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The notion that people’s choices reveal something about who they are is fundamental to theories of self-per-
ception, self-signaling, and preference construction, and yet, much is still unknown about the impact of the
metacognitive experiences that accompany those choices. The present research explores how the relative ease
or difficulty of choosing influences the extent to which consumers infer that they will make similar choices in
other situations. Two experiments show that people perceive themselves to be more likely to make similar
choices in other situations when their choices feel relatively easy rather than difficult to make. This is because
people perceive choices to be more diagnostic of who they are when they feel relatively easy. Moreover, peo-
ple consider their choices to be especially self-diagnostic when their own choice ease or difficulty differs from
the ease or difficulty they expected most other people to experience. Together, these findings suggest that con-
sumers come to understand their preferences not just from what they choose, but also from how easy or diffi-
cult those choices were to make.
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It is not our abilities that show what we truly
are. It is our choices.— Albus Dumbledore in
“Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets,”
by J. K. Rowling

The idea that our choices reveal who we are is
ingrained in our culture. It is reflected in theories of
self-perception (Bem, 1972) and self-signaling (Bod-
ner & Prelec, 2003), as well as in theories of prefer-
ence construction, which posit that, rather than
carry around stable preexisting preferences, we
update our preferences in response to specific deci-
sions (Bettman et al., 1998). Although it is well
established that choices influence self-perception,
less is known about the impact of the metacognitive
experiences that accompany those choices.

This research explores how the metacognitive
ease or difficulty of choosing influences people’s
inferences about how likely they are to make sim-
ilar choices in other situations. Past research on
metacognition has shown that memory-based cues
like ease or difficulty of recall as well as context-
based cues like perceptual fluency or disfluency
influence a variety of judgments (for a review, see
Alter & Oppenheimer, 2009). The present research
contributes to a growing literature showing that
decision-based cues like the ease or difficulty of
choosing may similarly affect judgments. Perhaps
the most relevant finding is that the relative ease
or difficulty of choosing can influence what peo-
ple think they will choose when presented with
the same options again (Liberman & Förster,
2006). We extend this idea to examine the infer-
ences people make about how likely they are to
choose similarly in other situations, between other
choice options. The difference is akin to Kelley’s
(1973) differentiation between consistency (covaria-
tion of behavior across time) and distinctiveness
(covariation of behavior across situations, the
focus here).
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There is some research to suggest that consumers
may generalize their preferences more when choices
feel relatively difficult to make. Difficult choices
produce greater postchoice dissonance, which can
motivate people to bolster their valuation of the
chosen option relative to the foregone options
(Brehm, 1956; Festinger, 1964), potentially making
them anticipate choosing options with similar attri-
butes in other choice situations. However, if any-
thing, consumers believe that they are less likely to
choose the same options again when choices feel
difficult (Liberman & Förster, 2006). The feeling of
difficulty may also trigger deeper reflection and
encoding (Alter et al., 2007; Diemand-Yauman
et al., 2011; but see Kühl & Eitel, 2016), which may
make people more likely to internalize their prefer-
ences and generalize them to other situations. How-
ever, these processes tend to have delayed rather
than immediate effects on judgments (Oppenheimer
& Alter, 2013).

A preponderance of research suggests that con-
sumers may generalize their preferences more when
choices feel relatively easy to make. People interpret
decision ease as a sign they strongly prefer their
chosen option (Liberman & Förster, 2006) and are
more certain of their preferences (Dhar, 1996, 1997a,
1997b; Dhar & Nowlis, 1999; Dhar et al., 1999; Per-
fecto et al., 2017). People also think easy-to-recall
(vs. difficult-to-recall) behaviors are more indicative
of themselves (Schwarz et al., 1991) and easy-to-
generate reasons for their decisions are more indica-
tive of their preferences (Wänke et al., 1997). People
believe that choosing based on their gut feelings
(rather than deliberation) seems more revealing of
their “true self” (Maglio & Reich, 2019). Indeed,
spontaneous thoughts—those that pop to mind
easily and unbidden—seem to provide self-insight
(Morewedge et al., 2014). Altogether, this work sug-
gests that people will perceive choices that feel easy
rather than difficult to make to be more diagnostic
of their preferences and consequently will be more
likely to expect to make similar choices in other sit-
uations.

