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This research examines whether each of two different options of comparable
overall quality will be perceived more positively when presented in isolation and
evaluated separately (separate evaluation ) or when juxtaposed and evaluated
side by side ( joint evaluation ) . Six studies, involving either judgment or choice
as the dependent variable, reveal a general principle: If the focal options are
already attractive (relative to their natural reference) in separate evaluation, then
subjecting these options to joint evaluation will hurt their attractiveness. If the
focal options are unattractive (relative to their reference) in separate evaluation,
subjecting them to joint evaluation will enhance their attractiveness.

I of the problem (see, e.g., Kahneman and Tversky 1979;
Tversky and Kahneman 1981), the display of information

magine the following scenario: Three local appliance
stores sell coffeemakers. The first store offers two

brands of comparable quality, Braun and Krups. The sec- (see, e.g., Johnson, Payne, and Bettman 1988), the addi-
tion of a dominated alternative to the choice set (see,ond store offers only one brand, Braun. The third store

offers only one brand, Krups. Will consumers who visit e.g., Huber, Payne, and Puto 1982; Simonson 1989), and
preexisting and developing preferences (Russo, Medvec,the first store and evaluate the two brands of coffeemakers

jointly value these two brands differently than consumers and Meloy 1996), to name just a few.
who go to the second or third store and evaluate either Despite the numerous descriptive theories of prefer-
the Braun coffeemaker or the Krups coffeemaker indepen- ences, little is known about how judgments differ between
dently? If so, in which store will these brands be valued joint and separate evaluation. (We shall examine the few
more? lines of research on this topic later.) The distinction be-

More generally, suppose that two options of compara- tween evaluating products jointly or separately is basic
ble overall quality are presented and evaluated in two in the sense that it applies to all judgments and decisions.
modes, separate and joint. In the separate evaluation Evaluations are done either in the joint evaluation mode
mode, each one of these options is presented by itself and where there are explicit alternatives or in the separate
evaluated independently. In the joint evaluation mode, ( independent) evaluation mode where there are no ex-
these options are juxtaposed and evaluated side by side. plicit alternatives. For example, if a consumer shops for
Will these options be perceived differently between the a car at a dealership, she is usually in a joint evaluation
two evaluation modes? If so, in which condition will the mode since many alternative models are available for her
options be perceived more positively? The present re- to see and evaluate concurrently. Alternatively, if she
search seeks to answer these questions. owns a car and thinks about how much she likes it, she

These questions address the fundamental issue of how is probably in a separate evaluation mode. Likewise, if
preferences are constructed and how they are influenced she does not own a car and considers buying a used car
by the nature of a given task. Recent research suggests from a neighbor, she is likely to evaluate this car in the
that preferences are often constructed ad hoc and can be separate evaluation mode. Examining whether and how
influenced by such subtle manipulations as the framing judgments and decisions differ between these two basic

modes of evaluation will add to our knowledge of how
evaluations are formed and what factors influence this
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uation, then the two options will be judged more posi-
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tively and have a higher likelihood of purchase in separate therefore will decrease the likelihood of purchase for
either option.evaluation than in joint evaluation. Conversely, if the fo-

cal options are unattractive relative to the reference, they In our research, we extend that work by showing that
even when neither option dominates the other, pairing onewill be perceived more favorably and have a higher likeli-

hood of purchase in joint evaluation than in separate eval- option with the other can, under certain circumstances,
increase the attractiveness of that option and thereby in-uation.

In what follows, we review the relevant research and crease consumers’ intention to purchase that option. We
focus on the fact that in separate evaluation, people com-propose a conceptual model along with a set of hypothe-

ses. Experiments follow that test these hypotheses. Fi- pare the option they evaluate to some reference informa-
tion. As such, the relative attractiveness of the optionnally, we discuss theoretical and practical implications of

our findings.1 compared to the reference will have an impact in a sepa-
rate evaluation situation but less so in a joint evaluation
situation since in this latter mode the focus shifts fromREVIEW OF PREVIOUS RESEARCH
the reference information to the other option in the set.

Several lines of research have examined the effect of Thus, we extend the findings of Tversky and Shafir
joint versus separate evaluation on consumer behavior. (1992) by showing that having to choose between two
One is on the effect of conflict in consumer choice (Shafir, comparable options can either decrease or increase the
Simonson, and Tversky 1993; Tversky and Shafir 1992). likelihood of choice of these options depending on how
According to these authors, the addition (or removal) of attractive they are relative to the reference information
an option to the offered set can influence people’s choice used in separate evaluation.
by making the decision harder (easier) to justify. In one Another line of research related to our current work is
study, respondents were asked to imagine that they were on preference reversals between joint and separate evalua-
shopping for a CD player. There were two conditions. In tion (Bazerman, Loewenstein, and White 1992; Hsee
one, respondents were told about only one option—a 1996; Hsee et al. 1996). For example, in joint evaluation
popular Sony model that was on sale for $99. This resem- a used dictionary with a cosmetic defect was valued more
bles a separate evaluation condition. In the other condi- highly than a used dictionary with fewer entries but no
tion, respondents were given a choice of two CD play- cosmetic defect; in separate evaluation, the reverse was
ers—the Sony described above and a top-of-the-line true (Hsee 1996). These preference reversals have been
Aiwa model on sale for $169. This resembles a joint explained in terms of the ‘‘evaluability hypothesis’’: attri-
evaluation condition. More participants chose to buy a butes that are hard to evaluate independently (e.g., num-
CD player in the Sony-alone condition than in the Sony ber of entries in a dictionary) loom larger in joint evalua-
/ Aiwa condition. tion, and attributes that are easy to evaluate independently

