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SESSIOn OVERVIEW
People often exhibit a preference for variety in choice: we buy 

an assortment of cereals, yogurt flavors, and beverages rather than 
pick our favorite option multiple times. Variety-seeking behavior is 
fundamentally intriguing because, although people can usually se-
lect their favorite options repeatedly, they often choose to include 
less-preferred options (McAlister and Pessemier 1982). Perhaps not 
surprisingly, variety-seeking has generated a considerable amount of 
research focusing on the reasons for this behavior (Kahn and Ratner 
2005 for review), such as uncertainty about future preferences (Read 
and Loewenstein 1995; Simonson 1990), a preference for varied 
experiences (Ratner, Kahn, and Kahneman 1999), and social norms 
favoring variety (Ratner and Kahn 2002). 

But while it is clear that people tend to incorporate variety in 
their choices for various reasons, new insights suggest that variety 
may serve additional purposes, and have further antecedents and 
consequences, than previously considered. Can variety-seeking be 
driven by vicarious satiation from products that others choose to con-
sume? Might variety serve as a self-presentation instrument, through 
which consumers convey information about their preferences?  Can 
perceptions of variety be influenced by solely altering the presenta-
tion format? And is the notion of variety as “the spice of life” actually 
related to physical spiciness?

The current session addresses these and related questions as it of-
fers cutting-edge insights into the role of variety-seeking in consum-
er behavior. The first paper (Tu and Fishbach) finds that the variety 
of products a group of people would choose to consume is larger than 
the variety of products an equivalent group of people would identify 
as their favorite. This is because people’s desires for certain products 
can be vicariously satiated by others’ consumption-oriented choices, 
but not from others’ stated preferences The second paper (Sela and 
Maimaran) shows that people use variety as a means of conveying 
information about the strength of their preferences, choosing less va-
riety to signal strong preferences for socially-desirable options (e.g., 
highbrow products) and more variety to signal weak preferences for 
socially-undesirable options (e.g., lowbrow products).  

Whereas the first two papers focus on novel antecedents and 
roles of variety-seeking, the next papers examine perceptions of va-
riety and the embodied underpinnings of variety seeking.  The third 
paper (Townsend and Kahn) illustrates how visual versus verbal pre-
sentation format differentially influences perceived variety. While 
visual presentation is beneficial in small choice-sets, in larger ones 
it increases perceived variety and complexity, ultimately leading to 
greater choice overload and deferral, compared to a verbal presenta-
tion format.  Finally, the fourth paper (Mukherjee, Kramer, and Ku-
low) takes an embodied cognition perspective and shows that people 
choose more variety after eating spicy food, reflecting the adage that 
“variety is the spice of life”.

Taken together, the papers illuminate the social, informative, 
structural, and physical aspects of variety and variety-seeking. Con-
sidering the ubiquity of variety-seeking behavior, and the breadth of 
topics these papers cover, the session should be of interest to a broad 
set of audiences. Not only should it appeal to researchers working on 
judgment, decision making, and choice, but also to those who study 
satiation, self-presentation, processing styles, and embodied cogni-
tion more generally.

Preferring the Same, but Consuming differently: 
Vicarious Satiation and Variety-seeking in groups

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
A key finding in previous research is that people tend to seek va-

riety. Whereas most of the research examined variety-seeking at the 
individual level (Kahn and Lehmann 1991; McAlister 1982; Ratner 
and Khan 2002; Read and Loewenstein 1995; Simonson 1990), con-
sumers also seek variety at the group level (Ariely and Levav 2000). 
In fact, lots of consumption related decisions are made in groups, 
where each consumer’s decision can be viewed as part of a group’s 
decision. Therefore it is imperative to understand the driving forces 
of variety-seeking behaviors at the group level.

Ariely and Levav (2000) showed that the variety of products 
chosen by a group is larger when group members announce their 
choices sequentially rather than making choices individually, mainly 
due to information-gathering motivation and self-presentational con-
cerns. In this paper, we propose vicarious satiation as a novel factor 
that can account for this effect, and base our hypothesis on two sepa-
rate lines of research. Firstly, experiencing or anticipating satiation 
from consumption (McAlister 1982; Read and Loewenstein 1995) 
is one major reason that people seek variety. Secondly, research on 
vicarious effects showed that people could vicariously share others’ 
experience, such as goal fulfillment (McCulloch et al. 2011; Wilcox 
et al. 2009), depletion (Ackerman et al. 2009), loneliness (Wessel-
mann, Bagg, and Williams 2009), cognitive dissonance (Norton et 
al. 2003). Therefore we argue that other’s choice of consumption 
goods can vicariously satiate one’s own desire for them, resulting in 
variety-seeking in choice at group level.

