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Complicating Choice

Abstract

A great deal of research in consumer decision-nga&imd social-cognition has explored
consumers’ attempts to simplify choices by bolsigtheir tentative choice candidate and/or
denigrating the other alternatives. The presesgarch investigates a diametrically opposed
process, whereby consumers complicate their dedsi®he authors demonstrate that, in order
to complicate their choices, consumers increase&etuonflict by over-weighing small
disadvantages of superior alternatives, converguggall evaluations of alternatives, reversing
the ordinal value of attributes, and even chookesg preferred alternatives. Further, the results
from five studies support a unifying theoreticarfrework, namely the effort-compatibility
principle. Specifically, it is argued that consumestrive for compatibility between the effort
they anticipate and the effort that they actualgre When a certain decision seems more
difficult than initially expected, a simplifying pcess ensues. However, when the decision feels
easier to resolve than was anticipated (e.g., wbesumers face an important, yet easy choice),

consumers artificially increase their effort.



“No question is so difficult to answer as that tbieh the answer is obvious”
~ George Bernard Shaw

Decisions are typically construed as resolutioas fibllow active deliberation. For
example, Merriam-Webster’s on-line dictionary defira decision as “...a determination arrived
atafter consideratiori Thus, a certain degree of consideration orb@ehtion is necessary to
reach a decision. But, how much deliberation mugih? A great deal of research in behavioral
decision theory and social cognition argues thasamers limit their deliberation and simplify
their decisions in order to make easy, confidemd, jastifiable choices. For example, consumers
have been shown to bolster their tentative chaéeeliclate and/or denigrate the other available
options (see Brownstein 2003 for a comprehensiviews.

While simplifying processes in decision-making em@ortant and ubiquitous, the present
research demonstrates that, under certain congjtcmmsumers actually complicate their choices
and bolster inferior options. Specifically, whesnsumers make important choices they are
motivated to engage in a deliberate decision psotiest adequately vets the chosen alternative.
Consequently, when an important decision feelsstgy, consumers reconstruct their
preferences in a manner that increases choiceictonfl

Complicating decision processes are diametricalyosed to well-documented
simplifying and justification processes. While qadivating behavior may seem contradictory to
much of the existing literature, in this artickeg propose and empirically support a unifying
effort-compatibilityframeworkthat accounts for simplifying, complicating, ane tontinuum
between these two phenomena. This unifying framlkewostulategshat consumers strive for
compatibility between the effort they anticipateldnhe actual effort they invest in the decision.
Accordingly, when a decision feels more difficdiah what was initially anticipated, a
simplifying process ensues. Conversely, when &ecis easier to make compared to what
was originally anticipated, consumers artificialigrease their deliberation and decision effort.

We demonstrate that, in order to artificially ceeahoice conflict, consumers (a) over-weigh



small disadvantages of superior alternatives; gmyerge their overall evaluations of
alternatives; and (c) reverse the ordinal valuatofbutes. Interestingly, such distortions
disappear once the choice is made and the needjage in due-diligent deliberation ceases.
We review the extant literature on simplifying d#an processes and then develop and
position our conceptual framework. We demonstifaéeexistence of complicating decision
processes in Study 1, and directly investigatautigerlying psychological mechanism, namely
effort-compatibility, by manipulating the anticigat and experienced effort (Studies 2a — 2c),
and by employing a mediation analysis (Study 8)Studies 4 and 5 we investigate the impact
that complicating behavior has on preference caogtm and ultimate choice. We conclude by

discussing the implications of our framework fonsomer researchers and marketing managers.

Simplifying Decision Processes

A voluminous literature has demonstrated that aftaking choices (i.e., in the post-
decisional phase), consumers increase their valuatithe chosen alternative and denigrate their
valuation of the forgone alternative/s (Festing@s7). In addition, research shows that
consumers bolster their impending choices evenrbdhey finalize their decisions (see
Brownstein 2003 for a review). For example, constmoften engage in selective information
processing that favors one alternative at the esgpehothers. Bolstering one of the alternatives
and/or denigrating the other alternatives decretimeshoice conflict and facilitates easier, more
confident choices. Such biased processing of etaiernatives in the pre-decisional phase has
been analyzed and demonstrated in prior researeblving choice certainty theory (Mills 1968),
conflict theory (Janis and Mann 1977; Mann, Jaangl Chaplin 1969), search for dominance
structure (Montgomery 1983), motivated reasoning.(&unda 1990), motivated judgment (e.qg.,
Kruglanski 1990), motivated inference (e.g., Pygmski and Greenberg 1987), confirmation bias
(e.g., Lord, Ross, and Lepper 1979), distortiomfdrmation (e.g., Russo, Medvec, and Meloy

1996), and choice under incomplete information.(&getz and Simonson 2000).



Research in behavioral decision theory suggeatstinsumers may not always seek to
simplify and bolster their choices. Specificallymotivation to make accurate decisions can
attenuate the use of heuristics and simplifyingcpsses (e.g., Payne, Bettman, and Johnson 1988).
For example, increased accuracy motivation redacesen eliminates anchoring and insufficient
adjustment, primacy effects, and the fundamentabation error (Kruglanski and Freund 1983;
Tetlock 1985). Similarly, informing consumers thiay will have to justify their decisions to
others (Russo, Meloy, and Wilks 2000) was foundttenuate pre-decisional bolstering.

Thus previous research has identified situatianghiich consumers will simplify, or will
avoid simplifying, their decisions. In this papes examine a diametrically opposing behavior,
whereby consumers actually make their decisionddnarThus, the distinction betweeat
simplifyingandcomplicatingis important. While the former is characterizedite mere
attenuation of various simplifying biases, thedatepresents a distinct set of complicating

processes that introduce a bias of itself by maktiegdecision more effortful than it has to be.

Complicating Decision Processes

Recent research supports the notion that consumghd be attracted to more difficult
decisions. For example, Liu and Simonson (worldager) demonstrate that when faced with
relatively unattractive alternatives, consumersmaoee likely to purchase a product when it is
selected from a choice set that elicits greateflicbn Labroo and Kim (2009) document more
favorable evaluations of a stimulus --- that issidared a means to a goal --- when that stimulus
is less visually fluent. They explain this resadta meta-cognitive inference that the less fluent
and harder to process stimulus is more instruméntajoal attainment.

Although the aforementioned research demonstratgéssbnsumers reagpositively to
more effortful situations, the choice difficulty those studies was generated by the experimenter
or the choice context. In the present article angrie that consumers are not only attracted to
difficult decision processes, but at times may gretously seek to enhance their decision effort,

that is, complicate their choices. We propose, tloahcrease their decision effort, consumers



may voluntarily enhance the decision conflict aradi€-off difficulty in the choice set at hand by
bolstering the less attractive alternative(s) mdkt and denigrating the leading alternative.s Thi
could be achieved, for example, by overweighinglsdisadvantages of (and attributes that
oppose) the leading alternative and/or under-wamgkhe large advantages of (and the attributes
that favor) the leading alternative. Consumers aiag reconstruct their preference ordering of
attribute levels in a direction that detracts frinair tentatively preferred alternative. Because
such complicating decision processes are intermledgure proper vetting of choice options, we
expect them to occur only during the pre-decisiqingse. Once a choice is made, the need for

conflict enhancement behavior should disappear.

A Synthesis: The Effort-Compatibility Framework

If, as we have argued, consumers sometimes sinthkfy decisions and at others times
complicate their decisions, then a question thairally arises is: what determines which of
these opposing processes will dominate? Buildmgroor research on satisficing and effort-
accuracy tradeoffs (Payne, Bettman, and Johnso®; Bifon 1957), we propose that
consumers strive for compatibility between the eftobey anticipate and the effort that they
experience in making that decision. More spedifjcaonsumers are predicted to complicate
their decision-making when a decision feels eaenpared to what they had anticipated for the
type of impending choice and simplify their decrsimaking when they feel that a decision is
harder than what they had anticipated.

The anticipated, as well as the experienced effioat vary based on various factors, such
as the level of similarity and comparability amaiternatives (Greenleaf and Lehmann 1995;
Johnson 1984), the type and amount of choice abriBiarker 1942; Chatterjee and Heath 1996;
Miller 1944), the importance of the decision and kkvel of accountability (Lerner and Tetlock
1999), the anticipated regret and degree of comemtrJanis and Mann 1977), and the effort
invested by others (Kivetz and Zheng 2006). Inghesent article, we operationalize the
experienced choice difficulty in several ways. Erample, we construct choice sets with either

high or low utility differences (or overall evalum) between the alternatives. Consistent with



previous literature, we define the degree of chom#lict as the difference between the utilitiés o
the alternatives. A larger utility difference beswn alternatives represents an easier choice
because the consumer can more easily identifyfarped alternative (i.e., the one with greater
utility). By contrast, a choice set with a smalléility difference between alternatives represents
more difficult choice because the tradeoffs areaniotense, and it is harder for the consumer to
identify the preferred alternative (e.g., Chatteigad Heath 1996; Tyebjee 1979). Specifically,
given attribute weight measures for the set binary attributes the implied utility difference

between the two alternatives can be calculatéd as:

Ugr =lUx—Ug FlZLle (lAj - IBj) (1)

where, W, is the weight the decision maker attachesttibutej, such thatZ;:le =100 , and

l; 1s @ dummy variable that equals 1 if alternativeatries the consumer’s most preferred level

of attributej and O otherwise.
Next, we detail our main hypotheses regarding coess’ switching between

simplifying and complicating decision processesrydifferent phases of decision-making.

