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Our research shows that doing something unfamiliar can activate the goal to stand out of the clutter. Unfamiliar actions trigger a goal

to be unique and make people choose more unique products. Drawing people’s attention to the source of specialness makes the effect

disappear.
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Would you feel awkward and uncomfortable or rather special and intrigued when you do not feel your usual self? Gao, Wheeler and Shiv 
(2009) have suggested that unfamiliar actions may shake one’s self and lower self-confidence. Also, research about familiarity would suggest 
that unfamiliar stimuli are not fluently processed and hence disliked (Winkielman et al. 2003). Yet we propose that people may actually like 
what is unknown and different, and that doing something unfamiliar can activate the goal to stand out of the clutter. Recent research by Wood 
(2010) points in this direction. Wood found that people who experienced life changes were more likely to be attracted to new or unfamiliar 
options. Of interest to our research, Maimaran and Wheeler revealed that exposure to novel visual arrays of geometrical shapes made people 
choose more unique products (2008). We predict that performing an unfamiliar action will result in a similar effect, namely trigger a goal to 
be unique and make people choose more unique products. Also we predict that this effect will be moderated by initial feelings of uniqueness. 
For consumers who have a chronic need for expressing uniqueness, we expect our manipulation to have no effect. Momentary affective states 
can have an impact on judgments, but when people are made aware of the source they correct for it (Pham 1998; Schwarz and Clore 1983).  
In line with affect-as-information theory, we predict that unfamiliar actions need to be subtle in order to impact behavior. In three studies we 
find evidence for these hypotheses. 

In Study 1, right-handers performed a task with their dominant right hand (i.e., usual) or nondominant left hand (i.e., unusual). After 
several filler tasks, participants filled in the consumers’ need for uniqueness scale (Tian, Bearden, and Hunter 2001) on a 5-point Likert scale. 
A one-way ANOVA with hand used as the independent variable and need for uniqueness (Cronbach’s alpha = .94) as the dependent variable 
was marginally significant (F(1,68) = 3.53, p = .06). There was a tendency for participants who used their left hand to score higher on need 
for uniqueness (M = 2.66) than participants who used their right hand during the choice task (M = 2.39). 

One way for consumers to communicate their uniqueness through the choices they make, is by buying scarce products (Lynn and Harris 
1997). In Study 2 we made participants (all right-handers) choose between four different boxes of chocolates of which one was labeled as 
“limited edition”. First they performed a computer task with their left (unusual) or right (usual) hand. In a logistic regression with choice (0 = 
not unique, 1 = unique) as a dependent variable, and hand used (left vs. right) as a discrete between-subjects variable and NFU as a continu-
ous between-subjects variable, we found a significant two-way interaction (χ²(1, N = 99) = 4.16, p = .04). Doing the usual task, low NFU 
participants (MNFU - 1SD) seemed less likely to choose the unique product ( P̂ = .19) than high NFU participants (MNFU + 1SD, P̂ = .42) (β = 
.73, χ²(1, N = 99) = 3.28, p = .07). Doing the unusual task, NFU was not significant, but the probability to choose the scarce product for low 
NFU participants increased from 19% (usual task) to 49% (χ²(1, N = 99) = 4.16, p = .04). Also this chance was not different from high NFU 
participants who did the usual task ( P̂ = .42, β = .43, χ²(1, N = 99) = .24, p = .63). 

In our third study we generalized our findings to a different unfamiliar task (i.e., performing a task with a new technological device, 
namely a touch screen). In a control condition participants performed a computer task with the mouse, whereas in the “unusual” conditions 
participants had to touch the screen to indicate their choices. In the explicitly unusual condition we drew people’s attention to the specialness 
of the task. Our dependent measure was the extent to which people chose different travel destinations than a majority of students of whom 
they saw the choices while responding to the survey. In the implicitly unusual condition, participants preferred unique travel destinations 
more (M = 3.94, SE = .19) than in the control condition (M = 3.25, SE = .19, t(79) = 2.53, p = .01), and in the explicitly unusual condition 
(M = 3.38, SE = .19, t(79) = 2, p < .05). There were no differences between the control condition and the explicitly special condition (t(79) 
= .50, p = .62). 