To test this hypothesis, we directly compared variety-seeking in 
choice with variety-seeking in preference at the group level across 
four studies. Specifically, we asked participants to either choose 
products that they wanted to consume or identify products that they 
preferred, after learning about others’ choices or preferences. We 
predict that people would seek more variety in making choices than 
stating preferences. This is because, although both others’ choices 
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and preferences can provide positive information about the chosen 
or preferred items, only the former can vicariously satisfy one’s own 
desire, leading to greater variety-seeking.

In study 1, we used dyads, and showed participants several 
pairs of products (e.g., bookends, chairs, water bottles). Depending 
on conditions, we asked participants to either make a choice (“which 
one will you choose?”) or state their preference (“which one do you 
like better?”) regarding each product pair sequentially. We measured 
the variety of products chosen or preferred by these dyads, and found 
that the variety in “making choice” condition is larger than that in 
“stating preference” condition. 

Because preference sometimes implies choice and choice in-
dicates preference, in study 2, we used a stronger manipulation to 
better distinguish these two constructs. Specifically, we used several 
pairs of gendered-products that matched the gender of our target par-
ticipants (e.g., men’s shoes/wallets/belts for male participants, and 
women’s shoes/wallets/belts for female participants). We asked par-
ticipants to either make consumption-oriented choices or state pref-
erences after a confederate did the same thing. In “making choice” 
condition, the gender of the confederate was the same as that of the 
products (i.e., the confederate was male/female when the products 
were men’s/women’s); whereas in “stating preference” condition, 
the gender of the confederate was different from that of the prod-
ucts (i.e., the confederate was male/female when the products were 
women’s/men’s). The logic is that, when the gender of the confeder-
ate does not match that of the products, his/her preferences can no 
longer imply choice (or consumption). We measured the variety of 
products chosen or preferred by these dyads, and again found that the 
former is greater than the latter.

Study 3 extended the context of vicarious satiation from be-
tween two individuals to between an individual and a group. Specifi-
cally, we showed participants several pairs of products (e.g., lamps, 
clocks, napkin holders) and told them that these products have 
recently been tested among a panel of consumers. In the “making 
choice” condition (vs. “stating preference” condition), we randomly 
picked one item from each product pair and told participants that 
this item was the most-chosen one (vs. the most-preferred one) by 
the consumer panel. We asked participants to either make choices or 
state preferences regarding each product pair and then measured the 
variety of products incorporated by the “grand group”, which con-
sisted of our target participant and the consumer panel (fake group 
members). The variety index for this grand group would be higher if 
our target participants don’t follow the consumer panel’s decisions. 
Results showed that people indeed were less likely to follow the 
consumer panel’s decisions (i.e., greater variety-seeking) in making 
choices than in stating preferences.

Having shown the basic effect, we further explored whether vi-
carious satiation and the tendency that people seek variety in choice 
can translate into purchase intentions. We reason that because other’s 
choice of a consumption item can vicariously satisfy one’s own de-
sire for it, people should exhibit lower purchase intentions when a 
product is chosen by others than preferred by others, although both 
others’ choice and preference can provide positive information about 
the product. Therefore in study 4, we showed participants a series of 
food items – for example, Quaker oatmeal (Raisin & Spice), Orville 
popcorn (Movie Theater Butter) - and asked about their intentions 
to purchase the items. Before they made their decision, we told par-
ticipants that these products were either the “most-chosen items”, or 
“most-liked items”, of a large group of people we recently surveyed. 
We found that people’s purchase intentions were lower after know-
ing that a product was chosen by most people, than preferred by 
most people.

Across four studies, we found the consistent pattern that the 
variety of products a group of people choose to consume is larger 
than the variety of products they identify as their preferred ones. By 
merely manipulating decision type (i.e., choices or preferences), we 
held factors such as self-presentational concern, need for uniqueness, 
pressure to conform, etc. constant. By directly comparing variety-
seeking in choice with variety-seeking in preference, we provided 
evidence for the vicarious satiation account.

