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Abstract—How does the attractiveness of a particular option dep
on comparisons drawn between it and other alternatives? We ob
that in many cases, comparisons hurt: When the options being

pared have both meaningful advantages and meaningful disag
tages, comparison between options makes each option less attra

The effects of comparison are crucial in choice problems invol
grouped options, because the way in which options are grouped
ences which comparisons are likely to be made. In particular, we
pose that grouping focuses comparison, making within-gr|
comparisons more likely than between-group comparisons. Thig
of reasoning suggests that grouping should hurt, and we observe
it does: An option is more likely to be chosen when alone than
part of a group.

How does the attractiveness of a particular option depend on
parisons drawn between it and other alternatives? One notion, er
ied by the classical theory of the consumer, holds that the subjg
value of an option is a function of only that option. According to
view, an option’s attractiveness does not depend on compar
drawn between it and other alternatives.

A psychological analysis, however, suggests that compari
between options may be crucial. Suppose you are considering a
end in Las Vegas; or, alternatively, suppose you are considering
a weekend in Las Vegas or a weekend in Los Angeles. When
cities are under consideration, the evaluation of Las Vegas will li
include comparisons drawn between it and Los Angeles. How
when only Las Vegas is under consideration, such comparison
much less likely to arise. The attractiveness of a weekend in Las
may therefore be different in these two cases.

In this article, we investigate the consequences of comparison
suggest that comparisons typically serve to decrease the attracti
of the options being compared. In the previous example, the com
son between Los Angeles and Las Vegas is likely to make prom
aspects of each city that are not shared by the other. In particular,
parison will bring to mind both relative advantages and relative di

vantages of each option. For instance, the availability of gambling is

an advantage for Las Vegas compared with Los Angeles, but the
ability of beaches is an advantage for Los Angeles compared wit
Vegas. At the same time, the absence of gambling is a disadvantg
Los Angeles, and the absence of beaches is a disadvantage f
Vegas.

Drawing on much research on loss aversion (Kahneman, Kne
& Thaler, 1990; Kahneman & Tversky, 1984; Knetsch & Sind
1984), we suggest that an aspect brought to mind by compa
looms larger when perceived as a disadvantage than when perce
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sgofeTversky & Kahneman, 1991; Tversky & Simonson, 1993). In
caxample, the absence of beaches reduces the attractiveness
Velegas more than the presence of beaches increases the attract

pesiother, the attractiveness of a given option will decrease as it is
oy@ared with other options.

lineOf course, it is well known that, in certain cases, comparisong
> fhake options more attractive (e.g., Hsee & Leclerc, 1998; Simo
H&89). For example, following Huber, Payne, and Puto (1982), Sin
son and Tversky (1992) asked some participants to choose be
receiving $6 or receiving an attractive Cross pen. Other particig

C@F%he Cross. More participants chose the Cross pen from the ex|
nlE_Ef’t:hoice set than from the original binary choice set. Evidently
CBY@sence of the clearly inferior pen increased the attractiveness
h§Jperi0r Cross pehThe comparison between the Cross pen and
SRISS attractive pen appears to have benefited the Cross pen. This
is not unexpected given our analysis. In a comparison, the Cros|
PQJHins advantages over the Zebra pen, but it does not suffer any
"(Qﬁlﬁtages. As a result, the Cross pen becomes more attractive
itfShpared with the Zebra pen.
bOtrlﬁxlthough comparison will sometimes reveal that one option
K‘ﬂ)ﬁly advantages and no disadvantages with regard to another @
ER'many cases comparison will reveal both advantages and disa
S t8fes of each option. In these cases, comparative loss aversion i
QP3¢ comparisons will hurt: The attractiveness of any option
decrease as it is compared with other options. We tested this pred

5.iMehe following experiment.
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EXPERIMENT 1

