
Gestalt Characteristics of Experiences:
The De®ning Features of
Summarized Events

DAN ARIELY1* and ZIV CARMON2

1Sloan School of Management, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, USA
2Fuqua School of Business, Duke University, USA

ABSTRACT

In this paper we take stock of recent research on how people summarize and
evaluate extended experiences. Summary assessments do not simply integrate
all the components of the evaluated events, but tend to focus on only a few
features (gestalt characteristics). Examples of these de®ning features include the
rate at which the transient state components of the experience become more or
less pleasant over its duration, and the intensity of the state at key instances, in
particular the most intense (peak) and the ®nal (end ) moments. It is not yet
su�ciently clear which speci®c gestalt characteristics dominate summary assess-
ments of experiences, nor how this di�ers across types of experiences or measure-
ment approaches. To address some of these issues, we describe new research in
this area, discuss potential methodological di�culties, and suggest directions for
future research. Copyright # 2000 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.

KEY WORDS summary evaluation of experiences; extended experiences; experi-
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Common experiences such as a bus ride, a meal, and a college course unfold over time through a stream
of transient states that may vary in intensity and even in sign from moment to moment. Such extended
episodes can be depicted in the form of an experience pro®le, as illustrated in Exhibit 1 (see next page).
Decision makers often evaluate the overall goodness or badness of extended episodes to assist future
decisions or convey to others (presumably to aid them in making decisions). In some cases people
evaluate the goodness or badness of episodes they experienced in the past; in other cases they predict
the overall desirability of episodes that they have not yet experienced. Retrospective summary
evaluations are an important input into decisions to repeat (or not repeat) past experiences; similarly,
prospective summary evaluations may determine whether or not the decision maker pursues that
experience.

Such summary evaluations are not only important for decision making, but can also have direct
hedonic consequences. Prospective summary assessment of an experience can evoke sensations such as

Copyright # 2000 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.

Journal of Behavioral Decision Making
J. Behav. Dec. Making, 13: 191±201 (2000)

* Correspondence to: Dan Ariely, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 38 Memorial Drive, E56-329, Cambridge, MA 02142,
USA. E-mail: ariely@mit.edu



anticipation and dread before the experience ever takes place (Loewenstein, 1987), and retrospective
summary evaluations in¯uence the utility that can be derived from consuming memories after the
experience occurs. For example, a brief exotic vacation can produce memories to be consumed for the
rest of one's life. Summary evaluations can also a�ect the experience itself. For example, anticipating
an unpleasant ¯ight can not only result in negative feelings long before we set foot on the airplane, but
can also exacerbate the impact of events in the ¯ight such as momentary turbulence.

When people summarize experiences they do not simply combine the intensity of their actual
experiences. Instead, they appear to extract only a few de®ning features (gestalt characteristics) of these
sequences, which they combine into overall summary evaluations of the sequences (see Kahneman
et al., 1993; Carmon and Kahneman, 1996). Such features include particularly salient characteristics
such as the most intense state (peak) and the ®nal state (end) of the experience. As another example, a
variety of empirical studies show signi®cant con¯icts with the well-known discounted utility model, a
prominent economic view on the assessment of consequences that occur over time. Loewenstein and
Prelec (1991, 1993), for example, demonstrate that contrary to the prediction (based on time discount-
ing) that one should prefer that better outcomes precede worse ones, decision makers prefer improving
sequences in which worse outcomes precede better ones.

The value of the research stream on the evaluation of experiences extends well beyond illustrating
anomalous patterns of behavior. Since summary evaluations play a central role in common judgments
and decisions, studying how these assessments are formed and what information they express is
clearly important. In particular, it seems conceptually valuable to identify the speci®c features of
experiences that are central to summary assessments and understand their impact. For example, we
believe it is important to understand why and how a few moments in an experience appear to be over-
weighed and others under-weighted in summary evaluations. From a practical perspective, under-
standing how people assess and judge experiences can also be bene®cial. It can help providers of
experiences, for example, serve their customers more e�ectively, simply by better allocating existing
resources (e.g. Carmon, Shanthikumar, and Carmon, 1995).

