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ABSTRACT 

Research examined what decision makers do when, after screening out 

unacceptable options in preparation for making a choice from among the 

acceptable survivors, they find that all of the survivors have become 

unavailable. Subjects were presented options in the form of rooms to 

rent and required to screen them to prepare a 'short list' from which a 

choice could be made. They also rated the importance of the room's 

characteristics. Then they were told that the rooms on the short list 

all had been rented, and that no new rooms had become available so they 

would have to create a new short list from among the previously rejected 

rooms. Then they re-screened the rejected options and re-rated the 

importance of the characteristics of the rooms. It was found that 

nearly 90% of the subjects would prefer to begin again with new options 

rather than re-screen rejected options. It also was found that when 

forced to re-screen rejected options, subjects reduced their ratings of 

the importance of the options' characteristics. 
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INTRODUCTION 

How do people behave in situations where, after screening out 

undesired options in a selection decision, they find that those options 

have become unavailable? Do they prefer to hold out for or seek new 

options, or do they prefer to go back and select options from those they 

previously rejected? If, in a similar situation, they know that there 

are no new options forthcoming and are forced to select from previously 

rejected options, will they tend to discount the problems with those 

options, inflate the value of the "good points" of those options, and if 

so, how? These very basic questions have not been addressed by decision 

scientists, and are the subject of the research presented below. We 

begin with a theoretical overview that supports and guides the study, 

followed by a statement of the research questions and testable 

hypotheses. The remaining portion of this paper will examine in detail 

a preliminary study, a materials pretest, and three experiments employed 

here to empirically investigate the proposed research questions and test 

proposed hypotheses. 

Theoretical Overview 

Research on decision making has relied heavily on normative 

models, particularly the subjective expected utility (SEU) model, 

borrowed from the field of economics (Jungermann, 1983). Prescriptive 

models such as SEU tell the decision researcher what a subject should 

theoretically choose in a decision, based on the fact that the various 
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choices or parts therein are differentially attractive to the subject, 

and the subject would logically choose the option most attractive to him 

or her. The fact that humans often decide to choose something else has 

generated two basic schools of thought on decision making over the last 

twenty years, with one group holding that the normative model is correct 

and that people whose decisions divert from the prescriptions of the 

model are thus wrong or irrational (e.g., Tversky and Kahneman, 1974; 

Slovic, 1972; Nisbett and Ross, 1980), and the other group that contends 

that the normative model does not describe human decision behavior very 

well, and that systematic diversions from it (i.e., biases) do not 

constitute irrationality, but rather the misinterpretation of these 

findings (e.g., Berkeley and Humphreys, 1982; Beach and Mitchell, 1978; 

Einhorn and Hogarth, 1981). 

Regardless of the school of thought to which one may subscribe, 

normative theories such as SEU can tell us only what people logically 

should do (and the logic, in this case, is usually that of the 

experimenter, not the subject). They do not tell us what people 

actually do and why they do it. A descriptive model, as its name 

implies, describes (not prescribes) human behavior, and descriptive 

theories in decision behavior are now being developed in earnest. 

Image theory (Beach, 1990, Beach and Mitchell, 1987) is a 

new cognitive theory of decision making that attempts to describe the 

mental processes used in option selection and evaluation of progress 

toward an objective. According to this theory, the process of selecting 

the "best" from among a group of options is but one part of a more 



8 

general two-stage process. An option first is screened on the basis of 

how well it "fits" with the decision maker's on-going plans, existing 

goals, and internalized principles. These are represented by constructs 

called the strategic, trajectory, and value images, respectively. The 

screening mechanism is called the compatibility test. It is non-compen

satory and is based on the negative characteristics of the options, 

called violations. The decision maker eliminates an option if its 

violations exceed a rejection threshold. The decision rule is based on 

the weighted sum of the violations, where the weights reflect the 

importance the decision maker places on the plan, goal or principle that 

is violated. If an option "fits" adequately enough with the current 

plans, goals, and principles and no other options are being considered 

or survive the screening, this option is adopted. If several options 

pass the compatibility test, i.e., survive the screening, they are then 

evaluated relative to each other and the "best" is chosen by any of a 

number of processes, collectively referred to as the profitability test. 

The theory stipulates that options whose number of violations 

exceed the rejection threshold will be rejected. However, the theory 

does not specify whether or not these options would be reconsidered if 

for some reason the more attractive options became unavailable. One 

possibility in this (and other) situations is that the decision maker 

shifts the rejection threshold up, tolerating a higher number of 

violations. Another possibility is that the decision maker reweights 

the relative importance of the various violated criteria in such a way 

that the number of violations tolerated becomes more liberal while the 
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importance assigned to any of the violations may be decreased, allowing 

that option to still pass the compatibility test. 

The transience of rejection thresholds and the stability of violation 

weights under circumstances when preferred options become unavailable 

have not been empirically investigated, and are the subject of the 

research discussed below. 
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND TESTABLE HYPOTHESES 

Two research questions provide a reasonable starting point for the 

present research. First, do people prefer to reconsider previously 

rejected options when their preferred options become unavailable, or do 

they prefer to screen a new set of options? Second, if people are forced 

to reconsider previously rejected options when preferred options become 

unavailable, how does this affect the number of violations they are 

willing to tolerate and the relative importance (weight) they assign to 

the violations in the options? Appropriate hypotheses for these 

questions must be exploratory; as noted, neither extant theory nor 

empirical research has addressed this area of human decision making 

behavior. 

The following testable hypotheses are offered: 

Hla: Subjects will express a significant preference to reconsider 

previously rejected options when preferred options become 

unavailable, rather than screen a new set of options. 

Hlb: Subjects will express a significant preference to screen a new set 

of options when preferred options become unavailable, rather than 

reconsider previously rejected options. 

H2a: When forced to reconsider previously rejected options, 

subjects will raise their rejection threshold significantly, 

tolerating more violations, and the weights of the violations will 

not change significantly. 

H2b: When forced to reconsider previously rejected options, subjects 



11 

will raise their rejection threshold, but the number of violations 

tolerated will not be significantly greater. The weights of those 

violations will change significantly. 

H2c: When forced to reconsider previously rejected options, subjects 

will raise their rejection threshold significantly, tolerating 

more violations, and the weights of those violations will change 

significantly. 

H2d: When forced to reconsider previously rejected options, subjects 

will raise their rejection threshold, but the number of violations 

tolerated will not be significantly greater. The weights of those 

violations will not change significantly. 

Three laboratory experiments were used to investigate the topic, and 

will explained in detail. However, beforehand, a discussion of a 

preliminary study and a materials pretest will be presented. 



PRELIMINARY STUDY 

METHODS 

Design 

A within-subjects design was used. For the first of the three 

tasks, the dependent variable was the subject's choice of options for 

further consideration and the independent variable was the number and 

type of violations contained in the descriptions of each option. For 

the second task, the dependent variable was the subject's preference to 

either reconsider previously rejected options or to screen a new set of 

options, and the independent variable consisted of informing the subject 

that his or her preferred choices were not available. For the third 

task, the dependent variable was the subjective ratings of the impor

tance of a series of criteria, the independent variable being the 

perceived importance of the criteria. 

Subjects 

Thirty-five University of Arizona undergraduates enrolled in an 

organizational behavior class voluntarily participated in the experiment 

for extra credit. 

Task 

This experiment required subjects to complete three pencil and 

paper tasks. In the first task, subjects were asked to read a brief 

scenario that placed them in the role of a person who was asked to help 

a friend find a suitable room to rent. The subject was informed of five 

criteria which constituted the friend's preferences in a room. The 

subject was then required to review five options (short descriptions of 
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available rooms) and indicate which of those options they would take the 

time to investigate further (i.e., screen out unattractive options). 

For the second task, subjects were asked to answer the following 

question: 

Suppose that when you went to see each room that you 

indicated on the previous page you found that it already had 

been rented. If you were actually in this position, what 

would you prefer to do? 

Go see one or more of the rooms that you already have 

called about but that you had decided not to go see? 

Start over with a fresh set of rooms that you would 

call about and then select a few to go see? 

After indicating their preferences, subjects were asked to 

perform a third task. The task required them to rate the importance of 

13 criteria for selecting a place to live. 

Procedure 

For all tasks, subjects were seated at ordinary desks in a 

university classroom. Each subject received identical stapled packets 

of experimental materials, and each worked on the tasks individually and 

in silence. 

Manipulations 

In the first task, the manipulation consisted of varying the 

number and type of violations for each of the five room descriptions 



reviewed by the subject. The room descriptions were in the form of 

short newspaper or bulletin board ads, and each contained either 

positive (nonviolating) or negative (violating) information on three of 

the five criteria (rent price, quiet, and distance to the University). 

