Choice Writ Larger
President’s Column

Fall 2005 Newsletter of the Association for Consumer Research

David Mick, McIntire School of Commerce, University of Virginia

Life is a selection, no more.    (Ralph Waldo Emerson)

As Emerson’s quote lays bare, life is choice and choice is life.  Sartre conveyed the same point in more provocative terms, namely, that humans are condemned to choice.  He reached that conclusion after intermixing choice and freedom to establish his foundational principle that existence precedes essence, which is to say that people have an inexorable responsibility to create themselves and their world (Sartre 1943/1956).  Sartre labels the denying or shirking of that duty “bad faith.”  And since creating a good life is a moral question (Gibbard 1990), choice at its core—as Aristotle wrote in his Nicomachean Ethics—is closely related to virtue.  Ultimately then, our lives, morals, and choices are inseparable.

These opening ideas may seem grandiose and too far removed from what consumers and consumer researchers tend to be up to.  Yet, several observers have recognized that contemporary life—for a majority of human beings and societies—is increasingly focused on the acquisition, use, and disposition of products, services, and information, and the effects of this megatrend have huge personal, societal, and environmental implications (see, e.g., Csikszentmihalyi 2000; Henderson 1999;  Kasser and Kanner 2004; Schor and Holt 2000).  Accepting, for the sake of discussion, the plausibility of Aristotle’s, Emerson’s, and Sartre’s viewpoints, it is a short step then to recognizing that every single consumer act in the course of daily life is a matter of principles and choice.  

The thesis of my third and final column for the ACR newsletter is that our field would benefit substantially by theorizing and studying consumer behavior as a series of choices that is 

· pervasive and inescapable,

· relentless, 

· nested and interlocked, 

· regularly elongated, and

· morally consequential.  

This may seem to be an ironic stance in some ways, since consumer choice has long been among the most studied phenomena in the history of our field (see, e.g., entries for choice, choice models, preferences, and so forth in the Summaries and Index, Volumes 1 – 30, Supplement to the Journal of Consumer Research Volume 31, June 2004).  Yet, we have tended in the past to think about and study consumer choice in circumscribed ways.  The reasons for this tendency are many, with a major one being that choice is complicated.  By circumscribing it, we make choice more tractable for investigating so that researchers can bore down into the subtler connections among various components and contexts.  But this benefit of depth has taken us in the opposite direction of seeing consumer choice from a perch of breadth and broader life-course relevance.  Fortunately, however, there are signs that some consumer researchers from different sides of the paradigmatic fences are realizing that consumer choice is more capacious than previously recognized.  I seek here to press this argument with increased vigour, and to urge more development of the field accordingly.1

Dimensions of Capacious Choice

Pervasive and Inescapable 

Many consumer behaviors are obviously matters of choice—from leasing a car to picking a clutch of bananas.  But there are countless other situations in consumer life that do not seem to be choice per se, yet they are.  For example, when consumers avoid choosing (Dhar 1997), delay a choice, (Greenleaf and Lehmann 1995), unplug a product (Mick and Fournier 1998), or head to the desert to escape consumerism (Kozinets 2002), they have made a choice.  The fact that they could have done otherwise in each of these cases constitutes the simple argument that choice has occurred, whether the consumer realizes it or not.  In fact, habit, mindlessness, or non-consciousness in the enactment of a given consumer behavior does not mean that the responsibility or the actuality of choice has been avoided.  Choice happens.  Always.  In each and every instance of consumer behavior—from impulse purchases to polishing furniture and disposing of garbage—if something different could have been done (including avoidance or refusal), then it can be argued that a consumer choice was made.  This perspective also suggests that a much greater extent of consumer research is about choice than tends to be recognized.  It remains to be explored and elaborated as to how our theories, knowledge development, and practical implications for consumer welfare would advance, were we to interpret more of consumer behavior as choices that people have varying degrees of influence over.

Relentless  

The daily life of consumer choice is increasingly more complicated and demanding.  Consider the array of decisions (from pension plans to peanut butter); the number of alternatives (products, brands, features, etc.); the harried, perfectionist, and multi-tasking life styles of millions of households; and the 24/7, cat-and-mouse chase between businesses and consumers.   These conditions are hardly conducive to self-regulation (Schor  1999; Vohs et al.  2005) or prudent and comforting choices (Carmon, Wertenbroch, and Zeelenberg 2003; Iyengar and Lepper 2000; Schwartz 2004), and may be detrimental to social relations and individual moral temperament (Fournier, Dobscha, and Mick 1998; Mick, Broniarczyk, and Haidt 2004).  Some of these latest insights represent a renaissance of substantive interests from the information-overload paradigm of the 1970s and 1980s, but moving beyond strictly cognitive effects (e.g., confusion) to affective and motivational outcomes (e.g., regret, will power) as well as interpersonal matters (e.g., altruism, impatience, civility).  Global trends in economics, sociology, and technology suggest that the relentlessness of consumer choice is likely to expand in terms of the number of lives it engulfs and the associated rippling effects.  On the whole, there is much more to learn about how people deal with the complexity and speed of consumer choice these days, how they can avoid the more insidious outcomes, and how they can be wiser and more fulfilled in their choices.   

