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We clarify the role of perceived repetition in hedonic adaptation, by demonstrating that enhancing perceived repetition intensifies

consumers' reactions to the aspects they attend to. Four lab experiments show that increasing perceived repetition increases (vs.

reduces) adaptation when consumers attend to the non-distinguishing (vs. distinguishing) aspects of their experiences.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Hedonic adaptation is defined as the drop in enjoyment of an ex-

perience with repeated exposures (Frederick and Loewenstein 1999). 
Because repetition is assumed to automatically translate into reduced 
enjoyment, existing research focused on reducing perceived repeti-
tion to reduce hedonic adaptation (Epstein et al. 2009; Redden 2008; 
Redden and Galak 2013). We question this assumption by proposing 
that the negative impact of perceived repetition is but one manifesta-
tion of its more general “intensifying” impact on experiences. We 
hence conceptualize each repetition of an experience as highlight-
ing the aspects that people attend to. The consequence of increasing 
perceived repetition may be therefore increased or decreased hedonic 
adaptation, depending on the aspects one attends to. We believe that 
whether one focuses on non-distinguishing versus distinguishing as-
pects of an experience is an appropriate dimension to examine the 
proposed intensification effect. 

We propose that when people focus on non-distinguishing as-
pects of an experience, increased perceived repetition serves to in-
tensify their negative effect on enjoyment. This suggests that prior 
research that exclusively reported a negative effect of perceived 
repetition had, one way or another, participants focus on non-distin-
guishing aspects of the experience. Because this dimension has not 
been studied, prior studies have done nothing to control for the effect 
of such differential focus. Indeed, prior literature shows that when 
left alone, consumers are more likely to naturally attend to the non-
distinguishing aspects of their experiences (Kahneman and Miller 
1986; Festinger 1954). We find that this is also the case in the current 
setting, with participants who were left to their natural tendencies 
exhibiting similar rates of adaptation as those who were told to focus 
on non-distinguishing aspects of an experience. 

What happens, however, when one focuses on the distinguish-
ing aspects of their current experience? We contend that focusing 
on distinguishing aspects of an experience may extend enjoyment. 
If perceived repetition indeed has an intensification effect on enjoy-
ment, as we propose, then increased perceived repetition may help 
to slow adaptation when attending to distinguishing aspects of an 
experience. In sum, perceived repetition may accelerate or decelerate 
adaptation, depending on whether one focuses on non-distinguishing 
or distinguishing aspects of an experience.  

Experiment 1 (n=78) was a 2 (focus: control versus distinct) x 
2 (repetition: high versus low) between-subjects design. Participants 
were told that they would listen to a song sample six times in a row, 
rating their enjoyment after each episode (101-point scale; 0=not at 
all, 100=very much). Participants were asked to focus on a distin-
guishing aspect of their experience (the distinct condition), or were 
not given any instructions (the control condition).  Perceived repeti-
tion was manipulated via an attention manipulation (cf. Epstein et al. 
1997), with participants either observing (high repetition) or actively 
solving (low repetition) some math problems while listening to the 
song sample. 

The perceived repetition manipulation worked as intended. 
While increased perceived repetition increased the rate of adaptation 
in the control condition (βhigh-repetition=-5.98 versus βlow-repetition=-3.19, 
F(1, 376)=3.99, p=.05), it reduced adaptation in the distinct con-
dition (βhigh-repetition=-.25 versus βlow-repetition=-3.29, F(1, 376)=4.22, 
p=.04). Stated differently, high (vs. low) repetition increased adap-

tation differences between distinct and control conditions (β=4.64, 
F(1, 376)=6.62, p=.01), supporting our intensification hypothesis.

Experiments 2A and 2B focused on the high repetition condi-
tion in Experiment 1. Experiment 2A (n=61) showed that forcing 
participants to focus on the non-distinct aspects of the song sample 
led to adaptation patterns similar to that in the control condition 
(βcontrol=-3.75 versus βnon-distinct=-4.00, F(1,302)=.04, p=.85), suggest-
ing that consumers’ natural tendency may be to attend to non-dis-
tinguishing aspects of their experiences. In addition, we replicated 
the findings of the high repetition condition of Experiment 1, as 
those in the distinct condition had significantly lower hedonic ad-
aptation rates compared to the non-distinct (βdistinct=.11 versus βnon-

distinct=-4.00, F(1,302)=7.83, p=.006) and the control (βdistinct=.11 ver-
sus βcontrol=-3.75, F(1,302)=7.74, p=.006) conditions. 

Asking participants to focus on the distinguishing aspects of a 
song may have inadvertently increased their belief that it is a likeable 
song. Perhaps it is this implied likability of the song that led to its 
sustained enjoyment in the distinct condition. Experiment 2B (n=73) 
aimed to rule out this alternative explanation by asking about half of 
the participants to focus on the likeable aspects of the song sample, 
while the remaining half focused on its distinct aspects. We expected 
that focusing on distinct aspects would lead to slower adaptation than 
focusing on likeable aspects that are not necessarily distinct. Indeed, 
we found this to be the case (βlikeable=-3.57 versus βdistinct=- 1.03, F(1, 
363)=4.20, p=.04), ruling out this alternative explanation. 

We hypothesized that focusing on distinctions (non-distinctions) 
increased (reduced) perceived variety in the category, a perception 
accentuated by perceived repetition. This in turn led to sustained 
(reduced) enjoyment. Experiment 3 (n=127) examined the proposed 
process using a 2 (repetition: high versus low) x 2 (focus: control ver-
sus distinct) between-subjects design with a different repetition ma-
nipulation. Replicating Experiment 1’s findings, we found a signifi-
cant interaction (β=- 5.37, F(1, 609)=9.46, p=.002); with increased 
perceived repetition increasing adaptation in the control condition 
(βhigh-repetition=-5.80 versus βlow-repetition=-3.13, F(1, 609)=5.14, p=.02), 
but reducing adaptation in the distinct condition (βhigh-repetition=-1.01 
versus βlow-repetition=-3.29, F(1, 609)=4.40, p=.04). 

In addition, we found that increased perceived repetition in-
creased perceived variety in the distinct condition (Mlow-repetition=6.08 
versus Mhigh-repetition=7.33; F(1, 126)=3.37, p=.07), and reduced per-
ceived variety in the control condition (Mlow-repetition=6.18 versus Mhigh-

repetition=4.80; F(1, 126)=4.96, p=.03). Importantly, perceived variety 
in the category mediated the interactional effect of repetition and 
focus on adaptation, where the increased repetition increased (de-
creased) variety perception in the distinct (control) condition, which 
then slowed down (enhanced) adaptation [Estimate:5.98, 1.55–
15.12].

Our findings contribute to the adaptation literature by introduc-
ing the key insight that perceived repetition has an intensification 
effect on adaptation, suggesting that it does not always hurt the en-
joyment of an experience. Attention to distinguishing vs. non-distin-
guishing aspects proved ideal to test this hypothesis. We also showed 
that the effect of perceived repetition on enjoyment occurs via is its 
impact on perceived variety in a category. We believe it would be 
worthwhile for future research to further clarify the role perceived 
repetition plays in adaptation. 
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