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When and Why the Background Contrast
Effect Emerges: Thought Engenders Meaning
by Influencing the Perception of Applicability

JOSEPH R. PRIESTER
UTPAL M. DHOLAKIA
MONIQUE A. FLEMING*

The Background Contrast Effect occurs when the trade-off value betweenattributes
in a first choice influences subsequent choice. We explore the role of decision-
making thoughtfulness in seeking to understand when and why this effect occurs.
Experiments 1 and 2 provide evidence that the Background Contrast Effect
emerges more under thoughtful than under nonthoughtful conditions. Experiment
3 reveals that thought influences perceptions of applicability of the trade-off values
in the first choice to the second. Experiment 4 demonstrates that when the infor-
mation from the first choice is manipulated to appear inapplicable, the Background
Contrast Effect is reversed under thoughtful conditions. This research highlights
the role of thought on perception of applicability as a process underlying when and
why context is used to generate meaning in choice situations.

That individuals are influenced by context has become
axiomatic to the judgment and decision-making liter-

ature (Bettman, Luce, and Payne 1998; Huber, Payne, and
Puto 1982; Payne, Bettman, and Johnson 1993). A partic-
ularly ubiquitous and influential aspect of the decision
maker’s context is information used in making past deci-
sions (e.g., Dhar and Simonson 1999; Kardes 1986). The
Background Contrast Effect (Simonson and Tversky 1992)
provides a broad and compelling account of the subtle in-
fluence of past decisions on current ones by showing that
the trade-off values between attributes in previous choices
influence subsequent choice. Surprisingly, little research has
examined when and why the Background Contrast Effect
influences consumer choice. Such is the goal of this research.
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We focus our research specifically on the Background Con-
trast Effect for two reasons. First, given the potential ubiquity
and importance of the effect, it is important in and of itself
to better understand when and why this effect emerges. Sec-
ond, the structure of the Background Contrast Effect provides
an opportunity to examine possible underlying psychological
processes in a manner that is more informative than other,
simultaneous context effects (i.e., instances wherein the con-
text is established within the choice itself). Specifically, the
sequential manner whereby the Background Contrast Effect
unfolds, in which a first choice is followed by a subsequent
choice, provides an opportunity in between the two choices
to test possible mechanisms that account for the influence of
the first choice on the second one. We take advantage of this
opportunity explicitly in experiment 3.

BACKGROUND CONTRAST EFFECT

A large body of work has shown that when making a
choice, individuals are susceptible to context effects,
wherein the presence or memory of a positive context can
make a product seem less attractive, and, similarly, the pres-
ence or memory of a negative context can make a product
seem more attractive (e.g., Dhar and Simonson 1999;
Houghton et al. 1999; Raghunathan and Irwin 2001; Si-
monson and Tversky 1992). For any given choice, such an
influence can emerge either from other alternatives available
in the current choice set (which is referred to as a “local”
contrast effect; see also Huber et al. 1982; Simonson 1989)
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or from choices made by the consumer in the past—called
the Background Contrast Effect.

This effect is perhaps best clarified by an example. Con-
sider a consumer faced with making a tire purchase decision,
as shown in the tabulation below, which depicts sequential
choices under which the background effect emerges (asterisks
indicate the preferred alternative for each choice in the two
different background conditions, initial choice preference as
a function of the alternatives themselves, second choice pref-
erence as a result of the background contrast effect):

Expensive background Inexpensive background
Initial choice:

Alternative A′: 30,000-mi.
warranty for $25*

Alternative A: 50.000-mi.
warranty for $85

Alternative B′: 35,000-mi.
warranty for $49

Alternative B: 70,000-mi.
warranty for $91*

Second choice:
Alternative X: 40,000-mi.

warranty for $60
Alternative X: 40,000-mi.

warranty for $60*
Alternative Y: 50,000-mi.

warranty for $75*
Alternative Y: 50,000-mi.

