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This research demonstrates that two-stage decisions increase preference for hedonic (vs. utilitarian) options. In two-stage decisions,

shortlisting partially addresses prevention goals, which impacts these goals’ continued activation, such that prevention focus relatively

decreases post-screening. Consequently, this shift in regulatory focus increases preference for hedonic options.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Many consumer decisions (e.g., apartment choice, airline ticket 

choice) may be structured as either a single-stage or a two-stage de-
cision process (Beach 1993). That is, consumers either (i) directly 
choose an option (single-stage decision), or (ii) shortlist some op-
tions, and then choose from this shortlist (two-stage decision). This 
research demonstrates that two-stage decisions systematically in-
crease preference for hedonic (vs. utilitarian) options. 

A regulatory focus account explains this effect. Drawing on past 
work, we argue that screening helps to eliminate inferior alternatives 
that are below a minimum standard (Beach 1993, Ge, Haübl and El-
rod 2012), and thus partially addresses prevention goals. This, in turn 
has an effect on the continued activation of prevention focus, such 
that prevention focus decreases post-screening. Prior work has found 
that advancing prevention objectives leads to deactivation of vigi-
lance concerns in subsequent tasks (Förster et al. 2001, Van-Dijk and 
Kluger 2004). Consequently, this shift in regulatory focus can impact 
consumers’ preferences during the final choice. In general, a consum-
er’s operant regulatory focus has been shown to impact her relative 
focus on hedonic versus utilitarian attributes. Specifically, relatively 
lesser prevention focus has been shown to increase preference for 
options that are superior on hedonic characteristics (Chernev 2004). 
Therefore, we formally predict:

Hypothesis 1:  In two-stage decisions (vs. single-stage deci-
sions), consumers will have relatively lesser pre-
vention focus during the final choice. 

Hypothesis 2:  In two-stage decisions (vs. single-stage deci-
sions), consumers will (relatively) prefer hedon-
ic (vs. utilitarian) options.

Hypothesis 3:  Differences in hedonic choice share between 
single-stage and two-stage decisions will be me-
diated by differences in prevention focus during 
the final choice.

Multiple studies across different decision contexts and different 
shortlisting mechanisms illustrate the hypothesized effect on choice 
shares and support the proposed regulatory focus mechanism under-
lying this effect. In Study 1’s scenario, participants chose amongst 
four apartments, of which two pretested as hedonic and two pretested 
as utilitarian. Participants were significantly more likely to pick a he-
donic apartment when asked to choose in a two-stage format (60.5%) 
than in a single-stage format (36.8%; binomial z = 2.13, p < .05). 
Choice share differences between these conditions were fully medi-
ated by differences in prevention focus; a reduction in prevention 
focus in the second stage of the two-stage condition led to increased 
hedonic choice share during final choice. Other process measures 
from Study 1 (e.g. measures for degree of choice conflict) were in-
consistent with competing explanations for this effect.

In Study 2, using the same apartment scenario, right before the 
final choice, participants were diverted into an unrelated task de-
signed to measure regulatory focus: the RAT. This task was set up to 
involve a tradeoff between attempting more questions to earn more 

points versus attempting fewer questions in order to avoid penalties. 
Participants attempted significantly more questions in the two-stage 
decision condition (M = 6.59) than the single-stage decision condi-
tion (M = 5.38; t(75) = 2.00, p < .05), indicative of reduced preven-
tion focus. This result is consistent with Study 1’s direct measures of 
regulatory focus along with past research on how regulatory focus 
impacts tradeoffs involving errors of omission and commission (Hig-
gins 1997).

Studies 3, 4A, and 4B replicated Study 1’s results in (i) an air-
line ticket choice scenario, (ii) a tradeoff between granola bars and 
ice cream, and (iii) a tradeoff between fruit salad and cake. These 
studies demonstrate that the proposed effect holds in choice settings 
with various choice set sizes (e.g., Study 1 – 4 options, Study 3 – 54 
options, Study 4A – 16 options, Study 4B – 4 options). Additionally, 
the effect even held when attribute information was not explicitly 
provided. These studies also provided process evidence that were in-
consistent with competing explanations, including ‘licensing’ (Mo-
nin and Miller 2001) and ‘balancing’ (Dhar and Simonson, 1999). 

Study 5 examined a choice amongst mTurk tasks with a 2 
(single-stage vs. two-stage) x 2 (control vs. prevention prime ma-
nipulation prior to final choice) between-subjects design. The control 
condition replicated Study 1’s results; choice share for the hedonic 
mTurk task was significantly higher in the two-stage condition (M 
= 50.79% vs. M = 33.33%, binomial z = 2.81, p < .05). However, 
under a prevention prime, choice share for the hedonic option was 
reduced in the two-stage condition, resulting in similar preference for 
the utilitarian option in both choice process conditions (M = 33.33% 
vs. M = 30%); binomial z < 1, p > .5).

This research documents a novel effect: two-stage decisions (vs. 
single-stage decisions), lead to a relatively greater preference for he-
donic (vs. utilitarian) options. Using studies that involve both media-
tion and moderation, this research provides convergent evidence for 
the proposed regulatory focus mechanism that drives this effect. This 
paper makes two key contributions, connecting work on decision 
processes, regulatory focus, and hedonic versus utilitarian choices. 
First, this research finds that differences in the structure of the deci-
sion process can endogenously influence decision makers’ regulatory 
focus during final choice. In contrast, in most previous research, the 
drivers of regulatory focus were exogenous and operated at the start 
of a decision (Zhou and Pham 2004). Second, this research dem-
onstrates that differences in the structure of the decision impacts 
hedonic-utilitarian tradeoffs. Past work on two-stage decisions has 
only shown how screening influences information processing, such 
as relatively lesser weighting of (i) information presented pre-screen-
ing (Chakravarti, Janiszewski, and Ülkümen 2006, Ge et al. 2012) or 
(ii) attributes participants have already used to screen (Larson and 
Hamilton 2012). Past research has not found any effects of screening 
that differ by the type of attributes (e.g., hedonic vs. utilitarian) con-
sidered during decision making. Marketers may employ our findings 
to impact consumers’ choices by structuring the decision process in a 
way that increases preference for particular target options.
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TABLE 1: SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

Study Domain Hedonic choice share** Comments 

1 Apartments Mtwo-stage = 60.5%
Msingle-stage = 36.8%

-Demonstrates that effect is mediated by differences in prevention 
focus 

1 (replicated) Apartments Mtwo-stage = 70.0%
Msingle-stage = 43.3%

-Involves a small choice set
-Composition of shortlisted set and process measures do not support 
“balancing” or “licensing” alternative accounts 

3 Airline tickets 
Ticket price
Mtwo-stage = $440
Msingle-stage = $390

-Involves a large choice set
-Hedonic attributes were explicitly higher-priced 

4A Snacks (Granola bars 
vs. Ice Cream) 

Mtwo-stage = 71.8%
Msingle-stage = 48.4%

-Involves an intermediate-size choice set
-Composition of shortlisted set and process measures do not support 
“balancing” or “licensing” alternative accounts 

4B Snacks (Desserts) Mtwo-stage = 88.4%
Msingle-stage = 57.5%

-Differences in hedonic preference occurred despite no differences 
on utilitarian levels between options 
-No explicit attribute information was provided to participants 

5 mTurk tasks 
Control condition
Mtwo-stage = 50.79%
Msingle-stage = 33.33%

-Involves a different screening mechanism
-Demonstrates that differences in choice share are moderated by pre-
vention focus prime
-Participant profile very different from undergraduates/ paid subject 
pool participants 

** Differences significant at p <.05 levels 


