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ABSTRACT
Recent research by Carpenter, Glazer, and Nakamoto (1994)
suggests that brands can gain a competitive advantage with “mean-
ingless” differentiation, even if consumers are aware of its irrel-
evance. Two experiments are presented that investigate the role
that the attribute’s label and the decision context play in the
consumer inference process associated with meaningless differen-
tiation. Results show that attribute inferences regarding the value
of the unique attribute depend on the attractiveness of the differen-
tiated label and its correspondence with the irrelevance disclosure.
Additionally, the impact of meaningless differentiation on con-
sumer choice was shown to depend on the degree of meaningful

differentiation between the alternatives.

INTRODUCTION

The crux of marketing is to create a niche in the marketplace
by differentiating from competitors on an important attribute. A
differentiated position increases consumer recall and consideration
of the product, resistance to competitive attack, and product prefer-
ence for market segments that value the distinctive attribute. Re-
cent research by Carpenter, Glazer, and Nakamoto (1994) ques-
tions the widely-held assumption that marketers need to differenti-
ate on an attribute that is relevant, meaningful, and valuable.
Counter to prevailing marketing strategy (Porter 1985), they find
that marketers can benefit even when differentiation is meaning-
less.

Marketers have long recognized the persuasive powers of
adverlising. Advertising has been shown to frame consumer
decisions such that featuring an attribute in an advertisement
increases its importance in consumer product evaluation (Gardner
1983, MacKenzie 1986). Featuring an irrelevant attribute, how-
ever, was thought to have long-term negative consequences be-
cause consumers would discover during product trial that the
attribute did not, in fact, improve product performance. In their
review of consumer learning, Hoch and Deighton (1989) ques-
tioned this assumption arguing that many product experiences do
not provide unambiguous feedback about attribute performance.
Furthermore, they asserted that because consumerstreatamarketer’s
claim as a default hypothesis (Hoch and Ha 1986), confirmatory
biases in testing would actually lead consumers to perceive the
uninformative product experience as verifying the marketer’sclaim.

This malleability of consumer learning led Hoch and Deigton
(1989) to suggest that brands could gain long-term benefits by
differentiating on attributes that give the appearance of being
valuable, but in fact, are irrelevant to improving product perfor-
mance. Forexample, Folger’s instant coffee advertises its patented
“flaked coffee crystals” although the shape of the coffee crystal is
only relevant for ground, not instant coffee.

In two laboratory experiments, Carpenter et al. (1994) (re-
ferred to as CGN) found support for meaningless differentiation.
Two results are noteworthy. First, consumers valued an irrelevant
attribute in the absence of any marketer claim regarding its superi-
ority. Second, CGN found thateven after being explicitly informed
that the differentiation was meaningless, subjects still positively

1 Thanks to Joe Urbany and Pat West for their helpful comments on
an earlier draft.
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valued the differentiated brand. Attribute belief measures con-
firmed that subjects learned that the attribute was irrelevant (i.e.,
they reported no value for the unique level of the attribute).
Nonetheless, meaningless differentiation had a positive impact.
This latter finding is particularly interesting because it sug-
gests that the uniqueness of a meaninglessly differentiated attribute
can result in inferences of alternative superiority apparently with-
out inferences of attribute level superiority. That is, an alternative
differentiated by an irrelevant attribute can receive enhanced evalu-
ation without subjects generating positive inferences about the
attribute. Given the significance of this finding for marketers and
public policy makers, we believe that this study deserves replica-
tion and extension in two directions. First, we believe that it is
important to examine factors that may impact the likelihood that
consumers will draw positive inferences from meaningless differ-
entiation. Experiment 1 examines the moderating effects of the
differentiated attribute label’s attractiveness and its correspon-
dence with the irrelevance disclosure on meaningless differentia-
tion. Second, we believe it is important to understand the contexts
in which meaningless differentiation will affect consumers’ deci-
sions relative to other meaningful information. Specifically, a
second experiment examines whether an irrelevant attribute can be
used to counter a competitive weakness on a relevant attribute.