warranty for $75

According to the Background Contrast Effect, if a first choice
establishes a relatively high cost for the purchase of additional
warranty (30,000-mi. warranty for $25 or 35,000-mi. warranty
for $49), a second choice in which purchase of additional
warranty is not as expensive (40,000-mi. warranty for $60 or
50,000-mi. warranty for $75) will result in a greater choice
of the alternative with more warranty (i.e., the 50,000-mi.
warranty alternative). In contrast, if a first choice establishes
a relatively low cost for the purchase of additional warranty
(50,000 mi. for $85 or 70,000 mi. for $91), the same second
choice (40,000-mi. warranty for $60 or 50,000-mi. warranty
for $75) will result in greater choice of the alternative with
less warranty (i.e., 40,000-mi. warranty alternative).1 Note that
the alternative preferred in the second choice is systematically
influenced by the first-choice alternatives. This systematic
influence is the Background Contrast Effect.

Thought and the Background Contrast Effect

Our first hypothesis concerns the thoughtfulness with
which decisions are made. Thoughtfulness has emerged as
a powerful theoretical moderator to the psychological pro-
cesses that underlie evaluative judgments (Chaiken and
Trope 1999).2 The Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM;
Petty and Cacioppo 1986) is perhaps the best-known theory
built upon thoughtfulness as a key moderator. The ELM
hypothesizes, “The more motivated and able people are to
assess the central merits of the attitude object, the more

1These choices were used by Simonson and Tversky (1992, p. 284) to
provide support for the Background Contrast Effect and are used in the
experiments reported herein.

2We focus herein on the theoretical variable of thoughtfulness. Others
(e.g., Drolet et al. 2003; Griffin and Kahneman 2002; Kahneman and
Frederick 2002) have recently suggested that such manipulations may in-
fluence the type of reasoning (Sloman 1996). Clearly, understanding the
relationship between elaboration and type of reasoning is of great interest
for future research.

likely they are to effortfully scrutinize all available object-
relevant information” (Petty and Wegener 1998, p. 327).
That is, thoughtful individuals are expected to use object-
relevant information to a greater extent in forming evalu-
ations than nonthoughtful individuals. With respect to the
Background Contrast Effect, unspecified by such a definition
is whether the background context established by the first
choice is object relevant or not. Such a question leads to
two possible alternative hypotheses.

Nonthoughtful Hypothesis

What is particularly intriguing about the emergence of
the Background Contrast Effect is that it suggests that in-
dividuals rely on the trade-off values of prior choices to
inform subsequent decisions rather than calculating the
trade-off values of subsequent choices. Were individuals to
calculate the value of each alternative as a function of the
trade-off of attributes in each choice anew, no such effect
would emerge. In the case of the warranty purchase, for
example, calculation of the second choice would reveal that
in both alternatives each dollar purchases 66.6 mi., and, as
such, neither alternative dominates. Such an observation
leads to the hypothesis that the emergence of the Back-
ground Contrast Effect should emerge primarily under non-
thoughtful conditions: Under thoughtful conditions individ-
uals may be more likely to explicitly calculate the
alternatives of each choice, and, consequently, the influence
of one choice on the next would be eliminated. Indeed, this
line of reasoning is consistent with the commonly espoused
idea that many variables that influence judgment and choice
are relatively nonthoughtful cognitive heuristics that arise
as a result of mental shortcuts.

Thoughtful Hypothesis

It is also plausible that in order for the trade-off values
between attributes from the first choice to have an influence
on a subsequent choice, the decision maker must understand
not only the absolute levels of attributes themselves but also
the relationships between the different attributes. That is,
the decision maker must have calculated the trade-off values
in the first choice and inferred meaning from them about
the attributes more generally (e.g., additional warranty is
expensive). Only then can the attribute trade-off values be
applied to the second and subsequent choices and the Back-
ground Contrast Effect emerge. That is, the decision maker
calculates the trade-off values in the first choice (e.g., ad-
ditional warranty here is not as expensive) and applies the
meaning inferred from the first choice to the second choice
(e.g., the more expensive choice with more warranty in the
second choice is a good deal). If so, it is likely that such
comprehension and application requires thoughtful decision
making by the consumer. This line of reasoning suggests
that the Background Contrast Effect should emerge only
when individuals are relatively thoughtful.

