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Abstract
Shared consumption is a common consumption activity in which multiple con-
sumers jointly participate and share expenses. Based on risk transfer theory,
this study investigates the mechanism and boundary conditions through which
consumption context (individual consumption vs. shared consumption) influ-
ences preferences for unfamiliar products. Through five experiments, the results
demonstrate that consumers in a shared consumption context exhibit greater
willingness to try unfamiliar products compared to those in an individual con-
sumption context. This is because the shared consumption context transfers
consumption risk, thereby reducing consumers’perceived risk of unfamiliar prod-
ucts. However, this effect only occurs for products with low product risk. Addi-
tionally, when relationships within the shared consumption group are relatively
distant, this effect disappears or even reverses.
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Abstract

Joint consumption—where multiple consumers participate in and share the costs
of a consumption activity—is a common phenomenon. Drawing on risk-shift the-
ory, this research investigates the mechanisms and boundary conditions through
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which consumption context (individual vs. joint consumption) influences prefer-
ences for unfamiliar products. Across five experiments, we find that consumers
in joint consumption contexts are more willing to try unfamiliar products com-
pared to those consuming alone. This occurs because joint consumption trans-
fers consumption risk, thereby reducing perceived risk associated with unfa-
miliar products. However, this effect only emerges for low-risk products and
disappears or even reverses when consumers share the experience with socially
distant companions.

Keywords: joint consumption, unfamiliar product, perceived risk, collective
decision-making, risk-shift theory
Classification Code: B849: F713.55

1. Introduction
Imagine you and a friend decide to dine out together. After searching and filter-
ing options on your phone, you’re left with two choices: a restaurant you’ve
visited before with decent food, or a newly opened establishment with compa-
rable ratings. Which would you choose? This scenario illustrates a typical joint
consumption situation that people encounter daily, where consumers experience
the consumption process together and share expenses.

Research indicates that over half of consumers participate in joint consumption
activities at least three times per month (Wu et al., 2019). In practice, an
increasing number of companies are designing marketing strategies around joint
consumption—for example, McDonald’s “second drink half-price”promotion,
Happy Valley’s discounted couple tickets for couples or best friends, and Coca-
Cola’s“share a Coke”bottles that require two people to open together. Given the
prevalence and popularity of joint consumption, scholars have begun examining
the core mechanisms of this consumption model and its behavioral effects.

Existing research on joint consumption primarily addresses three topics: (1)
drivers of participation in joint consumption (Ran et al., 2018); (2) decision-
making processes and influencing factors in joint consumption (Garcia-Rada et
al., 2019); and (3) consequences of joint consumption (Wu et al., 2021). Among
these, studies on decision-making processes have received particular attention.
However, most such research uses joint consumption as a backdrop to examine
how group characteristics influence decision outcomes (Etkin, 2016; Lowe et al.,
2019; Wu et al., 2019), without directly answering the fundamental question
of what key differences exist between joint and individual consumption. Only
Nikolova et al. (2018) have examined this distinction in moral decision-making,
finding that individuals in joint consumption contexts are more likely to engage
in unethical behavior to build intimate relationships. Whether joint consump-
tion (vs. individual consumption) influences consumer product preferences and
decisions remains a black box. Therefore, this research focuses on comparing
joint and individual consumption to answer the opening question—how does
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joint consumption (vs. individual consumption) affect consumer preferences and
choices regarding unfamiliar products?

1.1 Joint Consumption

Joint consumption refers to situations where multiple consumers participate
together in a consumption process (Liu & Min, 2020; Yang et al., 2015), empha-
sizing two characteristics: “co-purchasing”and “co-using.”Specifically, each
participant pays a certain cost for the purchase (i.e., “co-purchasing”) and
subsequently shares ownership of the product (i.e., “co-using”), such as split-
ting the bill when dining with friends. Joint consumption is fundamentally
distinct from other forms of multi-person consumption such as group buying,
collaborative consumption, and shared consumption (see Table 1). First, group
buying emphasizes aggregating multiple familiar or unfamiliar consumers to
increase bargaining power and obtain discounts (Jing & Xie, 2011), such as
group purchases on Pinduoduo. Second, collaborative consumption refers to
situations where consumers obtain usage rights from third parties without own-
ership, with consumption involving one or multiple people (Benoit et al., 2017),
such as bike-sharing services. Third, shared consumption emphasizes sharing be-
havior, where consumers share their own goods or services with others without
transferring ownership (Belk, 2010), such as sharing snacks with others.

Table 1 Distinctions Between Joint Consumption and Related Concepts
Source: Compiled by the authors

Joint and individual consumption differ significantly in decision-making pro-
cesses. In individual consumption, consumers primarily base decisions on their
own personality, attitudes, and preferences (Simpson et al., 2012). In joint con-
sumption, however, consumers make decisions not only for themselves but also
for others. Research shows that joint consumption reflects collective preferences
and generates systematic biases (Gorlin & Dhar, 2012; Yang et al., 2015; Garcia-
Rada et al., 2019). For example, people in group decisions tend to avoid their
own preferences and choose compromise options (Simonson, 1989). Accordingly,
we hypothesize that preferences for unfamiliar products in joint consumption
will differ from those in individual consumption.

