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Choice Based on Reasons: The Case
of Attraction and Compromise Effects

ITAMAR SIMONSON*

Building on previous research, this article proposes that choice behavior under pref-
erence uncertainty may be easier to explain by assuming that consumers select
the alternative supported by the best reasons. This approach provides an explana-
tion for the so-called attraction effect and leads to the prediction of a compromise
effect. Consistent with the hypotheses, the results indicate that (1) brands tend to
gain share when they become compromise alternatives in a choice set; (2) attrac-
tion and compromise effects tend to be stronger among subjects who expect to
justify their decisions to others; and (3) selections of dominating and compromise
brands are associated with more elaborate and difficult decisions.

hoice involves two types of uncertainty: uncer-

tainty about future consequences of current ac-
tions and uncertainty about future preferences re-
garding those consequences (March 1978; Savage
1954). In a buying context, there is often uncertainty
about the true values of alternatives on the different
attributes. In addition, consumers may be uncertain
about the weights of the attributes and about their
preferences for different combinations of attribute
values. Although much attention has focused on the
first type of uncertainty (e.g., Payne, Bettman, and
Johnson 1988; Simon 1957), the second type has re-
ceived less consideration (but see Kahneman and
Snell forthcoming; March 1978; Tversky 1988). Nev-
ertheless, a main objective of decision and consumer
research is to understand the strategies that decision
makers use when making judgments and choices in
the face of both types of uncertainty.

Recently, a number of decision researchers (e.g.,
Montgomery 1983; Slovic 1975; Slovic, Fischhoff,
and Lichtenstein 1982; Tversky 1988) have advanced
the idea that individual choice behavior under prefer-
ence uncertainty can be better understood when seen
as based on the available reasons or justifications for
and against each alternative. This view proposes that
decision makers having difficulty determining which

*Itamar Simonson is Assistant Professor, School of Business Ad-
ministration, University of California, Berkeley, CA 94720. The
author extends special thanks to his dissertation co-chairmen Jim
Bettman and John Payne and committee members Joel Huber,
Richard Staelin, and Julie Edell for their comments, suggestions,
and encouragement in all stages of the research. This article has
benefited from discussions with Amos Tversky and the construc-
tive comments of Steve Hoch, Kevin Keller, Bill Ross, and three
anonymous reviewers on an earlier version. This research was sup-
ported by the Center for Decision Studies and the Fuqua School of
Business, both at Duke University.
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alternative would provide the highest utility tend to
make the choice that is supported by the best overall
reasons, For example, Montgomery (1983, p. 343)
suggests that decision makers determine that they are
prepared to make a choice when they find “arguments
strong enough for making a decision.” According to
Slovic (1975), decision makers faced with a need to
choose between two equally valued alternatives tend
to prefer the one that is superior on the more impor-
tant attribute. He argues that this tie-breaking strat-
egy is selected because it is easy to justify.

One difficulty in using the reasons supporting each
alternative to explain choice behavior is that there are
many potential justifications or reasons that might be
used in most choice problems. Furthermore, there is
currently only limited knowledge about the factors
that determine how compelling an argument is in a
particular situation (Reike and Sillars 1975; Stein and
Miller forthcoming). Reasons supporting each alter-
native can be explained post hoc, but it is difficult to
make a priori predictions concerning choice behav-
ior. Still, examining the reasons for selecting alterna-
tives, especially in relatively simple problems, might
improve our understanding of choice behavior under
uncertainty. In particular, this approach would prove
useful if it can explain observed behavior that appears
inconsistent with other approaches to choice.

The attraction (or asymmetric dominance) effect,
which has received considerable interest recently
(Huber, Payne, and Puto 1982; Huber and Puto 1983;
Ratneshwar, Shocker, and Stewart 1987; Sattath
1989; Tversky 1988), offers a suitable test problem. It
refers to the ability of an asymmetrically dominated
or relatively inferior alternative, when added to a set,
to increase the attractiveness and choice probability
of the dominating alternative. This finding violates
regularity, which is a minimum condition of most
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CHOICE BASED ON REASONS

choice models (Luce 1977). A number of explana-
tions have been offered for the attraction effect
(Huber et al. 1982; Huber and Puto 1983; Ratnesh-
war et al. 1987), but considerable doubts remain re-
garding its underlying cause(s). Choice sets that are
used to demonstrate the attraction effect are very sim-
ple, involving only two or three alternatives described
on two attributes. Thus, there is only a limited num-
ber of possible reasons that could be used to support
alternative choices, including one building on the
dominance relationship. Specifically, it is suggested
below that a possible explanation for the attraction
effect is that it reflects the impact of the added domi-
nated alternative on the ability to justify to oneself
and to others a choice of the dominating alternative.

Given that the attraction effect has already been
demonstrated, any hypothesis regarding its causes
would be a post hoc explanation. A more powerful
test of the advantages of focusing on reasons to ex-
plain choice is the ability of that approach to predict
choice phenomena that are difficult to explain other-
wise. One such effect, referred to here as a compro-
mise effect, is postulated. It proposes that an alterna-
tive would tend to gain market share when it becomes
a compromise or middle option in the set. Such an
effect would operate in an opposite direction to the
familiar substitution or similarity effect (Huber and
Puto 1983) and would suggest that a brand in a two-
alternative set can gain market share following the ad-
dition of an adjacent competitor that makes the
brand a compromise choice within the set.

Several empirical investigations of the attraction
and compromise effects and their explanations are re-
ported. The findings suggest that by focusing on the
reasons supporting each alternative and on how
different choices might be evaluated by others, it is
possible to account for both effects. The implications
of these findings to consumer decision research are
discussed.

REASONS AND JUSTIFICATIONS
IN CHOICE

The idea of focusing on the reasons supporting al-
ternatives to explain choice behavior is based on the
implicit assumption that people seek reasons for their
choices. This assumption derives from much research
in the social psychological and decision making liter-
atures indicating that people have a variety of motives
for justifying their decisions to themselves and to oth-
ers. The need to justify decisions to oneself might re-
flect a desire to enhance one’s self-esteem (Hall and
Lindzey 1978), anticipation of the possibility of re-
gret (Bell 1982) or cognitive dissonance (Festinger
1957), as well as people’s perception of themselves as
rational beings with reasons for preferring one option
over others (Abelson 1964).
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With respect to external justification, the assump-
tion is that decision makers choose alternatives that
are perceived as most justifiable to those others who
will evaluate their choices, such as superiors, spouses,
or groups to which the decision makers belong. The
anticipated evaluation by others may be explicit in
that the decision maker is responsible to someone
else, or implicit in that others will be observing the
decision and the decision maker desires to appear
competent (Curley, Yates, and Abrams 1986; Tetlock
1985). Motives for seeking justifications to others are
discussed in a number of literatures, including those
dealing with self-presentation and impression man-
agement (for reviews, see Baumeister 1982; Schlenker
1980), social exchange (e.g., Blau 1964), conformity
(e.g., Deutsch and Gerard 1955), and ingratiation
(e.g., Jones 1964).

Social interactionists have argued that people tend
to internalize the criteria employed by others, using
those standards to justify their decisions to them-
selves (Schlenker 1980, p. 92). Thus, even when there
is no overt need to justify to others, an expected eval-
uation by others is likely to influence choice behavior.

There has been little research seeking to explain
choice behavior by focusing on the reasons that sup-
port alternatives (Montgomery 1983; Slovic 1975;
Slovic et al. 1982; Tversky 1972). Perhaps this is be-
cause effective use of reasons to explain choice behav-
ior appears to depend on at least two conditions.
First, the choice problem should be simple enough to
allow for an exhaustive analysis of all reasons that po-
tentially can be used to support the considered alter-
natives. Second, the decision maker should have
difficulty determining preference based on attribute
weights and values alone. Further, the available rea-
sons should not represent a simple mapping of the
perceived utilities of alternatives. For example, the
choice of a particular bread because it tastes good can
be explained either by pointing to the higher utility
associated with a good-tasting bread or by observing
that selection of a tasty bread is easier to justify. In
that case, the explanation of choice based on reasons
is tautological and does not add any insight to the
simpler utility-based explanation. In many cases,
however, potential reasons do not merely mirror the
perceived utilities of alternatives. In particular, re-
lations among alternatives in a choice set are irrele-
vant according to most choice models, including ran-
dom utility models (Luce 1977; Luce and Suppes
1965). Yet, relations among alternatives, such as
asymmetric dominance, might be used as justifica-
tions for preferring one alternative over others.