Tversky and Shafir (1992) explained their finding in (e.g., cosmetic defect) loom larger in separate evaluation.
terms of the degree of conflict generated by the choice Nowlis and Simonson (1997) documented a related but
set. Faced with an attractive option by itself, people had different type of preference reversal for consumer prod-
little conflict; they had a compelling reason to accept ucts, between direct choice and continuous ratings. Direct
that option. The availability of competing alternatives of choice is always made in joint evaluation, and continuous
comparable attractiveness, however, created a conflict, ratings can be made in either separate or joint evaluation.
because it did not present an immediate reason for Those authors showed that ‘‘comparable attributes,’’
choosing either alternative over the other. The conflict which produce precise and easy-to-compute comparisons,
explanation implies that an option is more likely to be loom larger in choice, and ‘‘enriched attributes,’’ which
chosen when presented alone (separate evaluation) than are more meaningful to the consumer, receive greater
when paired with a competing option of comparable weight in ratings.
value ( joint evaluation) . However, if one of the options Our current work addresses a different issue regarding
is dominated by the other, for example, if the Aiwa is joint and separate evaluation than the joint-separate pref-
a model of inferior quality being sold at a more expen- erence-reversal research. The preference-reversal work
sive price than the Sony, then the joint evaluation does investigates whether the rank order of the two options
not create a conflict but provides reasons for the partici- changes between the two evaluation modes. The current
pants to choose the dominant option. As a result, in the research examines whether a given option will look more
dominant option scenario, more participants chose the attractive when presented alone (i.e., in separate evalua-
Sony in the Sony / Aiwa than in the Sony-alone condi- tion) or when paired with another option of comparable
tion (Tversky and Shafir 1992) . What this research im- quality (i.e., in joint evaluation).2 In other words, this
plies is that pairing an option with another option of
comparable quality will create conflict in consumers and

2It is important to stress that our goal is to study the evaluation of
single alternatives depending on the context (whether they are consid-
ered alone or in the presence of another) . This is very different from

1Joint evaluation does not mean evaluation for joint purchases. It the question of whether two events, x and y, provide more satisfaction
when aggregated (i.e., u(x / y)) or when segregated (i.e., u(x)means evaluating options concurrently.
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177JOINT AND SEPARATE EVALUATIONS

research is concerned with the relative value of all options evaluation depends on the relationship of these options
with the reference that people use in separate evaluation.when they are evaluated singly or together. In addition,

the mechanism underlying the evaluation mode effect as More specifically, if these focal options are already attrac-
tive relative to their reference in separate evaluation, thenstudied in our current research is very different from the

mechanism underlying the joint-separate preference-re- subjecting these options to a joint evaluation will hurt
their attractiveness. This is because joint evaluation en-versal phenomenon.
ables people to compare across the options and through
this comparison people will see weaknesses of each op-CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
tion relative to the other option. In contrast, if the focal

Before we introduce our specific predictions, let us options are unattractive relative to their reference in sepa-
examine two underlying assumptions. The first is that rate evaluation, then juxtaposing them in a joint evalua-
when evaluating only one option, people compare it to tion will enhance their attractiveness. This is because joint
whatever reference information is available at the time. evaluation enables people to discover advantages of each
Previous research (see, e.g., Kahneman and Tversky option relative to the other option.
1979; Shafir, Osherson, and Smith 1993; Tversky and The following is a more formal analysis of these propo-
Kahneman 1991; see also Brickman and Campbell sitions. Suppose that two stimulus options, options A and
1971; Helson 1964) shows that the attractiveness of a B, involve a trade-off along two attributes, attribute 1 and
stimulus option depends not only on the absolute value attribute 2:
of that option but also on its relative value, that is, Attribute 1 Attribute 2
relative to some reference value. For example, when a

Option A a1 a2
prospective home buyer assesses the worth of a house, Option B b1 b2
she is likely to anchor on some reference and then make

where a1 ú b1 and a2 õ b2. (We use the symbol ‘‘ú’’an assessment by comparing the current house against
to mean ‘‘better than’’ and the symbol ‘‘õ’’ to meanthat reference. The reference can be either a specific
‘‘worse than.’’)and concrete case, for example, a house owned by her

Also assume that in separate evaluation both optionsfriend, or based on some abstract, distributional infor-
are associated with some common reference, R, and thatmation, such as the ‘‘average house’’ or ‘‘most other
its values on the two attributes are r1 and r2, respectively.houses’’ in the given region.
On the basis of the assumptions proposed above, we as-The second assumption underlying our current re-
sume that in separate evaluation people compare the givensearch, which is shared by the preference-reversal work
option with R, and in joint evaluation they compare onementioned previously, is that when evaluating two options
option against the other. For the sake of simplicity andjointly, people rely less on the reference information they
without loss of generality, we assume that in joint evalua-would otherwise use in separate evaluation and make their
tion people totally ignore the original reference, R, andevaluation by comparing one option against the other. For
use exclusively the alternative option as their basis ofexample, if the home buyer mentioned above is shown
comparison.3two new houses at the same time, she will be less likely

Thus, the attractiveness of the stimulus options in theto think of her friend’s house or the average house; in-
two evaluation models can be modeled asstead, she will compare across the two options presented.