Our goal in this paper is to take stock of research on the summary assessment of experiences,
presenting some of what we now know about this topic as well as what we would like to learn. To that
aim, we brie¯y review a growing body of recent research, and then o�er our view on emerging con-
clusions, methodological considerations, and directions for future research.

Exhibit 1. An example of an experience pro®le and three of its gestalt characteristics, based on the data of
Subject 17 in the hospital study described later in this paper (assessment of a painful day at a hospital). Peak is the
maximum intensity, end is the intensity at the ®nal moment of the experience, and in this case slope is a single
measure of the pro®le's overall linear trend (in gray)
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WHAT WE KNOWABOUT GESTALT CHARACTERISTICS
OF SUMMARIZED EXPERIENCES

Summary assessments of experiences have been studied with several methodological approaches and in
a variety of empirical contexts ( for details see below). An important overarching conclusion is that
in such assessments people do not simply integrate the transient states they experienced as the events
unfolded. Rather, two types of de®ning features of the a�ective pro®le of an experience (i.e. gestalt
characteristics) appear to dominate overall retrospective evaluations. One re¯ects the change over time
in the intensity of the transient state components. Prominent examples of such characteristics include
the trend of the pro®le (Loewenstein and Prelec, 1993; Ariely, 1998) and its rate of change (Hsee and
Abelson, 1991; Hsee, Abelson, and Salovey, 1991). The other type of gestalt characteristic re¯ects
the intensity of the transient experience at particular key points in time. Speci®cally, a variety of
studies found that the momentary experience at the most intense and ®nal moments (peak and end,
respectively) consistently accounted for global retrospective evaluations (Varey and Kahneman, 1992;
Kahneman et al., 1993; Fredrickson and Kahneman, 1993; Redelmeier and Kahneman, 1996;
Baumgartner, Sujan, and Padgett, 1997). Features of the simple sum of the transient state experiences
like duration, on the other hand, were found to have no signi®cant e�ect on summary assessments.
More precisely, sometimes variables like duration do appear to a�ect summary evaluations, but the
marginal impact is minor, since they tend to have the same impact on gestalt characteristics like the ®nal
transient state.

By and large, the ®ndings of the many studies that have explored summary assessments of
experiences appear consistent. In fact, we believe that di�erences that have been found are mostly due
to either situational moderators or di�erences in the methodological approach. We will elaborate on
this idea below, but ®rst we describe a new ®eld study we conducted at a local hospital. The study
examined the relative importance of speci®c gestalt characteristics (end, peak, and slope) of the
transient state components, in a naturalistic setting in which assessment of the experience can have
signi®cant implications.

A ®eld study on the assessment of a painful day at a hospital
Thirty-seven patients in the bone marrow transplant unit of a local hospital participated in this study.
Once every hour (between 8 a.m. and 6 p.m.) a nurse entered the room and asked each patient to rate
the pain they experienced on a 0±100 scale (0 represented no pain, and 100 the worst pain they could
imagine). At the end of the day (7 p.m.) the nurse asked each patient to rate the overall pain they
experienced throughout that day on the same 0±100 scale.

The hourly pain ratings reported ranged between 8 and 64, and tended to increase throughout the
day. The average rating was 29, and the standard deviation was 16. To examine how patients' overall
pain ratings corresponded to gestalt characteristics of their hour-by-hour pain ratings, we regressed
the overall ratings on four gestalt characteristics of the corresponding pain pro®les. These included:
the rate of change in the hour-by-hour pain ratings (the linear trend we named slope), the average,
maximum, and ®nal pain ratings (see Exhibit 1 for an example of one patient's experience pro®le; see
Exhibit 2 for a summary of the results). The regression model was signi®cant [F�4;32� � 66.0,
p5 0.0001], with an R2 of 0.89. More importantly, both the intensity of the ®nal state and the slope
were signi®cant predictors of the summary evaluations, while the e�ect of the average pain rating
was not signi®cant. Thus, consistent with the ®ndings of earlier studies, we ®nd that overall
evaluations do not re¯ect simple integration of the entire experience, but rather seem heavily
in¯uenced by typical gestalt characteristics. Note that because the duration was the same for all
patients, the total amount of pain is linearly related to the average pain. Thus we can also conclude
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that the total amount of pain experienced throughout the day did not a�ect patients' overall
evaluations.

