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We examine exploration vs. exploitation mindsets in consumer search. Initial exposure to multiple products (vs. a single product)

activates an exploitation (vs. exploration) mindset. Compared to an exploration mindset, an exploitation mindset drastically reduces

search. Thus, consumers consider fewer products overall if they initially see two products rather than one.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Much attention has been devoted to the importance of mind-

sets in consumer decision making. A mindset is characterized by the 
persistence of cognitive processes and judgmental criteria activated 
in the course of performing a task that generalize to other situations 
(Xu and Wyer 2007). Much research builds on work by Gollwitzer, 
Heckhausen, and Steller (1990), examining the influence of delibera-
tive versus implemental mindsets in areas such as sales promotions 
(Cheema and Patrick 2008), consumer expectations regarding the 
demands of future tasks (Bosmans, Pieters, Baumgartner 2009), and 
shopping momentum (Dhar, Huber, and Khan 2007). More recent 
research has focused on the impact of construal-level (i.e., high-level 
abstract versus low-level concrete mindsets) to explain various phe-
nomena – e.g., purchase intentions (Goldsmith, Xu, and Dhar 2010), 
perceived truthfulness of ad claims (Wright et al. 2012), and con-
sumer recycling behavior (White, MacDonnell, and Dahl 2012).

Yet, the role of mindsets in the domain of consumer product 
search is not well understood. The present work introduces and tests 
the hypothesis that providing initial exposure to multiple products, as 
opposed to as single product, inhibits consumer search for additional 
alternatives and results in stronger preference for initially presented 
products. While some recent work on comparative mindsets (e.g., Xu 
and Wyer 2007; 2008) has provided insights into how making initial 
comparative judgments evokes a “which to buy” mindset in subse-
quent choice tasks, this paper examines how a comparative context 
can induce an exploitative mindset, which renders consumers more 
likely to search fewer products when making purchase decisions. 

Hills, Todd, and Goldstone (2008; 2010) argue that problem 
solving is often characterized as a search process, involving a trade-
off between exploiting old solutions and exploring new ones. They 
found that exploitation- and exploration-inducing spatial-foraging 
tasks can prime corresponding exploitation and exploration strate-
gies during subsequent abstract search tasks. In the context of con-
sumer search, we propose that initially presenting consumers with 
multiple products (vs. only a single product) activates an exploitation 
(vs. exploration) mindset. Compared to an exploration mindset, an 
exploitation mindset drastically reduces the number of products that 
consumers choose to discover through search. Thus, we hypothesize 
that consumers consider fewer products overall if they initially see 
two products rather than one, and this in turn increases the probabil-
ity of a given initially presented alternative to be chosen eventually. 

These hypotheses were tested in two computer-based experi-
ments. Study 1 examined the effect of viewing one versus two ini-
tial alternative(s) on subsequent search and preference. Participants 
from an online panel were initially shown either one or two products, 
described as typical examples randomly selected from a product 
database. They were then asked to search as many additional prod-
ucts as they wished prior to making choices, across four randomly 
ordered product categories. Only 55% percent of participants who 
initially viewed two products engaged in further search, compared 
to 97% of those who initially viewed one product (85% searched 
at least two additional products). Poisson regression revealed that, 
across the four product searches, participants who initially viewed 
two products searched fewer alternatives (including those initially 
presented) (Mview1 = 7.77 vs. Mview2 = 4.85; Wald = 5.45, p < .05), and 
spent less time searching (Mview1 = 106.41 sec. vs. Mview2 = 82.36 sec.; 
Wald= 6.21, p < .05) than those who initially viewed only one prod-

uct. Separate Poisson regression analyses for each product category 
support these effects. Participants who initially viewed two products 
were also significantly less likely to choose one of the subsequently 
searched alternatives than those who initially viewed only a single 
product (see Appendix A for detailed results). 

In Study 2, a spatial-foraging task (see Hills, Todd, and Gold-
stone 2008; 2010) was used to more directly test the mindset ac-
count of the results from Study 1. Participants from an online panel 
were randomly assigned to one of six conditions in a 3 (priming task: 
exploration vs. exploitation vs. no prime) x 2 (number of products 
presented initially: 1 vs. 2) full-factorial experimental design. Par-
ticipants in the prime conditions first completed five 2-minute tasks 
where their objective was to uncover as many of the 580 red dots 
in a search space consisting of 5,625 squares by moving the cursor 
throughout the search space. After that, they completed a product 
search and choice task for a coffee maker. In the exploitation condi-
tions, the red dots were clustered into 4 diamond shapes, whereas in 
the exploration conditions, they were diffused randomly in the search 
space (see Appendix B). Participants were shown the time remaining 
for each search task and the number of red dots they had uncovered, 
and a monetary incentive based on the number of red dots found was 
used to make the priming task consequential.

Manipulation check measures for the mindset prime showed 
that this manipulation was effective. As expected, participants in 
the exploitation prime condition found more red dots and, critically, 
navigated the space in more locally concentrated manner, than those 
in the exploration prime condition (see Appendix B for details). Re-
sults for the no prime condition replicate those of Study 1 for all 
dependent measures (see Appendix C for details). Poisson regression 
analysis reveals that participants in the exploration mindset searched 
significantly more products (including the initially viewed ones) than 
those in the exploitation mindset (Mexplore = 6.26 vs. Mexploit = 4.16; 
Wald = 9.52, p < .01). Comparison of the control condition to the 
exploration condition reveals a significant interaction between the 
priming task and the number of initially presented products for both 
the number of products searched (Wald = 9.57, p < .01) and the 
amount of time spent searching (Wald = 6.39, p < 0.05). Moreover, 
participants in the exploration mindset condition were significantly 
less likely to choose the first product listed than participants in the 
exploitation mindset.

Taken together, the results of Studies 1 and 2 suggest that 
initially presenting consumers with multiple products activates an 
exploitation mindset, resulting in a drastic reduction in additional 
search. In turn, this effect on the total number of alternatives inspect-
ed influences which product is ultimately chosen. 
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