This assumption is based on prior research demonstrating VSEP(A) Å k / w 1 u(a1 0 r1) / (1 0 w)
(1)that in judgment, people rely more on vivid and available

1 £(a2 0 r2);information than on pallid background information, even
if the latter information is more useful than the former

VSEP(B) Å k / w 1 u(b1 0 r1) / (1 0 w)
(2)(see, e.g., Tversky and Kahneman 1973, 1974). When a

person judges an option in the joint evaluation mode, 1 £(b2 0 r2);
the alternative option is usually more salient and more

VJNT(A) Å k / w 1 u(a1 0 b1) / (1 0 w)
(3)

available than the original reference information and
therefore may replace the original reference and serve as 1 £(a2 0 b2);
the primary reference itself. In this case, one’s attention

andis drawn to the differences between the focal options
(Tversky 1969). VJNT(B) Å k / w 1 u(b1 0 a1) / (1 0 w)

(4)On the basis of these assumptions, we can briefly de-
1 £(b2 0 a2),scribe our hypotheses as follows. First, whether a set of

stimulus options (let’s say there are two stimulus options) where VSEP and VJNT stand for the attractiveness of the
will look more attractive in separate evaluation or in joint

3In reality, people may use a combination of R and the alternative
/ u(y)) . On this, see Linville and Fisher (1991), Thaler (1985), and option as their basis of comparison in joint evaluation. Even so, the

basic arguments will hold.Thaler and Johnson (1990).
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given option in the separate and the joint evaluation and
modes, respectively, k is the baseline attractiveness of a £(b2 0 r2) ú £(b2 0 a2). (8)
product in the given product category, which can be re-

Applying Equations 5–8 to Equations 1–4, we obtain:garded as a constant, and w is the relative weight between
the two attributes, where 0 õ w õ 1.4 Finally, u and £ VSEP(A) ú VJNT(A) (9)
are utility functions for attribute 1 and attribute 2, respec-

andtively. Both u and £ are monotonically increasing func-
tions, with u(0) Å 0 and £(0) Å 0.

VSEP(B) ú VJNT(B). (10)Equations 1–4 imply that the evaluation mode effect,
whether the stimulus options are perceived more posi- Equations 9 and 10 can be summarized in the following
tively in separate evaluation or in joint evaluation, de- hypothesis, which is a special case of Hypothesis 1:
pends on the position of the stimulus options relative to

H1a: If both A and B are better than R, then theythe reference, which will be called the options-reference
will look more attractive in separate evalua-relationship. This leads to our first hypothesis:
tion than in joint evaluation.

H1: There will be an interaction between the op- Let us now turn to the worse-than-reference case, where
tions-reference relation and the evaluation max(a1, b1) õ r1 and max(a2, b2) õ r2. Given that r1
mode. The options-reference relation will have ú a1ú b1, r2 ú b2 ú a2, and that u and £ are monotoni-
a greater effect on the attractiveness of the stim- cally increasing functions, we have,
ulus options in separate evaluation than in joint

u(a1 0 r1) õ u(a1 0 b1), (11)evaluation.

£(a2 0 r2) õ £(a2 0 b2), (12)There are many possible relationships between the
stimulus options and the reference. Let us consider two u(b1 0 r1) õ u(b1 0 a1), (13)
extreme cases: (1) where A and B are each better than

andR on both attributes, which will be referred to as the
‘‘better-than-reference’’ condition, and (2) where A and

£(b2 0 r2) õ £(b2 0 a2). (14)
B are each worse than R on both attributes, which will

Combining Equations 11–14 with Equations 1–4 leadsbe referred to as the ‘‘worse-than-reference’’ condition.
to the following conclusions:(We shall address other conditions in the General Discus-

sion section.)
VSEP(A) õ VJNT(A) (15)Let us first examine the better-than-reference case,

where min(a1, b1) ú r1 and min(a2, b2) ú r2. Because and
a1 ú b1 ú r1, b2 ú a2 ú r2, and u and £ are monotoni-

VSEP(B) õ VJNT(B). (16)cally increasing functions, we have,

This is our Hypothesis 1b, which is another special case
u(a1 0 r1) ú u(a1 0 b1), (5) of Hypothesis 1.

£(a2 0 r2) ú £(a2 0 b2), (6) H1b: If both A and B are worse than R, then they
will look more attractive in joint evaluation

u(b1 0 r1) ú u(b1 0 a1), (7) than in separate evaluation.

