
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Uncertainty Increases People’S Reliance on Their Feelings

Ali Faraji-Rad, Columbia University, USA 
Michel Tuan Pham, Columbia University, USA 

 
We propose that feeling of uncertainty increases people’s reliance on their feelings. In four studies we show that when people feel

uncertain (compared to certain) they have a higher propensity to choose more affectively superior (compared to cognitively superior)

options. We rule out mood regulation as an alternative explanation.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Imagine sitting in your office in a normal day, trying to make 

an important decision. Suddenly, a colleague of yours passes by your 
office door and says “congratulations!” and quickly vanishes. You 
have not received any good news recently so you do not know why 
the colleague congratulated you. This creates a momentary (positive 
in this case) feeling of uncertainty. How is this feeling of uncertainty 
likely to influence your subsequent, and unrelated decision? People 
usually think of uncertainty as a state of lack of information about 
the actual decision at hand, yet, uncertainty can be due to a feeling of 
not knowing, or activation of the concept of uncertainty in the mind. 
This feeling could be related or unrelated to the decision at hand 
(Bar-Anan, Wilson, and Gilbert 2009). In this paper we propose that 
a general feeling of uncertainty increases people’s propensity to rely 
on their feelings. 

This proposition has not been tested before, yet, prior research 
in psychology is suggestive of such an effect. For example, using 
fMRI, Berns et al (2001) showed that the response of human reward 
region to rewarding stimuli  (i.e., juice) was greatest when the stimuli 
were unpredictable. Also, Grupe and Nitzchke (2011) showed that 
people’s aversion towards negative stimuli is heightened with cues 
related to uncertainty. Research in experimental psychology too has 
documented that uncertainty elevates people’s responses to both pos-
itive and negative stimuli (Bar-Anan et al 2009; Lee and Qiu 2009; 
Wilson et al 2005). But could these findings, at least partly, be due 
to a general reliance on feelings in face of uncertainty? We report 4 
studies that are designed to test this question.

In study 1, we first asked participants to recall and write down 
the thoughts and feelings they experienced in a situation where they 
felt uncertain (uncertain condition), certain (certain condition), or 
went shopping (control condition). Then as a “second” task, we asked 
them to make a choice between an apartment that was superior on 
logical dimensions (e.g., more spacious closet space) and an apart-
ment that was superior on affective dimensions (e.g., better view). 
In support of our hypothesis, compared to participants in the certain 
condition (42.5%), or the control condition (50%), participants in the 
uncertain condition (68%) chose the affectively superior apartment 
more than the cognitively superior apartment (?2 = 6.28, p < .05).

In studies 2A-B, we replicated the results of study 1, with a 
different, and novel, manipulation of uncertainty. In both of these 
studies, first, under the disguise of a study on the effects of length 
of measurement-scales on people’s reporting of their emotions, we 
asked participants to answer a question (“How do you feel right 
now?”) 5 times. The end-point of the scales where used to manipu-
late uncertainty, or certainty. Specifically, in the uncertain condition 
the end-points where “somewhat uncertain” and “totally uncertain”, 
and in the certain condition, the end-points were “somewhat certain” 
and “totally certain”. Participants had to answer the question five 
times using 5, 9, 11, 15, and 19-point scales. The logic behind this 
manipulation was that the use of half of the range of the scale (i.e., 
scales starting with “somewhat uncertain”, instead of “not uncer-
tain”) would create a momentary feeling of uncertainty/certainty in 
the participants. After completing this task, participants went on to 
participate in an ostensibly separate task, which in study 2A was to 

make a choice between apartments similar to study 1, and in study 
2B was to make a choice between 2 laptops. One of the laptops used 
in study 2 was superior on the cognitive dimensions (e.g., perfor-
mance), and the other was superior on the affective dimensions (e.g., 
aesthetics). As predicted, in both studies, compared to participants 
in the certain conditions (38% in 2A and 51% in 2B), participants in 
the uncertain conditions (61% in 2A and 68% in 2B) chose the af-
fectively superior options more than the cognitively superior options.

In study 3 we tried to rule out the alternative explanation that 
a feeling of uncertainty, compared to certainty, creates a negative 
mood and thus encourages people to regulate their mood by opting 
for more affective (i.e., hedonic) options. Here, we first asked partici-
pants to recall and write down a situation where they were certain in 
a positive way (positive certain condition), certain in a negative way 
(negative certain condition), uncertain in a positive way (positive 
certain condition), or uncertain in a negative way (negative uncer-
tain condition). Then under the disguise to a second task, participants 
had to choose between the two apartments as in study 1. Results re-
vealed a main effect of uncertainty such that compared to certain 
participants, uncertain participants chose the affectively superior 
apartment more than the cognitively superior apartment (B=0.361, 
Wald ?2=3.88, p<.05). Also a main effect of valence was found such 
that compared to the positive condition, those in the negative condi-
tion chose the affectively superior apartment more than the cogni-
tively superior one (B=-.367, Wald ?2=4.02, p<.05). But importantly, 
we observed no interaction between uncertainty and valence (Wald 
?2=.373, p>.89), suggesting that the effect of uncertainty works in-
dependent from the effect of mood.

Collectively these results are suggestive of the fact that a feeling 
of uncertainty increases people’s reliance on their feelings. A short-
coming of our research is that in all studies only one paradigm was 
used to test people’s reliance on their feelings (i.e., people opting 
for more affective options, compared to more cognitive ones). Using 
other paradigms, such as testing a higher effect of people’s incidental 
mood states on their evaluations in uncertain situations (compared to 
certain situations), are possibilities for further research. 
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