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This research examines the influence of power on decision strategies. In two studies, we find that power increases preference for

choosing versus rejecting. We also find that powerful (powerless) consumers are more satisfied with their choices when they choose

(reject), but that these effects disappear when consumers are reminded of their responsibility.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
When deciding among several alternatives, consumers may 

proceed by choosing (selecting, including) the most attractive op-
tion. Alternatively, they may adopt a decision strategy of rejecting 
(eliminating, excluding) the unattractive options. The literature on 
task framing investigates whether choosing and rejecting are two 
sides of the same coin. The principle of task invariance requires 
that decision makers should arrive at the same conclusion about 
product choice regardless of whether they reject or choose from 
the same finite set. However, past research has shown that the 
principle of task invariance does not always hold, and that decision 
outcomes are sensitive to which decision strategy consumers adopt 
(e.g., Park, Jun, and MacInnis 2000; Shafir 1993). Prior research 
has focused primarily on the consequences of framing a decision 
as either a choosing task or a rejecting task. However, much less in 
known about the circumstances under which consumers are more 
inclined to choose versus reject. Initially, Shafir (1993) noted that 
choosing might be the more preferred strategy relative to rejecting. 
Conversely, Ordonez, Benson, and Beach (1999) concluded that 
the norm during screening tasks seems to be to reject the bad op-
tions rather than to screen in the good ones. Later investigations, 
however, revealed that the natural process for screening choice 
options is dependent on the characteristics of the decision task. 
Levin et al. (2001), for instance, found that people are more likely 
to favor an inclusion strategy when the task is positive (e.g., hiring 
employees), while preferring a rejection strategy when the task is 
negative (e.g., firing employees).

The present research goes beyond the influence of task charac-
teristics, and examines the role of power–a consumer characteristic–
in determining the preferred decision strategy. It also investigates the 
interactive effect of power and task frame on consumer satisfaction 
with the chosen option. Building on the approach/inhibition theory 
of power (Keltner et al. 2003), we hypothesize that activation of the 
behavioral approach system would make choosing a more natural 
strategy than rejecting for powerful consumers, whereas activation 
of the behavioral inhibition system would make rejecting a more 
natural strategy than choosing for powerless consumers. Indeed, 
activation of the behavioral approach system results in greater 
attention to potential rewards and positive outcomes. This should 
lead powerful consumers to favor a decision strategy that accentu-
ates the choice options’ positive features, which is more typical 
of a choosing strategy (Shafir 1993). In contrast, activation of the 
behavioral inhibition system heightens the perception of threat in 
the environment. Further, a focus on threats and negative outcomes 
is likely to emphasize the choice options’ negative features. Since 
negative features tend to be weighted more heavily under rejection 
instructions than under choosing instructions (Shafir 1993), we 
predict that powerless consumers are likely to prefer rejecting over 
choosing decision strategies. 

Consistent with our predictions, study 1 found that a height-
ened sense of power increases preference for choosing versus 
rejecting. Further, high power consumers were more satisfied with 
their choices when they adopted a choose strategy than when they 
adopted a reject strategy. Conversely, low power consumers were 
more satisfied with their choices when they adopted a reject strategy 
than when they adopted a choose strategy. 

In study 2, we investigated the moderating role of responsibil-
ity. We argued that a heightened sense of responsibility would raise 
the perceived constraints that a powerful individual feels which, 

in turn, would lead to reduced approach-related tendencies and 
reduced preference for choosing versus rejecting. Our data showed 
that the effect of power on decision strategy indeed disappeared 
when consumers’ sense of responsibility was made salient. We also 
found that a high sense of responsibility makes both high and low 
power consumers more satisfied with their choices after adopting 
a reject strategy than after adopting a choose strategy.
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