Easier Than Anticipated Decisianés discussed earlier, we predict that consuméls

pursue complicating decision processes when thedyttiat a choice is easier than what was
anticipated. In particular, we expect that consismell distort the attribute weights in a manner
that weakens the tentatively preferred alternaive strengthens the other (near-dominated)
alternatives. We also predict that once the chisiceade, the need to regulate effort becomes
irrelevant and complicating behavior will not besebved. Accordingly we define the following

hypotheses, which are represented visually in gpeupanel of Figure 1:

! Note, that the utility difference equation couklfeadily expanded to more than two attribute Evel



Hla: In the pre-decisional phase of an easier éméicipated decision, consumers will
distort their attribute weighing in a direction tlehances their choice conflict and

decreases the utility difference between the altéres.
H1b: In the post-decisional phase of an easier #miicipated decision, the distortions in

Utility

attribute weighing observed in the pre-decisiorelge will attenuate.

Figure 1. Distortions during different decisiopalases
(triangles and ellipsoids represent the chosemanechosen alternatives in the sets respectively)
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Harder Than Anticipated Decisian€onsistent with a great deal of prior reseanah,

predict that consumers will pursue simplifying peeses when they feel that a decision is harder
than what was anticipated for the choice at hapdcfiically, we expect that consumers will
distort their weighing of different attributes imeanner that bolsters one of the alternatives and
denigrates others (e.g., Janis and Mann 1977; M8I&3; Montgomery 1983; Russo Medvec,
and Meloy 1996; Svenson 1992, 1996). This simpigyprocess will lead to a reduction in
choice conflict during the pre-decisional phasandgated in a higher utility difference between
the alternatives. In addition, consistent withrttige dissonance, after consumers make the
difficult choice (i.e., in the post-decisional pbgasthe distortion in attribute weighing will pessi

in a manner that further bolsters the chosen a@tzm

Study 1: Complicating versus Simplifying by Distortng Attribute Weights

In this study, respondents made choices betweemattve physician services. A
pre-test indicated that most respondents percaiveld a decision as highly important. Study 1
tests Hypotheses 1a and 1b and examines bothmuteost-decisional processes as well as both

easy and difficult choices, holding the degreerticipated effort constant.

Method

Two hundred and twenty five students from a largg eoast university were presented
with two alternative physician servicé¥he physician services were described along three
attributes that assumed one of two levels: (1effiours that either did or did not include eveging
and weekends; (2) average waiting time of either B0 days for a physician appointment; and (3)
home visits either included or excluded. In orleconstruct easy vs. difficult choice set we
conducted a pretest (see Pretest 1 in Appendix Adtails) that measured the relative importance

of the three attributes using a constant sum dilmcaask (of 100 points). The average importance

2 Eight respondents were excluded from the ana$jsize they rated the decision as extremely unirapoithe
number of excluded respondents was equally digeibacross conditions). Analysis with these respatsidid not
substantively change the results.



of the three attributes was 48, 41, and 11, reamdgt Using these attributes two choice sets were
constructed to generate low and high difficulty icks (see Table 1).

In the low difficulty choice set one alternativendioated the other on the two most
important attributes (attributes 1 and 2). Conelrsan the high difficulty choice set, each
alternative offered a higher level on only onetw important attributes, creating a tradeoff
between the two most important attributes. A mteteee Pretest 2 in Appendix A for details)
confirmed that the high difficulty choice set wased as significantly more difficult than the low
difficulty choice set. Further, the majority oktihespondents rated the high-difficulty choice set
as beingharder than anticipatedabove the scale’s midpoint) and the low-diffiguthoice set as

beingeasier than anticipated

Table 1. Low and high difficulty choice sets use&tudy 1

Low Difficulty High Difficulty

Attributes

Alternative A

Alternative B

Alternative A

Alternative B

Evenings and Weekends

Office Hours Included Yes No Yes No
Average Time to Schedule
an Appointment 3 Days 10 Days 10 Days 3 Days
Home Visits No Yes No Yes
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Main study In order to test our hypotheses, we collect&ibate weight measures (using
a constant sum allocation of 100 points) for tiregtbinary attributes described above. Across the
different experimental conditions, we varied thagdduring which the attribute weights were
measured. The study consisted of a 2 (choicecdlffi: low vs. high)x 4 (time of measuring
attribute weights: control vs. pre-decisional wsstpdecisional vs. no-choice) between-subjects
design. In the control conditions, respondentgcated their attribute weights prior to observing
any choice task. These respondents were thenefiafluenced by the manipulation of choice
difficulty when indicating their attribute weightsWe compared the attribute weights (and the
implied utility differences) assigned in the cohirondition to the attribute weights collected
during, and after, the choice was made (i.e., tke gnd post-decisional phases, respectively). In
the pre-decisional conditions, respondents wese fiiresented with the choice set (low or high
choice difficulty, manipulated between-subjects) arere then instructed to assign attribute
weights before making their choice. In the postisienal conditions, participants were asked to
assign attribute weights immediately after makimgjrtchoice (from a low or high difficulty

choice set). Figure 2 illustrates the sequen@yehts in each of the conditions.

% In subsequent analyses, we combined the attribeights collected in the two control conditionsifland high
difficulty choice sets) since, as expected, we tboa difference between the attribute weights @séhtwo
conditions p > 0.7).
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Figure 2. Experimentadesign and sequence of events in eactdition of Study
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Results

Utility differences An implied utility differenci between the two alternatives w
calculatedor each respondeusing the assigned attribute weigtitdlowing Equation . Note
that becausthe utility difference iscalculatedusing constant sum allocations, its range
absolute value) could vary between 0 and : Higher utility difference indicatian easier
choice @s one alternative is distily more attractive than the othewhereas lower utility
differences indicata more difficult choice (: the two alternativeare valued similarl.

Manipulation check In order to validate otchoice difficultymanipulation, we calculate
the average utility differender the low and high difficultychoice sets for participants assigi
to the control conditiofoutside of any motivation to simplify or complieate choice. As
expectedthe average calculated utility difference was gigantly higher for the low relative t

the high difficulty choice s€Mow = 78.2 vs. Migh = 28.1, F(1, 216) = 72, p< .01). Further, for
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all of the respondents, the calculated individeakl utility difference for the low difficulty
choice set was greater than the utility differefazehe high difficulty choice set, thus ruling out
aggregation bias (Hutchinson, Kamakura, and Lyr@902

High Difficulty Choices The dark bars in Figure 3 depict the averadegyudiifferences
elicited from respondents assigned to the highatilfyy choice set. Consistent with prior research
on simplifying behaviors, when respondents consider high difficulty choice set, their utility
difference between the two alternatives was sigaifily greater in the pre-decisional condition
than in the control condition (I = 39.6 vS. Monwro = 28.1, F(1,216) = 4.(n < .05). That is,
when respondents faced a harder than anticipatadestthey simplified their task by increasing
the weight of the attributes that favored theitaéimely preferred alternative. Additionally,
consistent with research on dissonance reductenytility difference further increased in the
post-decisional condition. Therefore, the chamgetility difference going from the control to the
pre- and to the post-decisional phase is expeotbd\te a monotonically increasing pattern.
Indeed, a linear trend analysis of the utility éifince in the three conditions was found to be
positive and significant (F(1,216) = 7.§27 .01).

Low Difficulty Choices The light bars in Figure 3 depict the averagiéytifferences
observed among respondents assigned to the lomutliyf choice set. Supporting the effort-
compatibility framework, the pattern of resultgtre low difficulty choice conditions was
substantially different from that observed in tighhdifficulty choice conditions; the interaction
between choice difficulty and time of measuringibtite weights was statistically significant
and in the predicted direction (F(1,216) = 844 .01). Consistent with Hla, when respondents
faced an easier than anticipated decision, thigyutifference between the two alternatives was
significantly smaller in the pre-decisional conaiitirelative to the control condition o=
78.2, Mpre = 65.4, F(1,216) = 4.4 < .05). That is, respondents complicated thek tay
increasing their weighing of an attribute that oggubtheir tentatively preferred alternative. It is
noteworthy that although they complicated theisg@alecision, all of the participants in the low

difficulty conditions eventually chose the near-doamt alternative.
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As predicted by Hllthe complicating behavior attenuated in the -decisional phase.
The change in utility difference going from the trohto the pr- and to the po-decisional phase
is hypothesized to follow a4shape pattern. That is, we expecthigh utility difference in the
control condition to decese in the pi-decisional phase and thertreaseagain in the post-
decisional phase. uadratic tren analysis (Keppel and Wickens 20@proached significanc
(F(1,216) = 3.5p = .06)suggesting a -shape utility difference pattern (light bars in tiig 3.
Furthermorethe utility difference in the pc-decisional condition returned to levels simila

those of the control conditioiM yost= 72.8 VS. Montrol = 78.2, F(1,216) =/7.p = .4).