Additionally, people tend to perceive their
metacognitive experiences as especially informative
when those experiences are unexpected. People are
more likely to draw inferences from the ease or dif-
ficulty of recall (Menon & Raghubir, 2003, 2005;
Winkielman & Schwarz, 2001), perceptual fluency
or disfluency (Wänke & Hansen, 2015; Whittlesea &
Williams, 1998, 2000), or decision ease or difficulty
(e.g., Schrift et al., 2011; Sela & Berger, 2012) when
those experiences are unexpected. Thus, we hypoth-
esize that people will perceive decision ease or

difficulty to be especially diagnostic when those
feelings differ from what they expect.

Two experiments test whether people believe
their choices are more diagnostic of their prefer-
ences and more predictive of their choices in other
situations when choosing feels easy versus diffi-
cult. Experiment 1 examines people’s intuitions
about what easy and difficult choices say about
who they are and how likely they are to make
similar choices in other situations. It also explores
whether people’s expectations moderate whether
decision ease or difficulty seems diagnostic of
their preferences. Experiment 2 examines how
people’s experiences of ease or difficulty when
choosing affect preference generalization across
domains. We hypothesize that people use how
relatively easy or difficult a choice feels as an
indicator of the extent to which a choice reflects
what kind of person they are, and expect their
preferences to generalize more when choices feel
easy than difficult, especially when those feelings
are unexpected.

Experiment 1: Intuitions About Preference
Generalizability

Our first experiment explored people’s intuitions
about what easy and difficult choices say about
who they are. Participants imagined they had cho-
sen to share information on a music streaming app,
and were told the choice felt easy, were told it felt
difficult, or were told nothing about its ease or dif-
ficulty. Participants next imagined they were join-
ing a social network and indicated, given their
experience with the previous choice, how much
information they would share. Participants then
rated the extent to which they thought their initial
choice suggested that they were the kind of person
who was willing to share information. We pre-
dicted that participants would expect to share more
information when their initial choice was said to
feel easy versus difficult and that the relationship
between choice difficulty and their expected will-
ingness to share information would be mediated by
perceived self-diagnosticity.

Additionally, we assessed participants’ expecta-
tions of what most people would choose and
whether the choice would be easy or difficult for
most people (Menon & Raghubir, 2003). We pre-
dicted that participants would perceive their own
ease or difficulty to be especially diagnostic when
they expected most people to feel differently, and
this would amplify the relationship between choice
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difficulty and preference generalization through
self-diagnosticity.

Method

Participants

Participants (N = 617, 305 men, 301 women, 11
unreported, Mage = 37.71, age range = 19–74) were
recruited via MTurk and paid $0.40. The sample
size was set a priori to 200 participants per cell.

Procedure

Participants read a vignette in which they chose
to share information on a new music streaming app
(see Appendix S2 for full materials). Participants
were told that this decision felt easy (easy condition),
were told that it felt hard (hard condition), or were
told nothing about its ease or difficulty (control con-
dition). Participants completed two comprehension
checks before advancing to the outcome measures
(participants who responded incorrectly were
instructed to reread the scenario and try again).

Participants then imagined that they were joining
a social network. They considered, given their expe-
rience with the initial choice, what information they
would share on the social network and with whom,
a measure of their perceived likelihood of making
similar choices (cf. Steffel et al., 2016). Participants
then rated, regarding the ease or difficulty of the
initial choice, whether “It suggests that I am the
kind of person who is generally willing to share
information on social media,” on a scale from 1 =
strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree.

Finally, participants indicated their expectations
about what most people would choose and how
easy or difficult the choice would be: “What do you
think most people would do?” where 1 = Most peo-
ple would agree to the privacy agreement and join the
app or 2 = Most people would NOT agree to the pri-
vacy agreement and would NOT join the app, and “Do
you think this choice would be easy or difficult for
most people?” where 1 = This choice would be EASY
for most people or 2 = This choice would be HARD for
most people. Additionally, control participants were
asked: “Do you think this choice would be easy or
difficult for you to make?” where 1 = This choice
would be EASY for me to make or 2 = This choice
would be HARD for me to make, to assess their expec-
tations of how easy or difficult the choice would be
for themselves, since they were not told how easy or
difficult this choice was for them personally.

Results and Discussion

Preference generalization

Participants expected their preferences to general-
ize more from the initial choice to another, similar
choice when their initial choice was said to feel easy
versus hard. An ANOVA revealed an effect of condi-
tion (easy, hard, or control) on sharing, F(1,
606) = 6.67, p < .001, η2p = 0.02. Participants
expected to share the most information on the social
network when their initial choice to share informa-
tion on the music streaming app was easy (M = 5.36,
SD = 3.83), followed by when choice difficulty was
unspecified (M = 4.82, SD = 3.40), and least when it
was hard (M = 4.16, SD = 2.55). A series of Bonfer-
roni-corrected pairwise comparisons revealed that
participants expected to share more information in
the easy condition than in the hard condition,
p = .001, and that expected sharing did not differ
between the control condition and the easy condi-
tion, p = .30, or the hard condition, p = .14.