Taken together, Hypotheses 1a and 1b suggest that the
evaluation mode effect, whether the stimulus options will

4We assume a constant relative attribute weight, w, for both the sepa- look more attractive in separate evaluation or in joint
rate evaluation mode and the joint evaluation mode. In theory, the evaluation, is contingent on the relationship between the
attribute weight can vary between the two modes. It can be easily stimulus options and their reference in separate evalua-
proved that if the attribute weight varies, neither Equations 9 and 10

tion. If these options are attractive relative to their refer-nor Equation 15 and 16 will hold. However, a relaxed version of these
ence in separate evaluation, then joint evaluation will hurtequations will still hold, namely, VSEP(A) / VSEP(B) ú VJNT(A)

/ VJNT(B) for the better-than-reference condition, and VSEP(A) them. If these options are unattractive relative to their
/ VSEP(B) õ VJNT(A) / VJNT(B) for the worse-than-reference condi- reference in separate evaluation, then joint evaluation will
tion. They imply that in the better-than-reference condition, A and B help them.will on average look more attractive in separate evaluation than in joint
evaluation, and in the worse-than-reference condition, A and B will on
average look more attractive in joint evaluation than in separate evalua- EMPIRICAL EVIDENCEtion. In all of the studies reported in this article, the results were consis-
tent not only with these relaxed predictions, but also with the more Below we report on six empirical studies that testedstringent hypotheses of Equations 9 and 10 and Equations 15 and 16,

these hypotheses. These studies tapped into differentsuggesting that the relative attribute weight did not change significantly
between the joint and the separate evaluation modes. product categories, used different methods to manipulate
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TABLE 1 TABLE 2

SUMMARY OF THE STUDIES MEAN WILLINGNESS-TO-PAY VALUES ($)
FOR EACH MODEL IN STUDY 1

Reference Dependent
Study Product information variable Options-reference relation

and evaluation mode Model A Model B
1 Cordless phone Externally given Willingness to pay
2 Light bulbs Externally given Willingness to pay Better than reference:

Joint 79.00 73.053 CD changer Naturally evoked Willingness to pay
4 Printer Naturally evoked Willingness to pay Separate 91.75 89.95

Worse than reference:5 Cordless phone Externally given Choice
6 CD changer Naturally evoked Choice Joint 80.93 66.33

Separate 65.37 60.04

NOTE.—N Å 142.

the reference information, and involved different depen-
dent variables, as summarized in Table 1.

Studies 1 and 2 used almost identical procedures; so battery life of 20 days per recharge.’’ Here, both model
did studies 3 and 4 and studies 5 and 6. To save space, A and model B were inferior to the reference.
we shall discuss only the first study in each pair in detail. In the joint evaluation condition, participants were told

that there were two models of cordless phones available
in the store and shown the information about these modelsStudies 1 and 2
as presented above. They were then asked, ‘‘What is the
most you are willing to pay for a unit of each model?’’Method of Study 1

In each of the separate evaluation conditions, partici-
This study involved the evaluation of two cordless pants were given the same reference information as in
phones: the joint evaluation condition, were told that there was

Maximum operative Battery life only one model available, and were presented with the
distance per recharge information about either model. They were then asked,

‘‘What is the most you are willing to pay for a unit ofModel A 150 feet 2 days
this model?’’Model B 60 feet 10 days

Respondents were 142 unpaid M.B.A. students from
managerial decision-making and organizational behaviorThe questionnaire for this study had six versions. They

represented a 2 (options-reference relation) 1 3 (evalua- classes at a midwestern university. They randomly re-
ceived one of the six versions of the questionnaire andtion mode) design. The two options-reference-relation

conditions were better than reference and worse than ref- completed it individually in class.
erence. The three evaluation mode conditions were joint
evaluation, separate evaluation A, and separate evaluation
B. In all of the conditions, participants were asked to Results of Study 1
assume that they were shopping for a cordless phone and
planned to spend between $50 and $150. (We included The results are summarized in Table 2. We analyzed

the data for the two stimulus options separately. Recallthe price range in order to prevent participants from giv-
ing unreasonably high or low willingness-to-pay prices.) that our main hypothesis predicted an interaction between

options-reference relation and evaluation mode. To testThey were further told that when buying a cordless phone,
they should check (a) its maximum operative distance, this hypothesis, two 2 (options-reference relation; better

than reference vs. worse than reference) 1 2 (evaluationthat is, how far from the base unit the handset can operate,
and (b) its battery life per recharge, that is, how many mode; joint vs. separate) ANOVAs were performed, one

for model A and one for model B. Confirming Hypothesisdays its battery can last after each recharge.
The reference information in this study was external to 1, there were significant interactions between options-

reference relation and evaluation mode for both model Athe focal options and explicitly given in the instructions. It
was the cordless phone of a friend. In the better-than- (F(1, 99) Å 6.92, p õ .05) and model B (F(1, 88)

Å 4.05, p õ .05) .reference condition, participants read, ‘‘A friend of yours
recently bought a cordless phone. His unit has a max To test for Hypotheses 1a and 1b, we conducted four

planned comparisons between the two evaluation modes,operative distance of 30 feet, and a battery life of 1 day
per recharge.’’ Here, both model A and model B were one for each model in the better-than-reference condition,

and one for each model in the worse-than-reference condi-better than the friend’s phone (the reference) .
In the worse-than-reference condition, participants tion. All of the results were in the predicted direction. In

the better-than-reference condition, both model A andread, ‘‘A friend of yours recently bought a cordless phone.
His unit has a max operative distance of 300 feet, and a model B were valued more highly in separate evaluation
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TABLE 3 evaluation mode and the relationship between the stimu-
lus options and their reference. If the focal options areMEAN WILLINGNESS-TO-PAY VALUES ($)
better than their reference (e.g., a friend’s phone), theFOR EACH BRAND IN STUDY 2
focal options will receive more favorable valuations when

Options-reference relation evaluated separately than when evaluated jointly. If the
and evaluation mode Brand A Brand B focal options are worse than their reference, these options

will enjoy more favorable judgments when evaluated
Better than reference: jointly.Joint 1.61 1.99

