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Anticipating Discussion about a Product:
Rehearsing What to Say Can Affect Your
Judgments

ANN E. SCHLOSSER
SHARON SHAVITT*

This research examines one aspect of the common but relatively understudied
consumer behavior context of group interaction. We argue and demonstrate that
the mere anticipation of group discussion can influence people’s product attitudes.
This occurs because anticipating discussion shifts people’s focus toward the criteria
dominating what they are mentally rehearsing to discuss. Such a shift is important
because people commonly refer primarily to less important information when they
explain or prepare to discuss their attitudes. Three studies demonstrate that when
people are forming an attitude toward a product while anticipating discussion, this
focus on less important information substantially affects people’s attitudes toward
the product. As a result, depending on the evaluative implications of what is re-
hearsed, anticipating group discussion can lead to attitudes that are more extreme,
more moderate, or similar to those of people not anticipating discussion. Moreover,
when the criteria predominantly rehearsed for discussion do not represent
how consumers typically evaluate the products, attitudes affected by the group-
anticipation context do not correspond to product judgments made outside of the
group-anticipation context.

The Blair Witch Project, The Sixth Sense, Hennessy co-
gnac, Christina Aguilera’s debut CD, the Harry Potter

book series, and the Lettuce Entertain You restaurants—a
common element of these products is that their soaring sales
are attributed to the buzz of word-of-mouth communication.
Indeed, consuming many products and services often goes
hand in hand with talking about the product or service with
others. Before people discuss a product with others, they
are likely to rehearse mentally what they will say during
the discussion. How might this mental preparation influence
their attitudes toward the product? In this article, we in-
vestigate the extent to which consumers’ attitudes are af-
fected by the mere anticipation of group interaction. Our
contention is that the expectation of discussing a product
with others can alter how consumers evaluate the product.
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Anticipating social interaction is a common feature in
modern consumption experiences. Indeed, people some-
times actively seek out advertisements and product infor-
mation in preparation for future social interaction about them
(Ritson and Elliott 1999). There are many avenues through
which consumers can share their thoughts about products
and advertisements. For instance, the internet provides an
arena in which consumers can talk about products on a one-
to-one or many-to-many basis (Hoffman and Novak 1996),
through chat boxes or listservs. Consumers clearly anticipate
these interactions by establishing brand communities
through their discussions (Muniz and O’Guinn 2001). More-
over, consumers’ expressed judgments, and the expressed
reasons underlying such judgments, often have important
marketing implications, such as whether a product makes it
into a consideration set; whether it is purchased (cf. Bearden
and Etzel 1982; Grandbois 1968); or, in the case of mar-
keting research, how a product is conceptualized, modified,
and further tested (cf. Fern 1982; Urban and Hauser 1993).
In short, the expectation of talking with others about prod-
ucts and consumption experiences is commonplace. Because
of this, and because of the significant impact of such inter-
action on consumers’ and marketers’ subsequent product
judgments, it is important to understand how and when the
anticipation of group interaction might influence product
attitudes.
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The Disrupting Effect of Anticipated Discussion
on Product Attitudes

Consumers often need to provide reasons for their product
evaluations, both for themselves and for others (Simonson
and Nowlis 2000). Yet, what people think about or intend
to articulate with respect to a product is not necessarily what
matters most to them when evaluating the product. In fact,
research in individual judgment contexts has shown that,
for a variety of reasons, when explaining their attitudes,
people often refer to attributes that they normally would
consider less important to the evaluation (Millar and Tesser
1986; Simonson and Nowlis 2000; Wilson et al. 1993). Fur-
thermore, in such contexts, attitudes may be affected in the
direction of what is salient when explaining one’s attitudes
(cf. Millar and Tesser 1986; Shavitt and Fazio 1991; Wilson
et al. 1989; Wilson, Hodges, and LaFleur 1995; Wilson and
Schooler 1991). This can have important marketing impli-
cations, for example, by leading to preference reversals
(Sengupta and Fitzsimmons 2000) and postchoice dissat-
isfaction (Wilson et al. 1993). There are many factors that
can cause people to focus on less important attributes (cf.
Hutchinson and Alba 1991; Schwarz 1998; Simonson and
Nowlis 2000; Wilson et al. 1993). We begin with the premise
that, in a variety of contexts, people will often (although
not always) refer to less important attributes when explain-
ing their attitudes. The objective here is to examine when
such a focus disrupts attitudes. As in individual contexts
when people are asked to give reasons for their evaluations,
people mentally preparing for group discussion may focus
primarily on less important attributes. Thus, their attitudes
may be influenced in the direction of what they are re-
hearsing to discuss.

Previous research on anticipating group discussion fo-
cused on differences in what people think about as a function
of whether they anticipate discussion (Schlosser and Shavitt
1999). However, although there can be differences in
thought content as a function of group anticipation, we con-
tend that when people are asked to describe their reactions
to a product, their responses are often dominated by attrib-
utes that are less important, regardless of whether they an-
ticipate discussion. The present work addresses the impli-
cations of this thinking for attitudes.

The main purpose of our article is to identify when and
why anticipating discussion affects attitudes. To address the
first question (when?), we argue that group anticipation is
most likely to affect product attitudes when people evaluate
the product at the time they anticipate discussion. In contrast,
when people have had the opportunity to evaluate the prod-
uct before anticipating discussion, they are more likely to
maintain this prior attitude than to reformulate it in prepa-
ration for discussion. Thus, the attitudes of people who have
already evaluated the product may be relatively unaffected
by the social context of anticipated discussion (Schlosser
and Shavitt 1999).

To address the second question (why?), we argue that
those forming an attitude toward the product while antici-

pating discussion will be influenced by what is salient at
the moment, that is, what they are rehearsing to discuss.
Prior research has demonstrated that information that is ac-
cessible is not always used to form a judgment (Feldman
and Lynch 1988; Snyder and Kendzierski 1982; Stayman
and Kardes 1992). Although both those who do and do not
anticipate discussion will likely focus on the same (often
less important) attributes when asked to explain the reasons
underlying their attitudes, we argue that these accessible
attributes will be weighed more heavily in the judgments
of those who are rehearsing these attributes in preparation
for discussion. We call this the “rehearsal-weight explana-
tion.” According to this account, people mentally rehearse
in preparation for discussion, and this process makes the
attributes being rehearsed particularly salient. Product atti-
tudes formed in this context will weigh heavily the attributes
that predominate during rehearsal even though, as noted
earlier, these attributes are not necessarily important to peo-
ple for evaluating the product. When the rehearsed attributes
do not correspond with the criteria typically deemed im-
portant for judging such products, the attitudes of those who
evaluate the product while anticipating discussion will differ
from those of people not anticipating discussion.

As mentioned earlier, prior research in individual contexts
has demonstrated that people’s attitudes can be influenced
by the reasons they provided for their attitudes even when
they do not anticipate discussion. Yet, in this prior research,
individuals were put in the position of justifying their at-
titudes, which likely made the less important thoughts par-
ticularly salient and created more commitment to the reasons
provided. In the present research, participants who do and
do not anticipate discussion are asked to collect their
thoughts, which in itself should not elicit commitment to
the thoughts generated. Rather, the expectation of an ap-
proaching discussion should affect whether these accessible
thoughts are used when making a judgment. Thus, for all
participants, the unimportant attributes should be salient
when people are asked to collect their thoughts about the
product. According to the rehearsal-weight account, how-
ever, those anticipating group discussion will use these sa-
lient (albeit unimportant) attributes and those not anticipat-
ing discussion will not use these salient attributes.

