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Do consumers process experiential purchases differently from material purchases prior to consumption? We propose that experiences

such as movies or restaurants are naturally processed in a narrative fashion, while products such as shoes or shampoo are not.

Consequently, the advertising of experiences has to be narratively consistent to be persuasive.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The marketing literature has traditionally differentiated among 

products, services, and experiences (Nelson 1970, Darby and 
Karni 1973). Given that these types of goods differ in important 
dimensions, it is reasonable to believe that there are also differences 
in the conditions for persuasive advertising. While there is some 
literature on service advertising (Mittal 1999), the specificities of the 
advertising of experience goods are less known. In this research we 
propose that narrative processing is an important component of the 
evaluation of experience goods (EG), and that – as a consequence 
– EG advertising can benefit from the key elements of persuasive 
narratives. Specifically, we examine the importance of consistency 
among the narrative elements. 

The two characteristics of a narrative are that (1) they are 
organized in terms of a temporal dimension, and (2) they consist 
of goal-directed action-outcome sequences (Escalas 2004). EG 
(consider a trip or a restaurant meal) include these characteristics. 
We therefore propose that EG – and information about EG such as 
advertising – are processed narratively. Because one of the necessary 
conditions for a narrative to create meaning is consistency among the 
narrative elements (Cho, Shen, and Wilson 2012; Hall 2003; McKee 
1997), we propose that the narrative elements in an EG ad (copy, 
image) need to be consistent in order for the ad to be persuasive. On 
the other hand, since search goods (SG) are not processed narratively, 
lack of consistency in a SG ad will not have a negative effect.

We use narrative transportation (Green and Brock 2000) as a 
measure for the immersion into the story that the ad is presenting. 
Narrative processing has already been used in consumer research 
(Escalas 2004; Phillips and McQuarrie 2010; Wang and Calder 
2006). For instance, when subjects were asked to imagine themselves 
using the advertised product, narrative transportation mediated 
the favorable effect of that mental simulation on attitudes (Escalas 
2004). We propose that lack of consistency between the copy and the 
image in the EG ad prevents the consumer from being transported, 
and is therefore less persuasive. 

Hypotheses. Our main hypothesis is that the copy and the image 
in an EG ad need to be consistent to be persuasive. The elements 
in the ad need to point to the same narrative. On the other hand, 
consistency is not needed in the advertising of SG, since it is not 
processed narratively. We test this in two experiments. 

Study 1. We focus on movie posters because movies represent 
a prototypical EG (Sood and Drèze 2006). Participants were first 
primed to process information either in a narrative fashion (“transport 
yourself into the narrative”) or in a thoroughly elaborative fashion 
(“consider the reasons why the studio has chosen this specific poster 
design”). Participants were then exposed to two different movie 

posters, sequentially. The elements in the posters (title, image) were 
either consistent or inconsistent with each other (from a pretest). 
Participants then responded to a number of behavioral measures 
capturing their intention to watch the movie and their level of 
narrative transportation and elaboration. As hypothesized, there was 
a significant interaction of type of processing and type of poster, so 
that inconsistency had a negative impact in the narrative processing 
condition, but not in the elaboration condition (F(1, 118) = 6.06, 
p < .05). Also, as hypothesized, bootstrapping analyses revealed 
that narrative transportation mediated the results. Participants who 
evaluated the non-consistent posters narratively were unable to 
transport. The different elements in the poster pointed at different 
stories, and this impeded transportation.

Study 2. Our second study intends to generalize the findings 
from study 1 by (1) comparing the effects of consistency across 
ads for EG versus SG, and (2) not priming any processing style but 
allowing participants to engage the ads naturally. Participants were 
assigned to one of four conditions depending on the type of good 
(EG: restaurant, spa; SG: shampoo, running shoes), and the type 
of ad (picture is consistent with the text versus inconsistent: text 
was kept constant). The pictures were pretested across conditions 
as equally attractive and fitting to the product category. The goods 
were pretested as EG or SG. We collected persuasion and purchase 
intent measures, as well as narrative transportation measures. As 
hypothesized, there was a significant interaction between type of 
good and consistency, so that lack of consistency harmed the EG 
ads but did not affect the SG ads (F(1, 213) = 7.32, p < .05). Also 
as hypothesized, narrative transportation mediated the effect. Again 
consumers are unable to transport in the non-consistent EG ads.

We contribute to consumer research in general and to research in 
advertising in particular by finding an important difference between 
experiences and products that influences the way advertising is 
processed. Because experiences are processed as narratives before 
consumption, the elements in the ad need to be consistent in order 
to be persuasive. 
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