These findings suggest that one can manipulate theSeparate 2.31 3.31
Worse than reference: direction of the evaluation mode effect by setting different

Joint 1.42 1.77 reference points, as long as the evaluator does not already
Separate .94 1.65 have a clear reference in mind. If one sets the reference

lower than the focal options, then the focal options willNOTE.—N Å 158.
be valued more favorably in separate evaluation than in
joint evaluation; if one sets the reference higher than the
focal options, then they will look more attractive in jointthan in joint evaluation ( t Å 1.72, p õ .055 for model A
evaluation than in separate evaluation.and t Å 1.90, p õ .05 for model B). Conversely, in the

worse-than-reference condition, both model A and model
B were valued more favorably in joint evaluation than in Studies 3 and 4
separate evaluation, although the difference for model B

In studies 3 and 4 we sought to extend the results ofwas not statistically significant ( t Å 2.00, p õ .05, and t
studies 1 and 2 by using a different method to manipulateõ 1, n.s., for models A and B, respectively) .
the relationship between the stimulus options and the ref-
erence. In studies 1 and 2, the reference was explicitly

Method and Results of Study 2 given, and the options-reference relation was manipulated
by varying the R. In studies 3 and 4, no explicit referenceStudy 2 was a replication of Study 1 using a different
was given. Instead, we assumed, on the basis of Kahne-product. The stimulus options were two brands of light
man and Miller’s (1986) norm theory, that in separatebulbs.
evaluation, participants would evoke some internal norm
of the given product category, for example, what theyLife expectancy Light output
believe to be the average product in that category, and

Brand A 1,000 hours 900 lumens use that as their reference. The options-reference relation
Brand B 1,500 hours 800 lumens

was then manipulated by varying the values of the stimu-
lus options rather than by varying the reference.In the better-than-reference condition, participants were

told, ‘‘the life expectancy of most 75-watt light bulbs is
Method of Study 3500 hours, and the light output is 700 lumens.’’ In the

worse-than-reference condition, they were told, ‘‘the life The products to be evaluated in this study were CD
expectancy of most 75-watt light bulbs is 2,500 hours, changers. As in studies 1 and 2, the questionnaire versions
and the light output is 1,000 lumens.’’ represented a 2 (options-reference relation) 1 3 (evalua-

As in study 1, there was a significant interaction between tion mode) design. In all six conditions, participants were
options-reference relation and evaluation mode for both asked to imagine that they were shopping for a CD
brand A (F(1, 112) Å 4.77, p õ .05) and brand B (F(1, changer and planned to spend between $150 and $300. In
101) Å 3.93, p Å.05; see Table 3). In the better-than- the better-than-reference condition, the focal CD changers
reference condition, both brands were valued more in sepa- were:
rate evaluation than in joint evaluation ( t Å 1.72, p õ .05
for brand A and t Å 2.56, p õ .05 for brand B). In the CD capacity Length of warranty
worse-than-reference condition, both brands were valued

Model A 10 CDs 40 monthsmore in joint evaluation than in separate evaluation
Model B 15 CDs 20 months(t Å 01.98, p õ .05 for brand A and t õ 1, n.s. for

brand B).
In the worse-than-reference condition, the focal CD
changers were:Discussion of Studies 1 and 2

The results of these studies provided support for our
predictions, highlighting the interdependence between CD capacity Length of warranty

Model A 2 CDs 4 months
Model B 3 CDs 2 months5All t-tests are one-tailed.
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TABLE 4We expected that most people would have some idea
about what the average CD changer was like and would MEAN WILLINGNESS-TO-PAY VALUES ($)
use that information as their reference. We developed our FOR EACH MODEL IN STUDY 3
stimuli so that the two focal options would dominate the

Options-reference relationaverage in the better-than-reference condition. In the
and evaluation mode Model A Model Bworse-than-reference condition, the focal options were

designed so that they would be dominated by the average
Better than reference:CD changer. Joint 220.42 216.39

As in studies 1 and 2, respondents were exposed to Separate 259.09 258.75
Worse than reference:and indicated their willingness to pay for either both mod-

Joint 169.60 187.20els ( joint evaluation) or one of the models (separate eval-
Separate 134.74 160.00uation).

To check that participants indeed had some idea what NOTE.—N Å 157.
most CD changers are like and that our options-reference
manipulation was effective, we asked participants the fol-
lowing questions after they had completed the question-

Willingness-to-Pay Values. The results are summa-naire: (1) ‘‘How many CDs do you think most CD-chang-
rized in Table 4. We subjected the data to the same seters can hold?’’ and (2) ‘‘How long do you think the
of analyses as we did in studies 1 and 2. Again, in supportwarranty coverage is for most CD-changers?’’
of Hypothesis 1, the interactions between the options-Respondents were 157 students recruited in the dining
reference relation and evaluation mode were significanthalls of a large Midwestern university. They randomly
for both model A (F(1, 109) Å 9.84, põ .05) and modelreceived one of the six versions of the questionnaire and
B (F(1, 102) Å 5.75, p õ .05) .completed it individually. Upon completion, each partici-

The four planned subsequent analyses revealed patternspant received a candy bar as compensation.
of results similar to those in studies 1 and 2 and lent
further support to Hypotheses 1a and 1b. In the better-Results of Study 3
than-reference condition, both CD changers received

