The Impact of Common Features on Consumer
Preferences:. A Case of Confirmatory

Reasoning

ALEXANDER CHERNEV*

This article examines how confirmatory reasoning moderates the impact of at-
tractive and unattractive common features on consumer preferences. Building on
the existing research on confirmatory information processing and the motivated
reasoning framework, | propose that consumers evaluate common features in a
way that supports their already established preferences. In a series of three studies,
| show that the impact of common features is moderated by their attractiveness
and the strength of individuals’ already established preferences. In the context of
a choice task, only attractive features were found to enhance individuals’ already
established preferences, and this effect was more pronounced for consumers with
already established brand preferences compared to consumers who were indif-
ferent to the options. The effect of attractive and unattractive features was reversed
in the context of a rejection rather than a selection task. These findings are inter-
preted in the context of consumers confirmatory reasoning aimed at reaching a

consistent and readily justifiable decision.

onsider the following scenario: A consumer isdeciding
between two computers, each described on several at-
tributes. screen size, hard drive size, memory, and so on.
After evaluating the available attribute information, she has
established a preference for one of the brands (say, brand
A). Later, she finds out that both brands share an identical
and very attractive feature (say, a very fast modem). How
would thisinformation affect brand preference? Would there
be any change in the strength of preference for brand A
compared to brand B? Now imagine that this consumer finds
out that the feature shared by both brands is unattractive
(e.g., avery slow CD-ROM player). How would the news
about the presence of this bad feature affect the already
established preference for brand A? Would it have the same
effect as in the case of an attractive common feature?
More generally, this scenario raises the issue of how add-
ing shared product features with varying degrees of attrac-
tiveness affects consumers' already established preferences.
Extant research on confirmatory information processing
(Lord, Lepper, and Ross 1979; Russo, Medvec, and Meloy
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1996; Russo, Meoy, and Medvec 1998; see aso Klayman
1995) has demonstrated that consumers with an already es-
tablished preference for one of the choice aternatives are
likely to interpret the new information in a biased manner
that bolsters the attractiveness of theinitially more preferred
option. This confirmatory processing has been shown to
emphasize the advantages of the chosen alternative and
downplay its deficiencies, ultimately spreading apart the at-
tractiveness of the aternativesin favor of the chosen option
(Festinger 1957).

Recent research has demonstrated that confirmatory biases
occur not only after the actua decision has been made—as
believed by the cognitive dissonance theorists (e.g., Davidson
and Kieder 1964; Festinger 1957) —but aso before individ-
uals make their choices. Most prominently, the notion of pre-
decisiona distortion of information has been advanced by
Russo et a., who find that preferences derived from already
reviewed information can lead to a predecisiona distortion
of the available information when this information is neutral
for both brands (1996) and even for attributes that clearly
favor one of the alternatives (1998). In this context, Russo
et a. demonstrate that confirmatory information processing
can occur in the absence of established preferences and that
individuals developing preferences can also serve as an an-
tecedent to the confirmation bias.

Most of the research on confirmation information pro-
cessing, however, has focused on a scenario in which the
newly added information is ambiguous and individuals can-
not clearly determine which brand is favored by the new
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data. The case of common features is different because they
areidentical for al aternativesin the choice set. In the case
of common features there is little uncertainty as to which
alternative is better on the common attributes because these
features are identical for both brands. The nondiagnosticity
of the common features in this case is caused by the fact
that these features do not differentiate the alternatives and
not by their ambiguity per se (Feldman and Lynch 1988;
Tversky 1977).

The nondiagnostic nature of common features raises the
question of whether they are evaluated in a confirmatory
manner. Indeed, in cases when noncommon features are
added to the choice set, consumers are presumed to interpret
these features in a way that favors one of the decision al-
ternatives over the other (e.g., feature A is perceived to be
better than feature B), bolstering the importance of features
that favor the preferred aternative and discounting features
that decrease its attractiveness. Whether such biases occur
in cases when the newly added features are identical and
what factors might moderate this process is less clear and
has not been addressed in the literature.

This article argues that common features can have a sig-
nificant impact on consumer preferences and that thisimpact
is a function of common feature attractiveness and the
strength of individuals aready established brand prefer-
ences. Building on the motivated reasoning framework
(Kunda 1990) and the reason-based view of choice (Mont-
gomery 1983; Shafir, Simonson, and Tversky 1993; Si-
monson 1989), | propose that individuals creatively use
common features to make consistent and readily justifiable
decisions. The analysis of the impact of attractive and un-
attractive common features is based on the notion that com-
mon features provide consumers with additional reasons for
choosing the initially preferred alternative. This confirma:
tory reasoning view of the impact of attractive and unat-
tractive common features is discussed next.

CONFIRMATORY REASONING AND THE
IMPACT OF ATTRACTIVE AND
UNATTRACTIVE COMMON FEATURES

The reason-based view of consumer choice asserts that
individual choice behavior under preference uncertainty can
be understood better when seen as based on the available
reasons for and against each alternative (Montgomery 1983;
Shafir 1993; Shafir et al. 1993; Simonson 1989; Slovic
1975). This reason-based view of choice implies that con-
sumer evaluations of product attributes are often moderated
by their ability to generate reasons for and against choice
alternatives. This assumption derivesfrom research in social
psychology and decision making, indicating that people
have a variety of motives for justifying their decisions to
themselves and to others. This need for justification might
reflect cognitive dissonance (Festinger 1957), anticipation
of regret (Bell 1982), or amore general need for consistency
(Ciddini, Trost, and Newsom 1995; Janis and Mann 1977).
On many occasions, the need for interna justification is
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further reinforced by a need for external justification to oth-
ers who may ultimately evaluate the decision (Lerner and
Tetlock 1999; Simonson 1989).

Building on the reason-based view of choice, this article
argues that consumers often evaluate shared features in a
confirmatory manner and that attractive common featuresare
likely to be framed as additional reasons that are consistent
with choosing the preferred aternative. This prediction may
appear intuitive, given that adding an attractive common fea-
ture to each of the choice alternatives is likely to increase
each option’'s absolute utility. What is perhaps more inter-
esting, and counterintuitive, in this case is the proposition
that, guided by individuals' confirmatory reasoning processes,
common features may increase not only the absolute attrac-
tiveness (or utility) of agiven option but also its attractiveness
relative to other options in the choice set.

How might the confirmatory reasoning mediate the im-
pact of common features on consumer choice? When con-
sumers have readily established preferences for one of the
alternatives, they have an incentive to frame the available
information in a way that produces additional reasons for
selecting that alternative. In this context, | propose that at-
tractive common features are treated as preference-enhanc-
ing information because they increase the overall utility of
the to-be-chosen alternative. Guided by their confirmatory
reasoning, consumers may focus on the improvement in the
performance of the initially preferred option and deem-
phasize the fact that the other (nonchosen) option also im-
proved its performance. This cognitive bolstering of the
initially preferred option enhances consumers aready es-
tablished preferences, diffusing the attractiveness of the
choice alternatives.

The proposition that attractive common features are in-
terpreted by consumers as additional reasons for choosing
theinitially preferred alternative is consistent with the dom-
inance search framework (Montgomery 1983). This frame-
work asserts that the choice process consists of a series of
restructuring activities leading to a different representation
of the decision task, which is aimed at framing the problem
in such a way that one of the options can be identified as
the best choice. More specifically, the dominance search
framework views choice as a process of goal-driven pref-
erence structuring that, if successful, can readily provide
decision makers with agood justification for their decisions.
According to Montgomery, the process of dominance struc-
turing often involves overweighting certain attribute di-
mensions and deemphasizing others, overestimating the per-
formance of one of the options on certain attributes and
underestimating its performance on the others, combining
attributes, and so on. Building on the dominance structuring
research, | propose that attractive common featuresarelikely
to provide decision makers with an opportunity to structure
the decision in a way that creates additional reasons for
selecting the most preferred aternative.

