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SESSION OVERVIEW
As we meet this year in Paris, a center of the Enlightenment 

and birthplace of new paradigms to thinking and knowing about the 
world, the setting seems particularly appropriate for discussing con-
sumer knowledge. Consumer research has extensively studied how 
knowledge affects decision processes. However, little research has 
examined how knowledge shapes experiences. The current papers 
contribute to a nascent area of research addressing this important 
gap. These papers provide insight into the question of, “How can 
differences in consumer knowledge — in terms of both knowledge 
itself and the way in which knowledge is acquired — influence eval-
uations and enjoyment of consumption experiences?” The research 
in this session is relevant not just to academics, but also to market-
ers seeking to enhance consumer experiences by delivering the right 
information, in the right format.

First, O’Brien draws attention to the consequences of learning 
about the development of an upgraded version of a product. He finds 
that knowing that an improved version of the product will be avail-
able in the future affects consumers’ subjective experience with the 
product in the present. The key finding is that merely knowing this 
fact has a negative effect on the enjoyment of the experience with the 
current product.

Fulmer and Reich also explore how perceptions of the same 
stimulus change as function of what consumers know about it. How-
ever, instead of examining the effect of knowledge about the future 
of the product, they look at the effect of knowledge about its incep-
tion. In the context of arts consumption, they find that the perceived 
quality of the same artistic product improves when consumers learn 
that its creation was an unintentional (as opposed to intentional) ef-
fort.

The third paper starts exploring the notion that cognitive influ-
ences on experiences arise not only from what consumers know, but 
also from how they obtain information. Grillo, Pizzutti, and Ward 
test the idea that accessing information about a product category 
through Google search (compared to the same information without 
online search) can subjectively enhance subsequent experiences with 
products of that category. This effect stems from decision confidence 
boosts induced by Google-based access to information.

The fourth paper shifts focus from a currently prevalent source 
of product-related knowledge (Google), to explore an emerging op-
tion — virtual reality (VR). Chun, Baek, and MacInnis look at a 
context where knowledge acquisition and consumption experience 
merge into a single event: product sampling. VR-based sampling ex-
periences facilitate the mental simulation and conjuring of stories 
about the consumption of sensory-rich experiential products (e.g., 
luxury hotels), thus increasing behavioral intentions toward them.

This session demonstrates how complementary facets of cogni-
tion – content (i.e., what individuals know) and formation (i.e., how 
they obtain knowledge) – influence consumers’ experiences. More-
over, the session takes a timely perspective on the topic. It takes into 
account that product information (e.g., their history [Fulmer and 
Reich] and their future [O’Brien]) is increasingly accessible, how 
consumers tend to access it (Grillo, Pizzutti, and Ward), and the ten-
dency of evolving technologies to provide yet new forms of product 
knowledge acquisition (Chun, Baek, MacInnis).

The “Next” Effect

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Imagine you are toying with a fun new gadget for the first 

time. Assuming things work as intended, experiencing a fun stimu-
lus you have never experienced before should be highly enjoyable. 
Yet, consider one small tweak: You learn beforehand that an even 
better version is in the works. Despite still proceeding to play with 
the same gadget, and despite nothing objectively changing within it, 
the current research explores whether mere expectations of a more 
enjoyable future (e.g., upcoming versions of a technology) might 
undermine one’s experience of an enjoyable present (e.g., a current 
version)—despite that present experience being brand new for you.

Why? Existing research might suggest the opposite: Better 
future versions of a good should, if anything, foster more positive 
impressions of targets subordinately associated with that good (e.g., 
assimilation effects: Bless & Schwarz, 2010). This idea is echoed 
by broader research on positive expectancies (e.g., studies highlight-
ing benefits of dispositional optimism: Carver & Scheier, 2014). 
However, the current research advances these literatures by consid-
ering the additional possibility of inference-based effects. Indeed, 
assessing novel goods can be difficult. People reduce ambiguity by 
drawing inferences from other available cues, which can shape their 
consumption experience (Lee, Frederick, & Ariely, 2006). Put in cur-
rent terms, one salient inference people likely draw from learning 
of future improvement is that there must have been something to 
improve upon (Grice, 1975)—but this need not be true, particularly 
in today’s world of strategic change (e.g., planned obsolescence: 
Gershoff, Kivetz, & Keinan, 2011). Thus, despite being able to draw 
on one’s bottom-up experience to inform one’s judgment, bottom-up 
experiences may be tainted: Mere knowledge of a better future may 
prompt people to shift their attention to present problems warranting 
the change. Improvement may be self-fulfilling: Merely knowing a 
better future is coming may make the present worse (e.g., by prompt-
ing people to search for, and alas find, more “bugs”).