Our research shows that doing unfamiliar tasks boosts people to stand out of the clutter. Performing a task with the nondominant hand 
made people feel more unique and choose products that are scarce in the marketplace. We demonstrated that a subtle situational cue boosted 
people’s goal to be unique to the level of people who have this goal chronically activated. Using a new technological device led people to 
prefer more unique travel destinations. When people’s attention was drawn to the task specialness, it no longer affected behavior.   Percep-
tions of difficulty did not affect our results. Neither did self-esteem or self-awareness mediate our findings. This suggests that encountering 
an unfamiliar situation does not always lower people’s self-views, as suggested by Gao et al (2009).  Rather it may induce an open mind-set 
and break habitual behavioral patterns and promote novel options (Wood 2010). Future research should investigate whether unusual situ-
ational cues affect decision making processes more broadly. As suggested above, it is possible that unfamiliar situations make people more 
open-minded.  As such, unfamiliar situations may also induce higher levels of variety-seeking, or even creativity. Our research may have 
considerable practical implications. If change is not always disliked, then shopping aisles for instance, may be reorganized once in a while 
to break consumers’ habitual shopping patterns. Also websites may be visited more thoroughly when updated from time to time. However it 
remains an open question how subtle changes should be and whether too obvious changes result in opposite patterns of choice.
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Research on pre-decisional coherence shifting (Simon, Krawezyk, & Holyoak, 2004; see also pre-decisional distortion; Russo, Meloy, 
& Medvec, 1998) indicates that changes in the desirability and importance of choice alternative features begins prior to making a choice, 
rather than following the choice. Proposed mechanisms for why coherence shifting occurs, however, have been limited. Evidence suggests 
that difficult decisions that are likely to create cognitive dissonance (see Cooper, 2007, for a review) are associated with a heightened arousal 
state or a feeling of discomfort (Croyle & Cooper, 1983). This research sought to determine whether feature conflict arising from lacking a 
clearly dominant option produces a feeling of discomfort, which, in turn, produces a motivating need or desire to reduce this discomfort. We 
propose that coherence shifting reduces decision conflict, which reduces discomfort.

In the present study, we predicted that coherence shifting would resolve feelings of discomfort that are experienced when an individual 
must make a difficult choice between two competing alternatives, each of which includes both positive and negative attributes. We hypoth-
esized that those individuals who coherence shift more would feel less physiological arousal and would self-report the decision as being less 
difficult.   

To test these hypotheses, 59 university undergraduates participated individually in a computerized study using an established coherence 
shift paradigm (Simon et al., 2004) and physiological measures. One method for measuring physiological arousal is the skin conductance 
response (SCR), which is measured by attaching electrodes to the palm of the hand to detect slight changes in skin perspiration that reflect 
sympathetic activation. A seminal study on cognitive dissonance and skin conductance response (Croyle & Cooper, 1983) indicated that 
cognitive dissonance increased SCR, and that resolving cognitive dissonance weakened the high arousal state. In our study, individuals were 
informed that they would be participating in a physiological study on decision making, and skin conductance response electrodes were at-
tached to the palm of each participant’s non-dominant hand. Participants were randomly assigned to either a control condition, which served 
to replicate previous evidence of coherence shifting (Simon et al., 2004), or a justification condition, where participants were asked to imag-
ine that eventually they would be justifying their decision to a close other.  The justification condition was added to ensure that participants 
would take the decision task seriously, and also to determine if there were effects of being asked to imagine justifying the decision to a close 
other (Lerner & Tetlock, 1999). All participants rated the desirability of a number of possible job attributes, and then weighted how important 
these attributes were in an average decision context.  Participants were then shown the attributes of two possible job offers that varied on the 
dimensions of commute time, salary, office space, and vacation package. After viewing the job offers, participants rated the desirability of the 
attributes and weighted attribute importance a second time.  Participants then indicated their choice leaning. An interim task was given prior 
to participants making their final choice, followed by a third rating of attribute desirability and weighted importance.  

Results indicated that the justification condition did not interact significantly with the final choices or degree of coherence shifting, and 
justification condition effects were not included in subsequent analyses on coherence shifting.  Participants in the control condition, however, 
had higher overall SCR across the study blocks (p<.05) than those in the imagined justification condition. This plausibly occurred because 
individuals who are not prompted to justify their choices are less successful at reducing discomfort.  Such an explanation is consistent with 
research on accountability that suggests when people know they will be held accountable for their decisions, they make decisions that they 
expect will meet the approval of those to whom they are accountable. This process is thought to reduce the cognitive effort necessary for 
making complex decisions or difficult tradeoffs (see Lerner & Tetlock, 1999, for a review). 

 In the studies conducted by Simon et al. (2004), coherence shifting was measured as a change in the attribute desirability and importance 
ratings at each time point to be consistent with the preferred option that was eventually chosen. We replicated these general findings that 
individuals shift their desirability and importance ratings toward their final choice leanings. Analyses were conducted by dividing participants 
into three groups based on the degree of coherence shifting, with the dependent variables representing SCR during the maximal decision 
window of 2000ms–3000ms. Results indicated that participants with high levels of coherence shifting on importance weightings also had 
significantly lower SCR (p<.05) across study blocks.  Coherence shifting on the importance weightings was also negatively correlated with 
the perceived difficulty of the decision (r=-.262, p=.045), indicating that those who coherence shifted more perceived the decision as less 
difficult. Correlations between desirability and importance also increased over time (p<.05) such that participants’ evaluations on the two 
dimensions became more consistent with each attribute re-rating. Analyses were next conducted to measure coherence shifting with respect 
to the specific attributes.  These revealed that participants who changed their importance weights the most also had significantly lower SCR 
(p<.05) across blocks, and that degree of coherence shifting with respect to the job offer attributes correlated significantly with decision dif-


