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This research extends existing perspectives on effects of popularity on choice and demonstrates the existence of currently overlooked

processes. Across five experiments, we show that, informed by naive theories, consumers use information of popularity to make

inferences on uncertainty reduction to inform their choices over and above quality inferences.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 
Consumers often assume that products are popular for a good 

reason (Surowiecki, 2004). Those reasons are informed by the naive 
theories they hold (Deval et al., 2013). One strand of literature, based 
on information cascades, emphasizes product (quality) inferences as 
explanatory mechanism (Bikhchandani et al., 1998) in the link be-
tween popularity and choice. Yet, prior research shows that consum-
ers do not always infer high quality from popularity (Becker, 1991). 
Quality inferences appear to mainly arise when additional quality 
cues are linked to popularity cues. So, it may not be the popularity, 
rather the additional quality cue that drives the inferences (Muchnik 
et al., 2013). Indeed, there may be other mechanisms through which 
popularity by itself triggers choice (Parker & Lehmann, 2011). We 
propose a complementary mechanism, currently overlooked in lit-
erature, namely that consumers use popularity to reduce uncertainty 
that revolves around product quality. Consumers value a product’s 
performance that does not disappoint and aim to reduce probability 
of disappointment before purchase. A product may be preferred for 
a performance that does not disappoint, even if it is not the highest 
quality (Meyer, 1981; Rust et al., 1999)1. Given that consumers look 
at, and follow others, out of reasons of safety and certainty (Griskevi-
cius et al., 2009; Raafat et al., 2009), we propose that the effect of 
popularity on choice is largely driven by uncertainty reduction. 

Consumers may however draw on multiple naive theories, as 
inferences are contextually influenced (Loersch & Payne, 2011). 
Hence, consumers may also use popularity to assess the moral, soci-
etal value of an action (Gigerenzer, 2010), driven by considerations 
reflecting right or wrong human conduct (Reidenbach & Robin, 
1990). The primary objective of this study is to explicate the pro-
cess through which popularity exerts influence on choice through 
product-quality related inferential mechanisms. Yet, in doing so, we 
take into account, and measure, the extent to which popularity may 
be used to draw socially-related inferences where we distinguish be-
tween inferences of social approval, and inferences of societal value. 

First, we demonstrate the existence of four types of inferences 
in three studies. In these three studies (1A: N = 47 / 1B: N = 39 / 1C: 
N = 36 students) participants evaluated a popular product (wine / 
cheese / beer) compared to a regular product as a product is always 
popular relative to competing products. Across the studies, partici-
pants inferred that the popular product would be less likely to dis-
appoint (ts > 2.80, ps < .01), indicating uncertainty reduction. Ad-
ditionally, participants inferred the popular product to have a higher 
societal value (ts > 2.45, ps <.05). This preliminary evidence is in 
line with our proposed route of uncertainty reduction, over and above 
existing mechanisms. The mechanisms proposed in previous litera-
ture where not consistently found. Inferences of quality were only 
made for cheese (t1B (38) = 7.63, p < .001), and inferences of social 
value only for beer (t1C (35) = 3.97, p < .001). We extend the study 
with a mixed-design choice experiment (N = 120) with the objective 
to examine if the effect of popularity on choice is mediated by infer-
ences of uncertainty reduction. Participants overwhelmingly chose 
the popular wines (70% – 78%). Mediation results demonstrate the 
relevance of uncertainty reduction as an inference in explaining this 
popularity effect, over and above the effect of quality inferences. In-
ferences of uncertainty reduction and quality perception mediate (β’s 

<.05) the effect of popularity on intention (β, ns) and choice (β <.05). 
Although popularity evoked inferences of social and societal value, 
these did not mediate. 

Studies 1 and 2 have thus shown that consumers may draw 
multiple inferences from a single popularity cue. We propose that 
the context moderates this effect such that, in a product context, a 
popular product’s profile reflects properties of product quality and 
the uncertainty around that quality, whereas, in a social context, these 
effects are attenuated. In study 3 (N = 290) we test this in a 4-group 
between subjects design. We manipulate four contexts (c.f. Ma & 
Roese, 2014) in which participants choose products (across catego-
ries) and evaluate the inferential properties. We find that, specifically 
in a context focussed on product-properties, participants overwhelm-
ingly use popularity to reduce uncertainties revolving the quality of 
a product (ts > 3.85, ps < .001). Participants make these inferences 
also in a societal context (t = 4.11, p < .001), yet to a lesser extent 
(Fcondition(3,286) = 3.246, p < .07). These results demonstrate the rel-
evance of inferences of uncertainty reduction and are in line with our 
expectations.

