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In this paper, I argue that value sensitivity is contingent on the elicitation procedure. I empirically demonstrate that participants are

more sensitive to a difference in attribute values when they respond to relative (e.g., choice and ranking) as opposed to absolute tasks

(e.g., independent ratings and WTP).
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
“Consider two applicants to an MBA (master of business ad-

ministration) program who are identical on all relevant dimensions 
except that Applicant A has a Graduate Management Admission Test 
(GMAT) score of 610 and Applicant B has a GMAT score of 590. 
Will Applicant A be evaluated more favorably than Applicant B?” 
Hsee et al. (1999, p. 578) propose that in joint evaluation, where the 
two applicants are presented side by side to the same decision-mak-
ers, “Applicant A will always be favored over Applicant B.” When 
options are jointly presented, people will compare one option to the 
other and discern which option is better (see also Hsee and Zhang 
2010). This fundamental assumption of the evaluability hypothesis is 
consistent with the dominance rule, which states that one should al-
ways prefer an alternative that scores higher than the other(s) on one 
attribute, while scoring at least as high on the remaining attributes 
(Montgomery 1983, p. 344). For instance, ceteris paribus, decision-
makers are expected to prefer a Bluetooth speaker that has 12 hours 
of battery life (labeled “Speaker A”) over a speaker that has 10 hours 
of battery life (labeled “Speaker B”).

In this paper, I posit that decision-makers will not always prefer 
Applicant A over Applicant B—or Speaker A over Speaker B—when 
the two options are presented side by side. I propose that decision-
makers’ sensitivity to the value of the attribute (e.g., GMAT score, 
battery life) is contingent on the preference elicitation procedure. For 
the purposes of this research, I classify preference elicitation tasks 
into two categories: relative and absolute tasks. Relative tasks ask 
participants to evaluate alternatives in terms of relative preference 
(e.g., “do I like A more than B?”). In this paper, I focus on two rela-
tive tasks: choice and ranking. In contrast, absolute tasks ask partici-
pants to evaluate the options in terms of absolute preference (e.g., 
“how much do I like A?”). In this paper, I will focus on two absolute 
tasks: rating and willingness-to-pay (WTP).

I conjecture that differences in attribute values are more rel-
evant for judgments of relative preference than for judgments of 
absolute preference. Consequently, I hypothesize that participants 
will be more sensitive to a difference in the attribute’s value when 
they respond to a relative task compared to when they respond to an 
absolute task. My main prediction is that participants will express 
a stronger preference for the option that is superior on the attribute 
along which options differ (i.e., the “dominating option”) in relative 
(e.g., choice and ranking) compared to absolute tasks (e.g., indepen-
dent ratings and WTP).

I tested my hypothesis in 10 studies. Using different experimen-
tal designs, stimuli, and samples, Studies 1a-1c, 2, and 3 show that 
participants are more likely to prefer a dominating option when they 
respond to a relative (i.e., choice) compared to an absolute (i.e., rat-
ing) task. In Study 4, I replicate previous findings when ranking is 
employed as a relative task besides choice, and when WTP is em-
ployed as an absolute task besides rating. Further, I extend my find-
ings to the case where an option is not strictly dominating, but is 
favored by the relative difference in attribute scores instead (as in 
“decisive advantage;” see Tversky et al. 1988). In Study 5, I show 
that my effects reverse when the choice task is modified to be an 
absolute task—such as when participants make independent choices 
for the two options—and the rating task is modified to be a relative 
task—where participants provide their rating on a bipolar scale that 
indicates strength of preference for one option relative to the other. 
These results are consistent with the notion that the type of task influ-

ences the extent to which participants are sensitive to differences in 
attribute values. In Studies 6 and 7, I discuss two moderators of my 
basic result. I propose and show that my effect is attenuated when the 
importance of the attribute along which options differ is relatively 
high (Study 6), and when the difference in attribute values is rela-
tively large (Study 7). Finally, in Study 8, I discuss an intervention 
that behavioral researchers can use to mitigate the effect presented in 
this paper. I demonstrate that a rating task that features a wide scale 
(i.e., a scale with a high number of points) can detect relatively low 
levels of value sensitivity, thus attenuating my basic result.

Overall, the present research makes five important contribu-
tions. First, it highlights the need to consider the preference elici-
tation task as a key driver of value sensitivity. Second, the present 
research contributes to theory on scope insensitivity by being the first 
to demonstrate scope insensitivity in joint evaluation of options as 
a function of differences in the elicitation procedure. Third, this re-
search extends work on the prominence hypothesis, which states that 
the more important attribute has a greater influence in choice than 
in matching judgments (Tversky et al. 1988). My findings extend 
the prominence hypothesis by showing how the preference elicita-
tion task influences preference in situations characterized by domi-
nance and by decisive advantage, instead of prominence. Fourth, the 
present work contributes to earlier research in consumer behavior 
and psychology showing that the preference elicitation task can in-
fluence preference construction (e.g., Nowlis and Simonson 1997; 
O’Donnell and Evers 2019) by demonstrating a wide range of pre-
viously undocumented effects in comparisons between some of the 
most commonly used preference elicitation tasks that are not pre-
dicted by prior research. Finally, the dominance rule—which states 
that decision-makers should always prefer options that are strictly 
dominating—is one of the most fundamental principles of rational 
theory. In fact, even descriptive models of decision-making frequent-
ly assume that decision-makers should prefer a strictly dominating 
option when available (e.g., Tversky 1972; Tversky and Simonson 
1993). My research suggests that preferences are less consistent with 
the dominance rule and by extension with value-maximization, when 
elicited through an absolute compared to a relative task. Thus, the 
assumptions of decision-making models are more likely to be sat-
isfied when researchers employ relative tasks in order to measure 
preference.
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