1.2 Joint Consumption and Unfamiliar Product Preference

Choosing between familiar and unfamiliar products represents one of the most
common forms of exploratory behavior, requiring people to trade off between
certain benefits and uncertain costs. Following existing literature (Walter et al.,
2020), we define unfamiliar products as those consumers have never purchased
or used, including but not limited to newly launched brands and new products
from established brands. Most existing research on promoting unfamiliar prod-
uct choice has examined individual factors such as sensory experience (Lashkova
et al., 2019), curiosity (Golman et al., 2019), and consistency-maximizing psy-
chology (Riefer et al., 2017). A few studies have explored how contextual factors
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(e.g., product display) influence unfamiliar product preferences (Walter et al.,
2020). This research follows this line of inquiry to analyze how consumption
mode—joint vs. individual consumption—affects unfamiliar product preferences.

Research on exploratory behavior shows that perceived risk from unfamiliar
products is a critical factor influencing consumer decisions (Ariffin et al., 2018).
Bettman (1973) proposed that perceived consumption risk depends on five fac-
tors: (1) lack of product information and experience; (2) product newness; (3)
low brand confidence; (4) high price; and (5) importance of the purchase deci-
sion. Consequently, consumer decisions about unfamiliar products are generally
considered high-risk because consumers cannot retrieve reference information
from memory to predict usage consequences. In summary, the key to choosing
unfamiliar products lies in risk assessment, with lower perceived risk increasing
the likelihood of selecting unfamiliar products.

Numerous studies have analyzed antecedents of perceived risk, including demo-
graphic characteristics (e.g., gender, age, income; Spence et al., 1970), product
category (Chaudhuri, 1998), corporate and endorser credibility (Soesilo et al.,
2018), environmental cues (Celso Augusto de & Anderson, 2018), and consump-
tion context (e.g., online vs. offline; Han & Kim, 2017). Although no research
has directly examined how group size affects perceived risk, risk-shift theory can
help answer this question. Risk-shift theory primarily explains the“group polar-
ization”phenomenon in group decision-making, where group decisions become
more risky and extreme than individual decisions (Hensley, 1977). For example,
young people are more likely to engage in criminal activities when with friends
(Gardner & Steinberg, 2005). The key mechanism is risk transferability: for
risky decisions, group decision-making that shares outcomes among members
weakens individual risk perception, making them bolder and more aggressive
(Levinger & Schneider, 1969). Since joint consumption shares this collective
responsibility attribute with group decision-making, consumers should perceive
lower risk in joint consumption contexts than in individual contexts, leading
them to prefer unfamiliar products. In other words, perceived risk explains
the mechanism through which joint consumption (vs. individual consumption)
promotes unfamiliar product choice. Accordingly, we propose:

Hypothesis 1: Compared to individual consumption, joint consumption con-
texts increase consumer preference for unfamiliar products.

Hypothesis 2: Perceived risk mediates the effect of consumption context (joint
vs. individual) on unfamiliar product choice. Specifically, joint consumption
(vs. individual consumption) reduces perceived risk, thereby increasing prefer-
ence for unfamiliar products.

1.3 Boundary Conditions

Based on our explanatory mechanism—perceived risk—we propose two boundary
conditions. The first is product risk (or product category risk), which reflects
the inherent risk of a product category (Dowling & Staelin, 1994). This risk
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is determined by product attributes; for example, experiential products carry
higher risk than search products (Lowengart & Tractinsky, 2001). Our core
logic suggests that joint consumption (vs. individual consumption) reduces per-
ceived risk, thereby promoting unfamiliar product choice. However, since a
group’s ability to transfer risk is limited, when product risk is high (e.g., pre-
scription drugs, electronic devices), the residual risk after joint consumption
transfer remains high—potentially exceeding consumers’maximum risk thresh-
old. Consequently, consumers will still avoid these products due to concerns
about serious consequences for companions and themselves (e.g., health haz-
ards, financial loss). When product risk is low (e.g., chewing gum, tissues), the
absence of severe consequences makes people more willing to“take a small risk”
with companions. Therefore, we propose:

Hypothesis 3: Product risk moderates the effect of joint consumption (vs. indi-
vidual consumption) on unfamiliar product choice. Specifically, when product
risk is high, the effect of joint consumption (vs. individual consumption) on
unfamiliar product preference will be weakened or eliminated.

The second boundary condition is relationship closeness, defined as the degree
to which individuals include others in their self-concept. Social relationships
can be categorized as strong ties or weak ties based on closeness levels (VanLear
et al., 2006). Weak ties involve limited interaction and low emotional inten-
sity (e.g., colleagues meeting for the first time), while strong ties involve the
opposite (e.g., parents and close friends). According to impression management
theory, when with unfamiliar companions, people adjust their behavior through
self-monitoring to maintain positive self-presentation (Snyder & Monson, 1975),
such as sharing positive news (Chen, 2017), eating less food (Herman et al.,
2003), and avoiding products with negative market evaluations (Philp & Nepo-
muceno, 2020). Conversely, people feel freer and more relaxed with strong-tie
companions and are more willing to express their true preferences. Since choos-
ing unfamiliar products involves risk, consumers with distant companions will
avoid risk to maintain a trustworthy image, preferring familiar, conservative
options. With close companions, however, people can make choices more freely
and bravely propose trying unfamiliar products. Thus, we propose:

Hypothesis 4: Relationship closeness within the group moderates the effect
of joint consumption (vs. individual consumption) on unfamiliar product choice.
Specifically, (a) joint consumption (vs. individual consumption) promotes un-
familiar product choice only when consuming with close companions; (b) the
effect is weakened or eliminated when consuming with distant companions.

The research framework is illustrated in Figure 1.