We test this rehearsal-weight explanation against two al-
ternate predictions. These predictions are similar to those
identified in previous research on why explaining one’s at-
titudes has a disruptive effect on attitudes in an individual
context (Levine, Halberstadt, and Goldstone 1996). The pre-
dictions are also relevant to strategies people may use to
prepare for group discussion (cf. Tetlock, Skitka, and Boett-
ger 1989). One possible account holds that those who eval-
uate a product while anticipating discussion may attempt to
provide the most relevant input possible to the discussion
and, thus, focus primarily on the criteria that they typically
consider to be most important in evaluating such products.
Consequently, they may overweigh the more important cri-
teria at the expense of the less important criteria. This is
referred to as the “importance-weight explanation.” From
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this explanation, one would expect group anticipation to
elicit attitudes that reflect the evaluative implications of the
criteria deemed most important for such products.

An alternate account is that those who evaluate the prod-
uct while anticipating discussion will consider more product
attributes, perhaps in an attempt to be objective or broad-
minded. This is the “distribute-weight explanation.” Apply-
ing this account, anticipated discussion should increase the
number of attributes considered. As people consider more
criteria from different angles (both the positive and negative
aspects), there is a greater likelihood that a moderate attitude
will be adopted (Linville 1982) by those anticipating dis-
cussion compared to those not anticipating discussion.

To summarize, we argue that whether anticipating group
discussion affects attitudes depends on (1) whether those
anticipating discussion are likely to have a prior attitude
toward the product and (2) which criteria are dominating
their thoughts as they rehearse for discussion. When people
have formed an attitude before learning of an approaching
discussion, they are likely to retain the attitude rather than
reformulate it in the direction of the rehearsed criteria. In
contrast, when people form an attitude while anticipating
group discussion, product attitudes will correspond to the
valence of the criteria dominating their rehearsed thoughts.
Consequently,

H1: When less important attributes dominate people’s
thoughts, the attitudes of those who anticipate dis-
cussion while evaluating the product will be more
reflective of the valence of the less important at-
tribute information provided than will the attitudes
of those who do not anticipate discussion while
evaluating the product.

Product Judgments Held Within versus Outside
the Group-Anticipation Context

When anticipating group discussion affects attitudes, what
will be the relation between these attitudes and the evaluative
judgments made in a different context, such as an individual
context? We argue that attitudes impacted by the anticipation
of group discussion will differ from evaluations made in
another context. Indeed, empirical evidence in nongroup-
anticipation contexts suggests that judgments made when
less important attributes are salient are unlikely to predict
future attitudes and intentions toward the target (e.g., Millar
and Tesser 1986; Shavitt and Fazio 1991; Wilson et al. 1989,
1995). Thus, once outside the group-anticipation context,
judgments of a target product should be guided by attributes
one normally considers more important. Therefore,

H2: When attitudes are based on less important attrib-
utes rehearsed during anticipation of discussion,
judgments made within the group-anticipation
context will not correspond to judgments made
outside of that context.

In the present research, we focused on attributes linked

to two contrasting categories of goals or attitude functions
that may vary in their salience across contexts: the “utili-
tarian” and “social identity functions.” These functions are
among the primary ones likely to underlie product judg-
ments (Lutz 1981). The utilitarian function refers to maxi-
mizing rewards and minimizing punishments inherent in the
product (e.g., food quality would be a utilitarian attribute
for a restaurant). The social identity function refers to fa-
cilitating self-expression and social interaction, as well as
communicating one’s desired identity (e.g., atmosphere or
clientele would be social identity attributes for a restaurant;
see Katz 1960; Smith, Bruner, and White 1956).

To illustrate hypothesis 2, if people rehearse, say, social
identity attributes in preparation for discussion, then atti-
tudes formed in that group-anticipation context will likely
reflect the valence of those social identity attributes re-
hearsed. However, if people normally would evaluate the
target product primarily on utilitarian criteria, then once
outside the group-anticipation context, they will likely eval-
uate this product more on the basis of its utilitarian than
social attributes.

Design of Experiments 1–3

To test our hypotheses, three experiments were conducted.
All three included a group/individual manipulation, where
people anticipated either discussing a product in a group or
evaluating it individually. After being told about the up-
coming context, but while still working individually, the
participants listed their thoughts toward the focal product
and then reported their attitudes toward it. This thought-
listing task provided a measure of attribute salience. At the
end of each experiment, after the discussion had ended in
the group condition, participants predicted their likelihood
of consuming the focal product or service. We compared
these behavioral predictions reported outside of the group-
anticipation context to the attitudes reported in anticipation
of discussion. As in prior research (e.g., Shavitt and Fazio
1991), the correlation between attitudes and behavioral pre-
dictions provide a measure of the degree to which salient
attributes were used when making attitudinal judgments.

In experiment 1, we tested the rehearsal-weight account
with experimental materials for which the type of attribute
that is likely to be predominantly listed in all conditions
would differ from the criteria typically used to evaluate the
focal product. According to the rehearsal-weight account,
attitudes formed in anticipation of discussion should reflect
the predominant attributes listed (here, attributes that are
less important). In contrast, according to the importance-
weight account, attitudes formed in anticipation of discus-
sion should reflect the more important attributes. A second
goal of experiment 1 was to investigate whether having the
opportunity to evaluate the product before anticipating dis-
cussion might lead attitudes to be relatively unaffected by
what was rehearsed for discussion. To test this, we varied
whether people knew of the upcoming group/individual task
when they first had the opportunity to evaluate the product.

The second and third experiments focused only on con-
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ditions in which attitudes were formed in anticipation of an
approaching group/individual task. In experiment 2, to as-
sess the robustness of the rehearsal-weight hypothesis and
test it more rigorously against both alternate accounts, the
experimental materials were designed such that the attribute
dominating thoughts would be more important for one prod-
uct but less important for another. According to the re-
hearsal-weight account, the attitudes of those who did and
did not anticipate discussion should differ only for the prod-
uct where the rehearsed attribute was less important. Ac-
cording to the importance-weight account, the attitudes of
those who did versus those who did not anticipate discussion
should be more reflective of the more important attributes
for each product. According to the distribute-weight ac-
count, the attitudes of those who did versus those who did
not anticipate discussion should be more moderate for both
products.

In experiment 3, we directly tested the rehearsal-weight
account by manipulating the salience of the more important
attributes at the time of rehearsal for group discussion. When
important attributes are made particularly salient, they are
more likely to dominate rehearsed thoughts, and, according
to the rehearsal-weight account, this should make attitudes
formed in a group-anticipation context more similar to at-
titudes formed in an individual context.

EXPERIMENT 1

Method

Participants. Participants were 84 undergraduates at a
midwestern university who completed the study as partial
fulfillment of an introductory course requirement. Group and
individual conditions were conducted in separate sessions
of approximately 20 persons each.