As suggested previously, the attraction effect ap-
pears suitable for testing the ability of reasons to ex-
plain choice behavior because the choice sets used to
test the effect are quite simple. In addition, these sets
include an asymmetric dominance relationship that
might provide a reason in support of the dominating
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FIGURE A

THE ATTRACTION EFFECT
Attribute 1

Core Set = Brands A and B

Set with relatively inferior
alternative = Brands A, B, and E

Sets with asymmetrical dominance =
(1) Brands A, B, and C, and
D.A' (2) Brands A, B, and D

Be
ce
Ee

Attribute 2

brand, even though the addition of a dominated alter-
native should not influence choice probabilities ac-
cording to most choice models.

THE ATTRACTION AND
COMPROMISE EFFECTS

Previous Research on the Attraction Effect

The attraction effect was introduced into the litera-
ture by Huber et al. (1982) and Huber and Puto
(1983), and was further investigated by Ratneshwar
et al. (1987). Huber et al. found that adding to an ex-
isting core set of two alternatives (such as Brands A
and Bin Figure A) a third alternative (C) that is domi-
nated by one of the original alternatives (B) but not by
the other (A) increases the attractiveness and choice
probability of the now asymmetrically dominating al-
ternative (Brand B). This finding violates the princi-
ple of regularity, which is fundamental to most choice
models (Luce 1977) and which asserts that one can-
not increase the probability of choosing an item by
adding items to the set. Huber and Puto extended this
finding to include the addition of nondominated al-
ternatives that are relatively inferior compared to one
of the two alternatives in the core set (in Figure A, in
the set that includes A, B, and E, Brand E is relatively
inferior compared to B).

As argued by Bettman (1986), these findings pro-
vide important new constraints that viable choice
models must meet. Several possible explanations for
the attraction effect have been offered, relating to po-
tential influences of the added inferior alternative on
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the perception of attributes and alternatives and on
the decision rules used (see review in Ratneshwar et
al. 1987). However, Huber and Puto and Ratneshwar
et al. conclude that such explanations do not appear
to account for the attraction effect. An interpretation
of the effect proposed by Ratneshwar et al. suggests
that the attraction effect is a result of the lack of mean-
ingfulness of the stimulus materials (mainly the attri-
bute values) and subjects’ lack of familiarity with the
product categories used in the Huber et al. studies.
They showed that the effect is moderated, though not
eliminated, with elaborated explanations of attribute
values. :

More recent research has demonstrated the attrac-
tion effect using choice sets of gambles (Payne, Bett-
man, and Simonson in progress; Tversky 1988), pa-
per towels and other products (Simonson and Tver-
sky 1989), and job candidates (Sattath 1989). With
gambles, for example, the attribute values are cash
values and the attributes are probabilities, both of
which are likely to be familiar and meaningful to sub-
jects. In addition, in the Payne et al. and Tversky
studies, subjects actually played one of the gambles
they selected, receiving payment according to the out-
come of that gamble. Thus, subjects had a clear moti-
vation to choose the option with the highest utility.
Both studies found a statistically significant attrac-
tion effect. That is, gambles were more likely to be
selected when they dominated another gamble in the
set than when they did not. This further supports the
proposition that the attraction effect is real, rather
than an artifact of any particular experimental stim-
uli or manipulation. An explanation of the attraction
effect that focuses on the reasons supporting each al-
ternative is proposed in this article.

Reasons for Choice in the Attraction Effect

Consider the choice set in Figure A that includes
only Brands A, B, and C. Selection of either Brand A
or B can be justified in two ways. First, a consumer
can argue that the attribute on which the chosen alter-
native is best is more important. Alternatively, the
consumer might reason that a trade-off analysis based
on both attribute weights and values favors one of the
two brands. Both of these potential arguments may or
may not lead to a clear preference. Specifically, the
consumer may have difficulty reaching a decision if
there is uncertainty about the attribute weights or val-
ues, or if both attributes are perceived as about
equally important, or if a trade-off analysis does not
provide strong support for either of the brands.

Next consider the role of the asymmetrically domi-
nated Brand C, which can provide an additional rea-
son or justification for selecting the dominating
Brand B. That is, the consumer can point to the domi-
nated brand, noting that it is clearly inferior com-
pared to the dominating brand. That reason associ-
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ated with the dominance relationship might help the
consumer break a tie in favor of the dominating
brand, B.

When consumers expect their choices to be evalu-
ated by others, such as their superiors, spouses, or
friends, the situation becomes more complex. This is
because, in most cases, the uncertainty about the
preferences of others is greater than the uncertainty
about one’s own preferences. Thus, justifying a
choice to others based on attribute weights or a trade-
off analysis can be a risky strategy if the consumer is
uncertain about the evaluators’ perceptions of these
weights and trade-offs (Tetlock 1985). Instead, deci-
sion makers are likely to seek reasons that are most
likely to be effective in convincing those who will
evaluate the decision and are robust over differences
in weights and values. For example, logical state-
ments that appear as facts tend to be effective justifi-
cations to others (Reike and Sillars 1975; Stein and
Miller forthcoming). In the context of the attraction
effect, an asymmetric dominance relationship might
loom large among the reasons for choice if consumers
are concerned about others’ evaluation of their deci-
sions. This is because the superiority of the dominat-
ing brand relative to the dominated brand is a fact
that does not depend on subjective tastes or evalua-
tors’ unknown preferences.

Furthermore, people often judge decisions made by
others without knowing or attending to the reasons
that guided the decision. Thus, if the tastes and opin-
ions of the evaluators are unknown, a decision maker
might try to anticipate what aspects of the choice
problem are likely to influence others’ evaluations.
Specifically, the salience (Taylor and Fiske 1978) of
the dominance relationship in the set might lead a
consumer to believe that this aspect will dominate the
judgments of others who will evaluate that choice set.

In sum, the attraction effect is expected to hold
both in private and public choices. However, the
magnitude of the attraction effect is predicted to be
stronger among consumers concerned about the eval-
uations of their decisions by others whose preferences
are unknown.

The Compromise Effect

The preceding explanation for the attraction effect
focused on the dominance relationship. However, in
the Huber and Puto and Ratneshwar et al. studies the
choice sets included a relative superiority rather than
a dominance relationship. Such a relationship could
provide a reason for preferring the relatively superior
alternative. Yet, that reason is likely to be a weaker
justification because it is not clearly true that one al-
ternative is superior to the other. Interestingly, Huber
and Puto (1983, p. 38) report that in the debriefing
session following their study, ““Subjects expressed the
feeling that Item 1 (the relatively superior) was the
‘safe,” ‘compromise’ alternative.”
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FIGURE B
A COMPROMISE EFFECT BY ADDING A DISTANT COMPETITOR

Attribute 1

®A Core set = Brands B and C
Set2 = Brands A, B,and C
Set3 =Brands B, C,and D

*B
eC

*D

Attribute 2

This suggests that the addition of an alternative (E
in Figure A) that is inferior relative to one of the core
brands (B) adds two justifications for selecting the rel-
atively superior alternative. The first is based on the
relative superiority relationship, and tends to favor
the superior alternative. The second reason is based
on the fact that following the addition of the relatively
inferior alternative (E), the superior brand (B) can be
seen as a compromise choice in terms of its attribute
values between the existing competitor (A) and the
added inferior alternative. If a decision maker is un-
certain which of the two attributes is more important,
a selection of a compromise alternative that can be
seen as combining both attributes might be easiest to
justify (Stein and Miller forthcdming). The strength
of relative superiority versus compromise as a justifi-
cation is likely to depend on the particular position of
the inferior alternative. The closer and more inferior
the added alternative is relative to the superior alter-
native, the more powerful the relative superiority ar-
gument would be relative to the compromise argu-
ment, and vice versa.

