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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This research investigates the role of affective- versus cogni-

tive-priming upon the decision-maker’s subsequent use of choice
heuristics (Attraction and Compromise Effect and Anchoring &
adjustment).

While there is ample evidence which shows that most of us are
fallible to such choice heuristics and biases like the representative-
ness bias or the availability heuristic, our understanding of why we
are thus is limited. It is likely that several of these heuristics and
biases have an evolutionary origin. It has been suggested that, given
our limited cognitive abilities, several choice and judgment heuris-
tics which provided us reasonably accurate solutions in most
situations without having to expend a significant amount of effort
were ingrained into our decision making-system, much like the
anatomical and physiological adaptations which enhance an
organism’s inclusive fitness are adopted. This research explores the
evolutionarily ingrained mechanisms responsible for the operation
of simplifying heuristics, and the role that emotions play in the
elicitation of these simplifying heuristics. In doing so, we not only
expand on the role that internally-rooted affective reactions play on
the use of such heuristics, but also show how manipulating the
external environment’s affective content can significantly influ-
ence our reliance on such heuristics.

Thus far, dual-process theories of cognition have proposed
that the choices and judgments that we make are a result of a
complex interplay of two systems–one a deliberate, reasoning-
driven cognitive system and the other an automatic intuitive sys-
tem. Related research has also suggested that several of the simpli-
fying choice and judgment heuristics reside in the intuitive system,
and are often brought forth with the help of “feelings”. This is
because the intuitive system is a feelings- or emotions-based
system. Several recent neuroscience studies suggest that humans
often use affective cues in making decisions and judgments, and the
momentary feelings elicited upon exposure to a choice option may
be a very good determinant of its eventual probability of choice.
This is indicative of the fact that over the course of our evolution-
arily past we have encoded several kinds of ecologically rational
simplifying heuristics in our intuitive system and whenever we are
engaged in a choice task, these heuristics express themselves as an
affective response which informs us about the qualitative suitability
of a choice option. This mechanism is what explains our gut
reactions to choice options even when we are hard pressed to
rationally explain our positive or negative attitudes towards these
options. Since emotions play such a crucial role in the
operationalization of the intuitive system, it is likely that priming
people into an emotional problem-solving mode, or perhaps just
making the environment affect-rich is likely to result in the intuitive
system becoming more accessible to the decision-maker at the
expense of the analytical system. This line of reasoning suggests
that humans would display a greater reliance on the intuitive
system, and hence the use of simplifying choice and judgment
heuristics in affect-rich environments.

We investigate the above hypothesis by setting up a series of
between-subjects experiments. One group of participants is primed
into a cognition-based problem-solving mode, while the other
group is primed into an affect-based problem-solving mode. Fol-
lowing this they are tested for their susceptibility to two forms of
common context-dependent choice biases (attraction effect and
compromise effect) and a common judgment bias (anchoring &

adjustment). The results show that when people are affectively
primed, they are more likely to be fallible to the attraction and the
compromise effect, and anchoring & adjustment, versus when they
are cognitively primed. These findings expand upon the “dual
process theory” interpretation of the use of choice heuristics.
Emotions seem to play a key role in our use of heuristics in decision-
making situation.

This view is an alternative to the “cognitive miser” or the
“adaptive-decision maker” view of heuristics and biases. That view
suggests that heuristics are strategies that people often use, deliber-
ately or automatically, to solve choice or judgment tasks that would
otherwise be either too complex to solve given our limited cognitive
capabilities, or too trivial to afford costly cognitive deliberation.
This suggests that people would only deploy heuristic use when the
need-for accuracy is low (like a low stakes decision) and/or cogni-
tive resource availability is low (like time pressure). However, in
our studies, none of these situational variables differed across the
two groups and yet the affectively primed participants displayed a
greater degree of heuristic use. Further investigations of this phe-
nomenon are in progress.
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