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Research suggests that people can perceive defaults as implicit recommendations.  Seen this way, trust may matter: People may opt

out of defaults if they do not trust the defaults’ source.  Two experiments show that people are less likely to accept – and can even

reject – defaults when trust is low.
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factors relate to the likelihood of choosing the default. We generate 
these hypotheses in the theoretical framework of Query Theory (E. J. 
Johnson, Haubl, & Keinan, 2007; E. U. Weber, et al., 2007). 

Isolating specific causes of the default effect is important for 
generating interventions to change the frequency of default-based 
choice. For example, if effort causes a default to be chosen more fre-
quently, making execution of the choice easier should reduce default 
effects. Thus, when a policy maker or marketer presents a decision 
maker with a choice they should consider the effects of various de-
faults as well as understand their cause. 

The experiments in this work examine participant’s choices be-
tween either a cheap, but inefficient Incandescent Light Bulb, or an 
efficient, but expensive Compact Fluorescent Light Bulb (CFL), a 
choice which on aggregate can affect roughly $600 million in annual 
US energy costs (EnergyStar, 2010). The first experiment examines 
the relative effects of these three explanations on the choice of a 
default option. The second experiment extends these results by intro-
ducing an external measure of effort. In the third experiment we ma-
nipulate the queries shown to participants in order to test for a rela-
tionship between query consideration and choice. Effort is measured 
by self- reports in Experiment 1 and by reaction times in Experiment 
2. Implied endorsement is measured, as in McKenzie, Liersch and 
Finkelstein (2006), by using the decision-makers’ perceptions. The 
effect of reference dependence on the evaluation of the options is 
measured using an aspect listing protocol, a method that has been 
used to study the endowment effect (E. J. Johnson, Haubl, & Keinan, 
2007), attribute labeling (D. J. Hardisty, Johnson, & Weber, 2010) 
and intertemporal choice (Weber, et al., 2007)  

We explore the ability of one specific memory-based view, 
Query Theory, to account for reference dependent preferences in 
defaults. Query Theory suggests that when individuals are making 
a decision they: (1) identify different arguments in decision making 
by making unique queries, such as generating reasons for or against 
owning a particular object, and (2) execute these queries sequen-
tially. Further, because of output interference (Anderson, Bjork, & 
Bjork, 1994; Roediger, 1973), the order of executing these queries 
determines what is recalled, and consequently preferred. Specifical-
ly, the first query results in the retrieval of a greater number of rea-
sons and therefore has more impact than the second query. If Query 
Theory produces reference dependent preferences in default choices, 
then we would predict that the existence of a default option will 
make queries in favor of that option be listed earlier and more often. 

Then, according to Query Theory there is support following 
two hypotheses: 

(1) Order hypothesis: Participants are more likely to retrieve 
positive aspects of the default object and negative aspects of the non-
default object before considering negative aspects of the default and 
positive aspects of the non-default. 

(2) Content hypothesis: Participants are more likely to retrieve 
positive aspects of the default object and negative aspects of the non-
default object than to retrieve negative aspects of the default and 
positive aspects of the non-default.  

Following Hypotheses (1), a corollary would be that manipulat-
ing the order in which queries are requested will also affect the deci-
sion in a ways that can mediate a default effect. Further, we expect 
these differences in retrieval to both predict choice and to mediate 
the effects of defaults. 

Across all experiments we keep a common scenario in which 
the participant must choose between Compact Fluorescent Light 
bulbs (CFL) or Incandescent Light bulbs. The scenario describes 
renovations done at the participant’s home where one of the bulb 
types has been installed, and thus becomes the de facto default. A 

contractor then offers the participant the opportunity to switch from 
the default bulb for no additional cost. Light bulbs are chosen as the 
focus of this study because of the associated energy savings from 
reduced electrical consumption. The participants are split into two 
groups with the default bulb depending on the condition. All three 
experiments have a minimum of 2 between-participants conditions 
where the default bulb is either an Incandescent or a CFL. 

To investigate the query theory hypothesis, participants record 
thoughts (i.e., considered aspects of the choice) while making the 
decision. In Experiment 1 aspects are listed concurrently to deter-
mine how thoughts differ during the decision making process. In 
Experiment 2 aspects are listed retrospectively, which allows for 
measurement of choice decision time without the contaminating ef-
fort of aspect listing. Experiment 3 uses a 2×2 design varying the 
type of default bulb and aspect listing order, which means first list-
ing aspects for the default and then listing aspects against the de-
fault, or the reverse. Following the light bulb scenario, participants 
completed a questionnaire to assess implied endorsement as well as 
demographics. 

