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In this article, the effect of common features on brand choice and the moderating

-~ role of attribute importance are examined. It is argued that when brand attributes
differ in importance, common features are likely to enhance corisumer prefer-
ences for the option with the best value on the most important attribute, thus
further polarizing brands’ choice shares. In contrast, when attributes are similar
in their importance, common features are likely to have an opposite effect, equaliz- -
ing brands’ shares. The data provide support for these propositions%

Consumers‘ ‘often make choices among. brands that

share identical features. For example, airbags are a
commen feature for new cars, CD-ROMs ‘are a'common
feature for most computers, and built-in power testers are
a common feature for batteries. In addition, many prod-
ucts and services are bundled with almost identical bonus
offerings, such as frequent-usage programs; gift certifi-
cates, and complimentary magazine subscriptions. In this
article, I investigate how adding a common feature to all
“brands in the choice set affects the pattem of consumer
“choices.

Despite the substantive importance of this -issue, httle v
research ‘has explicitly examined how common features -

affect brand choice. Furthermore, the: existing studies are
not consistent in predicting the nature of this effect. Three
competing hypotheses come to ‘mind. First, one could
argue that because common features -are nondiagnostic
they will simply be ignored by consumers. This prediction
_ is consistent with most of the sequential-elimination mod-
els of choice (e.g., Tversky 1972), which posit that redun-
dant aspects of decision problems are edited out prior to
choice deliberations. Hence, one can predict that common
features will have no effect on choice. :
Alternatively, one could argue that because common
features will increase the perceived similarity: between
brands (Tversky 1977) we could see a convergence of
‘brands’ choice shares. This view is consistent with the
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‘dilution effect, which asserts that nondiagnostic informa-

tion is likely to dilute the differences on the diagnostic
attributes (Nisbett, Zukier, and Lemley 1981). As a result,

one can expect that common features will decrease brand
differentiation by diluting the extremity of consumers’
preferences. This prediction is also in agreement with the

-notion that when forming evaluative judgments, decision

makers may average options’ values -on various attribute
dimensions (Gaeth et al. 1991; Troutman and Shanteau
1976), thus decreasing the existing differences. among
alternatives. As a result, consumers are likely to become
more indifferent about the choice options, and their pref-

erences will tend to converge.’

Finally, one could argue that, to the extent that the
diagnostic- attributes tend to favor one ‘option over an-
other, common features will enhance the chojce share -
of the most preferred option: This prediction is in agree-
ment with the findings that similarity along one attribute
tends to enhance differences on other attributes (Mellers
and Biagini. 1994; Meyer and Eagle 1982; Tversky and
Russo 1969), as well as with the findings by Carpenter
and Nakamoto (1989), who show that 51m11ar1tles be-
tween two brands (‘‘me-too’’ and a ‘‘pioneer’’) are

~ likely to emphasize the advantages of the dominant
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brand (the pioneer). Thus, one would expect that com-
mon features may enhance consumers’ existing prefer-
ence for a given brand, leading toa dlvergence of their
choice shares.

In sum, there are. three different predictions on how
common features affect brand choice. This article does
not explicitly focus on the first proposition, which is con-
sistent with-the. normative view; rather, it examines pre-
dictions suggesting that common features are likely to
have a significant effect on consumer choices. In particu-
lar, I offer evidence that both convetgenc’e and divergence
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" COMMON FEATURES AND BRAND CHOICE

effects can be observed in diff_etent contexts, depending -

on the pattern of dispersion of importance of the diagnos-
tic attributes. Thus, when attributés have equal impor-

tance, adding a common feature to a pair of options leads-

to a convergence of choice shares, whereas, when one of
the: diagnostic attributes ‘has primary importance, en-
dowing options with a common feature leads to a polar-
‘ization of ch01ce shares.