1.5 Overview of Current Research

Figure 1 Research Framework

This research designs five experiments to test our hypotheses sequentially. First,
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Study 1a (a lab experiment) and Study 1b validate the main effect of joint con-
sumption (vs. individual consumption) on unfamiliar product preference across
different decision modes. Existing literature categorizes joint consumption into
two types based on decision-making authority: joint decision-making and uni-
lateral decision-making (Gorlin & Dhar, 2012). The former involves all group
members participating in the decision process to reach a consensus (e.g., a cou-
ple deciding on a travel destination). The latter emphasizes one member making
decisions for the entire group while others simply enjoy the outcome (e.g., a man
preparing a surprise dinner for himself and his girlfriend). Although research
suggests decision authority differences affect consumer preferences (Gorlin &
Dhar, 2012), risk-shift theory posits that perceived risk is primarily influenced
by the decision context—whether one is in a group—rather than decision mode
(individual vs. joint). To verify this, Studies 1a and 1b employ joint and uni-
lateral decision-making contexts, respectively, to ensure robustness of the main
effect. Additionally, Study 1b excludes the influence of relationship type on
the effect. Study 2 changes the manipulation method to verify the mediating
effect of perceived risk and attempts to rule out emotional arousal as an alterna-
tive explanation. Study 3 then examines the moderating effects of relationship
closeness and product risk. Study 4 extends the effect’s applicability to non-
consumption decisions. To ensure⋯

Study 1a
Study 1a aimed to test the effect of joint consumption (vs. individual consump-
tion) on unfamiliar product preference (Hypothesis 1). The experiment used
a single-factor two-level design (consumption group size: 1 person vs. 2 peo-
ple). Conducted as a lab experiment simulating real consumption scenarios, it
allowed participants to engage more immersively. Materials included familiar
original-flavor Skittles and newly launched flower-fruit-flavor Skittles from the
well-known Mars brand. The experiment lasted two days with 138 university
student participants.

2.2 Procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to two conditions. Those in the individual
consumption condition completed all tasks alone, while those in the joint con-
sumption condition were randomly paired with another participant. To prevent
experimenter demand effects—where participants consciously behave in ways
they believe align with the experimental purpose (Zizzo, 2010)—we first required
participants to complete an unrelated writing task, with paired participants
completing it together. Writing task quality also served as an attention check.
Afterward, participants were told they could select a gift as a reward. We placed
equal quantities of products and corresponding posters on a table (see Figure
2). The experimenter then introduced both products: original-flavor Skittles as
a well-known classic, and flower-fruit-flavor Skittles as a newly launched variety.
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Each participant received one pack, with both members of joint consumption
pairs required to choose the same flavor (taking two packs of one flavor). After
each selection, the experimenter immediately replenished the products to main-
tain equal quantities. To control for display position effects, the experimenter
swapped the left-right order of flavors every hour. Throughout the experiment,
the experimenter silently recorded participants’choices and demographic infor-
mation.

Figure 2 Experimental Materials for Study 1a

2.3 Results

All 138 participants (Mage = 20.9 years, SD = 1.75 years; 74.6% female) passed
the attention check, with 64 assigned to individual consumption and 74 (37
pairs) to joint consumption. Using G*Power 3.1 for chi-square tests (Faul et al.,
2009), with two groups, effect size f = 0.5, and 𝛼 = 0.05, a sample of 101 yielded
power > 0.99, exceeding the 0.80 threshold and confirming adequate statistical
power.

Using product choice as the dependent variable, chi-square analysis revealed a
marginally significant main effect of group size (�2(1) = 2.94, p = 0.086, 𝜙 =
0.17). Specifically, participants in joint consumption (67.57%) were more will-
ing to choose the unfamiliar new product than those in individual consumption
(50%; see Figure 3), supporting Hypothesis 1. Including gender, participation
time, consumption context, and product choice in a binary logistic regression
model, the Crude OR (0.48) remained relatively unchanged compared to Ad-
justed ORs (0.36, 0.47, and 0.34), confirming that gender and participation
time did not affect the main effect. Additionally, chi-square analysis of product
choice and acquaintance status in the joint consumption group showed no effect
of acquaintance on unfamiliar product preference (p = 1.000).

Figure 3 Effect of Consumption Context on Unfamiliar Product Preference
(Study 1a)

2.4 Discussion

Study 1a preliminarily supported Hypothesis 1: consumers in joint consump-
tion (vs. individual consumption) were more willing to choose unfamiliar prod-
ucts. However, limitations existed: (1) familiarity manipulation relied solely on
product properties and experimenter descriptions without validation; (2) the
experiment allowed paired participants to discuss and make decisions jointly,
only testing the main effect under joint decision-making; and (3) the all-student
sample prevented examination of how relationship types (e.g., family vs. friends)
might affect the relationship between consumption context and unfamiliar prod-
uct preference. Research suggests that pleasure from being with friends activates
a promotion focus, while responsibility from being with family activates a pre-
vention focus (Fei et al., 2019), potentially causing consumers to avoid risk and
choose familiar products when with family. Study 1b addresses these limitations
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by changing the scenario and testing whether relationship type and decision au-
thority moderate the effect.

Study 1b
Study 1b aimed to retest the main effect (Hypothesis 1) with altered scenarios
and materials to ensure robustness, while also excluding potential influences of
relationship type and decision authority. Key design changes included: (1) shift-
ing to an online experiment with stricter variable control; (2) examining joint
consumption with both friends and family; (3) changing to a unilateral decision-
making context where participants decided alone for the entire group; and (4)
using fictional brands to exclude interference from existing brand attitudes and
consumption experience. Study 1b employed a single-factor three-level design
(consumption context: individual vs. with friends vs. with family), with joint
consumption scenarios involving three people. We recruited 404 participants
through a marketing research platform.

