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We investigate the impact of different types of communications on purchase decisions. Our contribution is to give insight in how

generic and specific product recommendations can be combined best to steer consumers' mental representations of daily decisions and

therefore to promote the product choices anticipated by the recommender.
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Extended Abstract
When going online to buy a product, consumers are often exposed to several product variants instantly on the introductory page 

of the website. This can be a presentation of the web shops’ bestsellers, or a presentation of the available assortment within the specific 
product category. An immediate confrontation with concrete products may stimulate consumers to buy, but it may suppress consumers’ 
goal oriented thinking. In other words, consumers may choose a product to buy, but may neglect to formulate personal goals or benefits 
previously. Although it might have a positive effect on sales, this can be unfavorable in situations in which you want consumers to think 
about their decision behavior in a structured way. For example, in the current health debate we want to make people more conscious 
about their food decisions.

We distinguish two types of messages in purchase settings. Specific product exposures, on the one hand, recommend specific 
products because of a certain benefit. Generic messages, on the other hand, recommend a product category because of a certain benefit–
for example “Yoghurt is healthy-and are not specific on product level. 

Within the decision making process of daily goods, we distinguish two decision stages. In the first stage consumers investigate 
their need for the product being considered and weigh the pros and contras of buying a product. This leads to a goal-oriented mental 
representation with more attention and better recall of goal related information. The second stage incorporates the decision which of the 
alternatives consumers prefer. This type of decision making leads to a comparative mental representation (Xu, Wyer, 2008).

A message functions as a stimulus, which leads to a mental representation. Exposing consumers to a generic recommendation, 
moves consumers in a goal-oriented mental representation. Exposing consumers to a specific multiple product recommendation moves 
consumers in a comparative mental representation (Xu, Wyer 2008). These mental representations in turn impact the processes of 
benefit activation and choice. A good understanding of the impact of different types of messages on the mental representations in the 
defined decision stages is still lacking. In this paper a theoretical framework is developed to understand the impact of different types of 
messages on the decision making process. 

Our contribution is to give insight in how generic and specific product recommendations can be combined best to steer consumers’ 
mental representations of daily decisions and therefore to promote the product choices anticipated by the recommender. The first 
contribution of this paper is that we show that generic recommendations are more effective in activating benefits than specific multiple 
product recommendations. We give evidence why specific multiple product recommendations are not very effective in benefit 
activation. Recommendations are more effective in benefit activation when generating a goal-oriented mindset. Specific multiple 
product recommendations seem to bring people in a comparative mindset. The second contribution is that specific multiple product 
recommendations are more effective in activating choices, which are anticipated by the recommender, than generic recommendations. 
The third and main contribution of this paper is that it shows that a specific single product recommendation has best of both worlds; it is 
able to activate benefits-as well as a generic recommendation-and to translate these activated benefits into choice activation–as well as a 
multiple product recommendation. In the end we show that the above relationship between recommendation type and task performance 
is moderated by the focus of the respondent. For example, for respondents with a health focus, health benefit activation is attenuated for 
the reason that health benefits already are activated.

In five experiments under students in between-subject designs, we examined the impact of the different types of health recommendations 
on health benefit activation and healthy product choice.
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