Three preregistered experiments tested this hypothesis. In Ex-
periment 1, 806 participants played “Art Time,” a novel art-making 
game. All participants played the same game, dated from the same 
time, but we manipulated knowledge of upcoming versions: Some 
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participants first viewed a flyer for “Art Time: October 2016 re-
lease,” then played “Art Time: October 2016 release” (control); oth-
ers viewed a visually-identical flyer for “Art Time 2” announcing up-
dates to the original, then played “Art Time: October 2016 release” 
(better-future); still others viewed a visually-identical flyer for “Paint 
Wars 2” announcing updates to an unrelated stimulus, then played 
“Art Time: October 2016 release” (unrelated-future). This latter con-
dition isolates inference-based mechanisms (rather than any positive 
future spoiling the present, the future and present may need to be 
linked). After, all participants rated their enjoyment (dependent vari-
able) and bugs noticed (proposed mechanism). The same game was 
less enjoyable (p < .001), and buggier (p < .001), when participants 
were merely aware of a better future (indirect effect via buggyness: 
b = 0.42, 95% CI = [0.28, 0.56]). Unrelated improvement, however, 
affected neither enjoyment nor buggyness (contrasts vs. control: ps 
≥ .273).

Experiment 2 replicated these effects using a different stimu-
lus. 309 participants played the same novel virtual-reality “blaster” 
game. Better-future participants enjoyed the game less, and found it 
buggier, compared to control (ps ≤ .011; mediation, b = 0.32, 95% 
CI = [0.18, 0.52]). We also tested boundaries: Other participants 
were informed of a better future version, but additionally evaluated 
a “Blast From The Past!” booklet reminding them of older blaster-
game technology. The effect was attenuated with converse reminders 
of the past, by reducing perceived bugs (contrast versus control: p = 
.206, d = 0.18).

Experiment 3 replicated these effects using a third stimulus, and 
tested consequences. 487 participants tested the same novel 360-de-
gree technology by which viewers can rotate the camera at any angle 
while a video plays. Better-future participants again reported a less 
enjoyable, and buggier, experience (ps ≤ .005; mediation, b = 0.25, 
95% CI = [0.17, 0.36]). Moreover, all participants were informed 
they had to re-experience the same technology, but could buy out 
of this task. Better-future participants wagered double to opt out (p 
= .014). Their “tainted” experience—for which they were willing 
to pay a real cost to avoid repeating—was purely a product of their 
beliefs.

These experiments reveal a perverse effect of positive future 
expectations: The same stimulus is less enjoyable merely when 
participants believe a better future version is in the works. This oc-
curs because knowledge of better future is, in effect, self-fulfilling: 
It spurs people to discover more problems in the present that must 
have needed fixing.

These findings highlight the need for more research on how 
future circumstances serve as a standard for present circumstances 
(for a review, see Strahan & Wilson, 2006). We bridge these ideas 
with yet-disconnected literatures on expectancy effects, suggesting 
new insights into when and why, exactly, positive expectations can 
backfire. As reviewed by Lee et al. (2006), labels affect experiences: 
Drinking a “vinegar” beer makes the same beer taste worse; eating a 
“fatty” dessert makes the same dessert taste more decadent; and so 
on. However, past findings typically stop at the moment of choice. 
As Lee et al. (2006) note: “A third question concerns how specific 
perceptual, attentional, and cognitive mechanisms mediate the effect 
of expectations on experience” (p. 1057). To this point, we provide 
finer-grained evidence for why expectations change preferences: 
Mere awareness of a better future changes attention and prompts 
people to actively search for flaws.