3.2 Procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to three conditions and read the scenario
description. First, they read a passage describing the consumption context and
viewed silhouette images showing corresponding group sizes (see Figure 4). To
verify attention and reinforce scenario understanding, we asked participants to
identify their consumption companions and complete a fill-in-the-blank question
inferring why they were shopping alone (or with friends/family). Next, partici-
pants imagined choosing lunch between two restaurants: newly opened“Naiqu
Western Restaurant”and frequently visited “Laisideng Western Restaurant,”
which were similar in price and menu. Using fictional brands, we manipulated
familiarity through text descriptions (Choi & Ahluwalia, 2013; Skard & Thor-
bjørnsen, 2014). For the familiar restaurant, we stated: “This is Laisideng
Western Restaurant that you visit frequently; you’re very familiar with most
dishes and come here regularly.”For the unfamiliar restaurant: “This is Naiqu
Western Restaurant, which just opened this Wednesday. You notice its decor,
prices, and menu are similar to Laisideng, but you’ve never heard of it and don’
t know how it tastes.”Similar methods were used in subsequent experiments.

After reading the scenario, participants reported their decision (“Which restau-
rant would you ultimately choose for lunch?”1 = Naiqu, 2 = Laisideng) and
completed a simulated ordering task by selecting dishes from a menu. All partic-
ipants received the same menu containing 15 dishes, 5 marked as“new arrivals”
(see Figure 5), with identical pricing for similar dishes to control for price ef-
fects. To simulate realistic ordering, participants could freely select dish types
and quantities based on group size, receiving a virtual bill after submission.
We recorded these choices. To exclude personal experience effects, participants
rated their liking (1 =“dislike very much,”7 =“like very much”) and knowledge

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202201.00123 Machine Translation

https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202201.00123


(1 =“know very little,”7 =“know very much”) of Western food. To control for
relationship closeness, we also measured perceived closeness with the two friends
(or parents) (1 =“very distant,”7 =“very close”). Finally, participants reported
demographics and guessed the experimental purpose.

The marketing research platform is a WeChat public account co-established by
marketing professors from several Chinese universities. Operating for many
years with a mature and large sample pool, it provides trustworthy data quality.

Figure 4 Context Manipulation Images for Study 1b (from top: individual
consumption, with friends, with family)

Figure 5 Example of New Dish Materials in Study 1b

3.3 Results

No participants guessed the experimental purpose. After excluding 135 question-
naires that failed attention checks or had duplicate IP addresses, we obtained
263 valid responses (Mage = 25.5 years, SD = 4.63 years; 49.8% female; group
sizes ranged 70-110). Using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009) for chi-square tests
with three groups, effect size f = 0.5, and 𝛼 = 0.05, the power for n = 263 was
0.99, exceeding the 0.80 threshold.

Main Effect. Binary logistic regression of restaurant choice on consumption
context showed a significant effect (B = 0.30, SE = 0.15, Wald = 3.80, p = 0.05,
OR = 1.35). Chi-square tests revealed a significant main effect of consumption
context that was not influenced by relationship type. Pairwise comparisons (see
Figure 4) showed that participants in joint consumption with friends (60.2%;
�2(1) = 3.53, p = 0.060, 𝜙 = 0.15) and with family (60.7%; �2(1) = 4.23, p =
0.040, 𝜙 = 0.15) preferred the unfamiliar restaurant more than those in indi-
vidual consumption (45.2%). No significant difference existed between the two
joint consumption conditions (p = 0.943), indicating consumers prefer unfamil-
iar options regardless of whether they’re with friends or family.

Similarly, chi-square analysis of new dish selection showed comparable results
(see Figure 6). Compared to individual consumption (72.6%), joint consumption
with friends (95.2%; �2(1) = 15.21, p < 0.001, 𝜙 = 0.31) and with family (87.9%;
�2(1) = 6.74, p = 0.009, 𝜙 = 0.19) were more willing to try new dishes. A
marginally significant difference existed between the two joint conditions (�2(1)
= 3.08, p = 0.079, 𝜙 = 0.13), possibly because participants considered parents’
generally lower acceptance of Western food, making them more cautious and
increasing perceived product risk. These results support Hypothesis 1.

Control Variables. No significant differences emerged across conditions in
Western food liking (F(2, 260) = 0.35, p = 0.703) or knowledge (F(2, 260)
= 0.43, p = 0.648). Including these variables plus gender, age, and income as
covariates, the main effect remained significant (F(2, 244) = 2.37, p = 0.096, �p2

= 0.02). Additionally, no difference in perceived relationship closeness existed
between the two joint consumption conditions (F(1, 188) = 0.08, p = 0.774).
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3.4 Discussion

Comparing Studies 1a and 1b reveals that joint consumption contexts increase
preference for unfamiliar products under both unilateral and joint decision-
making, effectively ruling out decision authority as a potential moderator. Study
1b also demonstrates that relationship type is not a key factor affecting the main
effect, while addressing Study 1a’s limitations in variable control and expanding
the generalizability of our findings.