Less is More: Variety as a Preference Strength Signal

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
People often exhibit a preference for variety when selecting 

multiple items from a category on a single occasion. We buy an as-
sortment of yogurt flavors, snacks, and herbal teas rather than pick 
our favorite option multiple times, even though doing so forces us 
to include less-preferred options (McAlister and Pessemier 1982). 
This preference for variety is explained in terms of uncertainty about 
future preferences (Read and Loewenstein 1995; Simonson 1990), a 
tendency to prefer varied experiences (Drolet 2002; Ratner, Kahn, 
and Kahneman 1999), and social norms favoring variety (Ariely and 
Levav 2000; Ratner and Kahn 2002). 

Although most prior work has focused on factors that lead peo-
ple to increase the amount of variety in their selections, are there 
situations in which less, rather than more variety would be preferred? 
We propose that people selectively choose smaller or larger amounts 
of variety to convey information, both to others and to themselves, 
about the strength of their preferences. We demonstrate that choos-
ing a small variety is often perceived as an indication of strong and 
identity-related preferences for the selected options, whereas choice 
of a large variety is perceived as an indication of weaker and identi-
ty-unrelated preferences. 

This proposition leads to novel predictions that are unexplained 
by previous accounts. Specifically, we predict and demonstrate that 
people often vary the amount of variety they choose as a means of 
conveying desirable information about the strength or weakness of 
their preferences for options in socially-desirable vs. undesirable 
domains. Four experiments support this prediction and demonstrate 
that when self-presentation cues are present (e.g., when expecting 
to be evaluated by others), they incorporate less variety in choices 
among socially-desirable options (e.g., healthful and highbrow prod-
ucts), thereby expressing strong preferences for such options, and 
more variety in choices among socially-undesirable options (e.g., 
unhealthful and lowbrow products), thereby expressing weak prefer-
ences for such options.

Experiment 1 demonstrates that people rely on the association 
between smaller variety and stronger preferences as a guide when 
trying to convey information to others through their choices. Spe-
cifically, we asked participants to imagine they either wanted others 
to infer that they had strong, identity-relevant preferences for the 
selected options or did not want others to make such an inference. 
Participants then indicated whether they would choose a small or a 
large variety of options, in various domains. The results show that 
participants explicitly said they would choose a small variety when 
they wanted others to think they had stronger and more identity-rele-
vant preferences and a large variety when they did not want other to 
make this inference about them. 

Experiment 2 examined conditions that lead people to strate-
gically choose different amounts of variety, as a means of convey-
ing information about the strength of their preferences. Participants 
were asked to choose 3 snacks from a healthful versus unhealthful 
assortment. Using an expected evaluation manipulation (Ratner and 
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Kahn 2002; Simonson and Nowlis 2000), we manipulated whether 
healthful options were perceived as socially-desirable in that situa-
tion. The results show that participants who expected their choice 
to be evaluated by nutritionists and health-professionals (for whom 
healthful snack was socially-desirable, based on a pretest) chose less 
variety among healthful snacks, thereby signaling stronger prefer-
ences for these options, and more variety among unhealthful snacks, 
thereby signaling weaker preferences for these options, compared to 
participants who expected their choices to be evaluated by academ-
ics (pretested to be less healthfulness-neutral) or participants who 
did not expect to be evaluated at all. 

Experiment 3 demonstrates the process underlying the effect of 
anticipated evaluation on variety-seeking by directly manipulating 
social desirability. If people choose different amounts of variety to 
signal the strength of their preferences for socially-desirable versus 
undesirable options, then the effect of anticipated evaluation should 
reverse depending on which type of options are perceived as more 
versus less socially-desirable in a given context.  College students 
selected among movies starring either highbrow or lowbrow actors, 
but we manipulated whether highbrow versus lowbrow options were 
perceived as more socially-desirable in that particular context (we 
did that by varying the evaluators’ identity). The results show that 
participants chose less variety among movies starring highbrow ac-
tors when expecting to be evaluated by faculty members, whom we 
manipulated to be seen as having a highbrow taste. However, this ef-
fect reversed when participants expected to be evaluated by students, 
whom we manipulated to be seen as having a lowbrow taste. That is, 
they chose more variety among movies starring highbrow actors and 
less variety among movies starring lowbrow actors. 

