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Consumers evaluate past experiences based on overall impressions (prototypes) and individual remembered components (exemplars).

Four studies examine the consequences of manipulating exemplar accessibility and the presence of a distinctive peak on retrospective

enjoyment. The results suggest retrospective evaluations are based on both prototype and exemplar-based memory systems, operating

simultaneously.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Consumers evaluate past experiences based on overall impres-

sions (prototypes) and specific remembered components (exem-
plars). The prototype-based memory system converts experience 
components into an “abstracted representation” (Shreiber and Kahn-
eman, 2000) or “gestalt” (Ariely and Carmon, 2003), which leads to 
retrospective evaluations based on a limited number of key compo-
nents, such as trend, peak, and end. The prototype system draws from 
prototype theories in the categorization literature (e.g. Rosch and 
Mervis, 1975). Prototypes influence evaluations immediately after 
an experience and are robust to delay. Distinctive experience compo-
nents – components that share few features with their surroundings 
– should have little influence on the prototype. 

The exemplar-based memory system represents experience 
components individually, which leads to retrospective evaluations 
based on the most contextually accessible components (Montgomery 
and Unava, 2009). The exemplar system draws from the memory 
literature which suggests that distinctive information (Hunt, 1995, 
Hunt and Worthen, 2006) and experiences (Berntsen, 1996, 1998) 
are more accessible than typical information and experiences. Criti-
cally, the privileged accessibility of distinctive components increases 
with delay.

Four studies test a framework integrating prototype and exem-
plar models, focusing on the ability of retrieved exemplars (Studies 
1 and 2) and the presence of a distinctive peak (Studies 3 and 4) to 
predict participants’ overall retrospective evaluations, immediately 
after the experience and after a delay. We predict and find that when 
exemplars are contextually accessible, their ratings flow through to 
the overall evaluation that remains the same after a delay. However, 
when the peak component (the most pleasant component of a pleas-
ant experience) is a distinctive one, this particular component does 
not change the prototype, but becomes an accessible exemplar, which 
is used to form an overall evaluation. Further, as this distinctive peak 
is even more easily recalled after a delay, its weight in evaluations 
increases over time, leading to improved overall evaluations after 
a delay. These predictions are tested by examining the weight (ß) 
and overall predictive power (R2) of models including the ratings of 
prototypical and distinctive components of the experience on overall 
evaluations of the experience.

sTUdIEs 1 And 2
Study 1 demonstrates in a field setting that distinctive experi-

ence components are more likely to be spontaneously recalled and 
used as inputs to overall evaluations, especially if they are made con-
textually accessible. Attendees of a large theatre festival (n = 46) 
completed a short survey while waiting in line for a show. They in-
dicated the overall quality of the festival either before or after listing 
and rating six shows that they had seen. Finally, participants rated 
the distinctiveness of the first and last shows on their list on a three 
item 7-point scale (afirst = 0.83, alast = 0.88) and reported the total 
number of shows they had seen. Ratings of the six listed shows better 
predicted the overall evaluation when participants listed the shows 
before evaluating the festival overall. Festival attendees were more 
likely to base their overall evaluations on retrieved exemplars (listed 
shows) when those exemplars were contextually accessible. 

Study 2 (n = 98) replicates the results of Study 1 for evaluations 
of films released in 2011 using a different manipulation for exemplar 
accessibility: cognitive load. Specific films recalled under load were 
worse predictors of participants’ overall ratings for films released 
during 2011 when they were recalled under load, as compared to 
when there was no load. 

Studies 3 and 4 go on to examine the role of delay in increasing 
the accessibility of distinctive peaks that become inputs to overall 
retrospective evaluations. 

sTUdIEs 3 And 4
Study 3 examined the role of a distinctive peak before and 

after a delay. Fifty-five participants viewed fifteen pieces from the 
Museum of Modern Art’s collection and rated their enjoyment of 
each. Participants viewed either three paintings and twelve sculp-
tures (paintings distinctive) or twelve paintings and three sculptures 
(sculptures distinctive). Participants then rated their overall enjoy-
ment of the set of pieces, both immediately and after a delay of three 
to six weeks. A linear regression model tested the predictive power of 
components extracted from individual ratings: the peak, end, mean 
of non-distinctive pieces, mean of distinctive pieces, and whether or 
not the peak was one of the distinctive pieces.

Without a delay, only the mean of non-distinctive components) 
and peak  ratings were significant predictors of the overall liking 
of the set. After the delay, the mean non-distinctive rating failed to 
predict retrospective liking of the set, but the peak remained impor-
tant. Critical to my hypothesis, the presence of a distinctive peak 
increased overall evaluations, but only after the delay. Study 3 con-
firms the importance of the peak-dominated prototype, even after a 
delay, but suggests that distinctive exemplars may amplify the peak 
effect through a separate, exemplary-based memory system.

Study 4 replicates (4a, n = 82) and reverses (4b, n = 85) the 
results of Study 3 for experiences with music and jelly beans re-
spectively. A pretest revealed that music was well suited to retrieval 
of specific exemplars, while jelly beans tended to be thought of in 
generic, prototypical terms. In both 4a and 4b, we manipulated the 
presence or absence of a distinctive component in a five part experi-
ence. In Study 4a, a distinctive peak increased overall evaluations 
after a two week delay, supporting the exemplar system. In Study 4b, 
a distinctive peak decreased overall evaluations immediately after 
the experience, supporting the prototype system.

sUMMArY
People rely on exemplars when they are contextually acces-

sible (Studies 1 and 2), leading to a disproportionate influence for 
distinctive peaks on overall evaluations after a delay (Studies 3 and 
4a). Non-distinctive peaks remain important with and without de-
lay however (Studies 3 and 4a), and may produce increased overall 
evaluations in contexts well suited to prototype formation (Study 
4b). These findings are of interest to researchers concerned with how 
consumers represent experiences and construct evaluations, or man-
agers who wish to design experiences that consumers will remember 
as enjoyable.
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