MEANINGLESS DIFFERENTIATION PROCESS

Several psychological processes may account formeaningless
differentiation leading to a meaningful brand advantage. CGN
posit that uniqueness may create value because it leads to greater
weight in evaluation (Kahneman 1973), prominence in inter-brand
comparison (Houston, Sherman, and Baker 1989), and simplifica-
tion of decision-making (Fiske and Taylor 1984). Although differ-
entiation leads to greater attention directed towards the meaning-
less attribute level, it is not obvious that the consumer will neces-
sarily infer a positive value. CGN suggest that consumers may
believe that the distinctive attribute causes better product perfor-
mance (McGill 1989) especially if they make pragmatic inferences
(Harris and Monaco 1978) that a brand would not offer a unique
attribute level unless it added value.

Nonrevelation of Irrelevance

In the CGN study, subjects were not provided with any claims
regarding the differentiated attribute’s benefits, merely its identify-
ing label and a brief description. Examination of their stimulus
materials reveals that meaningless differentiation was achieved by
having one brand of jackets described as having “alpine class”
down fill whereas the other seven brands in the competitive set were
described as having “regular” down fill. Down fill was described
as the type of bird feather used with “alpine class” being goose
feathers whereas “regular” was a mixture of goose and duck
feathers.

Several aspects of the stimuli are worth noting with respect to
the likelihood of a positive inference to the meaninglessly differen-
tiated attribute. First, the label “regular” has a baseline connotation
suggesling that any differentiation is positive. Second, consumers
may prefer a pure to a mixture filling. Third, the attribute labels are
nondescript regarding specific attribute performance allowing for
multiple interpretations (Hoch and Ha 1986) and a potential likeli-
hood of consumers inferring greater value than warranted given the
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descriptive attribute information (Preston 1977). Fourth, consum-
ers may possess prior beliefs that goose feathers are softer than duck
feathers. Additionally, they may also use their intuitive beliefs
regarding the relationship between “alpine class” and mountains
and skiing to generate inferences that compare favorably to the
generic “regular” label" in the product class of winter jackets
(Broniarczyk and Alba 1994).

Thus, consistent with traditional models of consumer evalua-
tion (Fishbein and Azjen 1975), the favorableness of differentiation
isexpected to be a function of the benefits associated either directly
or by inference with the attribute. Therefore, our replication of
CGN will include a manipulation of the previously unexamined
effect of attribute label attractiveness. Meaningless differentiation
is hypothesized to depend on the attractiveness of the differentiated
attribute’s label relative to the competitive set. Specifically, when
the differentiated attribute is described by a more attractive label, it
will be positively valued, whereas when it is described by a less
favorable label it will be negatively valued. Uniqueness in and of
itself is not expected to be sufficient to generate positive value.

Revelation of Irrelevance

The finding that led CGN to ascribe value to uniqueness per se
was that subjects positively valued the meaninglessly differentiated
alternative, even when pre-warned of the irrelevance of the differ-
entiation. Prior to judging the jackets, one group of subjects was
informed that for down fill “the age of a bird matters, the type of bird
it comes from does not make a difference.” Manipulation checks
confirmed the success of the irrelevance instruction with these
subjects claiming indifference between alpine and regular down fiil
yet their product judgments revealed a positive bias towards the
alternative with the “alpine class” label. Moreover, CGN still found
a positive benefit for meaningless differentiation when analysis
was restricted to only subjects who were indifferent or had lower
preferences for “alpine class.”

This result is counter to a large body of research showing that
consumers are discriminating regarding product benefits. In fact,
consumers have been found to reduce their likelihood of purchasing
products that included unwanted positive features or premiums
(Simonson, Carmon, and O’Curry 1994). Notwithstanding the
solid evidence of its success, the irrelevance revelation of CGN
warrants special consideration because the uniqueness explanation
is dependent on subjects believing the differentiation to be mean-
ingless.

Examination of their irrelevance disclosure shows that it
corresponded to the attribute description (i.e., goose and duck
feathers) but not the attribute label (i.e., alpine and regular). In their
principle of correspondence, Ajzen and Fishbein (1977) posited
that an equivalent level of specificity in measurement is needed for
attitudes to be highly predictive of behavior. Analogously, we
propose that an equivalent level of specificity between the irrel-
evance disclosure and the differentiated attribute’s label is neces-
sary for the revelation to be maximally effective in counteracting
subjects’ inferences.2 Thus, the irrelevance disclosure of CGN
most likely eliminated inferences of “alpine™ related to the superi-
ority of goose over duck feathers but not other favorable inferences
related to its appropriateness for winter activities.

