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SESSION OVERVIEW
Choice is widely viewed as a good thing for consumers because 

they know what they prefer. However, recent research has highlight-
ed the negative consequences of choosing on consumer satisfaction 
(e.g., see Iyengar and Lepper, 2000). In fact, a recent meta-analysis 
found that the net effect on satisfaction of having more choice is 
unclear (Scheibehenne et al., 2010). Sometimes people benefit from 
a larger assortment, yet other times they find choosing from so many 
options to be overly costly. 

The proposed symposium has four papers that all explore fac-
tors influencing the effect of choice on consumer satisfaction,, fol-
lowing Chernev, Bockenholt and Goodman’s (2010) call for more 
research on moderating factors of choice overload effects. The first 
paper shows that choosing lowers satisfaction when it requires mak-
ing a trade-off between a selfish and prosocial option. The second 
paper demonstrates the importance of repeated choices, as choos-
ing increased the rate of satiation. The third paper identifies closure 
as a way to mitigate the negative effects of choosing from a large 
selection. The fourth paper establishes the role of expertise, but in 
sharp contrast to prior research (eg., Mogilner, Rudnick and Iyengar, 
2008), as providing a large assortment in a creative task made people 
more satisfied with the assortment, but less satisfied with the creative 
process, as well as less creative.

The four papers all contribute to a common theme – identify 
when choosing will negatively affect satisfaction. We expect our ses-
sion will generate widespread interest as it spans a range of research 
interests, and invoke a fruitful discussion on how these ideas can 
connect to the general topic of consumer well-being.

Forced to Do What I Want: When Imposing 
Selfishness Increases Well-Being

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
The present research investigates how choice freedom affects 

individual well-being when choosing between a selfish and a pro-
social option. Recent research has identified situations in which ex-
ternally imposed options, as opposed to free choice, increases indi-
vidual well-being (Botti and Iyengar, 2004; Botti, Orfali and Iyengar, 
2009). While much of this research has focused on choices where 

the outcomes affect the self exclusively, we instead examine choices 
where there is a direct trade-off between a self-benefitting option 
and an option that improves the welfare of others.  Although classic 
economic theory assumes agents are strictly self-interested, there is 
much evidence, both from the real world as well as from tightly-
controlled laboratory experiments, suggesting that people sometimes 
make significant self-sacrifices to help others less fortunate than 
themselves (Camerer and Thaler, 1995). 

When faced with such trade-offs, regardless of the ultimate de-
cision, we expect that many individuals face intrapersonal conflict. 
We expect that imposing a selfish option removes the experience of 
intrapersonal conflict. As a result, individuals can enjoy the pleasure 
of self-benefitting outcomes without experiencing self reproach for 
forgoing helping others. The studies presented here test our hypothe-
sis that people are less happy and satisfied with outcomes when faced 
with a choice between a selfish and prosocial option than those who 
have a selfish outcome externally imposed.

In our first study participants were placed into one of three con-
ditions. Participants in the choice condition were given the option 
to either receive a windfall sum of $3.00 or donate this money to 
UNICEF. Participants in the imposed selfishness condition received 
a windfall sum of $3.00, while those in the imposed prosocial condi-
tion donated $3.00 to UNICEF. Our main DVs include an 11 item 
measure of present state happiness and positive affect (α = .91) and a 
two item measure of satisfaction with outcome (α = .81). An ANOVA 
revealed an overall effect of condition on happiness (F(2, 104) = 
5.4, p = .006) and satisfaction with the outcome (F(2, 104) = 7.8, p 
< .001). Specifically, participants who were forced to receive $3.00 
were significantly happier (M = 4.5) than those who were given a 
choice (M = 3.9; t(74) = 2.5, p  = .01) and those who were forced to 
donate (M = 3.5; t(59) = 3.1, p = .003). Analysis on our choice satis-
faction measure revealed the same pattern of results (all p’s <.002). 
Participants in the free choice condition did not significantly differ in 
happiness (t(75) = 1.1, p = ns) or choice satisfaction (t(75) = 0.94, p 
= ns) from those in the imposed donation condition.  

