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evaluations of utilitarian experiences (Moore 2012). We extend this 
work by examining the role of two types of explanations—action 
and reaction explanations (Malle 2006)—in WOM. Action explana-
tions outline why consumers chose experiences or behaved in certain 
ways (e.g., I bought the cookies for a friend). Reaction explanations 
outline why consumers felt the way a certain way about experienc-
es (e.g., I liked the cookies because they were chewy). While prior 
work has identified actor/observer differences in using these types 
of explanations (Malle 2004), we focus on explanations in a WOM 
context. 

We posit that explanation type in WOM may not be predicted 
by actor/observer differences—since the audience is salient, the use 
of different explanations may instead be determined by what speak-
ers think would be most helpful for their audience (Grice 1957). 
This, in turn, may be determined by product type. For utilitarian ex-
periences, which are instrumental and goal-oriented (cognitive), ac-
tion explanations might be more useful and therefore more common; 
for hedonic experiences, which are affective and sensory (emotional; 
Dhar and Wertenbroch 2000), reaction explanations might be more 
useful and therefore more common. Further, we posit that providing 
these explanations will impact speakers (Moore 2012), such that for 
utilitarian experiences, only action explanations will polarize evalu-
ations, but for hedonic experiences, only reaction explanations will 
dampen evaluations. We examine these predictions in seven studies.

In study 1, we tested audience preferences for different types 
of explanations. We provided individuals with constructed reviews 
that varied in valence (positive or negative), product type (pretested 
as hedonic or utilitarian), and explanation type (action, reaction, or 
none). Participants rated reaction explanations as more helpful for 
hedonic (restaurant) reviews and action explanations as more helpful 
for utilitarian (USB stick) reviews. 

We next examined whether speakers (reviewers) were sensitive 
to these preferences. In study 2, we collected 200 Amazon.com re-
views. We collected fiction and non-fiction book reviews to repre-
sent hedonic and utilitarian products (confirmed in a pre-test), and 
coded each review for its proportion of reaction and action explana-
tions. More action than reaction explanations were provided for non-
fiction (utilitarian) books (e.g., I bought this because it was a best 
seller), while more reaction than action explanations were provided 
for fiction (hedonic) books (e.g., I loved this book because it was 
well-written). 

In study 3, we replicated this finding in the lab. Individuals re-
called a recent utilitarian or hedonic purchase that was positive or 
negative. They imagined writing an online review or a diary entry, 
and rated how likely they were to include sentences that provided 
either no explanations, action explanations, or reaction explanations. 
Corroborating the Amazon data, regardless of valence, and only in 
the public (online review) conditions, individuals were more likely 
to include action (reaction) explanations for utilitarian (hedonic) 
products. 

In studies 4 and 5, we examined how different types of expla-
nations influence speakers. Individuals recalled and wrote about a 
recent purchase that varied by valence (positive or negative), product 
type (hedonic or utilitarian), and explanation type (action, reaction, 
or none). To manipulate explanation type, individuals completed fill 
in the blank sentences that varied in terms of the explanation re-

quested. In studies 4a and 4b, individuals wrote about dining out at a 
restaurant (hedonic) or purchasing a technology product (utilitarian). 
In studies 5a and 5b, to control for product tangibility, all individuals 
wrote about a technology product that was either hedonic or utili-
tarian. For positive and negative purchases across all three studies, 
compared to not explaining, action explanations polarized individu-
als’ evaluations of utilitarian products, and reaction explanations 
dampened individuals’ evaluations of hedonic products. 

In sum, we examine WOM content, a critical but understudied 
issue in WOM. We focus on explanation type in WOM about hedon-
ic and utilitarian products. We examine when action versus reaction 
explanations are preferred by audiences, and show that speakers are 
sensitive to these preferences—but sometimes to their detriment, as 
providing certain types of explanations can impact speakers’ evalua-
tions of their own purchases. 
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SESSION OVERVIEW 
Much research has investigated how consumers make dif-

ficult choices (Luce 1998, Nowlis, Dhar and Simonson 2010).  To 
date, choice difficulty is generally considered a fixed property of 
the choice set, determined by the configuration of alternatives and 
attribute values. Choices with many alternatives, for instance, are 
considered more difficult than those with less alternatives (Iyengar 
and Lepper 2000), and choices between alignable attributes are con-
sidered easier than choices between non-alignable attributes (Zhang 
and Markman 2001). More recent research has begun to explore the 
notion that choosing from the same choice set can be perceived as 
more or less difficult based on consumer or situation-specific char-
acteristics (Schrift et al. 2011; Sela and Berger 2012). The papers in 
this session further this line of inquiry by examining incidental fac-
tors that affect choice difficulty and consequently choice incidence. 