In related research on deceptive advertising, qualifications of
expanded advertising claims have been shown to have partial
success in negating some but not all of the positive inferences
implied by the expanded claim (Burke et al. 1988). Thus, when the
setof positive associations of the attribute label is sufficiently large,

2Thanks to Joe Urbany for suggesting this literature.

the meaningless differentiation effect may remain robust even
when subjects are informed of the irrelevance because discounting
is only applicable to those positive associations specifically related
to the disclosure.3 Thus, our second research proposition is that as
the correspondence between the the irrelevance disclosure and the
label on the differentiated attribute increases, the likelihood of
subjects maintaining their inferences decreases, and consequently,
the effect of meaningless differentiation decreases.

STUDY ONE: ATTRIBUTE ATTRACTIVENESS
AND CORRESPONDENCE WITH REVELATION

Experimental Design

Overview. We had three objectives in Study 1: to replicate
CGN, to examine the role that the attractiveness of the unique
attribute’s label plays in meaningless differentiation, and to exam-
ine the role of its correspondence with the irrelevance disclosure.
The between-subjects design had three factors: 2 (Attractiveness)
X 2 (Correspondence) X 2 (Revelation) and a control condition.
Attractiveness was a factor that varied whether the label on the the
differentiated attribute was higher or lower in attractiveness rela-
tive to the other brands in the choice set. The Correspondence factor
compared whether the correspondence between the irrelevance
disclosure and the differentiated attribute’s label was low or high.
Revelation was a factor that varied whether subjects were explicitly
informed or not informed that the differentiated attribute was
irrelevant.

Pretest. A setof fifty undergraduate subjects participated in
a pretest to determine if the down fill attribute levels differed in
preference on a 9 point scale ranging from 1=Like to 9=Dislike. As
predicted, “alpine” was rated as more preferred than “regular”
[M=3.68 versus M=4.92, (49)=3.42, p<.001] and “goose” was
more preferred than “duck” [M=3.88 versus M=5.40, 1(49)=3.83,
p<.001]. Additionally, there was no preference difference between
the high attractiveness labels of “alpine” and “goose” [t<1] nor the
low attractiveness labels of “regular” and “duck” [t(49)=1.07,
p>.29].

Attribute labels were then selected that varied in correspon-
dence to the irrelevance instruction manipulation. Recall that the
irrelevance revelation of CGN was that “the age of a bird matters,
the type of bird it comes from does not make a difference.” The
attribute labels of “goose” and “duck” were deemed to have a high
direct correspondence with the irrelevance instruction whereas the
labels of “alpine” and “regular” were deemed to have a low direct
correspondence.4

Procedure. Two hundred and forty undergraduate students
from a southwestern university participated for payment of 5
dollars. The procedure and stimuli are replicated from CGN. All
subjects evaluated 8 hypothetical down jackets described on 3
binary attributes of fill rating, cover material, and stitching. The
description of the fourth binary attribute, down fill, varied between
conditions. In the high attractiveness/low correspondence condi-
tion, the differentiated brand had a down fill label of “alpine”

3We appreciate a reviewer for making this point.

4A pretest also confirmed that subjects were likely to have a more
diverse st of associations to the labels of “alpine” and “regular”
than to “goose” and “duck”. Fifty-three different undergraduates
rated the specificity of the down fill labels on a 9-point scale
(1=Abstract, 9=Concrete). “Goose” (M=7.62) and
“duck”(M=6.96) were both viewed as more specific information
for down fill than “alpine” (M=4.36) and “regular” (M=6.96).




whereas the 7 other brands were described as having “regular”
down fill. This condition is a replication of CGN. In the low
attractiveness/low correspondence condition, the reverse scenario
was present with the differentiated brand having a down fill label of
“regular” whereas the other 7 brands were described as having
“alpine”. The high correspondence conditions consisted of replac-
ing the ambiguousaattribute labels of “alpine” and “regular” with the
bird-specific attribute labels of “goose” and “duck”, respectively.
Thus, the high attractiveness/high correspondence condition com-
pared a brand differentiated by “goose” down fill to 7 other brands
described as having “duck” down fill. The low attractiveness/high
correspondence condition compared a brand differentiated by “duck”
down fill to 7 other brands described as having “goose” down fill.

In the nonrevelation condition, subjects were provided with
basic attribute descriptions but no explanations about the prefer-
ence ordering of the attribute levels. In the revelation condition,
subjects were provided with attribute descriptions detailing the
preference ordering of the attribute levels and explicitly informed
that for the down fill attribute the “age of the bird matters, the type
of bird does not.” The control condition received no information
about the fourth attribute of down fill.

