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Many websites provide electronic recommendation agents that ask users questions about individual factors and their preferences for

product attributes, and then rate the available products. We report the results of an experiment in which use of an electronic

recommendation agent negatively impacted participants’ choice satisfaction, attitudes, and purchase intentions over a one to two week

period.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Online nutrition retailers offer consumers an enormous selec-

tion of highly nutritious foods, drinks, and dietary supplements. 
For a novice health and fitness enthusiast, deciding which of these 
categories of products are likely to be helpful, and then choosing 
individual products within those particular categories, can be con-
fusing, even when only a few options are available. For example, 
when selecting a nutrition bar, consumers may consider a diverse 
array of product attributes, including Calories, fat content, fiber 
content, glycemic index, protein to carbohydrate ratio, protein 
quality, and vitamin and mineral content, among others. Typically, 
the product that is best for a given consumer will depend on a 
variety of individual factors as well, such as age, eating patterns, 
exercise frequency and intensity, gender, and strength and weight 
goals, among others.

This example illustrates how the increasing selection of prod-
ucts and product features available in the marketplace, and especially 
online, has increased the complexity of many purchase decisions. 
Since consumers do not want more choices per se, but rather the 
more customized options that expanded choice can bring (Pine, 
Peppers, and Rogers 2005), it follows that the attractiveness of the 
expanded choice set offered by internet retailers depends on the 
ability of consumers to sort through it efficiently (Alba et al. 1997).

Product recommendation websites assist consumers in making 
complex purchase decisions in diverse product categories. These 
websites provide electronic recommendation agents that first ask 
users questions about individual factors and their preferences for 
product attributes, and then rate available products on the basis of 
their responses. The goals of these agents include improving deci-
sion quality and increasing satisfaction (West et al. 1999).

Although previous research has extensively examined the influ-
ence of electronic recommendation agent use on decision quality 
(e.g., Haubl and Trifts 2000), far less research has examined effects 
on satisfaction. Furthermore, those papers that have examined 
satisfaction have primarily focused on satisfaction with the choice 
process (e.g., Bechwati and Xia 2003), rather than on satisfaction 
with the choice itself. However, choice satisfaction is important 
to marketers, since it has been shown to influence attitudes and 
purchase intentions (Oliver 1980).

In this paper, we examine how use of an electronic recom-
mendation agent for nutrition bars impacts consumers’ choice 
satisfaction, attitudes, and purchase intentions over a period of 
one to two weeks, the time frame in which repurchase decisions 
for nutrition bars are typically made.

We conducted an experiment within the nutrition bar prod-
uct category. The experimental design had two between-subjects 
conditions (recommendation agent vs. control). People recruited 
outside a behavioral laboratory near a large, urban university were 
assigned to one of the conditions and asked to examine descrip-
tions of eight brands of nutrition bars (four of which were relatively 
utilitarian, and four of which were relatively hedonic) and to select 
one of these brands to sample at home. At the conclusion of the 
in-lab portion of the experiment, participants received a package 
containing five sample bars of the brand that they had selected. 
Then, one week later, they received an email that contained a link 
to an online follow-up survey that assessed their satisfaction with 
the brand as well as their attitudes, purchase intentions, and other 
measures of interest.

Based on Wilson et al.’s classic finding that when people care-
fully analyze the reasons underlying their decisions they become 
biased to overweight utilitarian considerations and underweight 
hedonic considerations (see Wilson and Dunn 1985), we predicted 
that participants in the agent condition would be more likely to choose 
one of the four relatively utilitarian brands compared to participants 
in the control condition. The data supported this prediction. The 
data also revealed that although the total amount of time that par-
ticipants spent examining the brands did not differ between the two 
conditions (suggesting that participants in the agent condition did 
not blindly follow the recommendations provided to them), across 
these conditions participants who ultimately selected a utilitarian 
brand spent more time on average examining the brands than did 
those who ultimately selected a hedonic brand, consistent with the 
notion that utilitarian choices result from more intensive processing 
than do hedonic choices (Shiv and Fedorikhin 1999).

The data further revealed that, in addition to influencing par-
ticipants’ brand choices, use of an electronic recommendation agent 
reduced their satisfaction with the chosen brand. This is consistent 
with Wilson et al.’s (1993) finding that analyzing reasons can reduce 
post-choice satisfaction. Furthermore, the data revealed that among 
participants in the agent condition satisfaction was lower among 
those who chose a utilitarian brand than among those who chose a 
hedonic brand, whereas among participants in the control condition 
satisfaction did not differ between those who chose a utilitarian or 
hedonic brand. These findings suggest that the observed decrease 
in satisfaction among participants who used an agent resulted from 
the utilitarian bias that was induced by interacting with the agent. It 
seems that after some time had passed participants’ decision bases 
returned to their normal levels, leading those who had selected a 
utilitarian brand after interacting with the agent to regret their choice.

We observed this same pattern of results with a rich set of ad-
ditional dependent variables, including participants’ taste ratings, 
their likelihood of purchasing the chosen brand, and their likelihood 
of recommending the chosen brand to a friend.

In a planned second study, which we will conduct before ACR, 
we will attempt to rule out alternative explanations based on the 
content of the agents’ recommendations. In the study, participants 
who use an agent will either receive a set of recommendations that, 
unbeknownst to them, has been generated randomly, or, after provid-
ing their responses to the agents’ questions, will receive a message 
saying that the recommendation agent server has malfunctioned and 
that the brands will therefore be displayed randomly.

By showing that including a product in an electronic recom-
mendation agent can have negative consequences, our results give 
a word of caution to managers. In particular, our results suggest 
that marketers who manage relatively utilitarian brands within 
product categories in which both hedonic and utilitarian brands 
are established should be especially cautious. Although agents 
might help increase short-term sales of such products by leading 
consumers to overweight utilitarian product attributes and under-
weight hedonic product attributes, this boost may come at the cost 
of long-run profitability due to consumers’ reduced satisfaction 
with their choices and a resulting decline in repurchasing behavior.


