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While fans of a product are generally considered to be beneficial from a managerial perspective, in some instances their enthusiasm

for the product can negatively impact the product’s adoption. In four studies, I find that “product enthusiasts” can lower other

consumers’ interests in a focal product and likelihood of adopting it (Studies 1 and 2). Furthermore, this negative effect occurs due to

the dissociative nature of product enthusiasts (Study 3), and can be attenuated in situations where the producing brand is more

established or well-known (Study 4). These results suggest that practitioners need to be careful in managing the exposure of product

enthusiasts to non-enthusiasts, to prevent the ironic effect of having negative reactance to a product’s (overly) positive fans.
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STUDY 1
In Study 1 we manipulated the presence or absence of a service failure (by varying the speed of service at a restaurant), as well as the 

presence or absence of social comparison information, leading to a 2 (Social Comparison Information: Yes, No) x 2 (Service Speed: Normal, 
Slow) between-subjects experiment.  Before responding to any measures, we asked participants to list all relevant thoughts, which we coded 
for fairness concerns. Participants were also directly asked whether they naturally thought about fairness when reading the scenario. Finally, 
we asked participants to rate the extent to which the situation was unfair using standard measures. 

An ANOVA showed that, when explicitly asked about fairness, participants’ fairness judgments reflected both service failure and social 
comparison information. Specifically, social comparisons and service failures independently exacerbated perceived unfairness (Ms=3.76 vs. 
5.59 and Ms=3.98 vs. 5.37, Fs(1,153)= 77.66 and 45.05, ps <.001). However, the thought listings indicated that participants were likely to 
spontaneously think about unfairness only when social comparison information was present (χ²(1)=13.30 p <.001). While the presence or ab-
sence of service failure had no effect (χ²(1)=2.17 p > .1). Measures of whether fairness was a spontaneous reaction to the scenario supported 
these results. Consumers reported being more likely to think about unfairness when social comparison information was provided (Ms=5.12 
vs. 4.04, F (1,153)=23.0, p <.001). There was no significant difference across presence or absence of service failure (F < 1). 

This study identifies a situation where reported fairness measures diverge from when consumers are likely to naturally think about un-
fairness. Specifically, consumers deemed service failures unfair when explicitly asked but did not naturally frame these situations in terms 
of fairness unless social comparison information was present. There are, however, situations where we would expect alignment between 
reported fairness and spontaneous thoughts. Specifically, when upward social comparison information is available, we expect elements of the 
exchange that exacerbate perceived unfairness to make consumers both more likely to spontaneously think about unfairness and to report the 
situation as more unfair when asked. We argue that attributions of seller responsibility for the service failure is one such element. We predict 
that the more consumers hold the seller responsible for the service failure, the more likely they are to naturally frame the situation as unfair 
and, when asked, to report the situation as more unfair. We explore these ideas in Study 2.

STUDY 2
In Study 2 we manipulated whether the seller was responsible for the service failure Information about another consumers’ superior 

outcome (faster service) was always present. We measured fairness in same ways as in Study 1. An ANOVA indicated that, when explicitly 
asked about fairness, participants reported that they perceived the situation as more unfair when they attributed responsibility to the seller 
(Ms=3.44 vs. 4.64, F(1,54)= 7.64  p <.01). As expected, our analysis of the thought listings revealed that participants were also more likely 
to naturally think about unfairness in this situation (χ²(1)=5.35 p <.05). Finally, when directly asked, participants reported being more likely 
to frame this situation in terms of fairness (Ms=3.60 vs. 4.55, F (1,53)=5.05 and p <.05).

DISCUSSION
This research takes initial steps to identify certain conditions under which consumers are likely to naturally think about fairness viola-

tions (e.g., presence of social comparison information) and how these relate to reported fairness perceptions.  This research suggests that 
while fair can be applied to a wide range of situations, doing so may entail thinking about the situation differently than how consumers natu-
rally do.  Finally, although previous research suggests that service failures such as inattentive service are by definition unfair, our research 
shows that, depending on the situation, consumers may not consider fairness a relevant construct. 
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The Dissociative Nature of Product Enthusiasts
Jeffrey Lee, Harvard Business School, USA

Decades of consumer research have led to the conclusion that fans are an integral part of a product’s success.  Fans can make up a 
substantial proportion of a product customer base, and serve as a reliable source of revenue in both good times and bad.  Acknowledging 
the importance of strong consumer supporters, a significant body of literature in branding research has focused on brand loyalty and how to 
increase it (Jacoby and Chestnut, 1978; Dick and Basu, 1994).  Aside from providing a steady stream of consumers, efforts to promote con-
sumer loyalists can also lead to the development of “brand ambassadors” and increased positive word-of-mouth (Godes, 2004) for the given 
product or brand (Godes, 2004).  Furthermore, the development of brand communities (Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001) can result in a network 
of supporters who reinforce each others’ positive opinions of the brand, which can further strengthen brand loyalty among these consumers.  

