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 Consumers frequently consume items to the point where they no longer enjoy 

them. In a pilot study and two experiments spanning three distinct classes of stimuli, we 

find that people can recover from this satiation by simply recalling the variety of 

alternative items they have also consumed in the past. And yet, people seem to exhibit 

“variety amnesia” in that they do not spontaneously recall this past variety despite the 

fact that it would result in a decrease in satiation. Thus, rather than satiation being a fixed 

physiological process, it appears that it is at least partially constructed in the moment. We 

discuss some of the theoretical implications of these findings and provide some 

prescriptive measures for both marketers and consumers.
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Consumers frequently consume items to the point where they no longer enjoy them, a 

process commonly referred to as “satiation” (Coombs and Avrunin 1977). This happens for a 

variety of stimuli ranging from the primarily physiological like food (Rolls, van Duijvenvoorde, 

and Rolls 1984) and sex (O’Donohue and Geer 1985), to the primarily non-physiological like 

music (Ratner, Kahn, and Kahneman 1999), television programs (Nelson, Meyvis, and Galak in 

press), art (Berlyne 1971), homes (Hsee et al. In Press), and cars (Frank 1999). In fact, satiation 

is often cited as a primary barrier to enduring happiness since, regardless of how satisfying a 

stimulus might be initially, that satisfaction tends to fade with repetition (Brickman and 

Campbell 1971).  

One way to reduce unwanted satiation is to change the consumption experience. Prior 

work has shown that people satiate less when they consume slower (Galak, Kruger, and 

Loewenstein 2008), can more easily perceive the variety of an assortment being consumed (Kahn 

and Wansink 2004), or can subcategorize the consumption episodes (Raghunathan and Irwin 

2000; Redden 2008). These approaches all act as preventive measures that slow satiation.  In the 

present work, we instead explore remedies that can be used after satiation has occurred. If people 

can recover quickly and easily from a satiated state, then satiation poses a smaller problem for 

consumer enjoyment and happiness. In other words, people can fight satiation by either limiting 

it in the first place, or reversing it after the fact. We focus on the latter. 

Prior work has identified some antecedents of recovery from satiation, including the 

passage of time (Galak, Kruger, and Loewenstein 2009; Nelson and Meyvis 2008), and 

temporary exposure to a novel stimulus (Hetherington et al. 2006; Epstein et al. 1993). We build 

on this work by demonstrating that merely recalling the consumption of a variety of stimuli can 

have the same effect. Thus, we demonstrate how consumers can reduce their satiation using a 

simple and low effort technique.  
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There has been little research to date on the extent to which people spontaneously recover 

from satiation. Generally speaking, the literature on satiation can say very little about what drives 

recovery or to what extent it happens spontaneously. This work provides a start by showing that 

recalling other items one has had in the past appears to considerably affect the occurrence of 

recovery. Unfortunately, people do not seem to do so on their own, resulting in what we term 

“variety amnesia”. 

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

 

 Repeated Consumption and Enjoyment 

 

Though people often equate satiation with reaching a physiological limit (e.g., feeling 

full), ample evidence suggests that satiation must also result from more psychological processes 

such as habituation or adaptation (e.g., see McSweeney and Swindell 1999 for a review). Such a 

general process can help account for why people satiate on nearly everything, whether it be more 

physiological like eating food or less physiological like watching TV. For example, satiation has 

been found in a wide range of experiences like massages (Nelson and Meyvis 2008), nature and 

animal photographs (Redden 2008), and sexually arousing stimuli (O'Donohue and Geer 1985). 

As a general rule, people satiate and enjoy stimuli less as they are repeatedly exposed to them 

(though see Zajonc 1968 for an exception).  

 Although satiation is typically inevitable with enough consumption, it does not last 

forever. For example, listening to a song several times in a row will become tedious but 

presumably will not affect how much one enjoys hearing that song a year from now. People 

seem to recover and once again enjoy their favorites with the passage of time through a process 
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termed “spontaneous recovery” (Thompson and Spencer 1966; McSweeney and Swindell 1999). 

In addition to time, satiation also seems to dissipate when people consume other items 

(commonly called dishabituators). For example, people salivate less from a taste of lemon after 

10 trials, but a novel taste, chocolate in this case, can immediately restore their salivation in 

subsequent lemon tastes (Epstein et al. 1993). It seems that both the passage of time and the 

consumption of variety help people recover from satiation. In this paper, we focus on how the 

salience of this variety affects satiation.  

 

Construction of Satiation 

  

There is little doubt that contextual cues affect liking (e.g., see Lichtenstein and Slovic 

2006 for a review). Preferences seem to be more than just a summary of past experiences, rather 

they are constructed in the moment to reflect what is salient in the current context (Payne, 

Bettman, and Johnson 1993). If this is the case, then is it also true that contextual cues affect how 

much past consumption influences current liking (i.e., satiation)? In other words, is satiation 

determined by some internal meter that keeps an ongoing balance of total consumption of a 

given stimulus (Cabanac 1971; McAlister 1982), or is satiation constructed based on the past 

consumption that readily comes to mind? 

Recent evidence suggests that satiation may be, at least in part, more constructed in the 

moment than internally metered. In particular, recall of past consumption seems to play an 

important role in determining satiation. For example, in a now classic experiment, diners ate 

soup from bowls that were surreptitiously refilled while they were eating. Those who ate from 

these “bottomless” bowls ate approximately 76% more than participants in a control group that 

simply had a single bowl serving (Wansink, Painter, and North 2005).  Additionally, amnesiacs 
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ate multiple lunches in succession despite presumably feeling full each time (Rozin et al. 1998). 

It appears that noticing and remembering consumption are vital for satiation, presumably 

because satiation is constructed based on how much such past consumption people recall. 

