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236 / Antecedents, Consequences, and Variants of Indecisiveness 

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 



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 39) / 237

positive emotion, might not cause increased variety-seeking among 
indecisive consumers. Indeed, three experiments demonstrate that 
positive emotion decreases indecisive consumers’ increased ten-
dency to seek variety whereas negative emotion further increases 
this tendency. These experiments test the effect of positive versus 
negative (vs. neutral) emotion on indecisive consumers whereby in-
decisiveness is due to disposition (i.e. chronic indecisiveness) or due 
to situation; situational indecisiveness is created by “over-loading” 
consumers by providing them with too many choice options.  

The present research explains these results by suggesting that 
indecisive consumers, having learned that variety-seeking is a suc-
cessful strategy for coping with the negative emotions they associ-
ate with choice, generalize this lesson. They then use the strategy 
of variety-seeking to cope with negative emotion caused by other 
conditions other than indecision. 

The findings of the present research imply that current views 
on when and why consumers seek variety should be revisited and 
revised accordingly.

Three Faces of Indecisiveness

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
What are the causes and consequences of indecisive behavior?  

To answer these questions it is helpful to understand the dimensions 
of chronic indecision.  We recruited several samples totaling more 
than two thousand adult participants and asked them to rate the fre-
quency with which they exhibit a number of different behaviors.  In 
addition we asked participants to complete a number of related in-
dividual difference scales.  Finally, we asked participants to make 
a number of hypothetical choices as well as consumer choices with 
incentive-compatible consequences.

Factor analysis of our decision behavior inventory revealed 
three major dimensions of indecisiveness: (1) Neurotic/Impulsive 
indecisiveness (e.g., “When I’m hungry I stand in front of the refrig-
erator for a while trying to figure out what I want”; “I try on more 
than one outfit in the morning before I pick one I like”); (2) Perfec-
tionistic/Compulsive indecisiveness (e.g., “When I make a big elec-
tronics purchase I spend days or weeks thoroughly researching the 
options before choosing”; “I like to sleep on things before making a 
big decision”); (3) Unprepared indecisiveness (e.g., “When I receive 
an invitation for a future event such as a party or wedding, I respond 
yes or no right away” [reverse scored]; “I know what movie or mov-
ies I want to rent before I go to the store or online”[reverse scored]).

Type 1 behaviors correlate most strongly with traditional 
measures of indecisiveness (notably, Frost & Shows, 1993 and the 
decisiveness subscale of Need for Cognitive Closure, Webster & 
Kruglanski, 1994). Type 1 indecisiveness also correlates highly with 
several subscales of the Melbourne Decision Making Questionnaire 
(MDMQ, Mann et al., 1997) including hypervigilance, procrastina-
tion, and buck-passing. It is is highly correlated with the decision 
difficulty subscale of the maximizing scale (Nenkov et al., 2008).  
Type 1 behavior is positively correlated with avoidant indecisive-
ness (“I try to put off making decisions”) and aversive indecisiveness 
(“I become anxious when making a decision”) (Spunt et al. 2009); 
however, when both are included in a multiple regression, only aver-
sive indecisiveness significantly predicts type 1. Surprisingly, type 
I indecisiveness is positively correlated with urgency measures of 
impulsivity (Whiteside & Lyman, 2001; e.g. “I have trouble con-
trolling my impulses”), and these individuals also report impulsive 
shopping behaviors (e.g., ““When I go shopping for food I end up 
buying things I hadn’t planned to buy because they look good”).   In 
sum, type 1 indecisive individuals dislike making decisions and are 

distressed by them, and thus will avoid deciding by procrastinating 
or deferring to others, and they avoid making tradeoffs. The impul-
sive behaviors exhibited by such consumers suggests that they do not 
tend to consider the opportunity costs of their choices.  

Type 2 indecisiveness is strongly associated with the decision 
difficulty subscale of the maximizing scale. However, it is not cor-
related with any measures that reflect distress or anxiety during de-
cision-making, such as the MDMQ hypervigilance subscale or the 
aversive subscale of Frost & Shows (1993). Instead, type 2 indeci-
sion exhibits a strong positive correlation with the MDMQ vigilance 
subscale, which captures the tendency to collect information and 
evaluate alternatives carefully before making a choice. Similarly, 
this factor is negatively correlated with one form of impulsivity—
lack of premeditation (Whiteside & Lyman, 2001). Furthermore, 
type 2 indecisiveness is positively correlated with the high standards 
subscale of the maximizing scale, suggesting that type 2 indecisives 
seek exhaustive information due to a desire to select the best possible 
option.  In sum, type 2 individuals appear indecisive because they 
take a great deal of time to think and research before deciding, but 
the decision process itself does not necessarily distress them. 

Type 3 indecisiveness is not associated with having difficulty 
making decisions (no significant correlations with the decision dif-
ficulty subscale of maximizing or with the hypervigilance subscale 
of MDMQ). This factor is, however, associated with the nonplan-
ning subscale of the Barratt Impulsivity Scale (Patton et al., 1995), 
suggesting that individuals high in this dimension to not plan ahead.  
Likewise, type 4 indecisiveness correlates strongly with the avoidant 
subscale of the Frost & Shows (1993), and is negatively correlated 
with the MDMQ vigilance scale.  Overall, individuals high in type 3 
indecisiveness seem to be disorganized but not distressed decision-
makers, often unprepared when the decision moment arrives. Al-
though they delay the decision-making process, type 3 indecisives 
do not necessarily experience difficulty when they making choices. 

Subsequent studies revealed several behavioral regularities that 
distinguish different forms of indecisiveness.  Individuals higher in 
Type 1 (neurotic/impulsive) indecisiveness are more susceptible to 
both attraction and compromise effects in choices among various con-
sumer products, suggesting greater reliance on reason-based choice 
heuristics to avoid making difficult tradeoffs.  In a task in which par-
ticipants were presented with pairs of products available on Amazon.
com, Type 1 indecisives read fewer pairs of user reviews before indi-
cating their preferred option; they had a greater tendency to reverse 
their initial decisions in a task in which they chose between pairs of 
items that they would hypothetically save from a sinking ship.  In 
addition they reported a greater number of items in their Amazon.
com shopping carts that they had not yet purchased.  All of these 
tendencies are consistent with the “impulsive” characterization of this 
dimension.  Individuals higher in Type 2 (perfectionistic/compulsive) 
indecisiveness consumed more information before making a decision 
between pairs of Amazon.com products, and reported a greater num-
ber of items on their Amazon wish list.  These tendencies are consis-
tent with the notion of a compulsive search for ideal options, even if 
they cannot immediately be afforded (and thus remain on the wish 
list).  Individuals high in Type 3 (unprepared) indecisiveness reported 
waiting longer before getting engaged to be married.  Moreover, after 
controlling for age, gender, and education, they earn substantially less 
money.  This is consistent with the notion that the capacity to plan 
ahead for decisions is associated with positive life outcomes.

The present research suggests that the dominant view of inde-
cisiveness as a unidimensional construct must be revised, and that 
distinct clusters of behavior that may be deemed “indecisive” have 
distinct antecedents and consequences.