Unlike ®ndings of earlier studies (e.g. Kahneman et al., 1993; Redelmeier and Kahneman, 1996), in
this study the most intense state (peak) was not a signi®cant predictor of overall evaluations. This
di�erence may be due to the moderating e�ect of a unique aspect of the stimuli we studied on the role
of the maximum intensity (peak). More speci®cally, we believe that the di�erent result may be due to
frequent recent exposures our subjects had to similar experiences. Unlike the Kahneman et al. studies,
in our study subjects had encountered many similar stimuli prior to the study, since they were all long-
term patients in the bone marrow transplant unit. Hence, the most intense pain experienced during the
study day may not have been clearly distinguishable from pain experienced on previous days. Further-
more, the most intense pain during that day was probably less intense than the most intense pain
experienced in previous days.

Additional support for the notion that recent exposure to similar stimuli moderates the impact of the
most intense state (peak) on overall evaluations comes from a di�erent study of physically painful
events (Ariely, 1998). In that study the slope of the experience pro®le was the most important predictor
of retrospective summary evaluations, while the peak intensity had a signi®cant but much smaller
e�ect. Although subjects had no previous experience with that particular type of stimulus, the two
experiments e�ectively provided substantial experience, since they consisted of exposure to many trials
(40 in one study and 70 in another). Thus, the salience and separability of the most intense pain may
moderate its impact on the overall evaluation of the experience.

Next we review ®ndings relating to other factors that may account for di�erences in the impact of
particular gestalt characteristics. We begin with additional situational factors, and then discuss
methodological considerations in the following section.

Situational moderators of the e�ects of
gestalt characteristics
Chapman (2000) suggests that the preference for improvement in the trend of experiences is moderated
by expectations about that trend. For example, subjects preferred that their skin, initially appear young
and become increasingly wrinkled with age, rather than the typical preference for improvement over
time. This suggests to us that summary evaluation of an experience depends not only on its transient
state components in and of themselves, but also on inferences that can be drawn from them (more on
this idea in the next section).

Ariely and Zauberman (2000) show that the way subjects summarize an experience depends on
whether the experience is perceived to be composed of single or multiple parts (i.e. continuous or
discrete). Their results show that the preference for improving trends over deteriorating ones is
substantially reduced if the same experience is composed of discrete parts, demonstrating that the
cohesiveness of an experience impacts the relationship between its pattern and overall evaluation. This
appears reasonable in light of the idea that summary assessments partly re¯ect inferences about future
states. Thus, the trend of an experience may well appear to convey more information about the future

Exhibit 2. Regression coe�cients for the hospital study

Standard coe�cient t-value p-value

Final (end) 0.525 2.85 50.01
Slope 0.245 2.49 50.02
Maximum (peak) 0.147 1.24 0.22
Average 0.119 0.99 0.33
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states of continuous experiences than about the future states of multiple discrete or segmented
experiences ( for more on this idea see the next section).

