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Common sense and economic models assume that people should consider how often they expect to use a product before making a

purchase. In three studies, we show that people often neglect usage frequency in their decisions and interventions that make this

dimension accessible are able to shift preferences.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Most people will agree that, except for products like a sunroof 

whose mere ownership can be a source of enjoyment, consumers 
must consider how often they expect to use whatever they intend to 
buy. Yet we show that consumers may fail to do so.

It is well established that consumers often construct their 
preferences on the spot (Bettman, Luce, and Payne 1998). Now, 
usually there is nothing in the product itself or in the shopping 
environment to prompt consumers to consider usage frequency. 
Moreover, it is unlikely that consumers will spontaneously consider 
usage frequency, because research in psychology has shown 
that decisions are driven mostly by information that is explicitly 
presented (Kahneman and Frederick 2002; Legrenzi, Girotto, and 
Johnson-Laird 1993). Therefore, we suggest that consumers may 
neglect usage frequency when making a purchase decision. There 
is evidence that consumers can indeed neglect critical information 
when considering a purchase. For example, Frederick et al. (2009) 
reported several studies in which consumers neglected opportunity 
costs when making a purchase decision.

If, while making a purchase decision, consumers indeed neglect 
(or underweight) how often they expect to use the product they 
consider buying as we hypothesize, then interventions that bring to 
mind usage frequency shall influence their choices. Three studies 
support our hypothesis.

Study 1
In study 1 we tested whether a simple reminder that a product 

is used often influences consumers’ preferences. Participants 
(n=105) were asked to imagine that they went to a store to buy a 
new mattress and decided to read a brochure with “three points to 
consider when choosing a mattress.” We randomly assigned them to 
one of two conditions: usage-frequency or control. The brochure had 
three points. The first two points were identical to both conditions 
and did not relate to usage frequency. The third point reminded 
them of the usage frequency (“Recall that you will be sleeping on 
it virtually every day.”) in the usage-frequency condition, and was 
inconsequential (“Before making up your mind, first narrow down 
your choice to three or four options.”) in the control condition. 
Then they were asked to choose an option from among three models 
available that varied in price and overall quality. As expected, those 
who were subtly reminded that one uses a mattress every day chose 
the premium model more often than those who were not (25% vs. 
8% respectively; chi-square(1) = 5.48, p = .02). This result provides 
initial evidence that people do not spontaneously account for usage 
frequency in making product choices.

Study 2
In study 2 we replicated the results of study 1 and addressed 

an alternative explanation. MBA students (n=122) were asked to 
imagine that they went to a store to buy a digital camera and decided 
to read a small brochure called “How to choose a digital camera.” We 
randomly assigned them to one of three conditions: frequency, liking, 
or control. The brochure had two questions that were identical to 
all participants and a third question that was our manipulation. This 
third question read either “How often do you plan to take pictures 
using artistic features?” (frequency condition), or “How much do 
you like to take pictures using artistic features?” (liking condition), 

or “Are you going to take pictures mostly indoors or outdoors?” 
(control condition). We then asked participants to choose between 
two camera models that only differed in price and in the presence of 
an artistic feature allowing consumers to take pictures in black and 
white plus one other color. In a separate pretest consumers thought 
this feature would be used infrequently.

The proportions choosing the model with the artistic feature that 
was expected to be used infrequently were 31% in the frequency, 
61% in the liking, and 61% in the control conditions. The difference 
between the frequency and control conditions was statistically 
significant (chi-square(1) = 7.29, p < .01), but that between the liking 
and control conditions was not (chi-square(1) = .0001). Priming 
usage frequency had an effect as compared to the control group, but 
priming liking did not. This suggests that our intervention works only 
if people do not have the primed concept previously accessible in 
their minds. It is unlikely then that our manipulation simply caused 
people to exaggerate the importance of an attribute (note that the 
priming of liking had no effect).

Study 3
In study 3 we not only primed but also manipulated usage 

frequency to implicate it unambiguously in the pattern of choices 
observed. Participants (n=242) were assigned to one of four conditions 
in a 2 (frequency priming vs. control) x 2 (usage frequency: high 
vs. low) between-subjects design to take two purportedly unrelated 
studies. In the first study they did a scrambled sentence task. The 
scrambled sentences were either related to frequency (priming 
frequency condition) or neutral (control condition). In the second 
study we asked participants to choose between two USB flash drives 
and manipulated usage frequency by suggesting they would work 
on files directly from the device or store a backup of their files. 
The models differed only in data-transfer speed, design, and price 
such that the more expensive model looked better and was faster. 
Consistent with our hypothesis, when we primed participants with 
usage frequency, those in high-frequency condition chose the model 
more appropriate for frequent users (faster, better looking) more 
often than those in the low-frequency condition (60%  vs. 38%; chi-
square(1) = 5.67, p = .02), but not in the control condition (57% vs. 
48%, chi-square(1) = .84). Without a reminder frequency seems to 
have no influence in consumers’ preferences.

Our studies show that in the absence of a reminder people tend 
to neglect – or significantly underweight – usage frequency, which in 
turn might lead them to make suboptimal choices. Usage frequency 
neglect can make consumers buy less (studies 1 and 3) or more 
than they need (study 2). This research has important implications 
for consumer decision-making as well as consumer well-being by 
showing that consumers are neglecting an important aspect in their 
purchase decisions.
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