ATTRIBUTE IMPORTANCE AND THE'

COMMON FEATURE EFFECT

This research examines subjects’ response to a series
of hypothetical choice problems having the following.

structure. Decision sets consisted of two options, each
described on either two or three aftributes. If three. attri-
butes were described, the third comprised common fea-
- tures. The values of the alternatives on the remaining two

attributes were organized so that each alternative was

- superior on on¢ dimension and worse on the other.
A cornerstone of this research is the notion that provid-

ing subjects with an additional attribute comprising com--

mon features will increase the information load, thus com-
plicating the choice. In this context, I propose that the
pattern of dispersion on the relative importance of the
options attributes affects the way consumers resolve the
~decision conflict. Thus; ‘when one of the attributes has
pnmary importance, the presence of common features
increases the likelihood that consumers will focus exclu-
sively on this attribute, resulting in a choice made lexico-
graphically. This prediction is consistent with a body of
literatare demonstrating that an increase in the informa-
‘tion load is likely to be associated with more lexico-

graphic decisions (Johnson and Meyer 1984; Payne 1976; -

Payne, Bettman, and Johnson 1993). This increase in con-
sumers” reliance on the most important attribute naturally

leads to an increase in the likelihood of choosing the-
option superior on this dimension. In an environment

where copsumers are homogeneous with respect to view-

ing a particular attribute as having a primary unportance :
increased -choice 1ex1cograph101ty will polarlze optlons -

choice shares.

In contrast, when attnbutes have similar 1mportance,
~ consumers are faced with a relatively difficult decision
because the relative advantages of the options on differ-
ent attributes are balanced and individuals do not have
a strong reason to select a particular alternative. Hence,
in the absence of a tie breaker, such as the primary
attribute ‘heuristic,” consumers may adopt either of the

following two strategies. First, when consumers are.
truly indifferent between the options, they may choose’

“one of the options arbitrarily, for example, by tossing
 a coin. In this case, by making brands more similar,
 common features are likely to reinforce their initial re-
action of indeterminacy, thus increasing the likelihood
of an arbitrary. choice. Alternatively, consumers may
focus on a particular attribute (e.g., the attribute on
which optlons have highest varlance) and choese the
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_option with the best value on this attribute. In this case,

when' consumers’ decisions are guided by a lexico- -

- graphic rule, adding common features will increase. the
likelihood of choosing the option superior on a subjec-

tively determined primary attribute: Given a population

with heterogeneous. preferences, this may also lead to

aggregate convergence of options’ choice shares.
To summarize, the above reasoning maintains that

' when forced to make a difficult choice,- individuals at-

tempt to minimize the decision conflict and reach an ef-

- fort-efficient decision. Building on the notion that the

relative importance of brand attributes moderates the way
consumers resolve the decision conflict, I argue that dif-
ferent patterns of dispersion of attribute importance often -

‘lead to a different impact of common features. on brand

choice. In particular, 1 predict' that when one of the attri-
butes has primary importance, common features are likely -
to strengthen consumers’ preferences for the option with
the best value on the primary attribute, thus leading to a
divergence of brands™ choice shares. In contrast, when

" attributes are similar in their importance, common fea-
 tures are likely -to lead to aggregate convergence of

brands’ choice shares. More formally, these proposmons
can be presented as follows:

H1: The effect of common features on brand
choice is moderated by the relative importance
of product attributes. -

H2a: When one of the product attributes has pn—
mary importance, common features will in-
crease the likelihood of choosing the brand
with. the best value on the primary. attribute,
thus leading to a divergence of the ch01ce
shares of the alternatives.

