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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers often make inferences by observing the behavior of 

others in the marketplace. These inferences can provide important in-
formation for our own judgments (Asch 1956; Yaniv et al 2011) and 
purchase decisions (Chan and Berger 2012; Wang et al 2012). For 
example, the market share of smartphone brands indicates the pro-
portion of consumers who choose a certain brand. What, if anything, 
does such information tell us about users’ preferences for competing 
options in the market? Most likely, the consumer who has chosen 
an iPhone perceived more value from that model than others, but by 
how much? Such inferences are likely to affect our perception of dif-
ferent brands, and may even influence our own consumption choices. 
To address this issue, our research investigates the inferences that a 
prospective consumer makes about the evaluations of prior consum-
ers, based on their choices. We show that the degree to which  previ-
ous consumers are perceived to distinguish between competing op-
tions depends on overall choice share and various contextual factors. 

In a market setting where two options (brands) compete and 
each is chosen by some consumers, a split in choice share suggests 
that the two consumer groups favored each option for different rea-
sons. Building on correspondence inference theory (Jones and Da-
vis 1965), we suggest that observers will be differentially impacted 
when an option is chosen by the majority group vs. the minority 
group. Because majority judgments tend to be perceived as a bet-
ter reflection of reality (Nemeth 1986), choice of an option by the 
majority indicates the likely presence of advantages for which there 
is widespread agreement. Therefore, we hypothesize that observers 
will generally assume the majority group to perceive greater differ-
ences between competing options than the minority group.

Choice share information also reveals the level of consensus 
among consumers. Higher-level consensus makes the likely advan-
tages of the majority choice (mentioned above) especially plausible. 
As a result, greater overall consensus should lead observers to expect 
that the majority group perceives even larger differences between 
competing options, while the minority group perceives smaller dif-
ferences.

Finally, we expect characteristics of the product itself to impact 
inferences made from choice share information. Affect-rich products 
tend to be evaluated by use of one’s feelings, while affect-poor prod-
ucts tend to be evaluated by objective criteria and, therefore, more 
sensitive to differences (Hsee and Rottenstreich 2004). If observers 
believe that larger differences are necessary to distinguish evalua-
tions of two affect-rich products than two affect-poor products, then 
the same choice share information should result in greater perceived 
differences for affect-rich options. 

We examined our hypotheses with two experiments involving 
hypothetical decision scenarios. The dependent variables were infer-
ences made by participants from choice share information. Study 1 
used a mixed factorial design including five factors: choice, majority 
membership, consensus, product type, and awareness. For each of 
four decision scenarios (presented within-subjects), undergraduate 
participants (N = 151) were given choice share information for two 
competing options. Participants were asked to predict the expected 
average rating given each option by both the majority group and the 
minority group. 

Not surprisingly, analyses revealed that predicted average rat-
ings were significantly higher for the chosen option than the forgone 
option. More important, we observed a significant two-way between 
choice and majority membership, through which the perceived dif-
ference in rating between the two options was larger for the majority 
group than the minority group. In addition, we observed a significant 
choice × majority membership × consensus three-way interaction 
effect, indicating that the effect just described was stronger in the 
high-consensus condition than the low-consensus condition. Finally, 
the choice × product type two-way interaction was significant, and 
the pattern of means suggested the difference in perceived ratings 
between the two options was larger for the affect-rich product than 
the affect-poor product.

The results of study 1 provided initial evidence that inferences 
based on choice share information follow a systematic pattern. The 
goals of study 2 were to explore potential consequences of such a 
pattern while replicating the findings of study 1. Specifically, we ex-
amined whether inferences derived from choice share information 
would be consistent with actual choices based on the same informa-
tion. 

The design of study 2 was similar to study 1 with three changes. 
First, participants (N = 182) were asked to make an additional deci-
sion after each of the four original decision scenarios. These new de-
cision scenarios had their own cover story and presented a choice be-
tween two options with different average ratings. The average ratings 
were generated individually for each participant, by combining the 
choice shares for each of the four earlier scenarios with participants’ 
predicted average ratings for those scenarios. As a result, a form of 
preference reversal would be observed if a participant’s choice in 
the original decision scenario differed from that participant’s choice 
in the new decision scenario. The second change was to drop the 
awareness manipulation. Finally, we counterbalanced the order of 
product type.

Analyses of predicted average ratings revealed a pattern con-
gruent with that of study 1. Analyses of the new choice variable were 
conducted by comparing the frequency of preference reversal across 
conditions. We observed a significant effect of product type, such 
that participants were more likely to make inconsistent choices for 
affect-rich products. In addition, we observed reliable differences in 
the occurrence of preference reversal across consensus levels: choic-
es were more consistent when consensus was high rather than low.

Our research identifies several factors affecting inferences 
based on choice share information. Participants inferred that mem-
bers of the majority group perceived greater difference between com-
peting options than members of the minority group, and this effect 
was amplified under high levels of consensus. In addition, partici-
pants inferred that others’ sensitivity to perceived product differences 
was greater for products that were affect-rich than those that were 
affect-poor. These findings have important implications for research-
ers exploring social influence and interpretation of social statistics, 
and for practitioners managing products at varying positions in the 
marketplace.
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Table 1: Inferred Expected Ratings of Forgone/Chosen Options

Study Product Consensus 
level Minority chooser Majority chooser

Forgone option Chosen option Forgone option Chosen option

1

Music

Low 
consensus

5.14 7.33 4.80 7.51

(0.13) (0.13) (0.12) (0.10)

High 
consensus

4.56 6.53 3.57 8.14

(0.17) (0.17) (0.15) (0.13)

Stereo

Low 
consensus

5.46 7.27 4.68 7.50

(0.14) (0.13) (0.13) (0.10)

High 
consensus

5.05 6.28 4.06 8.13

(0.17) (0.17) (0.18) (0.11)

2

Music

Low 
consensus

5.04 7.26 4.80 7.30

(0.11) (0.12) (0.11) (0.09)

High 
consensus

4.68 6.97 4.16 7.98

(0.15) (0.15) (0.15) (0.11)

Stereo

Low 
consensus

5.42 6.66 4.85 7.14

(0.13) (0.12) (0.11) (0.09)

High 
consensus

5.47 5.93 4.46 7.65

(0.15) (0.16) (0.17) (0.11)

Notes: Standard errors are reported in parentheses. 