Paper 1 (Etkin and Pocheptsova) will open the discussion by ex-
ploring effects incidental positive mood on choice difficulty. While 
prior research has emphasized the benefits of positive mood for a 
wide range of outcomes, this research shows positive mood can actu-
ally make choice seem more difficult. The authors demonstrate that 
when choice evokes tradeoffs, positive mood increases perceived 
differences between choice options, which increases choice diffi-
culty and the incidence of deferral.  

Consumers’ experience of choice difficulty also depends on 
the amount of cognitive effort expended prior to choice. Paper 2 
(Goldsmith and Hamilton) shows that evaluating low (vs. high) fit 
brand extensions prior to choice actually decreases the incidence of 
deferral. The authors argue that reconciling low (vs. high) fit brand 
extensions requires more cognitive resources and promotes a more 
abstract style of thinking, thereby decreasing decision difficulty. To-
gether with the results from paper 1, these findings expand under-
standing of how factors incidental to choice can nevertheless impact 
experiences of difficulty.

Papers 3 and 4 further enrich our understanding of how inciden-
tal factors influence choice difficulty by exploring novel pathways 
through which such difficulty may be resolved. Paper 3 (Cho et al.) 
explores the impact of distractions on choice difficulty. The authors 

show being distracted while making a choice increases the likeli-
hood that consumers choose consistently with their conscious focal 
goal. Distractions bolster the importance of the focal goal, thereby 
increasing adherence. Paper 4 (Danilowitz et al.) illustrates a final 
counter-intuitive relationship between incidental states and difficult 
decisions. Whereas previous literature has largely argued that feel-
ings of conflict are associated with increased choice difficulty and 
greater choice deferral, this paper suggests that priming incidental 
conflict instead decreases choice deferral. The authors show priming 
conflict increases the systematic processing of choice information, 
which allows people to directly confront conflict and results in in-
creased choice. 

Together, four papers offer novel and surprising insights into 
how incidental factors influence consumers’ experience of choice 
difficulty and choice deferral. In doing so, these papers demonstrate 
a series of important effects that will be of interest to a wide range of 
ACR attendees, including those interested in choice, mood, resource 
depletion, brands, and goals. 

When Being Happy Makes Choice Harder

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Being in a positive mood confers a wide range of benefits on 

consumers. Positive affect enhances creativity (Isen et al. 1985), pro-
motes self-control (Aspinwall 1998; Ragunathan and Trope 2002), 
and generally leads to successful outcomes (Lyubomirsky et al. 
2005). Based on these findings, one might expect positive mood to 
have beneficial impact on choice processes. In contrast, we propose 
that positive mood will at times make choice more difficult, increas-
ing the incidence of choice deferral. 

We base our propositions on prior work showing that positive 
mood increases context dependence, or adoption of situation-specific 
processing cues (Murray et al. 1990; Hunsinger, et al. 2011; Show-
ers and Canter 1985). Although positive mood has been primarily 
shown to enhance focus on inter-item similarities (Isen and Daubman 
1984; Isen et al. 1985; Lee and Sternthal 1999), in situations that cue 
consumers to focus on differences, positive mood instead increases 
perceived inter-item differences (Murray et al. 1999; Showers and 
Canter 1985). For example, Murray et al. (1990) demonstrated that 
participants in a positive mood identified more similarities between 
items when prompted to focus on similarities, but also identified 
more differences when prompted to focus on differences. 

