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We document a novel context effect in which preference for an option superior on a prominent attribute relative to an option superior

on a non-prominent attribute decreases when dominating and/or dominated options are inserted in the choice set.  We show this occurs

because the additional options trigger different decision strategies.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Firms develop product lines in order to meet the needs of con-

sumers with different tastes.  Products are then marketed along what-
ever specific attribute that firms—and their consumers—view as the 
determinant of quality; consumers are presumed to choose the prod-
uct based on this dimension. In this research we argue that the firm’s 
product line can influence the extent to which consumers weight this 
prominent product attribute because it creates a decision context 
that can influence choice by triggering different decision strategies. 
In particular, we discuss one characteristic of the decision context 
that exerts a strong influence on choice: The presence or absence of 
dominance relationships between any of the options in the choice set.

We focus on decisions between two target alternatives that pres-
ent a trade-off between two attributes, one of which is more promi-
nent than the other. Normatively consumers should assign greater 
weight to the more prominent attribute relative to its less prominent 
counterpart. This implies that they should be more likely to choose 
the alternative that rates higher on the most prominent attribute than 
the alternative that scores higher on the least important attribute, ce-
teris paribus. However, we hypothesize that when the two target op-
tions are dominated by and/or dominate other (“decoy”) options in the 
choice set, consumers are more likely to evaluate the options in the set 
based on dominance relationships rather than attribute prominence. 
Tversky, Sattath, and Slovic (1988) suggest that individuals solve a 
decision problem using a three-stage process. First, the decision-mak-
er ascertains the presence of dominance relationships in the choice 
set. Second, if no dominance relationships are found, the decision-
maker assesses whether one of the options has a “decisive advantage” 
relative to the others. Finally, if there is no decisive advantage, the 
individual solves the problem through a lexicographic strategy, where 
the option scoring high on the prominent attribute is preferred.  In es-
sence, the decision-maker assesses attribute importance only as a last 
resort, after failing to identify dominance relationships or the pres-
ence of a decisive advantage. 

Building on this model, we expect the decision-maker to first 
express a stronger preference for the dominating alternative and a 
weaker preference for the dominated alternative relative to all the 
other options when making judgments within a set including the 
former alongside the two target alternatives presenting the trade-off.  
Further, to make an assessment of preference regarding the two tar-
get alternatives still requires an assessment of attribute prominence. 
However, we argue that the decision-maker’s initial strategy of using 
the dominance cue in this problem may persist even when he con-
structs his preference for these two options.  We draw our prediction 
from research on various fields indicating that people remain overly 
faithful to an initially-adopted strategy even when the problem con-
text changes and a different strategy would be more sensible or ap-
propriate (e.g. Levav, Reinholtz and Lin, 2012; Luchins, 1942).

We conducted six experiments. In Study 1 we randomly assigned 
consumers to either a two-option set where they face a decision be-
tween two options that present a trade-off in two attributes one of 
which is more prominent than the other, or to a four-option set where 
a symmetrically dominating and a symmetrically dominated decoy 
are inserted. We found that relative preference for the option scoring 
high on the prominent attribute is higher in the two-option condition 
than in the four-option condition. In Study 2 we addressed the alter-

native explanation that after identifying the best option (dominating 
decoy) in the four option set, participants simply become indifferent 
between the two focal options. We addressed this possibility by in-
cluding an additional condition in which the dominating decoy is an 
unavailable, phantom option. We replicated our effect; relative pref-
erence for the option scoring high on the prominent attribute dropped 
significantly even when the dominating decoy was not available for 
choice. Study 3 provided further evidence against this account by 
using only a dominated decoy. In Study 4 we demonstrated that our 
effect is robust across both compensatory (i.e., scale) and non-com-
pensatory (i.e., rank order) response modes. We randomly assigned 
participants to one of four conditions in a 2 (number of options: two 
vs. four) by 2 (response mode: scale vs. rank) between-participants 
design, and observed a significant effect of number of options across 
both modes. Our data showed that, regardless of the elicitation mode, 
relative preference for the option scoring high on the prominent at-
tribute decreased as a result of adding dominance cues. In Study 5 we 
provided evidence supporting the proposed mechanism; we moder-
ated our effect by manipulating the salience of a prominence strategy.  
Specifically, we asked half of our sample to respond to an attribute 
importance measure prior to preference expression, and showed that 
these respondents were more likely to prefer the option scoring high 
on the prominent attribute over the option scoring high on the non-
prominent attribute in the presence of dominating and dominated 
decoy options compared to participants who answered the attribute 
importance question after declaring their preference. We found that 
the responses to the attribute importance question are similar across 
all conditions, suggesting that prominence judgments do not change 
as the result of the dominance relationships.  Rather, it appears that 
the use of attribute prominence as an input to preferences varies de-
pending upon the choice set. Finally, in Study 6 participants made 
two successive choices.  We manipulated whether the initial choice 
primes consideration of attribute prominence by having respondents 
either choose from a two-option set followed by a choice from a 
four-option set in a similar domain or choose from a four-option set 
followed by another four-option set in a similar domain.  We found 
that people who chose between two options in the first decision were 
more likely to use a prominence strategy in the second decision rela-
tive to their counterparts who chose between four options in both 
decisions. Our findings represent a violation of the independence of 
irrelevant alternatives axiom because if one option is preferred over 
another, then the same should hold regardless of the presence of any 
additional options.
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