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When More Is Less and Less Is More: The
Role of Ideal Point Availability and Assortment
in Consumer Choice

ALEXANDER CHERNEV*

Contrary to the common wisdom that more choice is always better, selections
made from large assortments can lead to weaker preferences. Building on the
extant literature, this research identifies ideal point availability as a key factor
moderating the impact of assortment on choice. It is proposed that, in the case of
large assortments, ideal point availability can simplify choice, leading to a stronger
preference for the selected alternative. In contrast, for choices made from smaller
assortments, ideal point availability is proposed to have the opposite effect, leading
to weaker preferences. Data obtained from four experiments lend support for the
theory and the empirical predictions advanced in this article.

Acommon assumption in marketing is that assortment
benefits consumers. This assumption is consistent with

the prediction by classic economic theories that larger as-
sortments should always be beneficial for consumers be-
cause they provide for a potentially better match between
consumers’ own preferences and the product offering. Re-
cent research, however, has suggested that increasing the
size of the choice set may have adverse consequences on
the strength of preferences because it can confuse consum-
ers, increasing the probability of delaying their choice or
not choosing at all (Dhar 1997; Greenleaf and Lehmann
1995; Iyengar and Lepper 2000).

Most of the recent decision research has focused on dem-
onstrating the adverse impact of large assortments on choice
without explicitly identifying conditions moderating this ef-
fect. In this context, the goal of this article is to identify
factors that determine when large product assortments will
strengthen consumer preferences, as predicted by traditional
economics literature, and when large assortments will
weaken preferences, as suggested by recent findings in the
behavioral decision literature.

Building on the constructive view of preferences (Bett-
man, Luce, and Payne 1998; Simonson and Tversky 1992),
this research argues that choices from different size assort-
ments are a function of the degree to which consumers have
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a readily available ideal attribute combination. In particular,
it is proposed that, when choosing from a larger assortment,
consumers with an available ideal point are likely to have
stronger preferences for the chosen option than consumers
without an available ideal attribute combination. In contrast,
when choosing from a smaller assortment, consumers with
an available ideal point are likely to have weaker preferences
for the chosen option than consumers without an available
ideal attribute combination. The psychological mechanism
of how the availability of an ideal attribute combination
moderates the impact of assortment on consumer prefer-
ences is discussed in more detail in the next sections.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Extant research has identified several factors that could
potentially increase the strength of consumer preferences in
the context of larger assortments. The most intuitive factor,
featured prominently in the economics research, is that
larger assortments offer an opportunity for a better match
between an individual’s preferences and the characteristics
of the alternatives in the choice set (see Lancaster 1990 for
a review).

It has also been proposed that larger assortments also
might lead to stronger preferences because they offer option
value (Reibstein, Youngblood, and Fromkin 1975) and allow
consumers to maintain flexibility when making a purchase
decision (Kahn and Lehmann 1991; Kreps 1979; March
1978; see also Ratner, Kahn, and Kahneman 1999). In this
context it has been suggested that consumers often prefer
larger assortments in anticipation of future variety-seeking
behavior (McAlister 1982; Pessemier 1978; Simonson 1990;
Walsh 1995). It has been further suggested that in addition
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to the variety effect, consumers might experience additional
utility simply from having multiple items in the choice set
(Kahn, Moore, and Glazer 1987; see also Broniarczyk,
Hoyer, and McAlister 1998), a proposition consistent with
the view that larger assortments might influence preferences
by creating a perception of freedom of choice (Brehm 1972).

Finally, it has been argued that larger assortments affect
consumer preferences by reducing the uncertainty of
whether the choice set at hand adequately represents all
potentially available options. Recent experiments show that
consumers may delay their purchasing because they are un-
aware of the distribution of potential alternatives and are
uncertain of the degree to which the available set is rep-
resentative of the entire set of possible options (Greenleaf
and Lehmann 1995; Karni and Schwartz 1977). To illustrate,
consumers might feel more confident when selecting from
a retailer that offers a larger assortment because it is less
likely that a potentially superior alternative is not repre-
sented in the available choice set.

All these factors might contribute to the overall positive
impact of product assortment on choice and strengthen con-
sumer preferences. Yet, one can argue that large assortments
might also lead to weaker preferences because of increased
demand on an individual’s cognitive resources associated
with the extra effort required to evaluate the attractiveness
of alternatives in the large assortment (Huffman and Kahn
1998; Jacoby, Speller, and Kohn 1974; Scammon 1977; Shu-
gan 1980). It has further been argued that increasing the
size of the choice set might confuse consumers, leading to
weaker preferences and lower choice probability (Dhar
1997; Greenleaf and Lehmann 1995; Iyengar and Lepper
2000; Malhotra 1982; see Simonson 1999 for a review).

Most of the research discussing the adverse impact of
assortment on choice focuses on the extra effort needed to
evaluate the alternatives in a large assortment. In doing so,
it is implicitly assumed that consumers have readily avail-
able criteria for evaluating choice alternatives and that their
main task is to find the alternative that best matches these
criteria. Yet, consumers often make choices in areas where
they lack sufficient expertise and consequently do not have
readily available decision criteria. In such cases consumers
must first construct their attribute preferences in order to
evaluate the alternatives in the set—a task that can be more
easily accomplished in the context of a smaller rather than
a larger assortment. The impact of the availability of readily
articulated attribute preferences on how product assortment
affects choice is discussed in more detail in the next section.

PRODUCT ASSORTMENT AND IDEAL
POINT AVAILABILITY

Consumers often approach decision problems with al-
ready formed preferences for a particular alternative and,
provided that this alternative is available, are likely to make
a selection without detailed evaluation of the other options.
On many occasions, however, consumers do not have a
preferred option, or their preferred option is not available.

To illustrate, consider three consumers who are choosing
from the same set of alternatives, in this case chocolates.

Consumer A is familiar with the different chocolate prod-
ucts and already has a favorite product, Godiva Medallion
(vanilla-flavored solid white chocolate). Consumer B is not
familiar with the Godiva brand, yet she is aware of the key
attributes describing chocolates and has an ideal combina-
tion of these attributes. Say, she prefers white chocolate to
dark or milk chocolate, solid chocolate to chocolates with
various fillings, vanilla flavor to other flavors, and does not
like chocolate with nuts. Additionally, cocoa content is the
most important attribute for her, followed by chocolate type,
then flavor and nut content. Finally, consumer C is aware
of the key attributes describing chocolates but has neither
a favorite brand nor a readily available ideal attribute
combination.

Consumers A, B, and C in the above example differ in
terms of the availability of an ideal point, defined as a com-
bination of attributes and attribute values describing the ideal
choice alternative (Carpenter and Nakamoto 1989). In this
context, consumer A has a readily defined ideal point and
a specific option (Godiva Medallion) corresponding to that
point. Furthermore, because consumer B has articulated
within-attribute preferences as well as articulated impor-
tance weights associated with these attributes, she also has
a readily available ideal point even though she has not iden-
tified a specific alternative as the optimal choice. It is im-
portant to note that the decision process of consumer A is
likely to differ substantially from the decisions made by
consumers B and C, because consumer A has a memorized
preference for one of the choice options, whereas consumers
B and C are yet to construct option-specific preferences.
Thus, consumer A’s strategy, also known as affect referral
(Wright 1975), involves simply retrieving a memorized eval-
uation of the alternatives without actively processing the
attributes and attribute levels of the choice options.