If this analysis is correct, then it should be possible
to show that an alternative’s choice probability in-
creases when it becomes a compromise or middle al-
ternative, even if there is no superiority relationship.
For example, in Figure B, adding to a core set that
includes Brands B and C a third brand, D, which is
not inferior to C in any obvious way, should tend to
increase the market share of C, which can now be seen
as a compromise choice.

While being a compromise is expected to increase
choice probability, adding an adjacent, nondomi-
nated alternative should decrease the share of the
compromise alternative per the substitution effect
(Huber and Puto 1983). Thus, it is not clear whether
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the overall effect of adding an adjacent, nondomi-
nated alternative would be to increase or decrease the
market share of the middle alternative. However, the
compromise argument does lead to the prediction
that the middle alternative would gain share relative
to the other existing alternative (e.g., in Figure B, the
addition of Brand D to the core set will increase the
share of C relative to B). This is contrary to the simi-
larity effect, which indicates that a new competitor
would draw more share from the more similar alter-
native.

When a consumer expects to be evaluated by oth-
ers, the compromise aspect might play a somewhat
different role. First, if one is uncertain about the pref-
erences of others, then a reasonable solution is to se-
lect the middle alternative, which is likely to be the
safest choice with the smallest maximum error. Sec-
ond, being a compromise alternative influences the
ability to justify a choice of that alternative. On the

_one hand, the decision maker can argue that the mid-
dle alternative combines both attributes. On the other
hand, a compromise alternative is not the best on any
attribute, and could thus be more difficult to justify.
Overall though, given that selection of a compromise
alternative is clearly the safest when the evaluators’
preferences are unknown, it is predicted that decision
makers who expect to be evaluated by others will be
more likely to show the compromise effect (i.e., when
an alternative becomes a compromise, its share will
increase more among those who expect to be evalu-
ated by others.)

HYPOTHESES

The discussion of the attraction and compromise
effects and the circumstances in which these effects
are likely to occur leads to the following hypotheses.
Regarding the attraction effect:

H1a: The choice probability of an alternative
will increase when it asymmetrically domi-
nates another alternative in the choice set
(areplication of the attraction effect).

H1b: The attraction effect will be stronger
among consumers who expect to be evalu-
ated by others.

Hlc: A dominating alternative will be perceived
as easier to justify and less likely to be criti-
cized.

H1d: Decision processes leading to selection of
a dominating alternative would tend to be
more elaborate and associated with more
difficult decisions.

Regardingthe compromise effect:

H2a: An alternative’s choice probability will in-
crease when it becomes a compromise in

THE JOURNAL OF CONSUMER RESEARCH

the choice set. (If an alternative becomes a
compromise following the introduction of
a new adjacent brand, its share will in-
crease relative to the other existing alterna-
tive.)

H2b: The compromise effect will be stronger
among consumers who expect to be evalu-
ated by others.

H2c: A choice of a compromise alternative will
be perceived as easier to justify and less
likely to be criticized.

H2d: Decision processes leading to selection of
a compromise alternative would tend to be
more elaborate and associated with more
difficult decisions.

Four studies designed to test the hypotheses were
run. In two studies, relating to Hypotheses 1a, 1b, 2a,
and 2b, subjects performed a choice task, similar in
many respects to previous studies dealing with the at-
traction effect. A third study, designed to test Hypoth-
eses Ic and 2c, investigated the influence of domi-
nance and compromise relationships on decision
makers’ perceptions of how others will evaluate par-
ticular choices. Finally, a study using think-aloud
protocols was used to test Hypotheses 1d and 2d and
to provide greater insights into the mechanisms un-
derlying the attraction and compromise effects.

PILOT STUDY

The primary objective of the pilot study was to pro-
vide a preliminary test for the existence of the pre-
dicted compromise effect and of the hypothesized
differences between those who expectto be evaluated
by others and those who do not. A secondary objec-
tive was to check the methodology developed for this
research.

The subjects were 147 college students enrolled in
a marketing management class. In the main part of
the study, subjects made choices from sets, most of
which contained either dominance or compromise
relationships. There were two conditions, high and
low. In the high condition, subjects were told that
their choices would be evaluated individually in class
and that they might be asked to justify their decisions.
In the low condition, subjects were assured of total
confidentiality.

The results were consistent with all hypotheses
tested. A strong compromise effect was found (¢
=4.27, p <0.001), reflecting the greater choice prob-
ability of alternatives when they become compromise
choices in the set. As predicted, the effect was statisti-
cally significant in both conditions, but significantly
stronger in the high condition (z = 2.19, p < 0.05).
Also, as predicted, the attraction effect was statisti-
cally significantly stronger in the high condition (¢
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= 2.46, p < 0.01). The pilot study also suggested that
a complete test of the hypotheses would require three
different choice sets per category. These methodologi-
cal changes were implemented in Study 1, which is
described next.

STUDY 1
Method

Procedure. The subjects were 372 students en-
rolled in marketing courses at three Southeastern uni-
versities. The study, conducted during regular class
meetings, consisted of a task with three parts. In the
first part, subjects rated the importance of two attri-
butes in several product categories and indicated their
familiarity with the different product categories. Im-
portance weights were measured to allow an assess-
ment of the added explanatory power of dominance
and compromise relationships after accounting for
the effect of subjects’ tastes. The measurement of
product familiarity served primarily as a filler task be-
tween the importance weights’ measurement and the
choice task. The attribute importance ratings were on
a 0 (not at all important) to 10 (very important) scale
(Jaccard, Brinberg, and Ackerman 1986). Product
class familiarity was measured using an operationali-
zation developed by Park (1976), in which subjects
enter one of three levels of familiarity with each cate-
gory.

Upon completion of the first part, subjects started
the second and were asked to make choices and rate
the overall attractiveness (on a 0-10 scale) of the al-
ternatives in 12 choice sets. The cover story that in-
troduced this part related the task to a class discussion
on consumer decision making. Subjects were told
that this topic would be further discussed later in the
course. To prepare for that discussion, the students
were asked to assume they were shopping for them-
selves and make choices in several categories. Sub-
jects were assigned randomly to one of two conditions
with different levels of concerns about choice justifi-
cation.

Following the choice task, subjects filled out two
personality scales: the self-consciousness scale (Fen-
igstein, Scheier, and Buss 1975) and the updated ver-
sion of the self-monitoring scale (Snyder and Gang-
ested 1986). These scales were included to provide in-
formation about the personal dispositions of subjects
that might influence their choice behavior. The re-
sults, however, included few significant findings re-
garding the effects of self-consciousness and self-
monitoring on choice and, therefore, will not be dis-
cussed further. Finally, subjects responded to two
items used as a manipulation check for the justifica-
tion manipulation, which is described next.

Manipulation. As indicated, in the choice task
there were two conditions differing in level of con-
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EXHIBIT
SAMPLE CHOICE PROBLEM

Calculators: Common attributes are 10-digit LCD display, battery
included, vinyl wallet, price $12.

Brand Brand Brand
A B C

Number of functions
(Range: 6-98 functions) 16 24 32

Probability of need for

repair in first two years

(Range: 0.5-15%) 3% 5% 7%
Please check your first

choice

Rate the overall attractiveness of each brand using a 0 to 10 scale
where 0 = very unattractive and 10 = very attractive.
BrandA____

Brand B Brand C

cerns about others’ evaluations. The manipulation
used was similar to that of previous research on the
effect of having to justify decisions and judgments
(e.g., Adelberg and Batson 1978; Rozelle and Baxter
1981; Tetlock and Kim 1987). In the low need for jus-
tification condition, the last paragraph of the instruc-
tions introducing the choice task informed subjects
that their choices would remain totally confidential.
They were instructed not to put their name on the
questionnaire. Subjects in the high condition, con-
versely, were told that a booklet would be prepared
that would include their choices ordered alphabeti-
cally by last name. They were informed that their de-
cisions would be evaluated by the class and that they
might be asked to justify their dect#sions. Finally, sub-
jects in the high condition were asked to print their
names on the questionnaire and initial each page of
the choice part.