Finally, future research should extend beyond technology. Peo-
ple with positive views of their future self may make wiser plans 
(Hershfield, 2011), but also discover more flaws in their present self 
and thus feel less happy at any one moment. Surrounded by so much 

improvement across so many domains (Pinker, 2018), our findings 
hint at a vicious cycle: Ever-newer offerings are not necessarily ever-
better, yet people may fail to learn from experience if their experi-
ence is psychologically tainted at each fresh start. Mere awareness of 
a better future often may risk spoiling an otherwise satisfying pres-
ent.

Unintentional Inception: Why Unintentionality Increases 
Quality Perceptions of Artistic Products

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Artistic product creation can be fundamentally intended or 

unintended from its outset. Presumably, this should not influence 
how the products are evaluated by consumers since their objective 
qualities are identical. However, research has documented a power-
ful influence of intentionality behind actions in shaping consumer 
preference and perceptions. The current research explores how qual-
ity perceptions of artistic products can be influenced by the inten-
tionality involved in their inception; in other words, whether the 
product was originally intended by the creator. We suggest that be-
cause knowledge of unintentional product creation elicits heightened 
counterfactual thought about how the product may have never been 
created at all, consumers place a quality premium on unintentionally 
created artistic products.

Prior literature largely indicates that intention in creation can 
heighten quality perceptions of a finished product. Intention and 
perceptions of effort are psychologically linked (Caruso, Waytz, and 
Epley 2010; Heider 1958; Malle 2010; Malle and Knobe 1997), and 
perceptions of effort have been shown to heighten quality percep-
tions of artistic products such as effortfully created paintings and po-
ems (Cho and Schwarz 2008; Kruger et al. 2004). This influence of 
perceived effort in product creation on perceptions of quality, and the 
association between intention and effort (Caruso et al. 2010; Heider 
1958; Malle 2010; Malle and Knobe 1997), suggests that consumers 
may place a quality premium on intentionally created artistic prod-
ucts over unintentionally created artistic products.

Despite work showcasing such positive influences of inten-
tionality and effort on quality perceptions, unintentionality has been 
shown to heighten consumer preference for products in certain con-
texts. Newman and Bloom (2012) demonstrated that near duplicates 
of paintings were considered more valuable when they resembled an 
original piece of artwork by mere coincidence compared to an in-
tentional attempt to copy. Furthermore, when consumers perceive a 
company as intentionally creating an environmentally friendly prod-
uct, they are less interested in purchasing it due to a belief that the 
company devoted resources away from other product attributes to 
make it environmentally friendly (Newman, Gorlin, and Dhar 2014). 
Especially relevant to the current research, Reich, Kupor, and Smith 
(2017) demonstrate that consumers prefer hedonic products resulting 
from a mistake in the creation process to otherwise identical prod-
ucts made intentionally. We build upon these lines of research by 
demonstrating that mere unintentionality in an artistic product’s in-
ception heightens quality perceptions of the final product.

We base our theorizing on the well-documented “intentionality 
bias”, according to which people have a tendency to assume that 
actions are intentional (Bègue et al. 2010; Rosset 2008; Rosset and 
Rottman 2014; Spunt, Meyer, and Lieberman 2015). Because un-
intentional actions diverge from this assumption, and events con-
sidered unusual have been shown to inspire counterfactual thought 
(Kahneman and Miller 1986), we propose that unintentional creation 
inspires greater counterfactual thought than intentional creation. Re-
search has demonstrated a variety of ways in which counterfactual 
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thinking can benefit perception (Kray et al. 2010; Teigen and Glad 
2011). For example, Kray et al. (2010) demonstrate that counterfac-
tual thinking can actually increase the perceived meaningfulness of 
one’s own life experiences by leading to greater recognition of posi-
tive life events and perceptions that these events were fated. Further, 
research by Medvec, Madey, and Gilovich (1995) indicates that 
counterfactuals can change the perception of objective qualities of 
an outcome. Medvec et al. (1995) found that bronze medalists in the 
Olympics were judged as looking happier than silver medalists be-
cause the counterfactual of not having won a medal at all was more 
salient to bronze medalists, heightening perceptions of their outcome 
above those of the objectively superior silver medalists’. Similarly, 
we predict consumers will perceive an unintentionally created artis-
tic product as higher quality than an otherwise identical intentionally 
created product because the counterfactual of an unintentionally cre-
ated product never having been created should be especially salient 
to them.

