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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This article introduces a new technique for improving prefer-

ence assessment by reducing the influence of context on preferen-
tial choices. We propose that a decision maker who is exposed to
relevant attribute levels will form spontaneous valuations, which
will insulate the decision maker from the effects of context during
subsequent preference assessment. Results from three studies sup-
port this hypothesis. Pre-exposure to product attribute levels under-
mined the impact of attribute priming, decision framing, and
asymmetric dominance on preferential choices. A fourth study
demonstrates that similar results obtain when decision makers pre-
generate attribute levels from memory.

Decision makers are routinely concerned with the quality of
their decisions. Decision quality often depends on understanding
others’ preferences. Unfortunately, preference assessment is diffi-
cult because even seemingly trivial differences in context can
dramatically alter reported preferences (e.g., Slovic, Fischhoff, and
Lichtenstein 1977). These “context effects” are so pervasive that
researchers in decision sciences, economics, marketing, and psy-
chology have called for better preference elicitation methods.

This paper introduces a method for reducing the effect of
context on observed preferences. We propose that pre-choice
exposure to a list of attribute levels (e.g., the bottom of a backpack
may be made of leather, nylon, or rubber) yields spontaneous
valuations (e.g., “I like nylon.”, “I don’t like leather.”), which
insulate decision makers against context during subsequent choices.
In this way, preferences measured after exposure to attribute levels
should more accurately reflect true preferences than those mea-
sured without such pre-exposure. We test this hypothesis in four
preferential choice studies using three diverse context effects. In
Studies 1-3, we cross pre-exposure to a list of attribute components
(exposure versus no-exposure) with two levels of prevailing con-
text. In Study 4, we alter the exposure technique by allowing
participants to generate attribute levels without external aid. Data to
support the hypothesis would take the form of a choice difference
across contexts in the no-exposure condition but not in the pre-
exposure or pre-generation conditions.

Study 1 replicated Mandel and Johnson’s (2002) attribute
priming effect on product choice, but only for participants who
were not exposed to attribute levels before the choice process.
Choices made by those who were pre-exposed to attribute levels did
not reveal any influence of the attribute prime. Study 2 replicated
Ganzach’s (1995) finding that framing of task instructions altered
preference for an impoverished over an enriched option; however,
as predicted, the effect was reduced by exposing participants to a list
of attribute levels before the choice process. Studies 3 and 4 extend
the investigation to Huber, Payne, and Puto’s (1982) asymmetric
dominance effect. Consistent with Studies 1 and 2, participants in
Study 3 who were pre-exposed to attribute levels did not exhibit the
asymmetric dominance effect, suggesting that these participants
based their choices on previously formed attribute valuations.
Likewise, participants in Study 4, who generated attribute levels in
advance of a choice process from memory did not fall prey to the
asymmetric dominance effect.

Data from all four studies provides convergent evidence that
pre-exposure to attribute levels mitigates the influence of context
during a subsequent choice. We believe that pre-exposure to at-

tribute levels caused participants to spontaneously value the at-
tribute levels and, later, to use these valuations as inputs during the
preference construction process. We base this conclusion (in part)
on the fact that individuals in the studies above saw the kind of
information that would subsequently be used to describe the choice
options, but they did not know which specific attribute levels would
describe which option. As such, it was not possible for participants
to construct preferences for specific products during pre-exposure.

Pre-exposure to attribute levels provides a simple way to
enhance the likelihood that observed preference reports will reflect
actual underlying preferences. Accordingly, we believe it offers
clear value to those wishing to better understand individual’s
preferences, and it may also help decision makers who wish to
improve their decisions by resisting the persuasive tactics rooted in
context.
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