However, this prior work only tells part of the story as it focuses on recalling consumption for 

just the satiated item, whereas this paper focuses on recalling consumption for the variety of 

other items one may have also consumed.  

 

Variety Amnesia 

 

If satiation depends on recalling past consumption, then it is appropriate to ask what 

consumers will spontaneously recall. Consumers are unlikely to recall every item they have ever 

consumed, and are instead likely to focus on a particular option (Klayman and Ha 1989), or a 

salient shared aspect (Kahneman and Miller 1986). This focalism suggests that when consuming 

an item, consumers will focus on and primarily recall the instances when they had the same item 

and ignore the variety of other things in the same category that they also consumed. Such 

memory-related focalism is what we have termed “variety amnesia”. 

 For example, when thinking about a particular song, one is more likely to think about 

previous exposures to that song as well as that artist (as it is focal) and not the exposure to other 

songs by other artists (as they are non-focal). This focalism may leave the consumer feeling like 

he or she has been listening to the same song over and over again, which could then lead to a 

heightened sense of satiation. As such, we predict that reminding people of the variety of items 

they have had other than the focal item will accelerate recovery from satiation. In a way, merely 

recalling variety from the past may have a similar effect to actually consuming the variety, by 

acting as a “virtual” dishabituator. 
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As such, we predict that reminding people of the variety of items they have had other 

than the focal item will accelerate recovery from satiation. In a way, merely recalling variety 

from the past may have a similar effect to actually consuming the variety, by acting as a “virtual” 

dishabituator. It is, however, unlikely that focusing on any consumption experience from the past 

will accelerate recovery. Specifically, in the context of satiation, we predict that thoughts of 

unrelated experiences should have little impact on recovery. For example, thinking about music 

likely will not make one feel less satiated with eating jelly beans, as music has little to do with 

food, and so it will not keep consumers from finding the experience repetitive. In contrast, 

thinking about consumption experiences related to jelly beans, like other types of candies, should 

help the recovery process. More generally, we expect that recalling the variety of items one has 

had in the past will accelerate recovery primarily when these items belong to the same category 

or consumption context as the satiated item.  

The remainder of this paper focuses on testing these predictions in a series of empirical 

studies. We find that recalling the variety of alternative experiences one has had accelerates 

recovery from satiation. A pilot study demonstrates the proposed effect for recalling past social 

interactions and provides initial evidence for our predictions. The next study replicates this effect 

in a controlled 3-week longitudinal study related to music consumption. The final study rules out 

several alternative explanations and extends the effect to the more physiological setting of food 

consumption. Overall, we find our effects to be quite robust across a wide range of stimuli and 

time periods, yet also quite specific to recalling episodes since last consuming the satiated item 

and from the same general class as the satiated item. We conclude with a discussion of the 

theoretical and practical implications of our findings. 
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PILOT STUDY 

 

This pilot study was designed as an initial test of our predictions in an ecologically valid 

manner. We allowed participants to self-report a satiating experience in the domain of social 

interactions, and measured recovery by eliciting the expected time to the next interaction. We 

predict that highlighting social interactions with other people from the past will accelerate the 

recovery from satiation on a target person. Consequently, this should make participants want to 

spend time again with that person sooner than when they are not asked to recall past interactions 

with others.  

We tested this prediction using two different control groups. First, we included a control 

condition where participants recalled celebrities they had heard something about in the past. If 

recalling these events with no social interaction does not accelerate recovery, then it suggests 

that recalling only related items from the past helps recovery from satiation. Second, we also 

included a control condition where participants thought of future interactions that they expected 

to have. This encouraged participants to think of other friends, but not in the context of past 

interactions that could break up the repetition. As such, we do not expect any reduction in 

satiation. Said otherwise, we predict that much like actual dishabituators (McSweeney and 

Swindell 1999) that necessarily occur since the last time an item was consumed, only thoughts of 

intervening interactions will accelerate recovery beyond what naturally occurs because they 

break up what would otherwise be repetitive. 

 

Method 
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Subjects and Design. The experiment was a single factor (recall: past interactions, future 

interactions, or unrelated events) between-subjects design. A total of 91 (80 female, 11 male) 

participants from an online panel completed the experiment in exchange for entry into a $50 

lottery. Two participants were removed from analysis because they provided responses to the 

primary dependent measure that were more than six standard deviations above the average. All 

instructions, manipulations, and dependent measures were administered on an internet-based 

website. 

Procedure. Participants first identified the person they “hung out with” the most during 

the past two weeks. Next, participants were randomly assigned to one of the three recall 

conditions. Participants in the past interactions condition listed as many other people as possible 

that they had hung out with in the previous two weeks. Participants in the future interactions 

condition listed as many other people as possible that they thought they would hang out with in 

the next two weeks. Participants in the unrelated events condition performed a similar task, but 

instead listed celebrities that they had heard news about in the past two weeks. We predict that 

thinking about future and unrelated events will not accelerate recovery because, as we described 

earlier, these types of thoughts will not lead consumers to realize that they have also interacted 

with many other people in the past. After finishing the recall task, participants indicated the next 

time that they planned to hang out with the person they identified as hanging out with the most. 

They provided this time measure by separately entering the number of days and number of hours. 

They also indicated how much they thought they would enjoy the next experience with the target 

person on a nine-point scale (1 = ”Very Little”, 9 = “Very Much”). Finally, participants indicated 

to what extent they thought about “how many other people they hung out with since they last 

hung out with [person]” when responding to the primary dependent measure on the same scale. 
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[Person] was substituted with the person that each participant identified in the first task. 

Participants were then debriefed and thanked. 