Three of the descriptions contained two violations and one nonviolation, 

one of the descriptions contained three violations and no nonviolations, 

and one contained no violations and three nonviolations. 

The second task manipulated the scenario further by imposing a 

condition in which previously selected options had become unavailable, 

and presented subjects with a choice. As noted above, subjects simply 

indicated their preferred course of action. They could either indicate 

that they preferred to reconsider options that they had previously 

indicated as unattractive, or they could indicate that they preferred to 

begin the screening process over with a new set of options. 

The third task did not entail a true manipulation by the ex

perimenter, but rather merely required the subject to rate the 

importance of 13 criteria. 

Measures 

Manipulation Check 

The materials used in the first task (i.e., the scenario, 

criteria, options, and choice question) were developed and pretested 

previously (Van Zee, Paluchowski, and Beach, 1989). Therefore, no 

manipulation check was incorporated into this task. 

Option Preferences 

The first task required that the subject simply place a check mark 



beside their desired answer(s). The mechanism by which the subjects 

indicated their preferences (i.e., placing a check mark beside the 

desired option(s)) had been found during the pretesting and development 

mentioned above to yield an unambiguous indication of the subjects' 

subjective option preferences. 

Action Preference 

The second task was iteratively refined by the experimenter, his 

faculty advisor, and other colleagues to achieve clarity. Although the 

question was not formally pretested, analysis of the responses to the 

question did not indicate that it was ambiguous, or that either choice 

was not sufficiently exclusive of the other. As such, a subject's 

indication of preference for either course of action (as indicated by a 

check mark) was considered an accurate indicator of that subject's 

subjective preference in the context of the problem. 

Importance of Criteria 

The third task utilized the following 8-point Likert scale: 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  

I I I I I I I I 
very somewhat somewhat very 

unimportant unimportant important important 

The thirteen criteria were listed beneath the scale, and the subject 

indicated the appropriate rating in a blank beside each. 

The first five criteria were those that were listed as the "friend's" 

preferences in the first task, and, as noted above, had been pretested 

with a similar Likert scale. The additional eight criteria were 

developed by the author, and were included for pretesting. The scale 
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used above was iteratively refined by the author and his colleagues, and 

results (discussed below) indicated that it was unambiguous and yielded 

reliable subjective ratings of the various criteria. 

Results 

1) No results of the first task were analyzed; that portion of the 

experiment served only to set the stage for the second task. 

2) Results of the second task indicated 88.59% of all subjects 

would prefer to start the screening task over with a new set of options, 

rather than reconsider those options that they had previously screened 

out (i.e., indicated they would not go see). 

3) All 13 criteria were rated by the subjects, with their 

respective mean ratings high enough on the scale (i.e., none with an 

average ranking below three) to indicate that they were all meaningful 

and suitable criteria for use in future screening studies. The mean and 

standard deviation of the rating of importance of each criterion is 

shown in Table 1. 

Discussion 

The results clearly support Hypothesis lb: in a situation in which 

preferred options become unavailable, subjects display a significant 

preference not to reconsider options previously identified as 

undesirable, instead preferring to have new options to screen. This 

commonsensical (although never empirically tested) finding suggests that 

in circumstances in which desirable options become unavailable, having 
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additional options from which to screen or being forced to reconsider 

old undesirable options are two distinctly different (and differentially 

preferable) situations. 

Option screening behavior under these circumstances may confirm 

Hypotheses 2a through 2d. However, prior to an empirical investigation 

of this behavior (the subject of Experiments 1, 2, and 3), additional 

pretesting of the experimental materials was deemed necessary. 



MATERIALS PRETEST 

Design 

A within-subjects design was used. The dependent variable was the 

rated attractiveness of 14 options (rooms for rent). The independent 

variable was each option's number of violations of 13 criteria. 

Subjects 

Twenty-five University of Arizona undergraduates enrolled in an 

organizational behavior class voluntarily participated for extra credit. 

Task 

In a pencil and paper task, subjects were asked to rate the 

attractiveness of each of the 14 options. As in the preliminary study 

described above, a scenario asked subjects to assume the role of a 

person who had been asked by a friend to come up with a list of rooms 

for rent that the friend might investigate when he or she moves to 

Tucson to attend the University of Arizona. The subject was asked to 

read descriptions of the 14 different rooms and rate how attractive each 

might be to the friend, based on a list of 13 of the friend's criteria 

for the acceptability of a room to rent. These criteria are: 

1) rent of $175 per month or less 

2) a low-crime part of the city 

3) friendly housemates 

4) reasonably quiet without many parties 

5) in a place that is in good repair 

6) low utilities cost 

7) housemates are nonsmokers 
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8) the room is large 

9) within a mile of the University 

10) the place has adequate parking 

11) the place has a scenic view 

12) the place is close to shopping 

13) the place is close to entertainment (nightspots and recreation 

areas) 

Procedure 

As in the preliminary study, subjects were seated at desks in a 

university classroom. Each subject received identical stapled packets 

of experimental materials, and each worked individually and in silence. 

Manipulations 

Each room description consisted of a list of the thirteen criteria 

pretested in the preliminary study. Each description contained a 

positive or negative statement about each of the thirteen criteria, the 

negative statements constituting a violation (not satisfying the 

friend's preferences) and the positive statements constituting a 

nonviolation (satisfying the friend's preferences). For example, the 

room size criteria would be addressed in a statement that the room was 

either large (a nonviolation) or small (a violation). The ratio of 

violations to nonviolations in the 14 description ranged from 0:13 to 

13:0. 

Those criteria that would be violated in each description were 

selected at random using a random number chart containing random 
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permutations of 16 (see Table 2). The order in which all criteria would 

appear in each description was randomized in the same manner. Finally, 

the order in which the descriptions would appear in the experimental 

materials packet was also randomized in the same manner. 

Measures 

To rate the attractiveness of each option, subjects used the 

following 7-point Likert scale: 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I I I I I I I 
very somewhat somewhat very 

unattractive unattractive attractive attractive 

Results 

As noted, this experiment was conducted to further pretest 

experimental materials being developed for Experiments 1, 2, and 3. 

These materials were the 14 descriptions of the options. The desired 

result was that the attractiveness ratings reported by the subjects 

would correspond closely to the expected attractiveness ratings that 

were calculated from the average weightings (i.e., ratings of 

importance) of the nonviolated criteria gained in the preliminary study. 

This was indeed the result, with a Spearman rank-order correlation of 

0.994. 

Discussion 

The results described above were interpreted to indicate that the 

descriptions did not distort or obscure the values of the criteria 

contained within. Adequately pretested, these materials were then used 

in Experiment 1, 2, and 3, described below. 
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EXPERIMENT 1 

This experiment seeks to answer the second research question: if 

people are forced to reconsider previously rejected options when 

preferred options become unavailable, how does this affect the number of 

violations they are willing to tolerate and the relative importance 

(weight) they assign to the violations in the options? 

METHODS 

Design 

A two by two {rating before screening or screening before rating 

by frustration (i.e., informing the subject that preferred options were 

unavailable) prior to or following rating and screening} plus one 

(rating only after frustration) between-subjects design was used. The 

dependent variables were the number of violations tolerated and the 

ratings of the importance of the criteria. The independent variables 

were the order in which the subjects screened the options and rated the 

criteria, and the point in the process at which the subjects were 

informed that desirable options were unavailable and that they were 

required to reconsider those options that they had previously rejected. 

This design had the advantage that if, upon analysis of variance, 

no significant amount of variance in the dependent variables between the 

first four experimental groups was attributable to the sequence of 

tasks, then the data from Groups 1-4 could be collapsed and analyzed as 

a single group. This was statistically valid as the design 
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counterbalanced the task sequence between the four groups. 

Subjects 

Seventy-five University of Arizona undergraduates enrolled in an 

organizational behavior class voluntarily participated in the experiment 

for extra credit. 15 subjects were randomly assigned to each of the 

five conditions. 

Task 

In a pencil and paper task using the 13 criteria described in the 

preliminary study and the 14 option descriptions described in the 

materials pretest, all subjects were asked to read a scenario similar to 

that in the pretest. That scenario required them to make up a list of 

acceptable rooms that their friend might rent. Groups 1-4 also were 

required to rate the importance of the 13 criteria. All subjects were 

then informed that the options that they had indicated in the first 

screening as acceptable were no longer available. The subjects then re-

screened previously rejected options and rerated the 13 criteria. 

Although all five groups of subjects screened options both prior to and 

after frustration, one group of subjects did not rate the criteria prior 

to frustration, instead rating the criteria only once, following 

frustration. 

Procedure 

As in the preliminary study and the materials pretest, subjects 

were seated at ordinary desks in a university classroom. All subjects 

worked on the task individually and in silence. The experimental 

materials that Groups 1-4 received differed only in the order in which 



the subjects screened options and rated criteria both before and after 

being informed that options indicated as acceptable were unavailable. 