Materials and Procedure. Participants were randomly
assigned to either a group discussion or individual condition.
All participants received a review about a fictitious family
restaurant called “Aunt Mary’s.” This review began with
favorable utilitarian information about the food (e.g., “The
tempting dinner entrees are seasoned and cooked to perfec-
tion”), followed by unfavorable social identity information
about the atmosphere (e.g., “The ‘regulars’ are an older,
local clientele or families with young children”). The fa-
vorability and functional relevance of similar materials were
validated in previous research, while the order of appearance
of the utilitarian versus social identity information in the
review had little effect on the type of thoughts listed (Schlos-
ser and Shavitt 1999). It is important to note that, in that
previous research, a similar review elicited more social iden-
tity than utilitarian thoughts regardless of group versus in-
dividual condition. Furthermore, all participants in that pre-
vious research rated a utilitarian criterion (food) as most
important in evaluating restaurants in general. Thus, as in
previous research, the review was expected to predominantly
elicit thoughts about the social identity information, which
was expected to be less important for participants.

On arrival, those in the information-read-during-antici-
pation condition were given written instructions about the
group or individual assignment followed by the review to
read, whereas those in the information-read-before-antici-
pation condition were just given the review. After everyone
read the review, it was collected, and those in the infor-
mation-read-before-anticipation condition were given in-
structions about the approaching task (to evaluate the res-
taurant in a group discussion or individually). Thus, those
in the during-anticipation condition read about and formed
an impression of the product while anticipating the group
or individual task, whereas those in the before-anticipation
condition read about and could form an impression of the
product before learning of the group/individual task. In both
group conditions, participants were told that they would
participate in a focus group discussion during which each
member was “expected to share [his/her] thoughts and opin-
ions about Aunt Mary’s restaurant with the rest of [the]
group.” At the time participants received the group instruc-
tions, they were assembled into five-person groups, were
asked to arrange their seats so that they faced their other
group members, and were given name tags. Those in the
individual conditions were told that they would “answer
some further questions about this restaurant.”

From this point, participants in all conditions received the
same experimental materials. While working individually,
everyone was instructed to “collect your thoughts about
Aunt Mary’s restaurant.” Participants listed their thoughts
using a standard cognitive-response measure (Cacioppo and
Petty 1981). The thought list served as a measure of what
those in the group conditions were rehearsing to discuss and
what those in the individual conditions were thinking about
in response to the review. Next, participants were asked to
judge how favorable each listed thought was toward the
restaurant on a�2 (very favorable) to�2 (very unfavor-
able) scale. Participants then reported their overall attitudes
toward the restaurant on three nine-point semantic differ-
ential scales (anchored with like-dislike, positive-negative,
favorable-unfavorable), which ranged from�4 to �4.

Those in the group conditions then discussed the product.
One member from each group was randomly assigned to
begin the discussion by introducing him- or herself followed
by his or her thoughts and opinions about the restaurant.
The group was instructed to continue this in a clockwise
order. The discussion took approximately five minutes. After
discussion, group members rearranged their seats to face
forward rather than face each other. Everyone completed
the remaining questionnaires individually.

In the final set of questionnaires, all participants rated the
importance of food, atmosphere, and price in evaluating
family restaurants in general. This was to check which cri-
teria were more important for this sample. Participants then
completed some additional measures, after which they rated
“the likelihood of performing each of the following behav-
iors” described in six consumption scenarios (e.g., “Imagine
that you just missed dinner at your place of residence. How
likely would you be to go to Aunt Mary’s?”) Participants
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responded using a five-point scale ranging from 1 (“I would
definitely not do it”) to 5 (“I would definitely do it”). Be-
cause participants were no longer in the group-anticipation
context at this point in the experiment, we expected that
everyone would evaluate the restaurant based on the criteria
they normally use to judge family restaurants (see Shavitt
and Fazio [1991] for similar uses of behavioral scenarios).
By averaging each participant’s likelihood estimates across
the six consumption scenarios, a behavior predictions index
was calculated, .a p .74

Coding. Two judges independently coded each listed
thought as reflecting social identity, utilitarian, multiple-
functioned, or uncodable attributes according to Shavitt’s
(1990) coding manual. A social identity thought captures
the image and impression the product conveys to others (e.g.,
“casual atmosphere” and “a good place to take your par-
ents”), whereas a utilitarian thought captures the quality and
intrinsic rewards and punishments of the product (e.g.,
“hometown cooking” and “fast and efficient”). A multiple-
functioned thought taps both the social identity and utili-
tarian function (e.g., “attractive while affordable”).
Thoughts that do not say anything about product attributes
or functions are uncodable (e.g., “it sounded good”). Judges
were blind to experimental condition. They independently
coded 567 thoughts about the products with 89% agreement.
A third judge resolved disagreements.

Results

Thoughts Listed prior to Discussion. As we expected,
on the basis of prior research with similar stimuli, partici-
pants overall listed more social identity than utilitarian
thoughts (M’ vs. 2.15, , ).s p 3.56 t(83) p 6.36 p ! .01
Across conditions, over half of participants’ listed thoughts
were social identity thoughts; the means were between 57%
and 67%.1 Also as anticipated, the social identity criterion
was not rated as most important when typically evaluating
the product. Examining participants’ importance ratings of
various criteria for evaluating restaurants indicated that food
(a utilitarian criterion) was perceived overall as more im-
portant than atmosphere (a social criterion) in forming a
judgment toward family restaurants in general (M’s p

vs. 5.73; , ). The thought-list-6.65 F(1, 84)p 52.55 p ! .01
ing and importance-rating data together indicate that, across
conditions, participants were primarily listing thoughts about
less important attributes.

1Across all three experiments, those in the group conditions listed sig-
nificantly fewer social identity thoughts than those in the individual con-
ditions: , in study 1; , inF(1, 80)p 5.45 p ! .05 F(1, 114)p 3.18 p ! .05
study 2; and , , one-tail, in the nonsalient conditionF(1, 36)p 2.67 p p .05
of study 3. However, the main focus of this research and of the rehearsal-
weight account is the type of product attributes that dominates participants’
listed thoughts as opposed to the relative number of social identity (or
utilitarian) thoughts listed in each condition. Across experiments, the type
of criteria dominating participants’ listed thoughts—and the importance of
such criteria—was similar between those who did and did not anticipate
discussion.

Attitudes Reported prior to Discussion. According to
the rehearsal-weight explanation, those forming their prod-
uct attitudes at the time of rehearsal for discussion should
report attitudes that reflect the valence of the information
dominating their thoughts (here, social identity), whereas
the attitudes of those in the other conditions should be closer
to the valence of the more important (utilitarian) informa-
tion. Because the social identity information was less fa-
vorable than the utilitarian information, the attitudes of those
in the group/during-anticipation condition should be less
favorable than the attitudes of those in the other conditions.
Because our predicted effect occurs in only one of the four
cells rather than in the crossover contrasts compared in a

ANOVA test, planned contrasts are the appropriate2 # 2
tests of our hypotheses (Rosenthal and Rosnow 1985).
Planned contrasts supported hypothesis 1: those in the group/
during-anticipation condition held significantly less favor-
able attitudes ( , , ) than thoseM p 1.05 SDp 1.30 n p 20
in the group/before-anticipation and individual conditions
( , , ; , ).M p 1.83 SDp 1.57 n p 63 F(1, 81)p 4.01 p ! .05

If, as expected, those in the group/before-anticipation con-
dition formed an attitude prior to learning of the approaching
discussion, then their attitudes should be relatively unaf-
fected by the approaching discussion and therefore similar
to the attitudes of those in the individual conditions. In
support of this expectation, an omnibus test comparing
the attitudes of those in the group/before-anticipation con-
dition ( , , ), individual/before-M p 1.85 SDp 1.48 n p 20
anticipation condition ( , , ),M p 2.18 SDp 1.47 n p 20
and individual/during-anticipation condition ( ,M p 1.49

, ) yielded no significant differencesSD p 1.71 n p 23
( , NS). Consistent with the rehearsal-weightF(1, 60)p 2.08
account, although everyone thought primarily about less im-
portant product attributes, only those who formed product
attitudes in anticipation of discussion held attitudes that re-
flected this focus on less important information.

