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This research demonstrates how self-construal determines the way people react to different types of norm-based recommendations.

We found that inter-(vs. intra-)personal norm-based recommendations such as Best-Seller (vs. Your-Style) signs have a stronger effect

on recommendation evaluation, choice of the recommended product, and post-choice evaluation among interdependent (vs.

independent) participants.
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of hedonic and utilitarian consumption (Adaval, 2001; Batra & Ahtola, 1991). Because utility maximization is considered to be more 
tangible and objective, consumers should be just as willing to rely on other consumers’ evaluations whether that consumer is similar 
to them or not. In contrast, the evaluation of hedonic products is linked to expectations which could be subject to individual lifestyle. 
Therefore, we hypothesize that higher (vs. lower) homophily influences the effect of negative product reviews on product evaluation for 
hedonic products, but not for utilitarian ones.

The hotel industry was chosen as the context of the study. One hundred and eleven bachelor students participated in a 2 (Hedonic 
vs. Utilitarian) X 2 (Homophilous vs. Non-homophilous) between-subjects experiment in class. The dependent variable was participants’ 
evaluation of the hotel.

After an introductory first page, participants read a scenario which was designed to manipulate the hedonic or utilitarian consumption 
situations. In the utilitarian case, participants were asked to imagine themselves trying to book a hotel for a stay in Frankfurt with a 
colleague. In the hedonic scenario, they were asked to imagine themselves going to Paris with their partner and choosing a hotel which 
would ensure their enjoyment. Participants were then presented with two online reviews about the hotel. Each review included a profile, 
a comment (one-two lines explaining how the reviewer saw the hotel), and a rating (a star ranking of the hotel given by the reviewer 
on a seven star system). The first review and its corresponding profile were kept constant for all the groups and was a neutral review 
(rating of 5 out of 7) coming from a journalist. Negative word of mouth and homophily were manipulated through the second review 
and its corresponding profile. The negative comment (rating of 2 out of 7) was kept constant for all the groups. For the homophilous 
group, the reviewer was a business student and in the non-homophilous group the reviewer was a researcher for “a major chemical 
company”. Next, eleven items measured the product evaluation, manipulation checks and two covariates. Two questions were asked to 
measure the participants’ product evaluation (good choice; favorable attitude). Homophily manipulations were checked using a three 
item scale. Two items measured the extent to which participants perceived the hotel to be hedonic (fun; enjoyable and exciting) and 
two items the extent to which they perceived it to be functional (cover functional needs; practical considerations). The two covariates 
were the perceived degree of expertise of the reviewer and importance of the decision of choosing the hotel. Manipulation checks and 
covariate question were presented last in order.

An analysis of the data revealed that the manipulations worked as intended. For testing the hypothesis we first ran an ANOVA test 
with hotel evaluation as a dependent variable and “homophily” and “product type” as independent factors, and using the two covariates 
mentioned earlier. The expertise covariate had a significant effect on the dependent variable (F(1,105)=3.93), p=.05), whereas the choice 
importance did not (p>.7).The ANCOVA model suggested that the main effect of “homophily” failed to reach significance (3.86 vs. 4.19, 
F(1,105)=2.74, p>.1). Meanwhile, the main effect of “product type” was significant, with the evaluation of the hedonic product being 
significantly lower than the one for of utilitarian one (3.81 vs. 4.23, F(1,105)=4.26, p<.05). Supporting the hypothesis, the interaction 
was significant (F(1,105)=4.49, p<.04). Planned contrasts analyses revealed that the effect of “homophily” was not significant when 
the hotel was perceived to be utilitarian (4.28 vs. 4.19, F(1,105)=.13, p>.7). However, when the hotel was perceived to be hedonic, the 
hotel evaluation was significantly lower when the reviewer was “homophilous” rather than not (3.44 vs. 4.19, F(1,105)=7.26, p<.01). 
Also, a similar analysis revealed the same results, not including the covariates.

Therefore, consistent with the hypothesis, homophily increases the influence of negative product reviews only in case of hedonic 
products. 

From a theoretical perspective, this study sheds light on how the cues consumers use in the face-to-face environments map into online 
environments. To our knowledge, this is also the first research that qualifies the influence of homophily in the word of mouth literature. 

From a managerial perspective, the study provides insights into how reviews on websites can influence consumers’ product 
evaluations. It shows that negative word of mouth is riskier for experiential (hedonic) products and that this risk is higher when it comes 
from similar consumers providing reviews. In terms of segmentation, mangers should be encouraged to pay more attention to consumer 
complaints about experiential products, especially when they are coming from company’s target or core customers. Such customers 
are more likely to form a unitary and similar group. This will prevent target customers from engaging in word of mouth that is most 
harmful for the company. 
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Extended Abstract
Modern consumers are often loaded with options. Despite the initial pleasure one might feel when provided with many goods to 

choose from, it is very likely that s/he will feel frustrated by how difficult a choice is to make (Iyengar & Lepper, 2000; Schwartz, 2005). 
Product recommendations are intended to aid consumers with their decision making process and to promote sales by highlighting a 
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particular product. The present research focuses on two broad types of norm-based product recommendations and demonstrates how 
the level of self-construal determines the way consumers react to these recommendations.

