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In lab and field experiments we found that visual disfluency, the subjective experience of difficulty perceiving written information, led

participants to generate particularly positive, unconstrained fantasies about various consumption experiences.
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The Road to Fantasized Consumption is 
Paved with Visual Roadblocks

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
The consumer decision-making process begins when potential 

consumers imagine themselves using a product. Robust findings in-
dicate that people choose options that they imagine will maximize 
their prospects of enjoyment, reward, and happiness. Thus, positive 
fantasies about products or experiences are often the first step toward 
consumption. However, little research to date has examined when 
people generate such positive fantasies. 

We conducted a series of studies on this topic, focusing on 
the effect of one prominent variable: visual processing fluency, or 
the metacognitive experience of ease or difficulty associated with 
perceiving written information (cf. Alter & Oppenheimer, 2009). 
Experiencing disfluency—encountering visuoperceptual or other 
cognitive roadblocks—leads people to think more deeply and more 
abstractly than does experiencing fluency (Alter et al., 2007; Alter & 
Oppenheimer, 2008). Accordingly, we posited that disfluency should 
aid in generating fantasies that depict richly imagined hypothetical 
scenarios which transport people out of the mundane constraints of 
daily life. That is, disfluency should lead people to generate fantasies 
that are more positive and less constrained by reality. 

To test these ideas, we manipulated the fluency of descriptions 
of various hypothetical scenarios, and asked participants to fantasize 
themselves in the scenarios. In multiple studies employing differ-
ent paradigms, student participants who generated fantasies about 
scenarios such as eating a favorite candy bar, touring a dream home, 
and taking a vacation reported that their fantasies were more posi-
tive when these scenarios were presented in disfluent fonts than in 
fluent fonts. When participants were asked to write down the con-
tents of their fantasies, and naïve raters coded the degree to which 
these fantasies were constrained by reality (e.g., conceding that the 
dream home was presently unaffordable), participants in the disflu-
ent prompt condition were also found to have generated fantasies 
that were less constrained by reality than participants in the fluent 
condition. 

Additional studies applied these ideas outside the lab. Dieters 
were given a fluent or disfluent prompt to fantasize about a hypo-
thetical future after completing a weight loss program. Fantasies 
were seemingly less constrained by reality in response to the disflu-
ent prompt: Participants reported thinking that it would be easier to 

lose their desired amount of weight after fantasizing in this condition 
than in the fluent fantasy prompt condition. In a second naturalistic 
application, raters examined whether blogs that described fantasies 
differed in content depending on whether the blogs were formatted 
fluently or disfluently. The blog descriptions were rated by separate 
groups of participants for positivity and for fluency (ease of reading). 
The fantasies were perceived to be more positive the less fluent they 
were, suggesting that visual disfluency prompts positive fantasies 
even in daily life. 

The present findings differ from a plethora of existing research 
showing that—with some exceptions—people evaluate fluent stim-
uli more positively than disfluent stimuli. However, whereas these 
earlier findings examine the direct relationship between fluency and 
evaluation, we examine how fluency affects evaluation indirectly by 
shaping the cognitive approach that people adopt when perceiving 
and processing the target stimuli. That is, fluency changes the way 
people process information, which in turn alters their preferences in-
directly.  Accordingly, disfluency not only guides judgment directly 
by making a product feel more appealing, instrumental, or special; 
it also influences evaluation indirectly by stimulating unconstrained 
positive consumption fantasies.

These findings have clear implications for consumer behavior, 
as they highlight a relatively simple way to enhance enjoyment in 
fantasy, and to in turn increase the likelihood that a fantasized prod-
uct or experience is selected amongst others. Since consumption 
begins when purchasers imagine the benefits of a new acquisition, 
advertisements and promotional material that are somewhat visually 
disfluent should promote consumption by compelling richer, more 
enjoyable fantasies. Paradoxically, then, the same cognitive road-
blocks that follow metacognitive difficulty also encourage people 
along the road to positive fantasies.
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