In fact, this reasoning is consistent with an emerging set
of diverse research findings. Although not necessarily con-
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ceptualized as such, there has been a groundswell of research
uncovering the finding that contextual influences on deci-
sions are more likely to emerge under conditions that ac-
centuate rather than attenuate thoughtful decision making.
For example, research has found that when time pressure is
reduced (Dhar, Nowlis, and Sherman 2000), when attach-
ment is increased (Carmon, Wertenbroch, and Zeelenberg
2003), or when individuals are chronically more likely to
think (i.e., high in need for cognition; Mantel and Kardes
1999; Petty 2001), contextual influences on judgment and
choice are more, rather than less, likely to occur (see also
Griffin, Gonzalez, and Varey 2001). Note that we do not
mean to suggest that all of these influences are the result of
the same underlying psychological process. Rather, it is clear
that at least for some decisional influences, thought affords,
rather than dampens, these effects (Bettman et al. 1998).
Whether thought affords or dampens the emergence of the
Background Contrast Effect motivates experiment 1.

EXPERIMENT 1

The goal of experiment 1 is to examine which of the two
hypotheses concerning the role of thought on the Back-
ground Contrast Effect holds. Support for either hypothesis
would present the first boundary condition to the Back-
ground Contrast Effect and would thus help us better un-
derstand when and why this important effect emerges.

Overview

In experiment 1, we used the individual difference of need
for cognition (Cacioppo and Petty 1982) to measure thought-
fulness. Need for cognition measures chronic tendencies of
individuals to thoughtfully consider information (Cacioppo
et al. 1996). Research has revealed that individuals high in
need for cognition intrinsically enjoy elaboration and dem-
onstrate a general tendency to thoughtfully elaborate infor-
mation regardless of such factors as involvement and ac-
countability (Petty et al. 2001; Priester, Godeck et al. 2004;
Priester and Petty 1995). Participants completed the short
need for cognition scale (Cacioppo, Petty, and Kao 1984)
and subsequently made the two choices within the Expensive
Background Condition (see tabulation above). Given the first
choice, the Background Contrast Effect is evidenced by par-
ticipants choosing the more expensive tire in the second
choice more often than chance. Thus, the question of
whether the nonthoughtful or thoughtful hypothesis holds
is addressed by examining whether the Background Contrast
Effect emerges more for individuals high or low in need for
cognition.3

3The logic of experiment 1 rests upon the assumption that individuals
should be indifferent to the second choice, regardless of need for cognition,
absent the background context provided by the first choice. The results of
a pretest, conducted with 331 participants, confirmed that neither high nor
low need for cognition individuals chose the more expensive alternative
more or less often than chance (50%). The mean results of this pretest are
presented in fig. 1.

Method

Five hundred and thirty two undergraduate marketing stu-
dents participated in the study in partial fulfillment of a class
requirement. All participants completed two booklets. Par-
ticipants first completed the short need for cognition scale
(Cacioppo, Petty, and Kao 1984) and then, approximately
30 min. later, completed the two choices described above.

Results

Overall, 55.10% (293 of 532) of participants chose the
more expensive tire in the second choice. This percentage
is significantly greater than 50% ( , ),2x (1) p 5.48 p ! .02
and replicates the basic Background Contrast Effect finding
that the first choice can systematically influence the second
one.

Of greater importance, however, is the question of
whether need for cognition influenced this tendency to
choose the more expensive alternative (i.e., the emergence
of the Background Contrast Effect). A logit model was fit
in which the probability of choosing the more expensive
tire as a function of need for cognition was examined. Sim-
ilar results were obtained regardless of whether need for
cognition was included as a categorical variable using a
median split ( , , ) or ab p .34 Wald statistic p 3.87 p ! .05
continuous measure ( , ,b p .02 Wald statistic p 4.86 p !