Recommendations can be based on intrapersonal norm or interpersonal norm. An intrapersonal norm is realized through a repeated 
behavioral pattern within a single individual (Kahneman & Miller, 1986). People have the need to act in a coherent manner (Swann 
Jr, 1983), and technology has allowed retailers to generate recommendations designating a product alternative as “Your-Style” based 
on consumers’ purchase histories, browsing patterns, and preferences. On the other hand, an interpersonal norm is formed through 
observing other people’s behavior. Simply observing what other people are doing could influence one’s own decision, even when there 
is no apparent pressure (Aarts, Gollwitzer, & Hassin, 2004). The most common example of an interpersonal norm in a consumption 
setting would be the indication of “Best-Seller” that captures consensus between individuals.

 Which norm-based recommendation is more effective, however, will depend on one’s level of self-construal. An independent construal 
of the self “requires construing oneself as an individual whose behavior is organized and made meaningful by reference to one’s own 
internal repertoire of thoughts, feelings, and actions,” whereas the interdependent self-construal entails understanding oneself “as part of 
an encompassing social relationship and recognizing that one’s behavior is determined, contingent on, and, to a large extent organized by 
what the actor perceives to be the thoughts, feelings, and actions of others in the relationship” (Markus & Kitayama, 1991, pp. 226–227). 
Because of the differential sensitivity towards internal vs. external repertoires among independent vs. interdependent individuals, we 
predict that interpersonal (vs. intrapersonal) norm-based recommendations have a stronger effect on recommendation evaluation, choice 
of the recommendation, and post-choice evaluation among highly interdependent (vs. low interdependent or independent) people. 
Specifically, we compare inter- and intrapersonal norm recommendations operationalized as Best-Seller and Your-Style recommendation 
signs, respectively. Three studies examine the moderating effect of self construal via priming (pilot study), measured as a chronic trait 
(study 1), or operationalized by culture (study 2).

A pilot study confirms that evaluation of the two norm-based recommendations differed as a function of self-construal. Participants 
read a scenario describing either a Best Seller or Your Style recommendation. Self construal was primed using the established scenario 
of Trafimow, Triandis, and Goto (1991). Supporting our prediction, a Norm Recommendation Type x Self-Construal interaction showed 
that interdependence-primed (vs. independence-primed) participants reported the Best-Seller (vs. Your-Style) recommendation as more 
attractive (F(1,90)=3.569, p=.062) and had stronger intentions to follow (F(1,90)=3.698, p=.058).

Study 1 examines how the presence of either a Best-Seller or a Your-Style sign affects participants’ choice of office chairs as a function 
of self-construal. Although the product recommendations were in fact placed on the same product across all conditions, participants 
were lead to believe that the Best-Seller sign was generated based on the retailer’s customer database and the Your-Style sign based on 
their own previously revealed preferences. In order to make it a strong test, the recommendation was always placed on the second most 
attractive product. Self construal was measured using the classic self-construal scale of Singelis (1994). Consistent with our prediction, 
the Norm Recommendation Type x Self Construal interaction revealed the likelihood of participants choosing a recommended product 
over the most attractive product was higher when the product recommendation was based on a norm that was highly relevant to their 
given self-construal (b=1.432, t=1.737, p=.082). Specifically, highly interdependent (vs. independent) participants were more likely to 
choose the recommended product when presented with a Best-Seller (vs. Your-Style) sign recommendation.

Study 2 then explores whether the interaction between norm recommendation type and self-construal extends to post-choice 
satisfaction. Moreover, instead of examining compliance behavior, study 2 looks at the effect of deviating from recommendations. Norm 
based recommendation was manipulated similar to Study 1 and self construal was operationalized as individualistic vs. collectivist cultures 
(Markus & Kitayama, 1991). The product stimuli was sofa chairs. In all conditions, the recommendation was placed on an objectively 
unattractive option so subjects would choose a non-recommended option (93%). This allowed us to gauge the effect of deviating from 
a recommendation on participants’ choice satisfaction after choosing a non-recommended option. Supporting our conceptualization 
that the presence of a self-relevant recommendation would impact people’s post-choice evaluations, there was a significant Norm 
Recommendation Type x Self Construal interaction on post-choice satisfaction (F(1,90)=5.425, p=.022). Specifically, when participants 
from a highly interdependent (vs. independent) cultural background were presented with a Best-Seller (vs. Your-Style) recommendation 
and rejected it, they felt lower choice satisfaction. This result suggests that even when a person strongly disagrees with a recommendation 
and decides not to follow it, the fact that s/he has been presented with and had to forgo a self-relevant recommendation can undermine 
his consumption experience.