Given that extant literature on the many positive effects of consumer loyalists, it seems that marketing practitioners should always gen-
erate as much enthusiasm for their products and brands as possible.  Yet some recent research suggests that fans of a product can ironically 
have a negative impact on other consumers in terms of their likelihood of purchase (Naylor et al., 2011).  Specifically, this research suggests 
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that when non-fans are perceived to be dissimilar, consumers are less likely to purchase items from a brand relative to when fans are similar, 
heterogeneous or ambiguous.  In a similar vein, my project also explores how fans can affect non-fans.  I focus on heterogeneity among fans, 
in terms of their interest level towards a given product.  As opposed to a “fan” of a product, I define consumers as “product enthusiasts” when 
they exhibit a relatively high level of interest in a product.  

Intuitively, one might expect the high-levels of interest from product enthusiasts to positively influence other consumers’ adoption of 
a product.  Yet if the enthusiasm of product enthusiasts is perceived to be extreme, it is possible that their highly-positive opinions could be 
discounted, or even worse, result in reactance such that the product’s diffusion is negatively impacted.  Some behavioral decision research 
suggests that the extreme opinions of others are merely ignored in final decision-making (Harries et al., 2004).  However, because products 
can be signals of identity tied to associative and dissociative groups (Dahl and White, 2007), strong opinions by product enthusiasts can result 
in dissociative inferences about the fans of the product.  In this case, these extremely positive opinions would not be ignored; rather, product 
enthusiasts could ironically cause reactance against the product from non-fans.  

I conducted four studies to test the effects of product enthusiasts on other consumers’ purchase considerations.  In Study 1, I recruited 
90 subjects to complete a survey on a hypothetical new cell-phone.  I provided subjects with a distribution of the interest levels of ten of 
their friends and acquaintances towards this new cell-phone.  In one of the three conditions, subjects were told that all ten network ties were 
“slightly interested” in the cell-phone, whereas in the other two conditions, subjects were told that one of the ties was either “moderately 
interested” (the fan condition) or “extremely interested” (the product-enthusiast condition).  Participant ratings of their own interest in the 
new cell-phone varied marginally across conditions, F(2, 86) = 2.810, p < .066.  However, subsequent planned comparisons indicated that 
participants’ interest-level ratings in the product-enthusiast condition (M = 2.00, SD = 0.617) were significantly lower than the other two 
conditions, t(86) = 2.356, p < 0.021.  

Study 2 extends the results of Study 1 by providing subjects with real-world information about a television show.  In one condition, 
subjects are merely provided with a description of the show (control condition), whereas in the second condition, subjects are presented with 
information about product enthusiasts of the show.  Subjects were significantly less likely to watch the television show (t(45) = 3.448, p < 
0.00), the pilot episode, (t(45) = 3.220, p < 0.00), and the first season (t(45) = 3.156, p < 0.00) in the product-enthusiast condition relative to 
the control condition.  

Study 3 replicates Study 2, except that subjects are provided with information about a hypothetical television show, and a comparison is 
made between fans and product enthusiasts to test for potential mediators of the latter group’s negative influence.  Subjects were significantly 
less likely to become eventual fans of the television show (t(84) = 2.782, p < 0.007) in the product enthusiast condition relative to the fan con-
dition.  A mediation analysis indicated that the negative impact of the product-enthusiast is mediated by the dissociative nature of the product 
enthusiast (Sobel z = -2.5117, p < .012).  This supports the account that product-enthusiasts are dissociative, and that their positive opinions 
of the product are not merely ignored, but factored negatively into other consumers’ judgments of the focal product.

In Study 4, I tested the possibility that the dissociative perception of product-enthusiasts is moderated by the life-cycle of the producing 
brand.  Specifically, brands that are more established may be more successful in accommodating product-enthusiasts, because they provide le-
gitimacy for the product in ways that new brands cannot.  Study 4 replicates the design of Study 2 in new water bottles, and varies whether the 
brand is positioned under an established brand or not.  A 2 (control versus product-enthusiast) X 2 (established versus un-established brand) 
between-subjects ANOVA revealed that product-enthusiasts lowered subjects’ likelihood of purchasing the water bottle in the un-established 
brand condition, but not the established brand condition.  The predicted interaction between product enthusiasm and established branding was 
marginally significant, F(1, 114) = 3.244, p < 0.07.  