Carmon and Kahneman (1996) ®nd that global retrospective evaluations of queuing experiences are
dominated by the ®nal a�ective state (end). In that setting, summary assessments e�ectively ignored the
transient state components that precede the ending of the experience. As an example, some queuing
events that were dissatisfying up until before their ending but concluded on a positive note were
summarized positively. Carmon and Kahneman suggest that this `end rule' applies to goal-directed
experiences (such as competitions, as opposed to process-directed experiences), or ones in which the
transient real-time experience is in¯uenced mostly by anticipation or dread of what may happen (such
as waiting for a dental appointment, rather than what actually happened). Based on this idea we
hypothesize that in some situations summary evaluations may `reinterpret' what had actually been
experienced based on information received after an experience ends.1

Using hypothetical scenarios such as the following, we examined this idea in an exploratory study.
Condition 1 described a 30-year period of a marriage as having been very satisfying. Condition 2 of the
same scenario added that several years after that 30-year period, it was discovered that the partner had
an a�air. Subjects in the two conditions (di�erent people) were asked for their summary assessment
of the 30-year period of the marriage. As expected, subjects in Condition 1 summarized the 30-year
marriage experience very positively, while those in the second condition summarized it signi®cantly less
positively. Interestingly, the mean rating in Condition 2 represented overall dissatisfaction with the
30-year marriage although the entire period was clearly satisfying as it took place. Thus, although
subjects realized that the summary was to re¯ect their overall assessment of the actual experience, their
ratings were heavily in¯uenced by information received after it was already over (and could therefore
not a�ect the actual experience). It is as though subjects felt that emotions experienced as the event
unfolded were `not justi®ed' and should hence be discounted in a retrospective summary. While other
scenarios showed similar results, future research should examine if this holds for non-hypothetical
experiences. If it does, we ®nd it interesting that summary assessments may sometime assign little
weight to the actual experience.

WHY THE GESTALT CHARACTERISTICS AFFECT SUMMARY ASSESSMENT

As we suggested earlier, research to date clearly supports the notion that two types of de®ning features
of the experience (gestalt characteristics) are signi®cant predictors of its summary assessment. One type
represents con®gural aspects of the experience such as the trend of its pro®le, and the other represents
the transient state at key moments. A remaining challenge is to identify the speci®c gestalt character-
istics of common types of experiences and understand how they are encoded in memory and how they
in¯uence judgments and decisions. We believe that a productive approach toward this is to consider
people's underlying task goals in encoding and summarizing experiences. The notion is that taking into
account the purposes served by summarizing an experience can provide insight into which of its
features will be important to the summary assessment (see also Carmon and Ariely, 1998; Fischer et al.,
1998; Wertenbroch and Carmon, 1997). Note that we believe that super®cial cues may evoke mindless
pursuit of such goals, even when mindful examination of the particular situation clearly does not
justify this (to learn more about mindless behavior see Langer, 1989; for more on this idea, see the
Directions for Future Research section). Below we examine two types of goals, which we name
extrapolation and encoding.

One goal of assessing and summarizing experiences is to facilitate e�ective decisions by helping to
predict future states. We refer to the view of summary evaluations corresponding to this task goal as

1We thank Danny Kahneman for stimulating our thinking in this direction.
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extrapolation. To illustrate, imagine a patient undergoing a painful and long medical treatment that
becomes less painful over time. Based on such a trend of decreasing pain, the patient may extrapolate
that the future is likely to be less painful, or even infer that she is closer to full recovery. In addition, an
improving trend may also improve the transient experience itself by increasing anticipation or reducing
dread. This extrapolation-based explanation can explain why con®gural aspects of the experience
(i.e. the relationship between its intensities, such as trend) and the ®nal state (end) can help in
predicting future states.

A secondary goal of summary evaluations may be to cope with people's cognitive limitations, which
requires e�cient representation of the many detailed characteristics of stimuli such as experienced
events. We refer to the account of summary evaluations that corresponds to this goal as encoding.
For many situations such parsimonious representation of experiences with a few key characteristics
seems highly adaptive, and hence reasonable. The alternative, collecting and representing each of the
individual transient states of an experience, may often be too demanding of the person's cognitive
resources, and o�er relatively minor marginal bene®ts. A similar argument can be made for limited
resources during the information retrieval and response generation process. This encoding view
predicts that only a few features of the experience will be encoded and in¯uence summary evaluations
(see Kahneman, 1995). Examples of such features are likely to include particularly salient character-
istics such as the most intense state (peak) and the ®nal state (end) of the experience.