The hypothesis that attractive features can enhance in-
dividuals aready existing preferences is further supported
by the motivated reasoning framework (Kunda 1990), which
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asserts that motivation may affect reasoning through the
individual’s reliance on a biased set of cognitive processes.
According to this view, biases in consumer processes are
associated with people’ s motivation “to construct a justifi-
cation of their desired conclusion that would persuade a
dispassionate observer” (Kunda 1990, pp. 482—483). Similar
to the dominance search view, the motivated reasoning ap-
proach assertsthat people often creatively combinetheavail-
able information in an attempt to construct new beliefs that
support the desired conclusion. Consistent with the moti-
vated reasoning view of choice, framing attractive common
features in a way that supports individuals' initial prefer-
ences can provide consumers with additional reasonsto sup-
port the selection of the preferred aternative.

Now, consider a scenario in which unattractive common
features are added to the choice set. Given that the presence
of an unattractive common feature is likely to decrease the
overdl attractiveness of the initialy preferred aternative,
unattractive features are likely to be viewed as evidence
inconsistent with the hypothesis that the initially preferred
alternative is indeed a good choice. As a result, consumers
may discount the importance of the unattractive features
(Festinger 1957; Janis and Mann 1977; Klayman 1995; Lord
et a. 1979) by focusing on the fact that these features are
shared and, as such, should not affect individuals already
established preferences.

More generally, | propose that consumerswith established
brand preferences are likely to frame common features as
reasons for (in the case of attractive features) and against
(in the case of unattractive features) selecting the initially
preferred aternative. Furthermore, consumers are likely to
bolster attractive common features of the initially preferred
alternative, thus ensuring additiona reasons for choosing
that option and increasing its relative attractiveness over the
other option(s) in the choice set. In contrast, unattractive
features act as reasons against selecting the initially more
attractive option and are likely to be discounted as having
little or no impact on consumer preferences.

So far, this article has focused on a scenario in which
consumers have established preferences for one of the a-
ternatives and argued that these initial preferences may lead
to confirmation biases in evaluating attractive and unattrac-
tive common features. Following this logic, one can expect
that in the absence of established preferences, adding neither
attractive nor unattractive common features would have a
significant impact on consumer brand preferences. Indeed,
to the extent that the presence of established preferencesis
a necessary condition for the occurrence of confirmatory
information processing," in the absence of prior preferences
common features should have little or no impact on the
evaluations of brands' relative attractiveness.

The proposition that the impact of attractive and unat-

'Note that this argument does not take into account the possibility that
preferences can be developed during the decision process (see Russo et
al. 1996, 1998). Consumers who develop such preferences during the de-
cision process might evaluate common features in a confirmatory manner
as well.
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tractive common features is a function of individuals' al-
ready established preferences is consistent with findings by
Russo et al. (1996), who show that a greater distortion fol-
lows from a greater preference and that for a preference of
zero there should be no distortion. This propositionisfurther
consistent with the differentiation-consolidation theory
(Svenson 1996). This theory asserts that people's choices
can be represented by two processes: differentiation, which
tends to separate alternatives until one option reaches a de-
gree of distinction that is sufficient for the decision, and
consolidation, which reaffirms the achieved differentiation.
According to Svenson, consumers with established prefer-
ences for one of the alternatives tend to consolidate the
available information around this preference by augmenting
it with additional reasons for its choice. In contrast, con-
sumers without initial preferences will search for informa-
tion differentiating choice alternativesin an attempt to select
one of the options. In this context, adding attractive common
features might enhance consumers' aready established pref-
erences because it provides them with additional reasonsfor
choice, thus consolidating their decision. In contrast, for
individuals without established preferences, adding either
attractive or unattractive common featuresislikely to further
complicate the process of differentiating choice alternatives,
further confusing their developing preferences.

To summarize, | assert that the impact of common features
on consumer preferences is contingent upon the perceived
attractiveness of these features and the strength of individ-
uals aready established preferences. To test this proposi-
tion, | examine two scenarios: one in which consumers have
relatively stronginitia preferencesfor one of the alternatives
and one in which consumers are rather indifferent to the
aternatives. | predict that in the former scenario, attractive
common features will be viewed as evidence consistent with
the selection of the initially preferred aternative, increasing
the relative attractiveness of this option over the other al-
ternatives. In contrast, unattractive common features are
likely to be discounted as evidence inconsistent with the
selection of the preferred aternative and should have little
or no impact on consumer preferences. Furthermore, pre-
dicted effects of adding common features on brands' relative
attractiveness are likely to be a function of the strength of
individuals' initial preferences; they are likely to be more
pronounced for individuals with strong initial preferences
and are likely to disappear in the absence of initial
preferences.

These propositions are tested in a series of three studies.
Study 1 examines the differences in the impact of attractive
and unattractive common features on brands relative at-
tractiveness as a function of individuals initia strength of
preferences. Study 2 extends the findings of the first study
by varying the focus of comparison in evaluating choice
alternatives, which alows eliminating some of the alter-
native explanations for the data. Finaly, study 3 tests the
hypothesized preference confirmation mechanism of the dif-
ferential impact of attractive and unattractive common fea-
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tures by varying the nature of the choice task (select vs.
reject).

STUDY 1

Method

Study 1 examines how the strength of individuals' initial
preferences moderates the impact of attractive and unat-
tractive common features on consumer preferences. More
specificaly, it tests the prediction that for individuals with
already established preferences adding attractive common
features would bolster these preferences, whereas unattrac-
tive features will have no bolstering impact. It further ex-
amines the proposition that the impact of attractive common
featuresis more pronounced for individual s with established
preferences than for individuals without such preferences.

Subjects and Design.Study participants, 67 students
from a large midwestern university, were assigned to the
conditions of a 2 (strength of preferences) x 3 (common
features) mixed factoria design. The stimuli were three sets
of laptop computers described on two main attributes: display
size and hard drive size. Attribute values of these brandswere
such that one of the brands was superior on the first attribute,
wheress the other was superior on the second attribute (brand
A: 15.1-inch display and 4.8 GB hard drivevs. brand B: 12.3-
inch display and 6.4 GB hard drive). Brandsin all three choice
sets were the same on these two attributes; they differed in
terms of the presence of common features: brands in the first
choice set were described only in terms of the above two
attributes, whereas brands in second and third choice set in
addition shared either attractive or unattractive common fea-
ture (a modem or a CD-ROM).

The independent variables were manipulated as follows.
The common features factor was manipulated within sub-
jects. Each subject was initially presented with a choice set
without common features and then with two sets with a
common feature framed as either attractive or unattractive.
The strength of preferences was determined as a function
of participants' initial evaluations of the brands' attractive-
ness. In particular, subjects who indicated that brands A and
B were equally attractive in theinitial (no common features)
task were classified in the “no prior preference” condition,
whereas subjects who expressed preference for either of the
brands were classified in the “prior preference condition.”

The dependent variables were measured as follows. Rel-
ative attractiveness (RA) of the choice alternatives (“How
would you evaluate the relative attractiveness on brands A
and B?") was measured on anongraded scale with end points
“These brands are equally attractive” and “One of the brands
is clearly more attractive.” Subjects’ responses were later
quantified by measuring the distance from the lower end of
the scale to the mark reflecting each subject’s response.
Responses were then standardized on a 100-point scale so
that zero signified “no preference” and 100 signified “ strong
preference” for one of the alternatives. Willingness to pay
(WTP) was measured by asking subjects to write down a
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specific dollar amount (“How much would you be willing
to pay for the brand you find more attractive?’).2 Willingness
to pay extrafor the preferred brand (WTPE) was measured
by asking subjects to write down a specific dollar amount
(“How much extrawould you be willing to pay for the brand
you find more attractive [compared to the other brand]?’).
Attribute importance (Al) was measured by asking subjects
to rate (using the same type of scale as RA) how important
each of the three attribute dimensions was for their choice
(“How important for your choice wasthe [display size] [hard
drive size] [Modem/CD-ROM]?’; end points: “Very im-
portant”/“Not important at al”).

