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EXPOSURE, RECALL, JUDGED
FAVORABILITY, AND SALES:
“MERE EXPOSURE” AND
CONSUMER BEHAVIOR*

DAVID J. STANG
American Psychological Association

Although attitudinal effects of exposure have been demonstrated, previous reports of weak relationships
between attitudes and behavior raise questions regarding the behavioral effects of exposure. Substantial
positive correlations were found between an index of exposure to each U.S. President, probability of
recalling the President in a free recall task, rated favorableness of attitude toward each, and number of
Presidential decanters purchased in several grocery stores. Using multiple regression, however, only
recall significantly predicted decanter sales (r = 0.81), while only the exposure index significantly
predicted favorableness ratings (r = 0.75). Theoretical implications are discussed.

Research on attitude change has classically been concerned with opinions - verbal expressions of
attitude - and has largely ignored behavioral expressions of attitude. Similarly, with the exception of
some recent unpublished research on voting preferences, research on the attitudinal effects of repeated
exposure (Zajonc, 1968; Stang, 1974a, b) has systematically overlooked behavioral indices of attitude
change. But the recurrent discovery bf weak relationships between verbal and behavioral measures of
attitude (e.g., LaPiere, 1934; Liska, 1974; Stang, 1978; Wicker, 1969, etc.) raises questions regarding
whether exposure frequency has behavioral effects, and whether such effects are explicable by the
same theories as those used to account for verbal effects such as those reflected on semantic
differential-type scales.

Consumer behavior is one form of preference behavior which has been theoretically related to
exposure frequency and to verbal preferences. Commonly, models of advertising effectiveness have
been “hierarchical” in nature, proposing a simple multiple-step sequence of cognitive and behavioral
effects such as exposure, attention, awareness, comprehension, conviction, purchase intention, actual
purchase. In these models, each step is seen as but one determinant of subsequent steps. For instance,
Bonfield (1974) suggests that intentions are affected by social influence and personal norms as well as
by attitude, the nature of these effects differing across situations. With so many sequential steps, the
weak relationship between advertising expenditures and subsequent sales is easily accounted for. Ray
et al. (1973) summarize previous hierarchical models by suggesting that three components are
common to each: a cognitive component (attention, awareness, comprehension, learning), an affective
component (evaluation, attitude, feeling, conviction, yielding) and a conative component (intention,
behavior, action). Ray et al. review evidence supporting three hierarchical models: a learning hierarchy
(cognitive, affective, conative), a dissonance-attribution hierarchy (conative, affective, cognitive) and a
low-involvement

*An earlier version of this paper was presented at the annual meeting of the American Psychological
Association, Chicago, Illinois, August 1975.
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Model 1: The learning hierarchy. Model 2: The dissonance - attribution hierarchy. Model 3: The low
involvement hierarchy. Model 4: A three-factor explanation of decanter sales. Model 5: A two-factor
explanation of evaluative ratings and decanter sales (Stang, 1975a). Model 6: A “mere exposure”
explanation of evaluation ratings and decanter sales (Zajonc, 1968).



STANG 331

hierarchy (cognitive, conative, affective). These models are summarized in Fig. 1 as models 1 to 3,
respectively.

We might also consider a variation on hierarchical model | to include the proposition that we both
like what we recall and selectively recall what we like (for an extensive review of the selective recall
literature, see Matlin and Stang, 1978), perhaps because we selectively attend to what we like, and
selective attention gives rise to selective learning and recall (see Pheterson and Horai, 1976), and that
both recall and liking are affected by exposure and affect what we buy (model 4, Fig. 1).

Theories of the attitudinal effects of mere exposure might be extended to account for purchases by
the suggestion that purchases are a behavioral manifestation of an underlying evaluative
predisposition, while the usual evaluative ratings obtained in laboratory studies of the effect are verbal
manifestations of this same underlying predisposition. Such a proposition suggests a branching in the
hierarchical sequence: rather than liking following or preceding purchasing, if both are hypothesized to
reflect the same underlying disposition, their order of manifestation is immaterial. By extension, then,
Stang’s (1975a) two-factor theory could be extended to state that exposure leads to learning, learning
to a more favorable disposition, reflected in favorableness ratings, purchases, or other indices of
preference (model 5 of Fig. 1). Similarly, Zajonc’s (1968) atheoretical contention that exposure leads
directly to a more favorable evaluation could be extended to include purchase as an index of evaluation
(model 6 of Fig. 1). We have, then, six different models of advertising effects, differing in the number
and nature of the variables intervening between exposure and sales, and between exposure and verbally
expressed preference.

One of the weaknesses of many previous laboratory tests of these models involves the artificiality
of the situation, demand characteristics, and subject expectancy. Stang (1974a) has provided evidence
that subjects can, and may, allow their intuitions regarding the experimenter’s hypothesis to guide their
evaluative rating behavior in laboratory experiments. There is value, then, in using nonreactive field
methods not subject to subject expectancy explanations to determine the external validity of previous
laboratory findings concerning the nature of exposure effects.