Experiment 4 demonstrates that people use variety to convey 
information not only to others but also to themselves, as a means for 
bolstering their self-view. Participants were first primed to feel either 
certain or uncertain about their own level of sophistication. Then, 
they selected three movies starring either highbrow or lowbrow ac-
tors. Consistent with our theory, they selected less variety among 
highbrow options and more variety among lowbrow options after be-
ing primed with sophistication-uncertainty than with sophistication-
certainty. Moreover, choosing a smaller variety among highbrow op-
tions boosted participants’ sophisticated self-perceptions. 

Taken together, these findings provide a novel explanation for 
variety-seeking behavior and support our hypothesis that people 
choose variety strategically, to signal their preferences for options 
with socially (un)desirable traits. The results suggest that people 
choose less (vs. more) variety to signal stronger, more identity-
relevant (vs. weaker, identity-irrelevant) preferences for socially-
desirable (vs. undesirable) options. Further, although prior work has 
focused on consumers’ tendency to incorporate more variety in their 
selections, the current findings suggest that a small variety is often 
more diagnostic than a large variety as an indicator of underlying 
preferences. 

the “Visual Preference Heuristic” and the  
Influence of Visual versus Verbal Depiction on  

Perceived Assortment Variety

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Variety in choice options tends to be an attractive feature (Sel-

lars 1991 as cited in Kahn 1995) and variety-seeking is understood to 
be a common consumer behavior (McAlister and Pessemier 1982). 
And yet, variety can increase perceived complexity and, moreover, 
too much variety can be overwhelming leading to decreased motiva-
tion to choose and harming subsequent satisfaction (Jacoby, Speller, 

and Berning 1974; Iyengar and Lepper 2000). Therefore, it seems a 
balance must be struck between providing enough variety so as to 
attract consumers, without overwhelming them with options. 

A natural question that arises from this discussion is to con-
sider how variety is perceived. We investigate this by focusing on 
the presentation form of the options, whether products are presented 
visually in pictures or verbally in words. We examine what type of 
presentation form is preferred and also whether presentation form 
influences the decision-making process including perceptions of va-
riety and choice. 

Specifically we look to inherent differences in the processing of 
images and words to form our hypotheses. Prior research describes 
images processed in a quick gestalt manner where all attributes are 
generally processed in parallel. In contrast, the processing of words 
requires a piecemeal approach which is slower and sequential in na-
ture (Hart 1997; Paivio 1986). We hypothesize and find a decreased 
effectiveness of visual depiction for large choice sets occurs be-
cause of this difference in processing. The gestalt processing used 
to examine individual images carries over to affect the manner in 
which the entire choice set is considered resulting in a faster and 
less systematic approach. Additionally, because gestalt processing 
allows for easier identification of attribute interactions (Holbrook 
and Moore 1981; Veryzer and Hutchinson 1998), visual depiction 
of choice options increases the perceived variety of the choice set. 
While increased perceived variety is generally positive in smaller 
choice sets, in larger choice sets it can be accompanied by increased 
perceived complexity. In contrast, the more deliberate and system-
atic piecemeal processing necessary with verbal depiction increases 
processing time, which is helpful in larger choice sets and further 
explains the observed differences in choice behavior resulting from 
the two presentation forms. Moreover, because this more automatic 
and holistic processing of words likely feels easier than that of text, 
we predict decision-makers will prefer visual depiction over verbal 
even when it is not ideal. Indeed, in an initial pretest, we provide 
evidence for a “visual preference heuristic;” consumers overwhelm-
ingly choose visual over verbal depiction 81%, t(97) = 7.63, p < .01) 
and this preference exists regardless of choice set size (x2 (1, N= 46) 
= 2.71, p=.10). 

