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Consumer beliefs about influences on liking are explored. Questionnaires were 
administered to explore the extent to which respondents’ implicit beliefs resemble 
any of six concepts established in experimental psychology. Results indicate 
respondents apply beliefs consistent with classical conditioning and Weber’s law 
and expect adaptation to occur in a wide variety of situations. They do not show 
a general belief in cognitive dissonance effects. They probably do not believe in 
affective opponent processes (rebound) or the ability of exposure alone (“mere 
exposure”) to increase liking, although the beliefs they do apply predict the same 
outcome in some contexts. Implications for consumer behavior are discussed. 

What do consumers know about the dynamics of liking, and are their beliefs 
consistent with what is known in the psychological literature? What implicit 
theories do consumers use when judging how various situations will influence 
their likes and dislikes? For example, in judging the worth of a 10-day versus 
a 14-day vacation, consumers’ beliefs about the principle of adaptation are 
critical: If they believe in adaptation, they should expect decreasing enjoyment 
and be unwilling to pay much for the incremental 4 days, whereas if they 
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believe in sensitization, they should expect increasing enjoyment and be willing 
to pay a relatively high price for the incremental 4 days. Although the study 
of common-sense psychology (Kelley, 1992) has most often focused on social 
situations, we investigate what we term intuitive hedonics, the part of common- 
sense psychology regarding the dynamics of pleasure. Intuitive hedonics in- 
cludes beliefs about the formation of, and factors influencing, a broad range 
of subjective responses including enjoyment, liking, and affect. Despite a grow- 
ing interest in hedonics among consumer researchers (Batra & Ray, 1986; Edell 
& Burke, 1987; Hirschman & Holbrook, 1982; Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982; 
MacDonald & Douthitt, 1992; Mano & Oliver, 1993; Murry, Lastovicka, & 
Singh, 1992; Oliver, 1993; Westbrook & Oliver, 1991; et al.), consumer beliefs 
about the dynamics of pleasure have not been studied. 

Recently Friestad and Wright (1994) examined consumer beliefs about 
persuasion and suggested ways those beliefs might interact with persuasion 
attempts. In a similar vein, we believe that intuitive hedonics can be an impor- 
tant factor affecting choice. Kahneman and Snell (1990, 1992) suggested that 
consumer choice be viewed as a prediction of one’s own likes at the time of 
consumption, and March (1978) suggested that rational choice requires two 
guesses, the first about uncertain future consequences and the second about 
uncertain future preferences. 

Because we are not so much interested in the theories people espouse as in 
the beliefs they actually apply, the approach we have adopted is to infer the 
beliefs people use by analyzing their responses to hypothetical, everyday-life 
situations. Like McCloskey (1983) and diSessa (1983) did in studies of intuitive 
physics, we developed natural situations that allow for comparison of lay 
beliefs with those embodied in established theory. Scenarios were designed to 
describe situations that were natural yet similar to experimental situations in 
six areas of psychology that bear on liking or enjoyment: classical condition- 
ing, Weber’s law, opponent processes, adaptation or habituation, mere expo- 
sure, and cognitive dissonance. We attempted to be comprehensive within the 
constraints that (a) theories clearly apply to hedonic response, (b) there be 
reasonable consensus in the literature about each phenomenon, and (c) the 
theories not overlap too greatly (e.g., of cognitive dissonance theory and 
self-perception theory, we chose only one-cognitive dissonance). To mini- 
mize unique contextual effects, before inferring a belief we required that a 
concept be applied across at least three (and in most cases more) scenarios 
describing quite different contexts. 

There are a number of approaches one might take to explore consumer 
beliefs or knowledge. Each has weaknesses as well as strengths. Other ap- 
proaches that have been used and that we consider valuable complimentary 
approaches to ours include asking people directly what they believe, asking 
people what they do (Casey & Rozin, 1989), and asking people to predict the 
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results of specific experiments (Armstrong, 1991; Milgram, 1975; Nisbett & 
Borgida, 1975; Wolosin, Sherman, & Cann, 1975)’ We have chosen not to ask 
respondents for explanations but simply for predictions of the outcome of 
particular situations. People often either do not know or cannot articulate 
reasons and may be facile at giving explanations even when they have no 
particular insight into their mental processes (Maier, 1931; Nisbett & Wilson, 
1977). Others have noted that popular aphorisms frequently contradict one 
another, for example “absence makes the heart grow fonder” versus “out of 
sight out of mind” (Furnham, 1988). People may well espouse both beliefs, 
leaving us wondering exactly how and when they use those beliefs. Although 
predictions may not capture all of a consumer’s knowledge, we focus on 
forced-choice predictions because they indicate accessibility and applicability 
of mental models to choice situations. By asking people to predict the outcome 
of particular situations, we access the beliefs people use in particular situations. 

