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A study of 59 undergraduates examined whether shifting preferences and weights over time to be consistent with a choice leaning

(i.e., coherence shifting) reduced feelings of discomfort and decision difficulty. Physiological skin conductance responses (SCRs)

were measured to assess discomfort. Participants rated the attribute desirability and importance weightings of two job offers at three

different time points. Those who coherence shifted the most exhibited significantly lower SCRs than those who coherence shifted less,

and coherence shifting was correlated with perceived decision difficulty. This suggests that difficult decisions can produce feelings of

discomfort, which some individuals resolve with pre-decisional coherence shifting.
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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-
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ficulty for both the desirability ratings (r=-.36, p=.005) and the importance weightings (r=-.53, p<.05). These results were consistent with 
our predictions that participants who coherence shift more resolve feelings of discomfort and perceived decision difficulty that arise from not 
having a dominant choice option.  

These data provide initial evidence for our proposed model of feature conflict leading to feelings of discomfort, which some individuals 
resolve through the use of pre-decisional coherence shifting.  Additional research is being conducted to further establish the proposed causal 
sequencing.  In the present study, those who coherence shifted less exhibited higher physiological arousal, while those who coherence shifted 
more exhibited lower physiological arousal. These findings shed light on the basic mechanisms underlying decision making and have implica-
tions for how consumers make decisions in difficult decision contexts when there is no objectively correct choice.    
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Too Much Information? 
How Expertise Disclosures Affect the Persuasiveness of Online Consumer Reviews
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Online word-of-mouth (WOM) via consumer-generated product reviews has a significant impact on consumers’ purchase decisions 
(e.g., Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006; Godes and Mayzlin 2004). In this context, information exchange is typically among strangers, and readers 
can learn about reviewers only through reviewers’ own disclosure of their identity, expertise, and product involvement. Thus, source-related 
disclosures function as one cue through which readers can evaluate the usefulness of the review and thus, the persuasiveness of the message. 

Identity-related disclosures can be important determinants of the persuasiveness of a review (e.g., Forman, Ghose, and Wisenfeld 2008; 
Naylor, Lamberton, and Norton 2011). Our research builds on this earlier work by focusing on the effect of expertise-related disclosures on 
the persuasiveness of an online review.  Specifically, we test the hypothesis that in some situations, too many expertise-related disclosures 
can reduce the persuasive impact of a message. 

LITERATURE
Recent research has focused on the role of identity-related disclosures on the persuasive impact of an online consumer review.  For ex-

ample, Forman et al. (2008) found a positive relationship between the presence of identity-related information in a review and product sales.  
Naylor et al. (2011) demonstrated that when limited or ambiguous identity-related information is provided in a review, consumers automati-
cally infer that the reviewer has preferences similar to their own. Thus, a review with no identity-related information is often as persuasive as 
one that includes similar identity information. 

Both of these papers focus on identity-related disclosures, such as age, gender or geography.  Our research focuses on disclosures related 
to reviewer expertise.  In general, we expect that expertise-related disclosures will increase perceptions of source credibility and thus the per-
suasiveness of the review (e.g., McGuire 1969).  While expertise-related disclosures should increase perceptions of source credibility, exper-
tise disclosures could also reduce perceptions of similarity between the source and the message recipient.  Thus, we expect that the impact of 
the number of expertise-related disclosures on persuasion will depend on the consumers’ level of product category knowledge.  Specifically, 
for high knowledge consumers, the number of expertise-related disclosures in a review will increase source credibility and judgments about 
the evaluated product will be assimilated toward the evaluation provided in the review.  On the other hand, for low knowledge consumers, 
high levels of expertise-related disclosure may reduce perceptions of similarity.  If the message recipient infers that he/she is different than 
the message source, then they may use the review information as a standard of comparison or anchor, in which case the product evaluation 
would be contrasted from the evaluation provided in the review.  Thus, a review containing more expertise-related disclosures will be less 
persuasive for low product knowledge consumers.

METHOD
To test these hypotheses, we conducted an experiment where the number of expertise-related disclosures and level of expertise repre-

sented by these disclosures were manipulated, and participants’ self-reported product category knowledge was measured.  Undergraduate 
students (n = 176) participated for course credit.  Participants read three online reviews about a specific pair of running shoes. A photo of 
the shoes was provided, followed by the reviews. The first two reviews were seen by all participants. These reviews were mixed, mention-
ing some positive and some negative features of the shoes and included a rating of three out of five stars. These reviews did not include any 
disclosures or identification information about the reviewers. 

The third review was favorable, mentioning all positive attributes and a rating of five out of five stars. The structure of this review 
varied across participants. Specifically, we varied the number of disclosures included in the review (one vs. three) and the level of expertise 