Then in five studies we examine the impact of presentation 
format on assortment processing, perception, and choice behavior. 
Study 1 shows that in larger choice sets image depiction can lead 
to greater perceived complexity (Mvisual = 6.1, Mverbal = 4.6, F(1,117) 
= 16.04, p < .001) and a higher likelihood to abstain from choice 
(visual = 16%, verbal = 3%, χ2(1) = 6.15, p = .01) than text depic-
tion. Study 2 examines option recall to offer further evidence for an 
interaction of choice set size and presentation format on processing 
efficacy. We find a significant interaction between presentation for-
mat and number of options (F(1,201) = 57.82, p < .001). Among 8 
options, respondents who saw images perform better on an aided rec-
ognition task than those who saw verbal descriptions (Mverbal = 1.9, 
Mvisual = 2.9, F(1,97) = 46.59, p < .001). However among 27 options, 
respondents who saw images perform worse on the aided recognition 
task than those who saw verbal descriptions (Mverbal = 8.1, Mvisual = 
7.5, F(1,102) = 6.14, p = .02). 

The final three studies examine whether in fact the difference 
in processing of images and words are causing both the visual pref-
erence heuristic as well as the differences in assortment perception 
and choice behavior observed in the prior studies. In study 3, we 
use eye-tracking software to observe the actual process with which 
options are examined. We find no systematic differences in process-
ing styles in small choice sets between visual and verbal depictions, 
but in larger choices sets verbal depiction causes respondents to use 
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a more systematic, piecemeal process whereby they spend longer 
examining each option, use a pattern similar to reading, and as such 
skip fewer options than when presented with visual depiction. 

In study 4, we find further evidence that the differences inherent 
in piecemeal and gestalt processing cause the variations in assort-
ment perceptions choice behavior between verbal and visual depic-
tion observed. Specifically we show that if we force participants to 
process more systematically, as they do with verbal stimuli, the neg-
ative effects of visual depiction for larger choice sets are diminished; 
for both verbal and visual depiction choice overload and propensity 
to opt out of choice decreases with an increase in choice options (27 
rather than 8) (options = 12.0%, 27 options = 2.0%, χ2(1) = 3.63, p 
= .057) and there is no effect of presentation format (visual = 6.0%, 
verbal = 8.0%, χ2(1) = .08, p = .78).

Finally, in study 5, we consider a more realistic boundary con-
dition to our findings by employing existing familiar products and 
depicting them with either brand names or photographs. Consistent 
with all of our previous studies, the photographic visual stimuli re-
sult in more perceived variety than do the brand name verbal stimuli 
(Mvisual = 8.0, Mverbal = 7.4, F(1,101) = 6.42, p = .01). However, unlike 
our previous studies, because of familiarity with the products, par-
ticipants to do not take longer to review the text choice set (Mvisual = 
18.9, Mverbal =20.6, F(1, 100) = .64, p = .42) nor rate the image choice 
set as more complex (Mvisual = 4.2, Mverbal = 5.2, F(1,101) = 8.05, p = 
.01). We conclude with a discussion of the implications of our find-
ings for managers and researchers. 

Variety and the Spice of Life: the Effect of Spicy 
Gustatory Experiences on Variety-Seeking 

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Consumers often seek variety in their choices (McAlister and 

Pessemier 1982; Ratner, Kahn, and Kahneman 1999; Simonson 
1990). Reasons for variety-seeking that have been identified include 
uncertainty about future preferences (Kahn and Lehman 1991) and 
anticipated satiation (McAlister 1982). Interestingly, and consistent 
with the idiom that variety is the spice of life – that is, that one’s 
life will be more interesting if it includes a variety of experiences – 
consumers also engage in variety-seeking to make a positive impres-
sion on others (Ratner and Kahn 2002), given that choosing greater 
variety is reflective of being a more interesting person. The current 
research takes the expression that variety “spices up” one’s life and 
provocatively examines the reverse. Specifically, adding to emerging 
findings on embodied cognition, we test if gustatory sensations of 
greater spiciness will lead to increased variety in consumers’ choices. 

Theories of embodied cognition suggest that not only does the 
mind control the body, but that the body also influences the mind 
(e.g., Barsalou 2008). Much research in the area of embodied cogni-
tion has investigated the effect of bodily movement on cognition. For 
example, Labroo and Nielsen (2010) find that movement towards 
aversive stimuli results in more favorable evaluations of them. As 
well, firming one’s muscles increases willpower and ability to with-
stand temptations (Hung and Labroo 2011). Recent research has also 
explored the cognitive consequences of sensory experiences, such as 
touch and smell. For example, holding a warm versus cold cup re-
sults in a target person to be judged warmer versus colder (Ijzerman 
and Semin 2009; Williams and Bargh 2008; Zhong and Leonardelli 
2008). Interestingly, a fishy smell tends to arouse suspicion in people 
(Lee and Schwarz 2011), showing that a sensory experience can in-
deed influence cognitions that include metaphors. Our research tests 
if tasting more (vs. less) spicy food results in greater variety-seeking 

behavior, based on the association between variety and spicing up 
one’s life.

