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Many experiences are made up of component experiences. For example a bag of jelly beans contains many individual beans and an art

museum contains many individual pieces. Three studies examine how considering experiences as a whole or as parts changes the

importance of distinctive components to both overall evaluations and evaluations of individual components of experiences.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Two streams of research suggest that experiences may be rep-

resented in two ways. In the first type of representation, consumers 
convert the components and features of experiences into abstract 
representations of those experiences called prototypes (e.g. Kahn-
eman, 2003; Shreiber and Kahneman, 2000). A second stream of 
research in consumer experiences contends that consumers store in-
dividual components of experiences in memory (e.g. Ahn, Liu, and 
Soman, 2009; Montgomery and Unava, 2009; Morewedge, Gilbert, 
and Wilson, 2005). I refer to these components as exemplars. 

Distinctive components of experiences are weak inputs into 
prototype representations. Kahneman (2003) draws the concept of 
prototypes from the categorization literature (e.g. Rosch and Mervis, 
1975), which suggests that distinctive components of experiences 
may not be integrated into the experience prototype. Because of their 
lack of feature overlap with their surroundings, distinctive items or 
experiences tend to be atypical, having little in common with the 
category prototype. As a result, evaluations from prototypes will put 
little weight on distinctive components.

In contrast, distinctive components produce robust exemplar 
representations. Work from the memory literature suggests that dis-
tinctive exemplars are often more accessible than non-distinctive 
exemplars. Distinctive words and images are more easily recalled 
than the non-distinctive stimuli that surround them, particularly after 
a delay (e.g. Rundus, 1971; Waddil and McDaniel, 1998; Watkins, 
LeCompte, and Kim, 2000; Wollen and Cox, 1981). Evaluations 
based on exemplars will be biased toward distinctive components 
of an experience. 

In this paper, I examine the processing styles that produce pro-
totype and exemplar representations. Distinctiveness effects in mem-
ory may be a product of relational and item-specific processing (e.g. 
Hunt, 2006; Hunt & Smith, 1996; Worthen, 2006). These authors 
suggest that non-distinctive items promote relational processing, 
emphasizing the common features among items, while distinctive 
items promote item-specific processing, emphasizing the distinctive 
features that set each item apart. Relational processing will tend to 
favor prototype formation, while item-specific processing will create 
robust exemplars. As a result, distinctive components should have a 
greater (lesser) weight in overall evaluations when consumers pro-
cess an experience item-specifically (relationally). In three studies, I 
manipulate relational vs. item-specific processing in three ways: in 
Study 1 I use Navon figures to manipulate processing style directly, 
in Study 2 I manipulate processing style using temporal construal, 
and in Study 3 I manipulate processing style by asking participants 
to choose between components of different experiences or between 
groups of components. Inducing item-specific processing (Study 1), 
proximal temporal construal (Study 2), or choices between compo-
nents of experiences rather than whole experiences (Study 3) in-
creases consumers’ reliance on distinctive components of an experi-
ence when making overall evaluations.

Study 1 
2 (Processing style: relational vs. item-specific) X 2 (Valence of 

distinctive components: highly enjoyable vs. moderately enjoyable)
Participants viewed and rated 10 pieces of modern art, 2 of 

which were distinctive. I induced processing style by presenting 

participants with large letters, formed out of many smaller letters 
and asking them to type either the large letter or the smaller letters 
(Navon, 1977). Typing the large letter should induce a relational pro-
cessing style, while typing the small letter should induce an item-
specific processing style. I manipulated the valence of the distinctive 
piece by presenting participants with 8 moderately enjoyable sculp-
tures and 2 paintings, with the paintings either highly enjoyable or 
moderately enjoyable between conditions. The addition of the highly 
enjoyable paintings only improved overall evaluations when partici-
pants were in the item-specific processing condition.

Study 2
2 (Temporal construal level: distant vs. near) X 2 (Valence of 

distinctive components: highly enjoyable vs. not at all enjoyable) X 
2 (distinctive component replicate: cat carving vs. owl carving)

Participants viewed and rated 10 carved pumpkins, 2 of which 
were distinctive. I induced processing style by telling participants 
that the pumpkins were carved for a high school Halloween contest 
either two years earlier or in the last week. I manipulated the valence 
of the distinctive pumpkins by presenting participants with either 8 
moderately enjoyable pumpkins of one type (either cat or pumpkin) 
and 2 either highly enjoyable or not at all enjoyable pumpkins of the 
other type (either pumpkin or cat). The addition of the highly enjoy-
able pumpkins increased overall evaluations more when participants 
were told the pumpkins were carved in the last week. Similarly, the 
addition of the not at all enjoyable pumpkins reduced overall evalu-
ations more when participants were told the pumpkins were carved 
in the last week. There was no significant difference between the 
replicates.

Study 3
2 (Choice: Choose between wholes vs. Choose between compo-

nents) X 2 (Valence of distinctive components: highly enjoyable vs. 
not at all enjoyable) X 2 (distinctive component replicate: red beans 
are distinctive vs. yellow beans are distinctive)

Participants were presented with four containers of jelly beans, 
each containing 4 beans. Two of the cups contained 3 red beans and 
1 yellow bean while the other two cups contained 3 yellow beans 
and 1 red bean. Depending on the condition, all the distinctive beans 
were either highly enjoyable or low in enjoyment based on pretests. 
Before eating any jelly beans, participants were told that at the end 
of the experiment they could pick a mix of jelly beans to receive as a 
reward for participating. Depending on condition, participants were 
asked to choose between (1) a mix consisting of both the mostly-red 
bean cups mixed together or a mix consisting of both the mostly-
yellow bean cups mixed together or (2) a mix consisting of one of the 
mostly-red cups mixed with one of the mostly-yellow cups or a mix 
consisting of the other mostly-red and mostly-yellow cups mixed to-
gether. After eating all the jelly beans, participants rated all 16 jelly 
beans overall. When participants were told they would choose be-
tween the two mostly-red mixes combined or the two mostly-yellow 
mixes combined (choose between wholes) the valence of the distinc-
tive beans had a smaller impact on overall evaluations than when 
participants were told they would choose between the combinations 
of one mostly-red and one mostly-yellow mix (choose between com-
ponents). There was no significant difference between the replicates.
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