Recent work on perception of multiple objects (sets) points to similar conclusions. Ariely and
Burbeck (1998) found that respondents accurately recognized the mean size of an item in a set but not
the size of individual items in the set. Speci®cally, their subjects brie¯y observed stimuli consisting of a
set of circles, and were then asked whether or not a particular circle appeared in the set. On other trials
subjects saw the same sets of circles and were then asked whether a particular circle was larger or
smaller than the mean of the set. Results showed that as the number of circles in a set increased,
knowledge of individual circles in the set dropped rapidly to chance level, whereas knowledge of the
set's mean remained precise. Based on these perception studies and research on experiences we
described earlier, we believe that stimuli consisting of many units, whether scattered over time or space,
tend to be represented by summary measures rather than by the individual components.

METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Although research on the assessment of experiences has used somewhat di�erent methodological
approaches, the considerations that underlie the selection of a particular methodology have rarely been
discussed. Because we believe that such methodological di�erences are a major cause for discrepancies
between the ®ndings of studies, we list dimensions on which the approaches of prior studies di�er. We
then discuss two methods in some detail.

Dimensions on which studies di�er include: the extent to which events were actually experienced
versus hypothetically described; the extent to which experiences were meaningful in and of themselves
(i.e. experience-directed, such as a luxurious meal) versus a means to an end (i.e. goal-directed, such as
waiting in line); whether experiences were assessed before or after they took place; and whether
experiences were generally pleasant (e.g. a meal) or unpleasant (e.g. pain). Additional methodological
dimensions that we discuss next include: whether the experience-pro®le (transient states of the
experience) was measured continuously (on-line responses) or not; whether the results were analyzed
according to these subjective intensity reports (possible only if on-line measures were taken) or
according to the manipulated intensity; whether the experience to be summarized is naturalistic (as in
the bone marrow transplant experience in our ®eld study) or experimentally manipulated; and whether
experiences were assessed with choices or evaluations (see also Hastie and Park, 1986).
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Measuring experience pro®les
Studying summary evaluations of experiences obviously requires data about both the experience
pro®les and their summary evaluations. Two approaches have been used to obtain such data. One
considers objective measures of the experience as representing the subjective transient states. For
example, if a person consecutively lifts ®ve items weighing 80, 70, 60, 50, and 40 pounds, under this
approach the experience pro®le would be (80, 70, 60, 50, 40). A signi®cant advantage of this approach
is the tight control over the independent variable (the objective real-time experience). Thus, it is simple
to experimentally manipulate the intensity pattern of the transient experiences and compare the
evaluation of one pattern to another. A signi®cant shortcoming that may not be immediately obvious
is an implicit assumption that subjective perception of the intensity pattern is not di�erent from the
objective pattern (in some cases a su�cient assumption is that the two relate monotonically to one
another). In the item-lifting experience described above, for example, this may not be true for reasons
such as gradual fatigue (or adaptation), which might cause items lifted late in the sequence to feel more
(or less) heavy than heavier (lighter) items lifted earlier in the sequence.

An alternative approach addresses these concerns by obtaining real-time ratings of the intensity
of the transient state components of the experience (see e.g. Fredrickson and Kahneman, 1993;
Carmon and Kahneman, 1996; Redelmeier and Kahneman, 1996). It is the resulting pattern of
perceived intensity, not the actual (manipulated) intensity pattern, that is then compared to the overall
evaluation. This approach of measuring the transient experience pro®le is advantageous because there
is no need to assume how the manipulated and perceived experiences correspond to one another.
However, a potential disadvantage of this subjective approach is that it assumes that people correctly
report their transient perceptions. Moreover, it assumes that the very act of measuring the subjective
transient experience pro®le does not alter the experience (Feldman and Lynch, 1988). Much of
the evidence on this issue suggests that on-line measurement does not alter the nature of the results
(e.g. Fredrickson and Kahneman, 1993; Carmon and Kahneman, 1996). However, some studies
suggest that continuously measuring the subjective transient experience pro®le can increase the e�ect
of the transient experience and decrease the importance of the trend (Ariely, 1998; Ariely and
Zauberman, 1998).