Figure 3. ltility differences across the conditiomsStudy :
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Attribute weights To directly examine the distortion of attributeights, we analyzed the
observed weight of the least important attributeo(te visits either included or excluded”),
which opposed the nearly-dominant alternafii@espondents assigned to the low difficulty
choice set enhanced their conflict in choice byrliyedoubling the weight of the attribute that
opposed their tentative (and ultimate) choicg{M 17.3 vs. Monwo = 10.8,p < .05). Because
attribute weights were provided using a constant allocation, any increase in the weight of
“home visits” would be accompanied by a decreasberweights of the two attributes that
supported the near-dominating alternative (whick ulimately chosen). Further, consistent
with H1b, once respondents made their choice, #ighw of the “homes visits” attribute returned

to its level in the control condition (k= 13.6 VS. Monroi= 10.8,p = .4).

Study 1: Discussion

Consistent with a great deal of prior researchfitidings indicated that in both the pre-
and post-decisional phases, respondents facingudif€hoices shifted their attribute weighing
in a direction that supported their tentativelyd attimately, chosen alternative. Importantly, a
very different pattern of results was predicted ahderved for respondents who faced an easy,
yet important choice among physician services. s€éhrespondents seemed to have increased
their decision conflict and their experienced dffoy distorting their attribute weighing in a
manner that weakened their preferred alternatiece respondents completed their due-diligent
deliberation and made a final choice, their attébweighing reverted back to the levels
observed among control respondents. Overall,gbelts support the effort-compatibility
framework, whereby, consumers are predicted tolgyrtparder than anticipated choices and
complicate easier than anticipated choices.

A possible alternative explanation for the observethplicating process is a rational, or

market efficiency, inference (Chernev and Carpe?®@1; Prelec, Wernerfelt, and Zettelmeyer

* Due to space limitation all other attribute weigghnd their variation across different decisiorralges are
provided in the web appendix.
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1997). According to the inference rival accountsumers facing a low difficulty choice set

infer that the least important attribute (oppodimg nearly-dominant alternative) is more critical
than they initially thought because that rendeesttyo alternatives more competitive and Pareto-
optimal. This rival account cannot explain therenpattern of observed results. First, inferences
should affect attribute weighing both before andrafespondents make a choice (i.e., both in the
pre- and post-decisional phases). In contrastehats indicated that attribute weighing shifted
against the preferred alternative only in the peeisional phase. Second, the inference account
does not predict the pattern of results observelddrhigh difficulty choice conditions.

To further examine the inference explanation, veduithed in the main study a no-choice
condition. Similar to the pre-decisional conditiamthe no-choice condition respondents were
exposed to the choice set before assigning atériveights. However, unlike the pre-decisional
condition, in the no-choice condition, respondemtse not informed that they will be required to
choose between the alternatives. The inferencauat@redicts that respondents would provide
similar attribute weights in the no-choice and gesisional conditions, as respondents in both
conditions receive similar information about theealatives. By contrast, our conceptualization
predicts that eliminating the need to chose wolikekfate” respondents from the need to work
harder to fully “vet” their decision, thereby attexting any complicating behavior. Supporting
this prediction and inconsistent with the infereaceount, there was no difference in attribute
weighing between the no-choice and control condstiim either the low difficulty (Mhntro = 78.2,

Mno.choice: 75.3) or the h|gh dlfflCUlty COﬂdItIOﬂS (Mtr(ﬂ: 28.1, M’]o-choice: 31.4, bOﬂ'p’S = .6).

Studies 2a - 2c: Direct Tests of the Effort-Compaliility Principle

The results of Study 1 indicated that respondeniplgied harder than anticipated
choices by bolstering their preferred alternatoaversely, respondents complicated easier than
anticipated choices by weakening their preferréefaditive. These findings are consistent with
the effort-compatibility framework, which suggettat simplifying and complicating decision

processes are determined by the relative leveals@tonstructs, namely, anticipated and
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experienced effort. In this study we directly téwt effort-compatibility framework. Focusing
our attention on low difficulty choice sets, we miae how complicating behavior either persists
or attenuates at different levels of anticipated experienced effort.

Based on the effort-compatibility framework, wedice that in the pre-decisional phase
of an easier than anticipated decision, decredbm@nticipated effort will lead to the
attenuation of complicating behavior. Furtherdiaf the anticipated effort constant, increasing
the experienced decision difficultyexpected tattenuate complicating behavior. Finally, the
effort-compatibility framework implies that becaudecisions of greater importance are
associated with higher expected effort and greatdivation to engage in a rigorous decision
process, such decisions are more likely to givetescomplicating behavior. The discussion
leads to the following hypotheses:

In the pre-decisional phase, distortion of att@weights in a direction that increases

choice conflict (complicate) will attenuate whemsaomergH2a) anticipate the decision

to be less effortful(H2b) perceive the decision as being more effortful, @)

perceive the decision as being less important.

Next, we report three studies that test the aforgimeed hypotheses.

Studies 2a — 2¢: Method Overview

In all three studies, respondents were presenttdtwo alternatives; each described
using three binary attributes. Similar to the ldficulty choice sets employed in Study 1, one
alternative was superior on the two most imporémtbutes but inferior on the less important
attribute, giving rise to low choice conflict cheisets. As in Study 1, respondents were asked
to allocate a constant sum of 100 points acrosghtiee attributes, reflecting the relative weight
they assigned to each attribute, either before tibsgrved the choice set (control condition) or

after they viewed the choice set but before thegiertheir choice (pre-decisional condition). In

®> A manipulation check examining the attribute wésgh the control condition confirmed that the aeoconflict in
experiments 2a-2c was indeed low.
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Study 2b we also added a post-decisional conditiowhich respondents assigned attribute
weights after they had made their choice.

In all three studies, we tested for complicatingdeor by analyzing the weight of the
least important attribute, which opposed the neddminant alternative. Since we employed in
Studies 2a-2c only low-difficulty choice sets, merhing such analysis is more intuitive and
mathematically equivalent to the measure of utdifference (as computed in Equation 1). A
higher weight assigned to the attribute opposiegiarly-dominant alternative indicates a
lower utility difference and a more pronounced cboaping process. Table 2 provides a

detailed description of the stimuli employed ind@és 2a - 2c.

Table 2. Studies 2a, 2b, and 2c: Stimuli descriptio

(the least important attribute opposing the supetii@rnative is marked with an asterisk)

Study 2a

Attribute (MP3 players) Op’gon Opéion
Memory 2Gb 1Gb
Battery 14 Hours| 8 Hours
*Receive Radio Transmission No Yes
Study 2b

Attribute (MP3 Players) Opgon Opéion
Memory 2Gb 1Gb
Battery 10 Hours| 5 Hours
*Recording Option No Yes
Study 2¢

Attribute (Physicians) Opgon Opgon
Evening and weekends office hourls Yes No
Time to schedule an appointment | 3 days | 10 days
*Home Visits No Yes
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Study 2a (n = 64): Manipulating the Anticipateddsf (Test of H2a)

Study 2a consisted of a 2 (anticipated effort: lmwvhigh)x 2 (time of measuring
attribute weights: control vs. pre-decisional) bedw-subjects design. After completing a non-
related lab study, respondents were asked if traydiike to receive an extra dollar for
participating in a short survey that takes abow mmnute or three minutes to complete (low vs.
high anticipated effort, respectively, manipulabetween-subjects). Based on a pretest, the
actual time took for the completion of this taslkeeged one minute and forty eight seconds with
all respondents taking more than one but lessttiv@e minutes. The compensation-to-time ratio
in both conditions was much higher than the raggpondents experienced in the prior, non-
related lab study; this was intended to eliminag @differences in respondents’ involvement
across the two conditions. Indeed, the partiogpatate was very high in both conditions (with
only one student refusing to participate).

