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Business practitioners increasingly seem to believe in the power of goal-based

labels (e.g., Acer ‘TravelMate’). Results from an experimental study show

that novices (not experts) experience a positive effect of goal-based labeling

on choice satisfaction. We explain this effect using choice uncertainty and

difficulty as mediators. We further find that novices use goal-based labels to

make sense of attribute info.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Increasingly consumers are confronted with an overload of 

choice. Classic economic theories predict that more choice benefits 
consumers through better preference matching (Lancaster 1990) and 
allowing variety seeking (Kahn 1995). Recent research, however, 
demonstrates that more choice can also lead to confusion, frustra-
tion, less satisfaction, and choice paralysis (Iyengar and Lepper 
2000; Gourville and Soman 2005; Reutskaja and Hogarth 2009).

To mitigate these negative overchoice effects, previous stud-
ies suggest product-based solutions such as creating an alignable 
assortment (Gourville and Soman 2005) or working with attribute-
based categories (Mogilner, Rudnick and Iyengar 2008). In this 
study we propose a consumer-based solution starting from consum-
ers’ ways of processing information. Since the pursuit of goals 
drives much of consumers’ choice behavior (Lawson 1997; Van Os-
selaer et al. 2005), we advance goal-based labeling as a mechanism 
to facilitate consumer choice. Goal-based labels (e.g., a “Budget”, 
“Family Trip”, or “Professional” camera) may facilitate consumer 
choice by clearly linking goals with different choice options.

The effect of goal-based labeling on choice is likely to depend 
on the level of consumer expertise. Because of their extensive cat-
egory knowledge, experts already have an ideal point (i.e., ideal 
attribute combination needed to satisfy a goal) in mind (Chernev 
2003). Novices, in contrast, lack category knowledge and do not 
have a readily available ideal point. As a consequence, “translating” 
a goal into relevant product attributes may be problematic for nov-
ices. Goal-based labels can serve as a cue on which novices may 
rely to facilitate their choice process (Hoeffler and Ariely 1999). 
Therefore, we expect novices to choose an option with an appro-
priate goal-based label over an option with a non-meaningful label, 
even when it is inaccurate (i.e., the choice option does not deliver 
the benefits needed to satisfy the goal the label suggests). We expect 
experts to dispose of the cognitive resources to easily process options 
at a deeper level, which may enable them to make an optimal choice 
irrespective of the presence of goal-based labels. 

Hypothesis 1a Goal-based labels will guide the choice alterna-
tive selection of novices, but not of experts.

Hypothesis 1b Accurate (vs. inaccurate) goal-based labels in-
crease the likelihood to make an optimal choice 
for novices, but not for experts.

Choice satisfaction can be conceptualized as the difference 
between the perceived costs and perceived benefits of choice (Re-
utskaja and Hogarth 2009). Because goal-based labels may serve 
as a cue for choice they can reduce the perceived cost of thinking 
(Shugan 1980) without reducing the benefits of choice. Since we 
expect that novices, but not experts, will be guided by goal-based 
labels, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2 Goal-based labeling has a positive effect on 
choice satisfaction for novices but not for ex-
perts.

When the number of choice alternatives increases, evaluat-
ing and making a well-considered choice becomes more difficult 
- resulting in lower satisfaction (Iyengar and Lepper 2000, Chernev 
2003). Additionally, novices may not know exactly which product 
attributes enable them to fulfill a specific goal (Brendl, Markman, 
and Messner 2003), and thus experience uncertainty – which may 
again result in lower satisfaction. Summarizing, we advance two 
processes through which goal-based labeling can reduce novices’ 
perceived cognitive costs of choice: (1) a decrease in choice dif-
ficulty and (2) a decrease in choice uncertainty. Therefore, we 
hypothesize:

Hypothesis 3 The effect of goal-based labeling on choice sat-
isfaction for novice consumers is mediated by 
perceived choice difficulty.

Hypothesis 4 The effect of goal-based labeling on choice sat-
isfaction for novice consumers is mediated by 
perceived choice uncertainty.

To test our hypotheses, we conduct an online quasi-experiment 
with a 2 (expert vs. novice) X 3 (no goal-based labels vs. accurate 
goal-based labels vs. inaccurate goal-based labels) full-factorial 
design. We simulate a choice setting using stimuli derived from a 
sequence of pre-tests. In total, 334 male subjects participated in 
the main study, grouped into experts (N = 173)  and novices (N 
= 161). Expertise in the first group was substantially and signifi-
cantly higher than in the second group, with respective scores on a 
20-point scale of M1 = 5.89 (SD = 5.02); M2 = 15.28 (SD = 3.57), t 
(215) = -15.03, p < .001. Each respondent was randomly assigned 
to one of three experimental conditions. After being confronted with 
a scenario prompting a specific goal, each participant was asked to 
make a choice from the given assortment. Next, respondents had to 
justify their choice and answer items measuring the mediating and 
dependent variables.  

We first test whether the labeling manipulation affects the pro-
portion of optimal choices. Among novices, the proportion of opti-
mal choices varies significantly across labeling conditions (chi²(2) = 
29.9, p < .001), whereas among experts it does not (chi²(2) = .881, 
p = .644). Among novices, 8.9% of respondents choose the optimal 
alternative when goal-based labels are absent, whereas in the as-
sortment with accurate goal-based labels significantly more novices 
make an optimal choice (47.3%; chi²(1)=17.36, p < .001). These 
findings support H1a. 

Next we compare the number of optimal choices for novices 
versus experts in the accurately and inaccurately labeled conditions. 
Among novices, in the inaccurately labeled assortment the amount 
of optimal choices drops to 9.8%, which is significantly lower than 
in the accurately labeled assortment (where it was 47.3%; chi²(1) 
= 20.29, p < .001). Among experts the amount of optimal choices 
does not differ across conditions (chi²(1) = .858, p = .354). These 
result support H1b.

To study the effect of assortment type and expertise on choice 
uncertainty, choice difficulty and choice satisfaction, we test a path 
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model in which the outcomes (uncertainty, difficulty, and satisfac-
tion) are regressed on assortment type. 

In line with H2, the total effect of goal-based labeling on 
choice satisfaction is positive and significant for novices (B=.59, 
SE=.18, p=.002), but not for experts (B=.05, SE=.15, p=.361). We 
find that choice difficulty is not a significant mediator, as its impact 
on choice satisfaction is not significant (and the impact of goal-
based labeling on choice difficulty is only marginally significant). 
Thus, H3 is not supported.  

Among novices (but not among experts) choice uncertainty is 
significantly and negatively affected by goal-based labeling (B = 
-1.27; SE = .40; t = -3.19; p = .001). Additionally, choice uncertainty 
has a significant negative effect on choice satisfaction (B= -.48; SE = 
.05; t = -9.26; p = .000). Hence, in line with H4, among novices (but 
not among experts) choice uncertainty mediates the positive effect 
of goal-based labeling on choice satisfaction. Furthermore, content 
analysis of participants’ reasons for choice shows that novices use 
goal-based labels to make sense of the attributes of the choice op-
tions.

On the basis of the obtained results, we conclude that goal-
based labels increase the choice satisfaction of novice consumers, by 
increasing their perceived choice certainty. A possible explanation 
for the absence of the hypothesized mediating effect of choice dif-
ficulty (H3) is that satisfaction relates to the outcome of the choice, 
not the process.  
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