 

Results 

 

We first examined the primary dependent measure of time until the next exposure. A one-

way (recall: past interactions, future interactions, or unrelated events) ANOVA on this measure 

revealed a reliable main effect (F(2, 88) = 3.99, p < .05). A planned contrast comparing the 

responses from the past interactions condition and the two control conditions showed that 

participants expected to hang out with their closest friend sooner when they thought of all the 

friends that they hung out with in the last two weeks (M = 41 hours) than when they thought 

about the friends they planned on hanging out with in the future or celebrities they had heard of 

in the last two weeks (Pooled-M = 76 hours; F(1, 88) = 7.91, p < .01). As predicted and shown in 

figure 1a, general thoughts about other friends were not sufficient to accelerate recovery, but 

rather only thoughts about past interactions with those other friends. We further confirmed this 

with a similar ANOVA on expected enjoyment. As shown in figure 1b, we again found a reliable 

main effect (F(2, 88) = 3.97, p < .05) showing that participants thought that they would enjoy 

hanging out with their closest friend more when they first thought about all the other friends they 

hung out with in the last two weeks (M = 8.0) than when they either thought of friends they may 

hang out with in the future or of celebrities they heard of in the last two weeks (Pooled-M = 7.0; 

F(1, 88) =7.74, p < .01).  

 
INSERT FIGURE 1A AND 1B HERE 
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In order to rule out the potential alternative explanation that the number of people that 

participants could think of varied by condition, we examined the number of people that 

participants gave in the thought listing task. We found no reliable differences for this factor (F(2, 

73) = 1.38, ns) suggesting that the number of people thought of can not explain our effect. 

Participants in the past condition (M = 4.2) had almost exactly the same number of thoughts as 

those in the future condition (M = 4.3, t(56) <  1, ns). Though participants in the unrelated 

condition did recall marginally more people (M = 5.3) than those in the past condition (t(61) = 

1.21, p = .23), we would expect this to work against our predictions if anything. 

Next, we tested whether the reason for these differences in satiation was driven by the 

increase in thoughts of interactions with others in the past. We tested this by conducting a 

mediation analysis on the primary dependent measure, expected time until the next exposure, 

using the self-reported indicator of how much people thought about hanging out with others 

since last being with their closest friend. Following the procedure outlined in Baron and Kenny 

(1986), we first found that the independent variable was related to both the dependent variable (t 

= 2.84, p < .01) and the mediator (t = 4.58, p < .001)1. Next, we found that the mediator was 

related to the dependent variable (t = 3.05, p < .01). Finally, when the dependent variable was 

simultaneously regressed on the both the mediator and the independent variable, the mediator 

remained reliable (t = 2.02, p < .05) while the independent variable did not (t = 1.71, p > .05). A 

subsequent Sobel test confirmed a reliable drop in the effect of the independent variable (t = 

2.09, p < .05), suggesting that an increase in thoughts of past interactions helps explain the 

reduction in anticipated time until the next interaction with a close friend.  

                                                 
1 For all mediation analyses we pooled the two control conditions. The conclusions did not change if we instead 

treated the control conditions independently.  
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Although in this study we reasoned that participants had satiated with respect to their 

closest friend, there is no way for us to know how much satiation (if any) actually existed. The 

next study will remedy this by both inducing and measuring satiation. Similarly, a related 

shortcoming of this study is that we use ratings of only the predicted time until the next exposure 

and expected enjoyment to capture the extent of recovery. The next study will measure 

experienced enjoyment by providing participants with another instance of a satiated stimulus and 

soliciting liking ratings for it. This will allow us to demonstrate that not only does our 

manipulation increase expected enjoyment, but it also makes subsequent consumption more 

enjoyable. Finally, it is possible that thinking about past episodes causes liking for anything in 

that category to increase, not just a satiated item. For example, one could imagine that thinking 

about all the songs one has recently heard could lead to an increase in liking of all music. If this 

is the case, then our recovery explanation is lacking. Our next study was designed to alleviate all 

of these concerns. Finally, given that we predict that our effect is quite general, we chose a 

different stimulus for our next study: music.  

 

STUDY 1 

 

This study builds on the last study by replicating the effect in a lab setting for actual 

consumption. By inducing satiation and then measuring the subsequent enjoyment of a favorite 

song, we were able to measure the degree of satiation that participants experienced. We were 

also concerned about the possibility that overall enjoyment for a product category might increase 

with thoughts about that category. In other words, simply thinking about music might make all 

music seem more enjoyable, and not just the focal song. This study addressed this concern by 

including a second song that participants did not hear to the point of satiation. We have proposed 
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that thinking about other items from the past increases liking only for a satiated item. If so, our 

manipulation should not affect the preference for this non-satiated and still liked song. Finally, 

this study was conducted over the course of three weeks. Participants who were satiated during 

the first portion of the experience returned to the laboratory three weeks later to receive our 

manipulation and indicate their subsequent level of satiation. If reminding participants of other 

things they have also had still speeds up recovery three weeks after being satiated, then we can 

be reasonably confident about the robustness of this effect. 

 

Method 

 

Subjects and Design. The experiment was a 2 (recall: similar items or unrelated items) x 

2 (song: favorite or second favorite) x 3 (time: immediately, 30 minutes later, or 3 weeks later) 

mixed design with the first factor being between subjects and the last two within subject. A total 

of 50 students (34 women, 16 men) enrolled in an introduction to marketing course at a large 

U.S. university completed the experiment in exchange for partial course credit. One participant 

did not return for the third part of the study and was omitted. Due to a computer error, responses 

from eight participants during the second part of the study were lost and they were omitted for all 

analyses related to those data. Although responses from this computer error were lost, all 

participants completed this section and so we will exclude only those responses to the measures 

associated with the second part of the study rather than all of the dependent measures2. All 

instructions, manipulations, and dependent measures were administered on a computer in groups 

of participants ranging in size from four to 10. 

