Peak-End Rule

Idea In Short

Design experiences for memory, not only for average quality. The peak-end rule matters
because customers often judge an experience less by its total duration or average
performance and more by its emotional peak and final moments. The immediate leadership
decision is to identify which moments are most likely to define memory and shape those
intentionally. Executives often manage service as if every minute contributes equally to later
judgment. It does not. Some moments carry disproportionate weight, especially when they
are unusually good, unusually bad, or located near the end. Leaders who ignore this may
improve operations broadly while leaving the remembered experience disappointingly flat.

The peak-end rule explains why people often remember experiences through a simplified
emotional summary rather than through an average of every moment. The most intense
point and the ending carry disproportionate influence over later judgment. In customer
experience, this means that what stands out and how the journey closes can matter as much

as, or more than, overall consistency in shaping memory. 1

Why memory does not mirror the full experience

People do not store a detailed replay of everything that happened. Memory compresses. It
favors salience over duration and story over statistical average. A surprisingly delightful
moment, a frustrating delay, or a smooth resolution near the end can come to define the
whole experience when customers look back on it.

This matters because leaders often optimize the average while neglecting the moments that
dominate recall. The service may improve overall, yet the remembered experience remains
weak if no positive peak stands out or if the ending feels confusing, abrupt, or
disappointing.

That is why designing for memory is different from designing only for operational
consistency.
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How peaks and endings influence loyalty

Peaks shape the emotional signature of the experience. They can be positive, such as a
thoughtful gesture, a surprising level of ease, or a meaningful moment of relief. They can
also be negative, such as a painful escalation or a public inconvenience. Because they are
intense, they are easier to remember and retell.

The ending then frames the closing impression. A journey that ends with clarity, confidence
and care can leave customers feeling settled. A journey that ends with confusion, handoff

friction, or administrative annoyance can erode the value of everything that came before.

This is why service and product leaders should not treat endings as minor operational
details.

What the rule means for design

The peak-end rule does not suggest that only two moments matter. Poor baseline quality
still damages trust and repeated friction still adds up. But it does suggest that some
moments deserve extra investment because they shape memory more strongly than others.
These moments are often where customers are most uncertain, most vulnerable, or most
ready to feel delight or frustration.

A mature response is to map the journey and identify the moments most likely to become
peaks or endings. Teams can then ask which of those moments should feel easier, warmer,
more personal, or more conclusive. The best experience design does not rely on luck to

determine memory.

It engineers memory with intention.

What leaders should remember

Leaders should evaluate journeys not only for process efficiency but also for memory
impact. Which moment is most likely to be retold. What feeling remains at the end. Where
does the experience become emotionally asymmetric. These questions often reveal
opportunities that average satisfaction metrics alone may hide.
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The enduring lesson of the peak-end rule is simple. Customers often judge experiences by
the moments that stand out most and by how the story closes. Firms that design those
moments deliberately create stronger remembered value. 2, 3

* 1Peak-end rule
e 2Kahneman and experienced vs remembered utility
e 3Service design and memory

Summary

The peak-end rule remains powerful because memory compresses experience unevenly.
People do not retain a full playback of the journey. They retain a simplified story and that
story often hinges on what stood out most and how it concluded. This can work for or
against a brand. A strong ending can lift the memory of a merely adequate experience, while
a poor ending can stain an otherwise solid one. The practical lesson is to treat memorable
moments and endings as strategic design choices rather than accidental leftovers.
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