This research focuses on scenarios in which consumers
are faced with decision problems for which affect referral
does not provide a ready solution. Specifically, it examines
how product assortment affects decision behavior when con-
sumers are faced with a choice problem of some novelty
and complexity. In the above example, the focus of this
research is on the differential impact of product assortment
on the strength of preferences for consumers B and C.

A key proposition of this research is that the impact of
assortment on choice is a function of the degree to which
consumers have an available ideal point. This proposition
is based on the notion that decision processes are contingent
on the degree of articulation of the readily available pref-
erences. To make a choice, consumers with a readily avail-
able ideal point must evaluate available alternatives in search
of the option with the highest utility derived from these
preferences. In contrast, consumers without a readily avail-
able ideal point must first articulate their attribute prefer-
ences in order to identify the optimal alternative. As a result,
consumers without an ideal point face the structurally more
difficult task of simultaneously forming their ideal attribute
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combination and searching for the option that best matches
their ideal point.

It is predicted, therefore, that in larger assortments the
availability of an articulated ideal point is likely to be as-
sociated with stronger preferences for the chosen alternative.
Indeed, prior research has shown that the cognitive costs of
evaluating choice alternatives depend upon the number of
alternatives to be considered (Payne 1976; Shugan 1980).
In cases where choice alternatives are unique (i.e., no rep-
licates), increasing the set size by default leads to an increase
in the number of relevant attributes to be considered. Be-
cause there are more attributes to be evaluated and poten-
tially incorporated in the decision criteria, the choice process
is likely to be more complicated in the context of larger
assortments. As a result, when faced with a larger assort-
ment, consumers without a readily available ideal point are
likely to face a rather complex two-stage decision, which
might, in turn, lead to weaker preferences for the selected
alternative. In contrast, consumers with a readily available
ideal point can focus their effort on the relatively simpler
process of searching for the option that best matches their
ideal attribute combination.

It is further predicted that in smaller assortments the avail-
ability of an articulated ideal point can have the opposite
result, leading to weaker preferences for the chosen alter-
native. Indeed, if consumers with articulated preferences are
simply trying to map their ideal attribute combination onto
the available choice alternatives, then, in cases where the
assortment is small, the chances of a match are rather low,
which is likely to lead to a choice perceived to be subop-
timal. In contrast, consumers without an available ideal at-
tribute combination construct their preferences based on the
available assortment and, as a result, their preferences are
more likely to reflect the available alternatives in the set.
Therefore, it is argued that the availability of an ideal point
does not always strengthen preferences; for choices from
small assortments, readily available ideal points can actually
have the opposite effect.

To summarize, it is argued that the availability of an ideal
attribute combination moderates the impact of assortment
on consumer strength of preferences. Consumers without a
readily available ideal point are faced with the dual task of
articulating their own ideal attribute combination and iden-
tifying the alternative that best matches their available ideal
point. The difficulty of this dual task is further complicated
for larger assortments because of the increased number of
attributes, attribute levels, and options to be considered. In
this context, choices from larger assortments are likely to
be associated with weaker preferences for the selected al-
ternative. In contrast, consumers with a readily available
ideal point face the simpler task of searching for the best
alternative, using their ideal point as a benchmark for eval-
uating choice options. Increasing the assortment in this case
might also complicate their choice, but to a lesser degree
than for consumers without an available ideal attribute com-
bination. It is also predicted that for choices from small
assortments, the impact of the availability of an articulated

ideal attribute combination is reversed—consumers with an
articulated ideal point are likely to have weaker preferences
for the chosen alternative relative to consumers without an
articulated ideal point.

More formally, these predictions can be expressed as fol-
lows:

H1: The availability of an articulated ideal point mod-
erates the impact of assortment on consumer
preferences.

H2: When choosing from a larger assortment, con-
sumers with an available ideal point are likely to
have stronger preferences for the chosen option
than consumers without an available ideal attrib-
ute combination.

H3: When choosing from a smaller assortment, con-
sumers with an available ideal point are likely
have to weaker preferences for the chosen option
than consumers without an available ideal attrib-
ute combination.

These predictions are empirically tested in a series of four
experiments. Experiment 1 examines the core proposition
that ideal point availability moderates the impact of assort-
ment on consumer preferences. Experiments 2 and 3 ex-
plicitly investigate the role of ideal point availability by
focusing on how the availability of articulated attribute
trade-offs moderates the impact of assortment on choice.
Finally, experiment 4 offers further support for the exper-
imental predictions by using alternative manipulation pro-
cedures and by offering converging process measures.

EXPERIMENT 1
The goal of this experiment was to examine the impact

of ideal point availability on the strength of consumer pref-
erences as a function of assortment size. Respondents were
first asked to articulate their ideal attribute combination and
were then asked to make a choice from either a larger or a
smaller assortment. The dependent variable, strength of pref-
erences, was operationalized as the likelihood of switching
to another option. The method, results, and a discussion of
the findings of this experiment are presented in more detail
next.

Method

Ideal Point Availability. Prior to being presented with
the actual choice set, respondents were asked to indicate the
most attractive level of each attribute and to rank order the
attributes in terms of their relative importance. This manip-
ulation is similar to the compositional preference-elicitation
methods often used to reveal systematic components that
underlie consumer product evaluations. Specifically, com-
positional elicitation methods ask respondents to rank order
interval-scaled levels within each attribute and rate the im-
portance of the difference between the best and the worst
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levels of an attribute. The importance ratings are then mul-
tiplied by the preference orders and used as a starting point
for subsequent paired judgments (Green et al. 1991; Huber
et al. 1993). The ideal point articulation approach used in
this research is similar to preference-elicitation procedures
in that it asks consumers to form judgments about their
attribute preference and attribute importance. The key dif-
ference is in the ultimate goal of the elicitation task. Tra-
ditionally, preference elicitation is used to measure con-
sumer preferences; as a result, it requires consumers to
provide a detailed account of their preferences. In contrast,
the elicitation procedure in this experiment aims to help
consumers articulate their own preferences. Therefore, re-
spondents were asked to select only the most attractive level
for each of the attributes and simply rank order these at-
tributes without explicitly generating ratings for all attributes
and all attribute levels.

This difference between the traditional self-explicated
conjoint measurement and the manipulation used in this
experiment is important for two reasons. First, whereas the
self-explicated format has been shown to focus inordinate
attention on less important attributes (Green and Srinivasan
1990; Tversky and Kahneman 1974), the manipulation used
in this research is more similar to the noncompensatory
format of many of the decision heuristics used in choice.
Furthermore, decision tasks in which consumers are explic-
itly asked to indicate how much of one attribute they are
willing to give up in order to gain a better performance on
another attribute have been shown to require significant cog-
nitive effort (Huffman and Kahn 1998) and reduce satis-
faction with the decision (Garbarino and Edell 1997; Kot-
temann and Davis 1991). The preference-elicitation task
used in this experiment was designed to approximate a
choice task while avoiding the potential negative impact of
a complex learning task prior to choice.