LvailParticipants were 343 visitors to a popular science museum
h cq@pleted a short packet including several unrelated questionnai
gEetyrn for a payment of $2. They answered questions about thre
hrepgees of consumer goods and services; each category include

items. One category consisted of 1-year subscriptions to the n
tsqjﬁlesTime, People, Business WeakdThe New YorkeA second cat-
efgory included videotapes of the movi&seed, Braveheart, The Lio
ri&¥pg, and Forrest Gump Round-trip flights from the San Francisc

ved as

1. If both the Cross pen and the $6 were less attractive in the triple th
the binary case, but the Cross pen was devalued less, it would be seen
Wtively more attractive. However, related work by Wedell (1991) suggests
lithe Cross pen indeed is more attractive (in an absolute sense) in the ex

erach advantage, a pattern that may be called comparative loss av

wctifeos Angeles. An implication of comparative loss aversion is tha
vingany cases, comparisons hurt. Whenever the options being com
nfill- have meaningful advantages and disadvantages relative to0 one
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Bay Area to Seattle, Los Angeles, Las Vegas, and San Diego fo
the third category.

To manipulate the degree of comparison between items, we €
ined three different assessments of the options’ attractiveness.
isolatedassessment, participants were presented with just one ite

highest price they would be willing to pay for that item. Iraanom-
panied assessment, participants were presented with all four i
from one of the categories and indicated the highest price they
be willing to pay for each of the four items. Finally, irmakedassess-
ment, participants were presented with all four members of one @
categories, indicated which item was their favorite and priced it,
indicated which item was their second favorite and priced it, and g
for all four items.

We assumed that comparisons would be unlikely in isolated as
ments (because only one item was present), more likely in acco
nied assessments (because multiple items were present)

favorite entails comparison). Thus, if comparisons hurt, we expe
isolated prices to exceed ranked prices, with accompanied ¢
falling somewhere in between.

The study proceeded as follows. First, all participants made ar
lated assessment of one item. Later, some participants made

category. Across different participants, all items were evaluate
each of the isolated, accompanied, and ranked formats.

Results and Discussion

The results are consistent with the prediction that compari
hurt. Across all items, the mean isolated price, $$8% 3.1), was
substantially greater than both the mean accompanied priceS§4
= 4.0,z = 2.54,p < .05), and the mean ranked price, $&& € 4.6,
z=12.85,p<.01)?

Table 1 presents the results for each of the 12 individual item
accord with comparative loss aversion, an ordinal analysis at the
level revealed that mean isolated prices exceeded mean accom
prices for 10 itemsp(< .02 by binomial te€f and exceeded mea
ranked prices for 11 itemg € .01). Furthermore, mean accompan
prices exceeded mean ranked prices for 10 of the itpres.02).
Indeed, the predicted ordering isolated > accompanied > rankeg
the modal ordering of item-wise mean prices. In the ca8risihess
Week,for instance, the mean isolated price ($22.83) was abou
more than the mean accompanied price ($20.64), which was abq
more than the mean ranked price ($18.61). This ordering was obs

comparisons were irrelevant (as predicted by the classical theg

2. A standard error was calculated for the mean price in each category.
in subjects for the accompanied and ranked assessments and between
for the isolated assessments. Overall standard errors were calculated as
independence across categories, which ignores positive dependence o
ments within subjects. This assumption yields conservative test statistic
was made for computational and presentational simplicity.

3. For purposes of presentational simplicity, these tests assume ind
dence of the mean ratings for all pairs of items. Relaxing this assumptig
account for the within-category price correlations) does not qualitatively g

the four possible items) from a particular category and indicated #eeompanied-versus-ranked effect. This difference is consistent

essentially required in ranked assessments (because determining omerg recalls some well-known findings in perception. For exam

accompanied or ranked assessments of the four items from ang

for 9 of the 12 items, substantially more than the 2 items expected if

nieel consumer) and each possible ordering were equally |
(p<.001).

xamin summary, we found that the predicted ordering isolate
Irmecompanied > ranked was robust. Note that the size of the iso
mv@isus-accompanied effect appeared greater than the size

our discussion earlier. In this experiment, we varied two factors
eaftect the degree of comparison between options. First, we varie

kely

d >
ated-
of the
with
that
d the

opidsence or absence of additional options (contrasting isolate

seasked assessments suggest that the mere presence of ad
muations may engender a significant degree of comparison, even
amgbnce of an explicit request to identify favorite options. This g