We posit that when choice involves tradeoffs, positive mood 
will spontaneously lead consumers to focus on differences between 
choice options. When consumers are faced with tradeoffs, they 
engage in comparison processes aimed at resolving this conflict 
(Brenner et al. 1999; Gilbert et al. 1995; Tversky 1977). Though 
choice options may be compared in terms of similarity or dissimilar-
ity (Gati and Tversky 1984; Medin et al. 1993; Tversky 1977), an 
emphasis on unique or different features is the norm (Brenner et al. 
1999; Dhar and Sherman 1996). We thus expect a differences cue 
to be salient when consumers make choices that involve tradeoffs. 
Positive mood, then, should lead consumers to more readily adopt 
this differences focus, increasing their perceptions of differences be-
tween choice options. Perceiving more differences between choice 
options, in turn, increases choice difficulty by making inter-item 
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comparisons more difficult (Iyengar and Lepper 2000). As a result, 
we expect positive mood will increase consumers’ perceptions of 
choice difficulty for choices with tradeoffs, making them more likely 
to defer choice entirely. 

We test our propositions in four studies. In a pilot study, we 
used a word-prime task to manipulate positive vs. neutral mood 
(adapted from Pyon and Isen 2011) and presented participants with 
a set of three physician options, designed in such a way as to require 
tradeoffs when making a choice (adapted from Schrift, et al. 2011). 
Half of participants chose a physician option while the remaining 
half rated the attractiveness of each physician option. Next, we asked 
all participants to rate their perceptions of differences between the 
three physician options [1-7].  As we predicted, positive mood in-
creased perceived differences between the physician options when 
participants were confronted with tradeoffs (i.e., they had to make 
a choice; Mpos = 4.89, Mneg = 4.26; F(1, 78) = 3.31, p = .07), but not 
when they merely rated the options (Mpos = 4.48, Mneg = 4.75; F < 1). 
Consistent with prior findings, this reversal suggests in the absence 
of a cue to focus on differences, positive mood spontaneously leads 
individuals to focus on similarities.

Study 1 uses a different tradeoff manipulation to provide fur-
ther support for our propositions. We manipulated positive vs. nega-
tive mood using pre-tested video clips and then asked participants 
to imagine they were taking a trip for work or for pleasure. We con-
structed a set of flight options such that choosing required tradeoffs 
when the trip was for pleasure but not for work. As expected, be-
ing in a positive mood increased perceived differences between the 
flight options when choosing required tradeoffs (i.e., when the trip 
was for fun; Mpos = 4.80, Mneg = 4.26; F(1, 156) = 4.70, p < .05), but 
decreased perceived differences when choosing did not require trad-
eoffs (i.e., the trip was for work; Mpos = 4.33, Mneg = 4.88; F(1, 156) 
= 5.04, p < .05).

Studies 2 and 3 extend our investigation by considering conse-
quences of focusing on differences between choice options. In study 
2 we manipulated mood as in the pilot study and asked participants 
to choose a task they would like to complete for pay. In one set (no 
tradeoffs), there was an asymmetrically dominating task option, 
whereas in the other set (tradeoffs required), there was not (adapted 
from Sela and Berger 2012). We measured participants’ interest in 
deferring on a 7-point scale. As predicted, being in a positive mood 
increased interest in deferral when choosing required tradeoffs (Mpos 
= 5.02, Mneg = 4.20; F(1, 180) = 3.87, p = .05). The opposite occurred 
when participants chose from the set that did not require tradeoffs 
(Mpos = 3.73, Mneg = 4.54; F(1, 180) = 4.02, p < .05). 

Study 3 replicated our findings in a field study. We intercepted 
students at a University food court, administered a word-prime mood 
manipulation (the alleged main study) and then in thanks, asked 
them to choose a $10 gift-card to one of four local restaurants. This 
choice required participants to make tradeoffs among seven attri-
butes (e.g., distance from campus, wait time for food, size of menu, 
etc.). We gave participants the option to defer immediate choice in 
favor of choosing later online. Results show being in a positive mood 
increased participants’ propensity to defer choice (Mpos = 11.54%, 
Mneg = 0%; χ2 = 3.89, p < .05). That no participants in the negative 
mood condition chose to defer choice makes the higher incidence in 
the positive mood condition all the more remarkable.

In sum, we demonstrate positive mood can negatively influence 
choice, exacerbating consumers’ perceptions of differences between 
choice options and increasing deferral. Our findings contribute to 
extant research on positive mood as well as choice difficulty, demon-
strating mood is an important factor to consider when investigating 
choice processes.