Procedure. Participants were given a booklet contain-
ing the stimuli and were asked to imagine that they were
buying a laptop computer. They were informed that all
brands were equally priced (around $1,500) and that some
of the brands are bundled with extra features: some with a
modem and some with a CD-ROM.

Next, participants were presented with the choice set AB,
in which brands A and B were described on two attributes:
hard drive and display size. Subjects were asked to select
one of these brands and evaluate their relative attractiveness.
These responses were used to classify subjects into one of
the two initia preference conditions. Respondents were also
asked to indicate their willingness to pay for the preferred
brand (WTP), as well as their willingness to pay extra for
that brand (WTPE).

After answering these questions, subjects were shown an
ad explaining the importance of a modem'’s speed and em-
phasizing the differences between a 56K (very fast) and
14.4K (very slow) modem. Following the manipulation
check questions (*How would you rate the attractiveness of
a 56K [14.4K] modem?’), subjects were shown a choice
set CD, in which brands C and D were described on three
attributes, the third being a modem shared by both brands.
Some subjects were given a choice set with a 56K modem
(attractive feature) and the others were given a set with a
14.4K modem (unattractive feature). As in the initial task,
subjects were asked to indicate their preferred brand and to
answer the other dependent variable and manipulation check
questions (RA, WTR, WTPE). In addition, subjects were
asked to indicate the importance of the attributes describing
choice alternatives (Al) on their decisions.

Finaly, subjects were shown an ad describing the dif-
ference between a64 x and 4 x CD-ROM. They weregiven
the third choice set EF, in which both brands shared another
common feature (either unattractive or attractive CD-ROM,
counterbal anced for attractivenesswith the set CD) and were
asked to answer the dependent variable and manipulation
check questions.

2The WTP measure (“How much would you be willing to pay for that
brand?’) served a dual purpose. Apart from functioning as a manipulation
check, it was used as a reference frame, providing subjects with the op-
portunity to express their overall evaluations of the utility of the chosen
brand independent from the relative evauations of this brand (RA and
WTPE).
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TABLE 1

THE EFFECT OF ATTRACTIVE AND UNATTRACTIVE COMMON FEATURES ON CONSUMER PREFERENCES (STUDY 1)

Common features

Common features not

Attractive features Unattractive features

Prior preferences present added added
Prior preference condition (n = 44) 62.82 67.73" 61.54
No prior preference condition (n = 23) 18.82 19.39 17.22

Note.— Cell numbers indicate the means of subjects’ evaluations of the relative attractiveness of brands A and B on a 100-point scale, where 100 indicates
strong preference for one of the alternatives and zero indicates indifference between the alternatives. Only attractive features in the “prior preference” condition

significantly increase relative preferences.
*p<.001.

Results

Manipulation Check. Subjects’ evaluations of the rel-
ative attractiveness of the options were used to assign them
to one of the prior preference conditions. Recall that the
relative attractiveness ratings were on a 100-point scale,
whereby zero signified no preference and 100 signified
strong preference for one of the alternatives. The following
criterion for the presence of initial preferences was applied:
subjects with preferences in the upper two-thirds of the rel-
ative attractiveness scale (score above 33.3) were considered
to have established prior preferences, whereas subjectswith
a score below 33 were classified into the “no prior prefer-
ence” condition. Consistent with this criterion, 23 respon-
dents were classified into the “no preference” condition
(M = 18.83, SD = 8.82), while the remaining 44 were
classified into the “prior preference” condition (M =
62.82, SD = 15.95).°

To check the effectiveness of the common feature attrac-
tiveness manipulation, | examined subjects’ ratings of com-
mon feature attractiveness taken after the manipulation pro-
cedure. The means of these evaluations were significantly
different at the .001 level (M = 77.6 for the attractive fea
ture and M = 21.05 for the unattractive feature). Addition-
aly, | examined how the dollar amount reflecting subjects
willingness to pay for the chosen option varied as afunction
of the presence of attractive and unattractive common fea
tures. Consistent with the manipulation goal, subjects were
willing to pay more for the brand when attractive common
featureswere added ($1,580; SD = 128), compared to when
unattractive common features were added ($1,482; SD =
154, F(1,120) = 74.9, p < .001).

To ensure that the selection of the cutoff point between the “no pref-
erence” and “prior preference” conditions is not critical for the results, an
alternative criterion was selected aswell. For that purpose, the lower quarter
(rather than the lower third) of the scale was coded as a “no preference”
condition. This assignment did not substantialy affect the data pattern. To
illustrate, in the no preference condition, individuals' evaluations of the
relative attractiveness of brandswereM = 13.28, SD = 6.64 (no common
features); M = 12.21, SD = 7.35 (attractive common features); M =
11.57, SD = 6.73 (unattractive common features); n = 14. Subjectsin the
“prior preference” condition evaluated brands relative attractiveness as
follows: M = 56.81, SD = 19.77 (no common features); M = 61.41,
SD = 21.66 (attractive common features); M = 55.51, SD = 20.21 (un-
attractive common features); n = 53.

The Impact of Attractive and Unattractive Common

Features on Consumers’ Strength of Preferenc&sb-
jects’ strength of preferences was measured as reflected in
their evaluations of brands' relative attractiveness (RA) and
their willingness to pay extra for the preferred brand
(WTPE). A summary of the relative attractiveness data is
presented in Table 1.

The means data show that in the prior preference con-
dition adding attractive common features was associated
with an increase in the relative attractivenessfor theinitially
preferred brand (from M = 62.82 to M = 67.73), whereas
adding unattractive features had a directionally opposite ef-
fect (M = 61.54). For subjects in the “no preference” con-
dition, adding attractive features led to a shift in preferences
from M = 18.82 to M = 19.39, while adding unattractive
features resulted in relative preference of M = 17.22. Will-
ingness to pay extra data displayed a similar pattern: adding
attractive features in the prior preference condition was as-
sociated with an increase in subjects WTPE from M =
137.5 to M = 147, while adding unattractive features led
to a decrease in willingness to pay extra (M = 129.8). For
subjects in the no prior preferences condition the WTPE
data were as follows: M = 72,5 (no common features),
M = 75.0 (attractive common features), M = 62.5 (unat-
tractive common features).

To test the significance of these data, | examined a model
in which RA and WTPE were represented as a function of
prior preferences, common features, and their interaction. Re-
cal that it was argued that the effect of attractive common
features will vary across the two prior preference conditions
and, specifically, will be more pronounced for respondents
with established prior preferences compared to those in the
“no preference” condition. The data show that the impact of
attractive common features on brands' relative attractiveness
is, indeed, a function of the strength of individuals prior
preferences (F(1, 128) = 10.25, p < .005). The WTPE data,
although directionally consistent, did not reach conventionally
established norms of datistical significance (F(1, 118) =
.88). The combined effect of RA and WTPE was significant
at the .05 level (MANOVA: F(2, 238) = 3.48).