Results. In the high anticipated effort condition (“typlaampletion time of three
minutes”), the average weight of the attribute apg the superior alternative was significantly
higher in the pre-decisional condition than it waghe control condition (IMnroi= 10.9,

Mpre = 20.9, F(1, 63) = 5.55 < .03). That s, in the high anticipated effashdition,

respondents complicated their decision and incokets®r experienced effort by increasing the
weight of the attribute that weakened their prefeéralternative. Conversely, in the low
anticipated effort condition (“typical completioime of one minute”), no significant difference
in the attribute weights was observed between taalpcisional condition and the control
condition (Meontror = 10.3, Mye = 6.75, F(1, 63) = . > .4). Interestingly, the results in the low
anticipated effort condition were directionally ststent with a simplifying process, whereby
respondents distorted their attribute weights maaner that decreased the (already low) choice
conflict. Overall, Study 2a supports H2a and higttks the role of anticipated effort in the

observed complicating behavior.
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In Study 2a we directly manipulated the anticipag#drt. In study 2b we hold the

anticipated effort constant and increase the egpee effort exogenously through fluency

manipulation.

Study 2b (n = 193): Manipulating the ExperiencéihiE (Test of H2b)

Study 2b consisted of a 2 (experienced effort: Wswhigh)x 3 (time of measuring
attribute weights: control vs. pre-decisional wsstpdecisional) between-subjects design. In
order to manipulate the experienced effort, wetlauilrecent research on perceptual fluency
(e.g., Schwarz 2004). Such research has dema@tstiat, for example, when choice
alternatives are described using degraded, ditficuiead fonts, consumers experience greater
choice difficulty and tend to defer their choicdlyemsky et al. 2007). In the context of the
present research, we predict that, increasingxpergenced choice difficulty --- by decreasing
the perceptual fluency of the choice alternativesvill attenuate the tendency to complicate
choices. Accordingly, the fonts used to desciitgeaiternatives were either easy to read (i.e.,
Times New Roman 14 pts. with regular characterisgaor difficult to read (i.e., Times New
Roman 9 pts. with condensed character spacingts.}° representing low versus high
experienced difficulty, respectively.

Results. In the low experienced effort condition (easy¢ad fonts), significant
differences in the reported attribute weights wayserved between the control and pre-decisional
phase conditions (Mnwol = 10.6, Mye = 19.8, F(1, 192) = 7.0§,< .01). Replicating the results
obtained in Study 1, respondents in this low exgmaed difficulty condition complicated their
choice by nearly doubling the weight of the atttéothat opposed the leading alternative in the
choice set. However, in the high experienced effondition (degraded fonts), no significant

difference in the reported attribute weights wasesbed between the control and pre-decisional

® This specific spacing of characters was done udielyew fonts, and may have a different impact winging
English fonts.

" A pre-test confirmed that respondents could fielgd and understand the description of the difteattarnatives
in either font conditions. Additional pretest (N33) confirmed that the degraded font manipulatignificantly
increased consumers’ experienced level of difficatid effort in choiceg(< .01).
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phase conditions (Mnroi= 9.3, Mye = 12.6, F(1, 192) = 1.1 > .25). These results support
hypothesis 2b. Additionally, consistent with hypesis 1b, no significant differences were found
between the control and post-decisional conditinresther the easy-to-read font condition
(Mcontror= 10.6, Myost= 14.0, F(1, 192) = .§ > .37) or the hard-to-read font condition

(Mcontrol = 9.3, Myost= 11.25, F(1, 192) = .38,> .5).

Overall, the results supported the role of experereffort in the observed complicating
behavior. Using a well-accepted procedure to maaip experienced effort in choice (perceptual
fluency), we found that consumers’ tendency to darafe their choices was attenuated when an
external source of decision effort was introduaethtrease the experienced effort in choice.
Such external effort substituted for consumersttednternally and artificially enhance their
effort during the decision process. In Study 2cmanipulate the anticipated effort by

manipulating how important consumers perceive #wsibn to be.

Study 2c (n = 83): Manipulating the Perceived Inigace of the Decision (Test of H3)

Study 2c consisted of a 2 (decision importance:\swhigh)x 2 (time of measuring
attribute weights: control vs. pre-decisional) betw-subjects design. Respondents were asked
to imagine that they were about to join a new thegliin that required them to choose a
physician. Respondents in the high decision ingyae condition were asked to imagine that
their choice was binding for a year and that svititglphysicians before the year ended would be
difficult and would require paying additional feeSonversely, respondents assigned to the low
decision importance condition were told to imagdimat their choice was not binding and that
they could easily switch doctors whenever they edntithout paying any additional fees. We
predict complicating behavior when responds’ aptited effort is high (high decision
importance condition) but not when it is low (lowaision importance condition).

Results. In the high-importance decision condition (itee binding choice), the weight
of the attribute opposing the superior alternatias significantly higher in the pre-decisional

phase than in the control (Moo= 6.25, Mye= 13.1, F(1, 82) = 6.8 < .01). Conversely, in
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the low-importance decision condition (i.e., theé+mnding choice), no significant difference in
attribute weights was observed between the presi®el condition and the control condition
(Mcontrol= 9.1, Mye= 7.7, F(1, 82) = 0.2& > .5). Therefore, framing the decision as less
important attenuated the observed complicatingWieharhese results support H3 and the
proposed effort-compatibility framework. More sifieally, respondents who faced an
important yet seemingly easy choice were motivawetbmplicate their decision and
overweighed an attribute that opposed their ultenadioice in order to match the anticipated and
experienced effort. This complicating processmigared when the same easy choice was
framed as less important. These findings sugestt motivation to engage in a diligent
decision process, which is particularly likely tasts when consumers make important

decisions, is the psychological mechanism undeglitire observed complicating behavior.

Studies 2a — 2c: Discussion

The results of Studies 2a through 2c are sumndhiiz&able 3. The findings provide
direct support for the proposed effort-compatipiibnceptualization. Additionally, the results
help rule out alternative explanations such agémfee-making and conversational norms (Grice
1975). Specifically, inference-making and conveosel norms cannot explain why the observed
complicating behavior disappeared when the decismsframed as unimportant. Further, these
rival accounts cannot predict the moderating effe€tanticipated and experienced decision effort.

Still, Studies 1 and 2 leave open several iss&@st, complicating behavior was captured
only through distortions of attribute weights. #dugh such distortions reflect an increase in
choice conflict, one might argue that such an dpmalization is relatively narrow and does not
reflect a broader notion of “complicating” behavidecond, Studies 1 and 2 investigated
complicating versus simplifying behavior by exammbonly two levels of decision difficulty
(low vs. high). A more comprehensive test of tfierecompatibility principle would involve a
continuous analysis that incorporates several $evktlecision difficulty. Such an analysis would
potentially allow us to better integrate the comgting effect with previous findings of

simplifying behaviors and their attenuation (edann and Taylor 1970). Third, Studies 2a
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through 2c investigated the effort-compatibilitgrinework by manipulating the relevant
constructs (anticipated and experienced efforfyeddly measuring the anticipated effort and
conducting a moderated mediation analysis candugbpport the hypothesized relationships

between the different theoretical constructs.

Table 3. Studies 2a, 2b, and 2c: Weight of théialtes opposing choice

Weight of “Receive radio transmission’

Study 2a (n = 64) Stage of assigning weights

Stimuli: MP3 players

Control Pre Post
Low (1 min.) 10.3 6.75 -
Anticipated Effort
High (3 min.) 10.9 20.9° -

Weight of “Recording option”

Study 2b (n =193) Stage of assigning weights

Stimuli: MP3 players

Control Pre Post
Low (clear) 10.6! 19.8*° 14.0

Experienced Effort
High (degraded) 9.3 12.6 11.25

Weight of “Home visits”

Study 2c¢ (n = 83) Stage of assigning weights

Stimuli: Physician services

Control Pre Post
o Low (non-binding) 9.1 7.7 -
Decision
Importance _ o .
High (binding) 6.25 13.7 -

* Means with the same letter (within each pane)sagaificantly different.

In the next study we adopt Mann and Taylor’'s (19€8garch paradigm. In particular,
the study (i) investigates holistic judgments @ast of attribute weights); (ii) examines a

continuum of choice difficulties; (iii) directly nasures the anticipated effort and examines its
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mediating role; and (iv) replicates previous firghrof simplifying behavior and its attenuation

using a within-subjects experimental design.

