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Nayakankuppam (DJ)University of IowaPrior work on affect and decision-making has shown that the affective response influences

decisions by preempting the cognitive response. In this paper, we demonstrate that affect not only preempts but also has the potential

to meddle with cognitive processing and bias its response. We explore this meddling-in quality by examining the influence of affect

on a specific aspect of cognitive processing, namely information integration. Across four experiments, we demonstrate that the

affective response originating from the stimulus biases the process of information integration, which results in a tendency to choose a

normatively sub-optimal option.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Given the growing interest in the role of affect in consumer

decision-making, in this article we examine the meddling-in role of
stimulus-induced affect in the process of information integration. A
large of body of work on task-induced affect conceptualizes affect
and cognition as two independent modules where the affective
module works faster and gives an instant feedback compared to the
cognitive module, which is slower and more deliberative. There-
fore, the speed of affective reactions to the stimulus influences the
decision making by preempting the slower response from the
cognitive module.

We suggest that affect should not only influence cognitive
processing, it should also have the capacity to meddle with informa-
tion integration. Specifically, many decisions require the integra-
tion of information (given that information may be received at
sporadic and infrequent intervals) to form accurate representation.
We suggest that if one element of information elicits a strong
affective reaction, this affect could then interfere with the informa-
tion integration process by providing higher weight to the affectively
charged element. Therefore, the appropriate stimulus should allow
us to examine whether affective experiences cause biases in the
information integration process. We discuss a series of studies that
utilize different versions of the stimulus, relevant to everyday
consumer decision-making, to test the prediction regarding the
meddling-in of affect in information integration and how such
meddling-in can be detected in altered mental representations. To
test our predictions that affect meddles in with the process of
information integration we constructed a stimulus wherein the
failure to integrate information properly could result in a norma-
tively indefensible choice. The stimulus was a choice set comprised
of two alternatives, one being a dominant alternative. Information
about each alternative was given on two related dimensions. An
integration of both dimensions (since they were related) revealed
the dominance relationship, with one alternative being better than
the other. However, the stimuli were designed such that information
on one dimension created an affective response in favor of the
suboptimal option. Thus, the choice of the sub-optimal option
allowed us to infer the meddling-in role of affect in information
integration. In other words, if the information were integrated, the
choice of the dominant option would become patently obvious. The
inability to choose the dominant option would reflect problematic
information integration.

These findings have important implications for consumer
decision-making as many decisions require the consumer to make
a choice after comparing and contrasting presented information.
The decision could be a choice between banks, cell phone plans,
product return options etc. If one of the options produces an
affective reaction that hinders proper information integration of all
the presented information then this would result in the consumer
reaching a biased (probably sub-optimal) decision. In this article,
we propose and find evidence that the affect generated from the
provided stimulus does meddle-in with the process of information
integration leading to the choice of a suboptimal option. The
experiments use the setting discussed above of choice between
banks, cell phone plans, ATMs and mail-in rebates to demonstrate
the relevance of these findings for consumer decision-making.

Across four experiments, we document a tendency on the part
of individuals to choose a sub-optimal option due to the meddling-
in role of affect in the process of information integration. Experi-
ment 1 uses a cell-phone minutes and penalty structure to show
people’s preference for the suboptimal option because the pre-
sented information gives an illusion of leniency to the suboptimal
option, which results in this affect meddling-in with the process of
information integration resulting in a non-normative choice. Ex-
periment 2 uses a mail-in rebate scenario to show the robustness of
this phenomenon in both the domain of gain as well as that of loss.
Experiments 3 uses the misattribution paradigm to show the crucial
role of affect. We followed this misattribution paradigm to test
whether it is the affective reaction that is hindering information
integration. In line with the findings of past research, we show that
if participants were told that the background music could affect
their subjective liking for an option, the positive affect experienced
(due to the illusion of leniency given by the suboptimal option) is
misattributed to the background music. Hence, the choice of subop-
timal option is reduced when participants misattribute their affec-
tive signal to the music. In Experiment 4 we use an affective versus
cognitive priming manipulation to show that affect is not merely
being used as a cue but actually distorts the mental representations
of the choice set, suggesting that the experienced affective reaction
meddled, or interfered, with the process of information integration.

In sum, we hypothesize that the experience of an affective
reaction meddles with ongoing information processing–by making
us ‘see what our affect wants us to see’–thereby resulting in
systematic distortions of the resultant mental representation. In
other words, affective reactions serve to facilitate and inhibit the
formation of certain mental representations. Evidence for such
interplay between the parallel, loosely interacting systems of affect
and cognition, provide a more detailed picture of the apparatus
underlying human choice and preference. We suggest that feelings
are not just used as information but feelings also interfere with
information integration.