                                                 
2 Excluding these eight participants in their entirety does not meaningfully change our results. 



15 

 

Procedure. The experiment was divided into three parts. The first part was identical for 

all participants and served to induce and measure satiation. The second part, conducted roughly 

30 minutes after the first part, provided a secondary measure of satiation and recovery for both 

the favorite and non-favorite song. The third part, held three weeks after the first two parts, 

included our manipulation and dependent measures. 

Part 1: Participants were told that they would be taking part in a music listening study. 

They started by selecting their favorite and second favorite songs from a list of the top 15 

Billboard songs for that week. We then created two audio clips each lasting, on average, 29 

seconds using just the choruses of these songs. Participants next listened to the chorus of their 

second favorite song and indicated how much they enjoyed it on an unmarked 101-point slider 

scale anchored with “Hated It” and “Loved It.” We used an unmarked visual analog scale to 

reduce any carryover effects from previous responses. To induce satiation, participants then 

listened to the chorus of their favorite song 20 times in a row, indicating how much they enjoyed 

the song after each trial (on the same scale). Participants then completed unrelated filler studies 

that involved the completion of several tasks unrelated to satiation or music. 

Part 2: Approximately 30 minutes later, participants completed the second part of the 

study. Participants again listened to and indicated their enjoyment of their favorite and second 

favorite songs (on the same scale used in part 1). They were then thanked and intentionally not 

told anything about any follow-up studies. 

Part 3: Approximately three weeks after the first session, participants returned to the lab 

and were told that they would be participating in another music listening study. They were then 

randomly assigned to one of the two recall conditions. Participants in the similar items condition 

listed all the musical artists that they had listened to since the last experiment session, while 

participants in the unrelated items condition listed all the TV shows that they had watched. All 
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participants then listened to and rated the same favorite and second favorite songs they selected 

in part 1. Order of presentation was counterbalanced, but it had no effect on the results so it will 

not be discussed further. Next, participants indicated how much they would like to listen to the 

full version of their favorite and second favorite songs (1=“Very Little”, 9=“Very Much”) and 

which of the two songs they would prefer to listen to in its entirety at that moment. Finally, 

participants were debriefed and thanked. 

 

Results and Discussion 

 

We started by testing whether we had successfully induced satiation. Participants rated 

their favorite song as much less enjoyable after 20 trials than after one trial (MTrial 20 = 35 vs. 

MTrial 1 = 78, t(48) = 9.44, p < .0001). This satiation did somewhat dissipate over the next 30 

minutes as enjoyment recovered (MTrial 20= 35 vs. MPart 2 Rating = 49, t(40) = 3.52, p < .001). 

However, as expected, participants did not fully recover and still exhibited satiation even after 30 

minutes had passed (MPart 2 Rating = 49 vs. MTrial1 = 78, t(40) = 6.49, p < .0001). Participants also 

experienced a small drop in enjoyment of their second favorite song (MTrial 20  = 65 vs. MTrial 1= 

71, t(40) = 2.05, p < .05), but not nearly as much as with the first as evident by the two-way 

interaction (t(40) = 4.68, p < .001). This decrease in enjoyment for the second favorite song is 

unsurprising given that category level satiation is often found even if people consume only a 

particular item from that category (Rolls, Rowe, and Rolls 1982). In short, the manipulation 

appeared to successfully induce satiation in the favorite song.   

We next examined how much recovery occurred over a three-week period. The final 

enjoyment ratings were submitted to a 2 (recall: similar items or unrelated items) x 2 (song: 

favorite or second favorite) repeated measures ANCOVA that included the initial enjoyment 
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ratings as covariates (all reported means are unadjusted). As shown in figure 2, we found a main 

effect for which episodes were recalled (F(1, 45) = 7.28, p < .01), but this was qualified by the 

two-way interaction (F(1, 4745 = 14.48, p < .001). For the favorite song previously heard 20 

times, participants recalling other songs recovered from their satiation much more than those 

recalling TV shows (M = 69 vs. M = 45, F(1, 45) = 19.36, p < .0001). As a gauge of the extent of 

recovery, the enjoyment of just the former group recovered to 89% of their initial rating (M = 82) 

compared to only 59% for the latter group. The recall treatment did not have any effect on the 

enjoyment rating taken after three weeks for the second favorite song (M = 62 vs. M = 61, F < 1). 

Thus, recalling related consumption experiences from the past appears to increase enjoyment 

only for a previously satiated item rather than all items in the category.  

 

We also measured recovery using the desire to listen to a full-length version of the two 

songs and the choice between the favorite and second favorite songs. A 2 (recall: similar items or 

unrelated items) x 2 (song: favorite or second favorite) repeated measures ANOVA on the desire 

to listen to the full versions yielded only a two-way interaction (F(1, 47) = 5.49, p < .05). The 

recall manipulation did not change the desire for the second favorite song (Mrelated = 4.4 vs. 

Munrelated = 4.3; F < 1), but it did affect the desire for the previously satiated favorite song (Mrelated 

= 5.2 vs. Munrelated = 3.1; F(1, 47) = 9.49, p < .01). Likewise, when asked to choose between the 

two songs, participants wanted to listen to the favorite song more if they recalled the other songs 

than if they recalled the TV shows (64% vs. 38%; χ2 (1) = 3.36, p < .07). Overall, we find the 

same results whether we measure recovery using subsequent enjoyment, the desire to hear more, 

or choice. 

INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE 
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This study adds to our previous findings in several important ways.  First, we replicate 

our results with a different consumption experience, with much greater satiation, and with more 

time to recover. This suggests the effect is quite robust across stimuli, satiation levels, and time. 

