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Design elements to enhance usability may have unintended consequences for consumer preferences and decision making. Study 1

demonstrates that visual separators shift the preference reversal effect. Study 2 shows that visual separators enhance decision-making

efficiency but limit consumer adaptivity. Study 3 shows that, under time pressure, visual separators improve decision quality when

attributes are negatively correlated.
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The Link between Usability, Preference Reversal, and Decision Making
Na Wen, Georgia Institute of Technology, USA

Nicholas Lurie, Georgia Institute of Technology, USA

Whether it’s browsing thousands of digital cameras on eBay or making sense of a myriad number of coffee makers on Amazon.com, 
it is clear that today’s consumers face large amounts of information. Online retailers have tried many approaches to help consumers deal 
with increasing amounts of information; including electronic agents that recommend particular products based on consumer preferences 
or the similarity of their shopping histories to other consumers (Diehl 2005; Häubl and Murray 2003); presenting information in matrix 
format that allows alternatives and attributes to easily be compared (Häubl and Trifts 2000); and providing tools for sorting, selecting, 
and filtering alternatives (Todd and Benbasat 1991; 1992; 1999).

Prior research suggests that the navigability of a retail website is a key determinant of the likelihood that browsers turn into buyers, 
the extent to which they learn to efficiently use the website, and the likelihood they return to the website for future purchases (Johnson, 
Bellman, and Lohse 2003; Nielsen 1993; Palmer 2002). One widely used approach to improve navigability is to use visual design elements 
such as visual separators between rows or between columns of data in a product matrix. For example, both Travelocity and Intel display 
alternatives in columns and attributes in rows on their websites but Travelocity uses vertical lines to separate alternatives while Intel uses 
horizontal lines to separate attributes. Although each approach may increase consumer understanding of the environment by making 
navigation easier (Huizingh 2000; Nielsen 1993), it is unclear which is better from a decision-making perspective.

Most assessments of website design involve usability testing, with a focus on user understanding, the extent to which users get 
lost, and the speed of information retrieval (Huizingh 2000; Nielsen 1993; Palmer 2002). In contrast, research on decision making tends 
to examine how task aspects of a decision problem, such as the amount of information in a choice set; or context aspects, such as the 
correlation among product attributes, affect decision processes and outcomes (Bettman, Johnson, Luce, and Payne 1993; Payne, Bettman, 
and Johnson 1993; Lurie 2004). In general there has been little examination of how design elements, that make no changes to task or 
context variables, affect consumer preferences and decision making.

In this article, we propose that design elements, such as visual separators, can act as cognitive constraints that systematically affect 
the acquisition and processing of information with implications for preferences as well as decision processes and choices. To the extent 
that consumers adapt their decision processes to the task and context variables in the decision environment (Bettman et al. 1993; Payne, 
Bettman, and Johnson 1988; Payne et al. 1993), visual separators may discourage these adaptive responses. However, by encouraging 
the uniform use of particular information acquisition strategies, visual separators should also serve to enhance decision efficiency. To the 
extent that decision processes have a larger impact on choice quality in environments where consumers need to make tradeoffs among 
attributes (Bettman et al. 1993; Payne et al. 1988), we expect that visual separators will have the greatest effect on choice quality in 
such environments.

In a series of studies we examine how design elements such as visual separators affect decision processes and outcomes in different 
choice contexts. Although a pretest suggests that there is no clear agreement, even among computer science students, on whether it is 
better to visually separate alternatives or attributes, experimental results show these design elements affect choice quality. These effects, 
however, depend on the characteristics of the decision context; in particular, the intercorrelation among product attributes. 

Study 1 shows that visual separators shift the preference reversal effect between joint and separate evaluations of alternatives found 
in Hsee (1996) such that visual separators between alternatives increase the difference of willingness to pay for two alternatives while 
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visual separators between attributes reduce such a difference. A second process-tracing study shows that visual separators reduce the extent 
to which consumers adapt their choice processes to the choice context but enhance decision efficiency (i.e., lead to faster decisions). A 
third study process-tracing study manipulates time pressure. Results show that, under time pressure, visual separators between attributes 
as well as between alternatives improve decision quality when product attributes are negatively correlated. Process tracing measures 
show that under time pressure, visual separators lead to more systematic information acquisition, faster processing of information, and 
consideration of more information. Under time pressure, this more systematic and comprehensive processing of information appears to 
compensate for reductions in decision quality due to by-attribute versus by-alternative information acquisition.

By examining how visual aspects of electronic environments affect preferences as well as decision processes and outcomes, this 
article provides a link between research on design and usability of information environments (Huizingh 2000; Nielsen 1993) and research 
on decision making (Bettman et al. 1993; Payne et al. 1988; Payne et al. 1993). More generally, this research adds to understanding about 
the links between perception and cognition (Fiske 1993; Johnson et al. 2003), with implications for decision making. From a managerial 
perspective, this research provides insights into how seemingly innocuous design changes may affect consumer decision making and 
those conditions in which visual separators are likely to be helpful or harmful to consumers.
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Retail, Beauty Services and Masculinity: When Brands Face Retailers’ Resistance to 
Changing Masculine Market

Nacima Ourahmoune, ESSEC Business School, France

Gender is an important issue in consumer research. Yet few studies have addressed the relationship between retail strategies and 
masculine consumption and values. Some scholars developed a framework to understand male consumption (Holt and Thompson, 2004, 
Schroder and Zwick, 2004, Elliott and Elliott, 2005, Rinallo 2007, Ourahmoune and Nyeck 2008). While sociocultural changes are 
taking place, traditional masculine and feminine values are evolving, leading to changing gender roles and having impact on the market 
place (Kimmel and Tissier-Desbordes, 1999). 

Men are becoming concerned with appearance and beauty, in the traditional feminine way, and sales of male cosmetics and fashion 
are increasing. Trendy words are used to describe this “new man” sensitive to appearance, body conscious: metrosexual, übersexual... 
(Tuncay 2006, Rinallo, 2007). 

Context
This paper intends to understand and describe how the new postmodern masculine values and codes shape retailing strategies and 

services. Despite the fact that hair beauty brands developed recently a range of professional products dedicated to men (Tigi, Wella, 