In Defaults We Trust

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Research has shown that people tend to adhere to choice de-

faults (e.g., Johnson & Goldstein, 2003).  For example, employees 
are more likely to participate in a retirement plan when Human 
Resources Departments set the default as “participate”, rather than 
“not participate” (a “default effect”; Madrian & Shea, 2001).  Al-
though default effects are probably multiply determined, recent find-
ings have shown that defaults are at least sometimes perceived to be 
the recommended course of action -- an implicit recommendation 
-- which helps explain default effects (McKenzie, Liersch, & Fin-
kelstein, 2006).  This implies that trust may play a role in default 
effects: If people do not trust the source of the default, they may be 
less likely to exhibit default effects.

To evaluate this hypothesis, we conducted an initial experiment 
involving over 400 participants.  In Experiment 1, participants were 
first asked to imagine the existence of a new company – Imagina-
tionCo – that provided innovative and exciting new products and ser-
vices. They were then told that in an attempt to reach new customers, 
ImaginationCo partnered with an established company who owned a 
large consumer database (which included their information).  Finally, 
participants were informed that the established company sent them 
a survey asking for decisions about their potential relationship with 
ImaginationCo.  (To make results more generalizable, participants 
were randomized to one of eight established companies: HP; Dell; 
Wal-Mart; Target; McDonald’s; In-N-Out; The Wall Street Journal; 
or The National Enquirer.)

The survey involved a series of choices about whether to re-
ceive coupons and special offers from ImaginationCo, and whether 
to give ImaginationCo personal information such as home address 
and email.  In one condition, the default was “do”, while in another 
condition the default was “do not”, send me information about, or 
give my personal information to, ImaginationCo.  After completing 
the survey, participants answered a variety of demographic questions 
(e.g., gender; age).  Embedded in these questions was a question 
about trust in the established company – i.e., “To what extent do you 
agree with the following statement?: [Wal-Mart] has a lot of integrity 
and elicits a high degree of trust.”  Participants answered this ques-
tion on a scale of 0-7, where “0” was “strongly disagree” and “7” 
was “strongly agree”. 
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Results of Experiment 1 showed the typical default effect.  Im-
portantly, a regression analysis indicated that there was a significant 
positive linear relationship between the size of the default effect and 
trust level in the established company – i.e., as the default effect 
decreased, so did levels of trust.  For example, when trust in the es-
tablished company was high (participants with trust ratings of 5-7), 
default effects were substantial: The average participant in the “do” 
default condition chose to receive or give information to Imagina-
tionCo over 50% of the time, while those in the “do not” default 
condition chose to receive or give information a little more than one 
third of the time. However, there was no default effect when trust 
was low (participants with trust ratings of 0-2).   

A second experiment examined whether participants who were 
deceived in a prior unrelated study were less likely to adhere to de-
fault effects when completing the questionnaire from Experiment 1.  
The reasons for this study were twofold.  First, whereas Experiment 
1 showed a correlation between default effects and trust, Experiment 
2 aimed to establish causality between trust violations (in this case, 
via incidental deception) and diminished default effects.  Second, 
understanding how different types of trust violations impact default 
effects is of importance. For example, deception has been shown to 
be particularly damaging to trust, in some cases making trust irrepa-
rable (Schweitzer et al., 2006).  Thus, exploring how deception af-
fects people’s willingness to adhere to defaults provides a meaning-
ful test of Experiment 1 findings.   

Experiment 2 was identical to Experiment 1 with one critical 
exception.  Whereas the level of trust was not independently manipu-
lated in Experiment 1, it was independently manipulated via inciden-
tal deception in Experiment 2 to establish a causal arrow from trust 
violations to diminished default effects.  In particular, before par-
ticipants completed the “ImaginationCo” questionnaire from Experi-
ment 1, all participated in an initial “eye tracking” study.  In the eye 
tracking study, participants were told that their eye movements were 
being tracked while looking at a picture.  However, eye movements 
were not being tracked.  Critically, for one group of participants 
(n=22), they were told of this deception (the “deception” group) im-
mediately after the eye tracking study.  However, for another group 
(n=22), they were not told (the “no deception” group).  Both groups 
of participants then completed the “ImaginationCo” questionnaire 
from Experiment 1.

