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Decisions often involve tradeoffs between a more normative or rational dimension and a less normative but more tempting dimension.

We propose that the intrapersonal conflict evoked by such choices is resolved though scope insensitive justifications. We demonstrate

that adding a certain and immediate “mere token” amount to both options increases choices of the later-larger option in intertemporal

choices and of the larger-riskier option in risky choice, contrary to models of rational choice. Reducing the degree of intrapersonal

choice conflict, either by manipulating the attractiveness of the more tempting option or by increasing psychological distance to

choice outcomes, debiases the effect.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Difficult choices are pervasive throughout decision making.

In this paper, we specifically explore decisions evoking intrapersonal
choice conflict (e.g. Ainsle 1975, Thaler and Shefrin 1984, Bazerman
et al 1998) where the implicit tradeoffs require the decision maker
to sacrifice either one internal goal or the other. We argue that such
conflicts, involving incompatible goals, are not readily resolved by
a cognitive process of calibrating compensatory tradeoffs but
instead involve a search for justifications external to the tradeoff in
order to ameliorate the emotional conflict experienced (Janis and
Mann 1977; Luce, Bettman and Payne 1997). In our intrapersonal
conflict framework, we propose that justifications primarily affect
decision through their presence or absence rather than degree, and
the resolution of intrapersonal choice conflict is fundamentally
scope insensitive (Hsee and Rottenstreich 2004) to the magnitude
of the justification. On the other hand, the effect of justification is
highly sensitive to the level of intrapersonal conflict, with justifica-
tions becoming largely irrelevant in choices involving little con-
flict. Our framework suggests that a “mere token” justification can
often resolve choice conflict and significantly alter the choices
made. In a series of studies, we propose and demonstrate a new
mechanism for resolving choice conflict, dubbed the mere token
effect, in which adding a small common element to both choice
options systematically shifts preferences by making it easier to
choose the less tempting but higher valued option.

First, we investigate the mere token effect in the context of
intertemporal choice, a context widely used to represent self-
control conflict. In the base condition, we consider a choice be-
tween two outcomes, involving a tradeoff between the timing and
magnitude of gains, such as choosing between:

(a) $400 in one week, and (b) $1000 in one year.

We find that in such choices between a sooner-smaller reward and
a later-larger reward, the addition of a mere token amount to both
options (experimental condition shown below) systematically al-
ters consumer preference.

(b) $100 in 3 days and $400 in one week, (b) $100 in 3
     days and $1000 in one year.

In a series of studies we had subjects make a single choice, either
with or without the mere token (manipulated between subjects), and
we demonstrate that the addition of the mere token to both options
significantly increases choices of the later-larger reward. We argue
that this effect occurs because the immediate mere token amount
reduces the intrapersonal conflict by providing token gratification
to the desire for immediacy. This common reward effect represents
a violation of the principle of separable additivity in discounting,
which underlies both exponential and hyperbolic discounting (e.g.
Loewenstein and Prelec 1992). In further support of our framework,
we show that the choice scenario with the mere token is seen as
inducing less emotional conflict and that the mere token effect is
scope insensitive to the size of the token amount.

In a series of additional studies, we provide further evidence
that the mere token effect operates by reducing intrapersonal choice
conflict. We show that increasing psychological distance of both
options (by making rewards uncertain) and therefore reducing the
intrapersonal choice conflict debiases the common reward effect.

Further, we show that the mere token effect is enhanced when the
choice options represent a starker contrast, consistent with the
intrapersonal choice conflict model but inconsistent with prefer-
ence uncertainty and in violation of utility-based models of decision
making. We go on to show an “illusory” mere token effect, in which
the value of the mere token is deducted from the choice options, thus
demonstrating the mere token effect while holding total valuations
constant between the base and experimental conditions.

Lastly, in a parallel series of studies, we extend the mere token
effect and the related findings discussed above to the more general
domain of risky choice. Consumers made choices between a
smaller lottery reward with a higher probability of winning and
larger lottery reward with a lower probability of winning. Those
who made a choice between the two options bundled with a small
certain mere token amount were more likely to choose the larger-
riskier lottery than those whose choice options did not include the
mere token. This effect was shown to be scope insensitive to mere
token size and to be moderated by manipulating the degree of
intrapersonal choice conflict. We demonstrate that our findings are
inconsistent with risky choice models (Savage 1954, Tversky and
Kahneman 1992) but consistent with our intrapersonal conflict
framework. In closing, we contrast our finding with the literature on
choice deferral and discuss the broader implications of both the
mere token effect and, more generally, of scope insensitive justifi-
cation and intrapersonal choice conflict.
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