Perceived diagnosticity

Participants thought their initial choice was more
diagnostic of who they were when the choice was
said to feel easy versus hard. An ANOVA revealed
an effect of condition on rated diagnosticity, F(1,
604) = 107.24, p < .001, η2p = .26. Participants were
more likely to agree that their choice to share infor-
mation on the music streaming app suggested that
they were the kind of person who would be willing
to share information on social media when their ini-
tial choice was easy (M = 5.37, SD = 1.45), followed
by when choice difficulty was unspecified
(M = 4.80, SD = 1.65), and least when it was hard
(M = 3.10, SD = 1.75). A series of Bonferroni-cor-
rected pairwise comparisons revealed that diagnos-
ticity was greater in the easy condition than in the
hard condition, p < .001, and the control condition,
p = .001, and that diagnosticity was greater in the
control condition than in the hard condition,
p < .001.

A mediation model (PROCESS model 4; Hayes,
2017) with our choice difficulty manipulation as the
independent variable (coded as 1 = easy, 0 = con-
trol, −1 = hard), rated diagnosticity as the media-
tor, and sharing (i.e., preference generalization) as
the dependent variable yielded significant media-
tion via rated diagnosticity (95% C = .36, .75). Our
difficulty manipulation increased rated diagnostic-
ity, β = 1.14, SE = .08, t = 13.89, p < .001, which
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increased sharing, β = .48, SE = .08, t = 5.98,
p < .001. The direct effect of difficulty on sharing
was reduced to nonsignificance, β = .05, SE = .18,
t = .27, p = .79.

Expectations

We next examined whether these inferences were
moderated by participants’ expectations. Regardless
of condition, χ2(2, 606) = 4.23, p = .12, ϕ = .08, most
participants (81%) expected most people to share
information on the music streaming app. Partici-
pants’ expectations of how easy or hard the choice
would be for most people was influenced by condi-
tion, χ2(2, 606) = 12.87, p = .002, ϕ = .15. Partici-
pants were more likely to expect the choice to be
easy for most people when they were told that the
choice was easy for themselves (79.90%) and when
their own choice difficulty was unspecified (83.74%)
than when they were told that the choice was hard
for themselves (69.35%). A series of Bonferroni-cor-
rected pairwise comparisons revealed that partici-
pants were more likely to expect the choice to be
easy for most people in the easy than hard condi-
tion, p = .045, and in the control than hard condi-
tion, p = .003, and that expectations did not differ
between the easy and control conditions, p =.95.
Additionally, most participants in the control condi-
tion (71.43%) expected the choice to be easy rather
than hard for themselves to make.

We created a variable representing participants’
own ease or difficulty (as described in the scenario
in the easy and difficult conditions and as reported
by participants in the control condition) and a vari-
able representing whether those feelings matched
expectations of the ease or difficulty most people
would experience. Among the 492 participants who
expected most people to share information on the
music streaming app, a 2 (choice difficulty: easy or
hard) x 2 (expectations: expected or unexpected)
ANOVA on sharing again yielded an effect of
choice difficulty, F(1, 488) = 4.19, p = .04, η2p = .009,
but did not yield significant effects of either expec-
tations, F(1, 488) = .37, p = .55, η2p < .001, or their
interaction, F(1, 488) = .03, p = .86, η2p < .001.

An ANOVA on rated diagnosticity among those
who expected most people to share information
revealed an effect of participants’ own choice diffi-
culty, F(1, 486) = 66.58, p < .001, η2p = .12, no main
effect of expectations, F(1, 486) = .34, p = .56,
η2p < .001, and an interaction, F(1, 486) = 6.90,
p = .009, η2p = .01. The effect of choice difficulty on
diagnosticity was more pronounced when those
feelings were unexpected (M = 5.85, SD = .88 vs.

M = 3.34, SD = 1.90), t(44.91) = 10.26, p < .001,
d = 1.81, but still significant when they were
expected (M = 5.10, SD = 1.48 vs. M = 3.81,
SD = 1.73), t(60.48) = 4.83, p < .001, d = .80.