The materials for Group 5 were arranged so that the subjects screened 

the options, were informed that the options that they had selected as 

acceptable were unavailable, rescreened the rejected options, and rated 

the criteria. 

On the first screening subjects indicated those options that they 

thought would be acceptable to their friend and should be included in 

the list of rooms that the friend should look at by checking either a 

"yes" or "no" blank on a list of the room names. Letters were assigned 

to designate the options. After being informed that those options that 

the subjects had indicated as being acceptable were no longer available, 

subjects were informed that they must rescreen those options that they 

had previously rejected and select at least one of the options to be 

included on the now-empty list of rooms for the friend to look at. 

These selected option(s) were indicated by the subject by circling one 

or more of the previous "no" answers on the answer sheet. 

Manipulations 

As described above, the manipulations consisted of: 

1) Altering the order in which the screening and rating tasks were 

performed. 

2) Informing the subject that desired options were not available 

(frustration) either before or after the rating and screening tasks. 

3) Having subjects rate the criteria both before and after being 

informed that desired options were unavailable or having them rate the 
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criteria only afterwards (this manipulation distinguished Group 5 from 

the other four groups). 

Measures 

Manipulation Check 

Given the extensive pretesting of the experimental materials, no 

formal manipulation check was deemed necessary. A statement asking 

subjects not to refer back to previous ratings when rerating the 

criteria was included in the instructions to dissuade them from merely 

copying their earlier ratings. 

Acceptability of Options 

As noted, subjects screened the options by indicating whether or 

not each option would be acceptable for the friend by checking either 

the "yes" blank or the "no" blank on the initial screening, and circling 

at least one of the previous "no" answers on the rescreening. 

Number of Violations Tolerated 

As noted, each option contained 13 criteria, none or any number of 

which might be violated. Every option selected by a subject had a 

standard number of violations. That option selected by the subject with 

the greatest number of violations indicated the maximum number of 

violations tolerated by the subject, representing the subject's 

rejection threshold. This option will henceforth be referred to as the 

threshold option. Ratings of Criteria Importance 

As in the preliminary study, subjects used an 8-point Likert scale 

to rate the importance of each of the 13 criteria 
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Results 

As noted above, each subject was assigned to one of five treatment 

conditions that had the screening and rating tasks and the frustration 

information in a different order. Acceptability of Options 

The majority of all subjects selected options with four or fewer 

violations on the first screening, and selected less desirable options 

(tolerated more violations) after being informed their preferred options 

were unavailable (second screening). Table 3 describes the percentage 

of subjects who chose particular options on the first and second 

screening, and the number of violations within each option. 

Number of Violations Tolerated 

As summarized in Table 4, the mean number of violations tolerated 

by all five groups increased significantly after frustration. A one-way 

analysis of variance of mean differences of violations tolerated before 

and after frustration for Groups 1-4 failed to find a significant 

difference between groups F(3, 53) = 1.9335, £ < 0.1361. 

Ratings of Criteria Importance 

One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) yielded no significant 

difference between groups for pre and post frustration criteria ratings 

F(3, 53) = 0.7195, £ < 0.5450. 

ANOVA also failed to reveal a significant difference between 

groups for the number of decreases in ratings F(3, 53) = 0.5820, £ < 

0.6296, as well as the number of increases in ratings following 

frustration F(3, 53) - 1.9629, < 0.1315. The number of ratings that 

did not change was also not significant for groups: F(3, 53) = 0.4051, 2 



< 0.7500. 

Because there were no significant differences among Groups 1-4 in 

any of the foregoing comparisons, the groups were collapsed into one 

group to increase statistical power. 

Table 5 summarizes the mean criteria rating differences from the 

first rating to the second rating for the collapsed group, and presents 

results of paired sample t-test comparisons for this group. On the 

average, every criterion was rated as significantly less important 

following frustration (alpha = 0.050). 

Typically, lower rating scores (1-4) clearly increased in 

frequency following frustration, medium range scores (5-6) increased 

only slightly following frustration, and high scores (7-8) decreased 

sharply. Group 5 rating score frequencies were similar to primary 

rating score frequencies for scores 1 and 4, but more similar to (or 

exceeding) secondary rating score frequencies for the remainder of the 

scores. 

Compatibility Test Score 

As noted in the introduction, the compatibility test score 

reflects both the number of violations tolerated by a subject, and the 

importance of violated criteria. The compatibility test score of any 

subject is captured by the subject's threshold option. Three 

compatibility test scores can be calculated with the present data. The 

first (primary/primary) is based on the threshold option from the 

primary (prefrustration) screening with the average criteria weights 

from the primary rating. The second (secondary/secondary) is based on 
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the threshold option from the secondary (postfrustration) screening with 

the average criteria weights from the secondary rating. The final com

patibility test score (secondary/primary) is an expected score based on 

the threshold option from the secondary screening and the average 

criteria weights from the primary screening. As noted in the 

introduction, the compatibility test score represents the point at which 

a subject will reject an option. If the score of the option (sum of the 

weighted violations) exceeds the subject's compatibility test score (as 

reflected in the threshold option), that option will be rejected. 

One-way analysis of variance showed no significant differences in 

primary/primary compatibility test scores among Groups 1-4 (task order) 

F(3, 53) = 0.3919, £ < 0.7593, or in secondary/secondary compatibility 

test scores F(3, 53) = 1.2980, 2 < 0.2854. Similarly, the difference 

between primary/primary and secondary/secondary compatibility test 

scores for Groups 1-4 was not significant F(3, 53) = 1.5485, j> < 0.2136. 

Finally, one-way AN0VA yielded no significant differences among Groups 

1-4 in secondary/primary compatibility test scores F(3, 53) = 0.9760, 2 

< 0.4115, and the difference between primary/primary and secon

dary/primary test scores due to task order of Groups 1-4 also was 

insignificant F(3,53) = 1.4968, £ < 0.2268, as were differences between 

secondary/secondary and secondary/primary compatibility test scores F(3, 

53) - 0.29817, £ < 0.8312. 

As with criteria ratings, since no significant variation in 

compatibility test scores was due to task order, Groups 1-4 were 

collapsed. 



Paired sample T-tests revealed that the mean primary/primary 

compatibility test score differed significantly from the mean 

secondary/secondary compatibility test score (M = 6.6667), t(53) = 

3.423. Similar significant differences were found between mean 

primary/primary and secondary/primary scores (M = 12.0185), t(53) = 

5.997. Significant differences were also noted between 

secondary/secondary scores and mean secondary/primary compatibility test 

scores (M = 5.3519), t(53) = 6.020. 

Paired sample T-tests of difference between the three average 

scores determined that the difference in scores between the 

secondary/secondary score and the primary/primary was significantly less 

than the difference in scores between the secondary/primary score and 

the primary/primary score 

(M - -5.3519), t(53) - -6.02. 

The difference in scores between the mean secondary/primary score 

and the mean primary/primary score was significantly greater than the 

difference between the mean secondary/primary score and the mean 

secondary/secondary score (M = 6.6667), t(53) = 3.42. 

The difference in scores between the mean secondary/secondary 

score and the mean primary/primary score did not differ significantly 

from the difference between the mean secondary/primary score and the 

mean secondary/secondary score (M = 1.3184), t(53) •= 0.58. 

Of the difference between the expected (secondary/primary) mean 

compatibility test score and the actual postfrustration 

(secondary/secondary) mean test score, 44.5 % was due to reductions in 
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criterion weights (i.e., ratings). 

Discussion 

Hypothesis 2c states that when forced to reconsider previously 

rejected options, subjects will raise their rejection threshold 

significantly, tolerating more violations, and the weights of those 

violations will change significantly. The empirical results reported 

above not only confirm this hypothesis, but also add information about 

the nature of the change in the weights of the (criteria that constitute 

the) violations. Additionally, the results address the combination of 

the number of violations tolerated and the relative weights of those 

violations in terms of compatibility test scores, and reveal the effects 

of the manipulations on this measure. 

The meaning of these results will be discussed in turn, starting 

with the observed change in the number of violations tolerated 

(rejection threshold), followed by the observed change in violation 

weighting (i.e., changes in ratings of criteria importance), and the 

observed changes in compatibility test scores. A final portion of the 

discussion will attempt to interpret these results within the framework 

of image theory, consider remaining theoretic and empirical questions, 

and preview additional experiments designed to investigate these 

questions. 