Note that these findings are inconsistent with an impor-
tance-weight explanation. According to this alternate ac-
count, the attitudes of those in the group/during-anticipation
condition should reflect the evaluative implications of the
criteria rated as most important. However, their attitudes
were more reflective of the less important (less favorable)
information than were the attitudes of those who evaluated
the product without anticipating discussion. We are unable
to rule out the distribute-weight explanation, however. In
addition to being reflective of the less important information,
the attitudes of those in the group/during-anticipation con-
dition were closer to the midpoint than in the other con-
ditions. We address this directly in experiment 2.

Relation between Attitudes Reported Within versus
Outside the Group-Anticipation Context. According to
hypothesis 2, if those in the group/during-anticipation con-
dition based their original attitudes on the less important
information they were rehearsing to discuss, then there
should be a low correlation between their judgments made
in anticipation of discussion (their attitudes, where the less
important information was weighed heavily) and those
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TABLE 1

EXPERIMENT 1: CORRELATION BETWEEN ATTITUDES AND BEHAVIORAL PREDICTIONS
OVERALL AND IDIOGRAPHICALLY

Anticipated context When information was read Correlation n

A. Overall:
Groupa Before anticipation .73b 20

During anticipation �.08a 20
Individuala Before anticipation .64b 20

During anticipation .65b 23
B. Idiographic analysis:

Attribute dominating an individual’s listed
thoughts is:

Personally less important:
Group Before anticipation .74b 15

During anticipation �.18a 16
Individual Before anticipation .50b 16

During anticipation .65b 22
Personally more important:b

Group Before anticipation .73 5
During anticipation .47 4

Individual Before anticipation 1.00 3
During anticipation . . . 1

NOTE.—For part A, the planned contrast is , , and for the personally less important cell of part B, it is , . DifferentF(1,�) p 10.36 p ! .05 F(1,�) p 11.01 p ! .05
subscripts indicate significant differences at .p ! .05

aAccording to product function, the attributes dominating listed thoughts are less important.
bBecause of small sample sizes in this condition, only the cells for the less important attribute—the most relevant group for testing the key predictions—were

analyzed statistically.

made outside of the group-anticipation context (their be-
havioral predictions, where the more important informa-
tion—reflecting criteria they typically use for evalua-
tion—would be weighed heavily). However, there should
be a high correspondence between attitudes and behavioral
predictions for those in the other conditions because they
likely formed their attitudes based on criteria they typically
use to evaluate restaurants. The attitude-behavioral predic-
tion correlations support hypothesis 2: the correlation for
those in the group/during-anticipation condition was near
zero, whereas the correlations for those in the other con-
ditions were above .60 (see table 1). Using calculations ap-
plied in previous research to test overall planned compari-
sons between correlations (Snyder and Kendzierski 1982),
this effect was significant ( , ).F(1,�) p 10.36 p ! .05

To further test the rehearsal-weight account, we conducted
idiographic correlational analyses. Participants’ own thought
content and importance ratings were used to classify par-
ticipants according to whether the attributes dominating their
listed thoughts were consistent with the criterion they rated
as most important in evaluating such products. When the
attribute dominating people’s thoughts was inconsistent with
the criterion rated as most important to them (i.e., when
thoughts reflected personally less important criteria), their
attitudes were far less consistent with their subsequent judg-
ments when attitudes were formed in anticipation of dis-
cussion versus the other conditions ( vs.r p �.18 .50≤

; , ; see table 1, part B).r ≤ .75 F(1,�) p 11.01 p ! .05
The results of both correlational analyses are inconsistent

with the importance-weight account, which would predict
that evaluative judgments within and outside the group-

anticipation context should be based on the more important
information and thus should correlate highly in all condi-
tions, perhaps even more highly for those who evaluate the
product while anticipating discussion. Yet, the correlation
between attitudes reported within and outside the group-
anticipation context was much lower for those who evalu-
ated the product while anticipating discussion. However, the
overall correlational analysis is unable to distinguish be-
tween the rehearsal-weight account and the distribute-weight
account because, according to both, attitudes formed in the
group-anticipation context are based on information not typ-
ically considered in an individual context. Thus, both would
predict the correlation to be lowest in the group/during-
anticipation condition. However, the idiographic analysis
provides some support for the rehearsal-weight account. Ac-
cording to the distribute-weight account, basing attitudes on
more attributes than usual should result in low correlations
between evaluations in the group/during-anticipation con-
dition regardless of whether the attribute dominating
thoughts is personally more important. Yet, when the at-
tribute dominating thoughts is personally more important,
the correlation is higher ( ) than when it is personallyr p .47
less important ( ). Caution is needed when inter-r p �.18
preting this finding, however, because one key cell size is
very small ( for those whose predominant thoughtsn p 4
reflected personally more important attributes).

Conclusions

The results of the first experiment indicate that simply
anticipating a group discussion can shift how consumers
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evaluate a product. When attitudes were formed while an-
ticipating discussion, the attitude was affected by the criteria
that people were rehearsing to discuss, even though re-
hearsed criteria did not necessarily correspond to the ev-
aluative criteria normally used. However, those learning of
an approaching discussion after having an opportunity to
evaluate the product were less likely to be influenced by the
anticipation of discussion. Instead, their attitudes were sim-
ilar to the attitudes of those in the individual conditions.

When attitudes were affected by group anticipation, these
attitudes did not necessarily correspond to evaluative judg-
ments made outside of the group-anticipation context. In-
stead, those judgments were closer to the criteria typically
used by participants to evaluate restaurants. Specifically,
judgments made within versus outside the group-anticipa-
tion context were uncorrelated when the primary criteria
people were rehearsing for discussion differed from the typ-
ical evaluative criteria.

