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and it is independent of pleasantness, which reflects immediate accessibility and is insensitive to change.
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“Getting to Know Is Getting to Like: Implicit Cognitive 
Progress Can Awaken Liking”

Aparna A. Labroo, University of Chicago, USA
Ying Zhang, University of Texas—Austin, USA
Ayelet Fishbach, University of Chicago, USA

The facial expressions of a loved one, the first tune of a favorite 
night comedy, or the immediate associations of a much-frequented 
restaurant are all examples of things that are readily accessible in 
memory and surface in the mind most easily. These familiar objects 
are also among the things that people instantly consider among the 
most pleasant and hold dearest in their hearts. On the other hand, the 
liking of certain other things, such as subtle jokes or novel music, 
might follow a different pattern of evaluation. Novel objects often 
appear odd at first, but given sufficient consideration, they become 
interesting and well liked, and a person’s experience of increasing 
familiarity may account for one’s positive evaluation.

Understanding factors that underlie evaluative judgment is 
a central concern of attitude research (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; 
Petty & Cacioppo, 1986), and several experiments now show that 
the ease of processing the target of evaluation is an important fac-
tor that affects evaluation (Reber, Schwarz, & Winkielman, 2004; 
Schwarz, 2004). It has been consistently demonstrated that people 
prefer targets that feel immediately familiar because their perceptual 
characteristics or their meaning is easy to process (Lee & Labroo, 
2004; Lee 2002; Whittlesea, 1993; Zajonc, 1968). The focus of 
existing literature is on immediate response to a target stimulus 
and evaluation appears to capture a pleasantness-based affective 
response resulting from high immediate accessibility (Winkielman 
& Cacioppo, 2001). 

We propose that there is a second, unexplored aspect of 
accessibility—a change in accessibility—which may affect evalu-
ation of a target in later stages of processing. This is because in the 
processing of a target stimulus, recently changed accessibility is 
likely to be associated with feelings of cognitive progress, implicit 
learning, and interest (rather than pleasantness). Interest in a target 
builds or diminishes over time; it is high when change in acces-
sibility is positive, but it is reduced when change in accessibility is 
constant. Changed accessibility is inconsequential when evaluation 
is immediate, and if that is the case, evaluation is based on an im-
mediate, absolute accessibility (and pleasantness). In contrast, high 
accessibility is inconsequential in later stages of processing of a 
target which is instead more sensitive to changes in accessibility 
that mark cognitive progress. 

This proposition is compatible with experiments that show 
that perceptual fluency might follow an inverted U-shaped pat-
tern; specifically, moderately frequent prior exposure to a stimulus 
results in maximum liking, and overexposure leads to habituation 
and reduced interest with the stimulus (Bornstein, Kale, & Cornell, 
1990; Lee 2001). But this proposition is also distinct from these 
past findings which presume that pleasantness and interest are on a 
continuum; we argue that fluency comprises of two distinct sources: 
immediate accessibility and pleasantness and a sense of implicit 
cognitive progress over time which reflects in interest. Immediate 

evaluation follows pleasantness; evaluation after a delay follows 
cognitive progress. 

Two experiments tested these predictions that a change in 
accessibility influences the interest in a stimulus and changes in 
its positive evaluation after a delay. Experiment 1 (and a pilot 
experiment) demonstrated that the evaluation of target words that 
follow a typical prime decreases with delay because accessibility is 
constant over time and the evaluation of target words that follow an 
atypical prime increases with delay because accessibility increases. 
Experiment 2 demonstrated that the decrease (vs. the increase) in 
the evaluation of target words that follow a typical (vs. an atypical) 
prime corresponds to changes in interestingness rather than the 
pleasantness of the evaluated stimuli over time. 

By focusing on changes in evaluation over time, this research 
shows that people’s immediate response is different from their re-
sponse to the same stimulus only a few seconds later. This research 
provides insight into how evaluation evolves over short periods of 
time and highlights its mercurial nature. Attitudes toward the same 
target are different depending on when response toward the target is 
evoked; attitudes build over a short delay and change substantially 
as more processing is added. (Manuscript in preparation)

“decision Quicksand: When Trivial Sucks Us In”
Aner Sela, University of Florida, USA

Jonah Berger, University of Pennsylvania, USA
Common wisdom suggests that people should spend more 

time and effort deliberating on important decisions (e.g., what 
401k plan to use) than unimportant ones (e.g., what toothbrush to 
buy). However, we often find ourselves mired in trivial, everyday 
decisions, such as ordering at restaurants or buying flight tickets, 
and end up feeling that we spent similar or even larger amounts of 
time and effort than on decisions far more consequential. In such 
instances, choosing often becomes more difficult when we try to 
resolve it through deliberation (Dijksterhuis and Nordgren 2006; 
Wilson and Schooler 1991), as if sinking in quicksand. But while 
such experiences are quite common, our understanding of their 
underlying causes is limited. 

