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Imagine that you are looking for an apartment to rent and are deciding between
two options that entail an attribute trade-off. One apartment is spacious but far from your
workplace; the other is closer but much less spacious. Construal level theory (Liberman
and Trope 1998) suggests that when deciding between these two alternatives, consumers
who engage in process-oriented thinking will prefer the smaller and closer apartment
because they tend to focus on the feasibility of the alternatives, while consumers who
engage in outcome-oriented thinking will prefer the larger and less convenient apartment
because they tend to focus on the desirability of the alternatives. However, although
earlier research has tried to predict which alternatives will be chosen in a situation like
this one, research has not addressed the subjective experience of the decision process for
outcome- and process-oriented consumers. In this paper, we examine the impact of
process and outcome-oriented thinking on perceived decision difficulty.
Previous studies have recommended process-oriented thinking over outcomeoriented thinking because it tends to be more effective in helping consumers achieve their
goals (Taylor et al. 1998), increasing the consistency of their preferences (Hamilton and
Thompson 2007; Zhao, Hoeffler and Zauberman 2007), and making them more
discerning in their use of ad information (Escalas and Luce 2003). Although these
findings tend to favor process-oriented thinking, they are based on scenarios in which
consumers are evaluating a single goal or product, rather than choosing among two or
more alternatives. In this research, we investigate the effect of process and outcomeoriented thinking on decision-making difficulty. In a series of three studies, we present
participants with trade-offs between two alternatives, involving desirability and
feasibility attributes. Our central prediction is that when consumers are faced with these
trade-offs, inducing process-oriented thinking will significantly increase decision
difficulty relative to outcome-oriented thinking, affecting their likelihood to postpone
choice and likelihood to select a compromise option at a later point.

Because outcome-oriented thinking triggers elaboration primarily on the benefits
associated with attaining one’s goals, the desirability of the goals is expected to be more
salient than the feasibility of the goals when individuals are evaluating alternatives. In
contrast, process-oriented thinking should activate action-outcome linkages, making both
feasibility and desirability considerations salient to process-oriented individuals. Thus,
for decisions that require tradeoffs between desirability and feasibility, the decision
should be more difficult for those who engage in process-oriented thinking than for those
who engage in outcome-oriented thinking. In turn, this increased difficulty may affect
subsequent judgments such as satisfaction with the decision process, willingness to
postpone choice, and likelihood to switch to a compromise option.
In a series of three studies using two product categories (apartments and dietary
supplements), we present participants with choice sets involving desirability vs.
feasibility trade-offs (e.g., presence of vitamins vs. number of required tablets per day)
and give them instructions to adopt either outcome-oriented or process-oriented thinking.
In study 1, we find that process-oriented participants indicated significantly greater
choice difficulty and lower satisfaction with their decisions than outcome-oriented
participants. Supporting our proposed mechanism, process-oriented thinking seems to
increase the difficulty of making attribute trade-offs by encouraging consumers to focus
on both the feasibility and desirability of the alternatives. Study 2 shows that participants
instructed to use process-oriented thinking reported significantly more choice difficulty
and more willingness to postpone choice than participants instructed to use outcomeoriented thinking, regardless of the vividness of the alternatives. Moreover, processoriented participants were more inclined to select a compromise option than outcomeoriented participants. Finally, study 3 demonstrates that process-oriented thinking
decreases the spreading of the alternatives. We find that the tendency to perceive the
alternatives as more similar in attractiveness (lower spreading) mediates the negative
effect of process-oriented thinking on decision difficulty. Supporting our prediction,
analyses of participants’ thought protocols suggest that process-oriented thinking makes
decisions more difficult by encouraging consumers to focus on the process of using a
target product as well as the outcomes. Process-oriented participants feel more conflicted
when choosing between a desirable option and a feasible option because they tend to

elaborate equally on both dimensions (forming action-outcome links), compared to
outcome-oriented participants who focus primarily on desirability information (end
benefits).
Our research adds to the literature on consumer decision making by exploring a
factor independent of the composition of the choice set or attributes of the alternatives
that affects preference fluency: the subjective feeling that choosing is easy or difficult. In
addition, our results extend the literature on process- and outcome-oriented thinking by
showing a negative effect of encouraging participants to engage in process-oriented
thinking during decision making. Although process-oriented thinking can aid goal
implementation, our findings suggest that it may hinder decision making, especially when
consumers must make trade-offs between desirability and feasibility attributes.

