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Preference for familiar stimuli increases under stress. We show this familiarity-favoring can lead to choices precisely contrary to the

very source of that pressure. Time-pressure increased (rather than reduced) choice of a longer task-option when it was incidentally

associated with a familiar person. Planned extensions and consumer-choice implications are outlined.
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these effects are relatively automatic. Similarly, we would suspect that variety seeking and compromise effects result from System 2 
processing since making tradeoffs is a more deliberative activity. This hypothesis gains some support in recent work (e.g. Bettman et 
al. (2008), Pocheptsova et al. (2009)). 

Overall, the leaky preferences assumption may serve to integrate aspects of computational efficiency (ease of processing), aesthetic 
preferences (easily processed abstract stimuli), and difficult choices (easily processed concrete stimuli), into a basic model of perception, 
preference, and choice. At the abstract level, this assumption provides a simple framework for identifying potentially universal aesthetic 
preferences, and determining how these preferences are related. At a more concrete level, the leaky preferences assumption suggests that 
in the face of preference uncertainty, consumers may select an option simply because the structure of the choice environment makes that 
option easier to process. This leads to the choice simplicity heuristic which, in turn, can account for some notable behavioral anomalies. 
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Extended Abstract
Consumers often have to evaluate options and make decisions under time pressure, which can affect these behaviors in diverse and 

important ways (Chowdhury et al., 2009; Nowlis, 1995). Extensively documented in both animal research (Griebel et al. 1993; Heinrichs 
& Koob, 1992; Shephard & Estall, 1984) and cases such as preferences for “comfort foods” (Kandiah et al., 2006) is that pressure of 
various forms increases preferences for familiar stimuli and options. Familiarity signals safety, which gains heightened importance and 
appeal under stress. Similarly, in a converse case, happy moods can eliminate preferences for familiar stimuli by independently signaling 
safety (de Vries et al., 2010).

Sometimes, however, a familiar option is also the most disaligned with the very source of one’s felt pressure. Imagine that you 
drive the same route to work every day, along a frequently congested highway. You know of a likely quicker route involving various 
side-streets, but have only taken it a few times. When you’re running late and have a big meeting to make, the pressure to arrive on-
time, by magnifying the attractiveness of taking the familiar but longer route, may make it more likely that you’ll be late. Similarly, 
time pressure may increase a consumer’s willingness to wait for their “usual” option (such as a regularly called cab driver, but who is 
ten minutes away) and foregoing other, more immediately available alternatives.

Of course, it is not that these familiar options are guaranteed to have worse outcomes: an unfamiliar driving-route might take 
longer if you get lost; an unfamiliar cab driver may drive slowly, get lost, or choose a bad route. But even with no objective evidence for 
these possibilities, pressure may increase worry over their prospect and conversely enhance the “warm glow” of safety associated with 
a familiar option, even if evidence suggests it is a worse choice.

Study Method. We tested such counterposing of familiarity and communicated option-characteristics in the case of selection between 
task options for completion under time pressure. In part 1 of the experiment, participants (n=145, from a national pool) encountered 
ancillary biographical information about a pictured person (name, birthday, number of siblings, hometown, etc.). In the second part, they 
were told that, if they solved a word-puzzle task correctly, they would be entered into a prize-drawing. In the No-Pressure condition, 
participants were told they could take as long as they wished to complete the task. In the Time-Pressure condition, they were told they 
would have at most four minutes to complete the task.

Participants were offered a choice between two puzzle-task options: one listed as having two passages of text to work through, and 
the other listed as having three. The only other information provided about these options was the name of the person who created each 
of them. In the Both-Unfamiliar condition, neither of these individuals had been encountered in the experiment. In the Longer-Familiar 
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condition, the person associated with the three-passage option was the same one for whom participants encountered irrelevant biographical 
information in part 1 of the experiment. Crossing the pressure and familiarity manipulations, we explored how time pressure affected 
preferences for seemingly longer but incidentally familiar options.

Results. Cross-tabulations yielded significant differences in task-choice between the four cells (Chi-sq(3)=12.25, p<.01). As 
hypothesized, time pressure increased choice of the three-passage (i.e., objectively longer-seeming) option when it was associated with 
a familiar person, in comparison to when both options were associated with unfamiliar people (p<.01), and also compared to both No-
Pressure cases, regardless of whether a familiar option was given (p<.05). Thus, time pressure enhanced familiarity bias, even when 
objective information indicated the familiar choice would actually take longer, and when the shorter option was preferred in the absence 
of any familiarity difference between options.

We also queried several process measures after the primary experimental sections that support our results. In both No-Pressure 
conditions and the Time-Pressure/Both-Unfamiliar condition, concern prior to the puzzle task about finishing in time was significantly 
correlated with choosing the two-passage task (r’s>.43), whereas in the Time-Pressure/Longer-Familiar case, this concern significantly 
correlated with choice of the three-passage task (r=.34). In contrast, perceived stress and pressure during the task was greater amongst 
those who chose the three-passage task, regardless of associated familiarity. Thus, despite their preference for the familiar option, 
individuals under time pressure choosing the longer task did not experience less stress or find the task less difficult.

As evidence for the bases of familiar-option preferences, under time pressure, choosing the longer task was correlated with higher 
risk aversion, as measured by lower minimum sure-gains preferred to a 95% chance to win $100 (r=-.29). In both Longer-Familiar 
conditions, choice of this longer option correlated with beliefs (for which no objective evidence existed) that this task would be easier 
(r’s>.35) and give a greater chance of success (r’s>.30), and also with beliefs that this choice was less risky (r’s>.34) and fit better with 
one’s “gut feeling” about the best choice to make (r’s>.50).

Ongoing Work and Extensions. In follow-up investigations we are exploring familiarity established through negative experiences, 
such as unpleasant interpersonal encounters. Whereas such familiarity commonly leads to biases against associated stimuli (Lewicki, 
1986), our results suggest perceived pressure may reverse this preference. As well, we are exploring non-time forms of stress, such as 
performance pressure, and cases where objective evidence indicates familiar options are again more likely to aggravate such pressure.

Conclusions. Results indicate that not only does pressure magnify the attractiveness of familiar choice options, it can do so even 
when such options are contrary to the very source of the pressure one feels. These results are driven by heightened perceptions of 
safety and comfort with familiar options, even when objective evidence disfavors them. Consumers may thus make perversely distorted 
choices when available alternatives differ in their perceived familiarity, and objectively superior choices when choice-sets are limited 
to unfamiliar options.
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Much of the past research has focused on the consequences of attitudinal ambivalence in terms of reduced attitude-behavior consistency, 
and the antecedents of ambivalence (Priester et al, 1996; Conner et al, 2002; Cavazza et al, 2008). There has not been much attention 
devoted to studying conditions under which attitudes may be predictive of behavior even when they are held with high ambivalence. 
The objective of this research therefore is to study ambivalent individuals’ attitude-behavior correspondence under conditions where 
one’s positive (negative) reactions are made more (less) diagnostic at the time of choice. We use different levels of mood to manipulate 
individual’s perceived diagnoticity of their initial reactions toward the attitudinal object. We argue that when individuals are put in 
a happy mood, they would perceive mood congruent (thus positive) aspects the product as of being more diagnostic; however when 
individuals are put in a sad mood, they would perceive mood congruent (thus negative) aspects of the product to be more diagnostic. 
The perception of reaction diagnosticity is believed to act as the key role determining whether an individual is more or less likely to 
behavior according to their attitude. 


