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Most default effects research has focused on binary choices.  However, in many real world situations consumers can choose multiple

options from a choice set.  In three studies we extend the study of defaults into choice from assortments.  A novel dual threshold

explanation for default effects in assortments is proposed and supported.

 
 
[to cite]:

Jennifer Danilowitz, Ravi  Dhar, and Stephen  Hoch (2011) ,"When Shopping Carts Come Pre-Loaded: Default Effects in

Assortments", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 39, eds. Rohini Ahluwalia, Tanya L. Chartrand, and Rebecca K.

Ratner, Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research, Pages: 183-184.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1009889/volumes/v39/NA-39

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1009889/volumes/v39/NA-39
http://www.copyright.com/


Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 39) / 183

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 
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expect that designating unattractive options as default will re-
sult in a larger final purchase.  This occurs because when the de-
faults are unattractive respondents compare them against the low-
er threshold, and retain some of those less appealing options they 
would not have added.  Everyone then adds the attractive options, 
which exceed the higher “add” threshold.  Study 2 tests this hy-
pothesis using the same scenario and assortments described above, 
with either the four most or four least popular items from study 
1 pre-checked as the defaults, and a no-default control condition.   
Two important results emerged.  First, when the four most attractive 
items were the default, people purchased a similar amount as the no 
default condition; M = 5.7 vs M = 5.4, n.s.. This is consistent with 
the hypothesis that the most popular default options generally exceed 
the “add” threshold, and so were chosen whether they were defaults 
or not.  Second, participants in the least popular condition purchase 
more of their unpopular default items, and more items overall, M = 
6.4, F (1, 124) = 4.07, p<.05. This supports our hypothesis that when 
the less popular items are defaults, participants use the lower, “re-
move” criterion, and retain those items in their purchase set, and then 
evaluate other, higher valued options against the “add” threshold.  

A final study shows that the arrangement default options can 
prime a specific mindset, such as variety seeking, which in turn low-

ers the “add” and “remove” thresholds for products that increase va-
riety.  Because the 16 item assortment consists of four sub-categories 
(e.g. desserts, fried foods) a set of four default options can be con-
structed that is either high in variety (one from each of the different 
sub-categories) or low in variety (all four from one sub-category).  
We predict that in a variety seeking mindset the evaluation thresh-
olds will be lowered for options which add to variety.  Therefore va-
riety seekers will both retain more of the default options, and choose 
more non-default options, resulting in a larger purchase.  Study 3 
tests this hypothesis by presenting one product from each of the four 
sub-categories as pre-checked in the high-variety condition, while 
pre-checking four products from one sub-category in the low-variety 
condition.  As predicted, when participants see the high-variety de-
faults they adopt a variety seeking mindset ( MHigh =3.2  MLow =2.9 
F(1,191)= p <.01), subsequently purchase more items overall,( 
F(1,320) = 1178 p < .001), and their final choices are drawn from a 
more sub-categories, 2.9 vs. 2.5.  

The current research extends our understanding of the power-
ful default effect into consumer choice from assortments, and offers 
support for a novel and straightforward dual threshold mechanism 
for default effects.


