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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Extremely large assortments are prevalent in today’s retail envi-

ronment, leading to greater choice difficulty among consumers (for 
a review see Broniarczyk, 2008). While one may predict that the re-
cent surge of private-label brands into the marketplace has seemingly 
contributed to such an effect, we posit and show the opposite. Spe-
cifically, the current research bridges together the assortment, pri-
vate-label branding, and processing fluency literature to hypothesize 
how the mere presence of a particular type of private-label brand, 
specifically copy-cat private-label brands (hereafter CCPLBs) or 
store brands that blatantly imitate the packaging of popular national 
brands and display the text “compare to [national brand]” directly on 
their packaging, in a product assortment leads consumers not only to 
experience greater ease when making a choice from the assortment 
but also to evaluate their chosen national brand more favorably.

To theoretically support this proposed relationship between 
CCPLBs in an assortment and choice ease, we examine a specific 
type of processing fluency called perceptual processing fluency, 
which is defined as the degree of ease with which a target object 
can be identified on a subsequent encounter and therefore involves 
the low-level, data driven operations of processing the physical fea-
tures of the target object (Schwarz, 2004). Being a form of process-
ing fluency, perceptual processing fluency has been shown to affect 
evaluations. For example, Labroo, Dhar and Lee (2008) showed that 
when consumers are first primed with a visual identifier for a product 
(e.g., a dog), they subsequently process a product depicting the visual 
identifier on its packaging (e.g., a bottle of pet shampoo with a dog 
on its label) with greater ease and evaluate it more favorably relative 
to a product not depicting the visual identifier on its packaging (e.g., 
the same bottle of pet shampoo but without a dog on its label). There-
fore, based on these findings and under the assumption that process-
ing a CCPLB and its mimicked national brand is similar to process-
ing the same product twice, we posit that the presence of CCPLBs 
in an assortment can enhance the perceptual processing fluency of 
consumers. Specifically, when CCPLBs are present in an assortment, 
we posit that the high degree of similarity shared between CCPLBs 
and the national brands that they mimic will not only attract atten-
tion as shown by prior research (Sayman, Hoch & Raju., 2002) but 
also enhance consumers’ ability to identify the mimicked national 
brands in the assortment with greater ease and thus lead consumers 
to experience greater ease during choice as suggested by perceptual 
processing fluency theory.

In Study 1, we find support for this hypothesis with a labora-
tory experiment. In addition to obtaining support for our perceptual 
processing fluency theoretical perspective, we also examine and sta-
tistically eliminate an alternative explanation for the found relation-
ship between CCPLBs in an assortment and choice ease, specifically 
that the presence of CCPLBs in the assortment may have caused 
consumers to erroneously see the CCPLBs as additional facings of 
the national brands in the assortment (e.g., Broniarczyk, Hoyer & 
McAlister, 1998) or to mentally categorize the various products in 
the assortment into two groups, such as national versus private-label 
brands (e.g., Mogliner, Rudnick & Iyengar, 2008).  However, to fur-
ther examine differences between our theoretical perspective and the 
perspective of this alternative explanation, we examine the moderat-
ing role of consumer knowledge and posit how CCPLBs in an assort-

ment may interact with knowledge of a product category to affect the 
processing fluency of consumers. Specifically, we posit two different 
effects depending on the theoretical perspective.

First, adopting the perspective alternative explanation which 
involves CCPLBs causing a perceptual reduction of assortment size/
variety, it seems likely that it will be consumers with low (versus 
high) product category knowledge who will experience greater pro-
cessing fluency when CCPLBs are present in an assortment due 
to prior research showing that consumers with low (versus high) 
knowledge are more prone to visual priming (e.g., Mandel & John-
son, 2002) and to using peripheral cues (e.g., Xu & Wyer, 2010). 
Therefore, under the assumption that these effects are similar to 
CCPLBs perceptually reducing the size and/or variety of an assort-
ment, the alternative explanation predicts that it will be consumers 
with low product category knowledge who will experience greater 
feelings of ease when they choose a national brand product from an 
assortment that contains (versus does not contain) CCPLBs. 

However, adopting a processing fluency theoretical perspective, 
we make a different prediction. Specifically, we believe that it will be 
consumers with high (versus low) product category knowledge who 
will experience greater processing fluency when CCPLBs are present 
in an assortment. Support for this notion is provided by considering 
the definition of consumer knowledge, which suggests that consum-
ers with high (versus low) product category knowledge are more 
“fluent processors” of national brands in an assortment due to their 
greater familiarity and expertise (Alba & Hutchinson, 1987). There-
fore, when CCPLBs are present (versus absent) in an assortment, we 
further believe that such brands will activate prior knowledge of the 
mimicked national brands in the assortment among high knowledge 
consumers and will help such consumers identify the mimicked na-
tional brands in the assortment with greater ease. In addition, due to 
our adoption of a processing fluency theoretical perspective, we fur-
ther predict these effects will transfer to their evaluation of a chosen 
mimicked national brand from the assortment all via a processing 
fluency mechanism.

In Study 2, we examine and find support for these latter hypoth-
eses via a 2 (assortment type: national brands only versus national 
brands plus CCPLBs) by 2 (consumer knowledge: low versus high) 
between-subject laboratory experiment. Specifically, we show that 
the presence (versus absence) of CCPLBs in an assortment leads high 
- not low - knowledge consumers to experience greater ease during 
choice and thus to evaluate their chosen national brand more favor-
ably. Also, via a LISREL mediation model, we show that feelings 
of ease fully mediate the relationship between assortment type and 
evaluation of the chosen national brand for high knowledge consum-
ers. Thus, the current research theoretically contributes to the pro-
cessing fluency, private-label branding, and assortment literatures.  
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