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Three studies examined whether shifting preferences and importance weights over time to be consistent with a choice leaning (i.e.,

coherence shifting) is a consistent strategy used to manage feelings of discomfort and physiological arousal. Results were consistent

with our model of coherence shifting resolving discomfort and decision difficulty.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Consumers are faced on a daily basis with difficult decisions in 

complex choice environments, and many of these decisions involve 
the careful weighing of options before a choice can be made. Re-
search on pre-decisional coherence shifting (Simon, Krawezyk, and 
Holyoak 2004; pre-decisional distortion; Russo, Meloy and Medvec 
1998) indicates that changes in the desirability and importance of 
choice alternative features begins prior to making a choice, rather 
than following the choice. Proposed mechanisms for why coherence 
shifting occurs, however, have been limited. Research suggests dif-
ficult decisions that are likely to create cognitive dissonance (Coo-
per 2007) are associated with a heightened arousal state or a feeling 
of discomfort. One method for measuring physiological arousal is 
with the skin conductance response (SCR), which is measured by 
attaching electrodes to the palm of the hand to detect slight changes 
in skin perspiration that reflect sympathetic activation. A seminal 
study on cognitive dissonance and skin conductance response (Cro-
yle and Cooper 1983) indicated that cognitive dissonance increased 
SCR, and that resolving cognitive dissonance weakened the high 
arousal state.

The research described here sought to determine whether fea-
ture conflict arising from lacking a clearly dominant option produces 
a feeling of discomfort, which, in turn, leads some individuals to reg-
ulate this discomfort. We propose that coherence shifting reduces de-
cision conflict, which in turn aids in the management of discomfort. 
We predicted that individuals who coherence shift would feel less 
of the discomfort that is often experienced when an individual must 
make a difficult choice between two competing alternatives, each of 
which includes both positive and negative attributes.  In each of three 
studies, individuals who exhibited high levels of coherence shifting 
were hypothesized to do so as a consistent strategy for regulating 
feelings of discomfort, as reflected in lower physiological arousal 
and decreased perceived decision difficulty. 

In Study 1, fifty-nine university undergraduates participated in-
dividually in a computerized procedure using an established coher-
ence shift paradigm (Simon et al. 2004).  Individuals were informed 
that they would be participating in a physiological study on decision 
making, and skin conductance response electrodes were attached to 
the palm of each participant’s non-dominant hand.  All participants 
rated the desirability of a number of possible job attributes, and then 
weighted how important these attributes were in a typical decision 
context.  Participants were then shown the attributes of two specific 
job offers that varied on the dimensions of commute time, salary, 
office space, and vacation package.  After viewing the offers, par-
ticipants rated the desirability of the attributes and weighted attribute 
importance a second time.  Participants then indicated their choice 
leanings.  An interim task was given prior to participants making 
their final choices, followed by a third rating of attribute desirability 
and weighted importance.  

In the studies conducted by Simon et al. (2004), coherence shift-
ing was measured as a change in the attribute desirability and impor-
tance ratings at each time point to be consistent with the eventually 
chosen option. We replicated these general findings that individuals 
shift their desirability and importance ratings toward their final choice 

leanings. Analyses were conducted using a median split on the de-
gree of coherence shifting, with the dependent variables representing 
SCR during the maximal decision window of 2000ms–3000ms. Re-
sults indicated that participants with high levels of coherence shifting 
on importance weightings also had significantly lower SCR (p < .05) 
across study blocks. Analyses were conducted to measure coherence 
shifting with respect to the specific study blocks. These revealed that 
participants who changed their importance weights the most also had 
significantly lower SCR (p < .05) across blocks. Further, the degree 
of coherence shifting with respect to the job offer attributes corre-
lated significantly with perceived difficulty for both the desirability 
ratings (r = -.36, p = .005) and the importance weightings (r = -.53, 
p < .05), indicating that high coherence shifting was associated with 
less perceived decision difficulty. 

In Study 2, one hundred and thirteen university undergraduates 
were recruited to participate individually in a laboratory study.  Feel-
ings of discomfort were manipulated to determine whether experi-
encing discomfort would lead to decreased coherence shifting among 
individuals who self-report less emotion regulation (Gross 1998).  
Using a difficult anagram procedure, participants were induced into 
a high discomfort, low discomfort, or baseline (no anagram task) 
condition.  Following the discomfort manipulation, participants 
completed the job offer coherence shifting paradigm (Simon et al. 
2004) described in Study 1. Results indicated that those who were 
induced to experience high discomfort and did not self-report emo-
tion regulation tendencies shifted significantly less than those in a 
low discomfort or baseline condition (p < .05), supporting our argu-
ment that coherence shifting is a strategy used to regulate feelings of 
discomfort. 

In Study 3, thirty-three university undergraduates were recruited 
to participate in a two-part study. Participants were brought back to 
the study for two separate sessions, held one week apart, to make two 
separate difficult decisions involving feature conflict. Decision tasks 
were counterbalanced across weeks. One task was the same job offer 
choice used in Studies 1 and 2, and the other task was a consumption 
choice involving selecting an apartment to rent. As predicted, some 
individuals consistently shifted more often than others across dif-
ferent decision occasions (p < .01), and this coherence shifting was 
correlated with self-reported emotion regulation tendencies (p < .05). 

This research suggests that difficult decisions involving feature 
conflict are capable of producing feelings of discomfort, which some 
individuals manage via pre-decisional coherence shifting. These data 
are consistent with our proposed model of feature conflict leading 
to feelings of discomfort, which some individuals regulate through 
coherence shifting. Additional research is being conducted to further 
establish the proposed causal sequencing. These findings shed light 
on the basic mechanisms underlying decision making and provide 
important implications for why people use different choice strategies 
in complex consumption environments.
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