Study 2
Study 2 had three main objectives: (1) test the mediating role of perceived risk
(Hypothesis 2); (2) rule out emotional arousal as an alternative explanation, as
previous research shows that being with others affects mood and behavior (Choi
et al., 2016); and (3) control for individual traits more strictly, excluding poten-
tial influences of personal curiosity and openness (Steenkamp & Baumgartner,
1992). Key modifications included: (1) using ice cream as experimental ma-
terial, which post-tests showed had moderate inherent risk; (2) revising the
text-based scenario manipulation to elicit more realistic responses; (3) changing
the binary choice to purchase intention measurement; (4) improving perceived
risk measurement by assessing both failure probability and consequence severity;
and (5) adding measures for emotion, curiosity, and openness. Study 2 used a
single-factor two-level design (consumption context: individual vs. joint)⋯

4.2 Procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to two conditions and read instructions. To
increase immersion, we included a ranking task: joint consumption participants
ranked same-sex friends by relationship closeness and wrote the initials of their
third-ranked friend, while individual consumption participants wrote their own
initials (Polman et al., 2018). Participants then imagined shopping with that
friend (or alone) for an upcoming outdoor picnic and described similar past
experiences to reinforce the consumption context. After an unrelated shopping
task, participants encountered the following scenario (see Figure 7):

“After finishing shopping, you notice ice cream in a freezer and decide to buy
some. You find that the familiar vanilla flavor you (vs. both of you) always eat
is sold out, leaving only a cinnamon apple pie flavor you’ve (vs. both of you)
never heard of before. Both flavors cost the same: ¥28/330g.”

Participants reported purchase intention for the unfamiliar flavor (1 = “very
unwilling,”7 = “very willing”) and answered an unrelated attention check
question (“What is the price of the shirt? Please select nine pounds ten pence”
). We then measured perceived risk with two items (“I think the likelihood of
being dissatisfied is high”; “I think the consequences of dissatisfaction would
be severe”; 1 = “strongly disagree,”7 = “strongly agree”; r = 0.41, p < 0.01;
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Johnson & Andrews, 1971). Emotional arousal was measured with three positive
emotions (happy, joyful, excited; 𝛼 = 0.86), one neutral emotion (peaceful), and
three negative emotions (bored, sad, disappointed; 𝛼 = 0.80) (Choi et al., 2016).
Participants also reported curiosity (“I find learning new things interesting”; 1 =
“strongly disagree,”7 =“strongly agree”; 𝛼 = 0.88; Litman & Spielberger, 2003)
and openness (“I am willing to change my worldview”; 1 =“strongly disagree,”7 =
“strongly agree”; 𝛼 = 0.78; adapted from Rudd et al., 2018). An attention check
during the scales asked participants to select a specific value (“How satisfied are
you with your attention? Please select ‘5’”). Finally, participants reported
familiarity with both ice cream flavors (1 =“very unfamiliar,”7 =“very familiar”
) and demographics, and guessed the experimental purpose.

Figure 7 Experimental Materials for Study 2

4.3 Results

Manipulation Check. No participants guessed the purpose. After excluding
22 questionnaires that failed attention checks or had duplicate IPs, 150 valid
responses remained (Mage = 21.09 years, SD = 2.67 years; 77.3% female; group
sizes 74-76). Using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009) for ANOVA with two groups,
effect size f = 0.5, and 𝛼 = 0.05, power for n = 150 exceeded 0.86, surpassing
the 0.80 threshold.

Paired-samples t-tests confirmed successful familiarity manipulation (Mvanilla
= 5.79, SD = 1.33; Mcinnamon = 2.18, SD = 1.26; t(149) = 22.43, p < 0.001,
d = 2.79).

Mediation Analysis. We tested Hypothesis 2 using a mediation model (Model
4, 5000 bootstraps; Preacher & Hayes, 2008) with consumption context (0 =
individual, 1 = joint), perceived risk, and purchase intention. As Figure 8 shows,
the indirect effect of perceived risk was significant (effect = 0.33, SE = 0.16, 95%
CI: [0.0137, 0.6536]).

Figure 8 Bootstrapping Mediation Analysis
Note: “ns”indicates p > 0.05, p < 0.05, *** p < 0.001*

Alternative Explanations. After reverse-scoring negative emotions, we calcu-
lated average emotional scores across seven states. Marginal differences emerged
(Mindividual = 5.10, SD = 0.80; Mjoint = 5.31, SD = 0.71; t(148) = 1.69, p =
0.093, d = 0.28), possibly because being with close friends elicited more positive
emotions. However, when entered as a mediator in PROCESS, emotion could
not replace perceived risk (indirect effect = 0.088, SE = 0.071, 95% CI: [-0.0178,
0.2555]). As a covariate, the main effect of consumption context remained (F(1,
147) = 3.24, p = 0.074, �2p = 0.02).

Control Variables. Including gender, age, income, curiosity, and openness as
covariates did not change the main effect (F(1, 148) = 3.05, p = 0.083, �2p =
0.02).
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4.4 Discussion

Study 2 demonstrated the risk-transfer mechanism: reduced perceived risk
drives unfamiliar product choice in joint consumption contexts (Hypothesis 2).
The main effect was stronger than in Studies 1a and 1b, suggesting our ranking
and recall manipulations increased immersion. Additionally, mood did not ex-
plain the effect, and individual curiosity and openness did not affect robustness.

Study 3
Study 3 had four objectives: (1) replicate the risk-transfer mechanism (Hypothe-
sis 2); (2) demonstrate that joint consumption increases unfamiliar option pref-
erence only for low-risk products (Hypothesis 3); (3) manipulate relationship
closeness to show the main effect occurs only in high-closeness groups (Hypoth-
esis 4); and (4) rule out diffusion of responsibility as an alternative mechanism.
Design changes included: (1) using ranking tasks to manipulate friend relation-
ship perception, and (2) expanding beyond food consumption. Study 3 used
a single-factor three-level design (consumption context: individual vs. with a
close friend vs. with a distant friend), recruiting 271 participants through the
marketing research platform.

