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This article examines the influence that emerging preferences (i.e., leaders) have on information search. We consider two possibilities.

First, consumers may seek information they expect will support their leader (leader-supporting search). Second, consumers seek

information about their leader, irrespective of the expected valence of the information (leader-focused search). Across multiple

studies, we consistently find evidence of leader-focused search, and little or no evidence of leader-supporting search. We also find

leader-focused search steers consumers towards information sources that are less important and less credible.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
It is important to understand how consumers search for infor-

mation in choices involving unfamiliar options, because search has
the greatest impact on choice when consumers know very little
about the options. In choices involving unfamiliar options, consum-
ers develop an emerging preference for one of the options early in
the choice process. Then, consumers support this leading option (or
leader) throughout the remainder of the choice process by biasing
new information to support the leader (Meloy and Russo 2004).
Though Brownstein (2003) suggests that consumers may also seek
information that supports their leader, the question of how exactly
the leader influences information search remains unexplored.

This research considers two possibilities. The first possibility,
leader-supporting search, involves the preference for information
that is expected to support the leader over the trailer. The second
possibility, leader-focused search, involves the preference for in-
formation that is expected to be about the leader, irrespective of
whether such information is expected to support or denigrate the
leader. By conditioning information search preferences on the
leader, we examine the relative incidence of leader-supporting
search versus leader-focused search.

Two elements are needed for this examination: (1) identifica-
tion of each participant’s leader, and (2) a choice that distinguishes
between leader-supporting search and leader-focused search. To
identify the leader, we use a horse race metaphor and ask each
participant to reveal the current leader in the choice process (see
Meloy and Russo 2004). With respect to information choice, we
rely on the negative information choice condition, which requires
a choice between two information sources, each of which is ex-
pected to provide negative information about one of the options. In
this condition, leader-supporting search predicts that consumers
prefer information about the trailer, because such information
should help support the leader over the trailer. In contrast, leader-
focused search predicts the exact opposite (i.e. that consumers
prefer information about the leader, because such information
allows consumers to focus on the leader). This distinction is not
evident in positive information choice conditions, because then the
two types of search make the same prediction, i.e. consumers prefer
(positive) information about the leader over (positive) information
about the trailer.

Across six studies, we examine the relative incidence of
leader-supporting search versus leader-focused search. Studies 1
and 2 find that consumers are three times as likely to engage in
leader-focused search (as leader-supporting search). Study 3 finds
that consumers sacrifice source credibility to obtain information
about their leader, suggesting that leader-focused search may
undermine choice quality. Study 4 reveals finds that, all else equal,
consumers prefer negative information about their leader from
more credible sources–this suggests that consumers are not looking
for information that they can conveniently counter argue. Studies 5
and 6 provide evidence of leader-focused search using methods that
do not require informing consumers about the expected valence of
the information. Also, Study 5 finds that consumers forgo learning
about the trailer on a relatively important attribute, to learn about the
leader on a less important attribute. And Study 6 finds that consum-
ers prefer reading information about the leader before reading
information about the trailer.

In sum, this research introduces a new information search
phenomenon, leader-focused search. Ongoing research looks at

when exactly does leader-focused search give way to leader-
supporting search, and also looks at how to make use of the
propensity for leader-focused search to help predict consumers’
hidden preferences.
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