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We propose that when choosing multiple items from a product category, people seek variety in the choice process apart from seeking

variety in the choice outcome. People need no reason to choose a set of varied items; we report data suggesting that making different

choices is intrinsically satisfying.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
When choosing multiple items from a product category, people 

often seek variety in order to achieve a goal (e.g., to get stimulation). 
But not always. In this work we propose that sometimes people 
seek variety for no reason other than to merely satisfy an urge to 
make different choices. In other words, when choosing multiple 
items from a product category, not only do people seek variety in 
the choice outcome, but they also do in the choice process—defined 
here as the series of individual choices needed to carry out the 
overall choice. Our argument builds on Drolet’s (2002) results. She 
has shown that consumers tend to vary their use of decision rules 
because of a favorable valuation of the decision change itself. That 
is, sometimes consumer choices are not based on the valuation of 
the choice options, but instead reflect an urge to adopt a different 
decision rule (e.g., to choose an intermediate option rather than to 
choose the cheapest option). Likewise, we propose that consumers 
tend to choose different items because of a favorable valuation of 
making a different choice itself. That is, consumers’ variety-seeking 
is not necessarily driven by any benefit associated with a set of varied 
items, but instead may reflect an urge to make different choices. 
Making a different choice, like applying a different decision rule, 
is intrinsically satisfying.

The hypothesis above suggests an important corollary. Suppose 
that when choosing multiple items from a product category, people 
do not make a series of choices but instead make a single choice. 
It follows from our hypothesis that people who choose items one-
by-one (i.e., a series of choices) will seek more variety than people 
who choose items all-at-once (i.e., a single choice). When choosing 
items one-by-one, people may seek variety in the choice process by 
making subsequent choices different from previous ones. Not so 
when choosing items all-at-once, because in that case there is only 
a single choice. As a consequence, in all-at-once choices people 
may seek variety in the choice outcome only, whereas in one-by-
one choices people may seek variety both in the choice outcome 
and in the choice process. We report two studies supporting these 
two hypotheses.

In study 1, participants whose first choice was of a high-variety 
set of candies sought less variety by choosing low-variety sets more 
often than those whose first choice was of a low-variety set of 
candies (63% and 17%, respectively; χ2(1)=13.61, p<.001).. They 
did so because they sought variety in the choice process by making 
a second choice different from the first choice. As a consequence, 
they got less varied candies than they could get otherwise—had 
they made the second choice identical to the first choice, they would 
have chosen a set of more varied items. Beyond supporting the main 
hypothesis, this result showed that people could in fact be much eager 
to seek variety in the choice process than in the choice outcome. In 
study 2, participants who composed their bouquet of roses choosing 
their roses one-by-one selected mixed-color bouquets more often 
than those who picked up a pre-arranged bouquet choosing their 
roses all-at-once (70% and 48%, respectively; χ2(1)=4.80, p<.05), 
a result that supports the corollary.

This work has two important implications. Theoretically, it 
offers a novel explanation for why people often seek too much 
variety (Kahn and Ratner 2005). We propose that people’s choice of 
varied items can be driven by an urge to seek variety in the choice 
process (i.e., to make different choices) rather than by an urge to 

seek variety in the choice outcome (i.e., to choose different items). 
Differently from what has been proposed so far, our results thus 
suggest it is not that people may miscalculate how much variety 
they want. Rather, people may not make any calculation at all. For 
example, Read and Loewenstein (1995) reported that students who 
chose snacks to be received in the future later regretted choosing 
too many different snacks. Our explanation suggests that these 
students did not miscalculate their snack preferences in the future. 
Instead, they may not have thought much about their preferences, 
chose too many different candy snacks because they sought variety 
in the choice process, and later found out they would have been 
better off if they had chosen their most-preferred option.

Practically, this work suggests that consumers may behave 
differently depending on how sellers make their products available. 
Specifically, it suggests that people are more likely to choose varied 
items when selecting individual units than when selecting whole as-
sortments. When selecting individual units, people may seek variety 
in the choice process by making subsequent choices different from 
previous ones. Not so when selecting whole assortments, because 
in that case there is only a single choice. As a consequence, people 
may seek variety in the choice outcome when selecting whole 
assortments, whereas people may seek variety both in the choice 
outcome and in the choice process when selecting individual units. 
This idea explains the common market practice of offering packs 
of identical items, which is otherwise difficult to explain given the 
plenty of evidence that people are avid variety-seekers.

In conclusion, this research shows that people need no reason to 
seek variety. Sometimes preference for variety stem from a desire to 
make different choices, not from a desire to choose different items.