A moderated mediation model (PROCESS model
7) with participants’ own choice difficulty as the
independent variable, rated diagnosticity as the
mediator, expectations as the moderator, and shar-
ing (i.e., preference generalization) as the dependent
variable yielded significant moderated mediation
(95% CI = −.94, −.20). The indirect effect of partici-
pants’ own choice difficulty on sharing through
diagnosticity was stronger when it was unexpected
(95% CI = .69, 1.63) but was still significant when it
was expected (95% CI = .28, .98). Participants’ own
choice difficulty increased diagnosticity both when
it was unexpected, β = 2.44, SE = .16, t = 15.10,
p < .001, and when it was expected, β = 1.70,
SE = .16, t = 10.59 p < .001. Diagnosticity increased
sharing, β = .45, SE = .09, t = 5.17, p < .001, and
the direct effect of choice difficulty on sharing was
reduced to nonsignificance, β = −.05, SE = .09,
t = −.15, p = .88 (see Figure 1).

In summary, participants believed that choices
were more diagnostic of who they were and that
their preferences were more likely to generalize to
other similar decisions, when those choices were
said to feel easy (vs. difficult). There was a relation-
ship between participants’ own ease or difficulty
and preference generalization regardless of whether
participants’ experiences were expected, but these
effects were stronger when their experiences were
unexpected. These results replicated in a 2 (choice
difficulty: easy or hard) × 2 (expectations: expected
or unexpected) experiment in which we manipu-
lated whether the choice was said to be easy or
hard for the participant and for most people to
make (see Appendix S1).

Experiment 2: Generalization of Preferences
Across Domains

We examined whether these intuitions match the
inferences people make when actually facing deci-
sions designed to feel easy or difficult, and whether
people generalize more to similar versus dissimilar
domains. Participants made lottery choices pre-
sented in a superficially easy-to-process or difficult-
to-process format. People tend to (mis)attribute
superficial ease or difficulty to how easy or difficult
a choice is to make (Alter & Oppenheimer, 2009).
Participants next rated their likelihood of engaging
in risky behaviors in domains that varied in
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similarity to the lottery choices: finances and
health/safety. We predicted that participants would
rate themselves more likely to avoid risky behav-
iors, especially similar financial behaviors, after
choosing the less risky lotteries when the choices
felt easy versus difficult.

Method

Participants

Participants (N = 102, 33 men, 69 women, Mage =
38.48, age range = 20–78) were recruited via
MTurk and paid $.15. Of an original 103 partici-
pants, one participant was excluded because they
failed the attention check, “Select ‘Moderately
Likely’ for this item if you are reading the instruc-
tions.” The results are the same including this par-
ticipant. The sample size was set a priori to 50
participants per cell.

Procedure

Participants made three choices between pairs of
lotteries in which all participants would prefer the
less risky lottery, because the higher probability/
lower payoff lottery had a higher expected value:
an 80% chance to win $50 or a 25% chance to win
$65; a 90% chance to win $25 or a 10% chance to
win $30; and a 75% chance to win $60 or a 20%
chance to win $70 (see Appendix S2 for full materi-
als). As intended, all participants chose the less
risky lottery in each of these choices.

The ease or difficulty of these choices was
manipulated by presenting the choice options in a
fluent format (Verdana 14-point font, with black

lettering on a white background, and with numbers
written as numerals) or a disfluent format (Gara-
mond Italic 11-point font, with black lettering on a
gray background, and with numbers written as
words). To ensure that the choices were perceived
to be differentially easy/difficult, 51 MTurk partici-
pants rated how difficult it would be and how
much effort, time, and thought it would take to
choose between the options in each of these formats
in a counterbalanced order using four scales
anchored at not at all/very difficult, no/a lot of
effort, no/a lot of time, and no/a lot of thought (cf.
Menon et al., 1995). These measures were combined
to form difficulty indexes (αfluent = 0.94 and
αdisfluent = 0.92). Participants perceived the choices
to be more difficult when presented in a disfluent
format (M = 3.40, SD = 1.23) than in a fluent for-
mat (M = 2.68, SD = 1.47), t(50) = 9.26, p < .001,
d = 1.43.