Study 3: Complicating versus Simplifying by Distoring Holistic Judgments

The present study is built on the experimentaigeand stimuli used by Mann and
Taylor (1970). Mann and Taylor employed a testést-within-subject design; they first asked
participants to rate their liking of twelve famaguaintings and then asked these participants to
re-rate two of the paintings prior to choosing tmeost preferred one. Participants either faced a
difficult choice (i.e., choosing between two pamngs that were initially rated no more than 1
point apart) or a relatively easy choice (i.e.,aing between two paintings that were initially
rated at least 5 points apart). Mann and Taylonalestrated that, when facing a difficult choice,
respondents simplified their decisions; in partieuthe overall ratings of the two paintings
diverged prior to choice. However, when particigdiaced easier choices, no significant pre-
decisional distortions in overall liking were found

At first glance, the null effect observed in thewtdifficulty” condition in Mann and
Taylor (1970) seems inconsistent with the effomapatibility framework. If the decision was
indeed relatively easy, then the effort-compatipiliamework should predict complicating
behavior rather than attenuation of simplifying &@br. Closer examination of the
experimental design employed by Mann and Taylophetsolve this seeming inconsistency.
Specifically, in both their “high-difficulty” andlbw-difficulty” conditions, participants were
presented with choices between two paintings tleméwoth initially rated on the positive side
of the liking scale (i.e., 8 to 15). Thus, evea tlow difficulty” condition in Mann and Taylor
was moderately difficult using only half of theillg scale. Accordingly, the null effect in Mann
and Taylor’s “low difficulty” condition may be coistent with the effort-compatibility
framework if the (moderate) choice difficulty magchthe expected effort from the painting task.

An interesting question is whether one would havseoved complicating behavior ---
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manifested in the convergence of evaluations -theénMann and Taylor study had respondents
faced even easier decisions.

In order to test this conjecture, we adopted Mamh BEaylor’s study paradigm, but we
employed the entire range of choice difficulty llsveMore specifically, in our study, after
participants rate thexact saméwelve famous paintings used in the Mann and Testiady, the
participants choose between two randomly drawntipgs from the possible set of twelve
paintings. This procedure allows examining thereminge of choice difficulty. We also measure

participants’ anticipated effort and test whethenediates the observed complicating behavior.

Method

One hundred and ninety seven students from a Eagecoast university participated in the
study which consisted of two main parts. In thstfpart, respondents rated the twelve paintings
on a 1 to 15 liking scale (ranging from “extremdlglike” to “extremely like”), followed by a
ranking task of all twelve paintings from best torat® Next, participants were asked to imagine
that they were the curators of a large museum ¢resple for planning, purchasing, and managing
the museum’s collection of famous paintings). iegdnts were then told to imagine that they
were considering purchasing a painting for the mmsg collection and that they would have to
choose (based on their own preferences) betweepdag&ible paintings. In order to manipulate
the decision’s perceived importance, we adoptegtbeedure used by Jecker (1964).
Specifically, in the low decision importance coralit participants were told that “...although you
will need to make a choice between the paintingsabse the museum collection is expected to
expand rapidly there is an extremely good chanwri(a 98%) that eventually both paintings will
be added to the collection.” We contrasted thig decision importance condition with two high
decision importance conditions: in one high decisroportance condition, respondents were told
nothing about any chance of the museum acquiritig p@intings, whereas in a second high
decision importance condition, respondents werkttwt there was an extremely small chance

(around 2%) that eventually both paintings willdzled to the collection. The later high decision

8 As in the original paper by Mann ant Taylor (1940¢ did not use the ranking data for analysis.
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importance condition was used in order to verittine mere introduction of probabilities into the
decision was not driving the results. As expedieese two high importance conditions did not
differ on any manipulation-check or dependent-\@eaand therefore, we collapsed them into one
condition (hereatfter, the “high decision importdhcendition). The first part of the study (which
did not include the actual choice between the pais) concluded with manipulation checks in
which participants rated (a) how important theycpere the decision to be on an 11-point scale
ranging from “extremely unimportant” (1) to “extrety important” (11); and (b) how effortful

they anticipate the decision to be on an 11-paalesranging from “extremely effortless” (1) to
“extremely effortful” (11).

After completing several unrelated filler tasksitjggpants were reminded of the decision
at hand and were presented with two paintingsvilea¢ randomly drawn from the twelve
paintings they rated in the first part of the studRarticipants were asked to re-rate the two
paintings on the 15-point liking scale and theshoose their preferred painting.

Similar to Mann and Taylor’'s experimental desigmcontrol condition was included in
this study. In the control condition participantsre asked to rate and rank the twelve paintings
but were neither informed about an impending chomegiven any “curator” scenario or
importance/anticipated-effort measures. After clatipg the filler tasks, participants in the
control condition were asked to re-rate the pag#inThis procedure enabled us to account for

any statistical artifacts that may have been geéeétay the test-retest design we employed.

Results

Manipulation checks Respondents’ ratings of the decision’s impontaaied anticipated
difficulty indicated that the decision difficulty anipulation operated as intended. First, the
perceived decision importance was significantlyhleigin the high compared to low decision
importance condition (IMyh importances 8.9 VS. Mow importance= 7.0,p < .00J). Additionally,
respondents anticipated the decision to be sigmflg more effortful in the high relative to the

low decision importance condition gh importance= 8.1 VS. Mbw importance= 6.7,p < .001). This
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result, provide empirical evidence for the relasioip we postulate in Study 2c between the
decision importance and anticipated effort.

Dependent VariableAs in Mann and Taylor, for each participant, vedcalated the
absolute difference between the ratings givenédwo (randomly drawn) paintings in the first
part of the studyAR1), and in the second part of the studR?). We define a simplifying-
complicating score (hereafter “SC score”) as trenge in the differences in ratings between the
first and second part of the study (S@R2 -AR1). The ratings in the first part of the study
(before the decision-importance manipulation arfdreea choice was mentioned), represent a
“context-independent” measure of overall likingla individual-participant level. By contrast,
the ratings in the second part of the study refhacticipants’ preferences within the context of
the impending choice (pre-decisional phase). dfdterall liking scores of the two paintings
diverged in the second part of the study, therctimeputed SC score would be positive,
indicating a simplifying behavior. By contrasttlile overall liking scores of the two paintings
converged in the second part of the study, theis@ascore would be negative, representing
complicating behaviot. The SC scores were used to investigate bothiteetion and
magnitude of simplifying versus complicating belmasi We also compared the calculated SC
scores in the experimental conditions to thoseiodthin the control condition to account for
statistical artifacts (such as regression to thampéhat could potentially arise from the test-
retest design that was employed.

Independent VariablesAs in Mann and Taylor, the context-independewel®f choice
difficulty was determined using the absolute défece in the overall liking ratings of the two
paintings in the first part of the studyR1). The greater the difference between the likihthe
two paintings (i.e., the larger 4R1), the easier it is to choose between the twotipgis. The

anticipated effort was measured using respondsattreports on an 11-point scale.

® For example, assume that a participant ratedihepaintings in the first part of the study as 8 4d and in the
second part re-rated these paintings as 4 and\d8ordingly,AR1 = [11 - 5| =6AR2 =13 -4|=9,and SC =9 -
6 = 3, which indicates simplifying behavior. IhWwever, the ratings in the second part were 7 atige® the SC
score would be 2 — 6 = - 4, which represents caraflig decision process.
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Analysis. We report both the results of dichotomized lewéldecision difficulty as in
Mann and Taylor, as well as a moderated mediatiatyais using a continuous analysis.
Dichotomized analysifRespondents were classified into three levetshofce difficulty

based on a tertiary-split of theiR1 scores (“*high,” “moderate,” and “low” decisioiifatulty
groups were 0.43 [s.d. = .5], 2.89 [s.d. = .77{ &B7 [s.d. = 1.56], respectively). Next, in arde
to test for simplifying versus complicating behayithe SC scores were computed across these
groups in both the low and high decision importacmeditions (see Table 4a).

High Decision Difficulty. Replicating the results reported in Mann and @dgyihen
confronted with a difficult choice (context-indepkemt ratings between the two paintings were
similar) re-evaluations of the paintings divergeddoth the low and high decision importance
cells (indicating a simplifying process), and diéfd significantly from the control condition
(Miow_decision_importance 1.65 and Migh_decision_importancg 1.66 VS. Monwoi= .03, bothp’s < .001).

Moderate Decision Difficulty When confronted with a moderately difficult cheic
(context-independent ratings between the two pagstivere somewhat apart) respondents’
re-evaluations of the paintings did not differ sfgantly from the pattern observed in the control
condition (Mow_decision_importancg - 75, Mhigh_decision_importance -85, Meontroi= .2, p > .18 andp > .2).

Low Decision Difficulty. As predicted by the effort-compatibility prinogplwhen
confronted with an easy decision (context-indepahd#ings between the two paintings were
far apart) respondents’ behavior was determinetth&yevel of decision importance.
Specifically, respondents assigned to the highsilmtimportance condition complicated their
decision (Migh_decision_importancg 1.1, Meontroi= -.01, p <.03). However, respondents assigned to
the low decision importance condition did not exisinich a convergence of overall evaluations
(Miow_decision_importance =-61, Meonwroi= -.01,p > .2). Thus, using thexact samstimuli as in
Mann and Taylor, but using the entire scale, erthbteto construct low-difficulty choice sets
and observe convergence of evaluations (i.e., doatpig behavior) when the decision was
framed as important and therefore, respondentsipated high effort.