Four studies examined the quality premium offered to unin-
tentionally created artistic products in contexts in which consum-
ers actually experienced the products. Our first study demonstrated 
that consumers perceive an unintentionally created poem’s quality 
as superior to that of an otherwise identical intentionally created 
poem. Our second study demonstrated the robustness of the effect 
of unintentional artistic creation on heightened quality perceptions, 
extending it to the domain of visual art. Our third study identified 
that heightened quality perceptions of unintentionally created artis-
tic products are mediated by increased counterfactual thinking about 
how a product’s creation might never have occurred at all. Further, it 
ruled out an alternative explanation that this phenomenon is driven 
by a magical belief in divine intervention playing a role in unin-
tentionally created artistic products. Through a process by modera-
tion design in which participants evaluated a marketing slogan, our 
fourth study showed that quality perceptions of intentionally created 
artistic products rise to the level of quality perceptions of uninten-
tionally created artistic products when consumers are encouraged to 
consider how an intentionally created product might never have been 
created at all.

This research is the first to reveal a quality premium given to 
unintentionally created artistic products, identifying greater counter-
factual thought about how such products might never have been cre-
ated at all as a hereto unrecognized antecedent of consumer quality 
perceptions. Consequently, it builds on previous work on benefits 
of unintentionality in product creation (Newman and Bloom 2012; 
Newman et al. 2014; Reich et al. 2017) by illustrating in multiple 
artistic domains that mere unintentionality in the inception of an 
artistic product’s creation colors how the quality of the product is 
perceived.

These results could benefit artists by making them aware of what 
information they should include and emphasize about the creation of 
their artwork in advertisements in order to heighten perceptions of 
their artwork’s quality. Additionally, organizations based around the 
appreciation of artwork such as museums could benefit from empha-
sizing unintentionality in the inception of their artworks’ creation 
wherever possible. By positively coloring customers’ perceptions of 
artistic products, museums and marketing managers could heighten 
foot traffic and increase purchases of artistic products.

The Effect of Google-Induced Confidence on 
Consumption Experiences

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
People increasingly turn to the Internet for information on vir-

tually every topic. In consumer research, scholars have primarily 
focused on how the unparalleled access to information provided by 
the Internet carries consequences for decision processes or decisions 
themselves (e.g., Bhargave, Mantonakis, & White, 2016; Lynch & 
Ariely, 2015). The current research shifts this focus to explore con-
sequences to consumption experiences. Specifically, we propose that 
confidence stemming from online search exerts a positive top-down 
influence on chosen consumption experiences, thereby enhancing 
subjective evaluations of objectively identical stimuli.

Our hypothesis builds on and contributes to two distinct streams 
of prior research: one examining the metacognitive errors induced 
by online search, and a second investigating the impact of expecta-
tions on experiences. A growing body of research finds that people 
misattribute online search results to their own memories; as a conse-
quence, search tools like Google may inflate people’s confidence in 
their own cognitive skills (Ward, 2013; Wegner & Ward, 2013). We 
extend this research by suggesting that when online search is used 
to access information related to a product category (such as when 
consumers prepare for upcoming decisions or experiences), this 
phenomenon causes consumers to be more confident in their own 
decision-making abilities. We further suggest that Google-induced 
confidence can exert a positive top-down influence on evaluations 
of chosen options. Prior research on top-down effects shows that 
expectation-inducing factors can cause subjective experiences with 
the same objective stimuli to conform to the expectation (e.g., Lee, 
Frederick, & Ariely, 2006). This type of effect is typically observed 
in response to information from an external source (e.g., telling 
someone that movie will be funny, or that a beer has been spiked 
with a weird ingredient). We extend this line of research by arguing 
that confidence in one’s own decision skills functions as an internal 
source of positive expectations. Thus, factors that affect confidence 
— including Google-induced metacognitive errors — may improve 
subjective experiences by creating self-fulfilling expectations re-
garding the quality of chosen options.

