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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
While the demand for multifunctional products (e.g., smart 

phones) soars, most consumers do not use the additional features that 
come with such products (Techview 2009). This conflict between 
purchase and usage behavior is explained by the complexity of 
product features. Consumers underestimate learning costs at the 
time of purchase (Meyer, Zhao, and Han 2008) and fail to take the 
usability factors into account (Thompson, Hamilton, and Rust 2005) 
when they purchase multifunctional products. 

Consumer research on multifunctional products thus far has 
focused on consumer reactions to products with novel and complex 
features (Mukherjee and Hoyer 2001; Thompson et al. 2005). 
However, in many product markets (e.g., mobile phones, vacation 
resorts) consumers shop for products with multiple, yet simple, 
features. When consumers are familiar with a product and its features, 
they are less likely to underestimate learning costs and usability is 
unlikely to be a factor in product choice (Kahn and Meyer 1991). 
Still, even for simple product purchases, for instance, when choosing 
between pay-per-use and a flat fee for using a swimming pool, 
consumers often overestimate higher-than-average usage incidents, 
leading them to overpay for such products (Nunes 2000). Thus, 
research suggests that consumers are generally poor in accurately 
predicting their usage rate of products and product features before 
purchase.

We build on this body of research by testing whether consumers 
fail to estimate (rather than underestimate) their usage rate of product 
features. To do so, we let consumers estimate their usage frequency 
of each feature before choice to determine whether estimation alters 
their preferences. If consumers fail to estimate usage before choice, 
usage estimation may lead to a preference reversal, whereby a few-
feature product is more likely to be preferred over a product with a 
greater number of features. 

Further, we argue that since usage rate estimation is not 
likely to fit the mental representation of the product at the time 
of purchase (Thompson et al. 2005; Trope and Liberman 2010), 
consumers may need to exert the extra cognitive effort required for 
estimating usage rate of features before purchase. Consumers with 
high need for cognition (NFC; Cacioppo, Petty, and Kao 1984) are 
more likely to think about usage rate of features and try to assess 
the value of each option when evaluating alternatives in the decision 
making process as they generally put greater effort to make more 
accurate decision (Levin, Huneke and Jasper 2000). Accordingly, 
we predict that when consumers estimate their usage rate of product 
features before choice they will be more likely to prefer the few-
feature product compared to the many-feature product, and this 
effect of usage estimation on preferences will be stronger (weaker) 
for those who are low (high) in need for cognition.

In study 1, we demonstrate that consumers prefer a cell phone 
with a lower (vs. higher) number of functions when they estimate 
their usage rate of functions before choice compared to control. 
Further, we show that the effect of usage estimation is moderated by 
participants’ level of NFC such that the effect is stronger for those 
who are low (high) in need for cognition.

In study 2, we extend the effect to another, low-complexity 
product domain (i.e., vacation resorts) and show that (1) consumers 
assess whether a feature is desirable, but do not consider usage 

frequency, ruling out a heuristic-based explanation of the effect (i.e., 
“more functions is better), (2) the effect is independent of learning 
cost, (3) usage estimation reduces the importance of the additional 
features on the many-feature product and, as a result, makes 
consumers more likely to prefer the few-feature product.  

Finally, in study 3, we provide further evidence for the 
underlying mechanism of why consumers fail to estimate their usage 
frequency of feature before choice. We demonstrate that the level 
of materialistic values (Richins 2004) moderates the effect such 
that usage rate estimation shifts preferences toward the low-feature 
product only for those consumers who are low in materialistic values. 

Findings from this research have several important 
contributions. First, in contrast to research showing overestimation 
of usage as a reason for consumers purchasing multifunctional 
products (e.g., Meyer et al. 2008), our research demonstrates that 
the failure to estimate usage rate is an important factor in such 
consumer decisions. Second, our findings suggest that consumers 
approach multifunctional product purchase occasions with a mindset 
of acquiring and spending (cf. Rassuli and Hollander 1986), rather 
than considering the utilitarian aspects of such products (e.g., how 
often they are going to use the product features). In line with this 
contention, we observe the effect only for consumers who are low 
in NFC (Cacioppo et al. 1984) or low in materialism (Richins 2004). 
Third, we show that estimation of feature usage rate before choice 
reduces the importance of features and leads to preference reversals 
similar to those demonstrated in research on trivial attributes (Brown 
and Carpenter 2000; Simonson, Carmon, and O’Curry 1994). 
Finally, in today’s economy these findings are especially important 
as they prescribe to consumers a tool to help avoid overspending and 
save money.
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