METHOD
SUBJECTS

Subjects were 44 male and female students enrolled in various courses at Syracuse University
during the summer of 1973, and shoppers in several grocery stores near Queens College during April
1974,

PROCEDURE

The students at Syracuse University were asked to list all of the American Presidents they could
recall, in any order. When a respondent could no longer recall any additional Presidents, this sheet was
collected, and respondents were given a second sheet which bore the instructions: “We are interested
in how you feel about American Presidents. Please rate each President below according to how
favorable or unfavorable you feel toward him.” Below this instruction was a chronological list of the
U.S. Presidents, each name accompanied by a 7-point semantic differential scale with the end points
labeled “favorable” and “unfavorable”.

A second measure of attitudes toward the Presidents was obtained from several
grocery stores during April 1974, where ‘Presidential Decanters” were on sale. These
were small, inexpensive (59c) bottles bearing a President’s name and mounted on attractive
cards also bearing the President’s name. All cards for a given President were mounted
on a single prong of a display rack, and the arrangement of Presidential Decanters on
the rack was apparently haphazard. Discussions with the store managers revealed that when
the racks were first displayed by the jobber they had equal numbers of decanters displayed for each
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President, and decanters purchased had not been replaced. Thus the number of decanters remaining on
the rack was taken as an indication of the number of decanters purchased.

Four indices of relative prior exposure to these Presidents were obtained from archival sources: (a)
the number of column inches accorded each President in the New York Times Encyclopedic Almanac.
1971; (b) the number of pages allotted each President in a biographical reference (Kane, 1968); (3) the
number of entries listed for each President in the Encyclopedia Britannica’s index to volumes 1-23
(1973); and (d) the number of quotations from each President listed in a compendium of
Presidential quotations (Harnsberger, 1964). Inter-correlations of these measures across Presidents
ranged from 0.48 to 0.81. Because each of these measures was hypothesized to be correlated with the
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actual prior relative exposure that the students and shoppers had had to each President, the measures
were combined into a single composite index of relative exposure. This was done by calculating z-
scores for each measure for each President, and then calculating the mean z-score for that President
across the four measures.

RESULTS

Figure 1 reports the path coefficients (Pearson product-moment correlations or standardized
regression coefficients) for each of the six models. Models 4 and 6 account for the greatest variance
(55%) in evaluative ratings, models 2 and 3 the least (18%). Models 3, 4 and 5 account for the greatest
variance (66%)in decanter sales, model 1 the least (18%). Thus on both criteria, model 4 emerges as
that having greatest predictive power.

Examining the scatterplot for exposure, recall, rated favorability, and decanter sales (Fig. 2) reveals
intriguing serial position effects: early and recent Presidents (and Lincoln, a middle President) received
more exposure in the archival sources, were easiest to recall, and tended to receive the highest
favorability ratings and greatest decanter sales. However, the “effects” of exposure and recall on rated
favorability, while strong for early and middle Presidents, weaken and then disappear as one examines
more recent Presidents. Nixon, for instance, was recalled 1 .3 standard deviations above the mean, yet
his favorableness rating was 2.9 standard deviations below the mean.

DISCUSSION

The path analyses of Fig. 1 suggest that evaluative ratings may be largely determined by exposure
frequency, while decanter sales may be largely determined by recall. While it is possible that these
results are to some extent artifacts of multicolinearity (and replication of these results is urged), it is
possible that the evaluative ratings and sales have truly different antecedents. This possibility is
intriguing, for the attitude-behavior consistency problem would be usefully explained by the finding
that verbal and behavioral measures of attitudes were subject to different, semi-independent
reinforcement contingencies and other determinants. Although we are enjoined to “do what I say, not
what I do”, it is likely that modeling is of the “I’ll do what you do, and say what you say” variety.

The finding that the exposure and recall curves diverge from the rated favorableness curve for
recent Presidents is similar to a finding Harrison (1969) reported. Harrison obtained ratings of
familiarity and liking of figures from the covers of Time magazine over 25 years, and found that the
correlation was lowest among those figures most recently on the cover. His study and the present one,
as well as common sense, suggest that the possession of considerable additional information about a
person will tend to swamp the attitudinal effects of mere exposure to that person. But while the good
or evil that well-known men and women do is likely to live after they are gone, details will be
forgotten. History books will devote less space to them, and subsequent generations will learn less
about them. After a time, frequency of exposure of the person’s name will come to be a major
determinant of attitudes towards them. Castro (1967) was probably right when he said in 1953 that
“History will absolve me”, although he might not have shared the present speculation about the
mechanisms involved.

Such a mechanism may be that of “satiation”, which may build with continued exposure (eg., Stang
et al., 1975) and dissipate in time (Stang, 1975a). Indirect support for this proposition comes from
Presidential popularity polls, which characteristically show a decline in popularity as the term of office
progresses (e.g., Dahl, 1967: 107). More direct support comes from a recent experiment (Stang, 1975b)
which suggested that when familiarity breeds contempt, absence makes the heart grow fonder.
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Logic suggests that description of how variables are related in natural settings should precede
causal analysis of why they are related (Stang and Cohn, 1976). As a description of the natural
relationships between exposure, recall, favorability and sales, the present study provides a paradigm
for the further conceptual replications which should be done in natural settings. As causal explanation
of the relationships between these variables, however, it may be more appropriate to conduct field
experiments because the observed relationships of Fig. 1 may, to some extent, be spuriously high (or
low) through the influence of other variables not included in the path diagrams. For instance, intrinsic
differences between Presidents or culturally shared views regarding the relative value of previous
Presidents might directly determine current attitudes and decanter sales, and also determine the extent
of coverage of each President in the archival sources.
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