The rating task conformed to CGN’s where subjects anchored
a blank ten-centimeter rating scale with their least and most pre-
ferred jacket. For each of the remaining jackets, they placed a mark
on the line corresponding to their relative preference for the jacket.
The range of ratings was from O (least preferred) to 100 (most
preferred) with a ruler used to assign ratings to intermediary
markings.

After evaluating the jackets, subjects’ preference ratings for
the meaningless attribute of down fill were assessed on a 9-point
scale where (1) indicates preference for “regular”, (5) indicates
indifference between alpine and regular, and (9) indicates prefer-
ence for “alpine.” Inadvertently, preference ratings for “goose”
relative to “duck” down fill in the high correspondence conditions
were not collected.

Results

Manipulation Check. T-tests were performed against the
midpoint of the rating scale (5) to see if subjects were indifferent to
the attribute level of down fill. Confirming pretest results, when
irrelevance was not disclosed, subjects preferred alpine to regular
down fill [M=5.85, 1(26)=2.26, p<.04]. Consistent with CGN,
when irrelevance was disclosed and subjects’ choice did not in-
volve the differentiated attribute (i.e., the control condition), the
irrelevance revelation was successful with subjects claiming indif-
ference to alpine versus regular [M=5.36, t<1, p>.39]. However,
our results show that revelation of irrelevance in the low correspon-
dence conditions was able to reduce but not eliminate the likelihood
of inferences [high attractiveness: Myeyealed=5.95, (1(24)=2.47,
p<.03) versus Mygnrevealed=6-75, (1(24)=4.53, p<.01) and low
attractiveness: Mpevealed=7-18, (1(27)=6.82, p<.01) versus
Mionrevealed=7-79, 1(24)=10.38, p<.01).

Additionally, these results suggest that the post-choice mea-
sure of attribute inference was sensitive to the choice context. For
instance, in the low attractiveness condition, the majority of brands
possessing “alpine” down fill appeared to convey pragmatic infor-
mation that was consistent with subjects’ intuitive beliefs and thus
led to more extreme beliefs about the irrelevant attribute.

Overall Means. The overall mean ratings are presented in
Table 1. Comparison of the control conditions revealed differential
preference for a nontarget attribute between revelation conditions
that was attributable to subjects’ unfamiliarity with down jackets.
Specifically, our southwestern subjects in the nonrevealed condi-
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tion preferred cotton to synthetic cover material whereas subjects in
the revealed condition were informed that synthetic was preferred
to cotton. Thus, because it was not appropriate to compare differ-
ences from the control between revelation conditions, we ran
separate analyses for each revelation condition. The data were
analyzed using ANOVA with independent variables of attribute
attractiveness and attribute correspondence. The dependent vari-
able was the difference in a given subject’s rating on the meaning-
lessly differentiated jacket from the mean rating for that jacket in
the control condition.

Replication of CGN. Recall that the high attractiveness/low
correspondence condition was identical to the CGN manipulation
(1 alpine/ 7 regular). Our findings in this condition replicate the
CGN results such that the irrelevant attribute increased brand
evaluation regardless of the disclosure of the attribute’s irrelevance
(nonrevealed: A=+38.12, p<.02 and revealed: A=+18.25, p<.05).
Thus, consistent with CGN, the revelation of irrelevance did not
eliminate the benefit of meaningless differentiation. However,
unlike CGN, we can not attribute the observed effects to the
uniqueness of a meaninglessly differentiated attribute alone, Ex-
amination of those 14 of 24 subjects in the revealed condition who
reported an equal or lower evaluation of the differentiated level of
“alpine” downfill in the manipulation check showed no significant
change from the control condition (A=+1.53, p>.89).

Attractiveness. The first hypothesis stated that the benefit
resulting from meaningless differentiation depended on the attrac-
tiveness of the irrelevant attribute’s label. As hypothesized, the
nonrevealed condition showed a significant main effect of the
attractiveness of the differentiated attribute’s label [F(1,92)=18.30,
p<.0001]. An alternative differentiated by an attribute with an
attractive label (A=+28.58) was preferred to the control condition
whereas it was less preferred when it had an unattractive label (A=-
3.19).