It was further proposed that in the “ prior preference” con-
dition attractive common featureswould increasetherel ative
preference for the initialy preferred brand, whereas adding
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unattractive features would have no impact. To test this
prediction | examined simple effects of attractive and un-
attractive common features in the “prior preference” con-
dition. Adding attractive common features had a significant
impact on both relative attractiveness (M = 62.82 vs.
M = 67.73; F(1, 128) = 38.13, p < .001) and willingness
to pay more (M = 137.5 vs. M = 147; F(1, 118) = 4.99,
p < .05).* Adding unattractive features in this case resulted
in a nonsignificant decrease in the relative attractiveness of
the initially preferred brand (M = 62.82 vs. M = 60.54;
F(1,128) = 2.56, p < .15) and a marginally significant de-
crease in subjects’ willingness to pay more for that brand
(M = 1375vs. M = 119; F(1, 118) = 3.29, p< .10). The
omnibus test of the impact of attractive and unattractive
common features for subjects with established preferences
was significant as well (MANOVA: F(2,238) = 14.04,
p<.001; RA: F(1,128) = 33.71, p<.001; WTPE:
F(1,118) = 8.34, p< .001).

So far, the analysis has been focused on the impact of
attractive and unattractive common features in the “prior
preference” condition. Recall that it was also proposed that
in the “no prior preference” condition adding neither at-
tractive nor unattractive common features would signifi-
cantly affect individuals preferences. Consistent with this
prediction, attractive features did not have a significant im-
pact on subjects preferences as measured by both RA and
WTPE (F(1, 128) < 1). Adding unattractive features had
nonsignificant impact on RA (F(1, 128) = 2.14, p< .20)
and WTPE (F(1, 118) = 2.62, p< .15) as well. The om-
nibus test of the impact of attractive and unattractive com-
mon features for subjects in the “no preference” condition
was nonsignificant for RA (F(1, 128) = 2.10, p < .20) and
WTPE (F(1, 118) = 2.29, p < .20).

The Relative Importance of Attractive and Unattrac-

tive Common Features.The confirmatory reasoning ac-
count for the common feature effect implies that attractive
features are framed as reasons for choosing one of the al-
ternatives and therefore will be viewed as more important
than unattractive common features, which are likely to be
framed as reasons against either of the aternatives. In this

“Following up on the findings of Russo et al. (1996), who show that
stronger preferences are likely to be associated with more pronounced
distortion, | tested whether the impact of attractive common features is
more pronounced for individuals with stronger initial preferences. For that
purpose, subjects in the “prior preference” condition were divided into two
subgroups: subjects with preferences between 66.7 and 100 (upper third
of the scale) were placed in the “strong preference” condition, whereas
subjects with preferences between 33.3 and 66.7 (middle third of the scale)
were placed in the “weak preference” condition. There were 26 subjects
in the first condition and 18 in the second (the rest of the subjects were
either in the “no preference” condition or in the “unattractive feature”
condition). For the purposes of comparison, the impact of common features
is represented as the difference between the strength of subjects’ initia
preference and the strength of their preference when an attractive common
feature was added to the choice set. The impact of attractive common
features was indeed more pronounced in the “strong preference” condition
compared to the “weak preference” condition, although the interaction did
not reach statistical significance (RA: AM = 4.5 vs. AM = 5.5; WTPE:
AM = 8.33 vs. AM = 11.1; MANOVA: F(2, 238) < 1).
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context, the confirmatory reasoning hypothesis can be fur-
ther substantiated by examining subjects’ evaluations of the
relative importance of attractive and unattractive common
features. If the theory advanced in this article is correct,
attractive common features should be perceived as more
important than unattractive features. Furthermore, because
confirmatory reasoning is likely to be stronger for individ-
uals with established prior preferences, this asymmetric
weighting of the attractive and unattractive features should
be more pronounced for subjects in the “prior preference”
condition than for subjects in the “no prior preference”
condition.

The mean importance ratings for subjects in the “prior
preference” condition wereM = 62.36 (SD = 29.2) for at-
tractive featuresand M = 44.84 (SD = 26.2) for unattrac-
tive features (F(1, 65) = 45.76, p < .001). Subjects in the
“no prior preference” condition displayed a directionally
similar tendency to place more weight on attractive common
features (M = 60.83, SD = 28.7 vs. M = 53.30, SD =
25.3; F(1, 65) = 4.41, p < .05). More important, the asym-
metric weighting of attractive featureswas more pronounced
inthe“prior preference” condition compared to the“no prior
preference” condition, as indicated by the significant inter-
action (F(1, 65) = 5.12, p < .05). These findings show that
the perceived importance of common features is a function
of these features' attractiveness and the strength of individ-
uals' prior preferences.

Discussion

The data from this study show that theimpact of common
features is a function of their valence and the strength of
individuals' initial preferences. This prediction is supported
by the evaluations of brands’ relative attractiveness and di-
rectionally supported by subjects willingness to pay extra
for the preferred brand. It was further hypothesized that for
individuals with already established preferences, adding at-
tractive common features would bolster their eval uations of
the initially preferred alternative relative to the other brand.
This prediction was supported by the data. An unexpected
finding was the marginally significant decrease in subjects
initial preferences when unattractive common features were
added to the choice set. Recall that it was predicted that
unattractive features would be discounted on the grounds
that they are inconsistent with the selection of the initially
preferred option. These data do not contradict the notion
that unattractive common features are framed as reasons
against choosing the preferred alternative; rather, these find-
ings suggest that the discounting of the unattractive common
features might not be complete and the residua effects will
have an impact on the relative attractiveness of the options.

Further, it was predicted that adding neither attractive nor
unattractive common features would have a significant im-
pact on consumers without initially established preferences.
The data were consistent with this prediction, although in
the case of attractive common features the data pattern was
similar (but nonsignificant) to that in the “prior preference”
condition. One possibility for these data is that some of the
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subjects in the “no prior preference” condition had already
established, although wesak, initial preference for one of the
alternatives (recall that initial preferences of the subjectsin
this condition varied between zero and 33 on a 100-point
scale). Another possibility, suggested by findings of Russo
et a. (1996, 1998), is that during the decision process in-
dividuals might have developed preferences for one of the
alternatives and that these preferences led to a confirmatory
processing of the common features.

A closer look at the data also reveals that the impact of
common features is more pronounced on individuals' eval-
uations of brands’ relative attractiveness compared to their
willingness to pay extra for that brand. One possible ex-
planation for this data pattern isthe different nature of scales
used to evoke and measure these evaluations. Recall that
the scale used to measure RA required subjects to project
their evaluations onto the RA scale. In contrast, the WTPE
measure, instead of providing subjects with a particular
scale, asked them to generate their responses. It is possible
that in the context of a within-subject design, repeated gen-
eration of similar evaluations (such as the three WTPE mea-
sures) was less sensitive to changes in the underlying var-
iables compared to the RA scale.

Attribute importance data show that the differential
weighting of attractive versus unattractive featureswasmore
pronounced for individuals in the “prior preference” com-
pared to the “no preference” condition. Note that subjects
attribute importance evaluations potentially confound two
factors: the importance of the common feature attribute in
the specific choice just completed (or “local” importance)
and its importance in the general situation of choosing be-
tween two brands in the product class (or “global” impor-
tance; Goldstein 1990; see also Drolet and Simonson 2000;
Nowlis and Simonson 1997). The fact that the mean im-
portance ratings of the nonattractive feature were signifi-
cantly above zero suggests that individuals global evalu-
ations played a certain part in their responses. At the same
time, the observed difference in attribute importance ratings
between the two prior preference conditions cannot be read-
ily explained by subjects' global importance evaluationsand
is likely aresult of a shift in individuals loca importance
evaluations related to the nature of the decision task.