We propose that metacognitive inference contributes to what 
we describe as “decision quicksand”. Conflict of some degree is a 
defining property of choice, whether of important or trivial conse-
quences. Our central premise is that people use the ease or difficulty 
experienced while making a decision as a cue to guide how much 
further time and effort to spend. We hypothesize that people hold 
naïve theories according to which more important decisions should 
be more difficult. Consequently, experiencing difficulty in choice 
may lead people to perceive the decision as more important which, 
in turn, increases the amount of time and cognitive effort they are 
motivated to expend on the decision (Alter et al 2007; Chaiken 
and Maheswaran 1994). We propose that this may lead to a vicious 
cycle whereby expending more effort further increases perceived 
importance and thus experienced difficulty. 

Importantly, however, the influence of metacognitive experi-
ences tends to be stronger the more the experience deviates from 
people’s expectations (Schwarz 2004). Consequently, we predict 
that the tendency to spend more time and effort on difficult deci-
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sions would be more pronounced when the decision is perceived 
as unimportant, than when it is important. Because important 
decisions are expected to be difficult (Kivetz, Netzer, and Schrift 
2009), the real-time experience of difficulty does not provide ad-
ditional information. In contrast, decision difficulty should be more 
informative as a cue for decision importance when it is unexpected 
(cf. Maheswaran and Chaiken 1991). 

We test these propositions in three experiments. In experiment 
1, people chose between two flight options described using regular 
(fluent) or degraded (disfluent) font. In addition, the decision was 
described as either important (related to a business meeting) or 
relatively unimportant (visiting distant relatives). We measured how 
much time people spent before deciding and whether or not they 
would like to consider more options. Consistent with our predic-
tion, when the decision was unimportant, people spent more time 
deliberating and were more likely to seek more options when the 
stimuli were disfluent (versus fluent). However, fluency did not 
have an effect in the important framing condition.

Experiment 2 manipulated decision difficulty through the 
number of difficult tradeoffs. People chose between two flight 
options, containing either few or many tradeoffs, and the task was 
again framed as either important or unimportant. In addition, we 
tested whether the effect of difficulty in the unimportant condition 
disappeared when difficulty could be attributed to a cause other than 
importance (by telling half the participants that people often find 
the task difficult). As predicted, increased decision difficulty led 
people to spend more time deliberating, but only in the unimportant 
framing condition and, ironically, more so in absolute terms than 
in the important framing conditions. Moreover, when people could 
attribute the difficulty to an unrelated cause, this effect disappeared, 
consistent with the notion that the effect of difficulty on deliberation 
resulted from misattribution. 

Experiment 3 examines the progressive nature of “decision 
quicksand”. After viewing the initial choice-set, as in experiment 
2, participants were offered the opportunity to view more features 
for each option before making a selection. Compared to people who 
considered only the initial set, those who viewed the enhanced set 
spent increasingly more time considering the additional features, 
and this effect was more pronounced under unimportant than under 
important decision framing. 

While prior research has shown that decision difficulty can 
lead people to defer choice (Dhar and Simonson 2003; Tversky and 
Shafir 1992), we show that choice difficulty can influence people’s 
perceptions of the decision itself, through its role as a metacogni-
tive cue. Especially in seemingly trivial decisions, this can have 
painful consequences for consumer decision making. (Manuscript 
in preparation)

“Understanding Why People Sometimes  
Form Judgments and decisions Too Hastily  
(Or How to Market a Political Candidate)”

Adam L. Alter, New York University, USA
Daniel M. Oppenheimer, Princeton University, USA

Jeffrey C. Zemla, Rice University, USA
People are frequently faced with the difficult task of decid-

ing how much information to gather before settling on a decision 
or forming a judgment. Information gathering is a balancing act, 
because although people are motivated to form accurate conclusions 
about the world, they are also cognitive misers who prefer to think 
as little as possible about their decisions and judgments (Fiske & 
Taylor, 1991). Decades of research suggests that this introspective 
process is systematically flawed, and people frequently overestimate 
their understanding of focal events. To date, researchers have found 

this so-called illusion of explanatory depth (IOED; Rozenblit & 
Keil, 2002) when people assess their understanding of mechanical 
and natural processes (e.g., how bicycles and solar systems work). 
In this paper, we argue that people are prone to similar errors in 
many other domains—including political and consumer judgment 
and decision-making.