The revealed condition showed a similar pattern of results for

attractiveness [Anigh attractiveness=+13.71 vs. Ajow attractiveness=-
14.44, F(1,92)=14.43, p<.001]. Thus, uniqueness alone is not

sufficient to create positive worth and in some cases may decrease
product evaluation. These results suggest that the effect of mean-
ingless differentiation is due to subject inferences about the value
of the differentiated attribute.

Correspondence. The second hypothesis stated that for the
disclosure of irrelevance to neutralize these inferences that there
needed to be a high correspondence between the revelation of
irrelevance and the label on the differentiated attribute. Analysis is
therefore restricted to the revealed condition only. Results showed
no main effect for Correspondence (F<1)but the predicted Attrac-
tiveness X Correspondence interaction was significant
(F(1,92)=5.08, p<.03). As hypothesized, simple effects show that
there was a considerable effect of attractiveness at the low corre-
spondence level [Apigh attractiveness=+18.25 vS. Ajow attractive-
ness=-21.70, F(1,47)=26.88, p<.001] whereas this effect was re-
duced, although still significant at the high correspondence level
[Ahigh attractiveness=+9.17 VS. Ajow attractiveness=-6.54,
F(1,45)=4.40, p<.05].

A stronger picture of correspondence emerges when each cell
mean is compared to the control. At low correspondence levels,
having an attractive (p<.05) or unattractive (p<.05) label resulted in
meaningless differentiation significantly increasing or decreasing
alternative evaluation, respectively. However, at the high corre-
spondence level, neither the high (p>.17) nor low (p>.54)
atractiveness label resulted in an effect for meaningless differentia-
tion,




226/ Meaningless Differentiation Revisited

TABLE 1

Mean Ratings For Experiment 1

Nonrevealed Revealed

Condition n Rating n Rating
Control 26 15.42 24 35.54
Low Correspondence

High Attractiveness 24 53.54* 24 53.79*

Low Attractiveness 24 2.92* 27 15.00*
High Correspondence

High Attractiveness 24 34.45* 24 4.7

Low Attractiveness 24 21.54 23 29.00

Note: * denotes significant difference from control at p<.05

In summary, uniqueness alone did not lead to a positive
valuation. In the high attractiveness/low correspondence condi-
tion, we replicated CGN results such that meaningless differentia-
tion had a positive effect on consumer evaluations, but these results
were insignificant when analysis was restricted to only those
subjects satisfying the manipulation check. Furthermore, our
results showed a significant effect for the attractiveness of the
irrelevant attribute such that an attractive label led to a favorable
effect whereas an unattractive label led to an unfavorable effect for
meaningless differentiation. However, a high correspondence
between the irrelevant attribute’s label and disclosure of its irrel-
evance nullified the inferences that consumers may have generated
regarding the attribute’s benefits and hence resulted in no effect for
meaningless differentiation.

However, the test used by CGN and replicated here, set a high
standard because the eight jackets in Study 1 provided a full
factorial representation of the three relevant attributes. The mean-
inglessly differentiated attribute was included in the description of
one of these alternatives and hence the relative rating scale effec-
tively required subjects to value the meaninglessly differentiated
attribute over a meaningful one. In Study 2, we contrast the effect
of meaningless differentiation in a choice context where products
are identical on meaningful attributes to a context where the
differentiated alternative is inferior on the meaningful attributes.
Additionally, Study 2 was run to further examine the strength and
completeness of the revelation of the differentiated attribute’s
irrelevance and to gain a better understanding of consumer infer-
ences related to the irrelevant attribute.

STUDY 2: CONTEXT EFFECTS AND
INFERENCES

Experimental Design

Overview. A robust effect of meaningless differentiation
would be evidence that an inferior alternative differentiated by an
irrelevant attribute would be preferred over an alternative with a
superior level of a meaningful differentiation. However, in this age
of parity products, marketers are also concerned about the ability of
meaningless differentiation to affect choice for one alternative over
another when all other attributes have equal values.

Study 2 was a two-factor between-subjects design: 2 (Choice
context) X 2 (Correspondence). The factor of Choice Context

varied whether the meaninglessly differentiated attribute was placed
with an alternative that was identical or inferior to its competitor.
The Correspondence factor was the same as Study 1 with the bird-
specific labels of “goose” and “duck” representing high correspon-
dence and labels of “alpine™ and “regular” representing low corre-
spondence. Additionally, detailed process measures were collected
to identify the inferences subjects made regarding the irrelevant
attribute.

