
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Don’T Get Framed Again: How a Divergent Thought Mindset Mitigates Framing Effects

Robin Tanner, University of Wisconsin - Madison, USA 
Kate E. Min, Duke University, USA 
Tanya Chartrand, Duke University, USA 

 
A divergent thought mindset debiases people from the robustly documented framing effect – that is, people make consistent decisions

regardless of whether the problem is framed positively or negatively. We argue that this is a result of deviation from the usual

automatic associations between the problem frame and decision process.
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who do not show boosts in creativity, the presence of an alternative 
creativity task will not affect their brand extension responses. 

Study 3 tested our hypothesis with a 2 (alternative creativity 
task: present, absent) x 2 (gender: male, female) between subjects 
design. A mating mindset was induced in all participants. In the al-
ternative creativity task present condition, participants were asked to 
respond to seven problems from then Remote Associates Test (RAT; 
Mednick 1962) taken from Bowden and Jung-Beeman (2003). In the 
absent condition, participants did not complete the RAT task. As pre-
dicted, we found that male consumers gave more favorable brand 
extension responses when an alternative creativity task is absent 
than when it is present. In contrast, for female consumers, the pres-
ence (vs. absence) of an alternative creativity task did not affect their 
brand extension responses. 

Don’t Get Framed Again: How a Divergent Thought 
Mindset Mitigates Framing Effects

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
It is now widely accepted that individuals make different choic-

es when faced with alternative descriptions of the same decision 
problem (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981). How a choice is framed ap-
pears to influence decisions of any type, including many that have 
fundamental consequences for the welfare of the chooser. The most 
prominent example of a framing effect is the now classic “Asian 
Disease” decision scenario (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981) in which 
participants are asked to choose between two programs for dealing 
with the outbreak of a disease which has infected 600 people. In 
the gain frame condition participants are told Program A would save 
200 individuals with Program B having a 1/3 chance of saving all 
600 lives and a 2/3 chance of saving none. In the loss frame con-
dition, however, participants are told 400 individuals would die in 
Program A with Program B having a 1/3 chance of no deaths and a 
2/3 chance of 600 deaths. Although both conditions present probabi-
listically identical choices, individuals presented with the gain frame 
strongly prefer the “sure” Program A option to save 200 people while 
those faced with the loss frame strongly prefer the “risky” Program 
B choice. 

With such framing effects appearing to be so pervasive and 
research on attenuating these framing effects generally serving to 
demonstrate how robust they are, an important question is how can 
they be overcome? The present research addresses this question by 
taking a novel mindset approach. Specifically, we examine the effect 
of divergent thought mindset on how people respond to a classic de-
cision framing problem. Depending on the particular problem, cre-
ative thinking requires differing degrees of divergent and convergent 
thought (Guilford, 1959). Convergent thinking can be thought of as 
“connecting the dots,” and involves recognizing similarities between 
adjacent pieces of information, preserving the already known, and 
reapplying set techniques (Cropley, 2006). Our particular focus is 
on divergent thinking, which is associated with “thinking outside the 
box,” and involves shifting perspective, seeing new possibilities, a 
deviation from the usual approach, and associating ideas from re-
mote fields (Cropley, 2006). It is this broad emphasis on deviating 
from the usual approach which suggests the possibility that divergent 
thinking may help mitigate framing effects. We argue that framing 
effects can be conceptualized in terms of automatic associations be-
tween contextual cues and how a given decision scenario is mentally 
represented and processed. In the Asian disease problem, for ex-

ample, the gain and loss frames lead individuals to invoke different 
attitudes toward risk (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981). As such, given 
divergent thought’s emphasis on deviating from the usual approach, 
an intriguing possibility is whether individuals induced to think in a 
divergent fashion might be less susceptible to framing effects.  

In two experiments we examined the effect of a divergent think-
ing mindset on individuals’ susceptibility to the Asian disease fram-
ing effect. In experiment 1, we utilized a general creative mindset 
prime manipulation (Sassenberg & Moskowitz, 2005) and asked 
participants to describe three situations in which they engaged in 
creative behavior. Responses were coded in terms of whether they 
best represented convergent or divergent thought. Next, participants 
were presented with either the gain or loss framed version of the 
Asian disease problem described earlier, and indicated their relative 
preference between the two programs on a 6-point scale anchored 
from “I strongly favor program A” (1) to “I strongly favor program 
B” (6). Participants in both the convergent thought condition (Mgain 
= 2.7 vs. Mloss = 4.9, F(1, 100) = 9.21, p < .01) and control condition 
(Mgain = 2.9 vs. Mloss = 4.1, F(1, 100) = 12.21, p < .01) were subject 
to the usual framing effect, that is, they indicated stronger prefer-
ences for the certain option (i.e., program A) when the alternatives 
were presented in terms of gains than losses. In the divergent thought 
condition, however, we observed no such framing effect (Mgain = 
3.5 vs. Mloss = 3.7, F < 1, p = ns). 

In experiment 2, our goal was to replicate the debiasing effect 
of divergent thought using an experimenter-provided prime. In the 
divergent thought condition, participants read a brief scenario about 
a student engaging in creative free-style rapping who had to “think 
outside the box” to come up with his rhymes. In the control condi-
tion participants read a scenario describing an individual engaged in 
mundane activities. We again found that participants in the control 
condition were subject to the standard framing effect and indicated 
a stronger preference for the certain option (i.e., program A) when 
the alternatives were presented in terms of gains (M = 2.7) rather 
than losses (M = 4.6). However, in the divergent thought condition 
this difference in preference across frames was substantially reduced 
(Mgain = 3.1, Mloss = 3.8). They were largely immune to the effect 
of the frames, as they were essentially indifferent between program 
A and program B regardless of whether they were faced with the gain 
or loss frame.

In sum, we found that a divergent thought mindset, whether in-
voked by participant-generated (experiment 1) or by experimenter-
generated (experiment 2) primes, significantly armed participants 
from falling prey to the framing effect typically observed in the clas-
sic Asian disease problem. While existing research on attenuation 
of biases has tended to focus on thinking harder (e.g., LeBoeuf & 
Shafir, 2003), our data suggest that a subtle cue that leads individuals 
to automatically think in a divergent fashion is potentially more ef-
fective than a deliberate increase in conscious effort. 

In future studies, we aim to better isolate the process underlying 
the debiasing effect, and to explore whether it extends to other heu-
ristics and biases. On the process front, we plan to utilize time con-
straints (and/or cognitive load) to understand whether the debiasing 
process requires cognitive resources, or whether it operates purely at 
the heuristic level. As far as other biases are concerned, we speculate 
that the availability heuristic (Tversky & Kahneman, 1973), repre-
sentativeness heuristic (Kahneman & Tversky, 1972), and planning 
fallacy (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979) might all rely to some degree 
on automatic associations. As such, we intend to explore if a diver-
gent thought mindset ameliorates these biases.