Briefly, we propose that Internet search improves subjective 
experiences through a process mediated by confidence in decision 
skills. Study 1 (N = 465, MTurk) tested the first part of this process. 
Participants were randomly assigned to complete a cinema-related 
trivia challenge (sample question, “What was the first fully comput-
er-animated movie ever?”) using Google vs. not using Google. In the 
Google condition, they verified their answers using Google; in the no 
Google condition, they received the same answers their counterparts 
would find on Google but without engaging in online search. Follow-
ing this manipulation, we measured participants’ confidence in their 
abilities to choose movies using a validated scale of confidence in 
consideration-set formation skills (Bearden, Hardesty, & Rose, 2001 
– sample item: “I am confident about my ability to recognize options 
worth considering when deciding to watch a movie”). We found that 
online search increased confidence in decision abilities, M = 5.59 vs. 
M = 5.29, t(461) = 3.17, p = .002.

Study 2 (N = 306, MTurk) tested the overarching hypothesis 
that online search enhances subjective experiences. After completing 
the same Google manipulation used in Study 1, participants chose 
a short film to watch as part of the study. Three options were pro-
vided, all of which were pretested to match on perceived quality. 
Film-choice was not different across conditions, χ2(2) = 1.53, p = 
.466, indicating that choices were not influenced by the manipula-
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tion. After watching the film of their choice, participants were asked 
how much they enjoyed the film they watched. Despite the fact that 
participants in both conditions watched the same films, those who 
used Google reported greater film enjoyment, M = 5.22 vs. M = 4.83, 
t(304) = 2.17, p = .031.

Study 3 (N = 329, MTurk) connects the results of studies 1 
and 2. After completing the trivia challenge (same as in the previ-
ous studies) and before choosing the film, we measured participants’ 
confidence in decision skills by asking them “how confident are you 
that you will be able to identify and choose the best film available 
among the options provided?” (0 = Not confident at all, 100 = 100% 
confident). They then watched the film of their choice and reported 
film enjoyment. Confidence in decision skills mediated the Google 
effect on enjoyment, b = 0.17, 95% bootstrap (10,000 simulations) 
CI = [0.05, 0.36].

In Study 4 (N = 499, MTurk), we further examined the role 
of confidence in decision skills using moderation. Theoretically, 
confidence in one’s ability to choose should only enhance experi-
ences that one chooses. We therefore added a “choice” manipula-
tion to our study design. For participants in the choice condition, 
the study design replicated that of Study 2. Participants in the no-
choice condition, however, were randomly assigned to a short film 
(instead of choosing one). If the increased enjoyment in studies 2 and 
3 stemmed from self-fulfilling expectations regarding one’s ability 
to choose the best option, the subjective experience of participants 
in the no-choice condition — who do not have a chance to employ 
their decision-making abilities — should not be affected by online 
search. We found a significant Google × Choice interaction, b = 0.51, 
t(494) = 1.97, p = .049 (controlling for participants’ general liking of 
short films). When participants chose the film, Google increased film 
enjoyment M = 5.26 vs. M = 4.82, t(494) = 2.41, p = .016. However, 
when participants watched a random film, Google did not predict 
enjoyment, M = 4.91 vs. M = 4.97, t(494) = 0.35, p = .723.

The current studies illuminate a process where Internet search 
boosts decision-making confidence and, thus, ignites a self-fulfilling 
prophecy that results in improved subjective experiences. Market-
ers may benefit from this phenomenon by developing marketing 
communication that encourages consumers to learn about products 
through Internet search. However, we acknowledge that to better un-
derstand how Google-induced confidence can be explored in mar-
keting practice and how it affects consumers’ lives, future research 
should study the interplay of this boosted confidence with other “real 
world” factors – e.g., distractions, stress – that might inhibit/inten-
sify its effects.

Glimpse into the Future Experience: When is Virtual 
Reality Sampling Beneficial?

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Rapid adoption of virtual technologies is opening up new op-

portunities, enabling consumers to experience products and destina-
tions and acquire information in an immersive manner. Although an 
increasing number of companies are designing immersive VR con-
tents to engage consumers across various touchpoints of customer 
journey, they do so without clear understanding of when and how 
VR technology would actually benefit consumer experience and ex-
ert its intended positive effect. Given the technological investment 
and financial costs required for creating and distributing the immer-
sive marketing content, companies need to be better informed about 
both the theoretical underpinnings of VR technology from the con-
sumer psychology perspective and its practical implications. 