Second, a simple manipulation was able to largely erase the satiating effects of prior 

consumption that three weeks of rest could not. Participants just needed to recall other songs they 

had recently heard to once again enjoy their favorites nearly as much as before. Third, this study 

focused on the actual enjoyment of an experience rather than expected enjoyment as in the 

previous studies. This adds not only to our understanding of the full cycle of recovery from 

satiation, but it also suggests that the current findings have implications for consumer well-being 

and happiness. Finally, we show that the effect appears only for a satiated experience and not the 

category in general. The lack of an effect for the category lends support to our contention that 

these findings are driven by an acceleration of recovery from satiation with a specific item, and 

not some general increase in preference. 

 

STUDY 2 

 

The previous two studies have supported our predictions and provided some insight into 

boundary conditions. Although the previous studies used very different domains, they did not 

require ingestion or use items of a more physiological nature. The current study addresses this 

shortcoming by using food, which has probably been the domain most used in satiation research. 

A demonstration of our effect with a physiological stimulus, such as food, would not only further 

extend the generalizability of our effects but also support the notion that the underlying process 

is quite general in nature. Additionally, this study rules out the possibility that our effect is driven 

by an evaluative contrast. It is possible that rather than accelerating recovery from satiation, 
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thoughts of intervening experiences simply act as a contrast to the target stimulus as they may be 

less enjoyable than the target itself. In this study we explicitly manipulate the relative preference 

of the intervening experiences so that for some participants they are less preferred than the target 

experience and for others they are more preferred. If we observe a similar effect for the latter 

condition, than we can be reasonably certain that our effect is not driven by evaluative contrasts. 

 

Method 

 

Subjects and Design. The experiment was a 3 (recall: intervening set, initial set, or 

control task) x 2 (preference: favorite or non-favorite) between-subjects design. A total of 55 

students (30 female, 25 male) at a large U.S. university completed the experiment in exchange 

for $10. All instructions, manipulations, and dependent measures were administered on a 

computer in groups of participants ranging in size from two to six. 

 Procedure. Upon arriving to the lab, participants were told that they would be 

participating in a jelly bean taste test. They then rank ordered their liking for six different flavors 

of jelly beans (green apple, orange juice, tangerine, licorice, watermelon, and raspberry). These 

rankings were used to create two sets of 12 jelly beans each for participants to consume. For 

participants in the favorite condition, the first set (or “initial set”) contained only their top-ranked 

jelly beans. Participants in the non-favorite condition received only their fifth-ranked jelly bean. 

The least preferred flavor was not used to reduce the chance that someone received a jelly bean 

they really did not like. For all participants, the second (or “intervening set”) consisted of a 

random combination of four jelly beans from each of their second, third, and fourth ranked 

flavors. In this way, for some participants (those in the favorite condition) the intervening set of 

jelly beans was necessarily less preferred than the initial set, while for other participants (those in 
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the non-favorite condition) the intervening set was necessarily more preferred than the initial set. 

If having people recall eating the intervening set reduces satiation for the flavor eaten in the 

initial set, regardless of whether it is a more- or less-preferred flavor, then evaluative contrast 

will be ruled out as an explanation for our effect. 

 To induce satiation, participants started by eating the initial set of jelly beans one at a 

time indicating their enjoyment of each on a 101-point unmarked slider scaled anchored with 

“Hated It” and “Loved It”. Participants were next given a cup of 12 jelly beans (the intervening 

set) and told to eat them at their own pace while watching three short animated videos (“Mike’s 

New Car”, “Lifted”, and “For the Birds”; all by Pixar Animation Studies and lasting 

approximately 12 minutes in total). The videos were included to give participants time to 

consume the intervening set of jelly beans. After watching all of the videos, participants 

completed a filler task for approximately 20 minutes. The filler task was an unrelated experiment 

that focused on competition between firms and had nothing to do with food consumption or 

satiation. 

After completing the filler task, participants were randomly assigned to one of the three 

recall conditions. Participants assigned to the intervening set condition saw a screen on the 

computer with twelve pictures of the jelly beans that they consumed while watching the videos. 

They then wrote a few sentences about how this set of jelly beans tasted. Participants in the 

initial set condition performed the same task, but saw pictures of and described the initial set of 

jelly beans that they consumed. Participants in the control condition saw no pictures and wrote 

instead about the filler task that they had just completed. Thus, regardless of the condition, 

everyone had to write a few sentences about a previous task. The manipulation was designed to 

make participants focus on either the intervening set of jelly beans, the initial set of jelly beans, 

or no jelly beans at all.  
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Following the manipulation, participants consumed two more jelly beans depending on 

the preference condition that they were in. Participants in the favorite (non-favorite) condition 

ate two more of their top (fifth) ranked jelly beans, and then, as a primary measure of recovery, 

indicated their enjoyment of each on the same scale used in the initial part of the experiment. 

Next, as a secondary measure of recovery, participants made a hypothetical choice of jelly beans 

to take home. They were told to pick exactly 10 jelly beans from the set of six that they had 

ranked at the start of the experiment. Finally, participants were debriefed and thanked. 

 

Results and Discussion  

 

As with the previous experiment, we first examined whether we successfully induced 

satiation. We measured satiation for each individual as their enjoyment rating for their first jelly 

bean minus that for their twelfth jelly bean. Participants clearly satiated whether they consumed 

their favorite (Mfirst = 82.8, Mtwelfth = 51.2; ∆ = 31.6; one-sample t(27) = 5.89, p < .001) or non-

favorite jelly bean (Mfirst = 52.9, Mtwelfth = 32.6; ∆ = 20.3; one-sample t(27) = 3.34, p < .005). The 

extent of satiation did not differ between these two groups (t(53) = 1.39, p > .15). 

Next, we turned to the enjoyment ratings of the final two jelly beans consumed, which 

were the same flavor as those in the initial set. The enjoyment ratings for these two jelly beans 

were highly correlated (r = .91, p < .001) so we averaged them into a single index of enjoyment. 