Given the potential pitfalls of both approaches, one solution is to use both methods. This could also
help assess the magnitude and signi®cance of this potential measurement problem. Alternatively, there
may be measurement techniques that are less intrusive than the ones typically used, such as squeezing a
handle to express the intensity of momentary pain, or even to obtain physiological measures. Another
possibility is that the two approaches (providing momentary and global evaluations or providing only
global evaluations) tap di�erent psychological mechanisms. If so, choosing the more appropriate
measure can depend on the domain that is being generalized to. Speci®cally, if the domain naturally
invokes momentary evaluations, then using on-line responses can be appropriate. But if the domain
does not naturally invoke momentary evaluations, then not using on-line responses may be more
appropriate (see Hastie and Park, 1986).

Evaluations versus choices
In the beginning of this paper we suggested that summary evaluations are important because they
impact future decisions. Indeed much of the work on summary evaluations of experiences assumes
that retrospective ratings are indicative of prospective choices. However, recent work by Ariely and
Loewenstein (1998) illustrates that this may not always be true, suggesting that aspects of the particular
situation may moderate the extent to which retrospective ratings predict future choices. Speci®cally, the
consistency of rating and choice may depend on the ease of comparison and the goal of the decision-
maker. Next we brie¯y discuss these two factors.
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The comparability argument is that ratings tend to assess each experience independently, whereas
choices are more comparative in nature. Consequently, to the extent that some attributes of the
experiences are more easily judged individually and others are more easily judged comparatively,
ratings and choices may very well diverge ( for related ideas see Fischer et al., 1998; Hsee, 1996; Nowlis
and Simonson, 1997). In the context of experienced sequences, Ariely and Loewenstein (1998) suggest
that the duration of an experience is not easily judged independently, and that it is more easily
compared across experiences (when there is a comparison standard). Their results show that the e�ect
of the duration on overall evaluations is indeed greater when the experience is easily compared to
others versus when it is not. Similarly, we can expect that the transient state at particular instances
(such as peak or end) is better compared across experiences, whereas con®gural properties (such as
slope) are better judged separately.

Another factor, implicit goals underlying participants' assessments, may also di�er among choices
and evaluations (Grice, 1975). For example, when asked to evaluate a dental treatment, respondents
may reasonably infer that the underlying purpose is to evaluate that dentist for possible future
treatment. In such a setting it seems reasonable not to base the response on aspects that are idio-
syncratic to the person's particular experience (such as their own sensitivity, or the duration of their
individual treatment), since they might not generalize to the person receiving the recommendation.
Choices, on the other hand, re¯ect the individual's behavioral intentions, and it is therefore reasonable
to weigh such factors more heavily in choice (Grice, 1975). In support of this idea Ariely and
Loewenstein (1998) ®nd that the duration of experiences only has marginal impact on overall
evaluations that are expressed in a simple rating, but a large e�ect when the response mode re¯ects
behavioral intentions (e.g. willingness to pay).

