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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Consumer decisions are often influenced by the context within 

which they are made. For example, exposure to colors (Berger and 
Fitzsimons 2008), products (Lee and Labroo 2004), and brands (Fer-
raro et al., 2009) can systematically shift consumer choices. Although 
we know much about the contextual features that may influence 
choices, we know little about who is more likely to be influenced 
by which type of contextual cues. In this paper, we use Cognitive-
Experiential Self-Theory (CEST) to understand how individual dif-
ferences in thinking systems lead to decisions that are influenced by 
the decision context.

CEST (see Epstein 1994) suggests that humans have both a 
rational system and an experiential system. Whereas the rational 
system is slow, rule-based, contemplative, and deliberative, the ex-
periential system is rapid, affect-based, action-oriented, and associa-
tive. Past work suggests that the two modes operate according to a 
dominance model, whereby one mode is likely to dominate think-
ing – typically the experiential system, unless the rational system is 
activated (temporally or chronically), in which case it tends to take 
over (Kahneman and Frederick 2005; Shiv and Fedorikhin 1999). 
This model implies that experiential and rational thinking are bipolar 
constructs, such that a higher activation of one system indicates a 
lower activation of the other. However, scale development studies 
by Pacini and Epstein (1999) found no relationship between the two 
thinking modes, suggesting that the two systems are independent. 
Therefore, contrary to the dominance model, we argue for a balance 
model which, in addition to the dominance cases where the activa-
tion of one system exceeds that of the other, also considers condi-
tions of balanced thinking modes or simultaneous activation of both 
systems (either both relatively low or both relatively high). We posit 
that it is these latter two groups of individuals who tend to be more 
influenced by contextual cues. 

The rationale for this prediction differs across the two balanced 
groups (i.e., low-lows and high-highs). Low-lows are likely to lack 
internally generated inputs for guiding a decision, given low acti-
vation of both the experiential and rational systems which account 
for the majority of decision inputs. Therefore, they are likely to turn 
to the decision context for cues. Conversely, high-highs, with two 
highly activated systems, are faced with the dilemma of choosing a 
system when faced with a decision, especially since the two systems 
often produce diverging outputs (Kirkpatrick and Epstein 1992). 
Therefore, compared to the dominant system groups, high-highs will 
also be more likely to turn to the decision context for cues. These dif-
fering rationales also allow us to predict the types of cues in the deci-
sion context that will influence their decisions. Low-lows, who do 
not have the cognitive resources for assessing the relevance of a cue, 
will be likely to turn to contextual cues that are highly accessible, 
for making their decisions. Conversely, high-highs, who have ample 
resources to assess the relevance of a cue, will be likely to focus on 
the most diagnostic contextual cues. 

We tested these predictions in a series of studies. Across the 
studies, we measured experiential and rational system activation 
using the REI-40 (Pacini and Epstein 1999). In Study 1, we tested 
the basic prediction that low-lows and high-highs make decisions 
influenced by the contextual cues. We used the context of grocery 
shopping, where the items placed in the shopper’s basket are likely 
to function as a contextual cue, making complementary products not 

only more accessible (Lee and Labroo 2004) but also more diagnos-
tic (i.e., situation-appropriate), calling for increased purchase likeli-
hood of complementary products for both these groups (as compared 
to their one-system dominant counterparts). Participants (n = 118) 
completed a simulated grocery shopping task in which they made 
a series of choices in the given product categories, subsequent to 
which  they were asked to name three additional items they would 
buy on their shopping trip. The complementarity of these items to 
the target basket items was assessed. Regression analyses yielded the 
expected interaction and simple-slope analyses confirmed the predic-
tion that low-lows and high-highs listed more complementary items 
than their dominant-system counterparts. 

In the next two studies, we tested the predictions relating to dif-
ferential cues and their underlying mechanism  by manipulating the 
accessibility and diagnosticity of the contextual cues. Study 2 (n = 
104) replicated Study 1 with one exception. The relative accessibility 
of the shopping basket was lowered, while keeping its diagnosticity 
high, by introducing an alternative high accessibility/low diagnostic-
ity cue in the context (via a short story immediately after the product 
choices). The regression analyses revealed that, as expected, only the 
high-highs were influenced by the diagnostic contextual cue (shop-
ping basket), demonstrating an increased level of complementary 
purchases. In Study 3 (n = 98), we took the opposite approach by 
using a contextual cue that operated on accessibility, but not diagnos-
ticity, processes. We accomplish this by using a perceptual fluency 
paradigm adapted from Berger and Fitzsimons (2008). Participants 
completed a short questionnaire on product preferences using either 
a green or purple pen. They were then asked to choose two options in 
two different categories (candy and pop) of eight options each. There 
were two green options and two purple options in each category. We 
predicted that the pen color would make other similar-colored prod-
ucts more accessible and therefore chosen more often by low-lows, 
who rely on accessibility-based processes; however, such an effect 
would not emerge for high-highs. Our expectations were supported, 
with the low-lows choosing more color-consistent options than the 
other three groups. 

These findings contribute to the consumer behavior literature in 
several ways. First, they enrich the theory of thinking systems by ex-
amining the decision making for low-lows and high-highs and dem-
onstrating that these groups merit further attention and examination 
in the literature. Second, we identify consumer groups who are most 
likely to use contextual cues as inputs in their decision making.  Fi-
nally, our findings distinguish between different types of contextual 
cues and demonstrate how their usage may differ based on individual 
differences in thinking systems. Future research can build on this 
work by investigating the implications of conceptualizing thinking 
systems and decision cues in these ways.
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