We predict that recalling the intervening set of jelly beans would lead to greater recovery from 

satiation on the initial flavor eaten, regardless of whether the intervening set consists of more- or 

less-preferred jelly beans. As such, the final enjoyment index was submitted to a 3 (recall: 

intervening set, initial set, or control task) x 2 (preference: favorite or non-favorite) ANCOVA 

that included the enjoyment ratings of the first jelly bean consumed as a covariate (all reported 
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means are unadjusted). The analysis resulted in only a main effect of recall (F(2, 48) = 5.21, p < 

.01) and no interaction (F < 1). As figure 3 shows, regardless of whether participants consumed 

their favorite or non-favorite jelly bean, reminding them of the intervening set of jelly beans 

resulted in greater enjoyment of the subsequently consumed jelly beans (M = 66.2) than 

reminding them of the initial set of jelly beans or the filler task (Pooled-M = 47.0; F(1, 48) = 

10.32, p < .01).   

 

One might question why any recovery should occur in the case of eating the non-favorite 

jelly beans again since they are not liked that much. In this case, recalling other things that are 

more preferred still reduces satiation with the less liked flavor. We propose that we still see a 

reduction in satiation because recalling other items highlights that consumption has been varied, 

possibly making eating the candy seem less repetitive. Such dishabituation should occur 

regardless of whether the recalled items are more or less preferred. For example, dishabituation 

has often been created using mundane yet different habituators like sirens and lights 

(McSweeney and Swindell 1999), as well as unpleasant interruptions like irritating guitar 

feedback (Nelson and Meyvis 2008). Given this, it is not surprising that recalling either less liked 

or more liked items from the past speeds up recovery from satiation.  

As a secondary measure of recovery, we also examined participants’ choices. A similar 

ANOVA on how many of the initially consumed jelly beans people chose revealed a main effect 

of preference (F(1, 49) = 6.64, p < .05), a main effect of recall (F(2, 49) = 19.22, p < .001), but 

no interaction (F < 1). Regardless of whether the intervening jelly beans were more or less 

preferred to the initially consumed jelly beans, participants chose more of the initially consumed 

jelly bean when they were reminded of the intervening jelly beans (M = 3.5) than when reminded 

INSERT FIGURE 3 HERE 
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of either the initially eaten jelly beans or the filler task (Pooled-M = 1.0; F(1, 49) = 38.17, p < 

.001). Thus, against the prediction made by a contrast explanation, participants recovered faster 

from satiation when recalling other items they had also eaten regardless of whether those items 

were more- or less-preferred than the satiated item.  

 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

 

Many see satiation as an inevitable, but temporary, consequence of consumption 

(Thompson and Spencer 1966). The present research questions this view by showing that 

satiation is constructed at the time of evaluation and can be substantially reduced by the simple 

act of recalling certain consumption experiences from the past. It seems that consumers construct 

and recover from satiation based on which past episodes easily come to mind. In many ways, 

people self-inflict much (but not all) of the satiation that makes their favorites less enjoyable. 

Furthermore, the temporary nature of this satiation is questionable. In the current studies, people 

did not seem to “spontaneously” recover that well on their own. For example, in study 1, people 

still found themselves satiated on a particular song after 21 days had passed. Even so, recovery 

became spontaneous as soon as they recalled other musical artists they had also heard during that 

time. This suggests that recovery may not be quite so spontaneous and future research should 

further question this assumption. 

Three empirical studies support this notion of recovery from satiation being constructed 

in the moment. The results were quite consistent across the studies: reminding people of the 

variety of consumption experiences they had in the past accelerated recovery. We find this effect 

whether the domain is primarily physiological (food) or primarily non-physiological (spending 

time with a friend and listening to a song.). We also demonstrate two boundary conditions: the 
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items recalled must have been consumed in the past and they must be related to the satiated item. 

Additionally, we demonstrate that recovery does not occur for an entire category of stimuli, but 

rather only for the satiated item. In sum, our results are consistent with the notion that people 

construct satiation, at least in part, based on the past episodes they recall. 

The present work differs from typical approaches found in the literature. Prior work on 

the effect of recalling past consumption has generally examined how it makes people more 

satiated on the recalled item (Rozin, Dow, Moxcovitch, and Rajaram 1998; Wansink 2004). In a 

way, we test whether the complement of this, forgetting consumption of other items, also affects 

satiation. Specifically, we find that recalling the varied experiences one has had in the past can 

have the inverse effect of reducing satiation and accelerating recovery for that item. Our work 

also differs from the few studies that have shown that subcategorization of consumption 

experiences can affect liking during repeated consumption (Raghunathan and Irwin 2000; 

Redden 2008). These prior works focused on preventing changes in liking before they happen, 

making particular aspects more salient during consumption, and considering fewer episodes from 

the past as relevant. In contrast, the present work focuses on recovering from satiation after it 

happens, making salient other items besides the satiated item, and explicitly recalling more 

episodes from the past. Although both approaches share the goal of reducing the ultimate effect 

of satiation, the key difference is that prior work has focused on limiting it in the first place while 

we focus on quickly recovering from it once it happens.  

These findings for the recovery from satiation raise some interesting questions about the 

nature of satiation. When consumers ponder their preference for a given item, to what extent is 

satiation predetermined by their past experiences versus constructed in the moment? Does 

satiation continually build up as we consume more of something (i.e., an internal meter), or is it 

created in part when we consider consuming something? Can merely thinking about variety 
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provide much of the same benefits of actually having variety? For example, in one study, people 

ate 23% more yogurt if the flavors were varied (Rolls et al. 1981), how much more would they 

eaten if they were merely asked to recall other flavors they had ever had? Given the current 

findings, it is possible that just thinking of variety may reduce satiation much like having the 

variety itself. Satiation seems to be a fluid and contextual phenomenon and thus opens the door 

to many ways to fight it. Future work should continue to better understand the specific 

mechanisms involved in constructing and recovering from satiation. 

