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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers often resort to indirect experiences with products, 

such as reading product specifications, to make purchasing decisions. 
In particular, quantitative specifications such as megapixels for 
digital cameras, wattage ratings for stereos, cotton counts for sheets, 
calorie counts for cookies, and sun protection factors for sunscreens, 
among others, can provide useful information for potential buyers 
to predict their consumption experience with the products that they 
may purchase (Hsee, Yang, Gu, and Chen 2009). With respect to the 
effects of quantitative specifications on consumer behavior, recent 
research by Hsee et al. (2009) showed that even when consumers 
can assess the quality of a product through direct experience, their 
purchasing decisions are susceptible to the influence of superfluous 
quantitative specifications, even meaningless ones. 

In the current research, we extend the findings of Hsee et al. 
(2009) by identifying the conditions under which the effects of 
quantitative specifications on consumer choice would be strong or 
weak when direct experiences are either available or not available. 
We propose that the effects of specifications on choice are not 
constant under all circumstances; that is, under certain conditions, 
specifications fail to have a significant effect on choice, whereas 
under other circumstances, specifications may have a significant 
effect on choice. This proposition implies the moderating influence 
of the ambiguity of direct experience on the specification effects. 
It is doubtful that the observed specification effect in experiments 
by Hsee et al. (2009) would also be found when the direct product 
experience is unambiguous because prior research (e.g., Ha and 
Hoch 1989; Hoch and Ha 1986; Wooten and Reed 1998) has sug-
gested that other information about a product is of limited use to a 
consumer who has an unambiguous experience with that product. 
Hoch and Ha (1986, experiment 1) found that advertising did not 
affect evaluations for participants who had an unambiguous product 
experience following message exposure. Similarly, specifications 
may not influence consumers’ own evaluations of a product if they 
have an unambiguous experience with it. 

Study 1 examined whether the effects of quantitative 
specifications on consumer choice vary depending on the format 
of specifications when direct experiences are unavailable. The 
participants consisted of 200 students from a large university in 
a metropolitan area. In the absence of direct product experience, 
two factors--the specification format (total-dot specification vs. 
diagonal-dot specification) and the level of the ambiguity of 
direct product experience (unambiguous vs. ambiguous)--were 
manipulated between subjects, and they were randomly assigned to 
one of four cell conditions. The participants were asked to imagine 
that they were shopping for a TV and had narrowed their choice 
to two models (A and B). The participants could not directly view 
and experience the sharpness of the images from the TV screens. 
Instead, only the specification information (i.e., price and sharpness 
(resolution)) on the two TV models was offered to the participants. 
The participants were presented only with the specifications for 
image quality indexed by dot counting (total or diagonal) reflecting 
the high- or low-ambiguity of direct experience. Finally, based 
on the specification information alone, the participants under 
the high-ambiguity and low-ambiguity conditions were asked to 
choose between the two models with different levels of sharpness 
(resolution). The experimental results indicated that the format 
of specifications (i.e., total-dot specification vs. diagonal-dot 

specification) could influence choice outcomes, irrespective of the 
level of the ambiguity of direct experience.

Study 2 examined how the ambiguity of direct product experi-
ence moderates the effects of specifications on consumer choice 
when direct experiences are available. The participants consisted 
of 300 students from a large university in a metropolitan area. As 
in study 1, the participants were asked to imagine that they were 
shopping for a TV in the market and had narrowed their option to two 
models, A and B. In study 2, however, the participants could directly 
view and experience the sharpness of the images from the two TV 
models. That is, in the presence of direct product experience, two 
factors--the ambiguity of direct product experience (unambiguous 
vs. ambiguous) and the specification format (no specification/total-
dot specification/diagonal-dot specification)—were manipulated 
between subjects, and they were randomly assigned to one of six 
cell conditions. The image quality (sharpness) of each TV model 
was represented as photos of TV screens. We made certain adjust-
ments to make the differences in image quality relatively clear or 
ambiguous; that is, we made the image of Model A (vs. Model B) in 
the unambiguous condition look much better, whereas we made the 
image of Model A (vs. Model B) in the ambiguous condition look 
comparable. As in Hsee et al.’s (2009) study, sharpness was either 
unspecified or specified in terms of the total number of dots or in 
terms of the number of diagonal dots. Finally, the participants were 
asked to choose between Model A and Model B. The experimental 
results suggested that neither the availability of specifications nor 
the method by which specifications are presented affects consumer 
choice when direct experience is unambiguous (vs. ambiguous). 
That is, specification effects were found to be moderated by the 
ambiguity of one’s experience with a product.

Taken together, we extend the work of Hsee et al. (2009) by 
positing that the ambiguity of direct experience moderates the effects 
of specifications on choice when direct experiences are available. 
Furthermore, the results of our study with respect to the interaction 
between direct product experience and indirect experience (i.e., 
specifications) are consistent with those of previous studies (e.g., 
Ha and Hoch 1989; Hoch and Ha 1986; Wooten and Reed 1998), 
and the current study contributes to the literature by investigating 
how multiple factors interact to influence product preference and 
evaluations. From a managerial perspective, the present results 
imply that marketers can emphasize the difference between op-
tions by presenting the same underlying attribute information in 
a different specification format. In addition, when consumers can 
directly experience the consequences of using the products under 
consideration, marketers need to know how ambiguous the direct 
product experience is to better understand the effects of specifica-
tion on consumer choice. 
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