Although the data support the rehearsal-weight rather than
the importance-weight account, the results do not conclu-
sively distinguish between the rehearsal-weight and distrib-
ute-weight accounts. In the second study, therefore, we
broadened the set of stimuli to investigate in a number of
ways the explanatory mechanisms proposed. First, we ex-
panded the set of target products investigated and designed
a new set of product advertisements such that the attributes
dominating people’s rehearsed thoughts would be more im-
portant for one product and less important for another. Ac-
cording to the rehearsal-weight account, when the criteria
dominating listed thoughts differ from the criteria typically
used to evaluate a particular product, the attitude formed by
those anticipating discussion should differ from the attitudes
of those not anticipating discussion (hypothesis 1) and
should not correspond to evaluative judgments made outside
of the group-anticipation context (hypothesis 2). However,
when the criteria dominating listed thoughts are consistent
with the product’s typical evaluative criteria, attitudes
formed in that context should be similar to the attitudes of
those not anticipating discussion (hypothesis 1) and should
be related to judgments made outside of the group-antici-
pation context (hypothesis 2). The distribute-weight account
would lead to a different set of predictions, however. If
people considered more of the utilitarian and social identity
attributes that were presented when forming attitudes in an-
ticipation of discussion, their attitudes should be more mod-
erate for both products than the attitudes of those not an-
ticipating discussion.

The findings from the first experiment do not allow us to
rule out a potential boundary condition on the rehearsal-
weight account: people may base their attitudes on their
rehearsed thoughts only when they are based on negative
or critical information, which in our stimulus set would lead
to a shift toward moderation. Thus, in experiment 2, product
descriptions were designed such that the less important
information prominent in people’s thoughts was favorable
and should lead to the formation of more extreme as opposed
to more moderate attitudes. Furthermore, to examine

whether similar effects would be obtained when a different
category of attributes dominates participants’ thoughts,
adjustments were made to the product descriptions to in-
crease the likelihood of participants thinking more about the
utilitarian than social identity information, regardless of
whether utilitarian information is consistent with the typical
evaluative criteria. This would rule out the possibility that
anticipating group discussion simply heightens social iden-
tity goals and thereby increases the impact of social identity
attributes on attitudes.

EXPERIMENT 2

In this study, we tested hypothesis 1 and hypothesis 2
with products that are either thought of predominantly in
utilitarian terms (“quality-based product”: fast-food restau-
rant) or predominantly in social identity terms (“image-
based product”: sports car). Participants evaluated both
products, either in a group-anticipation context or individ-
ually (in an essay). Note that, in all conditions, product
information was read during anticipation of the upcoming
group or individual task.

Method

Participants. One hundred thirty-five undergraduate
students at a midwestern university participated in partial
fulfillment of an introductory course requirement. Partici-
pants were randomly assigned to an experimental condition
within a 2 (group/individual manipulation; a between-sub-
jects variable)# 2 (product order; a within-subjects vari-
able: reviewing the image-based or quality-based product
first) design.

Materials and Procedure. The materials and proce-
dures for experiment 2 were similar to those of experiment
1 with a few exceptions. It was important to have stimuli
that predominantly evoked thoughts about utilitarian attrib-
utes across experimental conditions. The stimuli were an ad
for a fictitious fast-food restaurant (quality-based product)
and an ad for a fictitious sports car (image-based product).
Each had two paragraphs, with the first paragraph containing
utilitarian information (e.g., safety of the sports car, effi-
ciency of the fast-food restaurant) and the second containing
social identity information (e.g., appearance of the car, de´cor
of the restaurant). Both paragraphs were favorable. However,
the utilitarian paragraph was more favorable than the social
identity paragraph.2 The primary functions associated with

2We anticipated that predominantly utilitarian thoughts would be elicited
in response to these target ads for a number of reasons. In the first ex-
periment, encountering negative social identity information in a review
was novel and likely made this dimension particularly salient, thereby
causing social identity thoughts to outnumber utilitarian thoughts. However,
encountering favorable social identity (and utilitarian) information in an
advertisement is not novel. Thus, in experiment 2, other factors likely
influenced the relative salience of these criteria, such as the desire to explain
one’s attitudes by referring to factual, concrete, and easy-to-articulate cri-
teria (cf. Millar and Tesser 1986; Wilson et al. 1993). This should enhance
the salience of utilitarian attributes.
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these two products and the favorability of the information
in the ads were validated by a pretest.

Both those in the group and individual conditions com-
pleted the same thought-listing measure and attitude measure
as were used in experiment 1. Afterward, those in the in-
dividual condition wrote an essay regarding their thoughts
and feelings toward the product for five minutes, while those
in the group condition discussed and evaluated the product
for five minutes, using a similar procedure as in experiment
1.3 The essay-writing task was used to compare participants’
individual product evaluations with their discussion contri-
butions. In all conditions, a tape recorder was prominently
displayed during this discussion/essay-writing stage. The
group condition tapes were coded to assess whether the
criteria dominating listed thoughts would also dominate dis-
cussion contributions. After completing the discussion/
essay-writing task, the same procedure used for the first
product was repeated for the second product.

On completion of all of these tasks, as in experiment 1,
those in the group condition sat at individual seats that faced
forward. To further reduce the salience of the group expe-
rience, all participants completed a five-minute filler task.
Next, participants were asked to imagine four behavior sce-
narios involving each product and to predict their likelihood
of performing each behavior on the same scale as in ex-
periment 1. An example for the sports car is “imagine that
you are at a car dealership where the Sumatra XS is shown.
How likely would you be to ask to take the Sumatra XS
for a test drive?” Participants’ likelihood estimates were
averaged to create a behavior prediction index for each prod-
uct ( for the sports car and for the fast-a p .77 a p .74
food restaurant). Participants then rated the typical impor-
tance of four criteria (two social and two utilitarian criteria)
in evaluating sports cars and fast-food restaurants.

Coding. Two judges independently coded the thought
lists, individual essays, and group-discussion transcripts us-
ing methods described in experiment 1. They independently
coded 3,468 thoughts and 5,318 items from the essays/dis-
cussion transcripts with 89% and 82% agreement, respec-
tively. Disagreements were resolved through a third judge
or discussion.

Results

Thoughts Listed and Discussed. The numbers of so-
cial identity and utilitarian thoughts listed were compared

3Each group was instructed to reach a collective opinion about the prod-
uct. This tests the rehearsal-weight account in a more stringent group
decision-making context: one in which the expressed attitude must be
reconciled with others’ attitudes in order to reach group consensus. One
might expect that in order to facilitate the reaching of group consensus
people would prefer to adopt a flexible (i.e., neutral) rather than an extreme
stance prior to discussion. The implications of rehearsing primarily non-
criterial attributes for the sports car (i.e., the more favorable utilitarian
information should lead to the adoption of a more extreme/favorable stance)
run counter to the implications about adopting more neutral attitudes in
order to facilitate consensus formation, thereby providing a more stringent
test of our hypothesis.

with a 2 (group manipulation: individual vs. group)# 2
(product type; a within-subject variable: image vs. quality
based)# 2 (thought type; a within-subject variable: social
identity vs. utilitarian) ANOVA. As anticipated, participants
overall listed significantly more utilitarian than social iden-
tity thoughts in response to both product ads (M’s p 3.18
vs. 1.58; , ). According to theF(1, 129)p 149.51 p ! .01
results of a pretest, these thoughts are less important for the
sports car but more important for the fast-food restaurant.4

To examine whether the content of listed thoughts was
predictive of the criteria dominating discussion/essay con-
tent, we calculated the percent of thought-list content and
discussion/essay content that was social versus utilitarian
and analyzed an arcsine transformation of these data with
a 2 (group manipulation)# 2 (product type)# 2 (task; a
within-subject variable: thought-listing vs. discussion/essay
task) ANOVA. As expected, there was no significant dif-
ference between the content of listed thoughts and that of
the discussion/essays; both were predominantly utilitarian
(M’ % vs. 70%, respectively; ). Thus,s p 69 F(1, 114)! 1
the degree to which the utilitarian information dominated
people’s listed thoughts carried over to their contributions
to the group discussion/essay.