Product Assortment. Product assortment was manip-
ulated by varying the number of alternatives in the choice
set. There were two types of sets: a small assortment set
with four alternatives, and a large assortment set with 16
alternatives. The choice of four and 16 alternatives to rep-
resent the small and large assortments is consistent with the
research on cognitive overload, which demonstrates that in-
dividuals can optimally process a maximum of up to six
alternatives (Bettman 1979; Malhotra 1982; Wright 1975).
This manipulation is also consistent with the findings in
cognitive psychology that the processing capacity of the
short-term memory is approximately seven chunks of in-
formation (see Miller 1956 for a review).

All options in the small assortment sets were also avail-
able in the large assortment sets; there were no identical
options (replicates) in either of the sets. The options in the
small set were described on four attributes—two attributes
on which options had different values and two attributes
with values that were identical for all alternatives. Options
in the large set were also described on four attributes, but
there was more variance across attributes. To account for
the possibility of confounding the choice set size with the

attribute structure of the alternatives (Hoch, Bradlow, and
Wansink 1999), two variants of the larger assortment were
used. Alternatives in one of the sets varied on two of the
four attribute dimensions, with each of these two attributes
having four levels. Alternatives in the other set varied on
four attributes, with each of the four attributes having two
levels. These two sets were counterbalanced across
respondents.

Stimuli and Experimental Procedure. The stimuli
consisted of various chocolate assortments. Similar stimuli
have been successfully used in prior research to examine
the impact of variety on consumer preferences (Iyengar and
Lepper 2000). Stimuli were described on four attributes,
each with four levels: chocolate type (solid chocolate, truffle,
praline, caramel); cocoa content (dark chocolate, milk choc-
olate, white chocolate, espresso chocolate); flavor (original,
vanilla, strawberry, cherry); and nut content (no nuts, al-
monds, hazelnuts, walnuts).

Eighty-eight Northwestern University students were pre-
sented with the conditions of a 2 (ideal point availability)
# 2 (assortment) between-subjects experimental design.
Some of the respondents were initially presented with the
preference-articulation procedure and were instructed to
think about their ideal chocolate. They were then asked to
indicate the most attractive level of each of the attributes
describing the choice alternatives and to rank order these
attributes. The remaining respondents were directly pre-
sented with the choice set without being asked to articulate
their preferences.

Next, respondents were asked to consider a particular
chocolate assortment and indicate the most attractive alter-
native. Upon making their selection, respondents were given
an option to reaffirm their selection by choosing a chocolate
as a reward for their participation in the experiment. Finally,
respondents were asked to indicate their perceptions of the
variety in the choice set and were also asked several ques-
tions regarding their chocolate consumption habits.

Dependent Variable. The key dependent variable,
strength of preferences, was operationalized in terms of con-
sumer propensity to switch. As a reward for participating
in the experiment, respondents were asked to choose be-
tween a small box containing two chocolates of the exact
same kind that they selected in the preceding choice task
and a small box containing two of the most popular choc-
olates from the entire Godiva collection. The rationale for
this measure is that respondents who had stronger prefer-
ences and were confident in their choice were more likely
to select the initially chosen alternative when given the op-
portunity to substitute their selection, while respondents with
weaker preferences would be more likely to switch to the
most popular option.

Results

Manipulation Check. The effectiveness of the product
assortment manipulation is measured by comparing respon-
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FIGURE 1

SWITCHING BEHAVIOR AS A FUNCTION OF ASSORTMENT
AND IDEAL POINT AVAILABILITY (EXPERIMENT 1)

dents’ perceptions of variety in the choice alternatives across
the experimental conditions. Respondents’ variety percep-
tions indicate significant differences between the small and
the large assortment sets. The mean evaluation for the small
set was , significantly different from ,M p 3.95 M p 2.34
the mean evaluation of the variety in the large set (scale: 1
p overwhelming, 2 p rather extensive, 3 p adequate, 4
p somewhat narrow, 5 p very limited; ,F(1, 87) p 84.75

). These data show that consumers did perceive thep ! .001
larger set to offer more variety, and that the variety offered
by the experimental sets was not perceived to be extreme
in either direction.

Switching Behavior. The main dependent variable,
strength of preference, was measured through respondents’
switching behavior. Respondents who indicated that they
would like to receive a box of chocolates of the same kind
they had just chosen were considered to have a low pro-
pensity to switch, whereas respondents who indicated that
they would like to receive a box of chocolates containing
the most popular Godiva selection were considered to have
a high propensity to switch. Overall, there were 88 obser-
vations: 45 in the preference-articulation condition and 43
in the no-articulation condition. A summary of the strength
of preferences data as a function of assortment and ideal
point availability is presented in figure 1.

The data show that respondents who were not asked to
articulate their ideal attribute combination were less likely
to switch when choosing from a smaller set (9% of re-
sponses) than when choosing from a larger set (38% of
responses). In contrast, respondents who articulated their
ideal point were more likely to switch when asked to choose
from a smaller rather than larger set. Thus, 27% of choices
from the smaller set resulted in subsequent switching, com-
pared to only 13% of choices from the large set.

For the purposes of statistical analysis, the switching pat-
tern was examined as a function of ideal point availability,
assortment, and their interaction. Log-linear analysis of the
data indicates a significant interaction between ideal point
availability and the set size ( , ). The2x (1) p 6.46 p p .01
increase in switching for respondents without an articulated
ideal point was significant ( , ), indi-2x (1) p 5.61 p ! .05
cating a sizable decrease in the strength of preferences for
choices from larger sets. For respondents with an articulated
ideal point, the difference in the likelihood of switching from
the large compared to the small set was directionally op-
posite to the one observed for respondents who did not
articulate their ideal point, and nonsignificant ( 2x (1) p

, NS).1.45
More important, the choice share of the default alternative

for choices from the large assortment was significantly
greater for respondents without an articulated ideal point
compared to those who articulated their ideal attribute com-
bination (38% vs. 13%; , ). This finding2x (1) p 3.88 p ! .05
is consistent with hypothesis 2. In contrast, for choices from
a small assortment, the share of the default alternative was
lower for respondents without articulated preferences, al-
though marginally nonsignificant (9% vs. 27%; 2x (1) p

, . This finding provides directional support for2.59 p p .11)
hypothesis 3.

Discussion

The data reported in this experiment show that the impact
of assortment on consumer preferences is moderated by the
availability of an ideal attribute combination (hypothesis 1).
For respondents without an articulated ideal point, larger
assortments were associated with higher switching proba-
bility, whereas for respondents with an articulated ideal
point, the effect was in the opposite direction and nonsig-
nificant (hypothesis 2). For choices from a small assortment,
the effect of ideal point availability was in the opposite
direction, although nonsignificant (hypothesis 3).