In study 1, 72 participants were assigned to a more (vs. less) 
spicy taste condition in a one-factor between-subjects design. Re-
spondents were informed that they were participating in a series of 
unrelated studies, the first of which would be a taste test for a tortilla 
chip. After tasting either the more or less spicy chip, they complet-
ed the variety-seeking task. Specifically, following Levav and Zhu 
(2009), participants chose three highlighter pens out of six possible 
colors, which constituted our main dependent variable. Participants 
were told that they could choose the highlighters in any combination 
of colors, which they would receive following the experiment. 

Next, they evaluated their tortilla chip experience, rated the ex-
tent to which they liked spicy food and tortilla chips, and how often 
they ate spicy food. None of the means differed between conditions; 
Fs < 1.

Manipulation checks confirmed that our manipulation worked 
as intended: participants who ate the more spicy tortilla chip judged 
it to be spicier (M = 5.07) than those who ate the less spicy chip 
(M = 1.43; F(1, 69) = 109.52, p < .001). Importantly, and consis-
tent with our hypothesis, participants who tasted the relatively more 
spicy chip chose more variety in the color of their highlighters, as 
compared to those who tasted the less spicy chip; M = 2.92 versus 
2.62, respectively; F(1, 69) = 6.24, p < .05. 

Thus, we found that a spicy gustatory sensation increases va-
riety-seeking. However, if indeed spiciness brings to the fore the 
benefits of variety, then – once variety has been chosen and thus life 
has been made more interesting – it should have less of an effect on 
a subsequent, second variety-seeking task. We test this hypothesis, 
and an alternative explanation based on positive affect (Kahn and 
Isen 1993), in study 2. 

In study 2, 68 participants were assigned to conditions in a 2 
(chips: more vs. less spicy) X 2 (intervening task: variety-seeking 
vs. control) between-subjects design. Similar to study 1, the current 
study ostensibly consisted of a series of unrelated tasks, the first of 
which was a taste test for a tortilla chip. After tasting the more or less 
spicy chip, participants in the control conditions completed a filler 
task, while those in the variety-seeking intervening task conditions 
were asked to list three ice creams flavors they would choose for 
the next three weeks. Finally, all participants completed the focal 
variety-seeking task, choosing three chocolates to take home in any 
combination out of six possible brands. 

Manipulation checks and ancillary measures identical to those 
of study 1 confirmed that our manipulation worked as intended and 
that the both chips were enjoyed equally. Further, no effects on posi-
tive affect were obtained. A 2 (chips: more vs. less spicy) X 2 (in-
tervening task: variety-seeking vs. control) ANOVA on the number 
of different chocolates chosen yielded the expected interaction; F(1, 
64) = 4.10, p < .05. Specifically, participants in the control condition 
chose more variety when they had tasted the more (M = 2.88) versus 
less (M = 2.28) spicy chip; F(1, 64) = 7.51, p < .05. Conversely, 
when provided the opportunity to express variety in the intervening 
task by selecting ice cream flavors, participants no longer differed in 
the variety of the chocolates chosen after tasting the more (M = 2.38) 
versus less (M = 2.41) spicy chip; F(1, 64) < 1. 

A third study, currently underway, tests priming as an alterna-
tive explanation. Specifically, participants are presented with ‘Hot 
Tamales’ spicy candy in a study that ostensibly consists of two parts. 
Participants in the experimental condition will first complete a candy 
taste study, which consist of eating and evaluating the spicy candy, 
before the second study consisting of a variety-seeking task. Those 
in the control condition will receive the candy at the beginning of the 
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study, but will be told not to eat it until they have completed the first 
study consisting of the variety-seeking task. Greater variety-seeking 
when participants receive and consume the candy, as compared to 

when they receive but do not consume the candy, will be consistent 
with our embodied cognition-based explanation, but inconsistent 
with a priming account.