One possible explanation stems from the finding that com-
parisons between options reduce the value of each option (Brenner, 
Rottenstreich and Sood, 1999). In our first study, participants in the 
choice condition, by design, considered both selfish and prosocial 
options, while those in the imposed conditions were unaware of the 
alternative option. It is possible that participants in the choice condi-
tion felt worse about their decision because their attention was drawn 
to the relative disadvantage of each option, thereby reducing the per-
ceived value of each option. 

To control for option information, we conducted a second study 
in which each participant was made aware of all the possible out-
comes. In particular, they were told that some participants will re-
ceive $3.00 in cash while others will donate $3.00 to UNICEF. If 
our previous findings were solely a result of informational differ-
ences between conditions, then we should find no effects in this study 
where all participants have identical information.  However, if the 
presence of choice between a selfish and prosocial option induces 
intrapersonal conflict, then we should find similar results as our first 
study.

The results of our second study support the intrapersonal con-
flict hypothesis. An ANOVA revealed an overall effect of condition 
on happiness (F(2, 213) = 4.0, p = .02) and satisfaction with the 
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outcome (F(2, 213) = 9.1, p < .001)). Specifically, participants who 
were forced to receive $3.00 were significantly happier (M = 4.1) 
than those who were given a choice (M = 3.6; t(143) = 2.3, p  = .02) 
and those who were forced to donate (M = 3.6; t(143) =2.6, p = .009). 
Analysis on our choice satisfaction measure revealed the same pat-
tern of results (all p’s <.001). Participants in the free choice condi-
tion did not significantly differ in happiness (t(75) = .41, p = ns) or 
choice satisfaction (t(75) = 0.72, p = ns)  from those in the imposed 
donation condition.  

Together these studies demonstrate evidence that imposing a 
selfish option on an individual can lead to greater positive affect and 
post outcome satisfaction than letting people choose between a self-
ish and prosocial option. When a selfish option is imposed, individu-
als can enjoy the pleasure from that option without feeling intraper-
sonal conflict. One open question is why imposed prosocial behavior 
fails to raise happiness, as it likewise reduces the conflict between 
selfishness and prosocial behavior. It is possible that when forced, 
individuals do not feel causal and responsible for the good deed and 
this feeling of ownership of the behavior is what produces happiness. 
Yet choosing prosocial behavior is no better for happiness because 
of the inherent conflict of the choice. Future research will seek to 
resolve these open questions.

The Chooser’s Curse: The Ability to 
Choose Increases Satiation

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
There are only four places to have lunch near my office. I am 

regularly reminded of this painful fact every day around noon when I 
decide where to eat lunch. Although I pick whichever option sounds 
the best that day, the problem is that I am quite satiated with all of 
them. I often wonder if this daily act of deliberating and choosing 
heightens my satiation. In other words, would I be better off if some-
one simply told me where to eat lunch each day? Similarly, would I 
get less bored with my music if I used a shuffle feature rather than 
selecting each song myself? Generally speaking, do people get more 
satiated when they choose, or when others choose for them?

Common sense dictates that letting people choose should in-
crease enjoyment. In fact, a core tenet of economics is that consumers 
maximize utility, and what they prefer can be determined from what 
they choose (called revealed preference). Therefore, in a repeated 
consumption setting, people know when their satiation is growing 
with an item and switch to a more preferred alternative. Only the 
consumer would be privy to their moment-to-moment preferences; 
hence, selections from any other source should be more satiating.