Collectively, these findings suggest that product-enthusiasts can negatively impact a product’s adoption (Studies 1 and 2), that this ef-
fect is explained by the dissociative element of these enthusiasts (Study 3).  Furthermore, this effect is most pronounced when the producing 
brand is less established (Study 4).  This implication of these results is that practitioners need to be careful in managing product enthusiasts 
to maintain their ability to attract potential new consumers.  

Physical States Effects on Judgment
Consumers are often affected by a variety of physical states (Mobini et al. 1997, Loewenstein 1996). Being hungry or tired may affect 

the way consumers judge and choose among products (Read and Leuuwen 1998). The way a product would be experienced varies according 
to consumers’ physical states. For instance, if you’re hungry, food may appear tastier. In other words, the experience of consuming a product 
is imagined as it would be given the consumer’s current state (Gilbert et al. 2002). 

These judgmental biases are typically regarded as being errors. However, they may in fact be adaptive by helping immediate action cali-
bration. By considering how current physical states would affect consumption experiences, consumers can make choices that are appropriate 
to their current state. It is when stretching current experiences inappropriately to future states, and planning in a way that neglects temporal 
differences between the current time and the future time, that consumers may commit errors, and potentially make suboptimal choices (Gil-
bert et al. 2000, 2002). 

Functional Judgment: Needing More Means Seeing Less
The reasons and mechanisms leading consumers to make biased judgments and choices of products when in particular physical states are 

not fully understood at this time. One potential hypothesis concerns the functional view of perception and judgment, whereby judgments are 
not meant to be objective, but rather to direct people towards action. Objects are not seen as they are, but in terms of the actions they afford 
and the goals and functions they might fulfill (Gibson 1979). 

One domain in which the functional view has become increasingly accepted in the past two decades concerns pleasure and pain. Pleasure 
and pain are assumed to be targeted towards guiding people’s actions (e.g., Carver 2001, Morris 1999). Pain alerts the person that something 
is wrong, and motivates avoidance or actions meant to eliminate the source of pain, whereas pleasure signifies beneficial stimuli, and is sup-
posed to motivate approach behavior.
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Pleasure and pain are at root subjective experiences. However, functional experiences may generalize to supposedly objective domains, 
potentially biasing judgment of such dimensions as product size or the energy provided by food. If you are tired, inclines may seem steeper 
and distances longer (Proffitt 2006). Similarly, other dimensions of the environment or particular stimuli in it may be distorted to reflect the 
manner in which they would be experienced by the consumer in their current state. 

In the case of hunger, the energy food provides may be judged not objectively but rather in terms of the person’s subjective energy needs. 
Hungry people require more energy, such that in relative terms any particular food provides less energy. Note that such a prediction would not 
be derived without the functional view of the biasing effects of physical state on perception and judgment. This may be reflected in consum-
ers’ evaluations of the energy provided by foods, and potentially alter consumer choices accordingly (e.g., eat more, buy more food). The 
studies shown here are meant to provide an initial demonstration of such biasing effects of hunger on energy estimation. 

Study 1: If you haven’t had breakfast, it’s all diet food
Methods. Participants in this study (N=70) were students who reported normally having breakfast and lunch. They were instructed to fast 

for 18 hours. For analyses, we split participants to two groups according to compliance – whether or not they skipped breakfast. 
Each participant rated seven different food items (which served as repeated measures). Participants rated how caloric they thought items 

were on a 9-point scale (from not at all caloric to very caloric). 
Results. Participants who skipped breakfast (47.15) evaluated foods as more caloric (lsmean=5.66) than did participants who had eaten 

breakfast (lsmeans=6.01), F(1,64)=3.89,  p=.05. The result supports the notion that hungry people evaluate food as being less caloric. 

 Study 2: Being hungry means never having to say it’s fattening
The next study aimed to replicate the first study’s results using a different dependent measure and measured hunger. Obtaining an ef-

fect of hunger on calorie estimation would be a stronger demonstration of the effect given the noisiness of calorie estimates. Further, hunger 
measures are in a way cleaner measures of people’s needs or motivations than not eating, since people may be differentially hungry following 
a period of “fasting”. 

Methods.  Participants in this study (N=52) were asked to estimate the number of calories in eight grocery food items.  Hunger levels 
were measured on a 9-point scale (from not at all hungry to very hungry). Participants were split to a low and high hunger group via median 
split. 

Results.  High-hunger participants evaluated food items as containing, on average, fewer calories (596.54) than did low-hunger partici-
pants (988.62): F(1, 50)=4.21, p<.05. 