5.2 Procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to three conditions. To manipulate re-
lationship closeness, joint consumption participants ranked acquaintances by
closeness and wrote the name of their first- (or fiftieth-) ranked friend (Pol-
man et al., 2018). Joint consumption participants imagined watching a movie
with that friend, while individual consumption participants imagined watching
alone. Participants made four sequential decisions: movie selection, cinema se-
lection, popcorn flavor, and gift brand (see Figure 9). First, they chose between
two equally-rated comedy movies differing in director/actor familiarity. Second,
they selected between two similar cinemas, one frequently visited and one newly
opened. Third, joint consumption participants reported their friend’s ranking
to verify attention and reinforce the scenario. All participants completed an
attention check question (same as Study 2). They then encountered:

“You (vs. you and your friend) arrived at the cinema half an hour early. After
getting tickets, you (vs. both of you) want popcorn. You find the familiar caramel
flavor is sold out, leaving only an unfamiliar fruit-cream flavor you’ve (vs. both
of you) never tried.”

Participants rated purchase intention for the unfamiliar flavor (1 = “very un-
willing,”7 = “very willing”). Finally, they could exchange their ticket stub
for a gift, choosing between two fictional brands of portable hand sanitizer with
identical prices and cleaning effects, one familiar and one unfamiliar. All deci-
sions used text-based familiarity manipulations similar to Study 1b. After all
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decisions, participants reported perceived risk (1 =“almost no risk,”7 =“very
risky”; Cheron & Ritchie, 1982), diffusion of responsibility (1 = “almost no
responsibility,”7 =“very responsible”; Whyte, 1991), and relationship closeness
(1 = “very distant,”7 = “very close”). Finally, they reported demographics
and guessed the experimental purpose.

Figure 9 Summary of Experimental Materials for Study 3

5.3 Results

Manipulation Check. No participants guessed the purpose. After excluding
58 duplicate IP or failed attention check responses, 213 valid questionnaires
remained (Mage = 23.65 years, SD = 4.47 years; 71.4% female; group sizes 68-
74). Using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009) for ANOVA with three groups, effect
size f = 0.4, and 𝛼 = 0.05, power for n = 213 exceeded 0.99. Independent samples
t-tests confirmed successful closeness manipulation (Mclosefriend = 6.73, SD =
0.45; Mdistantfriend = 3.91, SD = 0.81; t(140) = 26.05, p < 0.001, d = 4.33).

Product Risk Moderation. Comparing individual consumption and close-
friend joint consumption across four product decisions using one-way ANOVA
revealed no significant differences in movie (t(143) = 0.08, p = 0.934), cinema
(t(143) = 0.56, p = 0.580), or hand sanitizer decisions (t(143) = 0.74, p = 0.458),
but a main effect emerged for popcorn flavor. Close-friend joint consumption
participants (M = 5.36, SD = 1.20) showed higher purchase intention for the
unfamiliar flavor than individual consumption participants (M = 4.93, SD =
1.42; t(143) = 2.00, p = 0.048, d = 0.33). Compared to popcorn, movie, cinema,
and hand sanitizer decisions involve higher perceived product risk due to greater
consequences regarding price, efficacy, and health threats (Johnson & Andrews,
1971), requiring careful consideration. Thus, Hypothesis 3 is supported: the
main effect weakens or disappears as product risk increases.

Relationship Closeness Moderation. Pairwise comparisons of popcorn
choices across three conditions (see Figure 10) showed close-friend joint con-
sumption (M = 5.36, SD = 1.20) had higher purchase intention than both
individual consumption (M = 4.93, SD = 1.42; t(143) = 1.86, p = 0.048, d =
0.33) and distant-friend joint consumption (M = 4.96, SD = 1.19; t(140) = 2.04,
p = 0.044, d = 0.36). No difference emerged between individual and distant-
friend joint consumption (t(137) = 0.01, p = 0.906). This indicates the main
effect occurs only with close companions, supporting Hypothesis 4.

Figure 10 Effect of Consumption Context on Unfamiliar Popcorn Flavor Pur-
chase Intention (Study 3)

Perceived Risk Mediation. Using individual consumption as the reference
(0) and creating dummy variables for close-friend and distant-friend joint con-
sumption, mediation analysis (Model 4, 5000 bootstraps; Preacher & Hayes,
2008) showed that after adding perceived risk, the direct effect of consumption
context became non-significant (𝛽 = -0.02, SE = 0.11, p = 0.853), while the
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indirect effect remained significant (effect = 0.04, SE = 0.03, 90% CI: [0.0013,
0.0864]). This indicates perceived risk fully mediates the effect, supporting
Hypothesis 2.

Alternative Explanations. No significant differences emerged in diffusion of
responsibility across three groups (F(2, 210) = 0.61, p = 0.543). Entering this
variable as a mediator showed no mediation effect (indirect effect = -0.01, SE =
0.01, 90% CI: [-0.0347, 0.0112]). As a covariate, the main effect remained (F(2,
210) = 4.63, p = 0.059, �p2 = 0.03). Thus, perceived diffusion of responsibility
does not explain the effect.

