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This paper introduces the ‘leaky’ preferences assumption which posits that certain stimuli or environmental features may be preferred

because they are easier to process. The implications of this assumption are explored for both consumer choices and aesthetic

preferences.
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Leaky Preferences: Fluency Effects in Perception and Choice
Mark Schneider, University of Connecticut, USA

Keys and Schwartz (2007) have argued that “psychological processes that affect decisions may be said also to “leak” into one’s 
experience.” Perhaps analogously, the ease of certain computational tasks may leak into one’s perception of the content that is being 
processed. That is, certain stimuli or environmental features may be preferred because they are easier to process. We will refer to this 
hypothesis as the “leaky preferences” assumption. 

The leaky preferences assumption can be applied to both abstract and concrete stimuli, with different implications. When applied to 
abstract stimuli, the assumption predicts consumers to systematically share a set of aesthetic preferences for features such as symmetry, 
consistency, straightness, similarity, simplicity, familiarity, and certainty. Each of these environmental features serves to reduce the 
processing load and aids in the efficient compression of information. 

It should be noted that the “leaky preferences” assumption is an instance of a more general fluency effect. Research which varies 
the ease or difficulty of reading certain fonts, or of searching for information from memory, for instance, can lead people to make 
attribution errors, generally favoring stimuli which can be processed with a greater degree of fluency. Oppenheimer (2008) notes, that 
“Fluency–the subjective experience of ease or difficulty associated with completing a mental task- has been shown to be an influential 
cue in a wide array of judgments…. Fluency impacts whether information is represented in working memory and what aspects of that 
information are attended to.” In applying the “leaky preferences” assumption we are proposing that certain environmental features are 
routinely processed with high degrees of fluency, and thus these stimuli are generally preferred. 

The leaky preferences assumption may also operate on a more concrete level. Specifically, we propose that when no available 
option in a choice assortment is clearly superior to the others (and hence, preference uncertainty is high) people will base their decision 
on effort-reduction factors rather than on the content of the choice. That is, when appeal to preference is uninformative, people choose 
the option which simplifies the decision process. We will call this tendency, the choice-simplicity heuristic.

In the standard dual-process framework (e.g. Kahneman and Frederick, 2002), consumers are postulated to have two families of 
cognitive processes- one that is relatively automatic, affective, and intuitive (System 1) and the other that is more effortful, deliberative, 
and logical (System 2). In our view, the choice-simplicity heuristic applies to both cognitive systems. When System 2 is dominant (and 
preference uncertainty is high), the choice simplicity heuristic selects the option which simplifies the decision process by calculation. 
Likewise, when System 1 is dominant, the choice simplicity heuristic selects the option which simplifies the decision process by affect. 
In both cases, the decision process can be simplified by attending to certain cues in the choice environment. 

Seemingly irrelevant contextual cues (i.e. features of the choice environment which do not relate to the content of the choices being 
considered), can nevertheless simplify the decision process. For instance, we can simplify the decision process for System 2 by selecting 
the option which involves the least tradeoffs. Selecting the option which minimizes tradeoffs between products leads to variety seeking 
behavior (Simonson, 1990). Similarly, selecting the option which minimizes tradeoffs between attributes leads to the compromise effect 
(Simonson, 1989; Simonson and Tversky, 1992). This approach significantly simplifies the calculations and deliberations in the choice 
process. 

The choice-simplicity heuristic suggests that people often look for simplifying cues in the choice environment to aid them in the 
decision process. In particular, consumers may consider objective cues (such as the presence of a default option), perceptual cues (such 
as the recognition that one option dominates another), affective cues (such as a positive affective response toward a stimulus) or cognitive 
cues (such as minimizing the need to make tradeoffs). This perspective suggests that extremeness seeking, endowment effects, and 
asymmetric dominance effects are under the purview of system 1 since the (objective, perceptual, and affective) cues which generate 
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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 


