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New concepts that go against conventional assumptions are typically hard to “prove” using a single method.  In such cases, it is more

effective to rely on evidence that employs sufficiently different methods/data. This approach will be illustrated in the context of a

basic assumption underlying consumer decision making whereby attribute values are the carriers of utility whereas relative option

positions in any given set are irrelevant.  An alternative view being proposed is that consumers have a stable tendency to prefer

options in certain relative positions.  In support of this view, I will present evidence from (a) twins data, (b) choice problems

embedded in a videogame, and (c) individual difference measures.
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Using Multiple (Imperfect) Methods to Test Alternative Views: The Case for Stable 
Preferences for Not/Compromising

Itamar Simonson, Stanford University, USA

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
New concepts that go against conventional assumptions are 

typically hard to “prove” using a single method.  In such cases, it is 
more effective to rely on evidence that employs a number of different 
methods/data.  That is, while changing fundamental assumptions is 
unlikely to be supported with any single study, a pattern of findings 
obtained using various approaches and domains can more persua-
sively advance the alternative view.

This approach is illustrated in the context of a basic assump-
tion underlying consumer decision making whereby attribute values 
are the carriers of utility whereas relative option positions in any 
given set are irrelevant.  Specifically, an assumption that decision 
researchers have adopted from economic theory is that consumers 
should have stable utilities for each attribute value.  Violations of this 
principle, such as that consumers prefer Option A over B but prefer 
B over A when C is added to set, were thus interpreted as evidence 
that preferences are “constructed” when decisions are made.  More 
generally, decision researchers have assumed that preferences should 
be based on the options’ absolute values (e.g., 10X magnification, 
the felt comfort of headphones), and violations of this assumption 
represent the influence of context, task, and frame on constructed 
preferences.

An alternative view being proposed is that consumers have a 
stable tendency to prefer options in particular relative positions.  The 

focus of this research is on the notion that consumers have a stable 
tendency to compromise or avoid compromising, which means that 
non/compromising choices they make are not constructed and repre-
sent stable tendencies.  In support of this view, I present evidence that 
involves several different types of evidence and different research 
methods, all of which are consistent with the alternative view of pref-
erences.  One project (Simonson and Sela 2011; Briley, Frederick, 
Sela, and Simonson, in progress) involves studies of twins and dem-
onstrates that the tendency to not/compromise is largely heritable.

A second project (Knafo, Solomon, Simonson, and Hasenfratz, 
in progress) uses a videogame that incorporates various choice prob-
lems.  A comparison of the choices made by young children and older 
children suggests that the tendency to compromise develops between 
the ages of seven and nine (and may further develop as the children 
get older).  Additional projects (Drolet et al., In progress; Sela and Si-
monson, In progress) show that certain individual differences are as-
sociated with an enhanced tendency to compromise; these individual 
differences include age, moderation, and self-monitoring.

These very different research projects support the notion that 
people have a stable tendency to compromise (or refrain from com-
promising).  Accordingly, a finding that consumers tend to select the 
middle option from sets presented to them should not be interpreted 
as evidence of “preference construction,” because stable tendencies 
are not constructed. 


