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Providing recommendations that sort alternatives in terms of their predicted attractiveness transforms consumer decision processes

during product search. Such recommendations shift the focus from deliberating whether to inspect additional alternatives towards

comparing alternatives already encountered, which is typically associated with choice from predetermined sets of alternatives and not

with search.
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ExTEND ABSTRACT
Consumers increasingly have easy access to vast numbers of 

products, and they often engage in an extensive search of the set 
of available alternatives in order to make a purchase. An effective 
means of assisting consumer search is to provide them with recom-
mendations that sort alternatives in terms of attractiveness. Such as-
sistance may be provided by human advisors (e.g., realtors), but it is 
increasingly available in the form of recommendations that are gen-
erated automatically by information systems. It has been shown that 
presenting shoppers with a list of alternatives sorted in line with their 
preferences substantially increases the quality of their purchase deci-
sions (Häubl and Trifts 2000) and enables them to find lower prices 
and higher quality items in large retail assortments (Diehl, Kornish, 
and Lynch 2003).

While prior research has investigated how product recommen-
dations affect decision outcomes, little is known about how such 
decision assistance influences consumer decision processes during 
product search. The present research seeks to fill this gap. This is 
particularly important because, despite the generally positive conse-
quences of recommendations for consumer welfare, there are also in-
stances in which providing consumers with sorted lists of alternatives 
may lead to worse decisions (Diehl 2005). A better understanding of 
consumer decision processes during search with recommendations 
can shed light on the underlying mechanisms that might undermine 
the effectiveness of this type of decision assistance.

Our central thesis is that the presence of recommendations trans-
forms the decision processes consumers use during sequential prod-
uct search relative to searching without such assistance. In particu-
lar, we argue that, when engaging in unassisted search (i.e., without 
recommendations), consumers naturally have a decision orientation 
that is characterized by forward-looking considerations directed at 
determining, at each stage of the search, whether or not an addition-
al alternative should be inspected (Adam 2001; Bikhchandani and 
Sharma 1996; Häubl, Dellaert, and Donkers 2010; Weitzman 1979). 
By contrast, we propose that, when presented with recommenda-
tions, consumers adopt a decision orientation in the search process 
that incorporates considerations more akin to those used in choosing 
from a predetermined set of alternatives. Such considerations focus 
on broader comparisons among alternatives already inspected in the 
course of the search. We refer to this phenomenon as searching in 
“choice mode.” 

The proposed shift in decision orientation implies that consum-
er search behavior in the presence of product recommendations is 
partly governed by influences that are non-normative and that are 
commonly observed when consumers choose from small predeter-
mined sets of alternatives – i.e., in settings that do not require search 
(Payne, Bettman, and Johnson 1988; Simonson 1989; Wright 1975). 
To test this proposition, we examine how recommendations affect 
the two key decisions that consumers must make at each stage of 
their search – determining which of the products already inspected is 
the most attractive one (product comparison decision) and deciding 
whether to terminate the search or continue it by inspecting an ad-
ditional product (stopping decision). 

Evidence from two experiments provides strong support for 
such a transformation of search decisions, which manifests itself 
in two respects. First, searching with recommendations causes con-

sumers to assess a product they encounter not only by comparing it 
to the best previously found one (as prescribed by normative models 
of search), but also by making broader comparisons with other in-
spected alternatives than in unassisted search. Second, recommen-
dations transform how variability in product attractiveness affects 
stopping decisions such that greater variability causes consumers 
to search less, which is opposite to what is commonly observed in 
search without recommendations. These findings provide evidence 
in support of the proposed shift towards a choice orientation in con-
sumers’ search decisions. 
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