Nested and Interlocked  

Consumer choices are nested and interlocked across the assorted contexts of daily life (see, e.g., Firat and Dholakia 1982; Huffman, Ratneshwar, and Mick 2000).  This facet of consumer choices suggests that the role of time (short- and long-term perspectives) and the emergence of coherences and conflicts from one choice to another are particularly crucial issues.  Moreover, these choices extend from what consumption motives to evoke and what use benefits to seek, to what consumption patterns to build or breakdown, whether in relation to single products or combinations, and whether alone or in the presence of other people.  

By and large, there are no instances of a consumer choice in a pure and lifeless vacuum, no matter how often researchers talk about or study choice in this manner.  When and where to shop, for instance, dictates choices of what to look at, what to try and buy, how to pay for, when and how to return products, whether to recommend the retailer or service provider, and so forth.  And the principal shopping choice that triggered all the choices just highlighted, is itself often dictated by where the consumer lives (far or near), whether the consumer is willing or able to use public transportation, whether the consumer has the proper credit card, and so on.  The interlocking nests of consumer choices can be described and interpreted according to a variety of historical, socio-economic, and personal factors.  Some choices are within the consumer’s strong command, while other choices are less so (e.g., low income individuals have fewer housing options and often depend on public transportation).  These varied aspects of consumer behavior serve to highlight both the intricacies of Sartre’s demand for conscious and responsible choice and the potential limits or exaggerations of this duty, insofar as sociohistory serves to frame and blunt the human will.  In any case, while most of us recognize on an introspective basis that our own consumer choices are overlapping, crisscrossing, and cascading throughout our daily lives, as researchers we steer away from attempting to theorize and investigate this phenomenon.  Difficulty is probably the excuse, but a richer and more accurate understanding of consumer choices is the continuing trade-off.

Regularly Elongated

Consumer choice frequently unfolds over days, weeks, and months, but most related research seems anaesthetized to that fact.  Consider your own purchases again.  Think about the last time you bought furniture, an automobile, a television set, a stereo system, or a computer, or decided to renovate your home or re-landscape your yard.  It would not be unusual if the process strung out over several weeks—starting and stopping, shifting and twisting—and that what was ultimately decided upon was exactly what was initially anticipated or, by contrast, remarkably different from what was originally intended.  This ordinary scenario is about much more than stable utility functions, status quo options, or the lability of preferences.  It is about the consumer’s expedition to acquire something—often with eagerness or reluctance—and the mutually shaping and evolving roles of attention, interests, knowledge, personal energy, social influence, budget, time, and the like.  When the selection is finally made and ownership ensues, what then becomes the most appropriate characterization or most useful metaphor to understand what transpired?  Meandering?  Struggling?  Drifting?  Sliding?  Skidding?  In the end, is it a victory, a survival, a collapse, a surrender, or something else?  

Choice is always an effort, a movement, accompanied by an amalgam of stable and impermanent factors.  The difficulty of parsing, explaining, and evaluating these factors is compounded by the commonly drawn out reality of consumer choice.  Yet we must consider, is elongated choice different from truncated choice?  In what ways?  Why?  Fortunately, more consumer researchers are studying the longitudinal reality of consumer choice (e.g., Ariely and Levav 2000; Coulter, Price, and Feick 2003; Simonson 1990; Zauberman 2003), but their work remains a smallish fraction of the whole.  

Morally Consequential

 We all take our regular jaunts through the grocery store—selecting, selecting, selecting.  From coffee and sushi, to dog food and diapers.  Yes, some of these selections are exactly what we always get—same brand, flavor, color, package.  Not much deliberation, and seemingly simple.  But the supplies and process that constitute those goods, the process that delivered them, and the processes that will follow in their consumption and disposing all involve non-trivial consequences.  The reverberations of our choices, as O’Dea (2004, p. 9) notes, means that “There is always something at stake.”  Our consumer choices reveal a fusion of spoken and unspoken values directed toward other living things (e.g., animals, the people who harvested or mined the raw materials) and toward the environment (e.g., the biodegradability of ingredients and packaging, the use and effects of fossil fuels in making and transporting products).  For most people, researchers included, it is astonishing to realize how many factors and implications come to a nexus in a bag of coffee beans, a six pack of beer, or a plastic bottle of insect killer (see, e.g., Wilkie and Moore 1999).  And when the product is much more sophisticated—such as a house, an automobile, or a computer—the amount and intersections of materials, people, and processes are unfathomable to most consumers.  Yet as they select any product—via deliberation, routinization, or impulse—consumers endorse, knowingly or not, whatever is invested in it.  Investment in the widest sense means every life, decision, effort, and expense that went into creating the product and bringing it to the consumer for consideration.  Hence, choice is morally consequential in a most humbling manner.  To recognize, to care about, and to cope with this dimension of choice is very challenging for consumers (see, e.g., Kozinets and Handelman 2004; Thompson and Arsel 2004), if not overwhelming.  

