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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This paper uses dual-systems of processing to explain why 

people, who detect an attribute change in their choice set, choose the 
option with the highest (lowest) absolute change when the change is 
positive (negative). Three studies provide support for the proposed 
account and reject other alternative explanations.

Imagine that a grocery store sells Kellogg’s Special-K in two 
package sizes: 10 oz. for $2.50 and 15 oz. for $3.75. John buys 
Special-K, and since the unit price for each pack is the same, he is 
indifferent between either of the packs. Recently, he noticed that 
Kellogg’s is offering bonus packs with the purchase of Special-
K—a 10 oz. pack plus 4 oz. for $2.50, and a 15 oz. pack plus 6 
oz. for $3.75. Which package would John prefer now? Based on 
his past preference, one might predict that he would be indifferent 
between both packages as unit price is still the same across both of 
them. Contrary to this prediction, we find that he would no longer 
be indifferent and would prefer the bigger package over the small 
package. We call this phenomenon the Detection of Change Effect 
(DCE), where people, who were indifferent between two options 
before the change, later prefer the option with a higher magnitude 
of change when the change is positive (desirable), and the option 
with a lower magnitude of change when the change is negative 
(undesirable). 

The preliminary evidence of the DCE was found through a 
study in which participants were randomly assigned to a two cell 
between-participant experimental design, and presented with a 
choice between two breakfast cereals. In the control condition, 
participants were asked to choose between two packages of cereal 
(i.e., package A: 12 oz. for $4; and package B: 18 oz. for $6). Note 
that the unit price for both packages was 33 cents/oz. In the “positive 
change” condition, participants were first given information akin to 
the information given to the control condition participants. Then, 
they were told that the company had introduced some changes by 
adding smaller bonus packages to the original ones (Package A: 
12 oz. plus 4 oz. for $4; and package B: 18 oz. plus 6 oz. for $6). 
Note that the unit price for the new packages was 25 cents/oz. 
Then, the participants were asked to choose the option that they 
preferred to buy.

In the control condition, participants chose the smaller package 
slightly more than the bigger package (package A: 59.5%, package 
B: 40.5%). However, in the positive change condition, participants 
preferred the bigger package more than the smaller one (package 
A: 35.7%, package B: 64.3%) which was significantly different 
from the control condition (χ2 (1)=4.77, p<.03).

Why do people prefer the option with a higher absolute 
change? Research has shown that people use two modes of pro-
cessing (known as System 1 and System 2) for making a decision 
(Kahneman 2003). System 1 is known for its automatic judgments 
and heuristic-based decision making whereas System 2 produces 
more deliberative responses toward a stimulus (Kahneman 2003). 
While System 1 and 2 are often working simultaneously and in-
dependently, research has shown that the outcome of one system 
can interact with the other system which results in a biased mental 
representation (Mishra et al. 2007). Following this literature, we 
propose that people, who perceive an attribute change, use System 
2 to compare the original and changed options and to find out how 
much the original options have changed. Then, when they want to 
evaluate the changed options, System 1 uses the outcome of System 
2 (i.e., the difference between the original and the changed options) 

and the bigger-is-better heuristic to form the preference toward 
the option with the highest absolute amount of change. Since the 
bigger-is-better heuristic was mainly observed on the gain side (i.e., 
when people receiving something), it is expected that people use the 
bigger-is-worse heuristic when they are comparing losses. Therefore, 
we expect that when there is a negative attribute change (i.e., when 
quantity is reduced or price is increased), people choose the smaller 
box over the larger one since they want to avoid the bigger loss.

There are three alternate accounts that can also explain the 
results of the preliminary study. These three accounts are the value-
of-free products (Shampanier, Mazar, and Ariely 2007), Increasing 
Proportional Sensitivity (IPS) (Prelec and Lowenstein 1991), and 
the general law of demand (Marshall 1895). According to these 
accounts, participants in the preliminary study chose the bigger 
cereal box because either they assigned higher value to the bonus 
box as a free product (the value-of-free product), or changing the 
weights of boxes, regardless of knowing about the original options, 
improved the importance of the weight attribute in decision mak-
ing (IPS), or increasing the weight of boxes reduced the unit price 
(price per weight) and consequently increased the demand for the 
product (the general law of demand).

The aim of study 1 and 2 was to provide more evidence for 
the main account and to assess the efficacy of the three alternate 
accounts. Study 1 supported our proposition for the negative at-
tribute change as it showed that participants chose the option with 
lowest amount of change when the change was negative. This pat-
tern was not predicted by the value-of-free-product account since 
no additional product was offered in this case. Moreover, study 1 
ruled out the IPS account as it showed that the preference for the 
bigger option depended on knowing about the original options and 
detecting the change.

Study 2 supported our proposed account as it showed that 
directing participants’ attention toward the differences between the 
original and changed options increased the DCE. Also, the second 
study ruled out the general law of demand as an alternate account 
since the results showed that directing participants’ attention toward 
the unit price eliminated the DCE. Finally, in the third study, with 
the help of Process Dissociation Procedure (PDP), we provided 
empirical evidence that showed and contrasted the role of System 
1 and System 2 in the DCE.

In sum, these findings suggest that people’s response to an 
attribute change is not their mere reaction to the new magnitude 
of the changed attribute. In other words, they do not evaluate a 
weight of 12 oz. plus 4 oz. similar to a weight of 16 oz. But, they 
use the additional information that they have (i.e., the magnitude 
of the attribute before the change) to evaluate the changed product.
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