Within each of the two conditions, there were three
versions of the questionnaire, as needed for testing
the hypotheses (between subjects) in each condition.
That is, each version of the questionnaire included
one of three different choice sets in each product cate-
gory. More detail follows.

Choice Sets. As seen from the example in the Ex-
hibit, each alternative was described on two attri-
butes. Subjects were told to assume that the alterna-
tives were similar on all other attributes, and some of
the common attributes were listed. For each attribute,
the range of values across all brands on the market
was given in parentheses. This is consistent with the
conclusion (Assar and Chakravarti 1984, p. 66)
that attribute range knowledge allows subjects “to
better comprehend the evaluative implications of the
given brand-attribute information.” The information
should help subjects comprehend the meaning of attri-
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TABLE 1
CHOICE SETS USED IN STUDY 1
Choice sets
Product Set
category configuration Attribute 1 Attribute 2 1 2 3
Beer Figure A Six-pack price Quality rating
Brand A $1.90 65 X X X
Brand B $2.80 75 X X X
Brand C $3.10 75 X
Brand D $2.20 65 X
Car Figure A Ride quality Miles per gallon
Brand A 83 24 X X X
Brand B 73 33 X X X
Brand C 70 33 X
Brand D 80 24 X
Color TV Figure B Price Picture quality
Brand A $503 100 X
Brand B $350 85 X X X
Brand C $299 80 X X X
Brand D $146 65 X
Apartment Figure B Distance General condition
Brand B 11 miles X X
Brand C 6 miles 75 X X
Brand D (unavailable) 1 mile 60 X
Calculator Figure C No. of Functions Probability of repair
in first 2 years
Brand A 8 1% X
Brand B 16 3% X X
Brand C 24 5% X X X
Brand D 32 7% X X
Brand E 40 9% X
Mouthwash Figure C Fresh breath Germ-killing
effectiveness effectiveness
Brand A 60 80 X
Brand B 70 70 X X
Brand C 80 60 X X X
Brand D 90 50 X X
Brand E 100 40 X
Calculator battery Figure B Expected life Probability of
corrosion
Brand A (unavailable) 10 hours 0% X
Brand B 12 hours 2% X X X
Brand C 14 hours 4% X X X
Brand D (unavailable) 16 hours 6% X

bute values without having to rely on the particular alter-
natives in the set, thus facilitating meaningful trade-off
processes. No elaborate explanations of attribute values
were used, however, so that all subjects would encode the
same attribute values, with the dominance and compro-
mise relationships easy to detect. In addition to provid-
ing attribute ranges, an effort was made to include only
product categories relevant and familiar to student sub-
jects (following Ratneshwar et al.’s reccommendation).
Table 1 presents the choice sets used. Hypotheses la
and 1b relating to the attraction effect were tested in the
beer and car categories, with three different choice sets
in each category (illustrated in Figure A). Each category
contained a core set of two nondominated alternatives.

In the other sets, a third alternative dominated by one of
the two alternatives in the core set was added. The choice
sets in two additional categories, supermarkets and sport
shoes, contained a dominance relationship, but these sets
were primarily designed to test a different effect (Simon-
son 1987).

Figures B and C illustrate the design of choice sets re-
lating to the compromise effect, which was tested in two
ways. In Figure B, representing the sets used in the televi-
sion, calculator battery, and apartment categories, there
is a core set of two alternatives. In the other two sets, an
alternative lying on a straight line in terms of its attribute
values relative to the core set was added. To minimize
the substitution effect relative to the hypothesized com-
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FIGURE C
A COMPROMISE EFFECT BY MOVING CHOICE SET POSITION

Attribute 1

*A Set1=Brands A, B,and C
Set2 = Brands B, C,and D

ep
Set3 =Brands C, D, and E

oC
*D

SE

Attribute 2

promise effect, the added alternative in the TV and apart-
ment categories was positioned at some distance from
the core set. Per Hypothesis 2a, the adjacent existing al-
ternative is expected to gain share relative to the more
remote existing competitor following the addition of the
third alternative.

Figure C, relating to the sets in the calculator and
mouthwash categories, presents a second way in which
the compromise effect was tested. Each set included three
alternatives—A, B, and C; B, C, and D; or C, D, and E.
Alternatives B, C, and D were each a compromise alter-
native in only one set, and they were extreme alternatives
in one or two of the other sets. Per Hypothesis 2a, it is
expected that alternatives’ choice probabilities will be
greater when they are the compromise choice.

In the calculator battery and apartment categories, a
slightly different type of choice set was used. These sets
include an alternative that was described but that was
not available for choice. The instructions preceding these
sets related the choices to situations in which consumers
evaluate alternatives in a certain category while aware of
alternatives that are not available when they have to
make a purchase (Farquhar and Pratkanis 1987). The
advantage of this type of choice set is that it avoids any
confounding with the substitution effect, since one can-
not switch to or from an unavailable alternative.

Results

Manipulation Checks. At the end of their task
subjects responded on a 0-10 scale to two questions
used as a manipulation check. On the first item, sub-
jects in the high condition were more likely than sub-
jects in the low condition to anticipate being asked to
justify their choices to the class (4.20 versus 2.19; p
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TABLE 2

STUDY 1: IMPACT OF THE JUSTIFICATION-CONDITION ON THE
MAGNITUDE OF THE ATTRACTION EFFECT®

Share Share when

Product Justification Sharein when other brand
category condition coreset dominating dominating
Beer
$1.90 brand/ Low 36% 42% 26%
quality = 65 High 27% 44% 11%
Combined 31% 43%° 19%
$2.80brand/ Low 64% 67% 57%
quality = 75 High 73% 87% 53%
Combined 69% 77%° 55%
Car
24 mpg/ride Low 33% 59% 29%
quality = 83 High 44% 65% 17%
Combined 39% 62%"° 23%
33 mpg/ride Low 67% 69% 31%
quality = 73 High 56% 83% 34%
Combined 61% 76% 33%

2 Subjects were 372 business administration students.

b The difference between the high and low conditions in terms of the increase
in share when a brand is dominating (compared to when the other brand is
dominating) is statistically significant at the 0.05 level.

° The difference between the high and low conditions in terms of the increase
in share when a brand is dominating (compared to when the other brand is
dominating) is statistically significant at the 0.10 level.

< 0.001). With respect to the likelihood that their
choices would be evaluated individually in class, the
average rating of subjects in the high condition was
3.47, compared to 2.19 in the low condition (p
< 0.001).

As an additional manipulation check, the total
time taken to complete the questionnaire was ex-
pected to be correlated positively with concerns about
justification and was recorded. The average time in
the high condition was 25.7 minutes, compared to
23.0 minutes in the low condition (p < 0.001).!

The Attraction Effect. As can be seen in Table 2,
by comparing the shares of brands when they are
dominating versus when they are not, the results in
both the beer and car categories support Hypotheses
la and 1b. Consistent with previous studies, brands
in both categories tend to gain market share when
they are asymmetrically dominating. For example,
the market share of the $1.90 beer is 31 percent when
there is no dominated brand in the set; it goes up to
43 percent when a third brand that is dominated by

'A closer examination of the manipulation checks’ results re-
vealed that differences between the two conditions in terms of aver-
age ratings on the two items and the time to complete the task were
marginally significantly greater in the experimenter’s own univer-
sity than among subjects from other universities. In those other
universities, the manipulation checks were only marginally sig-
nificant.
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the $1.90 brand is introduced; and it is only 19 per-
cent when a third brand that is dominated by the
$2.80 brand is included. Further, for all four brands
involved, the increase in market shares when they are
asymmetrically dominating compared to when the
other brand is dominating was, on average, 17 per-
cent greater in the high need for justification condi-
tion. Although changes in the market shares of brands
within a category are not independent, they do illus-
trate that regardless of which brand is considered,
the direction of the results is consistent with Hypoth-
esis 1b.

Table 2 also indicates that the differences in the
market shares of dominating brands between the high
and low conditions depend on the particular attribute
values of these brands. For example, in the beer cate-
gory, the difference in the share of the dominating
brand between the high and low conditions is 20 per-
cent when the higher quality brand is dominating, but
only 2 percent when the lower quality beer is domi-
nating. Apparently, many subjects in the high condi-
tion felt they would be evaluated more favorably if
they selected the higher quality beer.