Reduction of uncertainty revolving quality is a novel inferential 
route that mediates the relation between popularity and choice. Con-
sumers consistently make inferences of uncertainty reduction with 
the help of a popularity cue, and this influences product choice. We 
demonstrate that uncertainty reduction is a relevant, impactful infer-
ence resulting from product popularity. Consumers appear to look at 
others to gather information about product performance (Bikhchan-
dani et al., 1998), yet not only to infer higher quality, but to dimin-
ish uncertainty. This resembles biological tendencies to follow the 
crowd out of reasons of safety (Griskevicius et al., 2009; Raafat et 
al., 2009). In addition, across studies, we demonstrate that consumers 
draw upon different naive theories, as evidenced by the inferences 
of societal value. These inferences offer explanations for popular-
ity beyond current perspectives that emphasize social inferences as 
explanatory mechanism (Cialdini et al., 1990). 

The results have important implications for practitioners. Con-
sider for example the introduction of foreign products to new mar-
kets, where communicating local popularity would aid to reduce un-
certainty and benefit the introduction. Or consider social marketing 
campaigns, that may struggle with consumers’ concerns that ‘healthy 
foods are less tasty than unhealthy foods’ (Raghunathan et al., 2006)
the authors find that when information pertaining to the assessment 
of the healthiness of food items is provided, the less healthy the item 
is portrayed to be, (1 and are likely to disappoint. Together, our re-
sults demonstrate the importance of popularity as a cue that consum-
ers use in daily decisions to make choices they can be certain about. 

REFERENCES
Becker, G. S. (1991). A Note on Restaurant Pricing and Other 

Examples of Social Influences on Price. Journal of Political 
Economy, 99(5), 1109. 

Bikhchandani, S., Hirshleifer, D., & Welch, I. (1998). Learning 
from the Behavior of Others: Conformity, Fads, and 
Informational Cascades. Journal of Economic Perspectives, 
12(3), 151–170. 



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 45) / 623

Cialdini, R. B., Reno, R. R., & Kallgren, C. A. (1990). A focus 
theory of normative conduct: Recycling the concept of norms 
to reduce littering in public places. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 58(6), 1015–1026. 

Deval, H., Mantel, S. P., Kardes, F. R., & Posavac, S. S. (2013). 
How Naive Theories Drive Opposing Inferences from the 
Same Information. Journal of Consumer Research, 39(6), 
1185–1201. 

Dowling, G. R., & Staelin, R. (1994). A Model of Perceived Risk 
and Intended Risk-Handling Activity. Journal of Consumer 
Research, 21(1), 119. 

Gigerenzer, G. (2010). Moral satisficing: rethinking moral behavior 
as bounded rationality. Topics in Cognitive Science, 2(3), 
528–54. 

Griskevicius, V., Goldstein, N. J., Mortensen, C. R., Sundie, J. M., 
Cialdini, R. B., & Kenrick, D. T. (2009). Fear and Loving in 
Las Vegas: Evolution, Emotion, and Persuasion. Journal of 
Marketing Research, 46(3), 384–395. 

Loersch, C., & Payne, B. K. (2011). The Situated Inference Model: 
An Integrative Account of the Effects of Primes on Perception, 
Behavior, and Motivation. Perspectives on Psychological 
Science, 6(3), 234–252. 

Ma, J., & Roese, N. J. (2014). The maximizing mind-set. Journal of 
Consumer Research, 41, 71–92. 

Meyer, R. (1981). A model of multiattribute judgments under 
attribute uncertainty and informational constraint. Journal of 
Marketing Research, 18(4), 428–441. 

Muchnik, L., Aral, S., & Taylor, S. J. (2013). Social influence 
bias: a randomized experiment. Science (New York, N.Y.), 
341(6146), 647–51.

Parker, J., & Lehmann, D. R. (2011). When shelf-based scarcity 
impacts consumer preferences. Journal of Retailing, 87(2), 
142–155. 

Raafat, R. M., Chater, N., & Frith, C. (2009). Herding in humans. 
Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 13(10), 420–8. 

Raghunathan, R., Naylor, R. W., & Hoyer, W. D. (2006). The 
Unhealthy = Tasty Intuition and Its Effects on Taste Inferences, 
Enjoyment, and Choice of Food Products. Journal of 
Marketing, 70(4), 170–184. 

Reidenbach, R. E., & Robin, D. P. (1990). Toward the development 
of a multidimensional scale for improving evaluations of 
Business Ethics. Journal of Business Ethics, 9(8), 639–653. 

Rust, R. T., Inman, J. J., Jia, J., & Zahorik,  a. (1999). What You 
Don’t Know About Customer-Perceived Quality: The Role 
of Customer Expectation Distributions. Marketing Science, 
18(1), 77–92. 

Surowiecki, J. (2004). The Wisdom of Crowds. Random House Inc.