SURVEYS 

Subjects and Procedure 

Surveys 1 through 5 were administered to 337 students in a public area on 
the campus of a major California university. Questionnaires were kept 
short, 9 to 28 scenarios, to avoid fatigue and careless answers. Respondents 
were paid $1.00 or $1.50, depending on the length of the questionnaire. 
Sample size for each questionnaire ranged from 55 to 77. No effects for 
gender were found on Surveys 1 through 3, and subsequent surveys did not 
ask for this information. 

Surveys 6 and 7 recruited about equally from three sources: passers-by at 
a public campus location, paid volunteers from an undergraduate business 
course, and volunteers from a psychology class intended primarily for nonpsy- 
chology majors who participated for class credit. Scenarios were divided into 
two questionnaires to avoid fatigue and careless answers. Each questionnaire 
was administered in two versions, with questions framed as “who is more 
(less)” happy, irritated, and so forth (see Direction of Comparison section). 
Thus, a total of four questionnaires (Survey 6 ,  more and less versions, and 
Survey 7, more and less versions, 43 < n < 46 each) were randomly assigned 
to 175 students. 

‘Interestingly, when people do guess the outcome of experiments, the academic community 
tends to be more interested in the possibility of demand effects than in the fact that lay people 
may know about human, or their own, behavior (Shimp, Hyatt, & Snyder, 1991). 
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Questions 

Two styles of questions were used in Surveys 1 through 5. In some scenarios 
respondents were asked which of two individuals, who were described as being 
identical in every way except those mentioned, felt more or less pleasure, was 
more or less irritated, and so forth. For example, 

D and J both live close to a major highway. The noise from the highway is 
sufficient to be annoying to a weekend visitor, and the noise level is the same for 
D and J. The section passing D’s house was opened a year ago. The section 
passing J’s house was opened last week. D and J are now each dining at home. 
Who is more annoyed by the noise? 

Character labels D and J were randomized across scenarios so that the theory- 
consistent response varied. Respondents were reminded that D and J were to 
be viewed as identical in all respects not mentioned in the scenario. 

In other scenarios, respondents were asked to imagine themselves in a 
particular situation and were then asked whether, for example, their sense of 
well-being, irritation, and so forth was increasing or decreasing. For example, 
“Imagine that you moved recently to an apartment near a noisy highway. Is 
your irritation at the noise increasing or decreasing?” 

All scenarios in Surveys 6 and 7 were of the style asking respondents to 
choose character D or J as happier, more irritated, and so forth. Character 
labels D and J were randomized across scenarios so that the theory-consistent 
response varied. Each page of the questionnaires reminded respondents that D 
and J are similar in all respects not mentioned in the scenario and that D and 
J are not the same people from one question to the next. See Appendix A for 
the wording of all scenarios. 

Measures 

Four measures were used to look for converging evidence regarding a belief. 
The primary measure was agreement. 

Agreement. This measured the percentage of respondents agreeing with 
(i.e., answering consistent with) the psychological concept. This measure was 
used for all surveys (1 through 7). When a very high proportion of respondents 
choose the answer consistent with the psychological concept, across all sce- 
narios relevant to that topic, we can conclude that a similar concept is embod- 
ied in their intuitive beliefs. 

When there is little agreement among respondents on the outcome of a 
scenario, it is difficult to determine whether participants are simply divided in 
what they believe or whether they have little or no intuition about the situation 
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and are guessing. To aid in interpreting such situations, we used three addi- 
tional measures in Surveys 6 and 7. 

Within-Subject Consistency. This measured the proportion of individuals 
who answer consistently with the psychological concept on all questions rele- 
vant to a topic on their questionnaire. When agreement levels are very high, 
within-subject consistency must also be high. When agreement is low, a high 
level of within-subject consistency suggests divergent beliefs, whereas low 
within-subject consistency suggests guessing. 