Study 1 examined the impact of adding either attractive
or unattractive common features by asking subjects to in-
dicate the strength of their preferencesfor the more attractive
option. In al conditions, however, the most attractive brand
was the focus of comparison and the less attractive brand
the referent. Thus, the framing of the choice task could have
contributed to the observed preference shifts. Indeed, it has
been shown that individuals are likely to pay more attention
to the features of the focal brand rather than to the features
of the referent (Dhar and Simonson 1992; Houston, Sher-
man, and Baker 1989; Yamagishi and Miyamoto 1996; see
also Dhar, Nowlis, and Sherman 1999). It is possible that
the observed increase in the relative attractiveness of the
more attractive brand can be explained at least partially by
the direction-of-comparison attention effects, associated
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with the framing of the choice task. To ensure that the ob-
served effect is a function of the hypothesized confirmatory
reasoning rather than driven solely by direction-of-compar-
ison effects, in study 2 the direction of comparison is coun-
terbalanced: some of the subjects were asked to compare
brand A to brand B whereas the others are asked to compare
brand B to brand A.

STUDY 2

Method

The design of study 2 was similar to that of thefirst study.
The key differences were: (1) the addition of the focus-of-
comparison counterbalancing and (2) manipulating the at-
tractiveness of the common features between subjects(rather
than within subjects as in study 1).

Subjects and Design.The subjects, 92 undergraduate
students from a large midwestern university, were assigned
to the conditions of a 2 (strength of preferences) x 2 (com-
mon features presence) x 2 (common features attractive-
ness) x 2 (direction of comparison) mixed factorial design.
The strength of preferences factor was formed by assigning
consumers to one of the two experimental conditions (prior/
no prior preferences) based on their evaluations of the rel-
ative attractiveness of the aternatives during the initial
choice task. The presence of common features was manip-
ulated within subjects; subjects were initially exposed to a
set in which brands were described on two attributes and
then to a set in which a common feature was added to the
set. The attractiveness of the common feature was manip-
ulated between subjects; some of the subjectswere presented
a choice set with an attractive common feature (24 x CD-
ROM), whereas others were shown a set in which the com-
mon feature was unattractive (2 x CD-ROM). Finaly, the
focus of comparison was counterbalanced across subjects:
some of the subjects were asked to evaluate the attractive-
ness of brand A relative to brand B, whereas others were
asked to evaluate the attractiveness of brand B relative to
brand A.

Experimental Procedure.Subjects were asked to
imagine that they were buying a laptop computer and that
they were looking at several laptops priced around $1,800.
Next, subjectswere presented with achoice set AB, inwhich
brands A and B were described only on two attributes (dis-
play size and hard drive size). They were asked to choose
one of the brands and to answer several questionsregarding
their strength of preferences for the chosen option. Some of
the subj ects were asked to eval uate the rel ative attractiveness
of brand B (“How would you evaluate the attractiveness of
Brand B?’; scale anchors: “Brand B is clearly moreattrac-
tive than Brand A,” “These brands are equally attractive,”
“Brand B is clearly lessattractive than Brand A”), whereas
others were asked to evaluate the relative attractiveness of
brand A (“How would you evaluate the attractiveness of
Brand A?’; scale anchors: “Brand A is clearly moreattrac-
tive than Brand B,” “These brands are equally attractive,”
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TABLE 2

THE EFFECT OF ATTRACTIVE AND UNATTRACTIVE COMMON FEATURES ON CONSUMER PREFERENCES (STUDY 2)

Common features

Common features not

Attractive features Unattractive features

Prior preferences present added added
Prior preference condition (n = 59) 64.95 72.17" 64.46
No prior preference condition (n = 33) 51.42 53.12 48.53

Note.—Cell numbers indicate the means of subjects’ evaluations of the relative attractiveness of brands A and B on a 100-point scale, where 100 indicates
strong preference for one of the alternatives and the midpoint indicates indifference between the alternatives. Only attractive features in the “prior preference”

significantly increase relative preferences.
*p<.01.

“Brand A is clearly lessattractive than Brand B”). Subjects
were also asked to rate the relative importance of the two
attributes.

Next, subjects were shown an ad explaining the difference
between a2 x and a 24 x CD-ROM and were asked two
manipulation check questions. Then, subjects were given
the same choice set AB in which brands A and B were
described on three attributes, the third being the common
feature (CD-ROM). For some of the subjects the CD-ROM
was framed as an attractive feature (24 x ) and for the others
as an unattractive feature (2 x ). Asin the first set, subjects
were asked to make a choice, to answer the strength-of-
preference questions and rate the relative importance of the
brand attributes.

Results

To check the success of the manipulation procedure, |
examined subjects’ evaluations of the attractiveness of afast
(24 x) and a dow (2x) CD-ROM. The mean ratings of
attractiveness of a2 x and a 24 x CD-ROM were signifi-
cantly different at the .001 level (M = 34.2 vs. M =
74.9). An additional requirement of this study was that sub-
jects differ in their initial evaluations of the relative attrac-
tiveness of the choice aternatives. 33 of the 92 subjects
rated both alternatives as equally attractive and subsequently
were assigned to the “no prior preference” condition; the
remaining 59 subjects were assigned to the “prior prefer-
ence” condition.

A summary of the relative attractiveness datais presented
in Table 2. Subjects’ responses were standardized on a 100-
point scale so that 100 signified strong preference for one
of the alternatives and the midpoint signified that alternatives
are perceived to be equally attractive. In the “prior prefer-
ence” condition, adding attractive common features en-
hanced subjects existing preferences (from M = 64.95 to
M = 72.17), whereas adding unattractive common features
did not appear to substantially change their evaluations
(from M = 64.46). A similar, although less pronounced,
pattern of change in preferences was displayed by subjects
who initially were indifferent to the aternatives (M =
51.42 for the no common feature condition, M = 53.12 in
the presence of attractive features, and M = 48.53 in the
presence of unattractive features).

To analyze the above data | examined a model repre-
senting the evaluations of the relative attractiveness of the
choice alternatives as a function of subjects’ initial prefer-
ences, presence of common features, and the attractiveness
of common features. The data show a significant difference
in how adding attractive and unattractive common features
affected relative attractiveness evaluations of the subjectsin
the “prior preference” condition (F(1, 75) = 6.96, p < .05).
Adding attractive features was associated with an increase
in the attractiveness of the initialy preferred alternative
(M = 64.95 to M = 72.17; F(1,75) = 11.28, p<.01),°
whereas adding unattractive features had no effect
(F(1,75) < 1, NS). These findings lend support for the ex-
perimental hypotheses.

It was also predicted that the impact of attractive common
featureswould be pronounced in the“ prior preference” com-
pared to the “no prior preference” condition. The data in-
dicate that the increase in the strength of subjects’ existing
preferences, associated with adding attractive common fea
tures, ismore pronounced when they had already established
preferences, compared to the condition in which consumers
were initially indifferent between the brands (F(1, 75) =
3.97, p = .05). Simple effects of adding attractive as well
as unattractive features in the “no prior preference” con-
dition were nonsignificant, as predicted (F(1, 75) < 1, NS).

| also tested whether subjectsin the prior preference con-
dition displayed asymmetric bias in evaluating the impor-
tance of the attractive and unattractive common features.
Recall that the data reported in the first study show that
attractive common features were rated as more important
than unattractive features and that this effect was more pro-
nounced for subjectsin the prior preference condition. Study
2 data are consistent with the first prediction; the mean
evaluation of the relative importance of attractive features

*Asin study 1, | also tested if the impact of attractive common features
was more pronounced for individuals with stronger initial preferences.
Based on the strength if their initial preferences, subjects were divided by
median split into two groups: “strong preference” (n = 15) and “weak
preference” (n = 16). Adding common features was directionally consis-
tent with Russo et a. (1996) findings, demonstrating that stronger initial
preferences were associated with a stronger information distortion
(AM = 6.83 in the “weak preference” condition vs. AM = 7.5 in the
“strong preference” condition). Although directionaly consistent, these
differences did not reach the established norms of statistical significance
(F(1, 60) < 1).
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wasM = 66.17, which issignificantly higher than the mean
evaluations of the unattractive features (M = 40.36;
F(1,57) = 9.97, p<.005). Unlike study 1, study 2 did not
detect differences in subjects evaluation of attractive and
unattractive common features across the two prior prefer-
ence conditions (F(1, 57) < 1). One explanation for these
dataisthe nature of the design of the second study, in which
feature attractiveness was manipulated between subjects,
thus adding extra variance in subjects’ attribute importance
evaluations.

