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Order effects in choice (i.e., primacy/recency effects) are examined using a script theoretical perspective.  Results of two studies show

that order effects are found when consumers follow their consumer script because they are less attentive.  However, these effects

dissipate when this script is disrupted because consumers become more attentive.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumer choices are typically presented in a sequence, and 

the presentation order has been observed to have an effect on choice 
where items first (primacy effect) and last (recency effect) in the 
sequence are preferred (e.g., Li and Epley 2009; Mantonakis et al. 
2009; Sulmont-Rosse et al. 2008;).  However, the procedures used in 
these experiments may not accurately reflect what occurs in an actual 
retail environment.  Sales associates may disrupt a consumer’s evalu-
ation process by asking them to evaluate an option between samples 
(i.e., step-by-step procedure) or ask the consumer to compare a cur-
rent sample to a previously sampled item (i.e., pairwise-comparison 
procedure). Results from two studies show that these common se-
quence presentation procedures may impact the possibility of order 
effects, with high and low product knowledge acting as boundary 
conditions for this effect. 

Theory Development
It is believed that high and low product category knowledge 

consumers will have different preferred strategies (i.e., consumer 
scripts) for evaluating and making decisions from a sequence of op-
tions within a respective product category.  Low product category 
knowledge consumers are suspected to engage in more simple deci-
sion strategies (Simon 1955), such as creating a global evaluation 
for each item before making a choice (i.e., step-by-step procedure).  
Conversely, consumers with high product category knowledge are 
believed to be more likely compare between samples, choosing a fa-
vourite and comparing each proceeding sample to that favourite (i.e., 
pairwise-comparison procedure; Mantonakis et al. 2009).

As described by script theory (Schank and Abelson 1977), 
engaging in behaviour that is congruent with a consumer script 
puts the individual on autopilot, not requiring much elaboration 
to make sense of the situation (Hsu and Chiang 2011; Shoemaker 
1996).  When sampling a sequence of items with low elaboration 
it is predicted that a consumer will revert back to a heuristic style 
of decision-making (e.g. “first-is-best” Sulmont-Rosse et al. 2008; 
or “saving-the-best-for-last” Li and Epley 2009) that could result in 
order effects.  However, when these scripts become disrupted (i.e., 

not allowing participants to follow their natural consumer script), it 
will require more elaboration and effort on the part of the consumer 
to try to make sense of the situation (Meyers-Levy and Tybout 1989).  
This increased elaboration devoted to understanding the situation is 
believed to reduce reliance on decisions heuristics and the order ef-
fects that would result.

From this, order effects are suspected to exist for low (but not 
high) product category knowledge consumers during a step-by-step 
evaluation procedure because this is how they naturally make deci-
sions and it does no disrupt their consumer script.  Conversely, order 
effects are suspected to exist for high (but not low) product category 
knowledge consumers during a pairwise-comparison procedure be-
cause this is how they naturally make decisions and it does not dis-
rupt their consumer script.

Overview of Studies
To test this, participants tasted 5 samples of wine and were either 

asked to rate each wine on a ten-point scale between tastings (Study 
1: step-by-step procedure), or asked to compare each new sample to 
a previously picked favourite (Study 2: pairwise-comparison proce-
dure).  What the participants did not know was that each sample was 
the same wine poured from the same bottle. The experimental focal 
point was the final wine choice after testing each sample. 

Chi-square tests were used to verify that the observed end-of-
sequence choice for each sequence length was reliably different from 
uniform probability.  Since each sample was the same wine from the 
same bottle, each sample should rationally have an equal probability 
of being chosen as the favourite.  

In analyzing the results of the step-by-step procedure, chi-
square results were only found to be significantly different from uni-
form probability for low (but not high) wine knowledge participants 
χ2(4, N=29) = 21.17, prep=.87).  As wine knowledge increased, sam-
ples first and last in the sequence had a decreased likelihood of being 
chosen (β = -.48, p < .05). Conversely, in analyzing the results of the 
pairwise-comparison procedure, chi-square results were only found 
to be significantly different from uniform probability for high (but 
not low) wine knowledge consumers (χ2(1, N=20) = 9.5, prep=.87). 

Figure 1: Sequence Position and Choice Probabilities Graph
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This time, as wine knowledge increased the samples first and last in 
the sequence had a greater probability of being chosen (β = .58, p < 
.05; see figure 1 and table 1).

Conclusion
High and low product category knowledge consumers are be-

lieved to evaluate and choose an item from a sequence differently.  
Where low knowledge consumers naturally engage in a step-by-step 
procedure, and high knowledge consumers naturally follow a pair-
wise-comparison procedure.  Results show when the presentation 
of the sequence is congruent to how they would naturally evaluate 
and make a choice, then the situation will require little elaboration 
and order effects will result.  However, when the presentation of the 
sequence disrupts how they would naturally evaluate and make a 
choice, the situation requires more elaboration and the probability of 
order effects dissipate.

REFERENCES
Hsu, Tsuen-Ho and Chu-Yin Chiang (2011), “Script Comparisons 

During Service Encounters in Fast-Food Chains,” Tourism and 
Hospitality Research, 11 (1), 19-29.

Hughson, Angus L. and Robert A. Boakes (2001), “Perceptual and 
Cognitive Aspects of Wine Experts,” Australian Journal of 
Psychology, 53 (2), 103. 

Li, Ye and Nicholas Epley (2009), “When the Best Appears to be 
Saved For Last: Serial Position Effects on Choice,” Journal of 
Behavioral Decision Making, 22 (4), 378. 

Mantonakis, Antonia, Pauline Rodero, Isabelle Lesschaeve, and 
Reid Hastie (2009), “Order in Choice: Effects of Serial 
Position on Preferences,” Psychological Science, 20 (11), 
1309. 

Meyers-Levy, Joan and Alice M. Tybout (1989), “Schema 
Congruity as a Basis for Product Evaluation,” Journal of 
Consumer Research, 16 (June), 39-54.

Schank, Roger C. and Robert P. Abelson (1977), Scripts, Plans, 
Goals and Understanding: An Inquiry into Human Knowledge 
Structures. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Shoemaker, Stowe (1996), “Scripts: Precursor of Consumer 
Expectations,” Cornell Hotel and Restaurant Administration 
Quarterly, 37 (1), 42-53.

Simon, Herbet A. (1955), “A Behavioral Model of Rational 
Choice,” Quarterly Journal of Economics, 69, 99-118.

Sulmont-Rosse, Claire, Claire Chabanet, Sylvie Issanchou, and E.P. 
Köster (2008), “Impact of the Arousal Potential of Uncommon 
Drinks on the Repeated Exposure Effect,” Food Quality and 
Preference, 19 (4), 412.

Table 1: Sequence Position and Choice Probabilities

Sequence 
Procedure Wine Knowledge Order Position and the Probability of Being Chosen Chi-Square

1 2 3 4 5

Step-by-Step
(Study 1)

High 0.32 0.14 0.36 0.05 0.14 8.00

Low 0.52 0.21 0.07 0.04 0.17 21.17*

Pairwise-
Comparison 

(Study 2)

High 0.30 0.05 0.05 0.20 0.40 9.50*

Low 0.22 0.22 0.17 0.17 0.22 0.33

* Chi-Square > Chi-Theoretical


