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Experienced choice conflict depends on how options are represented. Three experiments demonstrated that, when facing large

assortments, participants activated with a higher level of representation found options more similar to one another, experienced less

choice difficulty, and reported greater satisfaction than those activated with a lower level of representation.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
A visit to the supermarket attests to the large assortment or 

variety in almost any product category. Recent research shows 
findings for the negative effects of assortment size and relies on the 
assumption that choosing from large assortments involves making 
more trade-offs among the competing advantages and disadvantages 
and thus making decision makers generally worse off. Prior research 
has shown that an increase in the assortment size is accompanied 
with an increase in choice difficulty, and consequently a decrease 
in choice satisfaction (Chernev 2006; Iyengar and Lepper 2000). 

Besides number of options in the assortment, choice conflict 
depends on whether the attribute differences among assortment 
options are seen as linked to competing goals or seen as servicing the 
same goal. Specifically, a consumer may experience greater conflict 
when the options in an assortment are seen as more dissimilar and 
being linked to different goals. This is because the more dissimilar 
are the alternatives to each other, the more distinct dimensions are 
considered and compared and require more difficult trade-offs to be 
made (Shugan 1980). On the contrary, a consumer may find choice 
less difficult to make when the attributes of the assortment options 
are seen as servicing the same objective and options appear to be 
more similar to one another. Thus, holding constant the assortment 
options, changes in similarity perception could affect levels of 
difficulty and satisfaction experienced in the choice process. This 
paper examines how changes in mental representation of choice 
options in large assortments affect similarity perceptions, and 
subsequently influence choice difficulty and outcome satisfaction. 
We propose that when choosing from large assortments, consumers 
who represent the options at a higher level are likely to engage in 
higher-level, alternative-based evaluations and perceive alternatives 
in a single category as serving the same higher order goal and 
thus more similar and substitutable to one another. In contrast, 
consumers who represent options at a lower level will focus on 
lower-level, feature-based trade-offs and perceive alternatives as 
attaining different competing sub-goals and thus more dissimilar 
and unsubstitutable to one another. This reliance on feature level 
comparisons heightens the level of conflict and choice difficulty 
experienced when choosing from large assortments. Here, we stress 
that similarity perceptions of options in a large assortment made by 
different levels of representations are construed at different levels. 
Specifically, whereas a higher level of representation finds options 
in a single category more similar in terms of serving the same 
consumption goal and providing similar benefits, a lower level of 
representation perceives options as more dissimilar to one another 
with respect to the attribute level difference. 

Therefore, we hypothesize that when choosing from a large 
assortment, individuals who represent assortment options at a higher 
level experience less choice difficulty and more satisfaction with 
the chosen option than those who represent options at a lower level. 
Consistent with our proposition, three experiments demonstrated 
that, when facing large assortments, participants activated with a 
higher level of representation found options in an assortment more 
similar to one another, experienced less difficulty while choosing, 
and reported greater satisfaction with the chosen option than those 
activated with a lower level of representation. 

Experiment 1 tests the effect of mental representations of 
the choice set on choice difficulty and satisfaction in a real choice 
scenario involving small versus large assortments. Experiment 1 

found that, when facing a large assortment, consumers who rep-
resent options at a lower level find options more dissimilar to one 
another and competing for different sub-goals. As a result, they 
considered more distinct dimensions, made more comparisons, and 
consequently experienced more difficult trade-offs. On the other 
hand, representing options at a higher level makes the options in 
large assortment seen as more similar, less diversified, more substi-
tutable in satisfying the same consumption goal, and consequently 
experiences less conflict and less difficult trade-offs. Indeed, our 
meditated moderation analysis show that perceived similarity among 
options mediated the moderating effect of mental representation of 
options on assortment size and choice difficulty.

To provide a stronger test of our argument, we next explicitly 
manipulate the perceived similarity among options in Experiment 
2 and Experiment 3. Experiment 2 manipulates perceived similar-
ity with same-colored plates vs. different-colored plates for candy 
options. Since different-colored plates highlights the differences 
among options, consumers with lower level of representation in such 
condition perceive greater dissimilarities among choice options and 
engage in more trade–off comparisons than when candies displayed 
in same-colored plates. Consequently, consumers with lower level 
of representation experience greater degree of difficulty and less 
satisfaction with the chosen outcome when candies displayed in 
different-colored plates than in same-colored plates. 

Experiment 3 manipulates perceived similarity with assortment 
structure. Whereas choosing from feature-based categories 
highlights the differences among options and would lead to more 
trade-off difficulty and less satisfaction, choosing from benefit-
based assortments focuses on the similarities among options and 
would lead to less choice difficult and greater satisfaction with 
choice outcome. The results show that choice difficulty experienced 
by consumers with a lower level of representation is mitigated 
when perceived similarity among items increases in benefit-based 
assortment structure. As options are perceived as more similar to one 
another in a large assortment, they are seen as more substitutable 
and servicing the same consumption goal.

The present paper contributes to the existing literature in two 
important ways. First, our research provides new insights into the 
ways in which levels of mental representations affect choice making 
process and choice consequences in large assortments. Second, 
we provide new perspective of the role of similarity perceptions 
in comparisons and choice process. Particularly, we show that 
different levels of representation construe similarity perceptions 
differently. Our results also provide important implications for 
marketers. Although recent research on assortment size has generally 
concluded that large assortments lead to increased choice difficulty 
and decreased satisfaction, marketers can improve choosers’ 
experience and satisfaction with large assortments by altering the 
level at which assortment options are represented.  