). Need for cognition was significant in both cases. As.05
predicted by the thoughtful hypothesis, individuals high in
need for cognition were more likely to choose the more
expensive tire (158 of 266, or 59.40%) than individuals low
in need for cognition (130 of 258, or 50.40%), 2x (1) p

, . Further analyses revealed that whereas the4.60 p ! .05
percentage of participants high in need for cognition differed
significantly from 50% ( , ), the per-2x (1) p 10.01 p ! .01
centage of participants low in need for cognition did not
differ significantly from 50% ( , ). Refer2x (1) p .02 p 1 .80
to figure 1.

Discussion

Recall that experiment 1 was conducted in order to test
between two competing hypotheses concerning whether the
Background Contrast Effect is likely to emerge more under
thoughtful or under nonthoughtful decision-making condi-
tions. The results of experiment 1 are straightforward. In
support of the thoughtful hypothesis, the Background Con-
trast Effect emerged more for high than for low need for
cognition participants.

Alternative Explanations

Although the results of experiment 1 are consistent with
the thoughtful hypothesis, there arise two strikingly different
possible explanations for why thought affords the Back-
ground Contrast Effect.

Differential Diligence Hypothesis. The differences
observed in experiment 1 have occurred simply because low
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FIGURE 1

PERCENTAGE OF PARTICIPANTS CHOOSING THE MORE EXPENSIVE ALTERNATIVE IN THE KEY CHOICE AS A FUNCTION OF
NEED FOR COGNITION WHEN BACKGROUND CONTEXT IS ABSENT (PRETEST) AND PRESENT (EXPERIMENT 1)

need for cognition participants did not consider trade-off
values when making the first or second choice and instead
provided random responses without having paid sufficient
attention to the information provided in the first choice. That
is, it is possible that the high need for cognition participants
are diligent in performing the task, whereas the low need
for cognition participants are providing random responses
unrelated to information in the task.

Thought Engenders Meaning Hypothesis. In con-
trast, it is possible that both thoughtful and nonthoughtful
individuals calculate the trade-off values when making the
first choice, but that thought is necessary to generate an
inference concerning and to subsequently apply the trade-
off values of the first choice to the second. That is, thought-
fulness may afford the conditions under which the Back-
ground Contrast Effect emerges because the information
gained from calculating the trade-off values in the first
choice is used to provide meaning to the second (see also
Prelec, Wernerfelt, and Zettelmeyer 1997; Wernerfelt 1995)
under thoughtful conditions.

EXPERIMENT 2

To provide convergent evidence for the influence of de-
cision-making thoughtfulness, we manipulated the thought-
fulness of the decision in experiment 2. A manipulation of

the Background Context was also provided. Recall that ex-
periment 1 established that the participants were indifferent
to the second choice (absent Background Context) by means
of a pretest. In contrast, Simonson and Tversky (1992) ma-
nipulated the initial choice such that the emergence of the
Background Contrast could be inferred from differences in
the second choice as a function of the manipulated initial
choice. Such a manipulation not only provides a stronger
inference as to the emergence of the Background Contrast
Effect but also provides a means by which to test between
the alternative explanations. Namely, the two conditions of
the manipulated background context each suggest a specific
preferred alternative for the initial choice: The less expen-
sive alternative is preferable in the first choice for the Ex-
pensive Background conditions, whereas the more expen-
sive alternative is preferable in the first choice for the
Inexpensive Background Context Conditions (see tabulation
above).

If the results of experiment 1 are due to differential dili-
gence, then the nonthoughtful individuals (who are presum-
ably providing random responses) should be less likely to
choose the preferred first alternative than the thoughtful in-
dividuals, and thus no differences should emerge on the initial,
as well as the second, choice. Therefore, on the initial choice
there should emerge a Background Context # Thought in-
teraction, such that individuals in the thoughtful conditions

http://www.jstor.org/action/showImage?doi=10.1086/425084&iName=master.img-000.png&w=405&h=267
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are more likely to choose the preferred alternative associated
with each of the background contexts for the first choice than
the individuals in the nonthoughtful conditions. In contrast,
if the thought engenders meaning hypothesis is responsible
for the results of experiment 1, there should emerge only a
main effect of Background Context, unmoderated by Thought
on the initial choice. That is, both thoughtful and nonthought-
ful individuals should be equally likely to choose the preferred
alternative present in the initial choice that establishes the
background context manipulation.