To summarize the results, multinomial logit analy-
ses (McFadden 1973) were run, with each choice of
each subject serving as one observation (see Simon-
son, Huber, and Payne 1988 for a description of the
procedure). Different models were estimated. In one
run, only three independent variables were included.
The first is the utility (U) of each alternative, esti-
mated by standardizing the attribute values of the al-
ternatives and the importance weights of the attri-
butes as rated by the subjects and by using a linear
weighted additive model to derive U. The second in-
dependent variable was a 0-1 dummy variable,
DOM, which received a value of 1 if the alternative
was dominating in the set, and 0 otherwise.? Finally,
the third variable, HDOM, represents the interaction
between DOM and a 0-1 dummy condition variable,
where | represents the high condition.

The estimated coefficients were as follows (stan-
dard errors in parentheses):

0.82U + 1.17 DOM + 0.44 HDOM (x* = 223)
0.18) (0.13) (0.19)

As would be expected, the coeflicient of the estimated
utility variable is positive and statistically significant
(t = 4.6, p < 0.001). The coefficient of DOM is also
positive and significant (z = 9.0, p < 0.001). This
shows a strong attraction effect, indicating that alter-

2The strict conditional logit model assumes that the utility of an
item in its set is a function only of its characteristics, not a function
of the characteristics of the set. If utility is a function of the set or
the choice context, the tenants of random utility models are vio-
lated (Luce and Suppes 1965). Thus, by including in the logit model
a term that reflects the set, the magnitude of the deviation from the
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TABLE 3
STUDY 1: THE COMPROMISE EFFECT?

Difference
between
Share when conditions in
. not Share when effect

Product category compromise  compromise magnitude®
Apartment

6 miles/75 50% 66%° +5%
Calculator :

32 1n/7% 29% 40%° +3%

24 in/5% 36/47%° 45% +3%

16 fn/3% 26% 48%° —2%
Calculator battery

12 hrs/2% 40% 66%° 0%

14 hrs/4% 34% 60%° 0%
Mouthwash

90/50 36% 38% +24%

80/60 11/52%° 47%° +15%

70/70 17% 42%° —5%
Television

$299/80 23% 48%° 7%

$350/85 43% 51%° 7%

2 Subjects were 372 business administration students.

® The difference between the high and low conditions in terms of the magni-
tude of increase in market share when alternatives are compromises.

°The increase in share when the brand becomes a compromise is statisti-
cally significant at the 0.05 level.

9The increase in share when the brand becomes a compromise is statisti-
cally significant at the 0.10 level.

® The share figures correspond to the two choice sets in which the brand
appeared but was not a compromise.

natives’ attractiveness and choice probability tend to
increase when they are asymmetrically dominating.
Finally, consistent with the results in“Table 2, the co-
efficient of HDOM is positive and statistically sig-
nificant (¢ = 2.3, p < 0.05). This supports Hypothesis
1b, that the attraction effect would be stronger in the
high need for justification condition.

Another model that was run included, in addition
to U, DOM, and HDOM, a dummy variable for one
of the two product categories, and all possible interac-
tions among the four variables. This latter model was
also run with dummy brand variables to account for
unique effects of particular brands. The results of
these and other runs indicate that the coefficients of
U, DOM, and HDOM are not sensitive to the particu-
lar model specification.

The Compromise Effect. Asshownin Table 3, and
consistent with Hypothesis 2a, the market shares of
alternatives in the TV, apartment, calculator, mouth-
wash, and calculator battery categories were, on aver-
age, 17.5 percent larger when they were compromise
brands than when they were not. In nine of 11 cases,
these differences in shares are statistically significant.
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available alternative that made the adjacent apart-
ment a compromise choice increased the share of the
latter. For both brands in the TV category, the intro-
duction of a distant competitor increased the share
of the adjacent existing brand at the expense of the
nonadjacent brand.

Similarly, in the mouthwash and calculator catego-
ries, the shares of the different brands were in most
cases greater when they were compromise alterna-
tives. The calculator battery choice sets illustrate that
the effect still holds if an unavailable alternative is
used to determine which alternative has the status of
a compromise. With respect to Hypothesis 2b, the re-
sults in the last column of Table 3 do not support the
prediction that the compromise effect will be stronger
in the high condition. The difference between the high
and low conditions in terms of the magnitude of in-
crease in the share of alternatives when they become
a compromise was, on average, only 2.6 percent.

To summarize the results, multinomial logit analy-
ses were run. One model included only three indepen-
dent variables: utility (U); COMP, which received a
value of 1 if the alternative was a compromise in the
set, 0 otherwise; and HCOMP, which represents the
interaction between COMP and a 0-1 dummy condi-
tion variable (where 1 is the high condition). The esti-
mated coefficients were as follows (standard errors in
parentheses):

1.40 U + 0.63 COMP + 0.05 HCOMP (x* = 361)
(0.09) (0.08) 0.11)

Consistent with Hypothesis 2a, the effect of COMP is
positive and statistically significant (+ =7.9, p
<0.001). Thus, alternatives’ attractiveness and
choice probability significantly increase when they
are a compromise choice. With respect to the interac-
tion between the compromise effect and the justifica-
tion condition (HCOMP), the coefficient has the pre-
dicted sign but is not statistically significant.3

Other models were estimated that included product
categories and brands’ dummy variables as well as in-
teraction terms among the variables. The results indi-
cate that the coefficients of U, COMP, and HCOMP
are not sensitive to the particular model specification.

STUDY 2

Both the pilot study and Study 1 support the hy-
pothesis that the attraction effect will be stronger if
subjects expect to be evaluated by others. The corre-
sponding prediction for the compromise effect was

3The inconsistency between this finding and the significant
difference between conditions in the pilot study might be related to
the weaker manipulation in two out of three universities, as re-
ported previously (see Footnote 1). If the subjects in the experi-
menter’s own university are analyzéd separately, the coefficient of
HCOMP is statistically significant (p < 0.01).
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supported in the pilot study but was not statistically
significant in Study 1. In both studies, the attraction
and compromise effects were investigated by examin-
ing subjects’ choice behavior. The purpose of Study
2, per Hypotheses 1c and 2c¢, was to provide a more
direct test of the effect of dominance and compromise
relationships on the evaluation of decisions to choose
dominating and compromise alternatives. A diffi-
culty arises in assessing the net impact of dominance
and compromise relationships because each alterna-
tive’s evaluation is likely to be influenced also by the
particular attribute values of that alternative. To dis-
entangle the two effects, each alternative was evalu-
ated both in its original set (from Study 1) and in a
reduced set with the dominance or compromise rela-
tionship removed. The methodology employed in
this study is similar in some respects to projective
techniques often used in marketing research (Kassar-
jian 1974).

Method

The subjects in this study were 100 college students
enrolled in a psychology course. Previous experience
indicates that many of these students later take the
marketing management course. Participation was
part of a course requirement. In the first of a three-
part task, subjects were informed that students en-
rolled in marketing management courses had been
asked to make choices in different product categories
and that their choices would be later discussed and
evaluated in class. The task of subjects in Study 2 was
defined as trying to predict how specific choice deci-
sions would be evaluated in class and how difficult
they would be to justify.

There were three versions of 4he questionnaire,
such that the choice sets in each version were identi-
cal to those in the corresponding questionnaire of
Study 1. Each alternative was rated on a 0-10 scale
regarding (1) the perceived likelihood of criticism if
that alternative is chosen, and (2) the difficulty of jus-
tifying to the class a choice of that alternative. These
two items correspond to the earlier distinction be-
tween justifying and being evaluated without justify-
ing. The two items were derived from a pilot study in
which a number of additional items were tested.