Experiment 1 examines the impact of product assortment
in a context where choice alternatives are described on sev-
eral distinct attributes. Although such feature-based presen-
tation of choice options is common for many consumer
decisions, it can be argued that it implicitly promotes an-
alytical attribute-based processing and an in-depth evalua-
tion of choice alternatives (Tversky 1977). To extend the
findings to a scenario where alternatives are processed in a
holistic rather than a feature-based manner (Calder 1978;
Holbrook and Moore 1981), the findings of experiment 1
were replicated using pictorial representations of the choice
alternatives. The design of this replication was identical to
the design of the first experiment except that instead of
verbally described attributes, pictures of actual chocolates
were used as stimuli. The ideal point articulation procedure
used pictorial format as well; respondents were instructed
to select their most preferred shape of chocolate from the
four available shapes (sphere, oval, half-cone, and square),
select their most preferred chocolate surface from the four
available patterns (smooth, stripe, mesh, and spotted), and
select their most preferred chocolate color from the three
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available colors (dark brown, light brown, and white). The
data replicated the results reported earlier, thus extending
the experimental findings to a broader set of decision sce-
narios. An additional benefit of this replication was the abil-
ity to gain power in data analysis by combining the results
from the two experiments (Edgington 1972; Rosenthal
1978). The combined data show that the moderating effect
of ideal point availability was significant at the .005 level
(hypothesis 1), the difference between respondents with and
without articulated preferences for choices made from a
larger set was significant at the .01 level (hypothesis 2), and
for choices from smaller assortments this difference was
significant at the .05 level (hypothesis 3).1 These data lend
further support for the experimental hypotheses.

The theory advanced in this article can be further tested
by explicitly examining the role of ideal points in preference
articulation. To illustrate, recall consumer B from the prior
example. She is aware of the key attributes describing choc-
olates and has an ideal combination of these attributes: she
prefers white chocolate to dark or milk chocolate (the most
important attribute), solid chocolate to chocolates with var-
ious fillings, vanilla flavor to other flavors, and does not
like chocolate with nuts (the least important attribute). Now
consider consumer D, who is also aware of the different
attributes describing chocolates and has the following pref-
erence structure: her favorites are dark and milk chocolate
and she dislikes white chocolate, she also likes vanilla-fla-
vored and cherry flavored-chocolate, somewhat likes the
original chocolate flavor, and would rather avoid strawberry-
flavored chocolate.

The key difference between consumers B and D is the
dispersion of their attribute-level preferences: both have ar-
ticulated attribute preferences; however, to make a choice,
consumer D has to trade off the different levels of each
attribute, whereas consumer B has already articulated at-
tribute trade-offs. Note also that in this case consumer D
has a more comprehensive preference structure: she has ar-
ticulated her preferences for each level and each attribute
describing the choice alternatives, whereas consumer B has
a more selective preference structure in which only the top
levels of each attribute are articulated.

This example raises the question of whether these dif-
ferent preference structures have the same moderating effect
on how assortment affects choice. The ideal point availa-
bility argument advanced in this research is based on the
notion that ideal points imply a hierarchical attribute struc-
ture and readily articulated attribute trade-offs (Carpenter
and Nakamoto 1989; Dhar 1997; Simonson and Tversky
1992; Wansink, Kent, and Hoch 1998; see also Bettman and
Zins 1979; Biehal and Chakravarti 1982). Because the ar-
ticulation of attribute trade-offs is also essential for choice
(Janis and Mann 1977; Payne, Bettman, and Johnson 1993),
the availability of an ideal attribute combination effectively
increases the compatibility of consumer preference struc-
tures with the decision task, thus reducing the structural

1Details on the stimuli and results of this replication are available from
the author.

complexity of the decision. Therefore, it can be argued that
preferences with an articulated ideal point will be more ef-
fective in reducing the structural complexity of the decision
than will preferences that do not imply an ideal point. Be-
cause large assortments are generally associated with more
complex decisions, the differential impact of ideal point
articulation is likely to be more pronounced for larger than
smaller assortments.

The above discussion suggests that the role of ideal point
availability can be further tested by comparing two pref-
erence-articulation scenarios: one in which consumers com-
prehensively articulate the attractiveness of each attribute
without explicitly articulating an ideal point (e.g., by rating
different attributes independently of each other) and one in
which consumers articulate their attribute preferences to
form an ideal point (e.g., by rating different attributes rel-
ative to each other). If the ideal point availability indeed
moderates the impact of assortment on choice, then the ef-
fects reported in experiment 1 will be less pronounced for
consumers who did not explicitly articulate their attribute
trade-offs and hence are less likely to have a readily avail-
able ideal point. This proposition is experimentally tested
in the next experiment.

EXPERIMENT 2

Experiment 2 was designed to parcel out the effects di-
rectly associated with ideal point availability from the more
general preference-articulation effects. To accomplish this,
two preference-articulation conditions were introduced: a no
trade-off evaluation condition and an ideal point condition.
Respondents in both conditions were exposed to identical
attribute information; the only difference was in the nature
of the preference-articulation task.

Method

Seventy-five Northwestern University students were pre-
sented with a 2 (ideal point availability) # 2 (assortment)
factorial design. There were 41 respondents in the no trade-
off articulation condition and 34 respondents in the ideal
point condition. The experimental procedure was similar to
the one used in the first experiment. Respondents were first
asked to articulate their preferences, then to make a choice
from either a large or a small set, and finally were given an
option to switch. In this experiment, all respondents were
asked to articulate their preferences, and the articulation
procedure varied across subjects.

Respondents in the ideal point condition were presented
with an articulation task that required explicit trade-offs.
Respondents were first instructed to think about their ideal
chocolate, then to indicate the most attractive level of each
of the attributes, and finally to select the most important
attribute. This task presumably forced individuals to make
trade-offs first within attributes (selecting the most attractive
level of each attribute) and then across attributes (selecting
the most important attribute). In contrast, respondents in the
no-trade-off condition were asked only to evaluate the at-
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FIGURE 2

SWITCHING BEHAVIOR AS A FUNCTION OF ASSORTMENT
AND IDEAL POINT AVAILABILITY (EXPERIMENT 2)

tractiveness of each level of all attributes (100-point scale:
0 p not attractive at all; 100 p very attractive) and the
importance of each attribute (100-point scale: 0 p not im-
portant at all; 100 p very important). Each attribute level
was ranked independently from the others, and a subject
could rate all levels of an attribute as 100 points (very at-
tractive) as well as rate all attributes as 100 points (very
important). Thus, respondents in this condition were asked
to evaluate all attributes, but without making explicit trade-
offs among the levels of each attribute.

Following the preference-articulation procedure, respon-
dents were asked to choose from two sets: a small assortment
(four chocolates) and a large assortment (16 chocolates).
The stimuli and the rest of the experimental procedure were
the same as those used in the first experiment.