Number of Violations Tolerated 

As discussed above and shown in Tables 3 and 4, on average, 

subjects tolerated about four violations on the primary screening and 
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increased that tolerance by approximately two violations on the 

secondary screening. Although this was found, on average, to be a 

significant increase (in the rejection threshold), it is not a 

particularly remarkable finding for two reasons. First, given the small 

average number of violations tolerated on the primary screening, an 

increase of only one violation would be statistically significant. The 

most common behavior for subjects was to increase their tolerance of 

violations somewhat modestly, usually opting for the single most 

attractive (in terms of number of violations) remaining option, although 

sometimes selecting more than one. 

Second, the design of the experiment, with its inherent task 

demand for tolerance of more violations, tends to make these results 

quite predictable. The fact that the average increase in the number of 

violations tolerated (and thus the number of options selected) following 

frustration was, on average, greater than one may also be attributable 

to task demand, albeit of a more subtle form. In this case, subjects' 

desire to select more than one previously undesirable option following 

frustration may be due to the implicit demands of the scenario, whereby 

subjects may feel that their "friend" may need more than one option from 

which to choose. Experiment 3, presented below, will further 

investigate the number of violations tolerated and options chosen before 

and after frustration, and will further clarify the relative parsimony 

subjects exercise when making these decisions. 

Weighting of Violations 

The weighting of the tolerated violations in this experiment is 
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represented by the rating of importance of each criterion. As reported 

above and shown in Table 6, subjects, on the average, lowered the rating 

of importance of all criteria following frustration. Those subjects in 

Group 5 (who rated only once, following frustration) typically assigned 

ratings similar to those shown in the secondary (postfrustration) rating 

by Groups 1-4. Considered differently, this underscores the conser

vatism in choice of rating scores that typically followed frustration, 

typically showing an increase in the number of low rating scores 

assigned after frustration, as well as a decrease in the number of high 

rating scores assigned after frustration. The fact that subjects in 

this experiment, on the average, chose to reduce the importance they had 

originally assigned to criteria is unanticipated and unexplained by 

extant decision theory, including image theory. This issue will be 

explored at length after the following discussion concerning the 

observed changes in compatibility test scores. 

Compatibility Test Scores 

As noted, in terms of image theory, compatibility test scores 

represent the sum of the weights (i.e., ratings of importance) of the 

criteria violations maximally tolerated by a subject. Options whose 

score exceed this figure will be rejected, options whose score does not 

exceed this figure will survive the screening and will be retained for 

comparison against other survivors (the profitability test), should more 

than one option survive. 

As discussed above, subjects increased compatibility scores 

following frustration, reflecting their tendency to both tolerate more 



violations and to decrease the importance of the criteria of the 

options. This measures is somewhat redundant, reflecting a combination 

of the violation and weighting measures discussed above, but serves to 

further illustrate the importance of the tendency of subjects to 

decrease ratings of criteria importance. Particularly, the comparison 

of the expected compatibility score (based on the number of violations 

tolerated on the secondary screening but using the weights from the 

primary rating) with the secondary/secondary compatibility score (based 

on the number of violations tolerated on the secondary screening and the 

weights from the secondary rating) is important. The sizable amount 

(44.5%) of this compatibility score reduction attributable to reduction 

in criteria weights (and not to the increased number of violations 

tolerated) represents the average lowering of values by subjects in the 

face of frustration. 

Theoretical Interpretation 

Image theory considers the various criteria as principles. 

components of the value image that exemplify a "...decision maker's 

prescriptive and proscriptive values, standards, ideals, precepts, 

beliefs, morals, and ethics.... imperatives that serve as rigid guides 

for establishing the 'rightness' or 'wrongness' of any particular 

decision" (Beach, 1990, p. 6) (author's emphasis). 

Beach (1990) goes on to explain that some principles are implicit 

and somewhat unclearly defined, while some are explicit. Further (and 

of central importance to this discussion) is the author's statement that 

"...some (principles) are primary and have vast influence on decisions 
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while others are secondary and have less influence--violations of the 

former are serious while violations of the latter, while of consequence, 

do not have the same weight....what is primary and what is secondary is 

not absolute, it depends on the frame that has been adopted" (p. 25). 

The rigidity of the guidance that principles contribute to 

decision making (according to image theory) is questionable in view of 

the empirical results presented here. It is obvious that in the face of 

frustration, subjects tend to be quite flexible rather than rigid with 

regard to the strength of the principles themselves and/or to the degree 

with which the principles are allowed to guide the decision. 

A plausible theoretical explanation is thus that in the face of 

frustration, principles may shift from being relatively primary to being 

relatively secondary in importance. This 

explanation logically accounts for two observed phenomena discussed 

earlier. First, the reduced status from relatively primary to 

relatively secondary is directly reflected by the reduced ratings of 

importance of the criteria that represent the principles. Second, the 

reduced strength of the principles might lead to their reduced influence 

on the decision. This situation may account for the tendency of the 

subjects to tolerate more than the minimum increase in violations 

following frustration. The violation of principles that are of 

secondary importance becomes tolerable to the point where the implicit 

task demands (noted above) that may possibly oblige the subject to 

provide more than just one option for their "friend" become relatively 

more influential. 



Another explanation for this behavior, also amenable to the 

importance reduction argument, is that in the face of decreased 

importance and influence of the principles--which are the criteria 

provided by the experimenter--subjects may be invoking other 

idiosyncratic principles unanticipated by the experimenter. It may be 

the influence of these unanticipated and unknown principles that lead 

subjects to tolerate more than the minimum number of violations. 

The importance reduction argument also is useful when inves

tigating the possible influence of explicit task demand on the observed 

lowering of criteria ratings of importance. The instructions for the 

second (postfrustration) rating may imply to some subjects that they 

should logically reduce their ratings of importance of the criteria. 

One extension of this logic would predict that the task demand would 

manifest itself differentially across the criteria in such a way that 

the most important criteria would be least affected by this demand, and 

the least important criteria most affected by it. When the ratings of 

criteria importance before and after frustration are compared, this 

logic does not seem to hold. Results do not suggest that task demand is 

differentially affective relative to criteria importance. 

Additional Empirical and Theoretical Questions 

The above experiment does not reveal whether during the screening 

process, the subject is paying attention to the raw number of violations 

that an option has or whether the subject is concerned with the weights 

of those violations, or both. Experiment 2 (below) was designed to 

empirically investigate this question. 
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Regardless of the theoretic explanations offered for the reduction 

in criteria ratings, the possibility exists that it is basically 

capricious behavior by experimental subjects. A final experiment was 

designed to test whether or not this was the case by introducing a 

justification demand into the experiment. 
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EXPERIMENT 2 

Introduction and Hypotheses 

As noted in the discussion section above, a question remains as 

to whether subjects are taking into account the weights of the 

violations of those options they are screening, or whether they are 

simply being guided by the number of violations, and not the weights of 

the violations. The following experiment was designed to test two 

hypotheses appropriate for this question. 

H3a: Subjects will demonstrate a significant tendency to be guided by 

the number of violations of criteria, but not the weights of those 

criteria, when screening options. 

H3b: Subjects will demonstrate a significant tendency to be guided by 

the weights of criteria as well as the number of violations of those 

criteria when screening options. 

METHOD 

Design 

A within-subjects design was used. The dependent variable was the 

number of violations tolerated. The independent variable was the 

compatibility test score for each option. 

Subjects 

Forty-one University of Arizona undergraduates enrolled in an 

organizational behavior class voluntarily participated in the experiment 

for extra credit. 



Task 

The pencil and paper task in this experiment was very similar to 

that of Experiment 1 in that it placed the subject in a scenario in 

which he or she must select rooms for rent for a friend who is 

relocating to the Tucson area. This time, however, the subjects 

specifically were instructed to make up a list of five rooms for their 

friend to look upon arrival. As in the previous experiment, subjects 

were then frustrated, but in a different manner; here they were 

informed that one of the rooms that they had selected had become 

unavailable. Subjects were then required to rescreen previously 

rejected options and select one option to replace the option dropped 

from the earlier list of five. 

Procedure 

As in Experiment 1, all subjects were seated at ordinary desks in 

a university classroom, worked individually, and worked in silence. All 

subjects received identical stapled packets of experimental materials. 

As with Group 4 of Experiment 1, subjects screened options, rated 

criteria, were frustrated, rescreened, and rerated. Subjects used the 

same procedure as in Experiment 1 to indicate their choices for both 

screenings and the same Likert scale to indicate their ratings of 

importance for the criteria for both ratings. 

Manipulations 

The manipulation in this experiment consisted of changing the 

compatibility score of two options by replacing some or all of the 

criteria that were violated in the original option scenarios (i.e., 
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those used in Experiment 1) with an equal number of different violated 

criteria, with accompanying differences in average rated importance. 

Option F's 5 violated criteria were replaced with criteria with higher 

weights, yielding a compatibility score (sum of violation weights) of 

33.5. Option G's 6 violated criteria were replaced with criteria with 

lower weights, yielding a compatibility score (sum of violation weights) 

of 28.3. 