Results of Experiment 2 showed that when making a choice to 
“receive” information, the “no deception” group exhibited substan-
tial default effects, while the default effect was reversed for the “de-
ception” group.  For decisions related to “giving” personal informa-
tion to ImaginationCo – which may have already induced skepticism 
(Brown & Krishna, 2004) – there was no significant default effect for 
those who had, or had not been deceived.  Results suggest that trust 
causally impacts people’s willingness to stay with the default option. 

In sum, findings from Experiment 1 support the notion that de-
faults act as implicit recommendations: To the extent that people do 
not trust the source of the default, people are less likely to take the 
recommended course of action (i.e., they are less likely to stay with 
the default).  In fact, in Experiment 2, while default effects were ro-
bust for non-deceived participants, deceived participants exhibited a 
default effect reversal, suggesting the possibility that implicit advice 
may not simply be ignored, but rejected, when trust is violated.  Such 
reputational influences on default effects should be considered when 
establishing defaults.  Defaults have not only proven effective in 
business contexts (Johnson et al., 2002), but also in areas such as re-
tirement savings (Madrian & Shea, 2001) and organ donation (John-
son & Goldstein, 2003), where the positive social impact of default 
effects is potentially large.  However, if trust in defaults’ sources is 

compromised – as can be the case in political and corporate environ-
ments – people may discontinue adhering to default options, thereby 
limiting their influence.

When Shopping Carts come Pre-Loaded: 
Default Effects in Assortments

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Most research that has examined the effect of a default option 

to date has focused on binary choices, when one of two options is 
designated the default.  The common finding is that an option is more 
likely to be selected when it is the default vs. when it is not.  For ex-
ample Johnson and Goldstein (2003) show that in a choice between 
being an organ donor or not, most people will choose be a donor 
if that is the default.  However, if not donating is the default, most 
people will instead choose to not donate.  Unlike binary choices that 
force consumers to choose a single option, in many real world situa-
tions consumers can choose multiple options from a choice set.  For 
example, when shopping for groceries one is not forced to choose a 
single item – either milk or eggs.  Instead, shoppers can select both 
milk and eggs.  When the choice situation allows a consumer to se-
lect more than one option, it is unclear how setting some of the items 
as defaults will impact the overall number of products purchased.  
A major difference between a single choice and assortment choice 
is that shoppers can include both default and non-default options in 
their final selections.  

Building on Yaniv and Schul (1997) we propose that when de-
faults are present in an assortment people employ two distinct cri-
teria to select items for purchase.  When they consider adding new 
products to the purchase set, people compare it against a higher, in-
clusion threshold.  If they are instead evaluating a default option, 
they will compare the product against a lower exclusion threshold, 
to determine if they should remove the item.  We test the overall 
effect and our explanation by presenting assortments where default 
options vary across purchase conditions. In each experiment partici-
pants were presented with a specific online shopping goal, such as 
buying food for a party or stocking a new home office, and then they 
were asked to select as many items as they wished to purchase from 
an assortment of 16 products. In the default conditions, some or all 
the items were pre-checked for purchase (depending upon the ex-
periment) and the respondent could uncheck them. In the no-default 
control conditions, respondents were simply shown a list of the as-
sortment and asked to select as many as they wished to purchase.

In Study 1 we investigate the basic default effect within a large 
assortment.  Ninety-eight adult participants (34 male, Mage = 38 SD = 
13.4) were recruited from an online panel and randomly assigned to 
one of two conditions: all defaults vs. no defaults.  Participants were 
told to imagine they were hosting a gathering, and were shopping for 
party snacks that could be delivered by a local retailer. They were 
then shown a 16 item assortment of drinks, desserts, fried foods and 
healthy snacks. In the all default condition all 16 items were pre-
checked for purchase when the assortment appeared on the screen, 
while in the no default condition none of the items were pre-checked. 
Respondents in the all default condition purchased more total items 
than people in the no default option condition (F (1, 97) = 26.78, 
p<.001).  This finding was replicated in a second, office supply shop-
ping scenario (F (1, 97) = 19.33, p<.001). 

As stated previously, we posit that shoppers select more items 
in the default condition because they use a higher threshold to add 
new products than they do to retain default products. Two stud-
ies test our explanation by varying whether the default items are 
among the most or least attractive options in the assortment.  We 


