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The impact of familiarity on consumer decision biases and heuristics is examined. 
Subjects at three different familiarity levels revealed interesting differences in per
ceptual category breadth, usage of functional and nonfunctional product dimen
sions, decision time, and confidence. 

Two major approaches are available for operationalizing 
and measuring product familiarity. One is to measure 

product familiarity in terms of how much a person knows 
about the product; the other is to measure familiarity in 
terms of how much a person thinks s/he knows about the 
product. According to the former, product familiarity may 
be examined with respect to the knowledge structure of an 
individual's long-term memory (LTM). According to the 
latter, product familiarity is based on the person's self-
report of how much s/he knows about the product (Lich-
tenstein and Fischhoff 1977). The former approach (amount 
of knowledge) contributes to understanding the impact of 
memory contents on the decision maker's evaluation and 
choice decisions; the latter (self-assessed familiarity) pro
vides information about decision makers' (DM) systematic 
biases and heuristics in choice evaluations and decisions. 

The objective of the present study is to examine, in a 
descriptive framework, decision (evaluation) biases and 
heuristics of consumers at different levels of familiarity, 
with specific attention to the impact on such information-
processing heuristics as (1) perceptual category breadth, 
(2) use of functional and nonfunctional product dimensions, 
(3) decision t ime, and (4) confidence in choice. 

Construct of Product Familiarity 
The conceptualization of product familiarity in this study 

follows the D M ' s subjective familiarity assessment at three 
different levels. However, different individuals may em-

*C. Whan Park is Associate Professor, Graduate School of Business, 
University of Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh, PA 15260. V. Parker Lessig is As
sociate Dean and Professor, School of Business, University of Kansas, 
Lawrence, KS 66045. The authors gratefully acknowledge the assistance 
of James R. Bettman. This research was supported by grants from the 
University of Kansas General Research Fund and from the University of 
Kansas School of Business Research Fund provided by the Fourth National 
Bank and Trust Company, Wichita. 

ploy different criteria in assessing familiarity, thus making 
comparisons across subjects difficult. This assessment is, 
therefore, made using a common base defined in terms of 
the subject's perceived knowledge of those dimensions im
portant in the evaluation of the product. 

Although later material will discuss in detail how the 
three levels of familiarity differ, to understand the ensuing 
theory section it would be helpful to be aware of the nec
essary conditions that were established for specifying a sub
ject's level of familiarity with the product, a microwave 
oven. Specifically, in order to maximize the difference in 
self-assessed familiarity levels among subjects, the follow
ing three prior behavioral considerations were specified: 
(a) microwave oven information search experience; (b) 
microwave oven usage experience; and (c) microwave oven 
ownership status. A subject with no information-search ex
perience, no product-usage experience, and nonownership 
was defined to have low familiarity (LF). A subject defined 
to have a moderate level of familiarity (MF) met conditions 
(a) and/or (b), but not (c). A subject classified as having 
high familiarity (HF) had search experience, usage expe
rience, and was a microwave oven owner. For reasons to 
be discussed later, subjects in the MF and the HF groups 
were also provided with information (from Consumer Re
ports and Consumer Buying Guides) that would influence 
their self-assessed knowledge of the product, microwave 
ovens. 

When familiarity is defined subjectively, controlling 
prior behavioral activities, it is treated as a 4 ' s tate" vari
able, and two points should be noted. First, the three fa
miliarity groups are expected to differ in their information 
about the product, their subjective judgment of cue selec
tion and processing (i.e., confidence in choosing and pro
cessing product attributes for a choice decision task), and 
their organization of product information in long-term 
memory. Second, due to differences in prior behavioral 
activities (prior interest in the product class), differences 
among the three groups may be expected in their motiva
tional involvement with the experimental task. 

© JOURNAL OF CONSUMER RESEARCH • Vol. 8 • September 1981 


