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In this work, we show in three studies that lacking personal control may lead consumers to a stronger preference for precise product

information among people who lack control, compared with those who feel in control. We test this hypothesis in three studies.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
People prefer to feel as if they have personal control, defined as 

the perceived ability to exert force to alter an environment (Thomp-
son and Schlehofer 2008). This motivation seemingly stems from 
the more fundamental desire to guard against the existential anxi-
ety evoked by perceptions that the world is an unpredictable place 
(Lerner 1980; Kay, Gaucher, and Napier 2008). Prior research has 
found that after experiencing a lack of personal control, people are 
looking for signs of a predictable environment. We propose that this 
increased need for predictability may guide consumer’s decision pro-
cesses by increasing the focus on aspects that help achieve feelings 
of predictability. In this manuscript, we highlight how the desire for 
increased predictability may affect the type of information consum-
ers prefer. Specifically, we propose that precise information may help 
restoring feelings of predictability and thus lead to a stronger prefer-
ence for precise product information among people who lack control, 
compared with those who feel in control. 

When evaluating products, consumers try to predict how prod-
ucts will perform and which benefits the products will provide (Hsee 
et al. 2009; van Osselaer and Janiszewski 2012). As a result, con-
sumers mostly rely on proxies such as product information to predict 
actual benefits. In other words, consumers attempt to predict funda-
mentals such as performance and benefits by relying on proxies such 
as measured product attributes (Hsee et al. 2009). The precision with 
which product information is communicated has implications for 
how consumers interpret this information. In general, people typi-
cally expect that speakers only say things they know to be accurate 
(Grice 1975). As such, precisely describing product attribute indi-
cates that one knows the characteristics of that particular object to 
such an extent that an exact format can be used. One may assume that 
the precision with which product attributes is described also speaks 
to the extent to which true product performance is perceived to be 
predictable.

In study 1, 153 lab participants completed a recall task in which 
they described either an incident in which they did not have any con-
trol or an incident in which they were in complete control. After-
wards, participants were presented with two smartphones . Half of 
the participants were asked to look closely at the attributes and to 
indicate their final choice on the next page. The other half followed 
the same instructions except that when they clicked on an attribute 
value, a more precise description appeared. We collected the number 
of times participants clicked on an attribute. 

When control was threatened, participants clicked significantly 
more to see more precise information (M = 9.17) than when control 
was not threatened (M = 7.61; t(75) = 2.78, p < .01). In all conditions 
time spent was recorded. When participants had no access to precise 
information, no significant difference between high and low control 
conditions was found (F(1,149) = .33, p = .57). However, when par-

ticipants had access to precise information, participants who experi-
enced a control threat (M = 10.51) tended to spend more time looking 
at the attribute information than those who had control (M = 10.32; 
F(1,149) = 3.41, p = .07). 

In study 2, we manipulated the sense of control with the auto-
biographical recall task from study 1. One coder checked whether 
the reports were appropriate, and as a result, one participant was ex-
cluded; one additional participant was because response on the de-
pendent variable was more than three standard deviations from the 
group mean, leaving a final sample of 162 participants. After this 
manipulation, participants completed the brief PANAS scale (Tel-
legen, Watson, and Clark 1988). 

Next, participants were introduced to a seemingly unrelated 
task that asked about how people evaluate how a particular prod-
uct attribute is described. One half of the participants was shown a 
precise description of weight, whereas the other half was presented 
with a less precise description of weight. Participants were asked to 
rate the extent to which they would like to receive such a descrip-
tion of weight when making product evaluations. When weight was 
described precisely, a significant difference in preferences emerged: 
Participants expressed stronger preferences for the precise weight 
specification if they lacked control rather than when they had con-
trol (Mlow control = 5.78; Mhigh control = 5.08; F(1,158) = 3.87, p = .05). 
Somewhat unexpectedly, we found that for the imprecise conditions, 
lacking personal control led to a lower evaluation of the description 
compared to having personal control (Mlow control = 3.27; Mhigh control = 
4.02; F(1,158) = 5.04, p < .05). Results did not change substantially 
after controlling for mood.

In a final study, we aim to find this effect in a context in which 
participants were asked to make choices. In total, 279 Mturk partici-
pants first completed one of the recall tasks from study 1.  Half of the 
participants made a choice between the two MP3 players; one was 
superior on two attributes (battery life and weight) that were speci-
fied in a precise format, the other was superior on two relatively less 
precise attributes. The other half were presented with an alternative 
pair of MP3 players for which both attributes were specified in a 
range format. 

When weight and battery life were specified in point values, 
preference for the alternative superior on those attributes was mar-
ginally higher for those who recalled a loss of control situation (M = 
5.11) than those who recalled a situation in which they had control 
(M = 4.53; F(1,274) = 3.28, p = .07). As expected, we find that this 
effect disappears when information was specified in a range format 
(M = 4.29; M = 4.45; F(1,274) = .22, p = .64). 

This study has provided evidence that, relative to those who 
have control, consumers who lack personal control attend more to 
attribute descriptions only if they are specified precisely. 