Results

The data illustrating respondents’ switching behavior are
given in figure 2. Respondents who were asked to articulate
their attribute preferences without making explicit trade-offs
were more likely to switch to the most popular alternative
when choosing from the large compared to the small as-
sortment (45% vs. 19%). In contrast, respondents who were
asked to trade off attributes and attribute levels prior to
choice displayed a trend in the opposite direction. For these
respondents, choices from smaller sets were more likely to
result in choosing the default alternative compared to
choices from larger sets (17% vs. 31%).

Categorical analysis of the data shows that the moderating
impact of the type of articulation is significant ( 2x (1) p

, ). These data are consistent with the predictions4.02 p ! .05
made by hypothesis 1. For respondents in the no-ideal-point
condition, the effect of product assortment was marginally
significant ( , ). For respondents in the2x (1) p 4.42 p p .06
ideal point condition, the effect was in the opposite direction,
although nonsignificant ( , NS).2x (1) p 1.0

More important, for choices from large assortments, the
impact of the type of the preference-articulation procedure
was significant (17% vs. 45%; , ), in-2x (1) p 4.00 p ! .05
dicating that respondents who were given the explicit task
of forming an ideal point were less likely to select the default
alternative compared to respondents who were required to
evaluate alternatives without forming an ideal point (hy-
pothesis 2). For choices from small assortments, the impact
of the preference-articulation procedure was directionally
consistent with the predictions made by hypothesis 3, but
nonsignificant (31% vs. 19%; , NS).2x ! 1

These data are consistent with the proposition that ideal
point availability moderates the impact of assortment on
strength of preferences (hypothesis 1). Respondents who
articulated their attribute preferences by making explicit at-
tribute trade-offs prior to choice displayed stronger prefer-
ences for the alternative chosen from a larger set compared
to respondents who were not explicitly asked to articulate
their ideal attribute combination (hypothesis 2). Finally, for
choices from smaller assortments, ideal point availability

indicated a nonsignificant trend toward weakening prefer-
ences (hypothesis 3).

Discussion

Experiment 2 compared the impact of assortment on
strength of preferences in two scenarios: one in which re-
spondents were explicitly asked to articulate their ideal at-
tribute combination and one in which they had to articulate
their attribute preferences without explicitly articulating an
ideal point. In this context, it was assumed that respondents
who were not explicitly asked to articulate their ideal point
did not have a readily available ideal attribute combination.
It is possible, however, that some of the respondents in that
condition articulated their ideal points spontaneously. A
closer examination of the dispersion of preferences in the
no-trade-off condition shows that some respondents dis-
played a pattern of preferences that is indicative of a hier-
archical attribute structure whereby (1) one particular at-
tribute level was rated significantly higher than others, and
(2) one attribute was also considered to be more important
than the others. Although not necessarily equivalent to ar-
ticulating an ideal attribute combination, this pattern of dis-
persion of attribute preferences can be viewed as indicative
of an available ideal point and used to examine the impact
of assortment on choice.

Conceptually, the impact of spontaneously articulated
ideal points on assortment and choice could have been an-
alyzed by examining the readily available data from exper-
iment 2 by comparing the dispersion of preferences for re-
spondents in the no-trade-off condition. Given the relatively
small number of observations per cell in that experiment,
however, such analysis is not practically feasible. Hence,
experiment 3 was designed to test how spontaneously ar-
ticulated ideal attribute preferences moderate the impact of
assortment on choice.
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EXPERIMENT 3
The goal of experiment 3 was to provide further support

for the experimental hypotheses in a context where the ideal
attribute combination is formed spontaneously rather than
being experimentally induced. A secondary goal was to ex-
tend the validity of the experimental results by testing the
observed effects across different product categories.

Method

One hundred sixty-seven Northwestern University stu-
dents were assigned to the conditions of a 2 (ideal point
availability) # 2 (assortment) between-subjects factorial de-
sign. The overall experimental procedure was similar to the
one used in the first two experiments. Respondents were
first asked to articulate their preferences, then make a choice
from either a large or a small set, and finally were given an
option to reconsider their choice.

Stimuli. Unlike prior studies, in this experiment four
product categories were used as stimuli: Caribbean vacation,
sofa, refrigerator, and computer carrying case. Choice op-
tions were described on four attributes with either three or
four levels each. Caribbean vacation was described based
on location (Bahamas, Bermuda, Antigua, Jamaica), archi-
tectural style of the resort (Mediterranean, Spanish, modern),
leisure activities (golf, water sports, hiking, tennis), and pool
shape (oval, rectangular, kidney-shaped). The sofa was de-
scribed in terms of color (black, brown, gray, white), up-
holstery (leather, cotton blend, velvet, suede), cushion type
(firm, medium, soft), and back height (high, medium, low).
The refrigerator was described in terms of the brand name
(Kitchen Aid, Kenmore, Frigidaire, Maytag), color (black,
almond, stainless steel, white), freezer style (top, bottom,
side-by-side), and special features (in-door water dispenser,
in-door ice dispenser, in-door access panel). Finally, the
computer carrying case was described based on brand name
(Kenneth Cole, Targus, Belkin, Kensington), bag style (sad-
dlebag, backpack, briefcase), material (leather, nylon, fab-
ric), and color (black, blue, red, platinum). For each product
category, two assortments were constructed: a smaller set
(six alternatives) and a larger set (24 alternatives). All choice
sets were created by a random assignment of the attribute
levels to choice alternatives.

Ideal Point Availability. All respondents were given
a rating preference-articulation task similar to the one used
in experiment 2 (no-ideal-point condition): they were asked
to evaluate the attractiveness of each level of the attributes
of the choice options using a 100-point rating scale. Similar
to experiment 2, each attribute level was ranked indepen-
dently from the others. Based on the pattern of their attribute
preferences, subjects’ responses were categorized into one
of the two ideal point conditions. Responses that singled
out one particular attribute level to be significantly more
attractive than the others were considered to have an avail-
able ideal point, whereas individuals who indicated two or
more attribute levels to be close in their attractiveness were

considered to not have an available ideal point. The ideal
point availability evaluation procedure is described in more
detail in the Results section.

Experimental Procedure. For each product category,
respondents were asked to articulate their preferences using
an attribute-rating task and were then presented with either
a small or a large assortment. Upon making a choice, re-
spondents were asked to rate the perceived assortment (large
vs. small) and then were given the option to reconsider their
choice. The key dependent variable—strength of prefer-
ences—was operationalized in terms of respondents’ prob-
ability of substituting their choice with an option recom-
mended by the sales associate (e.g., “Imagine that you have
to choose between the sofa you just selected and a sofa that
has been recommended by the sales associate. Which one
would you buy?”).

Results

Manipulation Check. For the purposes of a manipu-
lation check, respondents’ perceptions of the assortment size
were measured (10-point scale: 1 p small assortment, 10
p large assortment). The data show that respondents per-
ceived the larger set to offer significantly greater assortment
compared to the smaller set ( vs. ,M p 7.06 M p 4.73

, ). These data indicate that re-F(1, 166) p 39.94 p ! .001
spondents indeed perceived the choice sets to vary in terms
of assortment, and that the assortments used as stimuli were
not perceived to be extreme in either direction.

