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The results of three experiments (two laboratory and one field) show that when sampling a sequence of sensory-rich products that are

similar (dissimilar) on sensory cues, consumers prefer the first (last) product in the sequence. This research helps resolve conflicting

findings of prior findings on order effects for experiential products.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Experiential products such as food/beverages and fragrances 

tend to be rich on sensory cues, such as color, taste, and smell (Mor-
rin and Ratneshwar 2003; Krishna 2012). In addition, these types of 
products often facilitate sampling opportunities for consumers be-
fore they make purchase decisions. While consumers often sample 
a single product, they also on other occasions sample a sequence 
of experiential products before making a purchase decision. Impor-
tantly, sometimes these sampled products are similar to each other 
on sensory aspects, such as on taste/color (e.g., Diet Pepsi and Diet 
Coke) and sometimes the products are dissimilar to each other on 
sensory aspects (e.g., Diet Pepsi and Sprite Zero).

Despite the existence of such sampling practices, it is not clear 
as to how the order in which different types of experiential products 
(similar versus dissimilar) are sampled influences consumer choic-
es. There has been very limited research examining order effects of 
sampling products that are high on sensory and experiential aspects 
(Biswas et al.[2010] and Mantonakis et al. [2009], being the notable 
exceptions). Interestingly, these two studies report different results in 
terms of order effects of sampling a limited number of experiential 
products. For instance, Mantonakis et al. (2009) examined the order 
effects of sequential sampling of wines and found that the partici-
pants demonstrated primacy effects, whereby they often preferred the 
wine sampled first. In contrast, Biswas et al. (2010) found recency ef-
fects, whereby experiment participants indicated stronger preference 
for the experiential product (e.g., beverages/music) sampled last. The 
findings of our research help resolve the apparent inconsistency in 
the findings of these prior studies. We test our hypotheses with the 
help of three experimental studies.

We propose that in a sequence of two products, when the se-
quentially sampled products are similar to each other on sensory 
aspects (e.g., taste, color or smell), there will be a more favorable 
evaluation of the product sampled first. In contrast, when the sequen-
tially sampled products are dissimilar, there will be more favorable 
evaluation of the product sampled last. 

This is because, when sampling sensory-rich products in a se-
quence, the experience of sampling the immediately preceding prod-
uct will influence the evaluation of the subsequent product (Chernev 
2011). Thus, in a two product sequence, the first product would serve 
as a reference point for the evaluation of the second (Chernev 2011; 
Novemsky and Ratner 2003). In essence, we examine order effects of 
sampling experiential products and the moderating effects of similar-
ity of the products in the sequence. We propose that when the sam-
pled products have sensory similarity, there will be an assimilation 
effect in terms of memory trace formation for the second sampled 
product. However, when the sampled products have sensory dissimi-
larity, there will be a contrast effect while forming the memory trace 
for the second product.  In order to further investigate the underlying 
process, we also examine the effects of distraction and the effects 
of an induced goal in the form of hunger. We hypothesize that these 
effects will hold under low hunger, but under high hunger, consum-
ers will have more favorable evaluation of the product sampled first. 
These propositions are consistent with findings in prior studies con-
ducted across different domains (e.g., Chernev 2011; Mussweiler 

2007; Zhu and Meyers-Levy 2009) and to the best of our knowledge, 
this is the first research to examine these issues. 

We test our hypotheses with the help of three experimental stud-
ies. We use food products (beverages and chocolates) because these 
products are experiential in nature and are high on sensory aspects 
(Shiv and Nowlis 2004). Study 1 examines how the level of simi-
larity/dissimilarity between experiential products in a sequence in-
fluences order effects of sampling. The results show that when the 
products are dissimilar, there are recency effects; however, when the 
products are similar to each other, there are primacy effects. Study 2 
examines how reduced processing motivation might affect the results 
observed in Study 1. The results of Study 2 show that the effects 
observed in Study 1 are moderated by consumers’ distraction levels; 
that is, distraction attenuates the effects observed in Study 1. Finally, 
Study 3 examines the effects of an induced situation where process-
ing motivation is likely to be higher. Specifically, Study 3 examines 
the effects of hunger on evaluation of sequential experiential prod-
ucts in a restaurant setting. The results of this study reveal that the 
effects observed in Study 1 hold under low levels of hunger but there 
are only primacy effects when consumers are very hungry. 

In conclusion, the results of two laboratory  experiments an one 
field experiment show that the order in which consumers sample ex-
periential products and the level of similarity between the products 
influence consumers’ choices. When sampling a sequence of two 
experiential products such as flavored beverages or chocolates, con-
sumers prefer the first product in the sequence when they are similar, 
but prefer the second product when they are dissimilar. The order 
effects of sampling similar versus dissimilar products are attenuated 
when consumers are highly distracted due to reduced cognitive ca-
pability. Also, when the sequential products are sampled under high 
levels of hunger, consumers prefer the first sampled product.

A key theoretical contribution of this research is that it po-
tentially reconciles differences in recent research findings on order 
effects in the context of experiential products (Biswas et al. 2010; 
Mantonakis et al. 2009). This research also has managerial implica-
tions, especially in the area of product testing. Order effects such as 
those illustrated here can bias testers’ evaluations of products since 
the assimilation or contrast effects produced when tasters are asked 
to sample and compare multiple test products may result in poor 
product performance when the product goes to market. 
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