Direction of Comparison. As a test of the robustness of beliefs, agreement 
levels were reported for two versions of each scenario. Half of the question- 
naires asked, for example, “who likes __ more?” The other half asked 
“who likes ~ less?” When no strong intuitions exist, answers may be 
influenced by the wording of the question (Grice, 1975). d’Arcais (1970) 
showed that “less than” comparisons are often more difficult than “more 
than” comparisons, so we expected to find somewhat less agreement in the less 
version, but if a belief is strong we should find answers tending in the same 
direction, regardless of the way the question was asked. 

Estimated Consensus. To measure whether respondents believe their 
opinions are widely accepted, they were asked to estimate how many respon- 
dents out of 100 would agree with their response. In essence, this asked 
whether they think their own belief reflects a lay theory. We also interpreted 
estimated consensus as an indirect indication of strength of belief due to the 
so-calledfalse consensus effect (Ross, Greene, & House, 1977; but see Dawes, 
1989; Suls & Wan, 1987; and Valins & Nisbett, 1972, for other views). In 
general, we expected that respondents would estimate a majority to agree with 
their response when their own intuition was clear but would predict little 
consensus among their peers when they themselves were guessing. 

For simplicity and clarity the remainder of this article is reported by topic 
area. We first cover topics that we feel most confident in reporting that people 
use, followed by the areas for which our results are more complex. Finally, we 
cover cognitive dissonance, the only concept that respondents clearly do not 
apply. 

CLASSICAL CONDITIONING 

Classical conditioning refers to the “process of using an established relation- 
ship between a stimulus and response to bring about the learning of the same 
response to a different stimulus” (Hawkins, Best, & Coney, 1992, p. 246). This 
characterization is typical of contemporary consumer behavior text books 
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(although there remain a number of unresolved issues concerning the details 
of classical conditioning; see Klein & Mowrer, 1989). Experimental demon- 
strations of classical conditioning usually involve measurement of behavior, 
but there is also empirical evidence that attitudes can be conditioned (Stuart, 
Shimp, & Engle, 1987). Because we are primarily interested in beliefs about 
liking, we asked respondents directly about affective responses. 

Scenarios 

In our surveys, we asked respondents to decide which of two characters would 
currently like a particular stimulus more, given that this stimulus had been 
associated with different events in each character’s past. Situations included a 
jingle that was associated with a disliked job versus with Saturday football 
games; a jingle associated with arriving at versus leaving a disliked job; flowers 
that were or were not associated with bad behavior on the part of a character’s 
past boyfriend; and a van Gogh print that was associated with a dentist’s office 
versus with an ice-cream parlor (see Appendix A, Nos. 1-4). A belief in 
classical conditioning is indicated if respondents think the currently happier 
character is the one whose experience with the focal stimulus involved the more 
pleasant past events. 

Results 

All measures on this topic converged to strongly support the claim that respon- 
dents believe in and apply classical-conditioning concepts. The classical-condi- 
tioning topic shows consistently high levels of agreement among respondents 
(mean agreement with the classical-conditioning answer = 8240, range = 
74%-95% across seven questions, n = 43-74; see Appendix B, Nos. 1-4 for 
detailed results2 Respondents who gave the conditioning-congruent answer 
also thought most other respondents would agree with them (the median 
estimated consensus was 80%-90%, n = 43 for each). With so few votes 
against conditioning, within-subject consistency across scenarios was also nec- 
essarily high (74.4% of respondents answered consistently with conditioning 
principles across Questions 1, 3, and 4, n = 43, p < .OOOOl). Those who did 
not subscribe to classical conditioning generally recognized that there would 
not be a strong majority agreeing with them (estimated consensus 50% <me- 
dian< 60%’ 2 < n < 9). Note however that sample sizes for the minority 
position were very small. Of course, we must acknowledge that lay beliefs may 
not be entirely equivalent to psychologists’ theory, because our scenarios 
sampled a limited number of situations. 

zAll significance levels were determined using Harvard University Computation Library 
(1955). 
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WEBER’S LAW 

Weber’s law states that the just noticeable difference between two levels of 
stimulation is a constant fraction of the baseline level of stimulation (Levine 
& Shefner, 1991). Consequently, at high levels of stimulation, a large absolute 
change in stimulation must occur to be noticed, whereas at low levels of 
stimulation, even a small absolute change in stimulation can be noticed. For 
our translation into natural scenarios, detection thresholds are less important 
than the general notion that the psychological impact of a stimulus will be 
smaller when the baseline level of stimulation is  large^.^ 