Manipulation Check. On average, respondents had more favorable valuations when evaluated separately than
the following impressions of ‘‘most CD changers’’: that when evaluated jointly ( t Å 2.52, p õ .01 and t Å 1.99,
they would have a capacity of 7.5 CDs and that the length p õ .05, for models A and B, respectively) . By contrast,
of the warranty would be 13 months. Clearly, ‘‘most CD in the worse-than-reference condition, both CD changers
changers,’’ which presumably served as a reference, lay received more favorable valuations when judged jointly
between the focal CD changers in the better-than-refer- than when judged separately ( t Å 2.09, p õ .05 and t
ence condition and those in the worse-than-reference con- Å 1.85, p õ .05, respectively) .
dition. In other words, in the better-than-reference condi-
tion, the focal CD changers were superior to this Method and Results of Study 4
reference; in the worse-than-reference condition, the focal
CD changers were inferior to this reference. These results Study 4 was a replication of study 3 with a different

product. The stimulus options were two dot-matrix com-assured that our options-reference-relation manipulation
was effective.6 puter printers. In the better-than-reference condition, they

were:
Speed Number of fonts

6A closer examination of the data revealed that respondents in the
Model A 2 seconds per page Up to 200 fontsbetter-than-reference condition had very different impressions of the
Model B 4 seconds per page Up to 300 fontstypical CD changer from those in the worse-than-reference condition.

The means are summarized below:

In the worse-than-reference condition, they were:Condition CD capacity Length of warranty

Speed Number of fontsBetter than reference 10 CDs 17 months
Worse than reference 5 CDs 9 months

Model A 60 seconds per page Up to 2 fontsMean 7.5 CDs 13 months
Model B 120 seconds per page Up to 3 fonts

This difference was probably due to an anchoring-and-adjustment pro-
cess. Because participants indicated their impressions of the typical CD

To ensure that our manipulation was effective, as inchanger after having evaluated the focal model(s) , their impressions of
study 3, we asked subjects their impression of most print-the norm may well have been influenced by the values of the stimuli,

which were obviously different between the two options-reference-rela- ers. As in study 3, subjects reported that the ‘‘average
tion conditions. However, it is important to note that despite the differ- printer’’ (speed Å 41 seconds/page, number of fonts
ence in impressions, the norm evoked by respondents in either the better- Å 59) was better than the stimulus printers in the worse-than-reference or the worse-than-reference condition lay between the

than-reference condition and better than the stimulusfocal options in those two conditions. Thus, the options-reference-rela-
tion manipulation was effective. printers in the worse-than-average condition.
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TABLE 5 TABLE 6

MEAN WILLINGNESS-TO-PAY VALUES ($) PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS CHOOSING
EACH MODEL IN STUDY 5FOR EACH MODEL IN STUDY 4

Options-reference relation Model A Model BOptions-reference relation
and evaluation mode Model A Model B and evaluation mode (%) (%)

Better than reference:Better than reference:
Joint 172.86 163.03 Joint 43 30

Separate 63 58Separate 202.76 251.43
Worse than reference: Worse than reference:

Joint 27 17Joint 124.38 145.21
Separate 97.16 77.19 Separate 15 7

NOTE.—N Å 232.NOTE.—N Å 155.

Maximum operative Battery life CurrentThe results replicated those in study 3 (see Table 5).
distance per recharge priceThere was a significant interaction between the options-

reference relation and evaluation mode for both model A Model A 150 feet 2 days $100
(F(1, 108) Å 4.06, p õ .05) and model B (F(1, 99) Model B 60 feet 10 days $100
Å 7.21, p õ .05) . In the better-than-reference condition,
both models were valued more in separate evaluation than We added the price information because, in order to make
in joint evaluation ( t Å 1.46, p õ .10 for model A and t the purchase choice decision, price information was nec-Å 1.97, põ .05 for model B). In the worse-than-reference essary.
condition, both models were valued more in joint evalua- The questionnaire versions for this study represented
tion than in separate evaluation ( t Å 1.94, p õ .05 for the same 2 (options-reference relation) 1 3 (evaluation
model A and t Å 4.45, p õ .001 for model B). mode) design as study 1. The only difference was in the

final question. In the joint evaluation condition, partici-
Discussion of Studies 3 and 4 pants were asked,

The findings of these studies suggest that the effects What would you do now? Circle one option:
predicted in Hypotheses 1a and 1b can be obtained not (A) Buy Model A now;
only by varying the reference, but also by varying the (B) Buy Model B now;
stimulus options. Unlike studies 1 and 2, in which the (C) Buy neither now.
reference was explicitly specified, studies 3 and 4 did not

In the separate evaluation condition, they were asked,provide any external reference; rather, the reference was
one’s implicit impression of the typical member of the What would you do now? Circle one option:

(A) Buy this model now;given product category. The results of these studies sug-
(B) Do not buy it now.gest that, as long as we know whether the focal options

are better or worse than people’s impression of the typical Respondents were 232 unpaid students recruited in the
member of the given product category, we can accurately dining halls of two large midwestern universities. They
predict which evaluation mode leads to more favorable randomly received one of the six versions of the question-
judgments. If the focal options are better than the norm, naire and completed it individually. Upon completion,
separate evaluation will result in more favorable judg- each participant received a candy bar as compensation.
ments; if the focal options are worse than the norm, joint
evaluation will yield more favorable judgments.