Discusson

The effect of common features on consumer preferences
was in the predicted direction and significant even as the
focus of comparison was varied. From a theoretical stand-
point, this finding suggests that the asymmetric nature of
the impact of attractive and unattractive common features
on consumer preferences cannot be entirely attributed to the
focus of comparison effects. From a methodological stand-
point, study 2 confirmed the results of the first study by
using a more conservative between-subjects manipulation
of common feature attractiveness. The data from the two
studies converge showing that, for individualswith aniinitial
preference for one of the alternatives, adding attractive fea-
tures bolstered the initially preferred alternative, whereas
adding unattractive features had no effect. In contrast, add-
ing neither attractive nor unattractive common features had
asignificant impact on preferences for consumers who were
indifferent to the choice alternatives. Convergence of the
results from the two studies provides further support for the
confirmatory reasoning view of the differential impact of
attractive and unattractive common features.

This article hypothesized that the differential impact of
attractive and unattractive common features on consumer
preferences is a function of their confirmatory reasoning,
whereby attractive common features are framed as reasons
for selecting the initialy preferred alternative, whereas un-
attractive common features are framed as reasons against
this choice and discounted. Data furnished by the first two
studies, although consistent with these predictions, provide
rather indirect evidence for the confirmatory reasoning
mechanism of the common feature effect. Further and more
direct evidence that attractive and unattractive common fea-
tures are framed as reasons for and against selecting the
initially preferred alternativeis provided in study 3, inwhich
I manipulate the nature of the decision task to €licit a dif-
ferent framing context for the common feature effect.

STUDY 3

This study varies the nature of the choice task by asking
some of the subjectsto select one of the alternatives, whereas
the others were asked to reject one of the options. Relevant
literature suggests that when faced with a selection task,
individuals focus on the positive evidence, whereas in a
rejection task negative information receives more weight
(Dunning and Parpal 1989; Shafir 1993). Building on this
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research, | predict that when consumers are faced with a
rejection task, unattractive common features will be viewed
as evidence consi stent with the decision task at hand because
they provide individuals with an additional reason to reject
that alternative. Asaresult, in this case unattractive common
features, instead of being discounted, should have a signif-
icant impact on consumer preferences and polarize con-
sumer preferences by further decreasing the attractiveness
of the less preferred option. In contrast, adding attractive
common features in the context of a rejection task is not
predicted to have an effect on consumer preferences, be-
cause it does not offer information consistent with the cur-
rent goa of rejecting one of the alternatives.

Thisarticle predictsthat varying the nature of the decision
task will lead to shiftsin consumer preferences. In the con-
text of a selection task, adding attractive common features
will bolster the initially preferred alternative, whereas un-
attractive features will have no effect. In contrast, in a re-
jection task attractive common features will have no effect,
whereas unattractive features will further decrease the rel-
ative attractiveness of the less preferred alternative. With
respect to individuals eva uations of the relativeimportance
of attractive and unattractive features, it is predicted that in
the context of a rejection task unattractive common features
will be viewed as more important than attractive features—a
prediction that is directionally opposite to the observed data
in the case of a selection task, whereby individuals bol stered
the importance of the attractive common features.

Method

The design of study 3 was similar to that of thefirst study.
The main difference was the addition of a manipulation of
the nature of the decision task (select vs. reject).

Subjects and Design.Seventy-six respondents from a
large midwestern university were randomly assigned to the
conditions of a 3 (common features) x 2 (decision task)
mixed design. The common feature factor was manipulated
within subjects. Each subject was initially presented with a
choice set without common features (base condition), then
with two sets with either attractive (“attractive” condition)
or unattractive common features (“unattractive” condition).
The order of presentation of the choice sets with attractive
and unattractive common features was counterbalanced
across subjects. The nature of the decision task was manip-
ulated between subjects. Some of the respondents were
asked to select which of the two brands they would keep
(choice condition), whereas others were asked to decide
which of the two brandsthey would return (reject condition).

Building on the findings of the first two studies—that the
effects of adding common features are most pronounced
when consumers can readily establish a preference for one
of the alternatives—study 3 focused exclusively on this sce-
nario. For that purpose, the stimuli were designed to assure
preference for one of the brands (brand B), which had by
far a superior display (15 inch vs. 12.1 inch) and a slightly
inferior hard drive (10.6 GB vs. 10.2 GB). Thismanipulation
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TABLE 3

THE EFFECT OF ATTRACTIVE AND UNATTRACTIVE COMMON FEATURES ON CONSUMER PREFERENCES AS A FUNCTION OF
THE NATURE OF THE DECISION TASK (STUDY 3)

Common features

Common features not

Attractive features Unattractive features

Decision task present added added
Select task (n = 37) 71.49 75.77" 70.19
Reject task (n = 39) 69.02 68.19 74.91%

Note.—Cell numbers in the select task scenario indicate the means of subjects’ evaluations of the degree to which brand B is more attractive than brand A. Cell
numbers in the reject task scenario indicate the means of subjects’ evaluations of the degree to which brand A is less attractive than brand B. Adding attractive
common features significantly increases preferences in context of a select but not a reject task, whereas adding unattractive features significantly decreases

preferences only in the context of a reject but not a select task.
*p<.001.

is consistent with the research indicating that theimportance
weight given an attribute depends on the variation of brands
values on this attribute (e.g., Drolet and Simonson 2000;
Goldstein 1990; Meyer and Eagle 1982; Nowlis and Si-
monson 1997).

The key dependent variables were the brands' relative
attractiveness (RA) and perceived importance of the com-
mon feature (Al). The RA was measured in terms of sub-
jects evaluations of the relative attractiveness of the brand
they decided to select or reject (“How would you rate the
relative attractiveness of the brand you decided to keep [re-
turn]?’; end points: “This brand is clearly more [less] at-
tractive”; “These brands are equally attractive”). Perceived
importance of the common feature was measured using the
same scale as in the first two studies.

Experimental Procedure. Subjects were asked to eval-
uate three pairs of notebook computers and for each pair to
decide which brand to keep (“select” condition) or to reject
(“reject” condition). Next, subjects were presented with a
choice set AB, in which brands were described only on two
attributes (display and hard drive), and were asked to decide
which brand to keep (return). The stimuli were similar to
the ones used in studies 1 and 2. Attribute values were
updated to correspond to the current market reality (brand
A: 14.1-inch display and 12.6 GB hard drive; brand B: 15-
inch display and 12.2 GB hard drive). Subjects were asked
to indicate how much they would be willing to pay for the
selected/rejected alternative (manipulation check), rate the
relative attractiveness of the brand they decided to keep
(return), and evaluate the importance of the brand attributes.

Next, subjects were shown an ad explaining the impor-
tance of a CD-ROM’s speed and differences between CD-
ROMs with various speeds (4 x to 64 x ). Following this
manipulation, subjects were presented with the set CD, in
which brands C and D shared an identical CD-ROM, which
was framed as either attractive (64 x ) or unattractive (4 x ).
They were asked to choose (reject) one of the brands and
to answer the RA and Al questions.