Attitudes Reported prior to Discussion/Essay
Writing. Participants thought more about the utilitarian
information. For the image-based product, this information
was less important as well as more favorable than the social
identity information. Thus, those in the group condition
should hold more favorable attitudes toward the image-
based product than should those in the individual condition.
However, for the quality-based product, the utilitarian focus
of the listed thoughts reflected the more important criteria,
and thus, attitudes of those in the group and individual con-
ditions for this product should be similar. Consistent with
these hypotheses, planned pairwise comparisons yielded a
significant group-individual difference for the image-based
product ( , , one-tailed) but not forF(1, 133)p 3.64 p ! .05
the quality-based product ( ; see fig. 1). ThisF(1, 133)! 1
finding is consistent with a rehearsal-weight account and
inconsistent with both the importance-weight and distribute-
weight accounts. Instead of attitudes reflecting the most im-
portant criterion or greater moderation for both products,
those in the group condition appear to have based their
attitudes on the criteria dominating their thoughts. Further-

4Ninety-nine undergraduates were asked to think about how they typi-
cally judge sports cars and fast-food restaurants and, ignoring price, to
identify “the most important thing determining how I feel about [the target
product].” Product order was counterbalanced. Two judges coded the at-
tributes listed using the procedures described in experiment 1 and had 89%
agreement for the sports car and 93% agreement for the fast-food restaurant.
A third judge resolved disagreements. The results confirm the product
classification: for the sports car, the majority of participants listed a social
identity as opposed to a utilitarian criterion (56% vs. 36%), whereas for
the fast-food restaurant, 99% of participants listed a utilitarian criterion,
and no one listed a social identity criterion.
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FIGURE 1

EXPERIMENT 2: ATTITUDES HELD PRIOR TO DISCUSSION

NOTE.—Means with different letters are significantly different at , one-tailed. According to product function, the attributes dominating listed thoughts arep ! .05
less important for the image-based product and more important for the quality-based product.

more, they based their attitudes on their rehearsed thoughts
even though this led to more extreme attitudes toward the
image-based product.

Product Judgments Reported Within versus Outside
the Group-Anticipation Context. Because the image-
based product would normally be evaluated on the basis of
social identity criteria, attitudes formed in anticipation of
discussion (i.e., based on the utilitarian criteria) were not
expected to correspond to behavioral predictions made out-
side of the group-anticipation context. The results are con-
sistent with hypothesis 2, replicating the pattern in experi-
ment 1 (see table 2). However, significant differences only
emerged when comparing participants’ attitudes toward the
first product evaluated with their subsequent behavioral pre-
dictions. There was a significantly lower correlation for the
image-based product between judgments reported at the be-
ginning and end of the study for those in the group condition

( ) than for those in the individual condition (r p .22 r p
). Also, as expected, attitudes toward the quality-based.69

product correlated strongly with behavior predictions for
those in both the group and individual conditions (r’s p

vs. .67, respectively). It should be noted that significantly.68
more time had separated the evaluative judgments of the
first product than the evaluative judgments of the second.
Moreover, an interpolated task (i.e., the evaluation of the
second product) also occurred between the two judgment
measures for the first product. These factors likely reduced
the salience of the group discussion when predicting one’s
behavior toward the first product, making those judgments
more likely to reflect typical evaluative criteria.

As in experiment 1, we also tested hypothesis 2 idi-
ographically for the first product evaluated by categorizing
participants according to whether the criteria dominating
their listed thoughts reflected what they rated as most im-
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TABLE 2

EXPERIMENT 2: CORRELATION BETWEEN ATTITUDES AND BEHAVIORAL PREDICTIONS
OVERALL AND IDIOGRAPHICALLY

Anticipated context Product type (within-subject) Correlation n

A. Product type as within-subjects variable:
Between subjects:

Group Fast-food restauranta .66 71
Sports carb .31

Individual Fast-food restauranta .57 64
Sports carb .49

B. First product evaluated (longest time
lapse between judgments):

Between subjects:
Group Fast-food restauranta .68b 40

Sports carb .22a 35
Individual Fast-food restauranta .67b 38

Sports carb .69b 37
C. Idiographic analysis for the first product

evaluated:
Attribute dominating an individual’s listed

thoughts is:
Personally less important:

Group . . . .19a 46
Individual . . . .60b 45

Personally more important:
Group . . . .74b 25
Individual . . . .65b 17

NOTE.—For part B, the planned contrast is , , and for part C, it is , . Different subscripts indicate significantF(1,�) p 9.12 p ! .05 F(1,�) p 9.54 p ! .05
differences between correlations at . “Product type” is within subject in part A and between subjects in B.p ! .05

aAccording to product function, the attributes dominating listed thoughts are more important.
bAccording to product function, the attributes dominating listed thoughts are less important.

portant to them in evaluating such products. The results
replicate those of the first experiment (see table 2, part C).

Conclusions

According to the rehearsal-weight account, the attitudes
of those who evaluate the product while anticipating dis-
cussion will differ from those of others when their thoughts
are dominated by criteria not typically seen as most im-
portant for making the judgment. This is exactly the result
observed, and our account explains why this difference in
attitudes emerged only under specific conditions (e.g., for
the sports car but not the fast-food restaurant).

Moreover, once the group discussion of a product was no
longer salient, people evaluated the product according to the
criteria they normally use for similar products. When these
criteria differed from what had been rehearsed for discus-
sion, product judgments made within and outside the group-
anticipation context were unrelated, but when these criteria
matched the rehearsed attributes, product judgments were
highly related. These findings emerged regardless of whether
the typical evaluative criteria were defined based on (1) a
priori expectations about the functional goals typically as-
sociated with the product or (2) each individual’s rated cri-
terion importance.

These findings replicate the findings of experiment 1 and
support the rehearsal-weight account in a new stimulus con-
text. In experiment 2, materials were designed so that a

different type of criterion would dominate prediscussion
thoughts and rehearsal (unfavorable social identity criteria
in experiment 1; favorable utilitarian criteria in experiment
2). We also employed a different set of products, ones that
are typically evaluated more in terms of either social criteria
(sports car) or utilitarian criteria (fast-food restaurant). Note
also that, across experiments, products from the same prod-
uct class (a family vs. a fast-food restaurant) evaluated on
the same basis (utilitarian criteria) were examined. Yet, be-
cause in experiment 1 the social criteria primarily rehearsed
were considered less important in evaluating the product,
whereas in experiment 2 the utilitarian criteria primarily
rehearsed matched the primary basis for product evaluation,
the group-anticipation context affected attitudes in the first
experiment but not the second. Thus, the results of exper-
iment 2 illustrate the generalizability of the rehearsal-weight
account, demonstrating that the effects are not dependent
on the target product or the nature or favorability of the
criteria rehearsed for discussion.