ctéd same circle appears larger when accompanied by small circle
rices

cithef@ble 1. Means (and standard deviations) of prices for
théf,xperiment 1
d in Assessment
Item Isolated Accompanied Ranked
Round-tip
Los Angeles $130.97 $94.75 $92.84
50NSs (77.9) (45.6) (50.2)
Seattle $206.27 $137.67 $131.00
9| ( (101.6) (74.1) (63.6)
Las Vegas $116.30 $116.79 $105.94
(61.9) (66.3) (42.9)
S| |nSan Diego $119.00 $113.13 $106.42
tem (67.5) (46.9) (55.4)
bhniegAverage $143.14 $115.58 $109.05
(48.6) (42.5)
n Subsciption
ed Time $24.29 $23.67 $19.54
(12.2) (11.8) (13.9)
wageople $21.42 $15.96 $15.09
(14.2) (8.5) (11.4)
t|$2Business Week  $22.83 $20.64 $18.61
gt $2 (13.6) (13.6) (14.4)
ervellew Yorker $21.86 $18.69 $19.93
o i (10.0) (11.2) (15.1)
W of Average $22.60 $19.74 $18.29
(9.5) (12.2)
Videotge
Speed $10.16 $9.67 $9.32
ith- (4.6) (5.3) (4.6)
§ bjeCBtrsaveheart $10.17 $12.04 $12.75
Limin . (6.7) (5.6) (7.2)
o g]f?on King $12.62 $12.10 $9.27
A a“‘izo (7.5) (6.2) 4.2)
rrest Gump $13.02 $12.14 $10.93
epen- (6.9) (6.0) (5.0)
1 (to Average $11.50 $11.49 $10.57
bt (5.0) (4.3)

the test results.
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accompanied assessments). Second, holding the number of options
f domstant, we varied the presence or absence of an explicit request to

hielentify favorite options (contrasting accompanied and ranked assess-

ornants). The large discrepancy between isolated and accompanied

assessments and the smaller discrepancy between accompanigd and
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appears smaller when accompanied by large circles. Put in ter
our introductory example, Las Vegas in isolation and Las Ve
accompanied by Los Angeles cast two very different impression
Las Vegas, even if one is not explicitly asked to identify a favg
destination.

GROUPING AND CHOICE

The measures used in the previous experiment—isolated, ag
panied, and ranked assessments—are all direct measures of o
attractiveness. Such direct assessments are important, but we a
concerned with the attractiveness of options when people ch
among them rather than evaluate them individually. An impor
question, then, concerns the role of comparisons in choice.

In many choice problems, the way in which the options
grouped dictates which comparisons are more or less likely
made. Consider a choice between four different restaurants. S
choice can arise in an ungrouped format in which each restaur.
considered individually. For example:

Ungrouped Problem: Which of the following do you prefer?
Seafood restaurant
Italian restaurant
Mexican restaurant
Thai restaurant

In contrast, perhaps because one of the restaurants requires
but the others are within walking distance, or because one o
restaurants is the usual location and the others are departures fr
normal routine, or for some other reason, such a choice can alsq
in a grouped format. For example, three of the options may be grg
together while the fourth is alone:

Grouped Problem: Which of the following do you prefer?
Seafood restaurant
Your choice of either Italian, Mexican, or Thai restaurant

We suggest that choice problems involving grouped options ar
rule rather than the exception. Indeed, although groupings bas
idiosyncrasies of the particular choice situation (such as those
tioned) are extremely common, options are perhaps most
grouped on the basis of similarity or category membership (
domestic vs. imported cars).

How might grouping affect comparisons? The classical thg
holds that the subjective value of an option is a function of only
option, and therefore requires that the grouping of options hav
effect on choice. For instance, choices in the grouped and ungrg
problems presented earlier must be consistent, according to this

ry. As before, however, a psychological analysis suggests other R

There is a great deal of evidence that people often accept and ¢
er choice problems in the form in which those problems are pres
(Tversky & Kahneman, 1986; Thaler, 1985). Although it may in p
ciple be straightforward to ignore the grouping and treat a gro
problem as if it were ungrouped, people are unlikely to do so. Ins
the grouping of the options may well influence the manner in w
they are evaluated. In particular, we propose that grouping fog
comparison, making within-group comparisons (those between
grouped options) more likely than between-group comparisons (i

ms offwo observations support this notion. First, grouping creates
2gfesences in psychological distance; the grouped options are ps
sladically clustered together and separated from the lone option. T
rigxtent that proximity facilitates comparison, as suggested by the
trast between isolated and accompanied assessments in Experin
we expect a greater degree of within-group comparisons
between-group comparisons. Second, choosing a favorite from W
the group and comparing only that option with the lone alternati
c8mhatural procedure in grouped choice problems. To the exten
hiRple follow this procedure, the favorite that emerges from the
dyegpup comparisons will at some point be compared with all
oBther options, whereas the lone option will be compared only with
tfgivorite from the group.

