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choice? Will we tend to choose more similarly or differently? In this paper we find that observing other’s decisional-conflict triggers
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This paper explores a straightforward yet important and un-

examined question: how does observing someone else experienc-
ing emotional conflict over a decision impact our own preferences? 
Would we be more likely to choose similarly or differently after ob-
serving the pain and agony experienced by another? Indeed, under-
standing how other peoples’ choices influence our own is important 
in many domains and contexts. A vast body of literature had studies 
social influence and how the behavior of others impacts our own ac-
tions and attitudes (see Cialdini & Goldstein 2004 for a review). In 
this paper we add to the social influence literature by demonstrating 
that observers’ preferences are not only influenced by an actor’s ulti-
mate choice, but also by the process with which this choice is made. 
In particular, we hypothesize that observing others’ choice conflict—
a central and often conspicuous element of the decision making pro-
cess—increases the likelihood that the observer’s preferences will 
converge to those of the actor’s. Six studies document this effect (two 
of which involve real and consequential choices), validate the sug-
gested mechanism and rule out rival accounts.

We advance an emotional-based mechanism. In particular, in-
tegrating literature on empathy and shared identity, we argue that 
observing others in “pain and agony” over their impending decision 
triggers empathic reactions that make the observer feel a greater 
sense of shared identity with the conflicted actor, leading to pref-
erence convergence. Our conceptual framework is grounded in lit-
erature showing that (i) empathic reactions lead to greater sense of 
shared identity (e.g., Aaron and Aaron 1986; Cialdini et al. 1997), 
and (ii) that participants with greater sense of shared-identity exhibit 
a more congruent behavior (Goldstein and Cialdini 2007).

Admittedly, one could also argue that observing a conflicted 
actor may signal to the observer that the actor conducted a more 
thoughtful and deliberate choice process, and therefore, must have 
made a better choice. According to this account, convergence of 
preferences will occur through inferential processes and “cold” cog-
nitions. Throughout our studies we address this rival account and 
isolate our proposed mechanism from such inferential processes. 

In Study 1 participants observed a paid confederate either con-
flicted or not (between-subjects) over an impending donation deci-
sion (i.e., real monetary donations to one of two charities). After 
observing the confederate’s decision-conflict (high vs. low) and ul-
timate choice, participants approached the experimenter’s table and 
were asked to make a similar decision (after the confederate left the 
room). Participants that observed the confederate experiencing great-
er decisional conflict tended to donate more to the same charity cho-
sen by the confederate (counterbalanced) compared to participants 
assigned to the low-conflict condition.

As a first step in validating the proposed mechanism, we used 
an indirect measure for empathy. In particular, previous research has 
shown that interpersonal-distance (often operationalized by seating 
distance) is negatively correlated with empathic reactions (e.g., Bry-
ant, B.K. 1982; Strayer and Roberts 1997). Accordingly, we mea-
sured how close participants decided to sit next to the confederate af-
ter observing his choice conflict. As expected, participants sat closer 
to the confederate in the high (vs. low) conflict condition (p < .001). 
A mediation analysis supported that seating distance (our proxy for 
empathy) mediated the effect of observed conflict on preference con-
vergence.

Study 2 employed pictures of facial expressions to manipulate 
observed decisional-conflict. A pretest verified that the pictures in-
duced perception of greater decisional-conflict (p < .005) but not 
perceptions of increased attentiveness or thoughtfulness (ns). In the 
main study, participants learned about a dilemma that a certain per-
son was facing and observed her (pretested) facial pictures, osten-
sibly taken during her deliberation. Consistent with our hypothesis, 
subjects were more likely to choose similar to an actor when the 
actor’s facial expressions depicted high (as opposed to low) deci-
sional-conflict and also compared to a condition in which no picture 
was provided (p < .02). Inconsistent with an inferential process, this 
effect was more pronounced for people with a stronger innate ten-
dency to empathize with others (measured using Davis’s IRI scale; 
1983; p < .05).

In Study 3, using a multi-step mediation analysis we tested the 
entire path of the suggested mechanism: observed conflict [X], leads 
to empathic reactions [M1], which leads to greater sense of shared 
identity [M2], which leads to preference convergence [Y]. The 95% 
confidence interval for the indirect effect supported the suggested 
multi-step mediation (B=.04, CI95%=.01 to .16).

Studies 2 and 3 support the suggested emotional-based mecha-
nism. Studies 4 and 5 directly rule out inferences as the main driver 
by exploring contexts in which such inferences are irrelevant. Par-
ticipants in Studies 4 and 5 learned about a person that was asked 
to choose between two boxes containing cash prizes of $200K and 
$0 (as part of a game show). Participants that attended more to the 
decisional-conflict of this actor (either by directly learning about it 
– Study 5; or writing a paragraph describing his emotions and feel-
ings during his deliberations – Study 4) converged to this person’s 
choice more than participants in the low-conflict condition (Study 5) 
or emotion-free paragraph condition (Study 4). Thus, we find conver-
gence tendencies even when decisional-conflict cannot be attributed 
to greater attentiveness or decision accuracy (as the choice was com-
pletely random). Further, Study 5 found that participants’ preferences 
converged to those of the conflicted actor’s only when they deemed 
such conflict as warranted. That is, when making a choice between 
boxes containing $200K vs. $0, but not when the boxes contained 
$200K vs. $150K (i.e., winning a big prize regardless of how the 
actor chooses). 

In Study 6 we demonstrate the effect in a group decision-mak-
ing context. Specifically, participants that played a group version of 
the ultimatum game (with real monetary rewards) tended to converge 
to their team-member’s vote (to accept or reject the offer) when their 
team member exhibited greater emotional-conflict. 

To summarize, as social creatures we are attuned to other people 
around us. In this paper we consistently find that emotional reactions 
to others’ “pain and agony” over an impending decision, brings our 
preferences closer to theirs.
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