These findings also counter the predictions of two alter-
native process accounts. Although the rehearsal-weight ac-
count best explains the data, experiment 3 was conducted
to test this account directly by experimentally manipulating
whether the more important attributes are salient during an-
ticipation of discussion. According to the rehearsal-weight
account, making more important attributes salient should
lead them to dominate rehearsed thoughts, thereby reducing
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TABLE 3

EXPERIMENT 3: ATTITUDES AND BEHAVIORAL PREDICTIONS

Condition

Product attitude summary statistics

Mean SD

Correlation with
behavioral
predictions n

Group/nonsalient .98a 1.25 .39 22
Group/salient 1.62b 1.39 .60* 26
Individual (control) 2.08 1.42 .66* 16

aSignificantly different from control condition at .p ! .05
bNot significantly different from control condition at .p ! .05
* .p ! .05

or eliminating the effect of group anticipation on attitudes
formed in that context.

EXPERIMENT 3

The materials and procedures of experiment 1 were used,
with the exception that the salience of the more important
attributes was manipulated when people anticipated discus-
sion. When the more important attributes are not made sa-
lient at the time of group anticipation (group/nonsalient con-
dition), findings should replicate the during-anticipation
condition of experiment 1. In contrast, when the more im-
portant attributes are made salient at group anticipation
(group/salient condition), rehearsal should focus more on
that information and, according to the rehearsal-weight ac-
count, this should reduce or eliminate the effect of group
anticipation on attitudes formed in that context. Further-
more, as in the individual condition, judgments reported
within and outside the group-anticipation context should be
highly related.

Method

Participants. Sixty-four undergraduate students at a
northwestern and a midwestern university participated in
partial fulfillment of an introductory course requirement.
Participants were randomly assigned to the group/salient,
group/nonsalient, or individual (control) condition.

Materials and Procedures. The same restaurant re-
view described in experiment 1 was used here. The pro-
cedures for both group conditions were similar to those in
experiment 1 for the group/during-anticipation condition,
with the exception that those in the group/salient condition
received the following instructions before listing their
thoughts: “Think about how you typically evaluate a res-
taurant—what characteristic is most important to you? On
the line below, write the one attribute that stands out as most
important to you when evaluating a restaurant in general.”
To reinforce this focus, the thought-list instructions contin-
ued, “As you collect your thoughts, it is important for you
to focus on the restaurant attribute that matters most to you
when evaluating a restaurant. That is, in order to make sure

your responses represent your typical reactions to restau-
rants, it is important to focus on how you typically evaluate
restaurants.”

For the individual (control) condition, the materials and
procedures were similar to those used in experiment 1 for
the individual/during-anticipation condition.

Coding. Two judges independently coded the thought
lists as in experiment 1, coding 490 thoughts with 77%
agreement. Disagreements were resolved through a third
judge.

Results

Thoughts Listed. As in experiment 1, a utilitarian at-
tribute (food) was rated as significantly more important than
a social identity attribute (atmosphere) in evaluating restau-
rants in general (M’ vs. 5.75; ,s p 6.30 F(1, 61)p 9.97

). Furthermore, when asked as part of the saliencyp ! .01
manipulation which attribute is most important to them when
evaluating restaurants, 73% of people in the group/salient
condition identified a utilitarian criterion. Thus, it was ex-
pected that people in this condition would list fewer social
identity (less important) thoughts and more utilitarian (more
important) thoughts than those in the other conditions. The
number of social identity and utilitarian thoughts listed were
analyzed with a 2 (thought type; within-subject: social vs.
utilitarian) # 2 (planned contrast: group/salient vs. group/
nonsalient and control conditions) ANOVA and a significant
interaction emerged ( , ). Those in theF(1, 62)p 7.83 p ! .01
group/salient condition listed significantly fewer social iden-
tity (less important) thoughts than those in the group/
nonsalient and control conditions (M’ vs. 3.34;s p 2.04

, ) and slightly more utilitarianF(1, 62)p 12.00 p ! .01
(more important) thoughts than those in the group/nonsalient
and control conditions did (M’ vs. 2.21;s p 2.58

).F(1, 62)! 1

Attitudes Reported prior to Discussion/Essay
Writing. According to the rehearsal-weight explanation,
because those in the group/salient condition listed primarily
more important information, their attitudes should be similar
to the attitudes of those in the individual condition. Fur-
thermore, because those in the group/nonsalient condition
listed primarily less important information, which was less
favorable than the more important information, their atti-
tudes should be less favorable than those in the other con-
ditions. Planned contrasts supported these predictions. At-
titudes in the group/nonsalient condition were significantly
less favorable than in the group/salient and individual con-
ditions (M’ vs. 1.79; , ).s p .98 F(1, 62)p 4.96 p ! .05
Moreover, attitudes in the group/nonsalient condition were
significantly less favorable than in the individual condition
(M’ vs. 2.09; , ), whereas at-s p .98 F(1, 36)p 5.96 p ! .05
titudes in the group/salient and individual conditions were
similar (M’ vs. 2.09; , NS; see tables p 1.62 F(1, 40)p 1.05
3).
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Product Judgments Within versus Outside the Group-
Anticipation Context. As expected in the group/nonsa-
lient condition, and replicating the previous studies, product
judgments within versus outside the group-anticipation con-
text were not significantly correlated at , . Inp ! .05 r p .39
contrast, consistent with the prediction that those in the
group/salient condition would base their attitudes within and
outside the group-anticipation context on more important
information, product judgments were significantly correlated
for those in the group/salient condition at a level similar to
that in the control condition ( and , respec-r p .60 r p .66
tively; for both, ).p ! .01

Although these results are in the predicted directions, the
planned contrast between the group/nonsalient condition and
the group/salient and control conditions was not significant
(r’ vs. .64, ; , one-tailed). Theres p .39 z p 1.24 p p .11
was a procedural difference between this study and the oth-
ers that may have caused the group experience to remain
somewhat salient when making the second product judg-
ment. Due to a different lab configuration, participants in
the third study completed the final set of questionnaires
individually while sitting in the same place they did during
discussion, instead of being able to sit facing the front of
the classroom (as in the other studies). As a result, the group
experience (and thus the criteria rehearsed) may still have
been salient when participants completed the behavioral-
predictions measure.

GENERAL DISCUSSION
The context of group discussion is a relatively under-

studied topic in consumer behavior despite the evidence that
such contexts have powerful effects on product judgments.
We suggest that the effects of group discussion on consumer
behavior are not limited to the discussion alone; merely
expecting to talk with others about a product can affect
product attitudes. When will the mere anticipation of dis-
cussion disrupt consumers’ attitudes, and why does this
occur?

Summary of Key Findings

Previous research as well as the findings presented here
indicate that when attempting to explain an attitude, people
often think about less important attributes. The results of
three experiments show that such a focus on less important
attributes influences attitudes when the attitudes are formed
while anticipating discussion. To examine why anticipating
discussion can disrupt attitudes, we proposed and tested a
rehearsal-weight account. According to this account, people
mentally rehearse in preparation for discussion, and this
process makes salient the attributes being rehearsed. What-
ever criteria predominate during rehearsal will be heavily
weighed in product attitudes formed in this context, regard-
less of their relevance to the typical criteria for evaluating
such products. The results from three experiments indicate
that those anticipating discussion can therefore hold attitudes
that are more extreme (experiment 2), more moderate (ex-

periments 1 and 3), or the same (experiments 2 and 3) as
those who do not anticipate discussion, depending on the
valence of the predominant criteria they had mentally re-
hearsed to discuss. Furthermore, across all three experi-
ments, when the attribute dominating thoughts was less im-
portant, those judging the product while anticipating
discussion reported attitudes within the group-anticipation
context that were relatively poor predictors of judgments
reported outside of the group-anticipation context.

