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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
A basic tenet of rational choice theory is that people choose 

the outcome that produces the highest subjective expected utility 
(Savage, 1954; von Neumann and Morgenstern, 1947).  Decades of 
research in psychology shows that judgments of utility are in fact 
malleable, and that choice is affected by the decision context (Slovic, 
1995; Tversky and Kahneman, 1981). In the present work we argue 
that the malleability of people’s preferences extends to the context 
in which an outcome is reached.  Thus, people’s choices can be in-
fluenced simply by how they are going to attain an outcome, inde-
pendent of what the actual outcome is.  We call the utility that peo-
ple gain (or lose) from the process of how an outcome is obtained, 
“choice utility,” which is distinct from outcome utility and which can 
either enhance or detract from the overall attractiveness of an option.

We focus on two normatively equivalent processes for obtain-
ing the same outcome: action and inaction. Drawing on research in 
philosophy, morality, the law, and psychology, we argue that these 
two processes are not equivalent in people’s minds even if they lead 
to an identical outcome.  In particular, moral and legal philosophers 
have debated the distinction between outcomes obtained through 
action and inaction extensively.  The question most commonly ad-
dressed in this research is whether action is equivalent to inaction 
in cases where both yield an identical outcome.  For instance, moral 
philosophers argue that people cannot be held morally responsible 
for inactions (Foot, 1967; Thomson, 1985).  Legal scholars argue that 
because there is no behavior involved, it can be assumed that inac-
tions do not cause any change in the physical environment relative 
to actions (Duttwiller, 2006). Further, to hold someone as liable for 
the commission of a crime can only be based on an omission if the 
omission is expressly made sufficient by the law defining the offense, 
or a duty to perform the omitted act is otherwise imposed by law 
(LaFave and Scott, 1986). Similarly, substantial research in psychol-
ogy indicates a distinction between action and inaction in various 
types of judgments, both in the moral domain (e.g. Sugarman, 1986) 
and in non-moral decisions (Kahneman and Tversky, 1982; Land-
man, 1987).

Building on these insights we develop our theory of choice util-
ity. Our theory predicts that when people detect a difference in the 
utility between two options so that preference uncertainty is low, 
they prefer to obtain the additional utility given by the high utility 
option through action rather than inaction.  Thus, the choice share of 
a high utility option will be lower when it is framed as an inaction 
than as an action.  In contrast, when people have difficulty detect-
ing a difference in the utility between two options so that preference 
uncertainty is high, the inaction frame functions as a tie-breaking 
mechanism that makes either option framed as an inaction appear 
more attractive.  Thus, the choice share of either option framed as an 
inaction will be greater than when it is framed as an action.

We provide empirical support for the existence of choice util-
ity in six studies. In our first two studies studies we demonstrate the 
effect of choice utility on decisions made in the context of classic 
problems from judgment and decision-making literature. The context 
of Study 1 is the Asian Disease problem (Tversky and Kahneman, 
1981). The context of Study 2 is money illusion (Shafir, Diamond, 
and Tversky, 1997). We chose these problems because their results 
have been replicated in previous research and, therefore, we can eas-
ily predict what participants’ predominant choices will be. In these 

studies we randomly assign participants to either the classic ver-
sions of the problems, or to a condition where one of the two options 
is framed as the result of inaction. We find that preference for the 
predominant response (e.g., certain option for gain frame and risky 
option for loss frame in Study 1) significantly decreases when that 
option is framed as inaction. We find no significant effect when the 
infrequent response (e.g. risky option for gain frame and certain op-
tion for loss frame in Study 1) is framed as inaction.

Studies 3a and 3b further replicate the effect of choice utility 
(Part A) in a different decision problem (the disjunction effect: Tver-
sky and Shafir, 1992), but also demonstrate the predicted fluctuations 
in the relative utility of the two outcomes as the result of framing 
the option with the highest utility as the result of inaction (Part B). 
Participants in Study 3b perceive the difference in the relative attrac-
tiveness of the two outcomes to be higher when both result from ac-
tion compared to when the predominant option results from inaction, 
while the infrequent option results from action. Moreover, framing 
the infrequent option as inaction yields no effect. Studies 4 and 5 
demonstrate the effect of choice utility in decisions with high dif-
ficulty. We show that people prefer inaction when there is difficulty 
in choosing, similar to a default effect. Participants in Study 4 choose 
between seven risky gains. We find that inaction increased preference 
for all options except one. In Study 5 we examine choice utility in the 
context of the asymmetric dominance effect (Huber, Payne and Puto, 
1982; Simonson 1989). We replicate the attraction effect when there 
is no inaction frame. We further find that preference for the asym-
metrically dominating option decreases when it is framed in terms 
of inaction (i.e., when preference uncertainty was low). Moreover, 
preference for that very same option marginally increases when it 
is framed as inaction, but it is not dominating (i.e., when preference 
uncertainty was high). Changes in attribute weights mediated these 
effects. Our findings have important implications for default effects 
and choice architecture, particularly in contexts where preference 
uncertainty is low. In such cases, preference for a given option seen 
as superior in terms of utility may be harmed as a result of making it 
attainable through inaction. 
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