Results of Study 5
Studies 5 and 6 The results are summarized in Table 6. Recall that the

main proposition of this research (Hypothesis 1) predictsSo far we have only tested our hypotheses with judg-
an interaction between options-reference relation andment (willingness to pay) as the dependent variable. Stud-
evaluation mode. Translated in terms of purchase choice,ies 5 and 6 extend the previous studies by using a different
this hypothesis implies that whether more people woulddependent variable, whether to buy the given product(s)
purchase a given option when it is presented alone oror not ( i.e., purchase choice) .
when it is paired with an alternative option depends on
the relationship between these options and their reference.Method of Study 5 To test this hypothesis, we analyzed the choice data sepa-
rately for model A and for model B using the categoricalStudy 5 involved the same stimulus options as study

1, except that a constant price was attached to the two data modeling procedure. Both sets of analyses revealed
significant interactions between options-reference relationoptions:
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TABLE 7 To increase the power of our analyses, we pooled the
data of studies 5 and 6 together and reanalyzed the com-PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS CHOOSING
bined data with product category (cordless phone vs. CDEACH MODEL IN STUDY 6
changer) as an additional independent variable. As before,

Options-reference relation Model A Model B there were significant interactions between options-refer-
and evaluation mode (%) (%) ence relation and evaluation mode for both option A (x 2

Å 8.39, p õ .01) and option B (x 2 Å 15.09, p õ .001).
Better than reference: In the better-than-reference condition, more respondentsJoint 62 34

chose to buy each option in the separate evaluation thanSeparate 71 44
Worse than reference: in the joint evaluation condition (x 2 Å 3.19, p õ .1 for

Joint 22 50 option A, and x 2 Å 4.71, p õ .05 for option B). In the
Separate 3 11 worse-than-reference condition, more people chose to buy

these options in the joint evaluation than in the separateNOTE.—N Å 203.
evaluation condition (x 2 Å 5.36, p õ .05 for option A,
and x 2 Å 10.41, p õ .005 for option B).7

and evaluation mode in the predicted direction (x 2

Discussion of Studies 5 and 6Å 4.44, p õ .05 for model A, and x 2 Å 5.75, p õ .05
for model B). These results show that our hypotheses concerning the

To test for Hypotheses 1a and 1b, we further analyzed interdependence of evaluation mode and option-reference
the data for the better-than-reference and the worse-than- relation apply not only to willingness-to-pay judgments,
reference conditions separately. In the better-than-refer- but also to purchase choices. If the focal products are
ence condition, the percentage of respondents choosing a attractive (relative to their reference) , more people will
given option was higher in separate evaluation than in buy each of them if they are presented alone than if they
joint evaluation, and this was true for both options (x 2

are presented together. However, if the focal products areÅ 3.29, p õ .1 for model A, and x 2 Å 5.47, p õ .05 unattractive (relative to their reference) , more people will
for model B). Conversely, in the worse-than-reference buy each of them if they are presented together than if
condition, the percentage of respondents choosing a given they are presented alone.
option was higher in joint evaluation than in separate
evaluation, and, again, this tendency was true for both

GENERAL DISCUSSIONoptions, although the effects were not statistically signifi-
cant (x 2 Å 1.31 and 1.39 for models A and B, respec-

A series of studies reported herein tapped into differenttively) .
product categories, used different types of reference infor-
mation, and involved different dependent variables. A

Method and Results of Study 6 highly consistent pattern of results emerged: When the
focal products are better than a reference, which couldStudy 6 used the same stimuli as study 3. As in Study
be one’s impression of the norm of the given product5, a constant price was added to the original stimulus
category or a specific example, they will look more attrac-options:
tive and will be more likely to be purchased when pre-CD capacity Length of warranty Today’s price
sented separately than when presented jointly. If the stim-

Model A 10 CDs 40 months $225 ulus products are worse than the reference, they will be
Model B 15 CDs 20 months $225 perceived more favorably and will be more likely to be

chosen when presented together than when presented sep-
We analyzed the data in the same manner as we did for arately.

the study 5 data (see Table 7). In support of Hypothesis 1, The choice results in the worse-than-reference condi-
the interactions between options-reference relation and tion are particularly noteworthy. These results violate a
evaluation mode were significant for both model A (x 2

fundamental normative assumption of consumer behavior
Å 4.47, p õ .05) and model B (x 2 Å 9.78, p õ .005). called the ‘‘regularity’’ assumption, which postulates that
Subsequent analyses reveal that in the better-than-refer- the market share of a given product cannot be increased
ence condition, more respondents chose to purchase a by including an alternative product. In contrast to this
given model in the separate evaluation than in the joint assumption, our results show that more people would opt
evaluation condition, although the differences were not to purchase a product when there is an alternative product
significant (x 2 Å .63 and .60, respectively) . In the worse-
than-reference condition, more respondents chose to buy
a given model in the joint evaluation than in the separate

7Product category did not have significant interaction effects withevaluation condition, and these effects were significant any other variables, except for an interaction between options-reference
for both model A (x 2 Å 4.49, p õ .05) and model B (x 2

relation and product category for option A (x 2 Å 4.82, p õ .05) . This
effect does not seem to have any theoretical significance.Å 10.53, p õ .005).
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( joint evaluation) than when there are no alternatives be sufficient for it to replace an internal reference point
since for them this internal reference is likely to be highly(separate evaluation). The well-documented attraction ef-

fect produces a similar violation (Huber et al. 1982; Si- accessible.8 Another factor that could moderate the evalu-
ation-mode effect is whether the alternatives are difficultmonson 1989).