The second part of the questionnaire was designed
to assess the expected evaluation by others of choos-
ing specific alternatives based on their attribute val-
ues alone, without the effect of a dominance or a com-
promise relationship. As argued earlier, the ratings of
alternatives in terms of the likelihood of criticism and
ease of justifying (collected in the first part of the task)
are likely to be influenced by both the attribute values
and the dominance/compromise relationship. Thus,
assessment of the impact of the attribute values alone
would allow a later estimate of the net effect of the
dominance/compromise relationship.
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Choice sets with two alternatives each were derived
from the sets evaluated in the first part of the task by
dropping one alternative from the original sets. For
example, in sets with a dominance relationship, the
dominated alternative was dropped, leaving a core set
of two nondominated alternatives. Evaluation of al-
ternatives in sets without a dominance or compro-
mise relationship is likely to be based primarily on
attribute values. For each set, subjects were asked to
predict which of the two alternatives would most
likely be chosen by a student who is very concerned
about criticism from the class and about being able to
justify his/her decisions. They were also asked to as-
sess the probability that this student will choose each
brand by dividing 100 points between the two alterna-
tives. This alternative method of measuring justifi-
ability employed in the second part of the question-
naire was designed to minimize the effect of subjects’
previous ratings of these alternatives in the first part.

"~ Thelast task of subjects was designed specifically to
assess the perceived advantages and disadvantages of
selecting a compromise alternative. Subjects were
asked whether the marketing students and they them-
selves would be more likely to criticize a student who
tends to select middle alternatives or one who tends
not to choose middle alternatives. Finally, there were
two open-ended questions regarding (1) the reasons
for criticism of the student they indicated and (2) the
advantages and disadvantages of choosing a middle
alternative.

Results

Hypothesis 1c¢ suggests that the choice of a domi-
nating alternative will be perceived as easier to justify
and less likely to be criticized by others. It was known
which alternative was asymmetrically dominating in
each set. Accordingly, a dummy independent vari-
able, DOM, was defined and received a value of 1 if
the alternative was dominating, 0 otherwise. A sec-
ond independent variable was the evaluation of each
alternative based on its attribute values alone. Spe-
cifically, the indicated likelihood (on a 0-100 scale)
that a student very concerned about the evaluation of
his/her choices would select each of the two brands
was used as a measure of that brand’s attribute based
evaluation (ATE). The dependent measures were the
evaluation of alternatives in the original sets (with a
dominance or compromise relationship) in terms of
ease of justification and likelihood of criticism.

Using multiple regression, when the likelihood of
criticism is the dependent variable, the effects of both
DOM and ATE were negative and statistically sig-
nificant (+ = =5.03, p < 0.001, and ¢t = —=7.93, p
< 0.001, respectively). Similarly, if the perceived ease
of justification is used as the dependent variable, the
coeflicients of DOM and ATE are both positive and
statistically significant (¢ = 3.15, p < 0.01, and ¢
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= 6.36, p <0.001, respectively). These results support
Hypothesis 1¢ and indicate that the fact that an alter-
native is asymmetrically dominating decreases both
the perceived likelihood of criticism and the difficulty
of justifying a choice of that alternative.

A similar regression analysis was run to test the cor-
responding prediction for the compromise effect (Hy-
pothesis 2¢). The independent variables were ATE, as
described previously, and COMP, which received a
value of 1 if the brand was a compromise in the set, 0
otherwise. The results of the two regression runs sug-
gest that being a compromise has different effects on
the perceived likelihood of criticism and ease of justi-
fication. A compromise choice significantly reduces
the perceived likelihood of criticism (¢ = —4.0, p
< 0.001), but the effect of COMP on the ease of justi-
fication was not statistically significant (p > 0.20).
That is, a choice of a compromise alternative is seen
as less likely to be criticized but not easier to justify.
This perhaps reflects the fact that a compromise
brand does not stand out and is not the best on any
attribute.

In the third part of the study, 65 out of 100 subjects
indicated that they would be more likely to criticize a
subject who tends not to select middle alternatives,
whereas 35 were more likely to criticize the student
who tends to select middle alternatives. The most of-
ten cited advantages of selecting middle brands is that
it is safe, less likely to be criticized, and it shows that
the decision maker has considered both attributes.
On the negative side, subjects who tend to choose
middle alternatives were described as ‘‘wishy washy,”
““too concerned about pleasing,” ‘“‘not choosing based
on personally preferred attribute,” and as “‘settling
for mediocrity.” In sum, Study 2 supported Hypothe-
sis 1¢ and provided partial support for Hypothesis 2c.
Further, it supports the notion that the ease of justify-
ing to others and the expected favorableness of others’
evaluations represent somewhat different compo-
nents and are not simply mirror images of each other.

STUDY 3

The pilot study and Studies 1 and 2 demonstrated
attraction and compromise effects, which were gener-
ally stronger among subjects who expected their deci-
sions to be evaluated by others. These studies, how-
ever, do not allow direct observation of the decision
processes leading to these effects. Thus, Study 3 was
designed to examine the mechanisms underlying the
attraction and compromise effects and the assump-
tion that dominance and compromise relationships
are most likely to influence choice when consumers
are uncertain about their preferences. Specifically,
Hypotheses 1d and 2d propose that selection of domi-
nating and compromise alternatives would be associ-
ated with more difficult and elaborate decision pro-
cesses. Think-aloud protocols (Ericsson and Simon
1980) appear suitable for testing these hypotheses.
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Method

The subjects were 23 first-year graduate students
enrolled in a marketing management course. Two
subjects who repeatedly failed to think aloud were
dropped from the sample. The study was conducted
at the behavioral laboratory of a business school, and
subjects were paid $5 for their participation.

The task was similar to that in Study 1, but these
subjects were asked to think aloud as they made their
choices. All subjects received the same choice sets, in-
cluding four sets with an asymmetric dominance rela-
tionship (categories: car, beer, supermarket, and
sport shoes) and three sets with a compromise alter-
native (categories: calculator, mouthwash, and
color TV).

Hypotheses 1d and 2d were tested by examining
how elaborate and difficult the decisions were. One
straightforward measure of elaborateness is the length
of the protocol. Length was measured based on the
number of words included in the protocol of each
choice (prepositions and sounds such as ‘“umm’”’ were
counted as words). The elaborateness and thorough-
ness of decisions was also measured by examining
whether the subject considered explicitly both the ad-
vantages and the disadvantages of the selected alter-
native. The difficulty of the decision was estimated by
examining whether the subject explicitly indicated
that the decision was difficult and/or that both attri-
butes were important. A second measure of decision
difficulty in sets designed to test the attraction effect
was based on whether the final choice was consistent
with the importance weights indicated by the subject
prior to the choice task (i.e., whether the subject se-
lected the brand that was superior on the more impor-
tant attribute). The assumption was that decisions
consistent with the prior attribute weights would be
easier to make than those inconsistent with the prior
weights. Finally, though not a direct test of a hypothe-
sis, the explanations actually provided by subjects for
their choices were examined.

The protocols were analyzed by two independent
judges who had only general knowledge about the
purpose of the research. The overall interjudge reli-
ability was 90 percent, and was greater than 83 per-
cent for all coded items. Disagreements were resolved
by discussion.

Results

Choice Sets with Asymmetric Dominance. As ar-
gued previously, selection of a dominating alternative
is likely to be influenced by both its attribute values
and the dominance relationship. Subjects who con-
sider the attribute on which the dominating brand is
superior as much more important are likely to select
that alternative regardless of whether it dominates an-
other alternative. Other subjects might be less confi-
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dent about the relative weights of the attributes. As
proposed earlier, this latter group is expected to be
most susceptible to the attraction effect. It is thus de-
sirable to distinguish between (1) decisions in which
preference for the dominating brand was due mainly
to the relative weights of attributes and (2) decisions
in which the relative attribute weights did not lead to
a clear preference. The think-aloud protocols can be
used for an approximate classification of decisions
into these two types. Specifically, 27 protocols start-
ing with a statement that one attribute is more impor-
tant than the other were classified as lexicographic
(i.e., based on attribute weights), and all other choices
leading to selection of the dominating brand (41 pro-
tocols) were classified as nonlexicographic. Thus, one
can compare these two types of decisions, as well as
contrast decisions resulting in selection of a dominat-
ing brand with decisions that led to selection of a non-
dominating brand. Only 14 of the 82 decisions ana-
lyzed resulted in selection of a nondominating brand,
and nine of those began with a statement that one at-
tribute is more important.

