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Predicting others’ preferences can result in a distinct advantage for a salesperson, especially
through creating choice sets based on clients’ implicit and explicit wants and needs. Oftentimes,
these predictions must be made with almost no information about the client’s preferences, so the
salesperson may have to rely on previously observed behaviors. Therefore, what someone has
chosen in the past generally becomes the piece of information that is used to predict what that
person will choose in the future. We suggest that when someone is faced with the decision of
predicting the consumer’s preference regarding a particular choice, s/he will follow a systematic,
predictable evaluative process.
Initially, a person will evaluate the
consumer’s past preferences. Then, the
person will compare the new selection
to prior choices. Finally, the person will
predict that the consumer will react
favorably if it is similar to a prior choice
and unfavorably if it is dissimilar to a
prior choice. These choices can
encompass a variety of selections from
what car someone drives, what food a
person enjoys, to what home a person
will live in. Observers, in general, will
then conclude if someone chooses a certain car, s/he likes similar kinds of cars, but will dislike
dissimilar cars.
We suggest that this occurs because people tend to believe others’ preferences are more
homogenous than they actually are. While we know that our own preferences are varied and
diverse, we do not recognize this diversity in others’ tastes. Consequently, we anchor to past
choices others have made and believe that their other preferences must be similar.
The surprising aspect of this conclusion is not that people predict others will like similar
selections, but rather that people will dislike dissimilar selections, even if it has desirable
features. This, we suggest, is a fundamental misperception because others underestimate the
range and diversity of people’s tastes.
Our findings demonstrate that, while you may enjoy dissimilar options for yourself, you will
routinely predict that others do not enjoy dissimilar options. In our first two experiments, we
determined that after someone learns of someone else’s choice, s/he will expect the other person
to like similar options and to dislike dissimilar options. In our third and fourth experiments, we
discovered that people will select dissimilar options for themselves — especially when the
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dissimilar option is of higher quality than the similar option — but they will fail to predict this
choice for others. This occurs even if there is a monetary reward involved by correctly selecting
what another person will select. Our fifth study showed that inferring dislike from dissimilarity
correlates to a belief that others have narrow and homogenous preferences.
What Do People Predict?
Our first experiment was structured to compare predictions when an observer knows a previous
selection to when the observer doesn’t know the person’s previous selection. In this experiment,
observers either knew or didn’t know that the target vacationed at a lake and had to predict the
target’s preferences for other kinds of vacations. The two other destinations were either the
mountains or the city. Interestingly, when the prior vacation selection was not known, only 9.8%
of people predicted that the city vacation would be disliked; however, once they knew that the
target had chosen a city vacation, 33% of people predicted that the city vacation would be
disliked. The second experiment extended the first using minimalist conditions about similarity
and dissimilarity of objects, resulting in the same conclusion.
Our third and fourth experiments investigated the accuracy and strength of belief that others will
dislike dissimilar things. For these studies, we collected actual and predicted preferences where
participants would either indicate their own preference or predict the preference of another
person: participants had to choose between a three-star movie in a preferred genre versus a fivestar movie in a dissimilar genre. Additionally, observers would be given a monetary bonus if
they were able to accurately predict the movie selected. We found that 68.5% of the selfparticipants chose the higher quality, dissimilar option, whereas 39.3% correctly predicted the
choice of their partners.
The final study involved two tasks: the first measured individual’s general beliefs about others
preferences (i.e., how varied — or not — did people believe others to be), and the second
examined their preference prediction. The results found that the more homogeneous people
believe others to be, the more likely they were to predict that dissimilar options must be disliked.
Implications for Real Estate
Prediction of consumers’ choices has several important applications for real estate because
selecting a home is ultimately the choice of one option over another. One basic question a realtor
might ask him/herself is whether to show a client a home even if it does not meet the
specifications of the client’s demands. For example, say your client has expressed interest in
traditional homes, should you show the client a modern home with an open-floor plan? What if
the open-floor plan modern home is well-priced? Our results indicate that you should show the
open-floor plan home because the client had not expressed dislike of open-floor plan homes. If
traditional homes carry an additional cost, the open-floor plan home may actually be preferred.
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Choosing between homes can be seen as a tradeoff of attributes. Rather than framing a question
to a client as “would you rather have attribute A or attribute B,” it is more important to
understand what the client likes or dislikes about both attributes. This gives a clearer picture of
what characteristics to look for in a potential home. Further, it is essential to clearly understand
the attribute itself from the client’s point of view. Say you are beginning to show houses to a
buying unit that desires to live in a neighborhood. At first glance, you may begin deciding on
which homes to show in the suburbs, but neighborhood can have several connotations depending
on the person. One buyer may interpret
neighborhood similarly and desire to
live on the end of a cul-de-sac with a
white picket fence. However, a
different buyer may interpret
neighborhood as close proximity to
people and would rather live
downtown, where interactions with
neighbors occur frequently. Instead of a
binary choice set, you now have
characteristics that help define what the
client is looking for.
Conclusion
Predicting someone’s preferences may appear straightforward based on the decisions s/he made
in the past, but this is often not a clear indication of future preference. Rather, people are
complex, have diverse tastes, and tend to seek quality over homogeneity. Our findings show the
utility of giving the consumer a choice of dissimilar options, even if you predict the preference of
one option over the other. What someone likes isn’t an accurate predictor indicate what s/he
dislikes.
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