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In three studies we examine the effect of high versus low outcome alignability

(quantitative versus qualitative description) on risky medical decisions. High

alignability induces consideration of both upside and downside outcomes whereas low alignability induces relative focus on either

upside or downside outcome. In medical decisions, the focus is on the downside outcome, and low

alignability leads to higher risk-aversion.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
People often find themselves having to choose between options 

that offer certain but moderate outcomes and those that offer uncer-
tain, but potentially excellent outcomes or poor outcomes. There is 
a rich tradition in decision-making research of studying how people 
make decisions when options vary in the level of risk associated with 
the outcomes. Much of this research, however, has been based on 
options with numerical outcomes. 

Although decision-makers often face options with numerically 
stated outcomes, it is fairly common for decision-makers to confront 
risk involving non-numerical, qualitative outcome states as well. In 
medical decision making, for example, health risk information can 
be conveyed via different information formats such as numeric, ver-
bal, and visual (Lipkus 2007). Consumers, for instance, commonly 
choose from medicines which provide different levels of qualita-
tive improvement (strong, medium, mild) in pain felt by patients. 
Similarly, physicians and nurse practitioners routinely use the Wong-
Baker FACES Pain Rating Scale which has no numerical aspects to 
“measure” the level of pain reported by the patients. 

Therefore it is important to consider whether the findings from 
risky contexts involving quantitative outcomes extend to situations 
with qualitative outcomes. If risk preference is found to be differ-
ent for qualitative and quantitative outcomes, it can have important 
implications for strategically presenting risk information. Yet, an 
analysis of the studies featured in Kühberger’s (1998) meta-analysis 
on risk-preference shows no study on this topic. Thus, our aim is to 
examine the effect of quantitatively versus quantitatively described, 
but equivalent, medical outcomes on risk preference. 

There is reason to believe that the qualitative–quantitative dis-
tinction may be consequential in regards to risk-preference. Our core 
thesis is as follows. We start with the premise that the evaluation of 
a risky choice option arises from consideration of both its upside and 
downside outcome. Therefore, factors that alter one’s ability to si-
multaneously consider both the upside and downside outcome ought 
to influence the evaluation of the risky option. One such factor relates 
to how the outcomes are described, qualitative versus quantitative. 

Quantitative outcomes lend themselves to numerical calcula-
tions and therefore allow for a joint consideration of both the upside 
and downside outcomes of the risky option. As noted by Kahneman 
and Tversky (1979), the risky option is evaluated by multiplying 
each subjectively evaluated numerical outcome with its subjective 
probability and then adding such products of all the outcomes. Quali-
tative outcomes, on the other hand, are not amenable to such calcula-
tions, and therefore impede consideration of both upside and down-
side outcome in the risky option. We further argue that when faced 
with a choice between focusing on the upside versus the downside 
risk, people will focus on the downside and show greater tendency to 
avoid the risky outcome.  This thesis leads to two predictions. First, 
qualitative outcomes will induce a focus shift that will be revealed 
in elevated threat perceptions of the risky option. Second, this focus 
shift will induce a choice shift against the risky option. 

In three studies, we manipulate outcome alignability as high 
(quantitative outcome information) or low (qualitative outcome in-
formation) and demonstrate that (a) risk preference reduces when 
alignability is lower (study 1), (b) the reduction in risk-preference 
is mediated by threat perceptions of the risky option (study 3), and 
(c) the impact of alignability is robust to variations in the operation-

alization of the equivalence between quantitative and qualitative 
outcome information (study 2).  The findings largely comport with 
our predictions. 
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