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How do consumers choose between a product and an experience? We propose that consumers’ evaluation of experiences is uncertain

and that this has important consequences in choice behavior. Specifically, participants who process analytically choose an experience

over a product more often when its price increases. This is because they rely on price as a quality cue for experiences, but not for

products. Also, we find that holistic processing is more compatible with experiences, compared to products. Finally, participants who

access more attribute information do not feel more confident in their evaluation of an experience, while they do for a product.

 
 
[to cite]:

Inigo Gallo and Sanjay Sood (2012) ,"Choosing an Experience Over a Product: Uncertainty, Holistic Processing, and Price

Sensitivity", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 40, eds. Zeynep Gürhan-Canli, Cele Otnes, and Rui (Juliet) Zhu,

Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research, Pages: 1073-1074.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1013045/volumes/v40/NA-40

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1013045/volumes/v40/NA-40
http://www.copyright.com/


1073 
Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 40, ©2012

Choosing an Experience Over a Product:  
uncertainty, Holistic Processing and Price Sensitivity

Iñigo Gallo, University of California Los Angeles, USA
Sanjay Sood, University of California Los Angeles, USA

ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Recent research in consumer behavior is paying increasing at-

tention to differences between experiences – “events that one lives 
through” – and products or material possessions – “tangible objects, 
kept in one’s possession” (Van Boven and Gilovich 2003). These au-
thors propose that experiences are better at advancing happiness, and 
investigate the reasons why. Nevertheless, we do not yet have a clear 
understanding of how consumers choose between a product and an ex-
perience. We propose that, because consumers find a significant degree 
of uncertainty when evaluating an experience, there are important dif-
ferences in how they evaluate and choose an experience versus a prod-
uct. First, consumers evaluate experiences holistically and products 
analytically; second, consumers rely on price as a cue for the quality of 
the experience. We present support for our theory along three studies.

vALuE OF AddITIOnAL InFOrMATIOn
Nelson defined experiences as goods for which most qualities 

cannot be determined prior to purchase (Nelson 1970). Additionally, 
intangibility makes experiential aspects of consumption difficult to 
evaluate (Zeithaml 1981), and experiences in general difficult to 
compare (Carter and Gilovich 2010). Indeed, traditional marketing 
models have difficulty capturing experiential aspects of consumption 
(Holbrook and Hirschman 1982). We suggest that even if consum-
ers have access to additional information on an experience, this will 
not reduce their uncertainty and lack of confidence in their ability 
to make a good choice. This is because many experiential attributes 
must be “seen, heard, tasted, felt, or smelled to be appreciated prop-
erly” (Holbrook and Hirschman 1982). 

InFOrMATIOn PrOCESSInG
Second, we propose that holistic processing is more compatible 

with experiences and helps consumers’ uncertainty. This is due to 
different characteristics of experiences. Consumers shift to holistic 
processing as the comparability of objects decreases (Bertini, Ofek, 
and Ariely 2009). This matches with experiences, which are difficult 
to compare (Carter and Gilovich 2010). Also, holistic processing is 
used by consumers who lack knowledge on a specific category (Su-
jan 1985). This seems appropriate for experiences, for which con-
sumers find evaluation difficult without inspection (Nelson 1970). 
Finally, holistic thinkers look for multiple relevant causes and factors 
in a decision (Nisbett et al. 2001), which fits another characteristic of 
experiences: an attribute space that is less defined and more subjec-
tive (Holbrook and Hirschman 1982). 

PrICE AS A QuALITy CuE
Finally, we propose that a second way in which consumers deal 

with uncertainty when evaluating an experience is by using price 
as a quality cue. This parallels research showing that, in situations 
where other information is not available, price becomes an indicator 
of quality (Zeithaml 1981). We propose that this is specific to experi-
ences, and not to products.

STudy 1
Participants are asked to consider a 3D TV that is framed as 

either a product or an experience (Carter and Gilovich 2012). We ma-
nipulate the number of attributes that participants can consider (three 

or six). Those evaluating the product-framed TV report being better 
informed and more confident in making a good decision when they 
consider more attributes. On the other hand, for those considering 
the experience-framed TV, increasing the attribute information has 
no effect. Both interactions were significant: confidence (F(3, 217) 
= 4.77, p < .05) and product explanation (F(3, 217) = 4.11, p < .05).

STudy 2
Study 2 tests our hypotheses regarding the compatibility of ho-

listic processing and experiences, and the use of price as a quality 
cue for experiences. We manipulate the price and the composition 
of the choice set. Participants were assigned to one of eight condi-
tions: 2 (processing style: analytic/holistic) x 2 (choice set: product 
vs. product/product vs. experience) x 2 (price: same/different [20% 
increase]). Processing style was manipulated according to Monga 
and John (2008). Consistent with our hypotheses, there is a signifi-
cant main effect of holistic processing on the choice of experiences 
(X2(1, N = 154) = 4.89, p < .05). Holistic processers chose the experi-
ence more often (Mexperience = 67%) than analytic processers (Mexperi-

ence = 49%). Also, price increase influenced choice share for analytic 
processers. In a product vs. experience choice set, the share of the 
experience increased when its price increased. This effect was spe-
cific to experiences: in a product vs. product choice set the share of 
the product decreased when its price increased. The interaction of 
price with type of choice set was significant (F(1, 167) = 13.23, p < 
.001). We propose that consumers rely on price as a quality cue for 
the experience, and therefore choose the experience more often when 
its price increases. We test this explanation in study 3.

STudy 3
Study 3 tests our process explanation based on uncertainty. We 

focus on the analytic conditions from study 2. We manipulate the 
degree of uncertainty in the choice by supporting the product and 
experience information with endorsements. Participants in the con-
trol condition continue to choose the experience more often when 
its price increases (consistent with study 2). On the other hand, par-
ticipants do not show this effect when their uncertainty has been 
reduced. In line with basic economic intuition, they choose the ex-
perience less often when its price is increased. This interaction was 
significant (F(1, 279) = 4.22, p < .05). This is consistent with our 
explanation based on uncertainty. 

This research offers insight on how consumers evaluate and 
choose experiences differently from products. Because consumers’ 
evaluation of experiences is uncertain, consumers rely on holistic 
processing and use price as a quality cue for experiences. Also, due 
to the experiential nature of the attributes, having access to more 
information does not heighten consumers’ confidence or their per-
ceived level of information.
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