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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
When a product ceases to function properly, the consumer must 

either take action to remedy the problem or endure the reduced func-
tionality. Naturally, more severe product malfunctions have a greater 
negative effect on consumption experiences. However, consumers 
are more motivated to address malfunctions of greater magnitude. 
This creates the paradox that less severe product malfunctions can 
result in less favorable consumption experiences than more severe 
ones because smaller problems are allowed to persist longer. In a 
series of experiments in which participants faced repair decisions 
during consumption experiences, we demonstrate this big-cost-of-
small-problems effect and examine the underlying mechanism.

We demonstrate that it is indeed possible for minor problems to 
ironically be more harmful than major ones, even when the cost of 
repairing the problem is taken into account. We explain this effect by 
showing that consumers fail to immediately address minor problems 
because the experienced discomfort fails to reach some threshold that 
would trigger a response. This effect parallels findings in social psy-
chology where more minor insults have been shown to cause greater 
distress because they are too small to trigger psychological defenses 
(Gilbert et al. 2004). Further, we argue that once the decision to not 
fix the problem is made in the current period, it becomes less likely 
to be revisited in future periods due to inaction inertia.

Inaction inertia refers to the decreased likelihood of taking an 
attractive course of action when a similar and superior course of 
action has been previously foregone (Tykocinski & Pittman 1998; 
Tykocinski, Pittman & Tuttle 1995). Regardless of what underlies 
the initial decision to not repair a product, continuing to not repair in 
subsequent periods, even though the repair continues to be norma-
tively optimal, can be explained by inaction inertia. If a product is 
worth repairing in a later period, then logically it would have been 
even better to have repaired the product in an earlier period. An ear-
lier repair would increase the benefit derived as more usage time or 
usage occasions would still be in the future and thus subject to the 
improved performance that the repair brings. Thus the initial deci-
sion to not repair can be thought of as a missed opportunity, and sub-
sequent opportunities to repair, although potentially still beneficial, 
will be comparatively inferior.

To test these hypotheses, we conducted a series of experiments 
where participants were confronted with relatively smaller or larger 
product malfunctions, made decisions regarding fixing the malfunc-
tion, and then reported their enjoyment of the experience. Our evi-
dence shows that smaller malfunctions can indeed lead to inferior 
consumer outcomes because consumers are less likely to address 
them.

In experiment 1, participants watched a 10-minute video clip 
while bursts of audio static (the malfunction) interfered with the 
consumption experience. The audio static was more frequent in the 
larger problem condition than in the smaller problem condition. Par-
ticipants could get rid of the static at any time by pressing a button, 
but the cost of fixing the problem was that they would hear no audio 
at all for 1 minute. Participants in the smaller problem condition, 
despite facing an objectively superior experience reported lower en-
joyment (M=6.72) than participants in the larger problem condition 
(M=7.98), t(82)=2.40, p<.05. This difference was driven by the fact 

that fewer participants in the smaller malfunction condition chose to 
fix the problem (65% vs. 88%, Fischer’s Exact test, p<.05).

In experiments 2a and 2b, we compared situations where par-
ticipants could fix a problem at any time versus situations where 
participants had to decide prior to consumption whether to fix the 
problem. In these experiments, participants played a computer game 
and the malfunction was in the form of random moves that interfered 
with the participants’ ability to control the game. When participants 
could fix the problem at any time, the big-cost-of-small-problems ef-
fect was replicated. Participants in the smaller malfunction condition 
reported less enjoyment (M=5.10) than those in the larger malfunc-
tion condition (M=6.53; t(58)=2.08, p<.05). Again, participants who 
experienced a smaller malfunction were less likely to fix it compared 
to those who experienced a larger malfunction (63% vs. 89%, Fisch-
er’s Exact test, p<.05). By contrast, when participants had to decide 
prior to the consumption experience whether to fix the problem, no 
big-cost-of-small-problems effect occurred. Enjoyment did not differ 
between the smaller malfunction condition (M=5.6) and the larger 
malfunction condition (M=5.7, t(60)=0.16, p>.8). Fixing rates also 
did not differ (68% vs. 78%, Fischer’s Exact test, p>.1). These re-
sults support the hypothesis that consumers can become trapped with 
smaller problems because they initially put up with them, and then 
subsequently devalue fixing opportunities because they are inferior 
to prior fixing opportunities. These results are incompatible with a 
pure intertemporal-discounting account of the big-cost-of-small-
problems effect. Forcing the decision to occur prior to the experience 
should not eliminate the effect if it was arising merely because of 
discounting. 

In experiment 3, we assigned participants to either experience 
or forecast enjoyment as if they had chosen to fix or not fix a smaller 
or larger malfunction using the same game experience as in experi-
ments 2a and 2b. We hypothesized that, if the effect was not due to 
an affective forecasting error, we should not observe any interactions 
between experiencing versus forecasting and problem magnitude. As 
predicted, although forecasts were overly optimistic, they did not dif-
fer between problem magnitudes. In addition, the experiencer data 
provides additional evidence that not fixing the smaller problem in 
this experience is a non-normative action.

These studies demonstrate that problem magnitude has a dual 
effect on consumption experience. More severe malfunctions direct-
ly reduce consumption enjoyment to a greater degree, but they also 
indirectly increase consumption enjoyment by making it more likely 
that consumers will address the malfunction. The findings suggest 
that consumers and marketers might be paying too little attention to 
minor product malfunctions, allowing them to persist, and suffering 
disproportionately from them as a result.
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