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This research studies how perceived variety may be influenced by obviously irrelevant factors such as the font readability of

assortment information. Through three experiments, we demonstrated that difficult-to-read assortments were judged to be more varied

(i.e. the illusion of variety), and this effect was driven by a difficulty-variety naive belief.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT  
Experiencing variety is central to our well-being (Morales et 

al. 2005; Rolls et al. 1981; Schwartz 2004). Given its central role, 
how accurate can we tell whether there is greater or smaller variety 
in different assortments? Would superficial and obviously irrelevant 
factors such as the font readability of the printed assortment informa-
tion influence our perceptions of variety? If yes, in which direction 
does it influence our variety perceptions?

On the perceptual level, a list of items printed in different font 
styles are essentially presenting the same number of options and thus 
should not alter our variety perceptions. Yet, at a metacognitive level, 
font styles that differ in readability will affect the ease in process-
ing the information. It has been documented that people often rely 
on feeling as information when making judgments (Schwarz 2004). 
Likewise, it is possible for the feeling of ease in reading to affect our 
variety judgments. While there are reasons to believe that readability 
will affect our variety perceptions, it may alter perceived variety in 
opposite ways depending on how people use the feeling as informa-
tion. 

Readability may decrease perceived variety. In other words, 
people see an assortment as more various when the information is 
less readable. For years, research has repeatedly demonstrated a 
correlation between great variety in an assortment and subjective 
difficulty in making choices from the assortment (Chernev 2006; 
Chernev and Hamilton 2009; Iyengar and Leppers 2000). With re-
peated experiences of subjective choice difficulty in face of an as-
sortment with great variety, people may form a lay belief linking 
variety to choice difficulty such that ‘the more variety there is in an 
assortment, the more difficult it is for me to make choices from the 
assortment’ (i.e., a difficulty-variety naive belief). As an association 
gets strengthened over time, it is possible that thoughts about either 
component will automatically activate the other component (Wyer 
2004, 2007), such that feeling of choice difficulty will trigger the 
feeling of ‘high variety’. 

While choice difficulty may stem from the actual variety of an 
assortment, it may also come from factors that are irrelevant to the 
actual assortment size. For example, Novemsky and his colleagues’ 
(2007) research shows that difficulty engendered by reading prod-
uct specifications in difficult-to-read fonts could already result in 
heightened choice difficulty. In the current context of investigation, it 
can be predicted that when people make choices from an assortment 
that is difficult-to-read, the increased subjective choice difficulty will 
trigger the feeling of ‘high variety’ via the difficulty-variety naive 
belief. That is, the poorer the readability of the font styles is, the more 
difficult it is to process the assortment information and make choices 
from it, which in turn will trigger an illusion of higher variety. 

On the contrary, one may also expect high readability to increase 
perceived variety. First, ease in processing is hedonically positive 
(Winkielman et al. 2003). Since variety is regarded as a positive at-
tribute (Morales et al. 2005; Rolls et al. 1981), assortment presented 
in easy-to-read fonts should appear more varied. Second, a decision 
may appear more important when its information is harder to process 
(Sela and Berger 2012). The heightened importance may motivate 
people to expand their consideration set so as to find the best option, 
and this need for a larger set will then contrast with the current as-
sortment size and make the assortment appear smaller. Thus, read-
ability may enhance perceived variety.

We conducted three experiments to test whether readability 
of assortment information will alter variety perception, and if so, 
whether it will increase or decrease perceived variety. We also exam-
ined the mechanism underlying this potential effect.

In experiment 1, participants were presented with an assortment 
of candy printed in an easy-to-read or a difficult-to-read font. The 
participants judged there to be a greater variety of flavors when the 
candy assortment was presented in a difficult-to-read font (M = 5.89) 
than in an easy-to-read font (M = 5.41; t(76) = 2.23, p < .05). This 
finding provided initial evidence for the prediction that difficult-to-
read fonts could increase variety perception.

Experiment 2 was aimed to examine the difficulty-variety na-
ive belief drove the readability effect. Participants were shown an 
assortment of sushi. Naive belief strength was measured and font 
readability was manipulated by varying the font colors. It was 
demonstrated that the illusion of variety only emerged for those who 
strongly believed in the difficulty-variety naive belief (β = .56, t(98) 
= 3.32, p < .005), and it was absent when the difficulty-variety naive 
belief was not strongly subscribed to (p > .9).

Experiment 3 was conducted to demonstrate that the illusion 
of variety would only transpire when the choice difficulty-variety 
naive belief was applicable. In situations where one does not have 
to make a choice, the belief that “choice difficulty indicates high va-
riety” would become inapplicable. This should eliminate the effect 
of readability on variety perceptions. Experiment 3 employed a 2 
(task: impression vs. choice) by 2 (font readability: easy vs. diffi-
cult) between-subjects design. Participants were presented with the 
same sushi assortment as in experiment 2, but only half of them were 
asked to make choices from it. The other half was required to form 
an impression of the assortment. It was revealed that there was a sig-
nificant interaction effect of task and readability on perceived variety 
(F(1, 109) = 7.87, p < .01). The simple main effect of readability was 
only evident in the choice condition (Measy = 5.05, Mdifficult = 6.28; 
t(111) = 3.38, p < .005) but not in the impression condition (Measy = 
6.02, Mdifficult = 5.79; t(111) = 0.63, p > .50). 

Through three experiments, the illusion of variety was 
supported. It was also shown that the difficulty-variety naive belief 
drove this effect. Our enquiry into the role of readability in variety 
judgment adds to the growing body of research that uncovers the 
positive side of perceptual difficulty. We believe that marketers may 
also control consumers’ subjective experience by altering the aes-
thetic features of an assortment and consequently influence consum-
ers’ perceived variety. 
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