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Modern individuals associate choice with freedom and self-expression. But do they benefit from the belief that they must make all

their own choices and seek out larger and larger choice sets? This talk examines the “obligation to choose,” exploring its origins and

its consequences for consumers today.
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56 / Decision Difficulty 2.0

ferent choosing domains, that just as our choices are based on our 
preferences, our preferences are derived from our choices and the 
decision context (Bettman, Luce, & Payne 1998). People regularly 
make choices that deviate from their stated preferences (e.g. Nisbett 
& Wilson, 1977), and moreover, they exhibit inconsistency in the 
strength and duration of their stated preferences (e.g. Hsee & Hastie, 
2006; Tversky, Slovic, & Kahneman 1990).

Prior research has identified both cognitive and affective fac-
tors that contribute to the instability of preferences. In addition to 
these previously identified causes, there is another factor at play. The 
act of choosing for the modern day individual is associated not only 
with function and value but just as significantly with identity (e.g. 
Berger & Heath, 2007; Simonson & Nowlis 2000). When making 
a choice, the average individual is not just asking him or herself, 
“What do I want?” but rather, “What kind of individual am I, and 
given who I am, what should I want, and given what I should want, 
what do I choose?” If choosing is seen as the means by which indi-
viduals realize themselves, the burden of choice grows considerable 
and unavoidable. 

When constructing and expressing identity, modern individuals, 
particularly those immersed in more individualistic cultures, feel the 
pressure to establish themselves as distinct from others, yet not so 
different that they become outcasts (Brewer, 2003). In studies that 
investigate people’s preferences for items ranging from the common 
to the unique, people believe themselves to be more unique than ev-
eryone else, but in fact they either conform to the unique items (Kim 
& Markus, 1999) or they choose less preferred options only in order 
to avoid the label of “copycat” (Ariely & Levav, 2000). Thus, the 
modern individual can feel obliged to sacrifice personal preference 
in service of maintaining the appearance of a unique and indepen-
dent identity. 

This problem of the obligation to choose is especially acute in 
a world of ever-increasing choice. On top of the social burdens of 
choosing, the presence of more choice imposes a cognitive burden; 
people have to identify the attributes of the many options and engage 
in the task of comparing and contrasting all of them.  There is over 
a decade of research documenting the negative consequences of of-
fering people more choice: people delay making the choice, even 
if it is to their detriment (Iyengar, Huberman, & Jiang, 2004); they 
make worse choices (Iyengar & Kamenica, 2010; Thaler & Sunstein, 
2008, p. 159-174); they exhibit less confidence in their preferences 
(Chernev, 2003); and they are less satisfied with the outcomes (Iyen-
gar & Lepper, 2000; Schwartz et al., 2004). 

Furthermore, this obligation to choose does not simply lead 
us to larger choice sets in familiar domains but to an expansion of 
the range of domains in which we expect choice to be available. 
Individuals believe they are obligated to never say “no” to choice, 
even when choosing is likely to be physically and emotionally costly. 
Choices that were heretofore unimaginable now often make up the 
typical person’s choosing experience over a lifespan. For example, 
in recent studies that compare individuals who made life and death 
choices for loved ones with individuals for whom someone else 
made the choice, the choosers are revealed as suffering more for hav-
ing made the choice than the non-choosers for having been relieved 
of the choice (Botti, Orfali, & Iyengar, 2009). 

We have come to believe that every choice is important and that 
we must make all our own choices, perhaps because this preserves 
the illusion of control. But if we want to use choice as a tool to set 
ourselves free and to shape our futures, then we must rethink the as-
sumption that choosing is always an act of freedom. 