Given that subjects may be expected on the first screening to 

chose those options with the fewest violations for the list of five 

rooms for their friend, they would most likely pick those options with 

0, 1, 2, 3, and 4 violations. When they are informed that one of these 

is not available (which option that is no longer available is not 

specified), they would be most likely to chose the most attractive 

option of those originally rejected. If Hypothesis 3a is confirmed, 

subjects should choose Option F because it has the fewest number of 

violations (5), although the weights of the violated criteria are high. 

If Hypothesis 3b is confirmed, subjects will show a marked preference 

for Option G over Option F, because even though it has one more 

violation than Option F, Option G's compatibility score (sum of 

violation weights) is lower. 

Measures 

Manipulation Check 

Given the extensive pretesting of materials, no manipulation check 

was considered necessary. As in Experiment 1, subjects put their names 

and social security numbers on the materials packet, and received 
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instructions not to refer back to earlier ratings when rating criteria 

for the second time. 

Acceptability of Options 

As in Experiment 1, subjects screened options and indicated 

whether or not each would be suitable for the list for their friend's 

use by checking either the "yes" or the "no" blank on the option list on 

the instruction sheet during the first screening. On the second 

screening, they circled one of their previous "no" answers. Again, this 

mechanism appeared to be straightforward and unambiguous. 

Results 

Twenty six subjects did not choose Option G or F on the primary 

screening. On the secondary screening, 61.54% of those subjects chose 

Option G (higher number of violations, lower sum of violation weights), 

while only 15.38% chose Option F. As a measure of the overall 

popularity of the two options (i.e., the percentage of subjects who 

selected either option on either screening), Option G was chosen by 

70.73% of the subjects, while Option F was chosen by only 14.63% of the 

subj ects. 

Had subjects' screening decisions been guided simply by the number 

of violations a particular option possessed, Option F would have been 

more attractive than Option G, and a higher percentage of subjects would 

have chosen it on either screening. Given that the results clearly 

contradict this, Hypothesis 3b is thus strongly supported, while 

Hypothesis 3a is not. 
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Discussion 

Subjects in this experiment demonstrated a marked tendency to 

consider the weights of violated criteria rather than simply the number 

of violations when screening options. 

Evidence of this behavior can be found elsewhere. Consider the 

fact that the option with 2 violations was chosen less frequently than 

some options with more violations. The key to this may lie in the fact 

that one of the two criteria violated in this option was the preference 

for nonsmoking housemates. The average rating of importance of this 

criteria (from the preliminary study, as shown in Table 1) is not the 

highest (5.75), but the standard deviation is (2.370). When the raw 

data are reviewed, it becomes clear that people tend to rate this as 

either very important (i.e., 8) or very unimportant (i.e., 1), probably 

on the basis of whether they themselves smoke. Subjects occasionally 

wrote on their experimental materials when an option had this violation 

such comments as "I hate smokers, they are lowlifes!". What comes to 

mind then, is that there is somewhat of a "ceiling effect" with regard 

to the rating scale for this particular criteria, and that those 

subjects who consider it very important tend to weight it higher than 

what average figures suggest when they encounter it as a violation 

within an option. 

The finding that criterion weights are influential in screening 

decisions is predicted by image theory's construct of the compatibility 

test, whereby decision maker's decision rule for rejecting an option is 

based on the sum of the weights of the violated criteria, and not simply 
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the number of the criteria violated. 

This finding also reemphasizes the necessity to understand the 

tendency for subjects to reduce their ratings of importance of criteria, 

as the importance of these criteria is unquestionably influential in 

option screening decisions. The final experiment to be presented here 

sought to further that understanding by attempting to test the 

robustness of the observed importance reduction phenomena--as well as 

the possibility that it is simply a manifestation of capricious behavior 

by the subjects--by introducing a justification demand into the 

experiment. 
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EXPERIMENT 3 

Introduction and Hypotheses 

Introducing a justification demand into a decision typically 

requires the decision maker to justify (i.e., explain and defend) their 

decision. Justification has been shown to reduce information processing 

biases in decision making, enhance decision making consistency over 

time, increase self-awareness of how information is used, and increase 

agreement among decision makers (Arkes, Christensen, Lai, and Blumer, 

1987; Chaiken, 1980; Cvetkovich, 1978; de Hoog and van der Wittenboer, 

1986; Hagafors and Brehmer, 1983; McAllister, Mitchell, and Beach, 1979; 

Simonson, 1989; Tetlock, 1983a, 1983b; Tetlock and Kim, 1987). Research 

also suggests that such improvements in reducing information processing 

biases in decision making through justification typically manifest 

themselves in improved consistency and accuracy by increasing the 

vigilance of the decisionmaker (Tetlock, 1985, Ashton, 1990). 

As noted in the discussion section of Experiment 1, the 

possibility exists that the observed tendency for subjects to reduce the 

ratings of importance of criteria may be due to capricious behavior. 

Subjects may not be sufficiently committed to the experimental task, 

such that the indicated reductions in ratings of importance may be 

somewhat of a "knee-jerk" reaction in the face of frustration. Also, 

such reductions may represent a drift toward the rating that was 

actually seriously held by the subject, whereas the primary rating may 

have been inflated. Similarly, the tendency to accept options with more 

than the minimum number of violations may also be due to subjects' lack 
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of commitment and reflect less than full attention to the task. 

Because the introduction of a justification demand into a decision 

tends to increase both the accuracy and consistency of the decision, 

placing such a demand in the task of Experiment 1 (at different points) 

should significantly reduce or eliminate the aforementioned capricious 

behavior. Put in the form of testable hypotheses, these predictions 

are: 

H4a: If justification demands are placed in the experiment prior to the 

primary screening, subjects, on the average, will significantly reduce 

the number of options they will designate as acceptable on both the 

primary and secondary screening. 

H4b: Not H4a. 

H5a: If justification demands are placed in the experiment following 

the primary screening, primary rating, and frustration, but prior to the 

secondary screening and rating, subjects, on the average, will select 

significantly fewer options on the secondary screening than did those 

subjects in Experiment 1 (Groups 1-5) who did not receive justification 

demands prior to secondary screening. 

H5b: Not H5a. 

H6a: If justification demands are placed in the experiment prior to the 

primary screening and rating tasks, subjects' primary ratings of 

criterion importance will be significantly lower on the average than 

those of subjects who received justification demands following the 

primary screening, primary rating, and frustration; but prior to the 

secondary screening and rating. 
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H6b: Not H6a. 

H7a: If justification demands are placed in the experiment after the 

primary screening, primary rating, and frustration, the average amount 

of reduction in criterion importance ratings will be significantly 

greater than for those subjects who received the justification demand 

prior to the primary screening, primary rating, and frustration. 

H7b: Not H7a. 

METHODS 

Design 

A one by three (no justification demand; justification demand 

before primary screening and rating; justification demand after primary 

screening, rating and frustration) within-subjects design was used. The 

dependent variables were the number of options selected and ratings of 

criteria importance. The independent variables were the inclusion of a 

justification demand and its placement in the task order. 

Subjects 

Sixty-one University of Arizona undergraduates enrolled in an 

organizational behavior class voluntarily participated in the experiment 

for extra credit. Thirty-one subjects were randomly assigned to one of 

the two groups, and 30 were randomly assigned to the other group. The 

75 subjects of Experiment 1 served as the "no justification demand" 

control group. 

Task 

The task was the same as in Experiment 1, except for the inclusion 

of the justification demand. Task order was the same as in Experiment 2 
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(screen, rate, frustrate, rescreen, rerate). 

Procedure 

As in the previous two experiments, subjects were seated at desks 

in a university classroom, and worked individually and in silence. 

Experimental materials were exactly the same as those used by Group 4 in 

Experiment 1, except for the inclusion of a justification demand 

statement. Subjects used exactly the same procedure as in Experiment 1. 

Manipulations 

The manipulation in this experiment consisted of including the 

following justification demand statement at two different points in the 

task order. 

FOLLOWING THIS EXPERIMENT, YOU WILL BE REQUIRED TO JUSTIFY 

THE DECISIONS YOU HAVE MADE. YOU WILL BE ASKED TO WRITE AN 

EXPLANATION OF THE REASONS WHY YOU MADE THE CHOICES YOU MADE 

IN THIS EXPERIMENT. 

For the subjects in Group A, the statement was placed in the materials 

following the primary screening, rating, and frustration, but prior to 

the secondary screening and rating. For subjects in Group B, the 

statement was placed in the materials following the instructions, but 

prior to the primary screening and rating. 

Measures 

Manipulation Check 

As a manipulation check, subjects were asked to answer the 

following question. 

Regarding the experiment you participated in, were you 



prepared to justify (that is, explain and defend) the 

decisions and choices you made? 

