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The Mere Exposure Effect

Why the familiar so often feels good

We tend to warm to things simply because we've met them before: a face, a song, a word, a brand. No reward or good experience is
needed. Repeated, uneventful exposure is often enough to nudge how we feel, usually without our noticing.

NOVEL GROWING FAMILIARITY THE SWEET SPOT OVEREXPOSURE
slight caution warmth builds quickly often 10—-20 exposures tedium sets in

HOW MUCH WE LIKE IT
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Early exposures matter most. Across hundreds of studies liking follows an inverted U: it rises, levels off, then can decline, while familiarity itself

keeps building.
What it is Why it may happen The surprising part
A preference that grows from repeated exposure Familiar things are easier for the brain to It works even without awareness. People
alone. Nothing good has to happen; the stimulus process, and that ease can feel pleasant. Each preferred shapes they'd seen too briefly to
just has to become familiar. uneventful encounter also signals “this is safe”. recognise, and the effect is often strongest this

way.

How We Know Key studies, 1968 to today
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1968 1977 1980 1989 1992 2017
ZAJONC MITA ET AL. KUNST-WILSON & BORNSTEIN MORELAND & BEACH MONTOYA ET AL.
Nonsense words, Chinese-  People preferred their ZAJONC A review of 200+ Women who silently 268 curves from 81 articles
like characters and faces mirror image; their friends Liking increased for shapes  experiments confirmed a attended more lectures showed liking rises then
were all liked more when preferred the true image. people couldn't recognise robust effect and its limits. ~ were rated more attractive  falls: an inverted U.
shown more often. having seen. by students who never met
them.
TENDS TO BE STRONGER WHEN WEAKER, OR EVEN REVERSED, WHEN
Exposures are brief and not consciously noticed O We already dislike it; exposure can deepen dislike
The stimulus is moderately complex, not simple O Repetition tips into boredom or overexposure
Several different things are shown, mixed together O The person is a young child
There's a delay before liking is measured O The stimulus is a drawing or painting (smaller effects)
WHERE IT SHOWS UP A clinical note
Friendships with neighbours Songs that grow on you Brand loyalty Famillar isnit the sameias good ORI S KEE

explain why old patterns feel oddly comfortable, and why new
people, ideas or habits can feel “off” at first. It's worth giving
them a few more encounters before deciding.

Preferring your mirror selfie Comfort foods & routines

Familiar political names Warming to new colleagues

Reflection consider how this shows up for you

1 What have I grown to like mainly through 2 Where might “familiar” be passing itself off =~ 3 What person or idea have I dismissed
familiarity? as “right for me™? before it had a fair chance?
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