It is important to note that in order to directlglidate the proposed mechanism (i.e.,

effort compatibility hypothesis) we can performimitar analysis using the stated anticipated
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effort instead of the manipulated decision imposearAccordingly, respondents were classified
into two groups, based on a median-split of theiicgpated effort scores (*high” vs. “low”
anticipated effort groups were 9.24 [s.d. = .9]&82 [s.d. = 1.21], respectively). Supporting the
effort compatibility hypothesis, incorporating taeticipated effort into the analysis produced

similar (and even stronger) pattern of results {(cdae 4b).

Table 4a. Study 3: SC scores across levels otdlffi and decision importance

Difficult Moderately Difficult Easy
Low Decision Importance 1.65* 0.75 -0.61
High Decision Importance 1.66* 0.84 -1.1*
Control 0.03 0.20 -0.01

* Significantly different from control (p <.001)

Table 4b. Study 3: SC scores across levels otcditfy and anticipated effort

Difficult Moderately Difficult Easy
Low Anticipated Effort 1.59* 0.67 0.71
High Anticipated Effort 1.60* 0.94 -2.25%
Control 0.03 0.20 -0.01

* Significantly different from control (p <.001)

A similar pattern of results is obtained when waraine the percent of respondents who
either simplified or complicated their decisionable 5 presents the percentage of respondents

with either positive or negative SC scores (irdjgating simplifying or complicating behavior,
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respectively). A significant proportion of respamds simplified their decision when they
anticipated low effort but encountered a diffiadétcision (M = 77% vS. Mnroi= 47%,Z = 2.44,p

< .02). By contrast, a significant proportion ofgeadents complicated their decision when they
anticipated high effort but encountered an easysaet(M = 75% Vs. Montroi= 53%,Z = 2.16,p <
.03). Furthermore, in the moderate difficulty ctiimh, when the need for complicating or
simplifying is lower, the proportion of respondettiat neither simplified nor complicated was
higher than in the easy or difficult choice cormlis £ = 2.18, p < .03 and = 4.45,p < .001
respectively). In all other cells, the percentefpondents that either complicated or simplified
their choice did not significantly differ from thabserved in the control condition. These results
are consistent with the effort-compatibility framenk, suggesting that complicating or simplifying

behavior occurs when the anticipated effort andeerpced difficulty do not match.

Table 5. Study 3: Portions of respondents that Kfikeg, complicated or did not distort

Difficult Moderately Difficult Easy
- 77% Simplified 44% Simplified 52% Simplified
E;vgﬁntmmated 14% Complicated 15% Complicated 29% Complicated
9% Neither 41% Neither 19% Neither
. . 65% Simplified 43% Simplified 10% Simplified
ElligrgohrtAntlmpated 35% Complicated 26% Complicated 75% Complicated
0% Neither 31% Neither 15% Neither

* Gray-shaded cells are significantly differentrfraghe control.

Moderated Mediation AnalysiDue to the known limitations of data discretization
(Fitzsimons 2008), we also performed a continuoadaemated mediation analysis. In particular,
we predicted that respondents’ anticipated effdlitmediate the effect of the decision
importance manipulation and that this mediation el moderated by the level of choice

difficulty (see Figure 4).
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After mean-centering the mediator (anticipated réffove regressed it on the independent
variable (high vs. low decision importance). Apested, decision importance had a significant
positive effect on anticipated effoft € .67,p <.0001). Next, we regressed the dependent
variable (SC score) on (i) the independent variétdeision importance), (ii) the mediator
(anticipated effort), (iii) the moderator (decisidifficulty level), and (iv) the interaction betwee
the mediator and the moderator. As expected, laweice difficulty (higherAR1 levels) led to
significantly lower SC score@ € -.33,p < .0001), indicating that easier choices led to
complicating behavior and that more difficult cresded to simplifying behavior. Importantly,
the interaction between the moderator and medvedsrnegative and significant € -.11,

p < .01), indicating that when confronted with anyedsoice, respondents who anticipated high
effort (as opposed to low effort) complicated thaecision. Similarly, when confronted with a
difficult choice, respondents who anticipated |dio’ (as opposed to high effort) simplified
their decision. Finally, the decision importanegiable (high vs. low) did not approach
statistical significance, indicating that the etfetdecision importance was fully mediated

through the anticipated effort measure.

Figure 4: Moderated Mediation in Study 3

Moderator:

Difficulty level

Dependent variable:

Independent-variable: Mediator:

SC scores

Decision-Importance Anticipated Effort o o
(Simplifying vs. Complicating)
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Study 3: Discussion

Study 3 provides additional evidence for complimgtbehavior and for the effort-
compatibility framework as an underlying psychotajimechanism. First, the study
demonstrates complicating behavior by measuringabMéing in addition to the stated attribute
weights used in Studies 1 and 2. Second, we étkplteasured anticipated effort, confirmed its
relationship with decision importance, and demaitstt its mediating effect on complicating and
simplifying behaviors. Consistent with the effedmpatibility framework, complicating and
simplifying behaviors were observed only when theas a mismatch between the expected
effort and the choice’s difficulty. Third, buildypon and extending Mann and Taylor (1970), we
show the full continuum of simplifying behaviors iattenuation, and complicating behavior.
Thus, we demonstrate that complicating behaviorthackffort-compatibility principle are
complementary and not contradictory to previoudifigs. Finally, Study 3 demonstrated
complicating behavior at the individual level usagvithin-subject design.

Study 3, also helps in ruling out alternative erplions, such as inferences regarding
market efficiency and conversational norms. Infiees about market efficiency are less likely in
the domain of artwork, because preferences fortipgm and art are expected to be subjective
and heterogeneous. Further, a choice betweenangdintings may be considered difficult for
some respondents but easy for others. Knowingrsspondents should be less likely to
guestion the experimenters’ motives when confromtigd what subjectively feels to them as a

decision that is “too easy,” thus, ruling out corsational norms explanations.

Study 4: Complicating Choices through Distortions 6Preference Ordering

The findings so far provide evidence for two diffet types of complicating behavior:
distortions in attribute weights and variationsaolistic liking judgments. The next study
examines a third manifestation of complicating bédra In particular, we examine whether
consumers would reverse their preference ordeffiagtiobute levels (e.g., “more is better”

would become “less is better”) in a direction tdatracts from a near-dominant alternative. We
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hypothesize that consumers who face an importabtelatively easy, decision will re-construe
their preference for the level of an attribute iélsee desirable or undesirable in a manner that
weakens their preferred alternative and bolsterother alternative. Naturally, such a
preference reconstruction process is more likelycmur when the inherent (ordinal) value of the
attribute is ambiguous. The discussion leadseaddliowing hypothesis:
H4: In the pre-decisional phase of an easier #mitipated decision, consumers will re-
construe the preference ordering of attribute keueh direction that complicates

their choice and decreases the utility differene®veen the alternatives.

In order to test this hypothesis, we constructemhedifficulty choice between two possible job
opportunities, with one opportunity nearly domingtthe other. We rotated, between-subjects,
the value of an ambiguous attribute (i.e., workimg team of 3 or 6 members) across the two
alternative jobs. We elicited respondents’ ordmraference toward this ambiguous attribute
either before they viewed the choice set (contooldition) or afterwards (during the pre-

decisional phase).

Method

One hundred and eighty three undergraduate stuftentisa large university in northern
Israel were presented with a choice between twopgortunities. The two job opportunities
were described along three attributes that assumeaf two levels: (a) average salary or 10%
above average salary; (b) 15 or 45 minutes of corarnme to work; and (c) working in a team
of three or six members. The dependent variabkerespondents’ preference for having three
versus six team members, an attribute that wasested and found to be the least important
attribute.

Using these attributes, we constructed the twoddficulty choice sets shown in Table
6. In both of these low difficulty choice setsgaaiternative was superior on the two important
attributes (i.e., attributes (a) and (b)). Thedfittribute (humber of team members) was

counterbalanced between the two choice sets, batlhte nearly-dominated alternative had
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either three or six team members. In both chagts, she two alternatives were said to be
identical on all aspects besides the three detatleithutes.

Respondents were randomly assigned to one of tdmreditions, a control condition or
one of two pre-decisional conditions. In eachhef three conditions, respondents were asked to
indicate whether they preferred to work with thoeesix team members. In the control
conditions, respondents indicated their prefergmiog to observing any choice task. This
control condition was intended to measure the basereference in the sampled population
toward working with three versus six team membénsthe pre-decisional conditions,
respondents were first presented with one of tivedifficulty choice sets depicted in Table 6
(Choice Set 1 or 2, manipulated between-subjeitiee respondents were then instructed to
indicate their preference between working with ¢hoe six team members before choosing

between the two alternative job opportunities.