1 2 3 4 5 

I I I I I 
NO YES 

PLEASE CIRCLE THE APPROPRIATE ANSWER 

Importance of Criteria 

This variable was measured in the same manner as in Experiment 1, 

using the same eight-point Likert scale. 

Acceptability of Options 

This variable was also measured in the same manner as in 

Experiment 1. 

Results 

Manipulation Check 

The mean response by subjects was 4.54, with a standard deviation 

of 0.77. This was interpreted to indicate that the subjects actually 

expected to have to justify their actions, thus the manipulation can be 

considered effective. 

Number of Options Selected 

No significant differences were found at the 0.050 level between 

the mean number of options selected on primary screening by Group A 

(which received the justification demand statement following the primary 

screening, rating, and frustration) and Group B (which received the jus

tification demand statement before the primary screening, rating, and 

frustration). No significant differences were found between the mean 

number of options selected on the secondary screening by Group A and 
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Group B. No significant differences were found between the mean number 

of options selected on the secondary screening by the control group and 

Group A at the 0.050 level. 

Ratines of Criteria Importance 

As Table 7 summarizes, differential placement of the justification 

demand statement resulted in significantly lower ratings of criterion 

importance for only one criterion at the 0.050 level: parking t(59) = 

2.5279. 

Table 8 summarizes the differences in mean reduction in ratings of 

criterion importance between Group A and Group B from the primary rating 

to the secondary rating. No significant differences were found for any 

criterion at the 0.050 level. 

Discussion 

Number of Options Selected 

The results reported above clearly support Hypothesis 4b. A 

comparison of the mean number of options selected by Group B (who 

received the justification demand statement prior to the primary 

screening and rating) versus Group A (who received the statement only 

after the primary screening, rating, and frustration) fails to show that 

the justification demand statement caused subjects who received the 

statement from the beginning to be any more conservative with regard to 

the number of options they selected than those subjects who received no 

such statement prior to the primary screening and rating. 

Similarly, the results strongly support Hypothesis 5b. The 
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justification demand statement placed after the primary screening, 

rating, and frustration failed to significantly reduce the number of 

options selected compared to the control group who received no such 

statement. 

Ratings of Criteria Importance 

The justification demand statement had very little impact on 

inducing subjects to rate criteria importance more conservatively on the 

primary ratings. Compared with Group A who received the statement after 

primary screening, rating, and after frustration, subjects of Group B 

(who received the statement prior to the primary screening and rating) 

the primary ratings of only one of the 13 criteria was significantly 

lower. With appropriate caution, Hypothesis 6a should be rejected, 

while Hypothesis 6b is largely supported. 

The justification demand statement was also expected to yield a 

greater average reduction in criteria ratings when it was placed after 

the primary screening, rating, and frustration, relative to being 

included at the beginning of the task. The reasoning here is that if 

ratings were inflated capriciously, and the justification demand reduced 

that capriciousness, then the group (B) that was given the statement 

from the beginning would not have inflated primary ratings', and thus 

demonstrate less reduction from one rating to the other. The group (B) 

that received the statement after the primary ratings would not have 

been as concerned with the accuracy of the primary ratings, and would 

have capriciously inflated them. 

This effect was not found, however. The justification demand 



statement failed to significantly increase the amount of reduction in 

ratings of criteria importance from the primary rating to the secondary 

rating. Thus, Hypothesis 7a is rejected, while Hypothesis 7b is 

supported. 

Given the strength of the manipulation check, it is difficult to 

support the argument that the justification demand statement was not 

taken seriously by the subjects. Therefore, the fact that the 

justification demand almost completely failed to have any impact on 

either dependent variable leads to the conclusion that subjects' 

tendencies to select more than the minimum number of options and to 

reduce ratings of criteria importance both in this experiment and in 

Experiment 1 are not capricious behaviors. 

Finally, this experiment served to demonstrate the robustness of 

these behaviors. The fact that they were again clearly evident not only 

lends credibility to the results of Experiment 1, but also shows that 

even under the "threat" of having to provide justification, subjects 

apparently feel that both of these behaviors are quite defensible. 

This last point should not be taken lightly; the requirement of 

writing a logical defense is quite a serious one for many 

undergraduates, and although they ultimately were not asked to do so, 

the manipulation check indicates that they believed that they would be 

required to do so, and were so prepared. One might expect, then, that 

the subjects would tend not to behave in any manner that they would have 

difficulty explaining and defending, but instead would make the effort 

to behave in ways that were relatively simple to logically support. 
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CONCLUSION 

These experiments have yielded empirical answers to several 

questions concerning decision behavior under circumstances of preferred 

option unavailability. These answers and their theoretical interpreta

tions and implications will be explored here in the order that they 

appear above. 

1) It is clear that people express a much greater preference to have 

new options to choose from, rather than having to consider previously 

rejected options. This finding is predicted by image theory which bases 

its decision rule on the compatibility test score of any option, that in 

turn represents the sum of the weighted violations of the relevant image 

constituents. The main image thought to be relevant in this 

experimental scenario is the value image, with its component principles. 

Given that the theory contends that principles are inflexible guides for 

decision making, and given the noncompensatory nature of violations, it 

is theoretically improbable that any option that has failed the 

compatibility test would suddenly become more attractive, even in the 

face of frustration. 

2) As shown in Tables 3 and 4, people tend to tolerate more 

violations than they absolutely must. The implicit task demand in 

Experiments 1 and 3 is such that subjects may be compelled to "make up a 

list" of desirable options for their "friend", and one might think that 

the word "list" implies including more than one item. The fact of the 

matter, however, is that they were in no way prevented from selecting 



the minimum number (i.e., 1) of options. As shown in Table 6, subjects 

also demonstrate this behavior under circumstances of frustration where 

they are forced to reconsider options they had previously rejected--a 

circumstance shown in the preliminary study (and discussed above in 

point 1) to be unattractive to the great majority of them. Those 

previously rejected options are theoretically unlikely to be any more 

attractive to them in the face of frustration then they were previously, 

and yet subjects, on the average, chose to select more than one of them 

in the secondary screening. Finally, this behavior is not significantly 

diminished in the face of a justification demand. This circumstance 

indicates that this behavior is not capricious, but considered 

justifiable. 

This finding is not contradictory to image theory, which 

explicitly acknowledges that (a) individuals possess different 

principles, (b) those principles vary in strength, and (c) different 

constituents of the various images (such as different principle from the 

value image) will be invoked according to how the decision maker frames 

the decision. 

Image theory thus provides at least three mechanisms to explain 

the variability of individual toleration of violations, and tends to 

underscore the idea that violations of principles are a matter of 

subjective perception and interpretation. 

3) People discount the importance of their principles in the face of 

frustration, although there is no reason why they should. In the 

experiments presented here, there was no reason why subjects had to 
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lower their standards. The frustration manipulation forced them only to 

accept a greater number of violations, and did not require them to 

reduce their ratings of importance of those criteria violated. This 

tendency was shown to be robust: across a total of 115 subjects, and in 

the face of a justification demand. Again, the issue of implicit task 

demand (of the secondary rating instructions) exists, and requires 

investigation before resolution. However, it is the opinion of this ex

perimenter that it is unlikely that the task demand, if it exists at 

all, was of sufficient strength to exert much influence, especially in 

the face of the justification demand. 

One explanation that leaps to mind is that this behavior 

represents subjects' efforts to reduce cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 

1957). However, this explanation becomes untenable under close 

scrutiny. Festinger (1957) describes four situations under which 

cognitive dissonance may arise, two of which--decision making and forced 

compromise--are encountered in the experiments presented in this 

research. In the decision making situation, dissonance is said to occur 

because the rejected of two similar options contains favorable elements, 

and the accepted option contains unfavorable elements. Dissonance is 

reduced by increasing the favorableness of the favorable characteristics 

of the accepted option and decreasing the unfavorableness of the 

unfavorable characteristics, while doing the inverse for the rejected 

option. 

Applied to the present experiment and to image theory, these 

increases and reductions are of the valence of the characteristics, and 



53 

not explicitly to the characteristics' importance. which is being 

investigated here. This differentiation is subtle but important and can 

be illustrated in the following example: Suppose one is shopping for a 

new car. One may have a certain valence assigned to the color red, and 

that valence (one's appreciation of the color red) may increase in order 

to reduce cognitive dissonance should one have to chose between two very 

similar cars, one of which is red, and the other not, and the final 

choice is for the red car. What is being investigated in the present 

research is not a matter of valence, but rather of importance. Thus in 

applying the example above to the research presented here, the issue is 

not how much one likes a particular characteristic, but rather how 

important that characteristic is to the decision. It may be nice to 

have a red car, but how important is color--red or any other--vis-a-vis 

all other criteria in making the decision? Cognitive dissonance theory 

thus cannot account for the decrement in ratings of criteria importance 

because it does not address importance, but rather only valence. 