Finally, to assess preference generalization, par-
ticipants indicated the likelihood they would
engage in risky financial behaviors (α = 0.81; e.g.,
“gambling $100 at a casino,” “investing 5% of your
annual income in a very speculative stock”) and
health/safety behaviors (α = 0.73; e.g., “drinking
heavily at a social function,” “driving a car without
wearing a seat belt”) on a scale ranging from 1 =
extremely unlikely to 7 = extremely likely (Blais &
Weber, 2006). These domains were chosen to vary
in similarity to the lottery choices. A posttest with
50 MTurk participants confirmed that the financial
behaviors were perceived to be more similar to the
lottery choices (M = 3.56, SD = 1.32) than the
health/safety behaviors (M = 2.28, SD = 1.69), t
(49) = 6.54, p < .001, d = .95, on a scale from
1 = not at all similar to 7 = extremely similar.

Figure 1. Moderated mediation model (Experiment 1).
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Results and Discussion

Participants generalized their preferences more
when their choices felt easy rather than difficult. A
repeated-measures ANOVA on rated likelihood of
engaging in risky behaviors with fluency as a
between-subjects variable and domain as a within-
subjects variable revealed that, across both
domains, participants rated themselves to be more
likely to avoid risky behaviors when the initial lot-
tery choices were fluent (M = 2.94, SD = .96) versus
disfluent (M = 3.40, SD = 1.00), F(1, 100) = 4.82,
p = .03, η2p = .05. Participants also rated themselves
to be more likely to avoid risky health/safety
behaviors (M = 2.74, SD = .94) than financial
behaviors (M = 3.40, SD = 1.27), F(1, 100) = 27.76,
p < .001, η2p = .22.

Although the effect of fluency on preference gener-
alization did not differ reliably across domains, F(1,
100) = 2.37, p = .13, η2p = .02, we examined it sepa-
rately within each domain because we expected peo-
ple to be more likely to generalize their preferences to
more similar domains. Indeed, as predicted, fluency
significantly predicted preference generalization for
similar, financial behaviors (Mfluent = 3.10, SD = 1.23
vs. Mdisfluent = 3.69, SD = 1.26), t(100) = 2.38,
p = .02, d = .47, but not for relatively less similar,
health/safety behaviors (Mfluent = 2.63, SD = .91 vs.

Mdisfluent = 2.83, SD = .97), t(100) = 1.08, p = .28,
d = .21 (see Figure 2).

General Discussion

Consumers come to understand their preferences
not just from what they choose, but from how rela-
tively easy or difficult those choices were to make.
People infer that they are more likely to make simi-
lar choices in other situations when choices feel
easy versus difficult. This is because people per-
ceive their choices to be more diagnostic of who
they are when those choices feel easy to make.
Moreover, people consider their choices to be espe-
cially self-diagnostic when their own choice ease or
difficulty is unexpected.

Future research should explore the boundaries of
these findings. One boundary may be factors that
make people more prone to make situational versus
dispositional attributions for their choice ease or
difficulty—such as incentives (Lepper & Greene,
1975), social norms (Prentice & Miller, 1996), or the
obviousness of situational factors affecting choice
ease or difficulty (Wänke & Hansen, 2015). People
may be less likely to draw inferences when they
attribute their metacognitive experiences to situa-
tional (vs. dispositional) factors. Another boundary
may be factors that influence whether people
believe that they ought to make a choice easily or
with difficulty and thoughtful deliberation—such as
decision importance (Schrift et al., 2011), decision
domain (Pachur & Spaar, 2015), or need-for-cogni-
tion (Barden & Petty, 2008). When people believe
that choices should be difficult, they may perceive
their choices to be less self-diagnostic or predictive
of other choices if they believe they chose without
putting enough thought into their choices. A third
boundary may be whether people make inferences
immediately after choosing or in retrospect. Choices
that feel difficult may be encoded more deeply in
memory (Diemand-Yauman et al., 2011). Memory-
based cues may be more important than decision-
based or context-based cues over time, such that
the relationship between choice difficulty and pref-
erence generalization may attenuate or even reverse
as time passes.

This research suggests that marketers should
make choices feel easy if they wish to encourage
choosers to infer that they will prefer similar
options in other situations. Marketers who wish to
encourage consumers to generalize their preferences
from a single product decision (e.g., an Oster or a
KitchenAid blender) to a broader class of
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preferences (e.g., Oster vs. KitchenAid appliances)
should make consumers’ choices as easy as possi-
ble, say, by comparing their product to a dud alter-
native rather than a close competitor. Moreover,
this research contributes to an understanding of
metacognition by showing that the inferences peo-
ple make depend not just on memory-based and
context-based cues but also decision-based cues and
baseline expectations. It also contributes to research
on self-perception, self-signaling, and preference
construction by showing that it is not just our
choices that tell us who we are, but the ease or dif-
ficulty with which we make them.
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