Ideal Point Availability. Unlike prior studies, in this
experiment respondents were not explicitly asked to articulate
their ideal point, and the ideal point availability was inferred
by comparing individuals’ attribute-level preferencescaptured
by the preference-articulation task. Thus, each respondent’s
within-attribute evaluations were compared to determine the
strength of attribute-level preferences.

Because the availability of an articulated ideal point im-
plies that its values aggregated across all relevant attributes
are superior to any other attribute combination, it was op-
erationalized based on the proximity of the highest valued
attribute level to the next highest valued one. Thus, for each
attribute a differentiation score was calculated based on the
difference between the highest rating given to an attribute
level and the next highest one. To illustrate, the differen-
tiation score for the response pattern 80–100–70–90 was
10, whereas the response pattern 100–60–100–100 was
quantified with a differentiation coefficient of zero. Thus,
the differentiation score for each attribute potentially varied
between zero and 100. Next, a cumulative articulation score
was calculated by aggregating the attribute-specific scores.

Based on their cumulative articulation scores, respondents
were assigned to one of the two ideal point conditions using
a median split. Eighty-one respondents were classified in
the ideal point condition (46 in the large-assortment con-
dition and 40 in the small-assortment condition), and the
remaining 86 were classified in the no-ideal-point condition
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(38 in the large-assortment condition and 43 in the small-
assortment condition). Note that this classification is for
comparison purposes only, and, conceptually, the underlying
distribution of ideal point articulation scores is continuous
in nature.

Switching Behavior. The data show a pattern similar
to the one reported in figure 2. The impact of ideal point
availability on switching behavior varied as a function of
the assortment, as indicated by the significant interaction
effect ( , )—a finding consistent with2x (1) p 5.16 p ! .05
hypothesis 1. This effect is consistent across the product
categories, as shown by the nonsignificant three-way inter-
action of product category, assortment, and ideal point avail-
ability ( , NS).2x ! 1

In choices from large assortments, respondents with a
high ideal point availability score (IPAS) were less likely
to switch than those with a low IPAS (11% vs. 35%;

, ). This finding is consistent with hy-2x (1) p 6.09 p ! .05
pothesis 2. In contrast, for choices made from smaller as-
sortments, the effect was in the opposite direction, although
nonsignificant: high-IPAS respondents were less likely to
switch than were the low-IPAS respondents (21% vs. 15%;

, NS). This finding is directionally consistent with2x ! 1
hypothesis 3.

Further analysis shows that respondents with a low IPAS
were more likely to switch after making a choice from a
larger rather than a smaller assortment (35% vs. 15%;

, ). The corresponding data pattern of2x (1) p 4.19 p ! .05
responses for individuals with a high IPAS was reversed
and nonsignificant (11% vs. 21%; , NS). These2x (1) p 1.57
data are consistent with the findings reported by prior ex-
periments, lending further support to the experimental
hypotheses.

Finally, to validate the robustness of the above findings,
two alternative methodologies for calculating the IPAS were
tested. The first methodology applied an adjustment for the
variance of individuals’ preferences for all attribute levels
(recall that the IPAS model presented above focused only
on the difference between the highest and the next highest
level). The second methodology used interval scaling,
whereby the difference between the two top attribute values
was classified into four categories based on the magnitude
of their differences; these interval scores were then aggre-
gated to yield the overall IPAS scores. Both methods yielded
data that converged with the above findings in terms of the
direction and the significance of the effects.

Discussion

The data reported in this experiment support the propo-
sition that ideal point availability moderates the impact of
assortment on choice. When choosing from a large assort-
ment, consumers whose attribute preferences indicated a
well-defined ideal point were more confident in their de-
cisions and less likely to switch than consumers whose pref-
erences did not imply a single ideal point. These findings
are consistent with the proposition that a readily formed

ideal attribute combination provides consumers with a
benchmark for evaluating the alternatives in the choice set,
and, as a result, for these consumers choices from large
assortments are less likely to be associated with weaker
preferences.

The data also show that consumers without a readily avail-
able ideal attribute combination are more likely to be sus-
ceptible to a cognitive overload when evaluating large as-
sortments even if they have readily articulated nonhierarchical
attribute evaluations. This finding is particularly interesting
because intuitively one might expect that articulated prefer-
ences should always help the decision process. One expla-
nation for the observed data pattern is offered by cognitive-
dissonance research, which implies that in some cases
articulated attribute evaluations may actually complicate
consumer choice (Festinger 1964; Janis and Mann 1977).
To illustrate, consider a consumer who views two levels of
the same attribute as equally attractive. When asked to make
a choice, this consumer might find it difficult to trade off
these attribute levels because the preference-articulation task
has made salient the fact that these attributes are equally
attractive. In this context, consumers who rated two or more
attributes as very attractive have essentially made a com-
mitment to both attribute levels, which in turn makes the
cognitive dissonance associated with rejecting either of them
more pronounced. This cognitive dissonance, in turn, is
likely to lower consumers’ decision confidence and increase
the probability of switching.

All of the experiments presented so far examine how ideal
point availability moderates the impact of assortment on
choice in a context where consumers were given the attrib-
ute-level information prior to choice. An argument that
could potentially limit the validity of the experimental re-
sults is that the prechoice availability of the attribute infor-
mation could have structured individuals’ decision processes
or could have affected their level of involvement in a way
that enhances the impact of ideal point availability on as-
sortment and choice. Indeed, familiarity with the attribute
dimensionality of the choice task has been shown to facil-
itate further learning and task performance (West, Brown,
and Hoch 1996). Respondents who were given a consump-
tion vocabulary (i.e., were told about the relevant attributes
prior to evaluating alternatives) performed better than sub-
jects who had not been initially exposed to attribute infor-
mation. It has also been shown that consumers who are
aware of the dimensionality of the choice set might perceive
the set to be less complex because they understand the un-
derlying structure of the set (Alba and Hutchinson 1987;
Bettman and Park 1980). As a result, the mere exposure to
choice attributes could have simplified the consumer deci-
sion task, potentially moderating the impact of product as-
sortment on consumer choice (Bettman 1975). It is impor-
tant, therefore, to test whether predicted ideal point
availability effects hold in a scenario where respondents are
not given specific attribute-level information prior to choice.
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EXPERIMENT 4

Experiment 4 tests the hypothesis that ideal point avail-
ability moderates the impact of assortment on choice by
using a manipulation that does not impose a predetermined
attribute structure on the consumer decisions. For that pur-
pose, respondents were asked to articulate their ideal attrib-
ute combination using subjectively generated attribute levels
rather than being given the actual attribute levels describing
choice alternatives.

Method

One hundred sixty-eight Northwestern University stu-
dents were presented with a 2 (ideal point availability) #
2 (assortment) mixed factorial design. The stimuli were iden-
tical to the ones used in experiment 3 (Caribbean vacation,
sofa, refrigerator, and computer carrying case). Thus, in each
product category there were two assortments: a smaller set
(six alternatives) and a larger set (24 alternatives).