Although spontaneous recovery was included as a defining feature of habituation over 40 

years ago (Thompson and Spencer 1966), very little research has examined the extent to which 

this phenomenon happens. This paper provides a start to understanding how people recover from 

satiation. Future research should explore the extent to which our effects appear in other domains 

(though we find it in three fairly diverse settings). Future research should also explore the extent 

to which our effects generalize across people. For example, it could be that the effect depends on 

how much a person believes past variety should make him or her feel less satiated (i.e., a sort of 

self-fulfilling prophesy). Such individual differences in the ability to recover from satiation 

might even be further linked to happiness. 

The current findings also suggest potential explanations for other related phenomena. For 

example, the rate of recovery from satiation appears to vary widely across product categories. 

Some people seem to recover and eat the same cereal for breakfast each morning, yet would 

never consider eating the same entrée for dinner each night. Perhaps this is related to differences 

in the memorability and focus on these meals. For example, the routinization of breakfast is 

unlikely to cause it to become particularly memorable, while the emphasis placed on dinner 

could lead to more specific memories. When deciding what to eat for dinner, it then becomes 

easy to recall all the previous times one has had, pasta for example, while that same type of 
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memory is less likely to come to mind when deciding which breakfast cereal to consume. 

Similarly, some people may experience a more rapid recovery from satiation across most 

experiences, and perhaps this individual difference is linked to how readily they recall past 

variety. Future research should better understand the factors that make a consumption episode 

particularly satiating far into the future, and those that make an episode with variety lead to 

greater recovery more quickly. In sum, research on the spontaneous recovery from satiation 

seems to be a promising area for studying consumer happiness.  

Another consideration is the categorization of past consumption experiences. Satiation 

during consumption varies as a function of how stimuli are categorized (Redden 2008), so it is 

reasonable to assume that the same may be true for recovering from satiation. In our second 

study, had we framed the decision not as that of listening to a favorite song, but rather as doing 

something entertaining, then perhaps thoughts of television shows (our control condition) would 

also have helped people recover from satiation since they would fall into that category. This 

suggests that another way to accelerate recovery may be to change the width of consumption 

categories that consumers think about. By construing experiences in wider categories, perhaps 

people would recall a wider variety of other things they have also had, which they think of as 

dishabituating.  

These findings also lead to an interesting prescription for marketers. If marketers find 

themselves with customers that are satiated on their product, one potential remedy may be to 

highlight other related products in their advertisements. For example, an ad for chocolate might 

include some other desserts in the background. By doing so, consumers might be made to think 

of other desserts that they recently consumed, and thus feel less satiated towards chocolate. Of 

course, firms should balance this effect with the likely concurrent opposite effect of inadvertently 

advertising other products and driving the consumer away.  
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The current findings likely provide more actionable advice to consumers fighting 

satiation. The recommendation is straightforward: if consumers wish to keep enjoying their 

favorite experiences, then they should simply think of all the other related experiences they have 

recently had. For example, the next time you find yourself in the all too common situation of not 

wanting to eat the same thing for lunch, try to recall all of the other things you have eaten since 

yesterday’s lunch. Our findings suggest this will make your current lunch taste just a little bit 

better. 

More generally, satiation presents a real challenge to lasting happiness. Consumers trying 

to maintain their enjoyment face a moving target in that their enjoyment of their favorites is 

fleeting (Brickman and Campbell 1971). Although seeking out variety certainly helps counter 

satiation, this research suggests that simply having variety is not enough, as people seem to 

forget how varied their lives are when they once again think about and focus on their favorite. 

Despite the fact that consumers work hard and pay a price to surround themselves with a great 

deal of variety, they seem to succumb to some sort of “variety amnesia” and forget the 

abundance that they live in. If they would only stop and think about how varied their lives really 

are, they might find themselves less satiated and happier. 



28 

 

REFERENCES 

 

Baron, Reuben M. and Kenny, David A. (1986), “The Moderator-Mediator Variable Distinction 

in Social Psychological Research: Conceptual, Strategic, and Statistical Considerations,” 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 51 (6), 1173-82. 

Berlyne, D. E. (1971), Aesthetics and Psychobiology, New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts.  

Bettman, James R., Mary Luce, F., and John W. Payne (1998), "Constructive Consumer Choice 

Processes," Journal of Consumer Research, 25 (4), 187-217. 

Brickman, Philip and Donald T. Campbell (1971), "Hedonic Relativism and Planning the Good 

Society," in Adaptation-Level Theory, ed. M. H. Appley, New York: Academic Press. 

Cabanac, Michel (1971), “Physiological Role of Pleasure,” Science, 173 (4002), 1103-07. 

Choi, Jinhee, Kyu B. Kim, Incheol Choi, and Youjae Yi (2006), "Variety-Seeking Tendency in 

Choice for Others: Interpersonal and Intrapersonal Causes," Journal of Consumer 

Research, 32 (March), 590-95. 

Coombs, Clyde H. and George S. Avrunin (1977), "Single-Peaked Functions and the Theory of 

Preference," Psychological Review, 84 (2), 216-30. 

Epstein, Leonard H., Anthony R. Caggiula, Joshua S. Rodefer, Lucene Wisniewski, and Shari L. 

Mitchell (1993), “The Effect of Calories and Taste on Habituation of the Human Salivary 

Response,” Addictive Behavior, 18 (2), 179-85. 

Frank, Robert F. (1999), Luxury Fever, New York: The Free Press. 

Galak, Jeff, Justin Kruger, and George Loewenstein (2009), "Is Variety the Spice of Life? It All 

Depends on the Rate of Consumption," Unpublished Research: New York University. 