The Cognitive and Behavioral Consequences of 
Considering Low-Fit Brand Extensions

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Launching new products is a risky and expensive endeavor. Ac-

cordingly, many firms attempt to mitigate this risk by introducing 
new offerings under existing brand names. A great deal of academic 
research has explored the factors that affect consumers’ likelihood 
of accepting these brand extensions, finding that the perceived “fit” 
between the extension and the brand is a critical factor in predict-
ing consumer interest (Aaker and Keller 1990). However, in today’s 
uncertain economy, many firms seek to maximize leverage from suc-
cessful brands by broadening the scope of their product lines beyond 
exclusively high-fit extensions. This raises the question: How does 
having low-fit extensions in the marketplace affect consumers?

While recent research has begun to explore the factors that in-
crease acceptance of low-fit extensions (e.g., Meyvis, Goldsmith and 
Dhar 2012), little work to date has explored the consequences that 
such brand extensions might have for consumers. For example, if 
Crest, an oral care brand, were to introduce a line of facial products 
(e.g., moisturizer), how might consumers’ experience of evaluating 
such products differ as compared to evaluating products that were 
higher in fit (e.g., Crest gum)? Although one could argue that of-
fering a wider array of brand extensions only benefits consumers 
by way of increasing variety (Kahneman, Wakker, and Sarin 1997), 
we propose that the presence of low-fit brand extensions may lead 
to unique consequences. Specifically, we predict that when the fit 
between the brand and the extension is low, evaluating such products 
will result in regulatory depletion as well as a shift towards more ab-
stract processing. Further, we argue that these cognitive shifts have 
downstream implications for choice confidence, choice difficulty 
and choice deferral.

We draw from the literature on brand extensions (e.g., Perac-
chio and Tybout 1996) to propose that when the there is a poor fit 
between a brand and an extension, evaluating such products requires 
expending more effort and can deplete consumers of the executive 
resources necessary for successful self-regulation (e.g., Baumeister 
et al. 1998). We test this prediction across a series of experiments. 
For example, in Experiment 1 all participants evaluated a series of 
brand extensions, which were either high in fit (e.g., McDonald’s 
BBQ sauce) or low in fit (e.g., Mrs. Field’s BBQ sauce) with the 
parent brand. Next all participants were given an unsolvable puzzle, 
as persistence on impossible tasks has previously been used to test 
depletion effects (Wan and Sternthal 2008). In line with our pre-
dictions, participants exerted less effort on the task (showing more 
depletion) after evaluating the low-fit brand extensions. Those in the 
low-fit condition spent less time on the task than those in the high-
fit condition (Mlow fit=174 seconds vs. Mhigh fit=376 seconds; p<.05). 
In subsequent experiments, we demonstrate boundary conditions 
for this effect that provide support for our process. Specifically, we 
show that when consumers are not motivated to reconcile the brand 
and the extension, these effects do not occur. We provide convergent 
evidence for the observed depletion effect by showing that decision 
confidence also erodes after consumers evaluate low-fit brand exten-
sions (Hamilton et al. 2010; scale: 1-not at all confident to 9-ex-
tremely confident; Mlow fit=5.9 vs. Mhigh fit=6.5; p<.05). 

Having demonstrated that evaluating low-fit extensions leads 
to self-regulatory depletion across a series of experiments with con-
vergent dependent measures, we argue that what makes the effect of 
evaluating low-fit brand extensions on self-regulatory depletion par-
ticularly interesting is that the same manipulation can also promote 
more abstract processing, a factor often shown to counteracts deple-
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tion effects (e.g., Wan and Agrawal 2011). We base this prediction on 
findings from construal level theory, which demonstrate that higher-
level, more abstract construals allow consumers to find connections 
between disparate stimuli (e.g., Trope and Liberman 2003). We add 
to this work by testing if this effect is bi-directional. Specifically, 
in Experiment 5 we explore if prompting consumers to find con-
nections between disparate stimuli (e.g., by evaluating low-fit brand 
extensions) promotes more abstract construals. We have participants 
evaluate a series of extensions that are either high or low in fit, then 
having them complete a task traditionally used to assess differenc-
es in levels of construal (a modified behavioral identification task; 
Meyvis, Goldsmith and Dhar 2012).  We find that those who first 
evaluated low-fit brand extensions were significantly more likely to 
identify behaviors in abstract terms than those who first evaluated 
high-fit extensions (Mlow fit=5.6 vs. Mhigh fit=4.8; p<.05).