Method

One hundred and fifty five undergraduate marketing stu-
dents participated in the study in partial fulfillment of a class
requirement. Participants were randomly assigned to one of
four cells in a 2 (Background Context: expensive or inex-
pensive) # 2 (Thought: high or low) between-subjects fac-
torial design experiment.

Background Context. The Background Context was
manipulated in the first choice such that half of the partic-
ipants were exposed to the expensive background context
and the others were exposed to the inexpensive background
context (see tabulation above).

Thought. Decision-making thoughtfulness was manip-
ulated by instructions that participants read prior to making
the two choices. We based our manipulation of thoughtful-
ness on prior research examining how identifiability and
accountability influence thoughtfulness.4 We utilized these
past research findings to develop a manipulation of the
thoughtfulness by which participants made their decision.
Specifically, participants in the “high thoughtfulness” con-
dition read that “your responses to these choices will be kept
separate from all of the other responses from all of the
students who participate in the study. In this manner, it will
be possible to tell which choices you specifically made. That
is, we are interested in understanding how you, as an in-
dividual, feel about these choices. As such, your choices
will matter greatly and are very important.” In contrast,
participants in the “low thoughtfulness” condition read that
“your responses to these choices will be pooled with all of
the other responses from all of the other students who par-
ticipate in this study. In this manner, it will be impossible
to tell which choices you specifically made. That is, we are
interested in understanding how all students, as a group, feel
about these choices. As such, your choices will not make
much of a difference and are not very important.” After
completing the two choices, participants answered three

4Attitude research shows that individuals who believe that they are in-
dividually responsible for evaluating information are more likely to
thoughtfully consider that information relative to those who believe that
they are part of a collective responsible for evaluation (Petty, Harkins, and
Williams 1980; see also Latane 1981). Other research suggests that indi-
viduals who feel accountable for a choice are more likely to make that
choice thoughtfully compared to those who do not feel accountable (Lerner
and Tetlock 1993).

measures designed to gauge the effectiveness of this ma-
nipulation.5

Results

Manipulation Checks. All three of the measures pro-
vided results in support of the effectiveness of our manip-
ulation of thoughtfulness. For example, participants in the
thoughtful conditions believed their responses to be more
identifiable ( ) than those in the nonthoughtful con-X p 6.10
ditions ( , , ).6X p 4.90 F(1, 150) p 9.17 p ! .01

Initial Choice. A logit model was fit to examine the
probability of choosing the more expensive tire (and thus
not choosing the less expensive tire) for the first choice as
a function of Background Context and Thought. Consistent
with the thought engenders meaning hypothesis, and incon-
sistent with the differential diligence explanation, we found
only a main effect of condition ( ,b p �3.36 Wald

, ), wherein the more expensive al-statistic p 4.56 p ! .05
ternative was chosen to a greater extent by the participants
in the inexpensive background context conditions (71 of 77,
or 92.21%) than participants in the expensive background
context conditions (17 of 77, or 22.08%) regardless of
thought. That is, neither a main effect ( ,b p �.42 Wald

, ) of thoughtfulness nor the two-statistic p .58 p 1 .40
way interaction between condition and thoughtfulness
( , , ) emerged asb p �.29 Wald statistic p .08 p 1 .75
significant.7

Second Choice. The probability of choosing the more
expensive tire in the second choice was subjected to a 2
(Background Context) # 2 (Thought) logit analysis. Recall
that the operation of the Background Contrast Effect predicts
that participants should be inclined to choose the more ex-
pensive tire in the second choice when exposed to the ex-
pensive background context and to choose the less expen-
sive tire in the second choice when exposed to the inexpen-
sive background context. This prediction was supported by
the emergence of a main effect of Background Context on
the probability of choosing the more expensive tire (b p
�1.84, , ). Specifically, par-Wald statistic p 13.18 p ! .01
ticipants exposed to the expensive background context were
more likely to choose the expensive tire (50 of 77, or
64.90%) than the participants exposed to the inexpensive
background context (30 of 77, or 38.96%). Each of these
probabilities differed significantly from 50% ( 2x pexpensive

, , and , ).26.87 p ! .01 x p 3.75 p p .05inexpensive

5These three questions were chosen to provide evidence that the partic-
ipants believed their responses to be more or less identifiable and more or
less important as a function of the manipulation. In addition, participants
were asked to what extent they perceived themselves to be involved with
their choice (Petty, Cacioppo, and Schumann 1983).