Aside from every choice endorsing values and practices that brought the alternatives to the shelf or showroom, choice also makes commitments, virtues, and desires.  When parents choose for their children—from the purchase of toys and games to the setting of house rules that govern eating, hygiene, computer use, and television viewership—they are setting the motivations, expectations, and attitudes that their children will carry forward into adult consumption, and to their children accordingly (Cross 2002; Moore and Wilkie 2005).  Moreover, as collections of consumers, societies make aggregate decisions that influence demand trends of alternatives for energy, food, clothing, transportation, leisure, and entertainment.  Through societal choice, many values, virtues, and desires are instilled and committed to, and each new member of the society inherits them, and is comprised of them, to a substantial degree.  The character of each individual is channelled by the consumer choices that preceded him or her.  In fact, as Brewer (2000) argues, the moral self is made up of more than what we individually intend through each personal decision; it also includes what generations before us set forth through their decisions.  And, by continuing argument, consumers today will shape succeeding generations through present choices.  

The moral consequences of personal and societal choice in the consumption arena are being acknowledged by more consumer researchers (see, e.g., Brinkman’s 2004 review), but much more work is needed.  For example, would consumers decide differently if they were more mindful of the moral quandaries and effects of their many choices each day?  How?  Would they feel more stressed? More spiritual?  More rewarded?  These are weighty questions and concerns, and will not go away by ignoring them.

Two Recent Examples of Consumer Choice Writ Larger

To make more concrete a subset of the points above, I now summarize two recent JCR articles from disparate paradigmatic foundations.  Each in its own way crosses old boundaries in our field, and gives glimmers of the new insights and opportunities that can result from seeing consumer choice from a higher vista.


Hsee, Zhang, and Zhang (2003) studied how consumers become myopic or distracted when there are media occurring between their effort in a task and the product alternatives available for their choosing.  For example, in a control condition, subjects chose to work at a task for six minutes or seven minutes that resulted in their receiving either a gallon of vanilla ice cream or a gallon of pistachio ice cream respectively.  The medium condition was identical to the control condition, except that for the shorter task the subjects were told that they would also receive 60 points and for the longer task the subjects were told that they would also receive 100 points.  The results showed that the introduction of the medium (the points) influenced choices, with more subjects choosing the longer task that earned them 100 points and the pistachio ice cream, despite other data that revealed that subjects across the board generally preferred vanilla ice cream to pistachio.  Even though the medium of points was essentially worthless in the context of the final consumption consequence (ice cream), subjects obviously focused on which alternative task gave them more points rather than focusing on the ending reward (and the flavor they would generally prefer).  Additional experiments in Hsee et al. (2003) detailed this effect.  

On first blush, the Hsee et al. (2003) project is interesting but seemingly standard for behavioral decision theory.  It also appears fairly distant from the sorts of issues I raised above about choice writ larger.  To the authors’ credit, however, their closing discussion of implications shows how reflective thinking about choice can forge intriguing insights.  The authors note, for example, that the choice outcomes they employed across their studies (e.g., ice cream, money) are themselves proximal media, all of which lead, or are expected to lead, to a more distal state of happiness or contentment.  As they note, our lives are a persistent march of chosen media—many nested and interlocked—with the hope of producing a good life.  Going from one medium to the next, people choose educational paths, develop careers, and earn money that is exchanged for consumption goods (all variations of media).  A consumption good such as a digital camera, for instance, then putatively leads to more media, including family photographs, better memories, and the prospect of re-experiencing heartfelt events, all of which are expected to increase or maintain happiness.  Hsee at el. (2003)’s work raises new questions about how people perceive, construct, appreciate, and use chains of media.  It also intimates that people who focus too much on media (particularly money and consumption goods) may be likely to overwork and over accumulate, without gaining any additional happiness in their lives (cf. Schor 1999).  Whether people can be educated to escape or mitigate the negative effects of medium maximization remains to be explored.  It would seem that hyperchoice conditions (e.g., time constraints, an overabundance of options) could exacerbate medium maximization.  Moreover, the relation of medium maximization to other topics such as self-regulation, impulse buying, compulsive buying, and social influence needs to be examined.  In fact, medium maximization may be a consumer lifestyle trait or a crucial element of the materialism value, with the possibility that it is becoming a psychological disorder.  Obviously, all of these ideas need more investigation. 