GENERAL DISCUSSION
The current studies demonstrated that calorie estimates are systematically altered by people’s hunger state. This prediction derived from 

a functional view of judgment, which maintains that people see products subjectively, in terms of the manner in which they serve current 
needs.

Notably, the findings contrast what would be predicted from views of motivated reasoning, according to which people see what they 
want to see (e.g, Balcetis and Dunning 2006). In a classic though much-disputed study in social psychology, for example, poorer kids saw 
coins as being larger (Bruner and Goodman 1947). 

In our current view, though, people see what they need to see, that is, how objects supply their current needs, in subjective terms. Need-
ing more means an object is less, not more, in subjective terms. Indeed, initial findings from research-in-progress by the authors shows that 
enhanced needs make needed objects appear smaller, not bigger.

Further studies will attempt to explain the mechanism behind such incorporation of subjective experiences into the manner in which par-
ticipants see products. Specifically, the studies would test the role of simulations of upcoming experiences as the means by which a person’s 
subjective experience of a product given current physical state is incorporated in judgment (Tal and Wansink 2011).
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Single-Brand Experience vs  Multiple-Brand Experience: 
Another perspective on consumer preference formation

Mitchell Hamilton, Syracuse University, USA
Omar Woodham, North Carolina State A&T, USA

For decades, the consumer preference formation process has fascinated marketing researchers.  Though versatile in nature, consumer 
preference literature typically encompasses the following buyer learning constructs: prior knowledge and order-of-entry (Robinson & Fornell 
1985; Carpenter & Nakamoto 1989; Kardes & Kalyanaram 1992; Kerin et al. 1992).  While the marketing and psychology fields have merged 
together to offer a wealth of knowledge dedicated to the consumer preference formation process (Carpenter & Nakamoto 1989; Arnould 1989; 
Mantel & Kardes 1999), a majority of these studies assume that a consumer forms her/his preferences in the following sequence: (1st) Prior 
to experiencing a product, a consumer’s preferences are weakly formed due to the lack of product category knowledge and the ambiguity of 
the ideal attribute combination; (2nd) the consumer’s initial experience with the new product category typically involves the pioneering brand; 
and (3rd) after the initial product trial, the consumer experiences some of the competing brands while constantly updating her/his preferences.  

Absent from the consumer preference formation literature is the consideration of a consumer that has only experienced a single brand, 
even though other competing brands exist.  Occasionally, consumption habits are passed down through familial generations, whether inten-
tionally or unintentionally.  For example, a young college student that is away from home may be undeterred from her/his rigid routine of 
using Tide when doing laundry because “that’s the brand my mother always used”.  Also, consider a consumer that is completely satisfied 
after her/his initial product trial experience and has always been a firm believer in the “if it’s not broke, then don’t fix it” school of thought.  
These types of consumers may not feel the urge to try any of the competing brands (Fournier 1998).  

Would these “single-brand” consumers affect the dynamics of the traditional consumer preference formation model offered by Carpenter 
& Nakamoto (1989)?  After all, the Merriam-Webster dictionary does define preference as, “the act, fact, or principle of giving advantages to 
some over others.”  A single-brand consumer lacks the trial experience with regards to the competing brands; therefore, a single-brand con-
sumer could not possibly develop preferences that are as strong as or stronger than a consumer with “multiple-brand” experiences.  Or could 
they?  The current paper addresses these questions and also offers an alternative perspective on the notion of first-mover’s advantage.  This 
perspective emphasizes the combined importance of a consumer’s first encounter with a particular product category and the brand encoun-
tered during this initial experience (which may or may not involve the first-mover brand).  The current authors refer to this as “experienced-
first advantage”.  

THE STUDY
The purpose of this study is to distinguish the impact of single-brand user experience on the preference formation process, from the 

impact of multiple-brand user experience.  The authors seek to answer the following question: Who develops stronger brand preferences, 
consumers that have only used a single brand within a product category or consumers that have used multiple brands?  

Methodology
Brand user experience is operationalized into one single-brand group (experienced-first customers) and two multiple-brand groups (win-

back customers; variety-seeking customers).  Subjects are naturally selected based upon the following criteria:

•	 Experienced-First Customer

o Has at least five years of product usage experience within the product category

o Has not used more than one brand within the product category

o Currently considers himself/herself to be brand loyal

•	 Win-Back Customer

o Has at least five years of product usage experience within the product category

o Has used more than one brand within the product category

o Currently considers himself/herself to be brand loyal

•	 Variety-Seeking Customer

o Has at least five years of product usage experience within the product category