Having shown that evaluating low-fit brand extensions can 
promote more abstract processing, our final experiment tests for im-
plications this might have on consumer choice.  Prior work has sug-
gested, although never directly demonstrated, that abstract process-
ing should reduce choice deferral by decreasing decision difficulty 
(Kim and Dhar 2007).  We test this by manipulating if consumers 
first evaluate high vs. low fit brand extensions then presenting them 
with an unrelated choice task that includes the option to defer choice 
(Dhar 1997). In line with our prediction, participants in the low-fit 
condition were significantly more likely to make a choice (less likely 
to defer choice) than those in the high-fit condition (choice deferral: 
Plow fit=32% vs. Phigh fit=48 %, p<.05). In support of our process, we 
find this effect does not occur when consumers are not motivated to 
reconcile the brand with the extension.

Taken together, these results suggest that evaluating low fit 
brand extensions can have cognitive consequences for consumers 
both in terms of self-regulatory depletion (Experiments 1 – 4) and 
level of processing (Experiments 5 and 6). We discuss how these 
results extend the research on schema congruity, self-regulatory 
depletion and construal level theory. Because most if not all prior 
brand extension research has been from the perspective of the firm, 
we believe our findings offer novel insights into the effects that vary-
ing brand extension fit can have on consumers. We conclude with a 
discussion of the practical implications for these findings.

Distractions: Friend or Foe in the Pursuit of Conscious 
and Nonconscious Goals?

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
We have all had the experience of going to a coffee shop with 

the intent of working, but becoming distracted: the loud conversa-
tion at the next table, the music, the sunny weather outside, or even 
the desire to buy and eat a red velvet cupcake.  How might these 
different types of distractions affect your goal to work?  Will the 
consequences differ depending on whether your goal is conscious 
or nonconscious? 

Conscious and nonconscious goals are generally believed 
to lead to similar processes and outcomes (e.g. Bargh et al. 2001; 
Chartrand and Bargh 1996).  More recently, however, research is 
examining how the two types of goals may differ (Gollwitzer, Parks-
Stamm, and Oettingen 2009).  Our research posits that the pursuit of 
conscious and nonconscious goals diverges when faced with distrac-
tions.  Consistent with the view that there is a limited pool of cogni-
tive resources (Kruglanski et al. 2002), when a focal goal is faced 
with a distraction, the motivated response can be to protect the goal 
and protect the cognitive resources.  We propose that because the 
activation and pursuit of conscious goals require cognitive resources 

(Kruglanski et al. 2002), introducing a distraction that threatens to 
compete for those resources will increase the importance of the goal 
and as a result, increase goal adherence.  The activation and pursuit of 
nonconscious goals, however, require very few cognitive resources 
(Bargh and Barndollar 1996), such that distractions are not perceived 
as a threat that requires a response.  We hypothesize, therefore, that 
distractions will enhance the accessibility and pursuit of a conscious 
goal, but have no effect on a nonconscious goal.  Furthermore, we 
examine the effect that different types of distractions will have on the 
pursuit of conscious and nonconscious goals.  As a key component 
of our theorizing involves the consumption of cognitive resources 
by a goal, and the subsequent threat posed to those resources by a 
distraction, we expect that the increase in goal pursuit will be further 
moderated by the extent to which the distractions consume cognitive 
resources.  More specifically, we hypothesize that the nature of the 
distraction will moderate the effect of distractions on goal pursuit.  
We test these hypotheses in a series of three experiments. 

In Study 1, we demonstrate our main proposition that distrac-
tions can increase adherence to a conscious focal goal, but not to a 
nonconscious focal goal.  The study was a 2 (Focal goal: conscious 
health goal vs. nonconscious health goal) X 2 (Distraction: travel 
goal prime vs. none) between-participants design.  Participants first 
completed the focal goal prime task, then were presented with a 
distraction task or not.  Next, they chose between two magazines: 
healthy living versus desserts.  As expected, we find that among par-
ticipants primed with the conscious health goal, those who faced a 
distraction were more likely to choose the healthy living magazine 
compared to those who did not (83% vs. 69%; p = .05).  Choice share 
of the healthy living magazine did not differ among those primed 
with a nonconscious health goal (73% vs. 72%).