5.4 Discussion

A post-hoc experiment validated our descriptions of inherent risk differences
across the four product categories. We recruited 63 university students (Mage =
21.3 years, SD = 1.44 years; 76.2% female) to rate perceived risk for 21 products.
Paired t-tests showed popcorn (M = 2.68, SD = 1.47) differed significantly from
movies (M = 3.38, SD = 1.60; t(62) = 3.14, p = 0.003) and cinemas (M = 3.16,
SD = 1.60; t(62) = 2.22, p = 0.030). Although popcorn and hand sanitizer
did not differ significantly (M = 2.78, SD = 1.41; t(62) = 0.53, p = 0.600),
in Study 3’s context, the free hand sanitizer prize may have aroused efficacy
doubts, increasing risk. Overall product risk distribution (Figure 11) shows
electronics, personal care, and medical products carry higher risk, while food
and daily necessities carry lower risk, validating our material selection.

Figure 11 Post-Hoc Experiment Results

Study 3 identified two important boundaries: the effect occurs only for low-
risk products (Hypothesis 3) and only with close companions (Hypothesis 4).
The risk-transfer mechanism was replicated, showing joint consumption reduces
perceived risk, thereby increasing purchase intention. Diffusion of responsibility
was ruled out as an alternative explanation.

Study 4
Study 4 examined whether the joint consumption effect extends beyond dining
decisions to other contexts, even non-consumption situations. Based on prior lit-
erature and Study 3, the preference for unfamiliar options in joint consumption
appears only for low-risk decisions. For most consumers, ordinary food and af-
fordable restaurant choices involve low risk because both failure probability and
consequence severity are minimal (Johnson & Andrews, 1971). Similarly, phys-
ical products like hair clips, tissues, and cotton swabs are low-risk. Moreover,
many daily non-consumption decisions involve familiar vs. unfamiliar choices,
such as selecting previously heard songs vs. newly released tracks, or familiar
vs. newly launched games. While these choices may not significantly impact
consumers’lives, they are crucial for new or transitioning businesses. Study
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4 tested the promotion effect in other decision contexts using a single-factor
two-level design (consumption context: individual vs. with two close friends),
recruiting 212 participants.

6.2 Procedure

The procedure mirrored Study 3, with context manipulation similar to Study
1b. Participants were randomly assigned and read scenario instructions, then
made four choices: playlist selection (“Your Favorites”vs. “Daily 30 Songs”
), tissue selection (Vinda vs. Murou), soda selection (classic Pepsi vs. white
peach oolong Pepsi), and chip selection (original vs. rose flavor; see Figure
12). Each decision paired a familiar brand/flavor with an unfamiliar one, with
text indicating equal prices and volumes—the only difference being prior trial
experience. Attention checks were inserted, identical to Study 2. After all
decisions, participants reported product familiarity to validate our manipulation,
then provided demographics and guessed the purpose.

Figure 12 Summary of Experimental Materials for Study 4

6.3 Results

Manipulation Check. No participants guessed the purpose. After excluding
64 duplicate IP or failed attention check responses, 148 valid questionnaires
remained (Mage = 24.61 years, SD = 4.30 years; 66.9% female; group sizes 69-
80). Using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009) for ANOVA with two groups, effect
size f = 0.5, and 𝛼 = 0.05, power for n = 148 exceeded 0.99.

Paired t-tests confirmed successful familiarity manipulation for tissues (MVinda
= 6.43, SD = 0.72; MMurou = 1.90, SD = 0.97; t(146) = 38.88, p < 0.001, d
= 5.31), soda (Moriginal = 6.46, SD = 0.68; Mpeach = 2.27, SD = 0.98; t(146)
= 38.57, p < 0.001, d = 4.96), and chips (Moriginal = 6.41, SD = 0.75; Mrose
= 1.99, SD = 0.97; t(146) = 39.09, p < 0.001, d = 5.10).

Main Effect. Since the joint consumption effect primarily manifests in low-
risk decisions, it may be less pronounced in purchase intention than in choice
behavior. To amplify this, we coded each decision (familiar = 0, unfamiliar
= 1) and summed them into a continuous variable ranging 0-4 representing the
number of unfamiliar options selected. Independent samples t-tests showed that
joint consumption participants (M = 1.66, SD = 1.16) selected more unfamiliar
options than individual consumption participants (M = 1.17, SD = 1.08; t(146)
= 2.61, p = 0.010, d = 0.44). Hypothesis 1 was supported in broader contexts.

6.4 Discussion

Study 4 extended the main effect’s applicability, showing that consumers with
intimate companions prefer unfamiliar options across everyday decisions and
low-risk product choices, even in non-consumption situations.
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7. General Discussion
This research demonstrates how consumption context (individual vs. joint con-
sumption) influences unfamiliar product preferences, revealing underlying mech-
anisms and boundary conditions. Across five experiments, we validated risk-
transfer theory’s application in joint consumption contexts through varied ma-
terials, manipulations, scenarios, and visual designs. We found that both joint
and unilateral decision-making in joint consumption promote unfamiliar product
choice compared to individual consumption. The mechanism involves reduced
perceived risk when consuming with others, increasing willingness to explore un-
known options. This effect occurs only in high-closeness groups and for low-risk
products. We also excluded alternative explanations including decision author-
ity, relationship type, diffusion of responsibility, and emotional arousal. Overall,
this research enriches theoretical literature and provides practical guidance for
new product promotion.

7.1 Theoretical Contributions

First, this research expands consumer behavior findings in joint consumption
contexts. Existing literature is fragmented, examining how various factors
within joint consumption affect decision outcomes (Etkin, 2016; Liu & Min,
2020; Lowe et al., 2019; Yang et al., 2015; Wu et al., 2019, 2021; Boothby,
2014; Parker et al., 2019). Drawing on group size research (Ran et al., 2017,
2020), we directly compare individual and joint consumption—common yet fun-
damentally different contexts—to examine how joint consumption qualitatively
changes decision outcomes rather than focusing on trade-off behaviors during
decision processes (Garcia-Rada et al., 2019), thereby extending joint consump-
tion literature.

