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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
People experience consumption episodes either in the presence 

of others or individually. For instance, a consumer may tour a muse-
um as part of a group or only by himself. To date, little is understood 
about the impact of social context on how an experience unfolds over 
time or the subsequent effects on experience evaluations. We find 
that people’s preference for improving vs. declining trends depends 
on whether the experience is consumed together or alone. This effect 
stems from differences in how consumers process and incorporate 
early versus later parts of the experience in evaluations.

Past research has demonstrated both direct and indirect social 
influence during experiences. Consumers communicate their reac-
tions to others verbally (Raghunathan & Korfman 2006) or through 
subtle signals, such as facial expressions (Ramanathan & McGill 
2007). We argue that social influence operates on another subtle di-
mension: consumers’ processing style. Research on culture and self-
construal has found that people embedded in social relations pro-
cess information holistically, whereas those less embedded in these 
relations process analytically (Nisbett et al. 2001; Monga and John 
2007). We predict that these differences will also emerge when com-
paring social and isolated hedonic experiences. 

Processing style has been shown to moderate how people inte-
grate sequences. In a person perception task, Forgas (2011) showed 
that participants who processed holistically (analytically) exhibited 
judgments that were more impacted by early (later) presented per-
sonality traits, consistent with a primacy effect (recency effect). 
Under holistic processing the initial information was weighted more 
in summary judgments and also provided an overarching frame to 
which later information was assimilated. Conversely, analytical pro-
cessing suppressed such top-down perception, facilitating recency 
effects.   

Extending Forgas’ findings to consumption episodes, we iden-
tify a preference reversal that emerges due to differences in the pro-
cessing style that the social setting promotes. We hypothesize that 
when people experience episodes alone, they prefer improving (vs. 
declining) sequences of events (i.e., those beginning with the worst 
event and ending with the best event), consistent with past research 
on hedonic experiences (Kahneman et al., 1993; Redelmeier & 
Kahneman 1996). However, when an experience occurs in the pres-
ence of others, the improving trend preference will be attenuated or 
even reversed, because such social experiences promote holistic pro-
cessing, As such, we expect evaluations of later parts of the sequence 
to assimilate to earlier parts of the sequence, leveling the slope of the 
experienced trend. Moreover, when processing holistically, greater 
weighting of early events can produce higher evaluations for experi-
ences that begin with the best event (declining sequences) versus the 
worst event (improving sequence).   

Study 1 was a 2 (analytical vs. holistic processing prime) x 2 
(improving vs. declining vacation experience trend) between-sub-
jects design. Participants were either asked to find embedded images 
in a presented scene (analytical prime), or write about what they saw 
in the scene (holistic prime) (Monga and John 2008). Subsequently, 
they read about a vacation with events presented in either improv-
ing or declining order of pre-tested liking. Finally, participants rated 
their willingness to pay for the vacation. Consistent with past re-
search (Kahneman et al. 1993), we found a main effect of trend, 

showing a preference for the improving sequence (F(1,89) = 3.95, p 
=.05). Supporting our hypothesis, we also found a processing style X 
trend interaction (F(1,89) = 4.09, p <.05). Under analytical process-
ing, participants preferred the improving sequence (Mimproving = 
$1642.86 vs. Mdeclining = $766.67, t(43) = 2.10, p < .05), but there 
was no trend preference under holistic processing (Mimproving = 
$722.68 vs. Mdeclining= $715.38, t(46) < 1).

Study 2 utilized the same design, but differed in two impor-
tant ways. First, we used an actual experience (not simulated) with 
trend (improving vs. declining) manipulated using a sequence of 15 
pre-tested art images. Second, we manipulated processing style us-
ing the presence or absence of others during the experience (vs. the 
processing style prime in study 1). Participants in the isolated con-
dition wrote about themselves prior to viewing the images. Partici-
pants in the social condition were asked to introduce themselves to 
another person and were told that others in the lab would experience 
the same episode, prior to viewing the images. A pre-test confirmed 
that participants in the isolated versus the social condition exhibited 
a less holistic style of thinking (M = 4.45 vs. 4.86, F(1,74) = 5.20, 
p < .05) (Choi et al. 2007). After viewing the images, participants 
indicated their willingness to pay for the experience using a scale 
with different payment levels. Supporting our hypothesis, there was 
a significant social setting X trend interaction (F(1, 178) = 6.69, p 
= .01). Participants in the isolated condition exhibited a preference 
for the improving sequence (Mimproving = 2.95 vs. Mdeclining= 
2.04, t(90) = 2.35, p = .02), whereas participants in the social condi-
tion directionally preferred the declining sequence (Mimproving = 
2.39 vs. Mdeclining= 2.93, t(88) = 1.33, p = .18). Participants also 
rated each art image. Analyzing the slope of their ratings over the 
sequence’s duration, we found a main effect of manipulated trend 
condition (F(1, 178) = 201, p < .001) and a social setting X trend 
interaction (F(1, 178) = 8.65, p < .01). Slopes were steeper in the iso-
lated condition compared to the social condition (see figure 1). These 
results are consistent with our explanation that people undergoing 
the social experience anchor on earlier events in the sequence when 
reacting to later events.   

Three unreported studies examine other operationalizations of 
the social vs. isolated distinction. Combined, this research advances 
our knowledge of the role of social context on consumption experi-
ences, offering several contributions. Foremost, we demonstrate that 
social context influences hedonic experiences even without direct 
social interaction, and we show how these effects emerge over the 
course of the episode. Second, we reveal how processing style differ-
ences emerge due to variations in the social context of experiences, 
whereas past research on processing style focused on individual dif-
ferences and cultural factors. Finally, we find an important bound-
ary condition to the common preference for improving trends. These 
findings have implications for how marketers present experiences 
under different social situations.  
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Figure 1:  Moment-to-moment evaluations of art images

Mean moment-to-moment evaluations of art images in the second study described in the extended abstract. The left hand panel 
depicts evaluations for these images in the isolated experience conditions, and the right hand panel depicts these evaluations for the social 
experience conditions.  Ratings for each image were on a 7-point scale of enjoyment, as reflected by the vertical axis in each panel. The 
sequence consisted of 15 images. The dashed lines indicate mean evaluation for each image in the declining (blue) and improving (red) 

trend conditions separately. The darker lines depict the trendline for each trend condition. 
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