H2b: When product attributes have s1mllar 1mpor—r
tance, common features will lead to a conver-
gence of brands’ chmce shares

EXPERIMEN TAL STUDY

Overv1ew

Research presented here suggests that the relative im-
portance of options’  attributes moderates the effect of -

common features on brand choice. This proposition is

tested by adding identical features to choice alternatives.
Thus, in the benchmark condition, brands were described
only on two attributes (e.g., resistance and warranty for
stair climbers), whereas in the treatment condition a third
attribute - (common feature) was added (e. g., a free sub-
scription to Sports Illustrated). To-disentangle possible
confounds between effects associated with the differences -
in the number of attributes-and effects associated with
the nondiagnostic nature-of the common features, an addi-
tional manipulation of the salience of the common fea-

 tures is added (e.g., emphasizing the attractiveness of the

subscription to Sports Hlustrated).
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The experimental hypotheses;require that in some of '

the conditions one of the attributes have primary impor-
- tance, whereas in the other conditions both attributes - have
similar importance. To assure attribute importance in the
primary condition (i.e., with a primary attribute), the deci-
. sion problems were:introduced with a sentence emphasiz-
ing the. 1mportance ‘of one of the attributes. In contrast,
subjects in the' similar condition were told that both attn-
“butes have similar importance.

Respondents were .asked to-make choices in: ‘several
product categories. Chmce sets consisted of two options,
each described on either two or three attributes {the third
attribute consisted of common features). Overall ‘there

. were four product categories, and each of the respondents -
was presented with alternatlves from two- of these four

categones

- Subjects and Design’

Students from two major southeastern universities (N
= 432) were randomly assigned to the conditions in a 2
X 3 between-subjects factorial design. The two factors
were . the relative importance of the attributes (primary/
similar) and the presence/salience of common features (no
common features present, a common feature was added to

both - alternatives, and the added common feature was

made more_salient). ‘Thus, there were six experimental

conditions overall. A between-subjects design was used

to avoid memory-based response biases.

Stimulus Materials ,
‘ Descripti've feature lists were created for four product
categories.! Each product category was represented by
“two equally priced brands, neither of which was dominant
on- all attributes. Brands in-the base condition were de-
scribed on two attributes, whereas brands in the other two
conditions were described on: three attributes, where the
third attribute was the common feature. All brands had
fictional names in order to minimize differences in sub-
_jects’ éxperience with particular brands. The product cate-
gories used were stair climber (attributes: resistance ad-
justability, warranty ‘length), airline (attributes: seating
comfort, in-flight service), cordless phone (attribiites: op-
erating- range, battery life), and credit card (attributes:
grace period, cash advance amount). The manipulation
procedure included adding common features as well as
increasing the salience of the added common features.
The salience manipulation included adding a sentence

emphas1zmg the attractiveness of the common feature and -

increasing its perceptual prominence. An example of the

Eleven produci categories were tested. Four of them did ri_ot show
either a significant or a.consistent pattern of change in consumer prefer- :

ences and ‘were dropped from the stimulus set. Three more product
. categories  were excluded because there were: significant irteractions

between the presence of commori featurés and the evaluations of prod- -

ucts’ performance on either of the other two attributes.

: Expenmental Procedure
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stimuli in dlfferent expenmental condltlons is presented

~in Table 1.

An 1mportant assumptlon w1th regard to the mampula-
tion procedure was that-common features used- in the
study are not likely to draw subjects’ attention to a partic-

~ular attribute, thus increasing its perceived importance.

For example, it was assumed that presence of a free maga-

_ zine subscription was unlikely to change subjects’ percep-

tions of the relative importance of resistance adjustability
and warranty of a stair climber, whereas a 90-day money-

- back guarantee may prompt subjects to focus on the war-

ranty. Consistent with this assumption, each of the prod-
uct categones used in the study was pretested to assure

* that -common features do not inherently affect subjects’

perceptions of the relative 1mportance of each of the attri-

’ bute dlmenswns

\

Subjects were informed that the study 1nvest1gated con-

ksumer brand preferences. Graduate and undergraduate

students ‘were tested in groups ranging in size between
20. and 40 people. They were asked to. fill out a short
questionnaire, where they had to chioose one of the options
in two product categories. The ‘experimental procedure
took an average of 10 minutes, and at the end subjects

- were debriefed and, where applicable, credit for their par-

ticipation was arranged.