Next, subjects were shown an ad explaining the impor-
tance of amodem’s speed and differences between modems
with various speeds (28.8K to 56K). They were presented

with the choice set EF, in which brands shared an identical
modem framed as either attractive (56.6K) or unattractive
(28.8K). The order of presenting attractive and unattractive
features was counterbalanced across subjects: some of the
individuals were presented with an attractive CD-ROM and
unattractive modem, whereas others were presented with an
unattractive CD-ROM and attractive modem. Asin the pre-
vioustasks, subjects had to choose (reject) one of the options
and to answer the RA and Al questions.

Results and Discussion

To check the dispersion of subjects’ initia preferences, |
examined their initial evaluations of the relative attractive-
ness of brands A and B (the choice set presented first). All
76 subjects selected brand B (rejected brand A), indicating
a strong polarization of initial preferences toward brand B
(M = 71.0; SD = 12.9). The success of manipulating com-
mon feature attractiveness was checked by examining the
differences in subjects’ evaluations of attractiveness of (1)
4x and 64 x CD-ROMs and (2) 28.8K and 56K modems.
As in the first two studies, the differences were significant
at the .001 level, indicating the success of the manipulation
procedure. Subjects also indicated that they were willing to
pay significantly more for the chosen option when it had
an attractive rather than unattractive common feature
($1,835 vs. $1,684), further supporting the manipulation
procedure.

A summary of the relative attractiveness datais presented
in Table 3. Numbers in different cells reflect subjects
strength of preferences for brand B. It is important to note
that consistent with the nature of the decision task (select
VS. reject), subjectsin the “select” condition expressed their
preference for brand B by directly evaluating its attractive-
ness, whereas subjects in the “rgject” condition expressed
their evaluations of the more attractive brand B by the degree
of “unattractiveness’ of the rgjected brand A. To illustrate,
a change in the strength of subjects preferences from
M = 69.02to M = 74.91 indicates that adding unattractive
common features was associated with an increase in the
“unattractiveness’ of brand A, which in the context of a
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binary choice correspondsto an increasein the attractiveness
of the preferred brand B.

Table 3 shows that for subjects in the “select” condition
adding attractive common features strengthened their initial
preferences (fromM = 71.49toM = 75.77), whereas add-
ing unattractive common features marginally weakened
these preferences. The change in preferences of the subjects
in the “regject” condition was in the opposite direction: add-
ing attractive common features resulted in a minor decrease
(from M = 69.02 to M = 68.19) in their preferences for
brand B (or, more precisely, an increase in the attractiveness
of theregjected brand A), whereas adding unattractivefeature
resulted in an increase in their preferences for brand B (a
decrease in the attractiveness of brand A). Overall, these
data are in the predicted direction.

To test the significance of the above effects, | examined
a model representing subjects’ strength of preferences for
brand B as a function of the nature of the decision task,
presence of common features, and their interaction. To test
the proposition that the impact of attractive and unattractive
common features is moderated by the nature of the decision
task, | examined the two-way interaction. It was significant
at the .001 level (F(2, 144) = 40.46), lending support for
the experimental hypothesis.

It was further proposed that the impact of attractive fea-
tures would vary across the two choice task conditions.
Consistent with this prediction, the data show that the effect
of adding attractive common features is significantly dif-
ferent for subjects in the “select” and “reject” task
(F(1,144) = 1388, p<.001). A similar prediction was
made with respect to the impact of unattractive common
features, a prediction that also was supported by the data
(F(1, 144) = 27.34, p< .001).

This research hypothesized that in the context of a se-
lection task, adding attractive features would bolster sub-
jects preferences for the more attractive brand B, whereas
adding unattractive features would have no effect. The data
were consistent with this prediction, replicating the findings
of studies 1 and 2 (prior preference condition). The impact
of adding an attractive common feature was significant
(F(1, 144) = 18.95, p < .001), whereas adding an unattrac-
tive feature had no effect (F(1, 144) = 1.74, NS).

It was further predicted that in the context of a rejection
task adding common features would have the opposite effect;
attractive common features would have no impact, while un-
attractive common features would lead to an increase in the
preference for brand B. Consistent with these predictions, the
data show that adding attractive features did not significantly
changeindividuals preferences (F(1, 144) = 1.46, p > .20),
whereas adding unattractive features was significant at the
.001 level (F(1, 144) = 37.69).

Subjects evaluations of common feature importance
across the experimental conditions were examined in the
context of a model in which common feature importance
was represented as a function of the decision task, presence
of common features, and their interaction. The dataindicate
that the impact of common feature attractiveness on sub-
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jects evaluations of its importance was moderated by the
nature of the decision task (F(1, 144) = 34.79, p < .001).
Specifically, subjectsin the “select” task perceived attractive
common features to be more important than unattractive
features (M = 62.19 and M = 51.05; F(1, 144) = 40.88,
p < .001). In contrast, subjects in the “reject” task viewed
unattractive features to be marginaly more important
(M = 3529 and M = 32.09; F(1, 144) = 3.57, p< .10).
Another interesting observation is that in the context of a
choice task, both attractive and unattractive common fea-
tures were perceived to be significantly more important than
in the context of a rejection task (M = 56.6 vs. M =
33.7). This data pattern lends further support for the prop-
osition that consumers are likely to evaluate attractive and
unattractive common features based on their consistency
with the decision task.

By reversing the data pattern observed in studies 1 and
2, study 3 demonstrates that the direction of the common
feature effect is afunction of the nature of the decision task.
Thus, attractive common features had a more pronounced
impact on consumer preferences in the context of a selection
task, whereas unattractive features had a more pronounced
impact in the context of a rejection task. The pattern of
subjects’ evaluations of common feature importance dis-
played a similar pattern: attractive common features were
viewed as more important in a selection task, whereas un-
attractive common features were viewed as more important
in the context of a rejection task. Overal, these data are
consistent with the notion that the observed common feature
effect is a function of consumers' confirmatory reasoning.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

This article theorized that the observed differencesin the
impact of attractive and unattractive common features are
a result of individuals confirmatory reasoning. Extant re-
search on decision biases commonly distinguishestwo types
of confirmatory information processes (Klayman 1995; Nis-
bett and Ross 1980). First, individuals may distort the avail-
able evidence in such a way that essentialy neutral infor-
mation is transformed to confirm individuals extant
preferences (Hamilton and Zanna 1974; Russo et al. 1996).
In case of common features, this confirmatory distortion
means that individuals will restructure the available infor-
mation in a way that the same feature is valued differently
for the preferred and the nonpreferred brand. For example,
consumers who prefer brand A to brand B may value the
same feature moreif it belongs to brand A than if it belongs
to brand B.

Another form of confirmatory processing is associated
with a differential weighting of the available evidence de-
pending upon whether or not it is consistent with individ-
uals aready established preferences (Klayman and Ha
1987; Russo et al. 1996). This differential weighting results
in bolstering the information consistent with individuals
extant preferences and discounting the inconsistent infor-
mation. In the case of common features, differential weight-
ing implies that common features consistent with individ-
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uals initial preferences will be bolstered, whereas common
features inconsistent with individuals established prefer-
ences are likely to be discounted.

An important issue is whether both effects contribute to
the observed biases in evaluating common features. Studies
reported in this article offer direct evidence that individuals
place more weight on attractive than unattractive common
features. In addition to the general phenomena of bolstering
the attractive and discounting the unattractive common fea-
tures, differential weighting bias might also involve differ-
ential valuation of the attractive common featuresdescribing
each of the choice alternatives. Such differential valuation
might emanate from consumers’ focus on the attractive fea-
ture of the preferred brand (e.g., because it provides an
additional reason for choosing that brand), more or less
ignoring the same feature of the less preferred brand. This
differential focus might explain how individuas initialy
distort the available information and interpret the objectively
nondiagnostic common features in away that favors one of
the alternatives.

