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Day-to-day changes impact consumers´ decisions. In five experiments, we show that subtle changes in the environment make people

feel more special and choose more special consumption experiences, whereas more blatant changes in the environment make people

choose comforting familiar consumption experiences.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
When you find yourself in a novel situation, would you engage 

in novel consumption experiences, or would you prefer stable ground 
and stick to what you know? Empirical research has proved both ways 
for consumers who experienced large changes in life. Severe changes 
in people´s environment seem to enhance preference for familiarity. 
Oishi and colleagues (2012) studied residential mobility and showed 
that it led to anxiety and increased familiarity liking. However, it is 
also well-known that moderate levels of novelty lead to curiosity and 
exploration (Berlyne 1950). Consistent with this reasoning, Wood 
(2010) found that students who first moved to campus were more 
likely to be attracted to new or unfamiliar products. Therefore, differ-
ent life changing events may lead to both familiarity-seeking (Oishi 
et al. 2012) and variety-seeking (Wood 2010). Nevertheless, litera-
ture is remarkably silent about the impact of day-to-day changes on 
consumer decisions. Therefore, the focus of the present project is on 
the impact of day-to-day changes on consumption. 

Contrary to experiencing large changes in life, consumers fre-
quently find themselves in unexpected situations. Hence we seek to 
find out how such novel environmental cues affect consumer behav-
ior. We propose that subtle changes in the environment make people 
feel more special and choose more special consumption experienc-
es, whereas more blatant changes in the environment make people 
choose comforting familiar consumption experiences. In five experi-
mental studies we find that subtle unusual or novel circumstances 
(i.e., environmental changes, and unusual actions) boost unique con-
sumption experiences, like the preference for scarce products and 
uncommon holiday destinations, and the willingness to try out new 
products. Moreover, we show that blatant changes in the environ-
ment reset familiarity-seeking. These studies are in line with priming 
literature documenting that subtle primes lead to assimilation effects, 
and blatant primes lead to contrast effects (Martin 1986). In particu-
lar, novelty gives rise to special and unique feelings. Subtle novelty 
leads participants to consumptions in line with primed feelings of 
uniqueness, whereas intrusive novelty leads consumers to choose fa-
miliar options.  Alternative explanations driven by difficulty, mood 
regulation, increased self-awareness, lower self-confidence, and self-
efficacy are discussed and ruled out.

OvErvIEW OF STudIES
In five experimental studies we showed that subtle novel situ-

ations prime special consumption. Different manipulations and de-
pendent variables were used to show the robustness of the effect. 
In four studies, subtle novelty was induced by having participants 
engage in a usual or unusual task (different tasks across studies), 
in one study the environment itself was changed. Whereas the first 
three studies focused on subtle novelty, and the process of priming 
feelings of uniqueness, the last two studies explicitly measured and 
manipulated subtle versus blatant novelty, and explored the differen-
tial impact on consumption.

In the first study, subtle task unusualness (i.e., right-handers 
performed a task with the right or left hand) affected novel con-
sumption experience. We found that participants in a subtle unusual 
situation expressed a higher interest in trying out new products than 
participants in a usual situation. The second study showed that subtle 

task unusualness (similar task to study 1) increased the likelihood of 
choosing a scarce, and hence more unique, product for consumers 
with a low need for uniqueness to the level of those that were high in 
need for uniqueness showing a chronic interest in novel and special 
products (Tian, Bearden, and Hunter 2001). This suggests that novel 
circumstances prime the drive to be special. Indeed, study 3 provided 
evidence that participants in the unusual condition showed a momen-
tary drive to feel unique in comparison with those in the usual condi-
tion (similar task to study 1).

In two additional studies we showed that only subtle but not 
blatant environmental changes led to special consumption experi-
ences. In study 4, participants described their ideal holiday destina-
tion while being in a usual or unusual environment (i.e., seated on a 
common or uncommon ergonomic chair). We found that participants 
in the unusual situation described more unique holidays than partici-
pants in the usual situation. Importantly, within the unusual condi-
tion, those that found the unusual situation disturbing described more 
common holidays. This indicates that more intrusive novelty leads 
to increased familiarity-seeking. In study 5, we manipulated, rather 
than measured, the impact of subtle and blatant changes. Participants 
performed a choice task by means of the computer mouse (usual) 
or by touching the screen (unusual). As expected, we found that the 
task affected choice for uncommon holiday destinations. Only when 
novelty was subtle did participants choose more uncommon destina-
tions. When novelty was made explicit at the start of the task, prefer-
ences were reset to common destinations, similar to the level of the 
usual condition. Interestingly, the impact of subtle novelty was main-
ly driven by participants who were not habituated to touch screens 
and experienced the situation as truly novel. 

dISCuSSIOn
We studied the impact of temporary and subtle deviations from 

common experience on consumers, and found that these cues led to 
more special and novel consumption experiences. By breaking the 
daily grind, marketers can evoke feelings of uniqueness among con-
sumers and make them more likely to enjoy temporary offers or try 
out new products. It is especially interesting that the unusual experi-
ence can be subtle and entirely unrelated to the consumer choices 
that follow. Our research suggests that day-to-day changes can be a 
powerful tool to change habitual behavior, unless novelty becomes 
too intrusive. Our results help interpreting the seemingly opposite 
findings for the impact of different life events on consumption (Oi-
shi et al. 2012; Wood 2010), as they may have been more or less 
intrusive for consumers. Future research should investigate whether 
the phenomenon described relies on a concept prime (i.e., activation 
of novelty), a goal prime (i.e, be unique), or a mindset prime (i.e., 
explore the environment). 
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