of cultural ‘syndromes’ such as 
individualism and collectivism (for a review, Oyserman, Coon, & 
Kemmelmeier, 2002). 

Rather than focusing on a specific culture or on specific dif-
ferences between cultures, the current studies focus on the conse-
quences of the feeling of fluency that being immersed in a culture 
provides. Within situations that are culturally appropriate, people 
from that culture can feel at ease, they know what to expect and 
how the situation will unfold. These feelings of ease can spill over 
into unrelated judgments, including, as we show here, consumer 
judgments. We build from two major tenants of behavioral decision 

research and social cognition research: first, that preferences are con-
structed in the process of making a choice (Bettman, Luce, & Payne, 
1998; Novemsky, Dhar, Schwarz, & Simonson, 2007) and second, 
that metacognitive judgment, the feelings that emerge while think-
ing, are a major source of constructed preferences (Schwarz & Clore, 
1996; Schwarz, 2004). These prior studies have focused on feelings 
of ease or difficulty that come to mind in the process of choosing 
or judging. For example, they show that difficult to read print font 
(Song & Schwarz, 2008b) or being required to give many examples 
(as reviewed by Schwarz, 2004) both cue feelings of difficulty that 
spill over into the judgment task. Building on this prior work, in 
three studies we provide evidence that subtle cultural cues influence 
consumption such that cues congruent with deeply-rooted cultural 
memory “feel right,” create a sense of fluency, and encourage more 
consumption while culturally-incongruent cues “feel wrong,” create 
a sense of disfluency, and discourage consumption.

In our first set of studies, we had participants complete an ana-
gram descrambling task that was framed in either a red, green, or 
black (control) border. After completing a series of the puzzles, par-
ticipants were asked how much they would like to continue play-
ing the game. We hypothesized that the colors green and red, well-
established cultural cues for going and stopping, respectively, would 
wield a subtle influence on the decision to do more puzzles or not. As 
predicted, participants in the green condition were significantly more 
likely to want to do more puzzles, while those in the red condition 
were less likely to want to do more puzzles compared to the control 
group. To assess the generalizability of this initial finding, we devel-
oped a second study in which participants in a virtual restaurant buf-
fet were asked to choose food to put on their plate and to indicate the 
serving size of each food they desired. Participants were randomly 
assigned to a green- or red-bordered plate. As predicted, participants 
with the green-bordered plate put significantly more food on their 
plate (with respect to serving size) compared to participants with the 
red-bordered plate.

In our second set of studies, we wanted to demonstrate that the 
effect of cultural congruence was not limited only to color. For this 
study, we conducted two separate experiments at picnics providing 
participants with plates decorated in holiday-congruent or holiday-
incongruent themes. The experiments took place on the 4th of July 
and Labor Day, two patriotic American holidays. At both picnics, 
participants were randomly assigned into experimental (holiday-
themed) and control (no-theme, white control) plate conditions. The 
themed plates were holiday-congruent on the 4th of July (American 
flag, stars and stripes) and holiday-incongruent on Labor Day (Hal-
loween-themed pumpkins, black cats). Participants were randomly 
given a plate, went through the food line, and selected their food. Af-
ter their selection, participants were stopped, ostensibly to chat but 
really to discreetly weigh their plate on a digital scale (in ounces). 
As predicted, cultural congruence mattered: participants put signifi-
cantly more food on a holiday-congruent plate and less food on a 
holiday-incongruent plate compared to control.

In our third study, we wanted to demonstrate that the effects of 
cultural congruence could spill over from the immediate situation 
into an irrelevant subsequent task. The stimuli for this study consist-
ed of wedding photographs with culturally congruent or incongruent 
themes. Specifically, participants were asked to rate the quality of 
wedding photographs for an online wedding planning site. Partici-
pants were randomly assigned to a “traditional wedding” condition 
– in which the photos featured a bride in a white dress, a groom in 
a tuxedo, a formal tiered wedding cake, and a traditional wedding 
party – or to a “nontraditional wedding” condition – in which the 
photos featured a bride in a green dress, a groom in a purple tuxedo, 