Table 6. Two low-difficulty choice sets used in &gut

Choice Set 1
Attributes Alternative A Alternative B
Commute 15 minutes 75 minutes
Salary 10% above average average
Number of Team Members 6 members 3 members
Choice Set 2
Attributes Alternative A Alternative B
Commute 15 minutes 75 minutes
Salary 10% above average average
Number of Team Members 3 members 6 members
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Results

When faced with a choice set in which the neariyidating alternative had three team
members, respondents’ preference for three teambersmvas 73%. By contrast, when
respondents considered an easy choice in whicleslseattractive option had six team members,
their preference for three team members decreasedd ¢ = 2.21,p < .03). In the control
condition, 64% of respondents preferred workindwiitree rather than six team members. This
pattern of results supports H4 and is consistettt thie notion that, in the pre-decisional phase
of an easy decision, consumers reconstruct thefemnces in a direction that enhances their
choice conflict and decreases the utility differeibetween the alternatives. Further, these
results indicate that consumers complicate thairstns not only by shifting their attribute
weighing (Studies 1 and 2) or by changing theiralevaluation (Study 3) but also by

reversing their preference ordering.

Study 5: The Effect of Complicating on Choice

In the studies reported thus far, although respatsdeomplicated their decision, all of
them eventually chose the near-dominant alternativeddition, in these studies, the respondents
were interrupted in the middle of their naturalidem process (in the pre-decisional phase) and
were asked to indicate their attribute weights d&&tsi 1 and 2), overall liking (Study 3), or
preferences towards an attribute level (Study vingirise to potential measurement effect issues.
In the current study we address both of these e¢oacd-irst, we demonstrate that a complicating
process could also influence and reverse the ukitlaoice. Second, we provide evidence for

complicating behavior without interrupting the d#aen maker’s natural decision process.

Method

Seventy undergraduate students from a large umiy@nsnorthern Israel were presented
with a choice between three job opportunities. i&into Study 4, each alternative was described
along three attributes: commute time, salary, &echumber of team members. Using these

attributes, three alternatives (denoted A, B, ahd/€re constructed (see Table 7). Alternatives
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A and C were constructed such that choosing betwean will involve a tradeoff between the
two most important attributes, salary and commaAtee(native A 15 minutes commute, 8%
above average salary, 6 team memb&iternative C 45 minutes commute, 10% above average
salary, 3 team members). In contrast, AlternaBweas constructed to be inferior on the two
most important attributes, making it an unattractiyption compared to alternatives A and C
(Alternative B 75 minutes commute, average salary, 3 team mesnb€&herefore, as supported
by a pre-tesf, choosing from the set {A, B, C} is a relativeliffitult task as alternatives A and
C create a high conflict. In contrast, choosirggrfrthe set {A, B} is a relatively easy task as A
nearly dominates B.

Respondents were randomly assigned to one of toregitions: a simultaneous-choice
control condition, a sequential-choice test conditiand a sequential-choice control condition.
In the simultaneous-choice control condition, gpants were presented simultaneously with
alternatives A, B and C and were asked to choaseiiost preferred alternative. Because
choosing between alternatives A and C involvedadively high level of conflict, no
complicating behavior was predicted. In the setjakohoice test condition, respondents were
first presented with a binary choice set contairahgrnatives A and B and were informed that
they would have to choose between these two atteesa However, before actually making a
choice, a third alternative (alternative C) waseatitb the choice set, and respondents were
asked to choose from the triplet {A, B, C}. Thexdd, in both conditions, respondents
eventually observed and were asked to choose athergame three alternatives: A, B, and C.
Accordingly, one should not expect to see any wbffee in choice shares of the alternatives
across the two conditions. However, the effort-patibility framework predicts a difference in
choice shares. Specifically, because alternative Fiperior to alternative B on the two most
important attributes, consistent with the resuftStoidy 4, we would expect respondents to

bolster the attractiveness of Alternative B by ¢nriding a preference toward three rather than

9In a pretest (n = 102, between-subject designgiioice set {A, B, C} was rated as being more diffi than the
choice set {A, B} (Mipiet = 3.17, Mynary = 2.16,p < .001). In addition, 90% of respondents rated the lyichioice
set as easier than what they would anticipate (emetbwith 58% in the in the triplet choice set; 2801).
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six team members. Additionally, and consistenhv8tudies 1 and 2, we would also expect that
these respondents will increase the weight theigass this attribute. Both of these effects
together should enhance the attractiveness andtampe of having three team members.
Moreover, both of these effects would make anyragtternative that offers three team members
more desirable than it would have been had a ceatplg process was not triggered. Therefore,
Alternative C, which offers three team members &hbe preferred more when a complicating
process is triggered (in the sequential-choicedesdition) compared to when it is not (in the
simultaneous-choice control condition).

To control for an alternative explanation, wherétg sequential and delayed
presentation of alternative C might make it moleesand, therefore, increase its choice share,
we added a sequential-chomantrol condition. The only difference between the setjakn
choice control and the sequential choice test ¢mmdi was that in the sequential choice control
alternative C included six rather than three teasmivers. Thus, according to the complication
process that entails the construction of a preferéoward having three team members we
should not observe an enhanced preference foneesgally-presented alternative C when that

alternative includes six, rather than three, teaamivers.

Results and Discussion

The choice shares across the different conditiompeesented in Table 7. Consistent with
our predictions, the choice share of alternativiadfeased dramatically from 13% in the
simultaneous-choice control condition to 58.3%hia $equential-choice test conditign<(.01).
Further, consistent with the effort-compatibilitydothesis and inconsistent with the saliency rival
account, when alternative C offered six team memlvethe sequential-choice control condition,
no difference in choice shares was observed bettheetwo control condition(> .6).

The results of Study 5 demonstrate the impacbofgdicating behavior on choice.
Specifically, the choice shares of an alternatnaeased when it offered an aspect that became

more desirable due to a complicating process iptaalecisional phase.



Table 7. Experimental conditions and choice sher&udy 5

Simultaneous-Choice Control Condition

Attribute Alternative A | Alternative B| Alternative C
Commute 15 Minutes 75 Minutes 45 Minutes
8% above 10% above
Salary average average average
Number of 6 3 3
team members
Choice Share 87% 0% 13%

Sequential-Choice Test Condition

Attribute Alternative A| Alternative B Alternative C
Commute 15 Minutes 75 Minutes 45 Minutes
delay
Salar 8% above average 10% above
y average average
Number of 5 3 3
team members
Choice Share 42% 0% 58.3%

Sequential-Choice Control Condition

Attribute Alternative A | Alternative B Alternative C
Commute 15 Minutes 75 Minutes 45 Minutes
8% ab delay 10% ab
0 above 0 above
Salary average average average
Number of 5 3 5
team members
Choice Share 82.7% 0% 17.3%
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General Discussion

A great deal of research indicates that consunmaistheir cognitive effort and
deliberation about choices by bolstering their @nefd choice alternative and/or denigrating the
other alternatives. In this article we hypothesind empirically demonstrate that, under
predictable conditions, consumers construct arrtéfifcand deliberative decision even when
such a process is nhormatively superfluous. We destrate that consumers complicate their
decisions, at times even creating an “illusiontodice.” Such behavior may first appear
contradictory to well-documented simplifying proses, such as pre-decisional distortion of
information and post-choice cognitive dissonandewever,we test and support an effort-

compatibility framework that accounts for both slifying and complicating processes.

Review of Key Findings We have proposed that consumers value and $brive

compatibility between the effort they anticipateldhe actual effort they exert. Consistent with
existing literature, when choices seemed harder @éimticipated, consumers simplified their
decisions. However, when choices seemed easietitecipated, consumers complicated their
decisions. We demonstrated that consumers aatlfiancreased their experienced conflict by
enhancing the importance of attributes that opptseduperior alternative (Studies 1 and 2), by
distorting the overall evaluation of the alternaiStudy 3), and by reversing their preference
ordering in a manner that intensified their chaioeflict (Study 4). In addition, we showed how
complicating behavior, once triggered, could diter ultimate choice (Study 5). Consistent with
the proposed effort-compatibility principle, congaliing behavior is attenuated when effort
regulation becomes irrelevant, that is, after theice is finalized or when no choice is required.
Further, we demonstrated that introducing an exaggesource of difficulty (by decreasing
perceptual fluency) attenuated complicating beha\Btudy 2b). Directly manipulating
consumers’ expectations of high versus low effesuited in either a complicating versus a
simplifying behavior, respectively (Study 2a). \deEmonstrated that complicating behavior is
consistent with a motivation to engage in adeqdatediligence by observing complicating

behavior in a decision that was framed as impottahtot when the same decision was framed
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as unimportant (Study 2c). Finally, we found thaticipated effort mediates the effect of
decision-importance on the emergence of compligatersus simplifying behaviors (Study 3).