Mampulatlon Check

- To check whether the mampulatmn of the relative -
impeortance of the attribute dimensions. was successful,
a sample of 60 subjects drawn from the same population
was asked to evaluate the relative importance of the
product attributes.” 1 used the same stimuli as in the -
main experimental conditions with one exception: in-
stead of making a choice, subjects had to provide evalu-
ations of attribute importance on a five-point scale (1

= first attribute is significantly more important, 3 = both

attributes have equal importance, 5 = second attribute is
significantly more important). Each subject had to rate
two product categories, which yielded 64 observations
in the primary condition and 56 in the similar condition.
If -the ‘manipulation procedure was -successful, one
would expect that the similar-condition evaluations of
attribute” importance would have a distribution with a
mean in the neighborhood of three, whereas in the pri-

‘mary condition the distribution would have a mean close
--to one. The means of the evaluations in the two condi-

“2A: different ‘sample was -used in order to avoid any possible biases
in subjects’ responses if they had to make choices after evaluating the
importance of the product attributes. -In order to assure the validity of

~ the mampulauon check, subjects were provided with the same informa-

tion as the subjects in the main study, thus ruling out possible inconsis-

. tencies ‘due to subjects’ evaluations of the 1oca1 and global importance

of the attributes (Goldstein 1990).
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' '(t(118) 9.94, p < .001), indicating a substantial differ-

ence in the perceived attribute 1mportance across the

expenmental condmons
An additiona] test of the manipulation procedure was

prov1ded by 1nvest1gat1ng the strength of subjects prefer-

ences for the chosen option. This test is based on the
notion that if subjects in the pnmary condition perceived
‘one of the atfributes to have primary importance, they
were hkely to face less uncertainty and, thus, be more
confident in their decisions. In contrast, the subjects in

the similar conditions were likely to ‘face 4 relatively more -
difficult task, given that they initially had to decide on -

the relative 1mport;ance of the attribute dimensions. Thus,

differences in subjects’ strength of preferences for the

chosen optlon could be viewed as an-indication of the
success in manipulating subjects’ percept1ons of the rela-
tive attribute importance.

"To test this proposition, a four-point scale (1

= weakly prefer, 4 = strongly prefer) was administered

to a subsample of 70 subjects.” The scale was incorpo-
rated into the main questionnaire and was located imme-

d1ate1y followmg each of the subject s answers Each-

35ince subjects have alrear_iy_ indicated their choices, the four-point

scale used ‘here is, in effect, equivalent to an ¢ight-point scale (1=
- strongly prefer ‘brand A, § = strongly prefer brand B) traditionally: used
’ for similar purposes (e.g., Payne and Braunstem 1971). :
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lation procedure was based on a comparlson of the
means of subjects’ evaluatlons across the prlmary and
the similar conditions in cases where brands in the
choice set were described only on two attributes (no :
common features). The data suggested a significant dif-

ference in the evaluations made in the primary condition

(X = 3.18, SD = 0.80) and. the similar condition: X
=2.92, SD = 0.87, #(68) =1.30, p < .10). These results
provided addmonal evidence that the manipulation;of
the relative 1mportance of the attnbute dlmensmns was
successful : v

RESULTS

A summary of the expenmental data, orgamzed in the
form ‘of contingency tables, -is- presented. in Table 2.

“Thirty-six - subjects pa‘rticipated in each .condition. -Each

subject made choices in two product: categones and thus
there were 864 observations.

- Hypothesis 1 proposes that attribute 1mportance moder—
ates the effect of common features on brand.choice. This
hypothesis was . tested: by -adding common features to
choice options and by manipulating the salience. of the
added common features. More specifically, I-expected

to observe_moderating ‘effects of attribute importance as -

common features were added as well as when those fea-
tures were mcreased in sahence L