6No other influences (either the main effect for background context or
the two-way interaction) emerged as significant on the manipulation checks.

7Analyses of the initial choice for experiments 1, 3, and 4 provided
similar findings, in which no differences as a function of Thought emerged
as significant.
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FIGURE 2

PERCENTAGE OF PARTICIPANTS CHOOSING THE MORE EXPENSIVE ALTERNATIVE IN THE SECOND CHOICE AS A FUNCTION
OF BACKGROUND CONTEXT (EXPENSIVE OR INEXPENSIVE) AND THOUGHT, EXPERIMENT 2

Thought and the Background Contrast Effect. Recall
that the prediction for this experiment was that this influence
of background context on choice would be moderated by
thoughtfulness of decision making, as in experiment 1. As
predicted, the main effect of background context was mod-
erated by thoughtfulness ( ,b p 1.47 Wald statistic p

, ). We interpreted this interaction by examining4.65 p ! .05
the influence of background context separately for thought-
ful and nonthoughtful participants. The participants who
made the decision under thoughtful conditions were influ-
enced more by the background context (28 of 39, or 71.79%,
of the participants in the expensive condition and 11 of 38,
or 28.94%, of the participants in the inexpensive condition,

, ) than the participants who made the2x p 14.15 p ! .01
decision under nonthoughtful conditions (21 of 38, or
55.26%, of the participants in the expensive condition and
18 of 39, or 46.15%, of the participants in the inexpensive
condition, , ). Further analyses revealed that2x p .64 p 1 .40
each of the probabilities associated with the thoughtful con-
ditions differed significantly from 50% ( ,2x p 5.16expensive

and , ), whereas neither of2p ! .05 x p 9.26 p ! .01inexpensive

the probabilities associated with the nonthoughtful condi-
tions differed significantly from 50% ( ,2x p .23 p 1expensive

and , ). The results of this inter-2.60 x p .42 p 1 .50inexpensive

action are presented in figure 2.

Discussion
First, the results of experiment 2 provide convergent va-

lidity for the influence of thought on the emergence of the

Background Contrast Effect. Both when thought is measured
by individual differences and when it is manipulated, the
Background Contrast Effect emerges only under conditions
of thoughtful decision making. Note that although we used
two specific approaches in examining the influence of
thoughtfulness on the Background Contrast Effect, we do
not mean to suggest that only these operationalizations
would yield such results. In fact, from the results of exper-
iments 1 and 2 we conclude that, all else being equal, any
manipulation that increases thoughtfulness should similarly
afford the Background Contrast Effect.

Second, recall that experiment 2 was conducted in order
to examine whether the results of experiment 1 were due
to the thought engenders meaning or the differential dili-
gence hypothesis. The finding that the thoughtful and non-
thoughtful individuals show a systematic preference in their
initial choice suggests that the nonthoughtful individuals are
not simply providing random responses. Rather, nonthought-
ful individuals are aware of the trade-off values in the first
choice and yet are not using the information from the trade-
off values in making their second choice.

Alternative Explanations

Although the results of experiment 2 rule out the differ-
ential diligence explanation and support the thought engen-
ders meaning hypothesis, they raise the question of how
thought engenders meaning. Two possible explanations arise
to account for why this process occurs for thoughtful but

http://www.jstor.org/action/showImage?doi=10.1086/425084&iName=master.img-001.png&w=382&h=254
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not for nonthoughtful individuals. Both explanations rely,
in part, upon the Accessibility-Diagnosticity Model (Feld-
man and Lynch 1988). This model predicts that information
will be used in a judgment to the extent that it is mentally
available (i.e., accessible) and perceived as applicable (i.e.,
diagnostic). How and why information is mentally available
and/or seen as applicable guide the two explanations.