Scenarios 

Our Weber’s law scenarios involved money won in a lottery, money paid for 
a car repair or calculator, and candy bars or a vacation given for free (see 
Appendix A, Nos. 5-1 1). A belief in Weber’s Law is exhibited when respon- 
dents choose the character with the lower initial level of stimulation as being 
happier for gains or more upset for losses. In addition, we were interested in 
people’s beliefs about what constitutes the relevant baseline. Kahneman and 
Tversky (1984) and Thaler (1985) suggested that people do not base decisions 
on total wealth as economists advise, but rather maintain a number of mental 
accounts that have their own reference expenditures. This led us to vary the 
salience of the total expenditures made by characters across several scenarios 
involving purchase of a calculator of money given as a salary increase versus 
a bonus. For example, in one scenario (Appendix A, No. 8), there is a $5 saving 
on a $20 calculator versus a $100 calculator. Another version of the scenario 
(Appendix A, No. 9) explicitly states that both characters buy several items, 
including the calculator, and spend a total of $120. 

Results 

Our respondents quite consistently concurred with Weber across all questions 
(mean agreement with Weber’s law = 83%, range = 76%-91% across 13 
questions, n = 43-75; see Appendix B, Nos. 5-11). The effect of mental 
accounting was also quite strong, because it appears to be the price of an 
individual item rather than total amount spent that was relevant (Appendix B, 
Nos. 8-1 1). As with classical conditioning, agreement with Weber’s law was 
equally strong regardless of how questions were phrased (i.e., who is more or 
less happy about the outcome). Estimated consensus was high on all six 
questions that asked for that measure (majority view, 80 < median < 90, n = 

”his formulation, although often subsumed under Weber’s law, might more accurately be 
attributed to Fechner (see Boring. 1950. chau. 14’1 or even Bernoulli 11954/1778\ 
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43), and individual respondents were also far more consistent across Weber 
scenarios than should be expected by chance, in both simple (65% consistent 
with Weber, n = 43, p < .00001, Nos. 5, 6, and 7) and mental-accounting 
versions (70% consistent with Weber, n = 43, p < .00001, Nos. 8 and 10). 

OPPONENT PROCESSES: ADAPTATION AND REBOUND 

Opponent process theory (Solomon, 1980) states that the initial emotional 
response to a stimulus does not simply fade, but diminishes as the result of a 
counteracting, or opponent, process. This secondary process overshoots the 
neutral point, making a rebound effect observable sometime after the stimulus 
is withdrawn, much like a perceptual afterimage. With repetition, the oppo- 
nent process kicks-in more quickly and forcefully. Three major affective phe- 
nomena are observed, corresponding to different stages of the primary and 
secondary processes. First, there is affective or hedonic contrast between the 
primary and secondary processes. Parachutists experience terror before their 
first free-fall, followed by elation shortly after landing. Second, frequent repeti- 
tion of the unconditioned stimulus gives rise to affective or hedonic habitua- 
tion (also called tolerance or adaptation). After many free-falls the parachutist 
no longer feels terrified before each jump. Third, as the primary process 
diminishes with repetition, the secondary process emerges as a long-lasting, 
high-amplitude affective after reaction. Experienced parachutists are claimed 
to have a deep sense of well-being that may last into the next day (Solomon, 
1980). 

Scenarios 

We tested respondents’ beliefs in two propositions relevant to opponent pro- 
cesses: weakening of the primary affective response and intensifkation of the 
opponent affective response, or rebound, with repetition. We adapted exam- 
ples from Solomon, including response to electric shocks, parachute jumping, 
drug addiction, jogging, and sauna bathing (Solomon, 1980). Electric shocks, 
although motivated by experiments with dogs, were written as scenarios in- 
volving an expert and a novice electrician. Solomon cited addiction to mor- 
phine, but our scenario asked about heavy versus second-time use of crack 
cocaine, because crack is currently topical. We used exercising on a rowing 
machine (regularly for several years versus regular use recently begun) instead 
of jogging, which is often done outdoors, to be certain that the question was 
clearly about exercise and not about enjoyment of nature. In addition to 
questions about sauna baths, we used scenarios involving a person taking cold 
showers regularly on the advice of a dermatologist versus one trying it for the 
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