While the differential weighting hypothesis is directly
supported by the experimental data, the evidence for the
occurrence of a confirmatory distortion and a change in
meaning is rather indirect. Indeed, it is possible that the
differential focus on the features of the chosen and non-
chosen brand is accompanied by a distortion of the meaning
of the common features so that the feature describing the
preferred aternative is viewed as more attractive. In that
case, one can argue that both confirmatory distortion and
differential weighting processes can potentially contribute
to the observed impact of attractive and unattractive com-
mon features on consumer preferences. The issue of con-
firmatory information distortion in conjunction with com-
mon features needs further investigation and is a promising
area for future research.

Alternative Explanations

It can be argued that the observed polarization of con-
sumer preferences associated with adding common features
to the choice set can be attributed to the increased decision
complexity caused by the increase in the scope of the choice
task (e.g., three attributes instead of two). Faced with amore
complex choice task, consumers are more likely to use the
simplifying lexicographic heuristic (i.e., rely exclusively on
the most important attribute; Payne, Bettman, and Johnson
1993). Theincreased reliance on the most important attribute
naturally enhances consumers preferences for the brand
superior on the most important attribute, leading to afurther
polarization of brands choice shares (Chernev 1997).

Although the decision complexity theory offers a simple
and plausible explanation of why adding common features
may bolster individuals' preferencesfor the preferred option,
it cannot account for the differential impact of attractive and
unattractive common features. Indeed, because decision
complexity theory equates the presence of common features
with theincrease in the attribute dimensionality of the choice
task, it would predict that both attractive and unattractive
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features should have equal impact on consumer preferences
because the dimensionality of the choice task is the same
regardless of the attractiveness of common features.
Another explanation of the observed data can be built on
the notion that adding common features reduces the uncer-
tainty surrounding the choice set. Indeed, given that alter-
natives were described only on two attributes, it is reason-
able to assume that consumers were faced with some
uncertainty about the performance of the preferred option
on the unobservable attributes. In this context, revealing
brands values on a common attribute eliminates the pos-
sibility that the preferred aternative is inferior on this at-
tribute, thus enhancing their already established preferences.
However, this uncertainty reduction argument, while con-
sistent with the confirmatory reasoning hypothesis, cannot
in itself account for the differential impact of the attractive
and unattractive common feature on consumer preferences.

Theoretical Contributions

The literature suggests that unfavorable information is
likely to be more influential on consumer brand eval uations
than favorable information (e.g., Lutz 1975; Mizerski 1982;
Wright 1974). For example, the research in socia psychol-
ogy on person perception predicts that negative information
has disproportionate influence on forming impressions (e.g.,
Anderson 1965; Fiske and Taylor 1991). The data presented
in this article show, however, that in some cases positive
information has greater impact than negative information.
This finding does not necessarily contradict the existing lit-
erature but rather documents the contingency of the existing
data on the mode of decision task. Indeed, most of the prior
studies have examined the differential impact of favorable
and unfavorable information in the context of an evaluation
rather than a choice task and, as a result, were less likely
to evoke confirmation information processing leading to dis-
counting the negative information.

Observed impact of attractive common features on con-
sumer preferences challenges the conventional wisdom that
in order to simplify the choice task individuals edit out
common features on the grounds that they are nondiagnostic
information and do not differentiate between brands. Pros-
pect theory (Kahneman and Tversky 1979) and the infor-
mation restructuring framework (Coupey 1994), for exam-
ple, assert that individuals eliminate features that are
common to all alternatives even before evaluating the rel-
ative attractiveness of these alternatives. Similar assump-
tions are made by theories maintaining that consumers do
not necessarily form overall evaluations of the choice op-
tions but, rather, make their decisions via a series of se-
guential comparisons of the alternatives on various attributes
(e.g., Tversky 1969). Data reported in this article suggest,
however, that in cases when (1) the shared common feature
isattractive and (2) consumers have already established pref-
erences, they might use a confirmatory reasoning approach
rather than edit out common features; as a result, common
features can have a significant impact on consumer
preferences.



CONFIRMATORY REASONING

Thefinding that under certain conditions adding attractive
common features to the choice set strengthens consumers’
already established preferences challenges the notion that
the strength of individuals' relative brand preferences may
decrease when the attractiveness of each of the aternatives
is increased by the same amount. Indeed, consistent with
the common assumption in economics that value functions
are concave and the marginal contribution of a given at-
tributeisinversely related to the overall value of the product,
one can expect that consumers will be more sensitive to
changes in the relative attractiveness of brands with lower
rather than higher utility (see Nowlis and Simonson [1996]
for a detailed discussion). In other words, differences that
are identical in absolute terms are likely to be valued dif-
ferentially depending on the brands overall attractiveness,
and the subjective valuation of these differencesislikely to
decrease as the overall attractiveness of the choice options
increases. | show, however, that increasing the attractiveness
of all brands in the choice set by adding common features
might asymmetrically enhance consumer preferencesfor one
of the alternatives. More generally, this article offers a new
perspective on the effects of common product features(Dhar,
Nowlis, and Sherman 1999; Dhar and Sherman 1996), dem-
onstrating the asymmetric nature of the impact of attractive
and unattractive common features on consumer brand
preferences.

This research also contributes to the literature on confir-
mation biases (Klayman 1995; Russo et a. 1996, 1998),
documenting consumers use of nondiscriminating infor-
mation to confirm their developing preferences. Indeed, it
has been implicitly assumed that in order to have an impact
on individuals preferences the new information should ei-
ther differ across the choice aternatives or at least be suf-
ficiently ambiguous to enable individuals to come up with
different interpretations of this information (e.g., Hoch and
Deighton 1989; Hoch and Ha 1986). Data reported in this
article add to this literature by demonstrating that confir-
mation information processing might occur even when the
new information is unambiguous and does not effectively
discriminate between the choice aternatives.

Manageria Implications

As marketplaces become increasingly competitive and a
growing number of products share identical features, man-
agers need to understand how various attractive and unat-
tractive common features affect consumer preferences. The
valence of common features is important because features
often vary in their attractiveness to different segments. Fea-
tures viewed as very attractive by some consumers may be
perceived as |less attractive or even as unattractive by others.
For example, a fat-free label is likely to be desirable to the
health-conscious consumer and undesirabl e to the taste-con-
scious gourmet; coupons and other promotiona offers are
likely to be attractive features for deal-prone individuals,
whereas others may find these features unattractive; the
stock quote feature offered by many Web sites might be a
desirable feature for some consumers and a distraction for
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others. In this context, | show that features perceived as
attractive by a certain segment are likely to strengthen their
existing preferences, whereas features perceived as unat-
tractive will have no significant impact.

Should firms promote attributes on which all brands are
equa? The literature on strategic brand management sug-
gests that a successfully differentiated brand may further
benefit from promoting features on which it matches the
competition (e.g., Keller 1998; see also Carpenter and Nak-
amoto 1989). The data reported in this article refine this
argument by showing that it applies to a greater extent for
attractive than for unattractive common features; in the pres-
ence of a significant differentiating point, adding attractive
common features helps an aready differentiated brand,
whereas adding unattractive features has little or no effect
on consumer preferences. On the other hand, in the absence
of a differentiating point, both attractive and unattractive
common features may further increase consumers’ indiffer-
ence. More generally, these findings suggest that segmen-
tation strategies based on targeting consumers with varying
levels of brand preferences (e.g., loya vs. switchers) are
likely to yield different response to appeals based on com-
mon features.

[Received July 1997. Revised June 2000. David Glen
Mick served as editor, and Joel Huber served
as associate editor for this article.
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