Ideal Point Availability. Respondents in the articula-
tion condition were asked to think about their ideal product,
but unlike in prior experiments, they were not provided with
specific attribute levels. Thus, respondents were given in-
formation only about the attribute dimensions describing
each of the alternatives, and were not forced to articulate
their preferences along those dimensions. To illustrate, in
the sofa category, respondents were given the following
instruction: “Imagine that you are buying a sofa. Think about
what your ideal sofa looks like (e.g., in terms of color,
upholstery, back height, cushion softness). Please, describe
your ideal sofa in the space below.” In contrast, respondents
in the no-articulation condition were asked to imagine that
they were buying a sofa and were informed that they would
be shown a selection of sofas that vary on several attributes
(e.g., color, upholstery, back height, and cushion softness)
but were not asked to generate their ideal attribute
combination.

Experimental Procedure. Respondents were first
given the ideal point availability task, asked to make a choice
from either a large or a small set, and then given an option
to switch. Next they were presented with a different choice
set in the same product category that varied in terms of
assortment. Thus, respondents who were initially asked to
make a choice from a larger set now had to choose from a
smaller set and vice versa. This procedure was repeated
across the ideal point availability conditions: individuals
who were initially not asked to articulate their ideal point
were now in the ideal point condition. To avoid potential
carry-over attribute learning effects, the second set of
choices was made from a different product category. Thus,
each individual made four choices, two in each product
category. The order of assortments and ideal point availa-
bility conditions was counterbalanced across the individuals.

Dependent Variables. Similar to experiment 3, the de-
pendent variable—strength of preferences—was operation-

alized in terms of respondents’ probability of substituting
their choice with an option recommended by the sales as-
sociate. An additional measure of the strength of preferences
was respondents’ confidence in their decisions measured on
a 10-point scale (e.g., “How would you rate your confidence
that you will actually like the sofa you selected?” 1 p not
confident at all, 10 p very confident). Respondents’ eval-
uations of perceived decision difficulty were measured as
well (e.g., “How would you rate the difficulty of this de-
cision for you?” 10-point scale: 1 p not difficult at all, 10
p very difficult).

Results

The manipulation check confirmed that the assortment
manipulation was successful; respondents perceived the
larger set to offer significantly greater assortment compared
to the smaller set ( vs. ,M p 7.75 M p 4.32 F(1, 670) p

, ). The analysis of respondents’ switching169.43 p ! .001
behavior that appears below is followed by an analysis of
their confidence in the decisions made and the perceived
decision difficulty.

Switching Behavior. Each of the 168 respondents
made four choices, yielding 671 observations (one missing
data point). These observations were equally distributed
across the experimental conditions, with 168 (167) data
points per condition. The data pattern was similar to the
pattern presented in figure 1. When making a choice from
a large assortment, respondents who were asked to articulate
their ideal attribute combination were less likely to switch
than those in the no-ideal-point condition (14% vs. 24%;

, ). The corresponding pattern of re-2x (1) p 4.59 p ! .05
sponses for choices from a small assortment was reversed
(19% vs. 17%; , NS). These data are consistent with2x ! 1
the predictions made by hypothesis 2. Analysis of these data
shows that the response patterns across the experimental
conditions were different, as indicated by the significance
of the interaction effect ( , ). This find-2x (1) p 3.97 p ! .05
ing is consistent with hypothesis 1. This effect was consis-
tent across the product categories, and although there was
a significant main product-category effect ( ,2x (3) p 16.03

), the relevant three-way interaction of product cat-p ! .001
egory, assortment, and articulation was nonsignificant
( , NS).2x ! 1

Further analysis of the data revealed marginally signifi-
cant sequence effects, indicating differences in the effects
of ideal point availability and assortment on preferences
across respondents’ first and second choice from a given
product category ( , ). Thus, unlike the2x (1) p 2.90 p ! .10
first choice, where the interaction between ideal point ar-
ticulation and assortment was significant ( ,2x (1) p 5.1

), in the second choice this interaction was nonsig-p ! .05
nificant ( , NS), indicating that in the latter case ideal2x ! 1
point articulation did not moderate the impact of assortment
on choice. Specifically, respondents’ first choice produced
a pattern of responses similar to the one reported in prior
experiments: for choices made from large assortments, re-
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FIGURE 3

DECISION CONFIDENCE AND DECISION DIFFICULTY AS A
FUNCTION OF ASSORTMENT AND IDEAL POINT

AVAILABILITY (EXPERIMENT 4)

spondents with an articulated ideal point were less likely to
switch compared to those in the no-ideal-point condition
(17% vs. 33%; , ), whereas for choices2x (1) p 3.72 p p .05
from small assortments the effect was reversed and nonsig-
nificant (10% vs. 17%; , ). This pattern2x (1) p 1.83 p ! .20
of results is consistent with the predictions made by hy-
potheses 2 and 3. In contrast, when respondents made their
second selection from the same product category, these ef-
fects were less pronounced and nonsignificant: when choos-
ing from large assortments, respondents with an articulated
ideal point were less likely to switch (11% vs. 14%; 2x !

, NS), and a similar result was obtained for choices from1
small assortments (21% vs. 25%; , NS). These un-2x ! 1
predicted yet significant sequence effects are addressed in
more detail in the Discussion section.

Decision Confidence. Each of the 168 respondents
made four choices, yielding 672 observations (no missing
observations). The data presented in figure 3A show that
when choosing from a large assortment, respondents with
an available ideal point were more confident in their deci-
sions compared to respondents who did not articulate their
ideal attribute combination ( , vs.M p 7.58 SD p 1.77

, ). In contrast, when choosing from aM p 7.21 SD p 2.06
small assortment, the effect was reversed, whereby respon-
dents with an available ideal point were less confident in
their choices ( , vs. ,M p 7.02 SD p 1.90 M p 7.54

). Analysis of these data (ANOVA) shows thatSD p 1.83
these effects are significant ( , andF(1, 480) p 3.84 p p .05

, , respectively). These data supportF(1, 480) p 7.11 p ! .01
hypotheses 2 and 3. The data further show that ideal point
availability moderates the impact of assortment on confi-
dence, as indicated by the significant interaction ( )F(1, 480
p 10.69, )—a result consistent with hypothesis 1.p ! .005

Furthermore, there was a significant sequence effect, in-
dicating that individuals’ responses varied depending on
whether they were making their first or second choice from
a given product category ( , ).F(3, 480) p 4.93 p ! .005
Thus, the (ideal point availability) # (assortment) inter-
action effect reported above was more pronounced in the
context of respondents’ first than second choice
( , vs. ,F(1, 480) p 11.86 p ! .001 F(1, 480) p 2.79 p !