In four experiments, we sought to explain why this miscalibra-
tion in judgment occurs, and to show that this general mechanism 
explains why IOEDs occur in novel domains that researchers have 
not yet considered. Drawing on Construal Level Theory (Trope & 
Liberman, 2003), we argue that people consult inappropriate meta-
cognitive cues (their sound understanding of the target’s abstract 
properties—e.g., why a bicycle exists—rather than their poorer 
understanding of its concrete properties—e.g., how the bicycle’s 
parts enable it to move). We also explain how these results inform 
marketing practices and enhance our understanding of consumer 
decision-making.

In Experiment 1, participants were primed to adopt either an 
abstract mindset or a concrete mindset. Participants in the concrete 
condition explained how three mundane processes occur, whereas 
participants in the abstract condition explained why the same three 
processes occur. As expected, participants in the abstract condition 
were significantly more likely than participants in the concrete con-
dition to overestimate their understanding of processes like how a 
zipper works and how a bicycle lock works. We also administered a 
questionnaire that assessed how concretely or abstractly participants 
construed 13 everyday activities. A mediation analysis suggested 
that participants in the concrete construal condition showed a dimin-
ished IOED because they adopted a more concrete construal style.

The results in Experiment 1 were encouraging, but we were 
concerned that the construal prime was too similar to later ques-
tions that asked participants to assess their knowledge about the 
target process. Specifically, by asking them how certain processes 
worked, we had primed them to answer a subsequent question about 
how deeply they understood a mechanical process with greater ac-
curacy. Accordingly, in Experiment 2, we used a second construal 
manipulation that was not at all related to the second phase of 
the experiment. Participants completed a construal manipulation 
questionnaire. The questionnaire listed 10 objects, and participants 
were asked to identify either a superordinate category to which the 
object belonged (inducing higher-level, abstract construal; e.g., a 
whale is a mammal or an animal) or a specific example of each 
object (inducing lower-level, concrete construal; e.g., an example 
of a whale is an orca or a baleen; adopted from e.g., Fujita & Han, 
2009). Again, participants more profoundly overestimated their 
understanding of how the target processes worked in the abstract 
construal condition, when they were primed to attend to their 
knowledge of inappropriately abstract information.

Finally, in Experiments 3 and 4, we showed that the effect oc-
curred in a novel domain: self-assessments of how well participants 
understood their favored 2008 Presidential Primary candidate’s 
policies. Whereas participants who were induced to adopt an 
abstract construal style showed a strong IOED, participants who 
adopted a concrete mindset showed a significantly diminished 
IOED. Experiments 3 and 4 therefore demonstrated the IOED in a 
novel domain, suggesting that construal style is a domain-general 
mechanism that underpins the effect. 

We conclude by considering how this construal-based mecha-
nism might illuminate a range of social and judgment-based biases, 
and how marketers might promote fledgling political candidates and 
new products most effectively. (Paper under review)
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“building Attitude Certainty to Promote Attitude Change”
Joshua J. Clarkson, University of Florida, USA
Zakary L. Tormala, Stanford University, USA

Derek D. Rucker, Northwestern University, USA
Imagine two individuals who hold equally favorable attitudes 

toward an object. Although these individuals have similar attitudes, 
they differ in attitude certainty. For example, perhaps because one 
individual has greater familiarity with the object, he or she feels 
more certain than the other. Intuitively, it is reasonable to expect 
that individuals who are certain of their attitudes will be more 
resistant to change than individuals who are uncertain of their at-
titudes. Similarly, an aspiring persuader generally would be advised 
to target the less certain individual, or to strategically undermine 
the more certain individual’s certainty prior to delivering a mes-
sage. Indeed, the conventional view of attitude certainty is that it 
is a metacognitive property of attitudes that makes them harder to 
change (see Tormala and Rucker 2007; Gross et al. 1995). 