It should be mentioned that in this research we have to compare, such as when the two products being com-
pared are not from the same product category. In suchtested our hypotheses only in highly simplified situations.

We have assumed that there are only two stimulus op- cases, the alternative option in joint evaluation will not
provide an easy-to-use reference. As a result, the con-tions, that they vary on only two attributes, and that they

share a common reference in separate evaluation. What sumer might just rely on a more natural reference to evalu-
ate the options even when both options are presentedwill happen in situations involving more options, more

attributes, or multiple references? It is beyond the scope together.
The studies reported in this article corroborate existingof this article to exhaust all of these possibilities. Never-

theless, we believe that the basic assumptions underlying research in marketing and behavioral decision making by
demonstrating that preferences are not necessarily wellour hypotheses will hold in these more complex scenarios,

but the exact prediction will vary from situation to situa- defined or stable (see Slovic [1995] for a review). This
research also adds to the literature (Puto 1987; Thalertion. For example, in situations involving more than two

options, as long as all of the options are better (worse) 1985; Tversky and Kahneman 1991) showing that people
use reference points as the basis for judging the value ofthan the reference information, then separate evaluation

of these options will result in more (less) favorable out- alternatives. More important, it proposes and demon-
strates that a natural reference point can be replaced whencomes than joint evaluation.

It should also be mentioned that in this research we a more salient one becomes available, as is the case under
a joint evaluation mode. As a result, the evaluation of afocused only on two extreme scenarios of the relationship

between the stimulus options and the reference, namely, given alternative can differ as a function of the reference
point that is being used.the better-than-reference and the worse-than-reference

conditions. What will happen in other scenarios, for ex- Specifically, the present research complements prior
research on joint-separate evaluation preference reversalsample, when one option is better than the reference on one

attribute but the other option is better than the reference on (see, e.g., Hsee 1996; Hsee et al. 1996; Nowlis and Si-
monson 1997) by showing that not only does the rankanother attribute, or when both options are better than the

reference on one attribute but worse than the reference order of the stimulus options change between joint and
separate evaluation, the absolute attractiveness of theseon another? Again, we believe that the basic assumptions

underlying our hypotheses are applicable to those situa- options also changes. It is important to note that the evalu-
ation mode effects studied in the current research aretions as well, even though the final predictions may be

impossible to make without further information. Let us orthogonal to, and can coexist with, the preference-rever-
sal effects investigated in the prior research. For instance,consider one such scenario, for example, where A is better

than the reference on attribute 1 and B is better than the it is possible that two options, A and B, are each valued
more highly in separate evaluation than in joint evaluationreference on attribute 2. Based on Equations 1–4, each

of the stimulus options will be perceived positively on (an evaluation mode effect) , but, at the same time, option
A is valued more highly than option B in separate evalua-one attribute and negatively on the other in both joint

and separate evaluations. Consequently, without further tion and option B is valued more highly than option A
in joint evaluation (a preference-reversal effect) . It is alsoinformation about the relative weight of the two attributes

and the exact distance between the attribute values and important to note that what drives the evaluation-mode
effect observed in the current research is different fromthe reference point, no systematic predictions can be made

as to whether the options would be more attractive under what causes the preference-reversal phenomenon. The
evaluation-mode effect depends on the relationship be-separate evaluation or joint evaluation mode.

Finally, a number of factors are likely to moderate the tween the stimulus options and their reference point, and
not on attribute evaluability, attribute-task compatibility,effect of evaluation mode on product attractiveness.

Given that evaluation mode affects product attractiveness or any other factors responsible for preference reversals.
The current research has important practical implica-through the substitution of a natural reference by the more

salient alternative option, any factors affecting the likeli- tions. As mentioned at the beginning of the article, it can
help retailers decide whether to carry multiple models orhood of this substitution should moderate the evaluation-

mode effect. Factors can affect the likelihood of substitu- brands of a certain product category or to limit themselves
to one model or brand. Our research would suggest thattion in two different ways, either by making the natural

reference highly accessible or by making the alternative if the two brands of coffeemakers that are available to a
option harder to use as a reference. For instance, it is
likely that experience or familiarity with the product cate-
gory will moderate the differential impact of joint evalua- 8Thaler (1985) makes a similar argument for the role of the suggested
tion. For experienced decision makers, the salience of the retail price as a potential reference price, that is, that it will be more

influential for unfamiliar products or inexperienced consumers.alternative option in the joint evaluation mode may not
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tives,’’ Administrative Science Quarterly, 37 (June), 220–retailer, Braun and Krups, are better than the average
240.brand, then the retailer would be better off carrying only

Brickman, Philip J. and Donald T. Campbell (1971), ‘‘Hedonicone of them. On the other hand, if the two brands are of
Relativism and Planning the Good Society,’’ in Adapta-lower quality than the average brand, then each brand
tion-Level Theory: A Symposium, ed. Mortimer H. Appley,will look more attractive if they are offered together than New York: Academic Press.
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to some extent, it is consistent with current practices, mental and Systematic Approach to Behavior, New York:
though we do not claim that this reasoning is the primary Harper & Row.
motivation) the following strategy for a car dealership. Hsee, Christopher K. (1996), ‘‘The Evaluability Hypothesis:
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