The results provided strong support for Hypothesis
1d, indicating that nonlexicographic choices of domi-
nating alternatives tend to be more difficult and elab-
orate. First, the protocols of nonlexicographic
choices of dominating brands tended to be signifi-
cantly longer: 69 percent of these protocols took
longer than the median protocol length, compared to
29 percent of the protocols involving lexicographic
choices of dominating brands (p < 0.05) and 18 per-
cent of protocols of nondominating selections (p
< 0.05). Similarly, protocols of nonlexicographic se-
lections of dominating alternatives were significantly
more likely than the two other decision types to in-
clude a reference to the difficulty of the decision (p
< 0.05) and to consider both the advantages and
the disadvantages of the selected brand (p < 0.05).
Finally, only 39 percent of the nonlexicographic
choices of dominating brands were consistent with
the prior importance weights, compared with 82 per-
cent and 86 percent for the two other decision types
(p <0.05).

The explanations given by subjects for their deci-
sions were divided into three categories: (1) choice
based on the relative importance of the two attributes,
(2) choice explicitly based on the dominance relation-
ship, and (3) choice based on the “overall attractive-
ness” of the alternative, which usually indicated that
the dominating alternative possessed a middle level of
one attribute and was the best on the other attribute.
While not explicitly pointing to the dominance rela-
tionship as the reason for the decision, an explanation
based on overall attractiveness of the dominating
brand tended to be based implicitly on the asymmet-
ric dominance relationship.

The following are two examples of explanations
provided for the selection of an asymmetrically domi-
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nating alternative, one categorized as dominance-
based and the other as an overall attractiveness expla-
nation. The first protocol relates to choice of a super-
market, where Supermarket A is the closest but has
the least variety, and C, which dominates B, is farther
away but has the most variety. “Variety is somewhat
important but not extremely important. Distance is
very important. 2 miles—very significant; so I would
choose A. Now, in terms of ratings, Supermarket A
will.be a 7; C is better than B—it’s got more items and
it’s half a mile closer; so I will change my decision and
choose C. I’ll give C an 8, I’ll drop A to 6, and B—
4. (Before the choice task, this subject had rated the
importance of distance and variety as 10 and 4, re-
spectively).

The second protocol relates to the car choice set in
which Brand A has the best ride quality, B and C are
tied for the best gas mileage, and C has a better ride
quality than B. “I like sporty cars. Brand A has the
highest ride quality. Gas mileage is also important.
Brands B and C are pretty similar. Between B and C 1
would choose C.” Overall, 65 percent of nonlexico-
graphic choices of dominating brands were explained
based on overall attractiveness or the dominance rela-
tionship, compared with just 23 percent of the other
decision types (most of which were explained based
on the relative importance of the attributes).

Choice Sets with a Compromise Alternative. With
sets that include a compromise alternative, there is no
need to distinguish between lexicographic and non-
lexicographic decisions because, almost by definition,
decisions to select a compromise alternative are un-
likely to use a lexicographic rule.

The results of the protocol analysis supported Hy-
pothesis 2d. Choice protocols leading to selection of
a compromise alternative were significantly longer
than those leading to selection of a noncompromise
alternative. In the former group, 71 percent of the
protocols were longer than the median protocol
length, compared with just 32 percent in the latter
group (p < 0.05). Similarly, protocols resulting in the
selection of a compromise were more likely to men-
tion the difficulty of the decision (p < 0.05) and to
consider both the advantages and disadvantages of
the selected alternative (p < 0.05). With respect to the
explanations given, the most significant finding is that
most subjects who select the compromise explicitly
justify their decisions based on the alternative’s com-
promise position. They use such reasons as, “I’ll take
the middle alternative,” ‘‘because it is a compro-
mise,” “‘the one that is a combination of the two,” or
“I’ll settle for B.”

DISCUSSION

When making choices, consumers often have
difficulty determining the precise utilities of alterna-
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tives, and are therefore uncertain about their prefer-
ences. Building on previous research (e.g., Montgom-
ery 1983; Slovic et al. 1982), this article has proposed
that choice under preference uncertainty may be eas-
ier to explain in some situations by assuming that de-
cision makers select the alternative that is supported
by the “best” reasons. According to this approach,
the effect of an aspect of an alternative on its choice
probability is a function of how compelling an argu-
ment it provides for or against selecting that alterna-
tive. The emphasis on the ability of attributes to pro-
vide effective reasons may lead to different predic-
tions than those derived by focusing exclusively on
the impact of attributes on expected utility. Slovic,
Fischhoff, and Lichtenstein (1976) suggested that
people sometimes view decisions based on shallow
but hnice-sounding rationales (clichés, universal
truths, adages) as better than decisions based on com-
plex, thorough, decision-analytic techniques. Slovic
(1975) argued that reliance on easily justifiable as-
pects to the neglect of other important factors could
lead one to reject alternatives whose overall utility
(assessed outside of the choice context) is superior to
that of the chosen alternative. For example, a domi-
nance relationship known with certainty may offer a
“better”” reason and thus override such considera-
tions as importance weights or attribute values, which
often are uncertain.

More generally, relations among alternatives in
choice sets may influence choice by providing reasons
for preferring certain alternatives over others. The
present research has focused on two such relations:
asymmetric dominance and compromise. The pre-
sented studies examined the ability of a ““choice based
on reasons’’ approach to account for the effect of
these relations on preferences bys(1) testing predic-
tions regarding differences in choice behavior be-
tween those who expect to justify to others and those
who do not, (2) testing a reasons-based compromise
effect, and (3) utilizing think-aloud protocols to gain
greater insights into decision processes leading to the
attraction and compromise effects. The results of
these studies are summarized in the following section.

Summary of Findings and Their
Implications

The Attraction Effect. Given that the attraction
effect has already been demonstrated, this research
focused on the impact of an expectation to justify de-
cisions on the magnitude of the effect. It was argued
that in the choice sets used for testing the attraction
effect, the asymmetric dominance relationship pro-
vides the only reason for choice that does not depend
on knowledge of the evaluators’ preferences. There-
fore, the weight of asymmetric dominance relative to
other reasons for preference, such as attribute weights
or a trade-off analysis, should be greater when buyers
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expect to justify their choices to others. Consistent
with this reasoning, both the pilot study and Study
1 supported the hypothesis that the attraction effect
would be stronger among those who expect to be eval-
uated by others. Furthermore, Study 2 showed that
following the addition of a dominated alternative, a
choice of an asymmetrically dominating alternative is
seen as easier to justify and less likely to be criticized.

This does not necessarily imply that consumers
who_expect to justify their choices to others will al-
ways be more likely to select dominating alternatives.
In many cases, the buyer knows the preferences of
those who will evaluate the choice (e.g., one’s spouse),
and this knowledge is likely to override the impact of
a dominance relationship. Also, even if the evalua-
tors’ preferences are unknown, the stimuli might pro-
vide cues as to the likely reactions of others, which
can diminish the impact of a dominance relationship
on choice. For example, subjects in Study 1 who ex-
pected to be evaluated were not more likely to choose
a low cost beer even when it was dominating. Appar-
ently, they believed that selection of a high quality
beer would be judged more favorably. This also illus-
trates the difficulty that may arise in predicting a pri-
ori all the reasons that decision makers might use to
support their choices.

The findings indicate that the attraction effect still
exists when subjects are assured of total confidential-
ity. This is consistent with the notion that when deci-
sion makers are uncertain which alternative they
most prefer, the reason associated with the asymmet-
ric dominance helps them break the tie and reach a
decision in favor of the dominating alternative. In
other words, when decision makers compare the
dominating with the nondominated competitor, they
still take into consideration the advantage of the
dominating relative to the dominated alternative. In
addition, consumers might select alternatives likely
to be favorably evaluated by others even when those
others are not expected to know about the decision
(Schlenker 1980). Such a tendency is most likely
when the consumer’s own preferences do not lead to
aclear choice. Indeed, the results of the protocol anal-
ysis indicate that the asymmetric dominance rela-
tionship has the most impact on choice when the deci-
sion maker has difficulty determining preference.