In another study of choice behavior, Allen (2002) conducted an ethnographic investigation of how individuals selected a postsecondary education.  He focused on students who were considering or already attending a school named Winchester that specializes in clerically oriented vocations.  Allen paid particular attention to the life stories and socio-economics of Winchester students, including the disproportionate representation by females, the poor, and the working class.  In developing his empirical insights, he also reviewed for comparison two of the longstanding choice theories in our field, rational choice and constructive choice.  Rational choice theory stresses conscious deliberation of options, in the presence of clearly defined goals and a prevailing purpose to maximize utility through the chosen alternative.  Constructive choice theory posits less deliberative and occasionally non-conscious processes, based on heuristics that flow from the given context.  In constructive choice, the consumer’s overriding objectives are maximizing accuracy, minimizing effort, being able to justify one’s choice to others, and/or avoiding negative feelings.  

Allen (2002) discovered that for most of the students, Winchester was the choice that felt right both intuitively and bodily, based on specific interactions with the people there and on the general comfortableness of the institutional environment (keeping in mind that the school is built from and around the working class society of the area).  He named this choice process the Fits-Like-a-Glove (FLAG) framework.  Allen (2002) interpreted the students’ choices of Winchester as a historically governed fait d’accompli, about which they were mostly satisfied, though these choices generally reproduced the surrounding social stratification and the working class status that the students’ lives were presently embedded in.  

Allen (2002) argued that neither rational choice nor constructive choice applied thoroughly well to what he observed among prospective and current Winchester students.  Their choice of Winchester was not a disembodied, disengaged, or calculative selection.  However, Allen’s (2002) informants did recognize that they could have matriculated elsewhere, or not at all.  It is also apparent that his informants had gained knowledge over recent years about differences among postsecondary education in the area (e.g., there was a large university nearby about which they were suspicious or negative).  Winchester students also had apparent heuristics they adopted and used before enrolling in the school, including size of classes, types of students, and availability of faculty, even though much of this information was second hand and could have been inaccurate in some aspects.  

Allen’s (2002) findings reveal the value of a complex, compelling, and under-appreciated perspective on consumer behavior in which choices are nested in a sociohistorical structure and trajectory.  His findings also show that this framework is complementary, not thoroughly oppositional, to rational or constructive choice models.  This work unveils new questions and some tentative answers about when, how, and why components of rational and constructive choice come about, disappear, or are replaced by alternative factors during a major life choice such as postsecondary education within a stratum of a particular society.  It also points to new research opportunities that can blend social class structure, economic and lifestyle conditions, and biographical paths with psychological models in order to build a more comprehensive understanding of consumer choice. 

Conclusion

I have argued in this column that consumer choice is a bigger concept and a bigger issue than typically approached in our field.  Consumers may not be as thoroughly free, as duty bound, and as anxiety ridden about their freedom as Emerson or Sartre would have us believe, but it seems equally clear that millions of people have a greater ability to choose their consumer behaviors and the related effects (personal, social, ecological) than they tend to recognize or take responsibility for.  With the rising tide of consumption worldwide, and no crest in immediate sight, new questions and more answers about capacious consumer choice are urgently needed.

The foundations for research on capacious choice have been established in our field.  For example, discussions of freedom and consumer behavior have circulated for at least 15 years (e.g., Kozinets 2002; Thompson, Locander, and Pollio 1989, 1990).  Also, the mutually influential roles of history and culture in consumer behavior have been more fully analysed  over the last 20 years (see Arnould and Thompson 2005).  And more researchers are looking specifically at consumer choice across time and as a function of social interactions (e.g., Ariely and Levav 2000; Coulter et al. 2003; Ward and Reingen 1990;), in addition to the impact of consumer choice on matters of personal and social well being (e.g., Carmon et al. 2003; Iyenar and Lepper 2000; Mick, Bronairczyk, and Haidt 2004; Vohs et al. 2005).  Hopefully, more consumer researchers will step back and above, and design choice studies and discuss results in terms of the broadest implications for contemporary lifestyles and future generations, consumerhood, and the perennial pursuit of meaning and happiness.

The avenues for new research on capacious choice are many and varied, offering the field important opportunities for hybrid and interdisciplinary investigations on a historically dominant topic in our field.  Since choice is crucially important to a host of other fields as well (e.g., economics, medicine), our chances to contribute to them will rise accordingly.  In the end, the expansion of consumption ideology and consumer technologies, and the need for more pertinent and influential research on quality of life (Mick 2006), propel the argument that we must strive harder to examine consumer choice as a larger expression, with bounding echoes, across the landscape of life.

1. I thank Ratti Ratneshwar, Itamar Simonson, Craig Thompson, and Kathleen Vohs for insightful feedback on an earlier version of this essay.
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