The present research introduces self-construal as a meaningful predictor in determining which type of norm-based recommendation 
has a more powerful influence on people’s evaluation of the recommendation, compliance to recommendation, and post-choice satisfaction 
after deviating from recommendation. Presenting consumers with a self-relevant norm could be an efficient way to aid consumers’ 
decision as it increases the appeal of the recommendation and the probability of choosing the recommended item. However, when a 
relevant norm is misplaced it could also be a source of consumer dissatisfaction and regret. Practical implications and future research 
extensions are discussed.
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Extended Abstract
The present research also falls under the large umbrella of motivated or biased reasoning (Bem 1972, Greenwald & Ronis 1978, 

Wicklund & Brehm 1976). It is similar to previous work showing that people alter their attitude to reduce the gap between what they 
believe and how they have behaved, in order to restore a favorable self-view. However, our design differs from previous research in 
two ways. First, our research looks at people’s tendency to make sense of their prospective (rather than retrospective) behavior, and 
second, our findings do not depend on the respondents actually behaving in the way they fear they might behave. While a decision has 
not yet been made, people may reason in a forward looking manner, preparing a basis or a safety net for their potentially undesirable 
future behavior. We look into this effect of prospective biased reasoning in the context of donation or charitable giving. Even without 
the conventional form of “products” involved, the topic of altruistic consumer behavior is highly relevant to marketing because the 
structure or relationship between providers and suppliers remains largely similar. Moreover, understanding people’s altruistic behavior 
gives insight into the consumption of ethically enhanced products.

Acting against one’s own self-interest to satisfy a moral imperative (such as helping others) is likely to involve struggle or conflict 
between one’s actual and ideal self. The present research examines how this struggle or conflict plays a role in people’s prospective 
reasoning–specifically, how people prepare a safe pathway to escape from the perceived obligation to help others, without hurting their 
positive and moral self-view.

In our experiment, participants were told that the study was a collaborative project with a non-profit organization. Before starting, 
they were given information about this organization to read and learn about its identity, goal, and activity. One group of participants 
were informed at the beginning of the survey that they will be asked to donate a part of their compensation to the organization at the 
end of the experiment, while the other group was not told that they would be asked to make donations to this organization. Whether the 
donation was made by real or hypothetical money was also manipulated as a proxy for motivational strength to talk oneself out of making 
a donation. Thus, there was a 2 (donation request revealed at beginning vs. not revealed) X 2 (real vs. hypothetical donation) design. 
We were particularly interested in the change in participants’ beliefs regarding the seriousness of the social issues being addressed by 
the organization (AIDS and poverty). We found a number of two-way interactions, including for rated seriousness of the AIDS problem 
(b=.199, t=.230, p=.022) and rated seriousness of poverty (b=.146, t=1.772, p=.078). Participants in the real money condition who were 
informed (vs. not informed) about the donation opportunity prior to the evaluation of social issues were more likely to believe that the 
social issues were less serious. (b=-.437, t=-3.005, p=.003 for AIDS and b=-.281, t=-2.039, p=.043 for poverty).

We were also interested in the effect on behavior. Those who saw (vs. did not see) the donation information prior to the evaluation 
questions donated significantly less hypothetical money (b=-.411, t=-2.744, p=.007). However, this behavioral effect was non-significant 
in the real money condition, probably because most people in this condition did not donate (i.e., a floor effect). Interestingly, however, 
when participants were asked to donate their real money, those who were informed about the donation opportunity ahead of time perceived 
higher level of financial constraint, compared to those who were informed about the donation opportunity later (b=.477, t=1.805, p=.076). 
We also found a mediating pattern where a set of negative moods (e.g. afraid, scared, and hostile) explained why knowing ahead about 
the donation opportunity led to lowered perception of issue seriousness (z=-1.69, p=.08).

Overall, our findings suggest that informing people that they may be asked to donate in the future causes a particular type of 
“potential dissonance” reduction process in a prospective direction, even when respondents do not donate anyway. That is, knowing 
about a donation opportunity earlier makes people feel uncomfortable because there is a potential threat on one’s positive self-view in 
case one decides not behave in an altruistic manner in the future. While people have not yet made any decision, they may still prepare 
for this potential threat by creating a safety pathway to escape if necessary, while keeping their positive self-view intact. Consequent 
(proposed) studies aim to discover whether people have already made their decision to donate at an implicit (or may even at an explicit) 
level once they are informed about the donation opportunity. This will clarify the question about how similar or different the effect is 
from classic dissonance theories. Another research direction is to examine whether one’s level of self-esteem serves as a moderator, as 
the motivation seems to come from the restoration or defense of positive self-view. In addition, whether or not the changes in attitudes 
persist after the experiment also a matter of interest; it would be good to know whether the denigration of the issue and the organization 
persists after the threat is gone. 
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