Finally, this research was not designed to resolve
the controversy relating to the real world existence of
the attraction effect (Ratneshwar et al. 1987). Dealing
with this question effectively would involve testing
the attraction effect with real and meaningful stimuli
and choices. Some preliminary work in that direction
was reported earlier (Payne et al. forthcoming; Si-
monson and Tversky 1989; Tversky 1988).

The Compromise Effect. Both the pilot study and
Study 1 demonstrated a strong compromise effect;
i.e., an alternative’s choice probability tends to in-
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crease when it becomes a compromise choice in the
set. This implies that a similarity-(or substitution)
effect is not the only effect of a new competitor on the
shares of existing alternatives in a choice set. Similar-
ity is also not the only reason that the assumption of
‘“independence of irrelevant alternatives” (IIA) (Mc-
Fadden 1973) is violated. However, the violation of
the IIA assumption implied by the compromise effect
operates in an opposite direction from that of the sim-
ilarity effect. Specifically, the similarity effect causes
similar alternatives to lose proportionally more share
than nonsimilar ones. The effect demonstrated in this
research illustrates that a new alternative (not neces-
sarily a relatively inferior one; Huber and Puto 1983)
might in fact take relatively less share from the more
similar (i.e., adjacent) existing alternative. This might
have significant managerial implications, suggesting
that brands can sometimes benefit from being posi-
tioned between two alternatives.

Similar to the attraction effect, the compromise
effect was predicted based on the proposition that a
search for reasons and a need to be favorably evalu-
ated by others increase the likelihood that decision
makers will prefer middle alternatives. A compromise
choice reduces the conflict associated with giving up
one attribute for another, and can be justified by ar-
guing that it combines both attributes. The think-
aloud protocols showed that decision makers do use
the compromise rationale to explain the selection of
a middle alternative. The compromise effect is also
consistent with the notion derived from prospect the-
ory (Kahneman and Tversky 1979) that if the middle
alternative is the decision maker’s initial reference
point, a switch to an extreme brand may be difficult to
justify. This is because the negative reason associated
with a loss on one attribute will tend to loom larger
than the reason associated with the gain on the other
attribute. Finally, when a consumer is concerned
about evaluations of others whose preferences are un-
known, a selection of the compromise is the safest
choice, minimizing the maximum potential error.

The results of the pilot study and Studies 1 and 2
provided partial support for the hypothesis that the
compromise effect would be stronger among those
who expect to justify their choices to others. Specifi-
cally, the predicted difference between conditions was
found in the pilot study but not in Study 1, where the
justification manipulation was weak in some of the
classes. The limited support might also be related to
the finding that a compromise choice has some nega-
tive connotations (e.g., is wishy washy). Further,
while choosing a compromise is seen as safer, it is not
perceived as easier to justify. This suggests that the
effect of concerns about the evaluations of others may
be more complex than originally thought. Account-
able decision makers (Tetlock 1985) appear to base
their choices not only on aspects that they are plan-
ning to use as justifications for their decisions. Evalu-
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ations of choices are often made without knowledge
of or attention to the reasons that guided the deci-
sions. Thus, decision makers might try to anticipate
what aspects will influence others’ judgments and the
likelihood of criticism. For example, a middle alter-
native might be chosen because it is less likely to be
evaluated negatively and not because it is easier to
justify.

The finding that the attraction and compromise

effects tend to be stronger in the high need for justifi-

cation condition relates to the debate in the literature
regarding the effect of accountability on decision pro-
cesses. Adelberg and Batson (1978) illustrated a case
in which concerns about others’ reactions led to sub-
optimal decisions. Conversely, Tetlock (1985) has ar-
gued that accountability to an audience with un-
known views encourages ‘‘preemptive self-criticism,”
leading to more integratively complex and thorough
decision making. He found, for example, that ac-
countable subjects were less likely to fall prey to pri-
macy effects, to the fundamental attribution error,
and to overconfidence in judgment. The findings of
the present research suggest that even when the views
of the audience are unknown, accountable decision
makers are likely to use available information to an-
ticipate how particular decisions will be evaluated. As
a result, the more complex decision processes of ac-
countable decision makers do not necessarily lead to
better decisions.

Alternative Explanations. The findings of this re-
search, particularly the differences between the high
and low conditions, do not appear consistent with
any of the explanations for the attraction effect dis-
cussed by Huber et al. (1982) or Ratneshwar et al.
(1987). Another possible explanation for both the at-
traction and compromise effects is that the domi-
nance and compromise relationships in the choice set
are perceptually salient (Taylor and Fiske 1978),
leading to increased likelihood of selecting the domi-
nating/compromise alternative. One might further
hypothesize that those who expect to justify their
choices are more aroused and thus more susceptible
to the salience effect. However, there is evidence indi-
cating that the salience effect is greatly diminished
when decision makers are highly involved with a task
and are concerned about others’ evaluations of their
actions (e.g., Borgida and Howard-Pitney 1983).
More generally, previous research regarding the
effects of accountability on decision processes has
shown that accountable decision makers tend to be
more thorough and vigilant information processors.
Thus, those who expect to justify their choices are ex-
pected to be less influenced by superficial aspects such
as the salience of a dominance relationship. However,
it is possible that accountable decision makers select
a dominating alternative because they expect the less
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involved evaluators of their decisions to be influenced
by the most salient aspects.

Alternatively, the findings can be interpreted using
a cost/benefit framework (e.g., Beach and Mitchell
1978; Payne et al. 1988). This approach assumes that
decision strategies are the result of a cost/benefit anal-
ysis or effort-accuracy trade-offs. The idea is that
strategy selection can be viewed as a function of both
costs, primarily the cognitive effort to use a rule, and
benefits, primarily the ability of a strategy to select the
best alternative. Decision makers often reduce effort
by using shortcuts and simplified choice rules. This
may come at the expense of decision accuracy.

In the context of the attraction and compromise
effects, the effort-accuracy framework might suggest
that the dominance and compromise relationships
are used as indicators that the dominating and com-
promise alternatives are likely to be acceptable. This
saves the need for a thorough processing of all brand-
attribute information. This explanation, however,
appears inconsistent with the finding that subjects for
whom the decision was more important were more
likely to select the dominating and compromise alter-
natives. Prior research indicates that highly involved
decision makers and those who expect to explain their
opinions to others are less likely to use shortcuts
(Chaiken 1980; Petty, Cacioppo, and Goldman
1981). Furthermore, the think-aloud protocols in this
research specifically indicate that selections of domi-
nating and compromise alternatives tend to be associ-
ated with more elaborate decision processes. Finally,
with the simple choice problems used in this research,
compensatory processing is rather trivial to perform.
However, compensatory processing of all available
information does not guarantee a clear preference
(March 1978). In fact, the think-aloud protocols in
this research suggest that, compared to lexicographic
strategies, compensatory processing is often associ-
ated with weaker preferences that are more suscepti-
ble to context effects. Thus, dominance and compro-
mise relationships do not appear to be used as substi-
tutes for thorough information processing; rather,
they are used as a tie-breaking reason after a trade-off
analysis fails to lead to a clear preference.

Limitations and Future Research

This research has two limitations that suggest direc-
tions for future research. First, the present research
focused on only two specific effects. Much more re-
search is needed to assess the advantages, limitations,
and implications of focusing on reasons or justifica-
tions supporting each alternative in predicting choice
behavior. Additional research is also needed to exam-
ine the factors influencing the types of reasons that
tend to appear most compelling in particular situa-
tions.

A second limitation of this research relates to the
task and choice problems used. In this study, choice
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sets were limited to two or three alternatives, each de-
fined on two dimensions. Also, verbal and numerical
values were used for describing alternatives. It is ex-
pected that increasing the complexity and realism of
the decision task would make the relationships in a
set less transparent and would increase the error in
the choices. While these restrictions helped in testing
the hypotheses and interpreting the results, future re-
search should test whether the attraction and com-
promise effects and their explanation still hold in
more natural consumer environments.

[Received January 1988. Revised March 1989.]
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