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SESSION OVERVIEW
A fundamental question in consumer research is: Why do consum-

ers often struggle to make decisions?  This session takes a fresh look 
at the antecedents, consequences, and variants of indecisive behavior.

The first paper, by Ulkumen and Malkoc, examines situational de-
terminants of choice conflict, as measured by response latency, as well 
as by self-reported choice difficulty and confidence.  In order to form 
preferences over options, a decision maker must first distinguish among 
them.  In this paper the authors show that a contextual manipulation 
designed to make the options appear more similar leads to greater diffi-
culty making a decision. Further, the authors find that exposure to broad 
(vs. narrow) categories leads to greater sensitivity to an instruction to 
focus on similarities or differences when making a subsequent choice. 
In particular, participants primed to categorize broadly have greater dif-
ficulty making decisions when prompted to focus on similarities among 
options than when prompted to focus on differences. There is no such 
effect among participants primed to categorize narrowly.  Taken to-
gether this research suggests that an important cause of indecision is 
difficulty distinguishing among options, which is strongly affected by 
the structure of previously encountered categories.

The second paper, by Jeong and Drolet, examines how indecisive 
consumers cope with their difficulty making a choice. They find that 
participants who are chronically indecisive tend to seek more variety. 
They find a similar effect among consumers who are indecisive due to 
situational factors (an increased number of choice options. Indecisive 
consumers seek more variety in order to cope with the negative emo-
tions they experience when choosing. They show that negative emo-
tion further increases variety-seeking among indecisive consumers. 
These findings provide a striking counterpoint to previous research 
showing that positive emotions lead to greater variety seeking. The 
increasing effect of positive emotion on variety-seeking does not hold 
for indecisive consumers who seek variety for different reasons (i.e., 
to cope with negative emotion) than decisive consumers.  

The third paper by Fox, Barkley-Levenson, and Wieland exam-
ines the multi-dimensional character of chronic indecisiveness.  In 
particular, they find that traditional measures of indecisiveness re-
flect a preference to avoid making tradeoffs or consider opportunity 
costs when choosing. This can give rise to impulsive behaviors for 
items that are considered one-at-a-time, or decision conflict when 
items are considered simultaneously.  Moreover, these authors find 
that this common form of decision difficulty is one of three vari-
ants of chronic indecisiveness.  The other two are a tendency to seek 
exhaustive information in the pursuit of the optimal choice, and a 

tendency to be unprepared when the decision moment arrives to pro-
crastination or poor organization.

Taken together, these three papers provide important new in-
sights into the nature of indecisiveness.  They suggest that there are 
distinct reasons why different kinds of consumers (e.g., neurotic/im-
pulsive indecisives) may have difficulty making decisions (e.g., they 
have a hard time distinguishing among options and worry about mak-
ing a bad decision), and they may pursue distinct coping strategies 
(e.g., seeking variety to avoid experiencing these negative emotions). 
Thus, in order to predict various manifestations of indecisive behav-
ior, one must take into account: (1) the consumer’s chronic tenden-
cies toward different variants of indecisiveness; (2) the cognitive and 
motivational context of the choice elicitation; and (3) the affective 
consequences of various coping strategies available to consumers.

Audience  We expect this session to draw a large and diverse 
audience including researchers interested the general areas of deci-
sion-making and choice and researchers who are interested in the 
specific areas of choice difficulty, conflict and indecisiveness.

Strengths   All three papers in the session are in advanced 
stages; they are either under review or close to being submitted for 
review.  They investigate a related phenomenon (indecisiveness) us-
ing a variety of different empirical approaches.

Fit and contribution  All three papers in this session deal with 
indecisiveness and choice conflict. Collectively they address the in-
teraction of dispositions and situations in determining the conflict 
that consumers experience while choosing, and ways in which they 
cope with this conflict.  

Session format  We will have three papers, with 15 minutes 
of presentation time each plus 5 minutes of Q & A time allocated to 
each paper. This will ensure that we have 15 minutes of discussion 
at the end of the session. Our discussant, Eric Johnson is a leading 
authority in consumer choice.  

The Effect of Category Width and Comparison 
Orientation on Choice Conflict

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
In this research, we demonstrate the effects of categorization on 

decision conflict. Specifically, we show that being exposed to broad 
or narrow categorizations in a previous, unrelated task influences the 
conflict consumers experience in a subsequent choice task. 

Previous research shows that various aspects of external catego-
ries can influence important decision outcomes in the same decision 
context, such as choice, decision difficulty and decision time. One 
aspect of categorization that has been shown to influence informa-
tion processing is category width (CW), (Ülkümen, Chakravarti, and 
Morwitz 2010). Incidental exposure to narrow versus broad catego-
rizations instigates a more multidimensional processing orientation 
in subsequent, unrelated decisions. In contrast, participants exposed 
to broad categories base their attitudes on fewer pieces of salient in-
formation, and therefore become more susceptible to context effects. 

In this paper, we extend previous research by examining the 
effects of CW on choice conflict. When choosing between two prod-
ucts, consumers feel more conflicted to the extent that they focus on 
the similarities between them. If consumers previously exposed to 
broad categorizations adopt the comparison orientation made salient 
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by the environment, then they should focus on either similarities or 
differences between products. In contrast, if consumers previously 
exposed to narrow categorizations employ both salient and non-sa-
lient orientations, then we would expect them to consider both simi-
larities and differences.  Thus, we hypothesize that broad categoriz-
ers will take a longer time to decide, experience more choice conflict, 
and feel less confident about their choice when they are primed with 
similarities than differences. In contrast, for narrow categorizers, 
choice time, conflict and confidence are should not be influenced by 
comparison orientation. We test our predictions in four lab studies.

