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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This paper introduces the hypothesis that making it harder for 

consumers to find out about a product can actually result in greater 
preference for it. The results of three experiments demonstrate this 
phenomenon and illuminate the mental mechanisms that underlie 
the ironic effect of product-specific search cost on consumer choice. 

In purchase decisions, search costs often vary across alterna-
tives even for a single consumer. For example, a consumer might 
be in a convenience store and observe that the store only carries 
a few brands of chips. The consumer might know that a grocery 
store nearby carries several additional brands. For this consumer, 
at this moment, the brands that are only available at the grocery 
store have a relatively higher search cost associated with them. The 
consumer would have to expend additional resources in order to 
acquire more information about these brands and to have an op-
portunity to purchase them. The question of how such differential 
search costs might influence consumer choice is the focus of the 
present research.

Economic theory suggests that the cost of search is a key 
determinant of the extent of consumer search activity such that 
one should stop searching when the expected marginal benefit no 
longer exceeds the marginal cost of search (Ratchford 1982; Roth-
schild 1974; Weitzman 1979). There is no economically rational 
reason for search costs to influence the decision making process 
once search is complete. This combined with the fact that adding a 
differentially higher search cost to an alternative will decrease the 
number of consumers who are exposed to that alternative, leads to 
the conclusion that a higher search cost can only reduce market share.

We propose that higher search costs can ironically increase 
market share because these costs do influence decision making after 
the search phase. Bastardi and Shafir demonstrated that a piece of 
information favoring an alternative became more influential once 
searched for (1998). Similarly, having incurred an additional cost 
to see and potentially purchase an alternative, a consumer might be 
more inclined to purchase that alternative. We propose two mecha-
nisms that jointly contribute to this effect: (1) the acquisition of 
information about a product for which search cost is comparatively 
high might increase a consumer’s commitment to that product in 
line with a sunk cost fallacy and (2) choices might be influenced 
by a self-perception process whereby consumers use their own 
search behavior, and in particular the effort they have expended to 
acquire information about a product of high search cost, as a basis 
for making inferences about their preference for that alternative. 

Search costs, once incurred become “sunk” or irretrievable 
and should therefore not affect choice. The final product choice 
should be based only on whatever information about the alternatives 
themselves is available to the consumer when making the choice. 
However, behavioral research has revealed a greater tendency to 
continue an endeavor once an investment in money, time, or effort 
has been made in connection with it, and this phenomenon has 
been termed the “sunk cost fallacy” (Arkes and Blumer 1985). We 
hypothesize that “sunk” search costs influence choices in the same 
way increasing a consumer’s tendency to choose options for which 
additional search costs have been incurred.

Self perception theory argues that an individual uses obser-
vations of her own behavior to make inferences about her own 

attitudes (Bem 1967, 1972). Therefore, consumers who observe 
themselves choosing to pay additional search costs to view an 
alternative might infer that they have a relative preference for the 
higher search cost alternative over the alternative that was available 
without additional cost.

To test these hypotheses we conducted three experiments. In 
each experiment participants saw one alternative (the Competitor), 
and had the option of incurring an additional search cost to see 
and potentially purchase a second alternative (the Target). Search 
cost was operationalized as distance (Experiment 1), keystrokes 
(Experiment 2) and money (Experiment 3). Experiments 1 and 3 
involved consequential choices while experiments 2 used hypotheti-
cal choices. Across all experiments the alternatives that served as 
the Target and the Competitor were counterbalanced.

Across all three experiments the Target alternative, which had a 
higher search cost, earned a significantly greater share of participant 
choices than the Competitor. Experiment 1 demonstrates the basic 
effect in a consequential choice for granola bars. Participants were 
initially presented with one flavor of granola bar. They could either 
take that bar or they could walk across the room to see a second 
flavor (the first flavor was also present across the room). Participants 
preferred the second flavor. Experiment 2 used an online shopping 
task involving six product categories. Participants were assigned 
to either an equal search cost or differential search cost condition. 
Participants in the differential search cost condition preferred the 
alternative with the higher search cost while no preference existed 
for the same alternatives when search costs were equal. Experi-
ment 3 involved consequential choices for gambles. This experi-
ment demonstrated that even when search cost was recoverable, 
participants preferred the alternative with the larger search cost. 
This result suggests that sunk costs are not sufficient to explain 
the effect and that self-perception also contributes.
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