Second, as mentioned, dissonance reduction takes the form of 

increasing the attractiveness of the chosen option while reducing the 

attractiveness (or increasing the unattractiveness) of the rejected 

option. Changes in the ratings of criteria importance in the present 

experiment reflect decrement in criteria importance of both accepted and 

rejected options. When one declares that a certain criterion is less 

important following frustration, that declaration implies that any 

option (rejected or accepted) that is partially constituted by that 

criterion is thus less important. This, then, does nothing to increase 



the attractiveness of the accepted option, but rather serves only to 

lessen its importance. Dissonance may be reduced when the importance of 

the rejected option is so reduced, but no net reduction results because 

the accepted option also becomes less important. Again, however, the 

present research concerns itself with the importance of constituent 

criteria, not overall valence, of any option. 

The second situation described by Festinger in which dissonance 

may arise is under circumstances of forced compliance. There is an 

element of forced compliance in the experimental frustration 

manipulation, whereby subjects were forced to accept one or more 

additional undesired options containing additional violations. However, 

the theory states that the greater the justification for the behavior, 

the less dissonance it will produce. In the experimental scenario of 

Experiments 1, 2, and 3, subjects had no choice whatsoever but to 

comply. Previously accepted options were simply removed, and they had 

no alternative but to choose from the rejected options. This situation, 

one might logically believe, provides complete justification for 

tolerating more violations, as there was no alternative. With complete 

justification, no dissonance should result. It must also be restated 

here that, as shown by the manipulation check in Experiment 3, subjects 

were quite prepared to justify their decisions. 

This line of cognitive dissonance theory also does not address the 

distinction between the number of violations tolerated and the ratings 

of criteria importance. Efforts to reduce dissonance in a forced 

compliance situation manifest themselves in changes of beliefs, such 



that one may tend to believe that which he or she did not believe, but 

was forced to declare as a belief. In the present situation, the only 

forced compromise was in the number of violations to be tolerated. It 

is possible that following frustration, subjects came to believe that 

they should tolerate more violations, although this is doubtful because 

of the complete justification provided by the scenario. 

The important point is that no such compromise was forced with the 

ratings of criteria importance. Except for the possible implicit task 

demand in the secondary rating instructions (discussed above), no one 

forced subjects to reduce these ratings, nor should one expect that they 

would be a logical vehicle for dissonance reduction, because compromise 

and compliance were not forced on the subjects for this measure. 

The toleration of more than the minimum number of violations 

contradicts results predicted by SEU models. This and other 

prescriptive economics-based models are not only ineffective to explain 

the reduction in ratings of importance observed in these experiments, 

but the lability of the values demonstrated by these changes in ratings 

of importance raises serious questions about such models predictive 

ability. For example, multiattribute utility theory (e.g., Edwards, 

1954) makes no provision for future changes in values. This theory in 

one of its applied forms--Multiattribute Utility Technology (MAUT) 

(Edwards and Newman, 1982)--considers importance of criteria ("cue 

weights") to be constant from the time they are recorded in the ranking 

process. The option that is eventually identified as optimal based on 

the rankings of the criteria by the stakeholders at a certain point in 
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time is thus considered to be optimal in the future. 

The results of the present research indicate that it is not safe 

to assume that criteria will remain constant in strength of importance. 

Although not detailed here, the rankings of criteria based on their 

importance changed considerably from the primary to the secondary rating 

in Experiment 1 and 3. There is presently no reason to suspect that in 

the face of frustration (e.g., the desirable option becomes unavailable) 

the ranking of the criteria in a MAUT setting would not also change. 

Although image theory does not specifically address itself to 

decision behavior under circumstances of preferred option 

unavailability, it remains the most useful theory for understanding and 

describing the behavior demonstrated in that circumstance. Unlike 

economics-based theories, it does not place a strong emphasis on the 

prediction of behavior (although it may ultimately prove much more 

useful than other extant theories for this purpose), but rather its 

description. What is particularly useful for describing the tendency to 

tolerate more than the minimum number of violations seen in the present 

research is image theory's aforementioned concepts that allow for vari

ability in principles, namely individual differences in principles held, 

strength of those principles, and principles brought to bear on the 

decision based on how the decision maker frames the decision. 

This last mechanism is one of the two most useful for 

understanding the tendency to reduce the ratings of importance of those 

principles when they are expressed in terms of decision criteria. The 

second is the idea that principles may shift in importance depending on 
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how the decision is framed. 

With any decision, a decision maker must first establish the 

context of the decision; that is, understand the circumstances that have 

necessitated the decision. Following this, the decision maker must 

frame the decision. Framing refers to bringing to bear on that decision 

the subset of all principles, goals, and plans that are relevant. These 

relevant image constituents establish the structure or parameters within 

which the decision takes place. 

Establishing the context is done through recognition of the 

various elements of the circumstances. Establishing the context, in 

short, refers to understanding the circumstances under which the 

decision may take place. In the case of the experiments employed in the 

present research, the scenario and instructions established the context 

for the decision maker. 

Once the context of the decision is established, the decision 

maker frames the decision by identifying and including those image 

constituents that are relevant. Not all principles, for example, will 

be relevant for certain types of decisions, nor would all preexisting 

goals or plans have to be considered in certain decisions. 

The possible explanation that follows from understanding the 

framing process, its selection of appropriate values (i.e., those of 

primary and not secondary importance) is that in the face of 

frustration, subjects may be reframing the decision such that the 

principles (criteria) are shifting in importance on the primary-

secondary continuum. As noted in the introduction, there is growing 



evidence that subjects may sometimes frame decisions in ways 

unanticipated and unintended by an experimenter (e.g., Berkeley and 

Humphreys, 1982). It is not unrealistic to speculate that under certain 

circumstances (e.g., frustration) decision makers may substitute 

unintended and unanticipated frames. 

This explanation also underscores the importance of the issues of 

task demand on the number of violations tolerated and criteria ratings 

following frustration. The subjects are still required to use devalued 

principles (criteria), and the experiment has no explicit provision for 

importing new values that may be of primary importance in the face of 

frustration. In the absence of values of the most primary importance, 

and with the provided values suffering devaluation, the influence of 

task demands discussed above may become proportionally stronger 

following frustration, accounting for the increased number of violations 

tolerated. More violations are tolerable, in turn, because they are 

violations of values of lessened importance. The implicit task demand 

in the postfrustration rating instructions to explicitly reduce ratings 

of criteria importance may also become proportionally stronger in the 

reframed context of the (postfrustration) decision. 

The possible influence of task demand on decision behavior under 

circumstances of preferred option unavailability is one of many issues 

that must be empirically investigated before meaningful theory can be 

developed to address decision behavior under this condition. Although 

image theory provides useful constructs for describing these behaviors, 

modifications to its assertions of the rigidity of principles in guiding 
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decision behavior may be indicated by the present research. 

Additions to the research strategy are of the utmost importance as 

well. The results obtained with the present laboratory experiment 

methodology are at best inconclusive without support from other 

methodologies, particularly field research. The behaviors discovered in 

this research may be common in real life situations, and the 

implications that arise for extant decision theory if this is the case 

are apt to be great. 



Table 1. Mean Ratings of Importance of Criteria. 

Criterion Mean Ratine Standard Deviation 

Rent 6 .97 1.40 

Quiet 6 .35 1.21 

Repair 6 .02 1.48 

Size 5 .45 1.34 

Distance (to University) 5, .00 1.62 

Parking 4. .93 1.82 

Crime (in Area) 6. .88 1.18 

Friendliness (of Housemates) 6. ,71 1.63 

(Housemates are) Nonsmokers 5. ,75 2.37 

Shopping (Convenient) 3. 70 1.74 

Entertainment (Convenient) 3. 48 1.87 

Utilities 5. 79 1.30 

Scenic view or yard 4. 60 1.74 



Table 2. The 14 Options for Experiment 2 

and the Criteria they Violate. 

Option # of Criteria 
Name Violations Violated 

A 0 none 

B 1 friendliness 

C 2 smokers, view 

D 3 shopping, friendliness, parking 

E 4 size, utilities, parking, view 

F 5 shopping, rent, quiet, view, distance 

G 6 friendliness, entertainment, repair, 
distance, smokers, quiet 

H 7 quiet, utilities, parking, size, rent, 
friendliness, entertainment 

I 8 size, rent, crime, smokers, repair, view, 
distance, shopping 

J 9 size, crime, quiet, shopping, view, 
utilities, rent, repair, distance 

K 10 smokers, quiet, rent, entertainment, 
friendliness, repair, parking, size, 
utilities, shopping 

L 11 parking, quiet, crime, smokers, size, 
utilities, friendliness, rent, shopping, 
entertainment, repair 

M 12 repair, utilities, entertainment, smokers, 
parking, rent, shopping, crime, size, 
friendliness, view, distance 

N 13 repair, size, entertainment, distance, 
parking, shopping, crime, quiet, view, 
utilities, friendliness, smokers, rent 
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Table 3. Percentages of Options Selected by Violations Tolerated 

Overall of 5 Groups, 1st and 2nd Screening. 