Comparative loss aversion implies that the greater degre
apdthin-group comparisons will sharply reduce the attractivenes
b gsch of the grouped options. However, because of the lesser ded
L@styeen-group comparisons, the attractiveness of the lone optio
gk decrease as much. As a result, we predicted that grouping

hurt in choice situations: An option would be more likely to be chg
when alone than when part of a group. We tested this predicti
Experiment 2.

EXPERIMENT 2

Method
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udents at Stanford and San Jose State universities were p

grouped options. Participants choosing the grouped options we
asked to indicate their preference among these options. Every de|
ejggblem appeared in four formats, with a different lone option in e
| [ormat. For half the participants, the lone option was listed first,
;ngﬁ_the other half, the group was listed first.
thenWe refer to the proportion of participants preferring the lone opt
s the “lone-option choice share.” To measure the effect of group
for each problem we computed the sum of the lone-option ch
lo:?hares across the four problem formats. We denote this si8riNte
tﬁg?t if grouping had no effect on choic&should be 100%; each lon
option’s share should correspond to its share in an ungrouped ch
those four shares are constrained to sum to 100%. Howeve

e
u i . . X .
¢ ggpthesm that grouping focuses comparison, in tandem with @
W

D

rative loss aversion, predicts that an option is less attractive
il (r}of a group than when by itself. Consequently, we predicted a

orsid- ;

K cf%gcy to choose the lone option and therefore Shatould exceed
"

%.
ped
ead
nich
usesThe results, presented in Table 2, support this prediction. Ag
tthe nine problems, the avera8avas 116%, significantly greater thg
ha86% ¢ = 3.61,p < .001). This pattern is quite robust; we have 3

'Results and Discussion

between a grouped option and the lone option).
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?Be 2. The problems were presented on several different occagions;
Ifrerent participants received different sets of problems. Particigants
were informed that the experimenters had randomly grouped together
three of the options in each problem, and were asked to indicate| pref-
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Table 2. Sum of lone-option choice shares for Experiment 2
Problem Options n Sum (%)
Restaurant Seafood, Mexican, ltalian, Thai 180 123
Entree Chicken, beef, fish, pasta 105 116
Fast food KFC, McDonald’s, Taco Bell, Jack in the Box 144 93
Video Home Alone, Star Wars, Dances With Wolves, Kramer vs. Kramdb 116
Snacks Doritos, Butterfinger, Hershey's Kisses, M&Ms 143 105
Saturday activity  Biking, rollerblading, shopping, hiking 105 100
Drink Fruitopia, Gatorade, iced tea, apple juice 250 125
Gift Briefcase, bicycle, camera, TV 250 118
Dessert Chocolate cake, ice cream, cheesecake, fruit salad 251 125
Average 116
Note. “Sum” represents the sum of the proportion of participants preferring the lone option across the four problem formats.

experimental method. Moreover, the observationSajreater than|

100% in these variations appears to rule out two potential altern

explanations.

In one variation, we had participants reject (rather than cho
either the lone option or the three grouped options. This variation
ted a comparison-based analysis against the possibility of a |
option bias—that is, a general tendency to mark the lone optio
one’s response. Because in this variation a lone-option bias would
to rejection rather than choice of the lone option, a lone-option
predicted thaBwould be less than 100%. In contrast, because the
ference between choosing and rejecting is irrelevant to a compar|
based analysis, this account continued to preSigiteater than 100%
The data, which indeed reveal&treater than 100%, supported t
comparison-based analysis over the possibility of a lone-option b