EMPIRICAL STUDIES
Study 1 had a 2 (CW: broad, narrow) x 2 (Focus: similarity, 

difference) between subjects design. Participants first completed the 
CW manipulation, where they responded to questions about them-
selves that differ in the number of response categories. For some par-
ticipants, the response options constituted many, narrow categories 
(narrow condition), while for others, the response options comprised 
a few, broad categories (broad condition). Next, participants were 
primed with a comparison orientation by listing either similarities or 
differences between a pair of pictures (Markman and Gentner 1996). 
Participants then viewed pictures of two wristwatches and made a 
choice between them. Response time was recorded unobtrusively. 
The results suggest that in the Broad CW condition, participants took 
longer to make a choice when they focused on the similarities as 
opposed to the differences between the two watches. In contrast, in 
the Narrow CW condition, the focus manipulation did not influence 
participants’ choice time.

The aim of study 2 was to examine whether the difference in 
choice time observed in the previous study is due to experienced 
conflict. Participants first completed the same CW manipulation as 
in study 1. Next, they were shown pictures of two wristwatches, and 
they were intruded to list either their similarities or differences, and 
to make a choice between them. We find that the conflict experienced 
during choice, and the decision confidence were influenced not only 
by the comparison orientation, but also by the width of previously 
encountered categories. In the Broad CW condition, participants 
took longer to choose, were less confident in their decision, and felt 
more conflicted when they focused on the similarities between two 
watches, than when they focused on their differences. However, 
these variables were not influenced by the focus manipulation in the 
Narrow CW condition. Moreover, conflict index mediated the inter-
active effect of similarity and CW on confidence. 

In study 3 participants completed a different manipulation of 
CW (Shopping Task, Ülkümen et al 2010). After making a choice 
between several backpacks, participants were told their selection was 
out of stock and were offered an alternative backpack, which was ei-
ther objectively similar to or different from their selection. We mea-
sured participants’ attitudes toward the new backpack, and their con-
sideration of similarities and/or differences while choosing.  We find 
that the focus manipulation influenced attitudes only in the Broad CW 
condition, such that participants liked the new offering more when 
they focused on its similarity to the original backpack, than when they 
focused on its difference. Moreover, in the Broad CW condition par-
ticipants considered relatively more differences (similarities) when 
they were presented with the different (similar) backpack. The focus 
manipulation did not influence participants’ consideration of similari-
ties and differences in the Narrow CW condition. 

Participants first completed the same CW manipulation as in 
the first two studies. Next, they were shown a furniture catalog and 
told to make a choice between two target chairs. We manipulated 
similarity perceptions by varying the context. Viewing the two chairs 

in the context of other similar (different) chairs should direct par-
ticipants’ attention to the differences (similarities) between the two 
target chairs. Participants reported their decision confidence and con-
flict, willingness to pay for the two chairs, and their relative consider-
ation of similarities and differences. The results on decision conflict 
and confidence replicated results from previous studies. Participants 
considered differences (similarities) more when the context primed 
them to focus on differences (similarities), but only in the Broad CW 
condition. We also found that in the Broad CW condition, the price 
difference between the two chairs was larger in the difference (vs. 
similarity) focus condition. As expected, the focus manipulation did 
not influence the price difference in the Narrow CW condition.

DISCUSSION
In four studies we show that the experienced choice conflict is 

significantly influenced not only by comparison orientation, but also 
by the width of categories consumers are exposed to prior to choice. 
Using multiple manipulations of similarity orientation, we demon-
strate that consumers exposed to broad categorizations experience 
more choice conflict when a similarity (vs. difference) orientation is 
made salient. In contrast, consumers exposed to narrow categorizers 
consider both similarities and differences between products regard-
less of the salient comparison orientation. 

Negative Not Positive Emotion Increases 
Variety-Seeking among Indecisive Consumers

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Past research has generally found an increasing effect of posi-

tive emotion on consumers’ tendency to variety-seek. The present 
research finds that this relationship between positive emotion and 
variety-seeking does not hold for indecisive consumers. Among these 
consumers, the opposite is true; negative emotion increases indecisive 
consumers’ tendency to choose mixed assortments of products. The 
findings of this research imply that current views on when and why 
consumers seek variety should be revisited and revised accordingly.

One way indecisive consumers might cope with the negative 
emotions associate with choice is by avoiding choosing one option, 
which might be the “wrong” option is by choosing a mix of options. 
Ironically, varied choice-making involves more choice-making, 
thereby prolonging the negative emotion indecisive consumers seek 
to avoid.

The assumption that indecisive consumers are more likely to use 
a variety-seeking strategy and do so to cope with the negative emo-
tions associated with choice has not heretofore been tested. To do so, 
we conducted three pilot experiments. Pilot 1 found that more indeci-
sive consumers have a higher preference for variety packs compared 
to less indecisive consumers. In Pilot 2, consumers were asked to 
make a series of choices over time. Results show that indecisive con-
sumers were more likely to change their choices versus repeat them. 
In summary, these two pilot experiments support the supposition that 
indecisive versus decisive consumers are more likely to vary their 
choice making. Pilot 3 shows that indecisive consumers seek variety 
to cope with the negative emotions associated with choice and do so 
successfully. In this experiment, indecisiveness was again associated 
with increased variety-seeking. Indecisive consumers who chose a 
mixture of options felt less negative emotion post-choice. Interest-
ingly, among decisive consumers, variety-seeking was not associated 
with increased positive emotion post-choice.

The above findings suggest that 1) indecisive consumers vari-
ety-seek for different reasons than decisive consumers and 2) causes 
of increased variety-seeking among decisive consumers, such as 