). Specifically, individuals who were not asked to artic-.10
ulate their preferences were less confident when choosing
from a large relative to a small assortment when they made
their first selection ( , vs. ,M p 7.64 SD p 1.76 M p 6.92

, , ) than in their secondSD p 2.32 F(1, 480) p 7.51 p ! .01
selection ( , vs. ,M p 7.45 SD p 1.90 M p 7.5 SD p

, , NS), whereas for respondents with an articu-1.72 F ! 1
lated ideal point the sequence effect was less pronounced
( , NS). Thus, the predicted ideal point availability ef-F ! 1
fects were more prominent in respondents’ first choice de-
cisions and less pronounced in the subsequent choice from
the same category—a result further conceptualized in the
Discussion section.

Decision Difficulty. The data presented in figure 3B
offer additional evidence in support of the experimental hy-

potheses. The data show that choices from large assortments
were perceived to be more difficult by respondents who were
not asked to articulate their ideal point compared to re-
spondents who articulated their ideal attribute combination
( , vs. , ;M p 6.04 SD p 2.45 M p 5.54 SD p 2.54

, ), whereas for choices from smallF(1, 480) p 4.95 p ! .05
assortments the effect was reversed ( ,M p 4.89 SD p

vs. , ; , NS).2.23 M p 5.22 SD p 2.28 F(1, 480) p 1.50
The main effect of assortment on decision difficulty was
significant ( , ), indicating that,F(1, 480) p 13.36 p ! .001
overall, choosing from a large assortment was perceived to
be relatively more difficult than choosing from a small as-
sortment. More important, there was a significant interaction
( , ), indicating that the impact ofF(1, 480) p 5.94 p ! .01
assortment on the decision difficulty was moderated by the
availability of an ideal point. Finally, unlike with decision
confidence, there were no order effects; the decision-diffi-
culty statistics for sequential choices made from the same
product category were nearly identical.
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Discussion

The data show an interesting pattern whereby the hy-
pothesized effects were more pronounced for the first
choices made from a given product category and less pro-
nounced for subsequent choices. One rationale for these data
is that when making a choice from smaller assortments in-
dividuals implicitly formed an ideal attribute combination,
which they later used to evaluate options in the larger as-
sortment presented to them. Thus, the implicit ideal point
articulation in the first choice could have resulted in implicit
learning of ideal points that were used to guide subsequent
decisions.

A further observation is that, whereas the switching and
decision confidence data displayed a learning pattern across
sequential choices, the decision-difficulty data did not reflect
such effects. One possible explanation for these data is that
making a choice from a smaller set did not necessarily fa-
miliarize individuals with the structure of the larger set over
and above the information readily available to all respon-
dents in the prechoice articulation task. Similarly, respon-
dents who initially made a choice from a larger set perceived
the choice from a smaller set to be perceptually easier, yet
more difficult in terms of locating an alternative that best
matched the implicitly articulated ideal created by the first
selection. Thus, making an initial choice did not necessarily
change respondents’ perceptions of the difficulty of the sub-
sequent choice decision.

In general, the data from this experiment lend further
support to the theory and experimental hypotheses advanced
in this research. The decision confidence and difficulty data
offer insights into decision processes underlying consumer
choices and offer converging evidence in support of the
theory. Overall, the data show that articulating an ideal point
moderates the impact of assortment on choice even when
consumers subjectively generate the attribute-rating metrics
to form their ideal attribute combination. The use of this
alternative preference-elicitation procedure offers further ev-
idence that the observed preference-articulation effects can-
not be accounted for by respondents’ familiarity with the
particular attribute structure of the alternatives in the choice
set and the perceived complexity of the choice task asso-
ciated with it. Considered together with the other studies
reported in this article, this experiment confirms prior find-
ings and validates the experimental hypotheses in a broader
context.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Research presented in this article demonstrates that, con-
trary to the common wisdom that more choice is always
better, selections made from large assortments can lead to
weaker preferences. Building on the extant literature, this
research identifies ideal point availability as a key factor
that determines when large assortments will strengthen con-
sumer preferences and when large assortments will weaken
preferences (hypothesis 1). It is theorized that consumers
without an ideal point face the relatively complex task of

simultaneously forming their ideal attribute combination and
searching for the option that best matches their ideal point.
It is therefore proposed that, for choices made from large
assortments, ideal point availability can simplify choice,
leading to a stronger preference for the selected alterative
(hypothesis 2). Ideal point availability can also have the
opposite impact on preferences if a close match is not avail-
able—a scenario more likely to occur in the context of a
small rather than a large assortment. It is therefore argued
that, for choices made from smaller assortments, ideal point
availability can have the opposite effect, leading to weaker
preferences for the selected alternative (hypothesis 3).

The data from four experiments offer converging evi-
dence in support of the experimental hypotheses. The mod-
erating effect of the ideal point availability hypothesis (hy-
pothesis 1) is supported in all four experiments. The
proposition that ideal point availability tends to strengthen
preferences in choices from large assortments (hypothesis
2) received consistent support across experiments as well.
The proposition that ideal point availability can have an
adverse impact on strength of preferences in choices from
small assortments (hypothesis 3) received directional sup-
port in all experiments. When aggregated across experi-
ments, the evidence in support of hypothesis 3 is also sig-
nificant (Edgington 1972; Rosenthal 1978). Considered
together, these experiments lend support for all experimental
propositions.

In addition to the formally stated experimental hypoth-
eses, this research documents the role of availability of ar-
ticulated attribute trade-offs as a key factor moderating the
impact of assortment on choice. Thus, respondents who were
explicitly asked to articulate attribute trade-offs were more
confident in their decisions and less likely to switch com-
pared to consumers who articulated their preferences without
making explicit attribute trade-offs. This finding further con-
tributes to the decision literature demonstrating that learning
trade-offs is a key component of articulating the ideal at-
tribute combination (Carpenter and Nakamoto 1989; Luce,
Payne, and Bettman 1999; Simonson and Tversky 1992).

The findings reported in this research raise the question
of how ideal point availability affects a consumer’s selection
of choice heuristics in the context of different assortments.
Prior research has shown that information search is less
complete, more selective, and more attribute based as the
number of options increases (Payne 1976; Payne and Braun-
stein 1978; Timmermans 1993). Building on the notion that
people evaluate choice alternatives relative to a reference
point (Tversky and Kahneman 1991), it can be argued that
consumers with articulated preferences are more likely (rel-
ative to those without articulated preferences) to use their
ideal attribute combination as a reference point to evaluate
choice alternatives. Ideal point availability can also lead to
confirmatory processes that are characterized by reliance on
positive-test strategies and selective processing of the avail-
able information (Chernev 2001; Klayman and Ha 1987;
Russo, Meloy, and Medvec 1998). Building on this research,
one can argue that choices made from large assortments are
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likely to be associated with more selective, alternative-
based, and confirmatory processing for individuals with an
articulated ideal attribute combination and more compre-
hensive, attribute-based, and comparative processing for
those without articulated preferences (Chernev 2003). In-
vestigating the role of ideal point availability on a con-
sumer’s decision strategy is a venue for further research that
will likely provide valuable insights into the role of assort-
ment in preference formation.

[David Glen Mick served as editor and Michael D.
Johnson served as associate editor for this article.]
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