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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
We present a framework that explains how consumers evalu-

ate experiences before consumption, and how this evaluation differs 
from that of products. We suggest that experiences are evaluated 
closer to the self, more vividly, and more in the form of narratives, 
compared to products. We understand experiences as a type of good 
different from products or material possessions. An experience is an 
event or series of events that a consumer lives through, while a prod-
uct is a tangible object, kept in one’s possession (Van Boven and 
Gilovich 2003). Trips, movies, and restaurants are experiences; lap-
tops, shoes, and jewelry are products. We propose that experiences 
are processed differently from products in that they are processed as 
closer to the self, as something more vivid, and more in the form of 
a narrative. 

Self. Consumers perceive experiences rather than possessions to 
be more closely associated with the self (Carter and Gilovich 2012). 
We propose that this closeness to self is already present during con-
sumers’ evaluations of experiences before consumption. We observe 
different consequences of this closeness to the self. For instance, this 
may explain why, while positive experiences are better than posi-
tive products, negative experiences are worse than negative products 
(Nicolao et al. 2009). 

We test our proposition by analyzing the impact of congruency 
between the self and advertising messages. Past research has found 
important effects of matching a message or a product to consumers’ 
self-schemata (Wheeler, Petty, and Bizer 2005). Because experiences 
are a more important part of the self compared to products, we pre-
dict that message/self congruency will be more influential for mes-
sages regarding experiences than for those regarding products. 

Vividness. We propose that when consumers evaluate an experi-
ence, the experience is perceived as more vivid, compared to a prod-
uct. This is because experiential aspects of consumption are multi-
sensorial and can engage the consumer at multiple senses and levels 
(Holbrook and Hirschman 1982; LaSalle and Britton 2003). This can 
explain for instance why when an advertisement for an experiential 
purchase (vacation destination) lacked vividness, it backfired (Petro-
va and Cialdini 2005). 

We test our proposition by looking at the impact that imagining 
the satisfaction that comes with the consumption of the good has on 
attitudes towards the good. Anticipating satisfaction has been used 
as a mechanism to stimulate mental imagery (Shiv and Huber 2000). 
If it is true that experiences are processed more vividly than prod-
ucts, then it follows that imagining consumption should have a more 
positive effect on consumers when they evaluate an experience rather 
than a product. 

Narrative. Finally, we propose that consumers process experi-
ences in the form of narratives. Experiences have the two elements 
necessary for constructing a narrative: sequence of events in time 
(temporality), and the inclusion of decisions that trigger specific con-
sequences (causality) (Escalas 2004). 

To test this proposition we study consistency between the nar-
rative elements in an ad. Narrative consistency is a necessary con-
dition for a story to create meaning and be persuasive (Cho, Shen, 
and Wilson 2012; McKee 1997). If it is true that consumers process 
experiences as narratives, then the elements of an ad (image, copy) 
for an experience need to be consistent for the ad to be persuasive. 

Study 1
Procedure

Our design and procedure was a replication of Wheeler et al. 
2005. We created four types of messages by manipulating the mes-
sage frame (impulsive vs. cautious) and the good being promoted 
(experience vs. product). All participants read one advertisement, 
according to condition. After reading the ad participants rated how 
attractive and desirable the purchase was, how likely they were to 
buy it, and how likely they were to recommend it to others. After a 
filler task, participants responded to the impulsivity scale by Eysenck 
et al. (1985). 

Results
As hypothesized there was a significant interaction so that the 

effect of congruency was stronger for experiences than for products. 
Attitudes towards congruent experiences were better than those to-
wards congruent products, and attitudes towards incongruent expe-
riences were worse than those towards incongruent products (F(1, 
176) = 8.43, p < .01). The same was true for behavioral intentions.

Study 2
Procedure

All participants evaluated a choice between a product and an 
experience. Participants were assigned to one of two conditions with 
decision goal (choice vs. anticipated satisfaction) as the factor. Par-
ticipants in the choice condition read “Please evaluate the following 
two alternatives carefully and make your choice.” Participants in the 
anticipating satisfaction condition were asked to “take a moment to 
really imagine what the options would be like”. Next, respondents 
rated each alternative on a 7-point attractiveness scale 

Results
As expected, pre-planned contrasts confirm that participants 

perceive the products in the choice set to be equally attractive re-
gardless of condition (F(1, 375) = .009, p > .10), while, on the other 
hand, they perceive the experiences as more attractive when they are 
asked to anticipate satisfaction than when they are asked to choose 
(F(1, 375) = 6.82, p < .01). 

Study 3
Procedure

Participants saw an ad for an experience or a product, and the 
copy in the ad was either consistent or inconsistent with the picture. 
All pictures across the four stimuli were pretested as equally fitting 
for an ad in that category, equally persuasive, and equally vivid. Par-
ticipants evaluated two consecutive ads and reported their attitude 
towards the brand and towards the ad, and reported also their inten-
tion to purchase the good. 

Results
As hypothesized, there was a significant interaction between 

type of good and consistency, so that consistency positively influ-
enced the experiences but did not affect the products (F(1, 213) = 
7.32, p < .05). Consumers were unable to transport in the non-con-
sistent experience ads, and this negatively influenced their attitudes 
and their intended behavior.
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General Discussion
We have presented a framework to understand how experiences 

are processed differently from products, prior to consumption. Given 
the recent interest in experiential purchases (Van Boven and Gilov-
ich 2003), and given that most consumer and marketing research so 
far has disproportionately focused on material purchases (Holbrook 
and Hirschman 1982; Sun et al. 2012), this framework is relevant 
and timely. 

Table 1. Summary of results across studies.
Study 1 Experience Product

DV: average of 
attitudes towards the 

good advertised  
(from 1 to 7)

Congruent messages 5.23 4.64

Incongruent messages 3.12 3.73

DV: average of 
intentions towards the 

good advertised  
(from 1 to 7)

Congruent messages 5.14 4.11

Incongruent messages 3.36 3.68

Study 2 Experience Product

DV: how attractive the 
good is (from 1 to 7)

Choice only 5.09 5.35
Anticipation of 

satisfaction 5.57 5.36

Study 3 Consistent Non 
consistent

DV: average of attitude 
towards the good and 

purchase intention 
(from 0 to 100)

Ads for experiences 68 52

Ads for products 59 57
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