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Why do people sometimes struggle with decisions that once seemed relatively simple?  We suggest that comparing options leads

people to lose sight of which product attributes are important. Making trade-offs increases the perceived importance of trivial

attributes, shrinking the variance in attribute importance weights. This results in increased choice difficulty and dissatisfaction from

the choice experience.
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The second manner in which consumers are found to make their 
decision more complex is by interpreting exiting information in a man-
ner that intensifies the choice conflict. In particular, when confronted 
with important yet relatively easy decisions between two models of 
cars, participants interpret the relatively ambiguous car review as more 
positive when it pertained to the inferior option but as more negative 
when it pertained to the superior option. Interestingly, this behavior 
was observed only when participants made the choice for themselves 
but not when they were helping a friend with his choice. This result 
helps rule out several alternative explanations and supports an effort 
compatibility principle as an underlying mechanism.

Next, we explore a third way by which consumers artificially 
create a more effortful choice, namely, by conducting an extensive 
search for information. Specifically, when respondents face an easy 
(as opposed to difficult) choice of a roommate or advisor they gener-
ate more questions about the potential candidates and acquired great-
er amount of information from the environment prior to reaching 
their decision. Finally, we show that such conflict enhancement be-
havior is more pronounced among consumers who are intrinsically 
motivated to work hard and associate effort with positive outcomes 
(i.e., subscribe to a “protestant ethic”).

Getting Mired in Simple Decisions: The Role of 
Shrinking Attribute Weight Variance

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Why do seemingly simple choices sometime suck people in 

and end up being much more difficult than they seemed at the out-
set?  We suggest one reason is that making tradeoffs leads people to 
lose sight of which product attributes are really important.  When 
choosing a flight, for example, most people would agree a priori that 
price and number of connections are more important than beverages 
or in-flight movie selection.  But while these differences in impor-
tance may seem clear in the abstract, we argue that the act of mak-
ing choices often muddies the distinction.  In particular, we suggest 
that making tradeoffs between options reduces the variance in per-
ceived attribute importance (i.e., difference in importance ratings of 
the various attributes) and makes unimportant attributes seem more 
important.  This convergence of attribute importance, in turn, often 
makes choice more difficult.

We suggest this effect is driven by the focus that considering 
tradeoffs engenders. When considering differences in attribute levels 
across options, people focus on comparisons between levels within 
an attribute (e.g., how much better one movie selection is than anoth-
er) and pay less attention to comparisons between the attributes (e.g., 
whether movie selection is as important as price). Consequently, at-
tribute hierarchy becomes less salient. Further, the fact that there are 
tradeoffs (i.e., things to forego) within each attribute leads them all 
to seem equally important (rather than equally unimportant). More-
over, because tradeoff-making increases perceived attribute impor-
tance, it tends to have a particularly pronounced effect for attributes 
that start out seeming relatively unimportant than for attributes that 
seem important to begin with. 

We test this possibility in three experiments.  In Experiment 1, 
we examined how making attribute tradeoffs impacts the variance in 
attribute importance, and in particular, the importance of relatively 
unimportant attributes.  In the attributes-first condition, participants 
indicated how important each of six attributes (e.g., flight duration, 
number of stops, and baggage fee) would be for them when buying 
a flight ticket (1 = extremely unimportant; 7 = extremely important).  
In the evaluation-first condition, participants were shown choice op-
tions before rating the attributes.  They were asked to imagine buy-

ing a domestic flight and to consider four options described on the 
same six attributes as in the rating task (e.g., a longer flight departing 
from a convenient airport but with a long overall duration versus a 
shorter flight from a less convenient airport). 

Results demonstrate that making trade-offs led people to lose 
sight of which attributes are more important.  The variance of at-
tribute importances decreased significantly when participants con-
sidered the options before rating the attributes (M = 1.62), compared 
to when they first rated the attributes before seeing the options (M 
= 2.34; p < .01). Further, this variance shrinkage was driven by an 
increase in the average importance of the least important attributes 
(those rated as less important in a pre-test), with no change in the 
average perceived importance of the most important attribute (ns). 
Decreased attribute importance variance, in turn, increased choice 
difficulty, decreased the extent to which participants felt that one op-
tion fitted them better than others, and decreased choice satisfaction 
and certainty (α = .85); M = 4.84 vs. M = 5.51; p < .01).

In Experiment 2, we further tested whether this effect is driven 
by changed perceptions of unimportant attributes. We did this by 
manipulating the importance of the attributes that contained the 
trade-offs. Participants were all shown two flight options described 
by eight attributes.  In the unimportant trade-offs condition only the 
unimportant attributes (e.g., beverages and in-flight entertainment) 
contained tradeoffs, while in the important trade-offs condition only 
the important attributes (e.g., price and number of connections) con-
tained tradeoffs.  Participants then rated all the attributes on the same 
7-point scales used in the prior study. 

Results demonstrate that making trade-offs decreased the vari-
ance in attribute important weights when the trade-offs were on un-
important attributes (F(1,41) = 3.96, p < .05).  While the importance 
given to more important attributes did not change across conditions 
(F < .40, p > .50), unimportant attributes were seen as more impor-
tant when trade-offs needed to be made on those attributes (F(1,41) 
= 9.38, p < .005).

Experiment 3 directly tests the proposed mechanism by exam-
ining whether the effects are moderated by focus of attention within 
individual attributes.  Participants were shown four flight options, 
one in each column, described by four attributes, one in each row, 
but we varied how the information was displayed using a manipula-
tion shown to influence whether people process the information by 
options or by attributes (Wen and Lurie 2010).  In the by-attributes 
focus condition, a horizontal box was drawn around all levels within 
each attribute, highlighting the values of the same attribute across 
options.  In the by-options conditions, a vertical box was drawn 
around all the attributes within each option, highlighting the values 
of different attributes within a given option.  In the control condition 
no boxes were used.  As predicted, focusing people on comparisons 
within an attribute (by-attribute condition) led them to lose sight of 
which options were important, shrinking attribute variance and in-
creasing the perceived importance of the unimportant attributes. 

Taken together, these studies demonstrate that tradeoff making 
can lead people to lose sight of their priorities. Focusing on within-
attribute differences causes people to see unimportant attributes as 
relatively more important, undermining between-attribute differenc-
es.  This, in turn, can make choice more difficult and frustrating, lead-
ing people to get stuck in decisions that initially seemed rather easy.