Procedure. Fifty-three subjects participated for course extra
credit. Examination was restricted to differentiation of an irrel-
evant attribute that had high attractiveness and all subjects were
informed of the irrelevance of the down fill using the same manipu-
lation as Study 1. In a training phase, subjects evaluated six down
jackets all with the common level of “regular” (“duck”) down fill.
In a subsequent test phase, subjects then choose between Brand X
and Y that had identical fill ratings, cover material, hoods, and
cleaning requirements. However, Brand X was meaninglessly
differentiated with the unique level of “alpine” (“goose”) and Brand
Y shared the common level “regular” (“duck”) with the other six
jackets. In the inferior choice context, Brand X also had a lower
stitching rating than Brand Y whereas in the identical choice
condition, both brands had equal stitching ratings. Note that stitch-
ing was chosen because Study 1 revealed it to be the least important
of the meaningful attributes. After making their choice, subjects
provided open-ended responses describing their choice process and
answered close-ended questions regarding the benefits associated
with the irrelevant attribute.

Choice Results

Manipulation Check. The same 9-point scale measuring
preference for the levels of the down fill attribute was used as in
Study 1 where (1) indicates preference for “regular” (“duck™), (5)
indicatesindifference between “alpine” and “regular” (“goose” and
“duck”), and (9) indicates preference for “alpine” (“goose”). Con-
sistent with Study 1, the results show that the manipulation check
was affected by the decision context. An ANOVA with indepen-
dent variables of choice context and attribute correspondence
revealed asignificanteffect of choice context (F(1,49)=4.02, p=.05).
The manipulation check was successful for both inferior conditions
of “goose” (M=5.31, F<1) and “alpine” (M=5.00, F<1) but unsuc-
cessful in the identical condition where choice necessitated that
subjects discriminate on the basis of the meaningless differentiated
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TABLE 2
Study 2 Attribute Beliefs
Low Correspondence High Correspondence
Inferior Identical Inferior Identical
n=1 n=13 n=13 n=12
Softness 3.69b 4.002 3.17 3.46
Quality 3.38 3.67a 3.16 3.69b

Note: Attribute beliefs were measured on a 5-point scale.

a denoted difference against scale midpoint at p < .05.
b denoted difference against scale midpoint at p < .10.

attribute [(“goose” M=5.93, F=2.14, p=.053) and (“alpine”"M=6.23,
F=1.92, p<.08)]. Cognitive responses and inference beliefs re-
vealed a similar pattern and will be discussed in more detail later.
However, the choice results will show that an irrelevant attribute
was not able to overcome a competitor’s superiority on a relevant
attribute. Thus, it appears that the irrelevance manipulation was
sufficient in all cases, but the decision task in the identical context
forced some subjects to counteract this disclosure.

Correspondence. Choices were analyzed using a loglinear
model with the SAS CATMOD procedure with factors of choice
context, attribute correspondence and their interaction. Results
show a significant main effect for choice context (x2=17.32, p<.01)
and no significant effect for correspondence (x2<1) nor its interac-
tion with choice context (x2<1).

Choice Context. Inthe inferior condition, 13 out of 14 subjects
in the low correspondence condition chose the superior Brand Y
mentioning its better stitching and 2 subjects explicitly mentioning
the irrelevance of down fill. Of the fourteen subjects in the high
correspondence/inferior condition, thirteen also chose the superior
Brand Y due to its superior stitching with 6 subjects explicitly
mentioning the irrelevance of down fill.

Conversely, in the identical conditions, the majority of sub-
jects chose the alternative differentiated by a meaningless attribute.
In the low correspondence/identical condition, 10 outof 14 subjects
chose the meaningless differentiated Brand X even though 6
subjects explicitly mentioned that down fill was irrelevant. Simi-
larly, in the high correspondence/identical condition, 9 out of 12
subjects chose the meaningless differentiated Brand X with 2
subjects explicitly mentioning the irrelevance of the down fill. A
fairer test in the identical condition is to see if choices differed from
chance (proportion=.50). Results showed that choices of the
meaningless differentiated alternative in the identical condition
were greater than expected by chance (proportion=.73, 1(26)=2.60,
p<.02).

Thus, the results suggest that even when revealed to subjects
that the differentiation of an attribute is meaningless, that subjects
will still show preference for the alternative with a irrelevant
attribute when there are no other available attributes on which to
differentiate the alternatives. However, when subjects can make
their choice on the basis of the relevant attributes, a meaninglessly
differentiated attribute does not impact their decisions.