# of % % 
Violations (1st Screening) (2nd Screening) 

0 100 0 

1 100 0 

2 81 7 

3 87 6 

4 83 14 

5 25 54 

6 3 39 

7 6 42 

8 4 23 

9 0 14 

10 0 3 

11 1 1 

12 0 0 

13 0 0 



Table 4. Mean Number of Violations Tolerated Before and 

After Frustration, By Group, with Paired Sample T-Test. 

Group Before (Sd) After (Sd) n df t p 

1 4.78 (2.22) 6 .50 (1 .78) 14 13 2, .13 P < .05 

2 4.53 (1.45) 6, .67 (1. ,54) 14 13 8, ,27 P < .05 

3 4.00 (1.13) 6. .73 (1. ,83) 13 12 4, .18 P < .05 

4 4.73 (1.94) 6, ,33 (2. ,50) 13 12 1, .98 P < .05 

5 4.60 (1.06) 7. ,33 (1-63) 14 13 7. 95 P < .05 



Table 5. Mean Criteria Rating Changes with Paired Sample T-tests 

Overall Groups 1-4. 

Criteria d Sd t t> 

Rent 1.3 1.279 7.67 p < .05 

Quiet 0.7 1.107 4.77 p < .05 

Repair 0.8 0.906 6.67 p < .05 

Size 0.9 1.008 6.74 p < .05 

U of A 0.7 0.987 5.36 p < .05 

Parking 0.7 0.950 5.56 p < .05 

Crime 1.0 1.342 5.63 p < .05 

Friendliness 0.8 1.035 5.83 p < .05 

Smoker 0.7 1.126 4.69 p < .05 

Shopping 0.7 1.417 3.73 p < .05 

Entertain 0.7 1.449 3.65 p < .05 

Utilities 0.6 1.009 4.49 p < .05 

View 1.4 1.419 7.45 p < .05 

Note. n = 54 
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Table 6. Mean Number of Options Selected on Primary and Secondary 

Screening (Experiment 3) and Secondary Screening (Experiment 1) 

Standard Deviations, and T-tests of Significant Difference. 

Group A Group A Group B Group B Control 

Primary Secondary Primary Secondary Secondary 

4.1629 1.9354 4.3333 1.5667 2.0133 

(1.40) (0.72) (1.86) (0.81) (0.97) 

Difference in Means of Group A (Primary) & Group B (Primary) 

Alpha =0.05, df = 59, t = 0.854 Not Significant 

Difference in Means of Group A (Secondary) & Group B (Secondary) 

Alpha =0.05, df = 59, t = 1.639 Not Significant 

Difference in Means of Control (Secondary) & Group A (Secondary) 

Alpha =0.05, df = 104, t = 0.382 Not Significant 

Note. Group A n = 31; Group B n — 30; Control Group n = 75 

Group A received justification demand statement following primary 
screening, primary rating, and frustration, but prior to secondary 
screening and rating. 

Group B received justification demand statement following 
instructions, but prior to primary screening, rating, frustration, and 
secondary screening and rating. 

Control Group did not receive justification demand statement. 
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Table 7. T-tests of Differences in Mean Primary Ratings of Criteria 

Importance Between Group A and Group B. 

Criteria t Score p 

Rent -0 .3411 P < .05 

Quiet 1 .667 P < .05 

Repair 0 .4267 P < .05 

Size 1. .6420 P < .05 

U of A -1. .4354 P < .05 

Parking 2. .5279 P < .01 

Crime 0. .4513 P < .05 

Friendliness 0, ,1268 P < .05 

Smokers 0. ,3268 P < .05 

Shopping -0. ,2880 P < .05 

Entertain -0. 2157 P < .05 

Utilities -0. 0634 P < .05 

View 1. 8453 P < .05 

Note. df = 59 



Table 8. T-tests of Differences in Mean Reduction of Criteria 
Importance Ratings Between Group A and Group B. 

Criteria t Score p 

Rent 0 .6608 P < • ,05 

Quiet 0 .4169 P < • ,05 

Repair -0, .3589 P < .05 

Size -0, .6743 P < .05 

U of A -0. .6802 P < .05 

Parking 1. .2477 P < .05 

Crime -1. .2033 P < .05 

Friendliness -0. ,9150 P < .05 

Smokers 0. ,9329 P < .05 

Shopping -1. 4658 P < .05 

Entertainment -1. 5580 P < .05 

Utilities -1. 1949 P < .05 

View -1. 1038 P < .05 

Note. df = 59 



68 

REFERENCES 

Arkes, H. R., Christensen, C., Lai, C., & Blumer, C. (1987). Two 
methods of reducing overconfidence. Organizational Behavior 
and Human Decision Processes. 39, 133-144. 

Ashton, R. H. (1990). Effects of justification and decision aid 
availability on decision making. Manuscript submitted for 
publication. 

Beach, L. R. (1990). Image theory: decision making in personal and 
organizational contexts. New York: Wiley. 

Beach, L. R., & Mitchell, T. R. (1978). A contingency model for the 
selection of decision strategies. Academy of Management Review. 
3, 439-449. 

Beach, L. R. , & Mitchell, T. R. (1987). Image theory: Principles, 
goals, and plans in decision making. Acta Psvchologica. 66, 201-
220. 

Berkeley, D., & Humphreys, P. (1982). Structuring decision problems and 
the 'bias heuristic'. Acta Psvchologica. 50, 201-252. 

Chaiken, S. (1980). Heuristic versus systematic information processing 
and the use of source versus message cues in persuasion. Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology. 39, 752-766. 

Cvetkovich, G. (1978). Cognitive accommodation, language, and social 
responsibility. Social Psychology. 41, 149-155. 

de Hoog, R., & van der Wittenboer, G. (1986). Decision justification, 
information structure and the choice of decision rules. In B. 
Brehmer, H. Jungermann, P. Lourens, & G. Sevon (Eds.), New 
directions in research on decision making. New York: Elsevier. 

Edwards, W. (1954). The theory of decision making. Psychological 
Bulletin. 51. 380-417. 

Edwards, W., & Newman, J. R. (1982). Multiattribute Evaluation. 
Beverly Hills, CA: Sage. 

Einhorn, H. J., & Hogarth, R. M. (1981). Behavioral decision theory: 
Processes of judgment and choice. Annual Review of Psychology. 
32, 53-88. 

Festinger, L. (1957). A theory of cognitive dissonance. Evanston, IL: 
Row, Peterson. 



69 

Hagafors, R., & Brehmer, B. (1983). Does having to justify one's 
judgments change the nature of the judgment process? 
Organizational Behavior and Human Performance. 31, 223-232. 

Jungermann, H. (1983). The two camps on rationality. In R. W. Scholz 
(Ed.), Decision making under uncertainty (pp.63-86). Amsterdam: 
Elsevier. 

McAllister, D. W., Mitchell, T. R., & Beach, L. R. (1979). The 
contingency model for the selection of decision strategies: An 
empirical test of the effects of significance, accountability, and 
reversibility. Organizational Behavior and Human Performance. 24. 
228-244. 

Nisbett, R. E., & Ross, L. (1980). Human inference: Strategies and 
shortcomings of social judgment. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-
Hall. 

Simonson, I. (1989). Choice based on reasons: The case of attraction and 
compromise effects. Journal of Consumer Research. 16, 158-174. 

Slovic, P. (1972). From Shakespeare to Simon: Speculations--and some 
evidence--about man's ability to process information. Oregon 
Research Institute Monographs. 12(2). 

Tetlock, P. E. (1983a). Accountability and complexity of thought. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. 45, 74-83. 

Tetlock, P. E. (1983b). Accountability and the perseverance of first 
impressions. Social Psychology Quarterly. 46, 285-292. 

Tetlock, P. E. (1985). Accountability: the neglected social context of 
judgment and choice. Research in Organizational Behavior. 2. 297-
332. 

Tetlock, P. E., & Kim, J. I. (1987). Accountability and judgment 
processes in a personality prediction task. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology. 52, 700-709. 

Tversky, A., & Kahnemann, D. (1974). Judgment under uncertainty: 
Heuristics and biases. Science, 185. 1124-1131. 

Van Zee, E. H., Paluchowski, T. F., & Beach, L. R. (1989). Information 
use in screening and in choice. Unpublished manuscript, 
University of Washington, Department of Psychology, Seattle. 