In a second variation, we had participants choose among av

rather than attractive options (e.g., various chores). This variation pise, less than half chose to trade the cash for either pen. Evid
ted a comparison-based analysis against what may be called the|ptilarpresence of an additional pen option made the metal pen,
ization hypothesis—that there is a tendency to exaggerate the valueas acceptable in isolation, unacceptable. Note the importan

the lone option, whether it is positive or negative. Polarization im
that attractive options will appear more attractive when alone
when grouped, and that aversive options will appear more av
when alone than when grouped. Thus, polarization predigteds
than 100% for aversive options. In contrast, a comparison-

analysis implies that because of the greater degree of comparib@ir results rests on the notion of conflict. These authors wrote

within the group, any option—whether attractive or aversive—is

attractive when alone than when part of a group. This account,
continued to predicE greater than 100%. The data, which inde
revealed thaBwas greater than 100% for aversive options, suppo
a comparison-based analysis over polarization.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

We have investigated the role of comparisons in the assessm
options’ attractiveness, and the effect of grouping on choice. We b
with two assumptions. First, comparisons emphasize the advan
and disadvantages of options under consideration. Second, disg
tages are given greater weight than advantages. These two as

tions jointly imply that whenever the options under consideration hevas no such requirement. A comparison-based approach can the

both meaningful advantages and meaningful disadvantages, co

Extending this logic, we hypothesized that grouping focuses ¢
appagison. As a result, within-group comparisons should be more li
than between-group comparisons. Thus, if comparisons hurt,
bggrpuping of options should have a systematic effect: Grouping sh
piturt, so that the same options are less likely to be chosen when grg
omiean when lone. The results of Experiment 2 supported this predic|
n aslf comparisons hurt, there should be situations in which eithe
leéad options is acceptable to the decision maker, but neither is ag
piable when the two are jointly presented. Indeed, Tversky and S
d{ft992) presented data suggesting that such situations are comnj
stireir study, participants agreed to fill out a questionnaire for $1.50 (the
default). Later, half of the participants were offered the opportunity to
naeceive, instead of the $1.50, a metal pen; three quarters chose to trade
athe cash for the pen. The other half of the participants were offergd the
reigportunity to receive either the metal pen or two plastic pens; in this
ently,
hich
ce of
hree-
were
ong-

om-
ely
the
puld
uped
tion.

r of
cept-
hafir
on. In

liesmparison and grouping in this case. We suggest that in the {
haption choice set, comparisons hurt the two pen options, which
rgiegurally grouped and compared with one another, but did not st
ly affect the attractiveness of keeping the default cash.
sedn contrast to our analysis, Tversky and Shafir's (1992) account of
that
dhehen each option has significant advantages and disadvantages, peo-
thele, often experience conflict that makes choice aversive” (p. 358).
etlihey argued that situations of high conflict lead people to avoid choic-
rted and maintain default options (e.g., the $1.50). Thus, Tversky and
Shafir based their analysis on the manner in which conflict affects the
tendency to make or avoid a choice, whereas we note that compaisons
may decrease the value of each option by emphasizing its advantages
and disadvantages.

Although the two approaches may be complementary and
emhakke similar predictions, it is important to note that a compari
epased approach makes predictions about many situations to whi
tagmdlict-based approach does not naturally apply. First, althou
deanflict-based account requires a special role for default options
saffgwy one to avoid difficult decisions, a comparison-based appr

bften
50N-
ch the
gh a
that
bach
refore

mpeake predictions about choice situations in which no default option is

isons hurt. The results of Experiment 1 supported this prediction
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approach, a comparison-based approach applies not only to ghaimeaffect choice; we find, however, that grouping has a systen
tasks but also to direct evaluations of attractiveness, such as fadiffigct.

tasks or the pricing tasks of Experiment 1. Because direct evaluations

of the attractiveness of individual items are quite common, the ¢om-

parison-based approach is more widely applicable than the conflict-

based approach.

In sum, the two approaches can be contrasted in terms of both
of analysis and psychological foundation. The comparison-ba
approach is focused at the level of the individual item, and rests g
perceptual notion that an option casts a different impression when
lated than when compared with other options. In contrast, the corfflict-
based approach is focused at the level of the aggregate ghoice
situation, and rests on the notion that making a choice may be
aversive. _ _ _ _ REFERENCES
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