Inference Results

Subsequent attribute belief measures confirmed that consum-
ers did infer benefits to the meaninglessly differentiated attribute.
Attribute beliefs for the differentiated irrrelevant attribute relative

to its competitors were measured on a 5-point scale. Two infer-
ences suggested from Study 1 were inferences about the attribute
performance of softness and quality [Softness:1=Rougher to
5=Softer; Quality: 1=Lower to S=Higher]. Results are presented
in Table 2. These attribute beliefs were collected at the end of the
experiement (post revelation and post choice) and thus they repre-
sent inferences that the irrelevance disclosure did not eliminate.

Correspondence. Although correspondence had no effect on
choice, it did affect the number of inferences consumers retained
about the differentiated attribute. Specifically, subjects in the low
correspondence condition reported higher softness to the meaning-
lessly differentiated attribute (M=3.84) than subjects in the high
correspondence condition (M=3.32), F(1,46)=4.10, p<.05. The
inference of higher softness to “alpine” butnot “goose” is especially
pertinent because the irrelevance instruction dealt with whether the
down fill affected the softness of the jacket. Although the mean
levels of inferences about quality were directionally consistent with
more inference being made in the low (M=3.52) than high (M=3.44)
correspondence condition, this effect was small and nonsignificant,
F<1. These findings provide further insight into the results of
Experiment 1 because they provide more directevidence thata high
correspondence between the disclosure of irrelevance and the label
on the irrelevant attribute is more effective in counteracting infer-
ences related to the attribute. However, these inferences were only
utilized in the choice decision if the context required it.

Choice Context. The choice context displayed some effect on
inference measures, albeit less, than the choice measure. Specifi-
cally, although the mean levels of inferences about softness were
directionally consistent with more inferences being made in the
identical (M=3.44) than inferior (M=3.72) context, this effect was
nonsignificant, F(1,46)=1.14, p>.29. For the quality inference,
subjects in the identical context reported significantly higher qual-
ity to the meaninglessly differentiated attribute (M=3.68) than
subjects in the inferior context (M=3.27), F(1,46)=2.86, p<.10

Note that these inferences were collected after the choice task,
so we cannot be certain of the effect of inferences about the
meaninglessly differentiated attribute on the choice decision.s
Thus, subjects may have had an equivalent level of inference
making initially but because subjects in the inferior context did not
need to utilize the inference to make a decision, they reported lower
final levels of attribute beliefs. Alternatively, subjects in the

5We appreciate a reviewer for making this point.
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identical context may not have formed any spontaneous inferences
but later reported making them to justify their choice.

In summary, Study 2 showed that meaningless differentiation
only provides “meaningful” differentiation if subjects are forced to
choose between two brands that are identical except on the irrel-
evant attribute. A marketer can not use differentiation on an
irrelevant attribute to overcome a competitive deficiency on a
relevant attribute if subjects are aware of the attribute’s irrelevance.

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION

Our results show that a meaninglessly differentiated attribute
can lead to alternative preference, even if subjects are aware of the
differentiation’s irrelevance, but only under certain circumstances.
CGN claim that positive valuation of meaningless differentiation is
primarily driven by uniqueness. We found that attribute inferences
regarding the value of the unique attribute depend on the attractive-
ness of the its label and its correspondence with the irrelevance
revelation. There is a limit to the impact of inference-making such
that even if consumers make inferences regarding the meaningless
differentiated attribute they may not affect choice in the presence of
more diagnostic information (Feldman and Lynch 1988).

However, the choice context itself affects the very inferences
that consumersdraw. Other information about the alternative such
asitsrelative price (CGN), the relative quality of its other attributes,
and the relative quality of its competitors are also likely to affect the
evaluative inferences regarding meaningless differentiation.

Meaningless differentiation exerted its strongest effect when
there was no meaningful differentiation between the alternatives.
However, this research only examined high involvement situations
where inference-making is more likely to occur (Stayman and
Kardes 1992). Future research should examine whether the sa-
lience of a unique attribute can overcome meaningful differentia-
tion in low involvement situations. Additionally, uncertainty asso-
ciated witha meaningful attribute (Brown and Carpenter 1996) may
lead to stronger effects for meaningless differentiation.
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