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Contrary to conventional wisdom, consensus information (e.g., indications of a product’s popularity) often increases rather than

decreases consumers’ attention to product attribute information and consequently increases the effects of this information on their

product evaluations. We obtain evidence of this increase and circumscribe the conditions in which this occurs.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Consumers are often assumed to use consensus cues (e.g., cues 

indicating a product’s popularity) as a heuristic to reach conclusions 
about products’ desirability without carefully considering specific 
information about a product’s attributes (Burnkrant and Alain 1975; 
Salganik et al. 2006; Shugan 1980; West and Broniarczyk 1998).  
Moreover, decision complexity is typically assumed to increase the 
use of consensus information and, correspondingly, to decrease at-
tention to product attribute information (Gino and Moore 2007; 
Johnson et al. 1988; Shugan 1980). 

In fact, however, these assumptions may not always hold. We 
investigated the circumstances under which product popularity in-
creases the tendency to process product attribute information and 
consequently leads to more confident decisions and a higher likeli-
hood of purchasing unpopular as well as popular items. We propose 
that product popularity can increase consumers’ consideration of 
attribute information when they perceive a gap between what they 
know about the product category in general and what others seem to 
know about the specific product being promoted. This gap in their 
knowledge increases the consumers’ epistemic curiosity (Loewen-
stein 1994) and consequently increases their attention to attribute 
information and the influence of this information on judgments. 

We further show that consumers’ epistemic curiosity (and thus 
their attention to attribute information) is greater when a large num-
ber of unfamiliar options are presented with popularity cues, and 
thus the gap in their knowledge is more apparent. It also depends on 
consumers’ perceptions of their expertise in the product domain in 
question. If consumers consider themselves to be novices in this do-
main, they may use popularity cues to reduce their uncertainty about 
their decision, leading to greater conformity and less attention to the 
available attribute information. When people believe that they are 
knowledgeable about a product, however, they tend to be sensitive 
to the gap between their general knowledge and others’ knowledge 
about the particular product. Consequently, they are curious about 
the reasons for the others’ judgments when consensus cues are pro-
vided, and are more motivated to process attribute information in this 
condition, leading the information to have greater influence on their 
judgments than it would in the absence of consensus cues.

ExPErIMEnT 1
Experiment 1 used a 2 (assortment size: large vs. small) × 2 

(presence of cue: no-cued vs. popularity-cued) between-subjects 
design. Relatively unfamiliar cheesecakes were used to construct 
two sizes of assortment (6 vs. 24 options). The names and descrip-
tions of each cake were provided in all conditions. In popularity-cue 
conditions, however, half of the items in each assortment size condi-
tion were cued with three people-shaped icons. After viewing the 
product list, participants chose the option they would be most likely 
to buy and reported their intention to purchase it, the extent to which 
they had considered the descriptions, their choice confidence, and 
choice difficulty. 

As we expected, the effect of popularity cues depended on the 
assortment size. When the size of the assortment was large, partici-
pants were significantly more willing to purchase the item they had 
chosen when popularity cues had been provided than when they had 

not (6.20 vs. 5.48, respectively). In addition, they reported giving 
relatively more consideration to product descriptions (6.40 vs. 5.70) 
although their decision difficulty and level of confidence did not 
differ. When the assortment size was small, however, no effects of 
popularity information were evident. 

ExPErIMEnT 2
The design and procedure used in Experiments 2 and 3 were 

similar to those in Experiment 1, but the focal product category 
was wine in Experiment 2 and beer in Experiment 3. Experiment 
2 focused on the effect of popularity cues on participants’ level of 
deliberation. Consistent with Experiment 1, participants who were 
confronted with a large assortment reported greater intentions to 
purchase the product they had chosen when popularity cues were 
provided than when they were not  (4.78 vs. 4.48, respectively) and 
were more confident of their choice in the former condition (7.54 
vs.6.56, respectively). More important, however, they reported de-
liberating over the wine descriptions to a significantly greater extent 
when popularity cues were provided than when they were not (6.57 
vs. 5.56, respectively) and spent more time making choices in the 
former condition (102.45 vs. 81.65, respectively). None of these dif-
ferences were evident when the assortment size was small. 

ExPErIMEnT 3
Experiment 3 provided more direct evidence of the mediating 

influence of curiosity and also the moderating role of perceived prod-
uct knowledge. Participants were classified as having high or low 
perceived knowledge about beer based on their self-reports (5.21 vs. 
1.80, respectively). As expected, knowledgeable participants who 
had been exposed to a large assortment reported being more curious 
when popularity cues were provided than when they were not (3.07 
vs. 2.65, respectively). Moreover, they reported considering attribute 
information to a significantly greater extent (8.64 vs. 7.33, respec-
tively) and wanted additional product descriptions (7.64 vs. 6.92). 
When the assortment size was small, however, the opposite was true: 
these participants felt less curious when popularity cues were pro-
vided than when they were not (2.65 vs. 3.35, respectively), were less 
likely to consider attribute information (7.92 vs. 8.46, respectively) 
and were less likely to want more product information (5.46 vs. 7.38, 
respectively). 

In contrast, less knowledgeable participants who received a 
large assortment showed less curiosity when popularity cues were 
provided than when they were not (2.06 vs. 2.70, respectively) and 
considered less attribute information in the former condition than in 
the latter (6.89 vs. 9.90). 

Taken together, the results confirm that when participants are 
knowledgeable about the product domain, popularity cues lead to 
deliberative processing of attribute information. That is, popularity 
cues lead to heuristic processing only when participants have little 
knowledge about the type of products they are considering (word 
count: 936).
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