29 

 

Hetherington, Marion M., Rebecca Foster, Tammy Newman, Annie S. Anderson, and Geraldine 

Norton (2006), "Understanding Variety: Tasting Different Foods Delays Satiation," 

Physiology & Behavior, 87(2), 263-71 

Hsee, Christopher K., Yang Yang, Naihe Li, and Luxi Shen (In Press), “Wealth, warmth and 

wellbeing: Whether happiness is relative or absolute depends on whether it is about 

money, acquisition, or consumption,” Journal of Marketing Research. 

Kahn, Barbara and Brian Wansink (2004), "The Influence of Assortment Structure on Perceived 

Variety and Consumption Quantities," Journal of Consumer Research, 30 (March), 519-

533. 

Kahneman, Daneil and Dale T. Miller (1986), "Norm Theory: Comparing Reality to Its 

Alternatives," Psychological Bulletin, 93 (2), 136-53. 

Klayman, Joshua and Young-won Ha (1987), "Confirmation, Disconfirmation, and Information 

in Hypothesis Testing," Psychological Review, 94 (2), 211-28. 

Lichtenstein, Sarah and Paul Slovic, eds. (2006), The Construction of Preferences, Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 

McAlister, Leigh (1982), "A Dynamic Attribute Satiation Model of Variety-Seeking Behavior," 

Journal of Consumer Research, 9, 141-50. 

McSweeney, Fances K. and Samantha Swindell (1999), "General Process Theories of Motivation 

Revisited: The Role of Habituation," Psychological Bulletin, 125 (4), 437-57. 

Nelson, Leif D. and Tom Meyvis (2008), "Interrupted Consumption: Adaptation and the 

Disruption of Hedonic Experience," Journal of Marketing Research, 45 (December), 

654-664. 

Nelson, Leif D., Tom Meyvis, and Jeff Galak (in Press), "Enhancing the Television Viewing 

Experience through Commercial Interruptions," Journal of Consumer Research. 



30 

 

O'Donohue, William T. and James H. Geer (1985), "The Habituation of Sexual Arousal," 

Archives of Sexual Behavior, 14 (3), 233-46. 

Payne, John W., James R. Bettman, and Eric J. Johnson1993), The Adaptive Decision Maker, 

New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Raghunathan, Rajagopbal and Julie R. Irwin (2001), " Walking the Hedonic Product Treadmill: 

Default Contrast and Mood‐Based Assimilation in Judgments of Predicted Happiness 

with a Target Product," Journal of Consumer Research, 28 (December), 355-368. 

Ratner, Rebecca K., Barbara E. Kahn, and Daniel Kahneman (1999), "Choosing Less-Preferred 

Experiences for the Sake of Variety," Journal of Consumer Research, 26 (1), 1-15. 

Redden, Joseph P. (2008), "Reducing Satiation: The Role of Categorization Level," Journal of 

Consumer Research, 34 (February), 624-634. 

Rolls, Barbara J., Edward A. Rowe, and Edmund T. Rolls (1982), "How Sensory Properties of 

Foods Affect Human Feeding Behavior," Physiology & Behavior, 29, 409-17. 

Rolls, Barbara J., P. M. van Dujvenvoorde, and Edmund T. Rolls (1984), "Pleasantness Changes 

and Food Intake Inavaried Four-Course Meal," Appetite, 5 (4), 337-48. 

Rozin, Paul, Sara Dow, Morris Moxcovitch, and Suparna Rajaram (1998), "What Causes 

Humans to Begin and End a Meal? A Role for Memory for What Has Been Eaten, as 

Evidenced by a Study of Multiple Meal Eating in Amnesic Patients," Psychological 

Science, 9 (5), 392-96. 

Thompson, Richard F. and William Alden Spencer (1966), "A Model Phenomenon for the Study 

of Neuronal Sustrates of Behavior," Psychological Review, 73 (1), 16-43. 

Wansink, Brian (2004), “Environmental Factors That Unknowingly Increase Food Intake and 

Consumption,” Annual Review of Nutrition, 24, 241-78. 



31 

 

Wansink, Brian, James E. Painter, and Jill Norht (2005), “Bottomless Bowls: Why Visual Cues 

of Portion Size May Influence Intake,” Obesity Research, 13 (1), 93-100. 

Zajonc, Robert B. (1968), “Attitudinal Effects of Mere Exposure,” Journal of Personality and 

Social Psychology, 9 (2), 1-27. 



32 

 

FIGURE 1A  

PILOT STUDY: ESTIMATED HOURS UNTIL THE NEXT EPISODE 

 

Note—Error bars represent standard errors. 

 

FIGURE 1B 

PILOT STUDY: EXPECTED ENJOYMENT 

 

Note—Error bars represent standard errors. 

 

FIGURE 2 

STUDY 1: IMMEDIATE AND FINAL ENJOYMENT RATINGS 

(AFTER ADJUSTING FOR INITIAL RATINGS) 

 

Note—Error bars represent standard errors. 

 

FIGURE 3 

STUDY 2: FINAL ENJOYMENT RATINGS (UNADJUSTED MEANS)  

 

Note—Error bars represent standard errors. 
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FIGURE 1A 

PILOT STUDY: ESTIMATED HOURS UNTIL THE NEXT EPISODE 
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Note—Error bars represent standard errors. 
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FIGURE 1B 

PILOT STUDY: EXPECTED ENJOYMENT 
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Note—Error bars represent standard errors. 
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FIGURE 2 

STUDY 1: IMMEDIATE AND FINAL ENJOYMENT RATINGS 

(AFTER ADJUSTING FOR INITIAL RATINGS) 
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Note—Error bars represent standard errors. 
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FIGURE 3 

STUDY 2: FINAL ENJOYMENT RATINGS (UNADJUSTED MEANS) 
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Note—Error bars represent standard errors. 
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