Study 2 measures the influence that distractions have on the 
accessibility of focal goals.  Study 2 was a 2 (Focal goal: conscious 
academic goal vs. nonconscious academic goal) X 2 (Distraction: 
environment goal vs. filler task) between-participants design.  As in 
Study 1, participants first completed the goal prime and then com-
pleted the distraction or filler task.  Participants were then given a 
word search task and instructed to find 9 hidden words.  Ten of the 
hidden words were academic goal-related words, while the other 10 
were neutral words.  The notion here is that the more (less) acces-
sible the focal academic goal is, participants would find more (fewer) 
academic goal-related words.  Consistent with our prediction, par-
ticipants with the conscious academic goal found more goal-related 
words in the presence of a distraction (i.e. environment goal) than 
not (i.e. filler task; M distraction = 5.03 vs. M filler = 4.46, p = .05).  There 
was no difference among the participants with the nonconscious aca-
demic goal (M distraction = 4.85 vs. M filler = 4.69).  Taken together, these 
findings suggest that 1) conscious and nonconscious goals differ 
when faced with distractions such as alternative goals and 2) distrac-
tions not only activate shielding mechanisms of inhibition, which 
decrease the accessibility of alternative goals (Goschke and Dreis-
bach 2008; Shah, Friedman, and Kruglanski 2002), but also actually 
increase the pursuit and accessibility of conscious focal goals.  

Study 3 tests the underlying process that distractions increase 
conscious focal goal pursuit by increasing goal importance.  It also 
specifies the type of distraction that will produce this effect.  In par-
ticular, we compare the effect that a resource consuming distrac-
tion—a conscious competing goal—would have against a distraction 
that is less resource consuming—a nonconscious competing goal on 
focal goal importance.  We expect that a conscious competing goal 
will be perceived as a resource threatening distracter that will elicit a 
bolstering of the importance of the focal goal, while a nonconscious 
competing goal will not. As predicted, participants in the conscious 
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academic goal conditions reported higher importance of the goal to 
study when there was a threatening distracter (i.e. a conscious goal 
distracter) compared to when there was a non-threatening distracter 
(i.e. nonconscious goal distracter; M threat = 8.60 vs. M non-threat = 7.60, p 
< .05).  There were no differences across the nonconscious academic 
goal conditions on importance of the goal to study (M threat = 7.22 vs. 
M non-threat = 7.40).

These findings contribute to the existing literature on goal pur-
suit by demonstrating that the pursuit of conscious and nonconscious 
goals diverge in the presence of distractions.  Furthermore, our find-
ings suggest that distractions can have the ironic effect of facilitating 
the pursuit of conscious goals.  

The Positive Consequences of Conflict: When a Conflict 
Mindset Facilitates Choice

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Conflict is generally thought of as aversive, associated with 

depression, neuroticism and illness (Emmons & King, 1988), de-
creased task performance (Shah & Kruglanski, 2002), and impaired 
decision making. In contrast to this modal and intuitive view, we 
propose that conflict can also be beneficial. We test our proposal by 
examining the effects of incidental conflict on people’s willingness 
to make a decision. Extensive research on decision-making suggests 
that integral choice conflict increases deferral (Anderson, 2003; Iy-
engar & Lepper, 2000; Luce, 1998).  In contrast we argue that inci-
dental exposure to conflict activates a mindset that in turn facilitates 
decision making and increases choice likelihood. A conflict mindset 
brings with it the procedural benefits of coping with conflict without 
the associated costs such as negative affect (Luce, Bettman & Payne, 
1999) or stress (Lazarus, 1993).

In the current paper we activate conflict outside of awareness by 
priming conflicting goals, and look for increased choice in domains 
unrelated to the primed conflict. Our main proposition is that expo-
sure to conflict activates a conflict mindset, which leads to more sys-
tematic processing of subsequent, difficult choices. This assumption 
is in line with prior research indicating people who proactively work 
to resolve choice conflict systematically consider more available 
information (Janis & Mann, 1977) and take longer to decide (Bett-
man, Johnson, Luce & Payne, 1993). We propose that as a result of 
this systematic processing of choice information, people in a conflict 
mindset are more likely to resolve conflict and make choices. This 
is consistent with the notion that people choose more often when 
preference uncertainty is reduced (Dhar and Simonson 2003). Four 
experiments test our propositions.