The current research asks whether this same metacognitive 
property might sometimes act as a catalyst rather than obstacle to 
change. That is, we posit that under some conditions, being cer-
tain of an attitude can actually make people more open to attitude 
change. We present a new perspective on attitude certainty—the 
amplification hypothesis—which suggests that rather than invariably 
strengthening attitudes, certainty amplifies the dominant tendency 
of a particular attitude in a particular situation. If a given attitude 
tends to be open to change in a given context, for instance, we 
propose that increasing attitude certainty will promote rather than 
obstruct this openness. If, however, an attitude tends to be resistant 
to change in some setting, increasing attitude certainty will increase 
this resistance, as in past research. 

An extensive literature now highlights the conditions under 
which attitudes tend to be open rather than resistant to change. 
For example, all else equal, ambivalent attitudes tend to be more 
open to change than univalent attitudes (e.g., Visser and Mirabile 
2004). Even among univalent attitudes, however, openness some-
times prevails. For instance, research on message position effects 
suggests that attitudes tend to be open to pro-attitudinal messages 
but resistant to counter-attitudinal messages (e.g., Lord et al. 1979; 
Petty and Cacioppo 1979). Yet even in the face of counter-attitudinal 
messages, attitudes are sometimes open. As an example, attitudes 
often show substantial change in the direction of counter-attitudinal 
attacks that match their cognitive or affective basis (e.g., Fabrigar 
and Petty 1999), whereas they tend to resist change toward messages 
that mismatch their basis. The present research explores whether 
increased attitude certainty might amplify rather than attenuate 
many of these classic effects. 

In experiment 1, we orthogonally manipulated ambivalence 
and attitude certainty by presenting participants with evaluatively 
congruent or incongruent reviews of a new department store from 
a high or low credibility source. Following this information, we 
presented a persuasive message about the store and assessed attitude 
change in response to this message. Results indicated an interac-
tion between congruence (univalence/ambivalence) and source 
credibility (high/low attitude certainty) on attitude change. When 
participants had univalent initial attitudes, they showed greater at-
titude change when the credibility manipulation induced low rather 
than high attitude certainty. When participants had ambivalent at-
titudes, however, they showed greater change when the credibility 
manipulation induced high rather than low certainty. Thus, certainty 
increased ambivalent attitudes’ openness to change.

In experiment 2, we used a similar department store paradigm. 
In this study, however, we manipulated initial attitudes to be un-
ambiguously positive or negative toward the store, manipulated 

attitude certainty using a priming procedure, and finally presented 
a persuasive message that was either pro- or counter-attitudinal. 
Results indicated an interaction. Participants who received a 
counter-attitudinal message changed more toward it when they 
were induced to have low rather than high certainty. In contrast, 
participants who received a pro-attitudinal message changed more 
toward it when they were induced to have high rather than low 
certainty. Thus, certainty increased univalent attitudes’ openness 
to pro-attitudinal messages.

In experiment 3, we explored the effects of messages that 
matched or mismatched the basis of the target attitude. All par-
ticipants were given initial positive affect-based attitudes toward a 
fictitious animal and were induced to hold this attitude with high or 
low certainty. Subsequently, participants received a negative mes-
sage about the animal that was either cognitive or affective in tone. 
As predicted, we found an interaction between attitude certainty 
and the affective/cognitive tone of the message. Participants who 
received the mismatched (cognitive) message evinced greater attitude 
change under low compared to high certainty, whereas those who 
received the matched (affective) message showed greater change 
under high compared to low certainty. Thus, certainty increased 
affective attitudes’ openness to matched (i.e., affective) counter-
attitudinal messages.

Discussion. In summary, conventional wisdom and past 
research suggest that if a persuader seeks to change someone’s 
attitude, he or she would benefit from first decreasing the target’s 
attitude certainty. In contrast, the present research suggests that 
increasing attitude certainty can sometimes promote change. These 
findings are consistent with the amplification hypothesis, suggesting 
that under conditions in which attitudes tend to be open to change, 
increased certainty can augment this openness. Implications for our 
understanding of metacognitive factors in attitudes and persuasion 
are discussed. (Completed manuscript) 


