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We propose a two-step product customization mode by which consumers first select one of a small number of presented prototypes,

and then customize their final product by refining their initial choice. Evidence from three experiments shows that this customization

mode is superior to previously proposed customization modes on various dimensions.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
The customization of products based on consumers’ idiosyn-

cratic preferences has significant potential in terms of providing con-
sumers with offers that match their personal preferences, as well as 
increasing their product satisfaction, loyalty, and willingness-to-pay 
(Alba et al. 1997, Ansari and Mela 2003, Franke et al. 2010). Recent 
research suggests that each of the two most common modes of prod-
uct customization – (1) the “by alternative” mode of having consum-
ers choose from a pre-specified set of alternatives and (2) the “by at-
tribute” mode of asking consumers to customize every attribute and 
attribute level of the product  (Valenzuela et al. 2009) – has distinct 
limitations from the consumers’ perspective. 

On one hand, the “by attribute” customization mode can reduce 
choice complexity and increase consumers’ satisfaction with their 
product choices (Valenzuela et al. 2009). On the other hand, howev-
er, such comparisons among attribute levels can increase perceived 
tradeoff difficulty among attributes (Dhar 1997, Nordgren and Dijk-
sterhuis 2009) as well as such customization systems may be chal-
lenging to consumers, requiring them to process an increased number 
of attribute information in parallel (Huffman and Kahn 1997). 

Inspired by past research on multi stage decision processes by 
which consumers typically reduce the number of possible alterna-
tives first, before applying more compensatory or non-compensatory 
decision rules on the remaining alternatives (Beach 1993, Häubl 
and Trifts 2000), we propose a two-step customization mode which 
is intended to reduce difficulties in current customization formats. 
Similarly to typical two-stage decision processes for information ef-
fort reduction (Bettman and Park 1980), the proposed customization 
mode is based on a two-step decision process in which consumers 
first select one of a small number of pre-specified prototypes, and 
then create their final customized product by further refining their 
initially selected product. Thus, instead of choosing from a large set 
of attributes and simultaneous tradeoffs among attribute levels, con-
sumers choose from a smaller set of alternatives first, before con-
ducting local tradeoffs in a subsequent customization task. 

Evidence from three experiments shows that this two-step 
model of customization (TMC) outperforms the two predominant 
customization modes on a number of important outcome dimensions 
(e.g., reduced choice complexity, increased preference certainty, 
greater satisfaction with the self-designed product, etc.) and how the 
effectiveness of the TMC is moderated by the number of pre-specifi-
cations and different information formats.

In experiment 1, we examined whether the TMC mode results in 
higher preference certainty, greater product satisfaction, and reduced 
choice complexity, compared to the two predominant customization 
formats of an either “by attribute” or “by alternative” customization. 
Participants in the TMC condition were presented with a randomly 
chosen set of nine pre-specified prototypes and asked to select their 
preferred one, and then had the opportunity to customize the selected 
product in a second step. We recruited 126 participants from an on-
line consumer panel for the experiment. As predicted, participants in 
the TMC condition were significantly more satisfied with their cus-
tomized product, more certain about their preference, and perceived 
the process of customization as less complex. Furthermore, two mul-
tiple mediation models tested the TMC mode against each of the two 

predominant customization modes and revealed additional evidence 
that the TMC mode outperformed both of these through the mediat-
ing role of preference certainty, satisfaction, and process complexity 
on consumers’ ultimate probability to buy the customized product. 

In experiment 2, we examined the moderating role of differ-
ent pre-specification descriptions to increase consumers’ degree of 
certainty during the customization process. In particular, we manipu-
lated the number of pre-specifications (4 vs. 15) and type of attribute 
descriptions (quantitative vs. qualitative), and examined how these 
factors influenced participants’ preference certainty. We expected that 
consumers only navigate through quantitative attribute descriptions 
effectively if they need to make a small number of comparisons. In 
line with our prediction, quantitative attribute descriptions were only 
beneficial in the case of a small number of pre-specifications and less 
beneficial in the case of a large number of pre-specifications. Further-
more, we uncovered the influence of a novel moderator regarding the 
influence of a large number of alternatives on preference certainty: 
although we found that more alternatives do not necessarily reduce 
certainty directly (in line with Scheibehenne et al. 2010), our results 
reveal that this effect is moderated by consumers’ need for cognition 
(NFC), such that low NFC consumers were less certain when choos-
ing from a larger set of alternatives, adding an important new facet to 
our understanding of choice overload and its consequences.

Finally, experiment 3 was conducted to investigate the influ-
ence of different TMC procedures for generating pre-specifications. 
In particular, we examined the influence of different sources of pre-
specifications (chosen by other consumers vs. no information; learn-
ing task of the mass customization system vs. no learning task) on 
the degree of deviation from pre-specifications. The learning task 
was manipulated by asking participants to make five domain-related 
choices, which were used to select the optimal bundle of pre-specifi-
cations. Building on previous research in the area of identity signal-
ing (Berger and Heath 2007), we predicted that consumers would 
diverge from their initial choice if they conducted the learning task 
and believed that pre-specifications were chosen by other consumers. 
In line with our prediction, participants in the preference learning 
condition deviated significantly from their pre-specification if they 
believed that pre-specifications were based on what other consumers 
have chosen. Furthermore, this increased deviation (measured by the 
Euclidean distance between pre-specification and customized prod-
uct) resulted in a significant decrease in final product satisfaction (bde-

viation = -.26, p < .001; R2 = .08, N = 331).
Our findings contribute to the literature in three ways: First, we 

provide empirical evidence that the TMC mode outperforms current 
customization modes, resulting in beneficial effects from a consumer 
perspective when navigating through mass customization systems. 
Secondly, we revealed that qualitative in contrast to quantitative at-
tribute descriptions may help consumers to navigate through a large 
number of attributes in such systems. Finally, we provide additional 
evidence for backfire effects of preference learning tasks when pro-
viding subsequent information that alternatives were based on pre-
vious choices of other consumers, making distinction motives for 
self-designable products increasingly salient. 
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