In addition to providing empirical support for the re-
hearsal-weight account, the data rule out two alternate ac-
counts: (1) people anticipating discussion will consider a
broad range of information, thereby holding more moderate
product attitudes, and (2) people anticipating discussion will
concentrate on the most important criteria, thereby holding
similar or more extreme attitudes than those who do not
anticipate discussion.

Why Do People Focus on Less Important
Attributes?

Research has shown that people sometimes focus on, and
cannot always dismiss, irrelevant attributes and that situa-
tional factors can affect the salience of such attributes (e.g.,
Hutchinson and Alba 1991). Our results are consistent with
the robust finding that a situation that requires people to
provide reasons for their attitudes often leads them to men-
tion attributes that are typically less important to their at-
titudes (Millar and Tesser 1986; Simonson and Nowlis 2000;
Wilson et al. 1993). Multiple reasons have been identified
for this tendency. For instance, when explaining their atti-
tudes or making choices in front of others, people often
want to appear unique in their criteria or selections (Ariely
and Levav 2000; Simonson and Nowlis 2000). In addition,
being asked to identify the reasons underlying an attitude
can cause people to focus on criteria that are easy to artic-
ulate (e.g., Millar and Tesser 1986; Wilson et al. 1993).

In the present research, when less important criteria dom-
inated people’s thoughts, this criteria influenced people’s
judgments only when group discussion was anticipated. This
may be because conversational norms dictate that people
provide nonredundant, nonobvious, factual information
(Grice 1975, 1978; Schwarz 1998). Thus, those anticipating
discussion with others may have been especially influenced
by criteria that were unique, concrete, and/or easy to
articulate.

In prior research (cf. Wilson et al. 1989), in contrast to
our findings, the listed thoughts of those working individ-
ually did influence their attitudes. However, it is difficult to
compare our individual condition to Wilson’s directly. In
Wilson’s “reasons analysis” task, participants are put in the
position of justifying their attitudes, whereas we asked sub-
jects simply to collect their thoughts. Wilson’s task may
therefore have made the less important thoughts more salient
to individuals and created more commitment to those
thoughts by the participant. This may explain why reasons
analysis can affect attitudes even without group anticipation.
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Theoretical and Applied Contributions to
Consumer Behavior

This research sheds light on the importance of the social
context of anticipated discussion in consumer judgments.
Whereas prior research has demonstrated that group-level
processes can be biased by members’ prior judgments (e.g.,
Schulz-Hardt et al. 2000), the present research demonstrates
important individual-level prediscussion effects: Consum-
ers’ own mental preparations for discussion can disrupt their
attitudes, compromising the generalizability of attitudes
formed in anticipation of discussion to judgments held in
other contexts. Thus, one contribution of this work is the
demonstration that anticipated discussion is an important
consumption context that can have a significant and unre-
cognized impact on product attitudes.

Empirical support for the rehearsal-weight account is con-
sistent with theorizing that attitude change in anticipation
of social interaction is often the result of cognitive pro-
cessing rather than being an automatic and heuristic shift
(Tetlock et al. 1989). Yet, the present research differs from
previous studies in critical ways, most notably that prior
research often involved attitudes toward controversial social
issues (e.g., capital punishment). Pratkanis (1989) argues
that attitudes toward such topics tend to be bipolar, where
people adopt positions ranging from anti to neutral to pro.
However, in the consumer domain, product attitudes are
often much less controversial. Noncontroversial targets
(such as those studied here: restaurants and cars) tend to be
unipolar and typically range from neutral to pro (or anti;
Pratkanis 1989). Consequently, findings regarding the effect
of a group-anticipation context on controversial attitudes
may not hold in the product domain because of fundamental
differences in attitude structure.

Indeed, according to social contingency theory, in the
absence of explicit information about audience’s beliefs,
people adopt a flexible, moderate stance (Tetlock et al.
1989), which would be the safest position when others’
attitudes could range from anti to pro. The present findings,
however, demonstrate that consumers in a group-anticipation
context construct attitudes on the basis of the criteria dom-
inating what they rehearsed for discussion, leading to atti-
tudes that could be more extreme, more moderate, or similar
to those in an individual context. Thus, this research suggests
that the unique features of the product domain may limit
the generalizability of previous work on anticipated inter-
action effects.

These results also have implications for managerial de-
cisions, especially those based on focus group discussions.
Great pains are often taken to ensure that focus group par-
ticipants feel comfortable discussing the focal topic (Fern
1982). Interestingly, one recommended technique for gain-
ing “unbiased” responses is to have participants list their
thoughts prior to group discussion (the Nominal Group
Technique; see Delbeq, Van de Ven, and Gustafson 1975).
Such efforts are recommended when the focal topic deals
with sensitive issues (e.g., smoking, condoms) rather than

everyday items. However, the present research suggests that
such techniques may be ineffective. A group-anticipation
context can influence evaluations of everyday items and can
do so even before the discussion begins.

Limitations and Future Directions

One limitation of the present research is that the groups
were made up of strangers who were assembled to complete
a task. Although this is reflective of certain groups such as
focus groups, additional research is needed to examine
whether the findings reported here would generalize to
group-anticipation contexts that reflect ongoing relationships
among people. The effects shown here may in fact be
stronger for recurring social interactions because people
would have more opportunity and motivation to anticipate
and prepare for such discussions. Furthermore, in the present
research, groups were made up of people with equal status
who were equally informed about the new products. Perhaps
the present effects would be more pronounced among those
with lower status or those who are not experts in the product
category. Such persons might be more motivated to prepare
mentally for discussion and might be more likely to generate
reasons that are less important. A person’s anticipated role
in the conversation is also important to consider (cf. Zajonc
1960). For example, due to differences in the degree of
preparation for discussion, the rehearsal-weight effect might
be stronger for those whose anticipated role is to influence
others rather than be influenced by them.

The finding that product attitudes influenced by the group-
anticipation context do not necessarily reflect product judg-
ments held outside of the group-anticipation context is wor-
thy of further study, especially in the area of consumer
satisfaction. Research in individual contexts has demon-
strated that when attitudes are affected by what is salient at
the moment rather than what typically matters to the indi-
vidual, decisions based on these attitudes can lead to later
dissatisfaction (Wilson et al. 1993). Because social-inter-
action situations can alter how consumers judge a product,
choices based on these attitudes may also lead to consumer
dissatisfaction. This is especially likely if the context at the
time of judgment (e.g., a group-anticipation context) mis-
matches the context at the time of consumption (e.g., an
individual context). Such consumption situations as shop-
ping with others or interacting with salespeople might im-
pact the formation of attitudes toward products when they
are being considered for purchase and influence the likeli-
hood of long-term purchase satisfaction.

[Received May 2000. Revised October 2001. David Glen
Mick served as editor, and Frank R. Kardes served as

associate editor for this article.]
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