The present research posits that repeated choosing instead in-
creases satiation because it makes the repetition more salient. Recent 
research has identified perceived repetition as an important anteced-
ent of satiation (Redden, 2008). Kahn and Wansink (2004) similarly 
found that people expected to enjoy M&M candies more (and indeed 
ate more) when the variety of colors were easier to visually perceive. 
People also recovered faster from satiation when reminded of the 
variety of other things they had also recently consumed (Galak, Red-
den, and Kruger, 2009). These findings all indicate that satiation de-
pends on the extent to which people notice the variety and repetition 
of what they consume.

This research proposes that choosing affects perceptions of rep-
etition by acting as a recurring reminder that one is repeatedly having 
more of the same thing. Given the aforementioned work identifying 
perceptions of repetition as a key driver of satiation, highlighting the 
fact that an experience is increasingly repetitive will make it subse-
quently more satiating. Alternatively, if a sequence is not chosen but 

instead exogenously determined (e.g., random), the repetitive nature 
of the consumption would be less salient. This leads to the prediction 
that an individual will satiate more with a sequence they choose ver-
sus a randomly selected sequence. That is, the enjoyment for people 
allowed to choose will decline faster with repeated consumption, and 
eventually be less than for those not allowed to choose. Of course, 
this is not saying that choosing will increase satiation in all cases 
(e.g., a food allergen or a hated song).

 Five empirical studies confirm these predictions. All of the 
studies have a similar setup: some participants choose their own se-
quence while others receive a random sequence, and all participants 
rate their enjoyment at periodic intervals. Study 1 shows that par-
ticipants who chose which song to hear on each trial satiated faster 
than those for whom each song was randomly selected. Study 2 es-
tablishes the general nature of this effect by extending it to art, and 
showing that it does not depend on the number of available options, 
or whether those options vary on each trial. Study 3 provides me-
diation evidence that choosing triggers thoughts of repetition that 
subsequently lead to more satiation. Studies 4 and 5 give further sup-
port to the proposed process by showing that cuing judgments of 
repetition makes a random sequence as satiating as a chosen one, 
and the satiating effect of choosing disappears if all of the choices 
are made before consumption begins. Overall, the studies provide 
consistent evidence that letting a person choose their own consump-
tion sequence satiates them faster because it highlights the repetitive 
nature of the experience.

This research adds a new negative effect to the choice literature, 
and highlights repeated consumption as an important moderator. 
This research also deepens our theoretical understanding of the pro-
cesses underlying satiation. Choosing increases satiation because it 
encourages thoughts of repetition. This proposed process highlights 
the critical role of self-reflective thoughts in determining how satiat-
ed one feels, and establishes choosing as a novel antecedent. By ex-
ploring choosing and satiation, this work joins two literature streams 
not typically considered together, and demonstrates their interplay. 
Widespread choice in consumers’ everyday lives may help explain 
the ubiquity of satiation, and repeated choosing may be necessary to 
see the full effects of choosing on satisfaction. 

Turning the Page: The Impact of Choice 
Closure on Satisfaction

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
When moving from a difficult period to another stage of life 

people sometimes use metaphors such as “turning the page”, “clos-
ing the door”, or “turning the back”. These metaphors combine the 
physical act of closing with the psychological state of ending a chal-
lenging time, reflecting people’s intent to make a new start.  In this 
paper we suggest that such metaphors can play an important role in 
the domain of choices. We show that the physical act of closing em-
bodied in these metaphors can psychologically bring a difficult deci-
sion process to an end and allow people to focus on their experience 
with the decision outcome. We refer to this process as choice closure. 

We investigate a specific case of difficult decisions—choices 
made from extensive sets (Iyengar and Lepper, 2000). Research has 
shown that an increase in the number of options to compare during 
the decision process enhances regret and decreases the attractive-
ness of the chosen option relative to the forgone options in the post-
decisional phase (Brenner, Rottenstreich, and Sood, 1999; Cameron, 
Wertenbroch, and Zeelenberg, 2003; Hsee and Leclerc, 1998; Inbar, 
Botti, and Hanko, forthcoming). By metaphorically and thus psy-
chologically ending the decision process, choice closure can inhibit 


