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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumer inferences play an important role in marketing 

(see Kardes, Posavac, and Cronley 2004 for a review). For ex-
ample, consumers often use observable product attributes to judge 
unobservable ones, such as inferring product quality based on its 
price (e.g., Huber and McCann 1982), warranty period (Srivastava 
and Mitra 1998), or country of origin (Teas and Agarwal 2000). 
However, although research has shown that consumers may indeed 
often rely on observable attributes or the overall product evalua-
tion (e.g., Broniarczyk and Alba 1994) when evaluating products, 
we currently do not know if, or more specifically, under which 
conditions, consumer inferences of product quality are based on 
retailers’ assortment variety. This lack in the literature is even more 
surprising given that assortment variety differs greatly across stores.

Based on our proposition of the existence of a lay theory sug-
gesting that retailers with larger product assortment variety cannot 
know much about the quality of any one product and hence offer 
lower quality product selections overall, we identify a “jack-of-all-
trades-master-of-none” inference strategy as a tool employed by 
consumers when evaluating a product. That is, although normatively 
quality perception of a product should not differ according to the 
variety of other noncomparable products sold in the store, we 
propose that consumers are likely to rely on the degree of variety 
of a retailer’s assortment for quality inferences, which in turn will 
drive purchase likelihood. Furthermore, because we expect that the 
“jack-of-all-trades-master-of-none” inference requires cognitive 
resources, purchase likelihood and quality perceptions based on 
this lay theory should be limited to those consumers with available 
cognitive resources. 

To examine the proposed lay theory consumers have regarding 
the presence of noncomparable products, we investigated the effects 
of the size of the assortment of noncomparable products in the pur-
chase environment on consumers’ evaluations of a target product.  
For our first study, we told participants that they were shopping for 
a toothbrush that was found in an assortment with either three or 
twenty noncomparable products (such as household cleaners, food 
items, etc.).  Since we expect the proposed inference strategy to 
be employed only when consumers have the cognitive resources to 
do so, we also varied some participants’ cognitive resources with a 
cognitive load task.  After the presentation of the hypothetical shop-
ping scenario, we assessed participants’ likelihood of purchasing 
that product.  Our results support the hypotheses that consumers 
use a “jack-of-all-trades-master-of-none” inference strategy, and 
thus are more likely to purchase a product when it is found in a 
small (vs. large) assortment variety.  However, as hypothesized, 
this effect occurs only with participants who have the cognitive 
resources available.

We extend our findings with our second study, and also demon-
strate that use of the “jack-of-all-trades-master-of-none” inference 
is moderated by the level of comparability of other products in the 
assortment.  More specifically, participants were told that they were 
shopping for a notebook that was found in an assortment of either 
three or twenty comparable or noncomparable products.  Similar to 
study 1, we also varied participants’ cognitive resources.  Consistent 
with our hypothesis, we found that the extent of comparability of 
the other products in the assortment moderated consumers’ use of 
the “jack-of-all-trades-master-of-none” inference.  

In our third study, we sought to find process evidence for our 
proposed inference strategy, and to demonstrate that differences in 

quality perceptions drive the effect of assortment variety on pur-
chase likelihood.  We told participants that they were shopping for 
a digital camera that was found in an assortment variety of either 
three or twenty noncomparable products.  In addition to purchase 
intentions, we also examined participants’ quality perceptions of 
the digital camera.  Analyses show that quality perceptions drive 
the effect of assortment variety on purchase intentions. In particular, 
participants were more likely to purchase the digital camera and 
had higher quality perceptions of the digital camera that was part 
of a small (vs. large) assortment variety. Quality perceptions fully 
mediated the effect of assortment variety on purchase likelihood.  

In sum, we were able to provide evidence for a “jack-of-all-
trades-master-of-none” inference strategy that consumers use.  We 
found that consumers use this inference when evaluating products 
that are found in assortments of noncomparable products, suggesting 
that is it variety, and not size, of the assortment that drives this lay 
theory.  We showed that consumers were more likely to purchase 
an item when it was found in a small (vs. large) assortment variety.  
Since we argued that use of this inference would require cognitive 
resources, we did not expect to find this inference to be utilized 
when consumers were under cognitive restraint.  Furthermore, we 
provide evidence that it is the level of comparability of the other 
items in the assortment, and not merely the size of the assortment 
variety itself that drives consumers to use the “jack-of-all-trades-
master-of-none” inference.  Lastly, we provide support that shows 
how the relationship between assortment variety and purchase intent 
is mediated by consumers’ quality perceptions.
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