DIRECTIONS FOR RESEARCH

We believe that an important direction for future research is to pursue a better understanding of the
mechanisms by which gestalt characteristics a�ect summary assessments. One direction is to more
explicitly test the extrapolation-based explanation, that sequences are evaluated partly based on what
they imply regarding future states. A possible approach could be to explicitly ask respondents for their
predictions about future states and examine how these predictions and evaluations change with
di�erent experience pro®les. Of course, the expectation is that di�erences in respondents' projections
will map onto their summary evaluations for the corresponding experiences. Another approach could
be to manipulate the extent to which extrapolations are feasible, the prediction being that the impact of
the pro®les will be greater when extrapolations are more feasible. Another direction is to empirically
test the broader version of the extrapolation account that we suggested, whereby such task goals are
sometimes pursued mindlessly even when mindful examination of the particular situation does not
justify this. We ®nd it important to study this broader version of the extrapolation account, since there
are situations in which people appear to prefer improvement over time even though mindful con-
sideration of the situation seems unlikely (e.g. in Loewenstein and Prelec's 1993 restaurant example).
A competing explanation (in which we have little faith, but seems worthy of an empirical test) is that
the desire for improvement is simply a crude heuristic used due to information processing limitations.
A simple experiment in which subjects' cognitive load would be manipulated could test this idea.

Another direction is to test the encoding-based explanation, whereby selected aspects of the experi-
ence are encoded while others are ignored due to selective attention or memory mechanisms. A more
speci®c version of this explanation posits that the experience is represented by only a few of its
characteristics due to processing limitations. To test this idea, one could simply ask respondents
directly about their knowledge of the sequence they experienced. For example, at the end of a noise
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exposure experience one could ask respondents to replicate the maximum, minimum, average and ®nal
noise level that they experienced. One prediction is that the combination of the better remembered
aspects will account for the overall evaluations of the sequence (see also Hastie and Park, 1986).
Another approach could be to manipulate the attention respondents can pay to particular aspects of
the experience (e.g. with selective distractions) to test the prediction that moments that receive greater
attention will be weighted more heavily in the summary evaluation.

A variant of the above explanations combines the idea of limited cognitive capacity with that of
underlying encoding goals (see e.g. Carmon and Ariely, 1998; Fischer et al., 1998) and reporting goals
(see e.g. Grice, 1975; Ariely and Loewenstein, 1998). The idea here is that subjects intentionally attend
to some aspects of the experience and not to others. A possible approach to testing this idea is to
explicitly manipulate the goal of the respondents (see also Lichtenstein and Srull, 1987). For example,
respondents could be asked to evaluate each experience for recall, comprehension, recommendation to
others, and for comparative judgment (similarity or di�erentiation).

Before concluding this section, we would like to note that although many studies on summary
assessment of experiences investigated unpleasant or pleasurable stimuli, virtually no studies examined
experiences combining pleasant and unpleasant events. We believe that understanding how pain and
pleasure are combined might prove to be a very interesting avenue for future research (see Cabanac,
1971).

CONCLUSIONS

The dominant e�ect of the pro®le's trend on summary evaluations of the corresponding experience has
interesting implications for e�ective design of experiences whose pro®le can be controlled. For instance,
summary evaluations may bene®t from an (unneeded) initial low point in the experience pro®le, since
this allows for greater improvement over the duration of the experience. Thus, adding a sour note to the
beginning of an experience will obviously detract from the overall mean pleasure, yet may enhance the
summary evaluation. Note that such a lower starting point may not be advisable if there is a signi®cant
probability that the person may abort the experience prematurely. Interestingly, if we ask decision
makers directly if they prefer to add an undesirable start to their experience, they will most likely say no.
Yet, such an addition may be `better for them' in terms of their global evaluations. Such inconsistencies
between responses to di�erent types of questions about the same experience raise obvious ethical and
practical quandaries (Redelmeier and Kahneman, 1996). For example, should an initial low point be
added to the beginning of an experience if it improves the global evaluation? Similarly, should a
physician end a painful examination with an unnecessary test that is less unpleasant than the preceding
procedures to increase the likelihood that the patient will return for follow-up treatment?

On a ®nal note, how can we use the knowledge we have acquired about assessments of experiences to
enhance the joy in our lives? As Hollywood producers have evidently realized long ago, ending
episodes on a positive note is clearly desirable. Moreover, it can be useful to remember that intense
pleasure and substantial improvement are weighted very heavily, and that experiences in di�erent
domains appear to be coded and assessed separately. This advocates pursuing distinct and diverse
experiences, each providing opportunities for signi®cant improvement over time.
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