Alternative ExplanationsTaken together, the aforementioned studies tuddpout

several alternative explanations. One rival actowolves inferences of market-efficiency
(Chernev and Carpenter 2001), whereby consumes/bahat alternatives in the marketplace
are likely to be Pareto-optimal. According to thiarket-efficiency inference account
respondents reconstruct their preferences in a erdhat strengthens the near-dominated
alternative because they infer that the marketphamad not sustain such an alternative.
However, this rival account cannot explain why mggents do not bolster the weaker alternative
when (a) they weigh attributes in the post-decisigmase (Studies 1 and 2b); (b) no choice is
required (Study 1); (c) an external source of denigffort is introduced (Study 2b); (d) the
anticipated effort is low (Study 2a); and (e) tleeidion is perceived as unimportant (Study 2c).
Furthermore, Study 3 provides additional supparttie mediating role of anticipated effort in
the observed complicating behavior. This studyl@ngs complicating behavior in a domain
(artwork) that is less likely to trigger marketieiéncy inferences. It is important to note that,
for similar reasons, the results of Studies 1 thhob cannot be fully explained by rival accounts
based on social inference (Prelec, Wernerfelt,Zettelmeyer 1997), conversational norms
(Grice 1975), or impression management (e.g., resgas wishing to portray the outward
appearance of engaging in sufficient deliberatiddyerall, the current findings are consistent
with a motivational (rather than an inferentialppess whereby consumers complicate their

decisions in order to feel that they are inveséngugh effort to make an adequate choice.

Relationship to Prior Researcin the present research, we demonstrated théitaes

from compatibility between the exerted and antiggaeffort may lead to complicating or
simplifying behaviors, and accordingly, may biasfprences and choices. It is important to note
that the complicating behavior reported throughbig article is not merely an attenuation of a
simplification or bolstering process, which maydxplained and predicted by other theories or

frameworks such as the effort-accuracy framewdnktead, the present findings demonstrate
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that complicating behavior consists of a diameliya@pposed bias. For example, relative to
consumers’ context-independent preferences (whehaige was required or no choice set was
observed), simplifying resulted overweightingand complicating resulted imderweighting

of attributes that supported the near-dominantradtése, which was ultimately chosen.

The effort-compatibility framework may also helgoacile findings from prior research.
First, supporting the effort-compatibility frameworve found that respondents simplified difficult
choices, and justified past choices, by bolstettagr preferred alternative. These results are
consistent with a great deal of research on mad/atasoning, confirmation bias, cognitive
dissonance, search for dominance, and distortionfefmation.

Second, previous research demonstrated that preiatea bolstering is attenuated when
decisions are relatively easy (e.g., Mann and Tay®30). As demonstrated in Study 3, such a
null effect can be consistent with the proposedreffompatibility principle if the decisions in
these past studies actually involved a moderatd fvchoice difficulty (i.e., produced a match
between the anticipated and experienced effortjleéd, a careful review of the aforementioned
articles indicates that the authors used eithdr bignoderate levels of decision difficulty,
obtaining either simplifying or null effects, regpigely. To the best of our knowledge, the only
exception is a study that examined the impact tkeexely difficult versus extremely easy
decisions (Tyszka 1998). Similar to Mann and Tayl®70), Tyszka (1998, Study 1) employed
a test-retest design and examined how the evahsatibtarget stimuli changed prior to choice.
Interestingly, the results obtained in the extrgnealsy condition appear to reflect complicating
behavior prior to choice (convergence of evaluajorHowever, because the author did not
predict this result, the design used in the studyhdt employ a control condition that would
allow ruling out regression to the mean as anradtitre explanation. As Tyszka noted: for.
the distant alternatives there was a decreaseeérasessments of overall attractiveness of the
chosen alternative and an increase in the assedsméoverall attractiveness of the non-chosen
alternatives... perhaps this is an effect of the @sgion toward averadéTyszka, 1998, p.200).

Third, scholars have raised the notion that deditten may lead to worse decisions (see,

e.g., Wilson and Schooler 1991). We argue thatiegtconsumers to deliberate about their
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decisions may generate complicating behaviors bgtorg an expectation that more effort is
adequate to make the decision at hand. Relat®gksterhuis et al. (2004) demonstrated that
respondents who carefully deliberated relativelgyeget important decisions made worse
decisions relative to respondents who engagedlisteaction task. Dijksterhuis et al. (2004)
interpreted this result as the benefit of unconssibought. This finding is consistent with the
effort-compatibility principle, as the careful dediration condition may have triggered
complicating behavior by implying a need for inwegtgreater effort in the decision (akin to
Study 2a), whereas the unrelated task conditionimaag introduced an exogenous source of
effort that relieved respondents from the neectomicate (akin to our Study 2b). This
argument is supported by Payne et al. (2008) whoddhat respondents made better decisions
when they were instructed to “choose whenever re@ayf-paced condition, which can be
interpreted as a match between exerted and angdgdfort) compared to when they were

asked to think about the problem for a long andditime period.

Boundary Conditions and Ecological and ManageregleRance The effort-compatibility

principle suggests boundary conditions for bothpsifying and complicating behavior.

Throughout this article we have explored these Haunconditions and provided evidence for
both simplifying and complicating processes. Bamaple, as demonstrated in Study 3, the
moderating role of anticipated effort suggests #iraplifying and complicating behaviors are
likely to occur only when there is a mismatch betwéhe anticipated effort and the experienced
choice difficulty. However, a question that majisars how often do we face in the “real world”
important, yet easy, decisions that could triggenglicating behavior? Admittedly, many day-to-
day decisions, such as grocery purchases, araiabbiteasy to make and may often lead to
simplifying behavior. However, it is the less fuent, yet potentially life-changing consequential
decisions, involving our careers, homes, care-&lkaerd life partners, that motivate us to engage in
due diligence and (often unnecessarily) complicatedecisions. Further, while the pre-decisional

phase is short-lived in a lab setting, in real @atécisions, the pre-decisional phase can span a
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greater period of time, thus creating days, weeksjonths of deliberation and agonizing over
decisions, some of which might even consist otisibnary choices.”

The potential duration of the pre-decisional ph@sevhich complicating behavior may
take place) in “real world” situations open an ogpoity for marketers, policy makers, and
advisors to influence and intervene in such belravi@r example, easy or even illusionary
choices in the real world may stem from short-lieeexpiring opportunities (e.g., a new listing
of an exceptionally attractive apartment or a natigible bachelor). Complicating behavior in
such situations may carry dire consequences, asauié miss an “opportunity of a lifetime”.
Helping consumers overcome the need for effortleggun, or providing consumers with a more
constructive outlet to exert their effort, may hetmsumers make better decisions. Furthermore,
in decision contexts that involve sequential prest@m of alternatives (e.g., buying a house
using a real estate agent), the order in whiclalteenatives are presented may trigger
simplifying or complicating behavior, which, in tyrmay influence which alternative will
eventually be chosen (see Study 5). Finally, anddcexplore additional methods by which
consumers may complicate their decisions. For gk@nconsumers may look for additional
information about the alternatives or search forevadternatives in order to prolong their
decisions. In addition, consumers may selectil@\ for information that will increase the
conflict they experience in choice in order to faglif a diligent decision process has been
carried out. Such behavior may have importantrétesal and practical implications.

To summarize, the present research demonstratesotisumers not only simplify and
bolster the difficult choices they make, but alsakenharder and less appealing the obvious
choices that they might “fake”. Such an “illusiohchoice” can often lead consumers to agonize

over (non) decisions.
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Appendix A. Pretests for Study 1

Pre-tests 1 In order to design easy versus difficult chojees conducted a pre-test
(n=30). In this pre-test, respondents were astadldacate a constant sum (of 100 points) across
the three attributes, used in Study 1, to refleetrelative weight that they assigned to each
attribute. The average weights of the three aiteib were 48 points for “office hours include
evenings and weekends,” 41 points for “average torschedule an appointment,” and 11 points
for “services include home visits.” The averagegheof the two most important attributes was
89%, and for all 30 respondents, the sum of th@hisiof these two attributes was greater than

50%.

Pre-test 2 In order to confirm that the choice sets showiable 1 evoked the intended
levels of difficulty we conducted a pre-test (nB.3In this pre-test, respondents were shown
either the low-difficulty or high-difficulty choiceets and were asked to (i) rate on a 7-point
scale how difficult they found the decision to Imel &ii) rate on a 9-point scale how much the
decision seemed easier or harder than anticipaisdxpected, the high difficulty choice set
was rated as being more difficult compared to thedifficulty choice set (Mgn = 4.86 vS. Nbw
=2.75,p <.01). Further, the majority of the respondents (80&d the high-difficulty choice
set as beingarder than anticipatedabove the scale’s midpoint). Conversely, theomityj of

respondents (64%) rated the low-difficulty choie¢ @& beingasier than anticipatefz = 2.67,
p <.01).