Building on prior research on dynamic presentations induc-
ing greater mental involvement (Roggeveen et al. 2015) and this, in 
turn, further increasing elaboration (e.g., Keller and McGill 1994), 
we propose that sampling a future experience through VR (vs. static 
images) enhances consumers’ involvement with the mediated envi-
ronment and the extent to which consumers conjure up stories about 
the future experiences. These imagined stories are likely to entail 
conscious representations of the self-experiencing future consump-
tion situations (Walter et al. 2007), positively influencing behavioral 
intentions toward them. Importantly, we further propose a more nu-
anced view of the effect of VR—the extent to which the effect of VR 
is maximized vs. undermined (i.e., boundary conditions of VR effec-
tiveness) depends on sensory richness of the target experience, indi-
vidual differences in imagery vividness, and the perspective-taking 
prompted during the sampling process. We conducted four empirical 
studies across various experiential contexts (retail, hotel stay, tour) 
to test these ideas. 

A pilot study (N = 108) utilizing a retail content (NYC Nike 
flagship store in New York City) found that, compared to 360-de-
gree tour and static photo images, VR significantly increased mental 
involvement (but no difference between 360-degree tour and static 
photo images), subsequently enhancing future store visit intentions. 
Building on the initial pilot results, Study 1 (N = 188) investigated 
the role of sensory richness embedded in the experience by utilizing 
the content marketing materials posted on Youtube by actual hotel 
companies. With a 2 (sensory richness: luxury vs. economy-plus ho-
tel experience) x 2 (medium: VR vs. photo images) between-subject 
design, we found that compared to photo images, sampling an ex-
perience through VR heightened mental involvement only for the 
sensory rich experience (i.e., luxury hotel tour). No difference was 
found between the two medium conditions when the target experi-
ence lacked high sensory richness (i.e., economy-plus hotel tour), 
rendering no advantage of VR over a more traditional medium of 
browsing static photo images. We further found support for an indi-
rect serial mediation whereby mental involvement and the ability to 
imagine future consumption stories sequentially mediated the effect 
of VR on behavioral intentions only when the experience was high 
on (vs. lacked) sensory richness. 

Study 2 (N = 188) further demonstrates that the extent to which 
VR enhances consumers’ mental involvement and the ability to con-
jure up stories about the future consumption experience depends on 
individual differences in imagery vividness (VVIQ; Marks 1973). 
If VR boosts consumers’ mental involvement of the experience and 
elaboration on future consumption events, this facilitative effect of 
VR should be more pronounced for individuals with low imagery 
vividness. By providing a sampling experience of a gondola ride in 
Venice, Italy, we found that the enhancing effect of VR occurred for 
those who are low on imagery vividness, but not for those who are 
high on imagery vividness. Those who are high on imagery vivid-
ness demonstrated a high level of mental involvement and the ability 
to imagine consumption stories on their own even with static photos. 

Study 3 (N = 225) demonstrates that the perspective-taking ad-
opted during the experience also matters in maximizing the effect of 
VR. We worked with a media content production company to create 
the content that took predominantly a first-person vs. third-person 
perspective, filming a zipline local activity in Maui, Hawaii for the 
study stimuli. We found that the immersive content that took more 
of a first-person perspective (i.e., experiencer), as opposed to a third-
person perspective (i.e., observer), facilitates the mental involve-
ment and conjuring up of future consumption stories, influencing 
behavioral intentions. 
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Across all three main studies, we find support for an indirect ef-
fect whereby mental involvement and the ability to evoke future con-
sumption stories sequentially mediate the effect of VR on behavioral 
intentions. Taken together, VR’s facilitating effect is limited when 
the target experience lacks sensory richness, when consumers tak-
ing a virtual tour are high in imagery vividness, and when the third-
person perspective is promoted in the sampled experience. These 
findings not only provide insights into the mechanism through which 
the facilitative effect of VR manifests but also provides practical im-
plications for designing marketing content for the maximal effect. 
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