Second, this research expands factors influencing exploratory behavior. Unfa-
miliar product choice is a typical exploratory behavior (Mehlhorn et al., 2015).
Existing research shows environmental factors (e.g., product display, choice set
size; Walter et al., 2020; Lejarraga et al., 2012), individual factors (e.g., variety-
seeking; Kahn, 1995), and social factors (e.g., information sources; Winet et
al., 2020) affect exploration. As a salient decision factor (Ran et al., 2021),
our findings supplement social factors by showing how consumption context,
distinguished primarily by group size, changes unfamiliar product preferences.
Specifically, consumers with intimate companions are more willing to explore
unfamiliar options.

Finally, this research applies risk-shift theory to consumer behavior, enrich-
ing its perspective. While widely studied in moral decision-making (Levinger
& Schneider, 1969; Ferguson & Vidmar, 1971), few scholars have applied it to
product decisions (Johnson & Andrews, 1971; Woodside, 1974), and those exam-
ined groups of strangers discussing new products—rare in daily life with limited
practical implications. Our research connects risk-shift theory to common joint
consumption forms, finding that groups of close companions exhibit risk shift
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even without discussion, perceiving less risk than individuals.

7.2 Practical Implications

Our findings provide practical guidance for promoting new brands or prod-
uct lines. First, managers should identify product risk levels before designing
context-specific promotions. For low-risk products, especially in restaurants and
food industries, marketers can launch new product gift boxes or sets for multiple
people, encouraging consumers to bring friends. Once products gain acceptance
and word-of-mouth, consumers will repurchase regardless of companionship due
to inertia (Dubé et al., 2010). During promotion, marketers should subtly inte-
grate“joint”contexts, combining products with images of friend gatherings and
family reunions to strengthen purchase intention. For high-risk products, avoid
multi-person packages initially, as consumers will avoid risk across contexts,
making joint promotion less effective and potentially wasteful.

Second, for products unsuitable for joint consumption (e.g., facial cleanser, ra-
zors), managers should recognize that risk perception is key. While context
manipulation is impossible, providing diagnostic information like authentic re-
views and professional endorsements can build trust (Xu et al., 2020), reducing
risk and promoting purchase. Overall, companies should comprehensively an-
alyze and position new products, understanding their risk levels in consumers’
minds to target marketing activities accordingly.

7.3 Limitations and Future Directions

This research has limitations. First, due to pandemic restrictions, only Study
1a was conducted offline; others were online, limiting ecological validity. Al-
though Study 1a simulated real consumption, the lab environment may have
influenced choices. Second, while Studies 2 and 3 demonstrated perceived risk
mediation, our measurement design prevented examining how different risk di-
mensions (financial, performance, social; DelVecchio & Smith, 2005) change in
joint consumption. Conceptually, all three dimensions relate to joint consump-
tion, but we cannot confirm their relative impacts.

Third, our conclusions apply only to risky decisions; in extremely low-risk de-
cisions (e.g., free trials), perceived risk is no longer key, violating our premise.
Future research could examine joint context effects in risk-free decisions through
other mechanisms. Fourth, our joint consumption scenarios involved only 2-3
people; we did not examine group size effects. We limited size to 2-3 because
maintaining intimacy with many people is difficult, but future research could
explore behavior in larger groups (e.g., classes, clubs). Fifth, we used different
decision modes across experiments—Study 1a used joint decision-making while
others used unilateral decisions. Given that decision modes may affect joint con-
sumption outcomes (Wu et al., 2019; Liu & Min, 2020), future research could
examine their effects on other aspects of joint consumption. Sixth, our post-hoc
risk ratings relied on self-reports, reflecting trends but lacking precision. Fu-
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ture research could use big data, text analysis, and machine learning for more
accurate risk classification across diverse product categories.

Regarding research topics, existing joint consumption research focuses on hedo-
nic consumption (Yang et al., 2015), shared dining (Clauzel et al., 2019), and
moral decisions (Nikolova et al., 2018), while neglecting common forms like col-
lective donations and crowdfunding. Future research could explore these specific
contexts to examine how group size affects decision processes and outcomes. Ad-
ditionally, individual traits (e.g., self-construal, gender) may moderate effects.
Research shows low self-construal individuals balance preferences in groups,
while high self-construal individuals prioritize their own preferences in large
groups (Wu et al., 2019). Whether our findings apply to self-construal individu-
als requires further investigation. Third, with metaverse technological changes,
future research could examine whether new human-computer interaction-based
joint consumption modes produce similar biases. Fourth, organizational team-
work shares mechanisms with joint consumption decision-making, suggesting
our conclusions may generalize to organizational management and practice.

8. Conclusion
This research first applies risk-shift theory to consumer decision-making, exam-
ining how consumption context (individual vs. joint) affects unfamiliar product
preferences through perceived risk and exploring the effect’s boundary condi-
tions. Studies 1a and 1b found significant effects under both unilateral and
joint decision-making. Study 2 identified perceived risk as the key mechanism.
Study 3 demonstrated the effect occurs only for low-risk products and with close
companions. Study 4 extended the effect to non-consumption decisions. These
conclusions expand joint consumption and exploratory behavior research while
providing valuable guidance for companies selling unfamiliar products.
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