In experiment 1, participants were randomly assigned to one 
of three conditions: Healthy/Indulge Conflict; Career/Socialize 
Conflict, or Control (no conflict). Our priming manipulation was a 
lexical decision task where participants indicated if the letters on 
the screen formed a word (21 trials) or a non-word (14 trials). In 
each of the Conflict conditions, 7 of the words related to one goal 
(e.g., fitness), 7 related to the conflicting goal (e.g., chocolate). Par-
ticipants then made two choices (apartments, cell phones), which 
included a standard deferral option (Dhar 1997). Finally, participants 
were probed for awareness. As predicted, participants in the Conflict 
conditions were more likely to make a choice than those in Control 
(Mconflict = 73% vs. Mcontrol = 62%, p < .04). There were no differences 
between condition on any awareness measure, for any study reported 
here (all ps>.1). 

In experiment 2 we test our proposed process using two mark-
ers of systematic processing: longer decision times, and consider-
ation of more information (Bettman et. al., 1993; Janis and Mann 

1977). We capture these process measures using a program similar 
to Mouselab (Johnson et al., 1991) and test if systematic informa-
tion processing mediates the effect of conflict on choice likelihood. 
Student participants were brought into the lab and primed with either 
a Study/Party Conflict or Control (no conflict) using the same lexi-
cal decision task as Experiment 1. They then made choices, which 
included a deferral option. The computer recorded the time spent 
on each choice and the amount of information viewed. Participants 
in the Conflict condition were more likely to choose one of the op-
tions than those in Control, Mconflict=82% vs. Mcontrol = 71%, p < .05. 
Conflict primed participants tended to take more time to make their 
decision F(1,78) =3.4, p = .06, and viewed more information F(1, 
394) = 4.5, p < .05. To test our proposed process, decision time and 
information viewed were entered into a serial bootstrap model for 
multiple mediators (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). There was a signifi-
cant and positive path indicating that conflict increases the amount 
of information searched, which increases decision time and results in 
greater choice (95%CI=.001, .088) .

Experiment 3 tested a boundary condition and rules out an al-
ternative explanation. Our mindset theory predicts that the conflict 
prime should facilitate resolution of subsequent difficult choices, but 
should not increase persistence on a non-choice task. In addition, we 
have proposed that it is the conflict mindset, and not the activation 
of a single goal, that brings about our effects. Using the same lexi-
cal decision task describe above, participants completed a Control, 
Conflict (career vs. socialize), or Single Goal (career only) priming 
manipulation. Half the participants made 2 choices identical to those 
in Experiment 2 (Album, Theater), while the other half completed a 
non-choice, persistence task in which they rated as many pictures as 
they liked before choosing to stop (adapted from Vohs & Heather-
ton, 2000). As before Conflict participants were more likely to make 
choices than Control participants, Mconflict =86%, Mcontrol =75%, p<.04. 
However, as predicted, Conflict and Control participants persisted at 
a similar rate on a filler task, completing the same number of items, 
Mconflict=14.1, Mcontrol =12.8, p>.61, interaction: F(1, 200)=4.3, p<.04. 
Finally we do not find evidence to support a single goal priming 
explanation for the increase in choice resolution, as Conflict partici-
pants were more likely to make a choice than participants in Control 
and the participants who were primed with just a Single Goal, Mconflict 
=86%, ,Mcontrol=75%, Msinglegoal =76%, p <.05. 

In Experiment 4 we sought to conceptually replicate our find-
ings using another common choice scenario: preference for an ex-
treme option in a three item compromise choice set. We hypothesize 
people will be more likely to choose an extreme option after being 
primed with conflicting goals. As predicted, Conflict (vs. Control) 
participants were more likely to resolve the choice by selecting an 
extreme option, Mconflict=55.1%, Mcontrol=41.1%, p<.02.

The negative consequences of choice conflict are well docu-
mented (Emmons and King 1988, Riediger and Freund 2004). This 
research examines whether a conflict mindset can have positive con-
sequences, and suggests that the traditional view of conflict as caus-
ing a paralytic flight from difficult choices may not tell the whole 
story.
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