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A Model of Tentative Brand-Quality Learning, with Application to Private 
Label Copycat Spillovers 

Consumers are often uncertain about the quality of specific products or brands and, in such settings, infer the 
brands’ quality from ‘peripheral’ sources like the brand’s price, feedback from peers, or consumption 
experiences with ‘similar’ brands in the category. However, though these sources could carry relevant 
information, consumers may also realize that their diagnostic value is not clear-cut, and open to scrutiny. In 
such settings, they may treat these sources as ‘informative till proven otherwise’- using them, and the 
inferences retrieved from them, only as long as they appear to be unbiased. The current literature does not 
offer a model for such a ‘tentative cross-learning’ process. In this paper, we extend traditional brand-choice 
models with Bayesian learning, by: (i) introducing inferences from possibly biased sources, but also (ii) 
incorporating consumers’ hesitance about their diagnostic value by allowing them to ’revise’ these inferences. 
We illustrate its use in a copycatting setting, in which the PL from a major retailer imitates the trade dress of 
the leading national brand. We calibrate the model on household scanner panel data in the dish soap 
category, and show how tentative cross-learning affects the choice probabilities of the imitated brand, the 
copycat, and competing brands in the category. Using simulations, we explore how this effect depends on the 
quality gap between the original and the copycat, and how it is influenced by brand promotions.  
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