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Adding to the understanding of how expertise moderates the schema-incongruity effect, this study argues that experts like moderately

incongruent products better than congruent ones. Experts have well-developed schemata against which they assess encountered

products. Therefore, they can perceive incongruity and respond accordingly. Novices lack well-developed schemata and are

insensitive to incongruity. Results from two wine tasting studies support this argument.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
In consumer research the moderate schema-incongruity effect 

refers to the notion that a product that is moderately incongruent with 
the schema evoked for it in knowledge is associated with a com-
paratively positive product evaluation (Mandler 1982). An important 
result from research on the incongruity effect is that the effect is lim-
ited to novices. Based on the argument that experts have elaborate 
and flexible schema structures that allow them to accommodate a 
discrepant stimulus, and therefore deter incongruity from being per-
ceived, Perrachio and Tybout (1996) hypothesized and empirically 
confirmed that the incongruity effect was confined to novices, who 
have less elaborate and flexible schemata.

Perrachio and Tybout’s (1996) hypothesis is nevertheless based 
on an incomplete argument. It assumes that novices actually pos-
sess schemata to employ. Otherwise, there is no basis for incongruity 
to emerge (i.e. the product has to be incongruent with something). 
However, a well-developed schema structure within a specific do-
main is what defines the expert, not the novice (Alba and Hutchinson 
1987). Experts encode and store information around key functional 
mechanisms that allow rapid retrieval whenever stored information 
is relevant. Novices, in contrast, encode and store information around 
surfaces structures (e.g. physical attributes) that make the retrieval of 
even their limited relevant knowledge difficult (Chi, Feltovich, and 
Glaser 1981; Ericsson and Kintsch 1995). Based on this account, the 
Perrachio and Tybout’s (1996) finding would not be predicted. In 
response, this study discusses that this unexpected finding could be 
an artifact related to the particular setting (dessert) and operational-
ization of expertise (gender).

Accordingly, this study predicts the opposite of Perrachio and 
Tybout’s (1996) - that experts, rather than novices, experience in-
congruity and prefer moderately incongruent stimuli over congru-
ent ones. Novices typically lack a developed schema structure to be 
used in assessing stimuli, and they will therefore be insensitive to in-
congruity. Experts typically have well-developed schemata and can 
therefore perceive incongruity, and respond according to the general 
prediction of the schema-incongruity theory. Two studies investigat-
ed these predictions.

Study 1
The purpose of this study was to observe whether the incongru-

ity effect exists in a stimuli domain where real expertise is allowed 
for. Wine was deemed an appropriate product category. Several em-
pirical studies suggest that wine experts excel over novices in terms 
of cognitive and perceptual skills (Hughson and Boakes 2002; Law-
less 1984; Lehrer, 1983; Solomon 1990, 1997). A second purpose 
was to check if the manipulation of congruity versus moderated in-
congruity worked as planned.

Participants
69 participants were recruited among inhabitants in a small 

North-Californian university town.

Design and stimuli 
The design was a one-factors (Incongruity: Incongruent vs. con-

gruent) between-subject one. Levels of incongruity were manipulat-
ed by asking respondents to form expectations about a wine based 
on a wine label and then let them taste and smell the ostensibly same 
wine. In the congruent condition the actual wine, which was constant 

across conditions, was preceded by a label that correctly specified 
it (Grape: Cabernet Sauvignon, Vintage: 1999, Region: Napa Val-
ley, Barreled: Old oak barrels) whereas in the incongruent condition 
the same wine was preceded by a label that incorrectly specified it 
(Grape: Zinfandel, Vintage: 1994, Region: Napa Valley). 

To avoid that taste rather than incongruity drives the results, the 
same physical wine was used in the two conditions. To control that 
results are not produced by an expectancy bias (i.e. the expected best 
wine becomes the perceived best wine), participants’ expected liking 
was measured prior to tasting and smelling.

Results
Results from a MANOVA with actual liking and perceive in-

congruity as dependent measures, the schema-incongruity as a fac-
tor and expected liking as a covariate suggested that an incongruity 
effect was present and that the incongruity manipulation worked as 
planned.

Study 2
The objective of the second study was to test the prediction that 

the moderate incongruity effect is limited to experts and to investi-
gate the mediating role of schema-level processing in this regard.

Participants
227 participants were recruited among inhabitants in a small 

North-Californian university town.

Design and stimuli 
The study used a three-factor (Schema incongruity: Incongru-

ent vs. congruent) x (Expertise: Experts vs. novices) x (Information 
structure: Schema vs. piecemeal) between-subject design. Schema 
incongruity was manipulated as in Study 1, information structure 
were manipulated by providing participants with schematic versus 
piecemeal information, and expertise was a knowledge measure cap-
turing objective wine knowledge through a 20-item quiz-type scale.

Results and discussion
Contrary to previous findings, the results from this study sug-

gest that the moderate incongruity effect is prevalent for experts, 
but not for novices. The results also supports that the experts’ use 
of established schemata explains this particular moderating effect. 
Schematic processing of stimuli information mediates the moderat-
ing effect of expertise on the incongruity effect. This result strongly 
suggests that the incongruity effect is a schema-level phenomenon 
and that this effect should not be expected when piecemeal process-
ing of stimuli information is likely.

General Discussion
An inverted U-shaped relationship between the moderate in-

congruity effect and expertise may account for the findings in both 
the Peracchio and Tybout (1996) study and this study. The effect re-
ported in both studies is observed for moderate levels of expertise. 
For extremely low levels of expertise (i.e. novices) there is no in-
congruity effect because no schema is developed to assess (in)con-
gruent stimuli. For moderate expertise levels a developed schema 
to assess (in)congruent stimuli exists and therefore also an accom-
panying incongruity effect. For extremely high expertise levels the 
schema structure is so extensively developed that incongruity is re-
solved without much cognitive effort and with no incongruity effect 
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as a result. In the domain of desserts, most people have developed at 
least some schema-structure, hence the Peracchio and Tybout (1996) 
finding that the incongruity effect occurs for novices. In the wine 
domain few people have developed schema structures that are exten-
sive enough to automatically resolve incongruity, hence the finding 
that experts can face incongruity and display the incongruity effect. 
This inverted-U interpretation is supported by a reanalysis of the 
data across Study 1 and Study 2.
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