Inference Generation Hypothesis. One possible rea-
son why the thoughtful individuals are using the information
from calculating the trade-off values in the first choice and
the nonthoughtful individuals are not is differences in the
generation of an inference about the product category from
the initial choice. That is, it may be the case that the non-
thoughtful individuals are less likely to generate an inference
from the first task than thoughtful individuals. For example,
although both the thoughtful and nonthoughtful individuals
are equally likely to prefer the cheaper of the two alternatives
in the expensive background context conditions of experi-
ment 2, it is possible that the thoughtful individuals are more
likely to take an additional step and generate the inference
that warranty is relatively expensive than are nonthoughtful
individuals. We refer to this as the inference generation
hypothesis.

Perception of Applicability Hypothesis. Another pos-
sible reason why the thoughtful individuals are using the
information and the nonthoughtful individuals are not is
differences in the perception of applicability of the inference
from the trade-offs in the first choice. That is, it may be the
case that both thoughtful and nonthoughtful individuals
make an inference about the product category from the trade-
off values in the first choice, but that the thoughtful indi-
viduals are more likely to perceive the information from the
first choice to be applicable to the second choice than are
nonthoughtful individuals. We refer to this as the perception
of applicability hypothesis.

EXPERIMENT 3

Experiment 3 was conducted in order to test between the
two explanations for the results of experiment 2. To do so,
experiment 3 replicated experiment 2 with one exception.
After completing the first choice, individuals were asked
two questions in order to examine whether thoughtful and
nonthoughtful individuals differ in the extent to which they
(1) generate inferences from the first choice and/or (2) per-
ceive those inferences to be applicable to the second choice.

If the influence of thought on the emergence of the Back-
ground Contrast Effect observed in experiments 1 and 2 is
the result of differences in inference generation, there should
emerge a Background Context # Thought interaction on
the inference measure. This interaction would reveal that
there is a greater difference in how expensive additional
warranty is perceived to be as a function of manipulated
background context for the thoughtful individuals than for
the nonthoughtful individuals. If, however, thoughtful and
nonthoughtful individuals do not differ in inference gen-

eration, there should emerge only a main effect of Back-
ground Context. On the other hand, if the influence is the
result of differences in the perception of applicability of an
inference, there should emerge a main effect of Thought on
the applicability measure, revealing that thoughtful individ-
uals perceive the inference from the first choice to be more
applicable to the second than do the nonthoughtful
individuals.

Method

One hundred and twenty five undergraduate students par-
ticipated in the study in partial fulfillment of a class re-
quirement. As in experiment 2, participants were randomly
assigned to one of four cells in a 2 (Background Context:
expensive or inexpensive) # 2 (Thought: high or low) be-
tween-subjects factorial design experiment. Both Back-
ground Context and Thought were manipulated in a manner
identical to that of experiment 2. Unlike in experiment 2,
after participants completed the first choice they read the
following instruction and answered two questions. Partici-
pants read that “in your next choice (on the following page),
you will again be asked to choose between two different
tires based upon their price and warranty. Before making
the second choice, we would like to ask you two questions.
Please answer these questions before turning to the next
page.”

Following these instructions, participants were asked, “In
general, how expensive do you believe that it is to buy
additional warranty?” and “Do you feel that the information
from the previous choice is applicable (that is, relevant, or
useful) to the next choice?” Participants responded on nine-
point scales anchored with �4 equal to “not at all” and +4
equal to “extremely.”

Results

Inference Generation. The extent to which participants
perceived the cost of additional warranty to be more or less
expensive as a result of the manipulated background context
was subjected to a Background Context # Thought analysis
of variance. From this analysis, a main effect of Background
Context emerged as significant ( , ),F(1, 121) p 8.82 p ! .01
indicating that participants in the expensive conditions per-
ceived the cost of additional warranty to be more expensive
( ) than did participants in the inexpensive conditionsX p 1.5
( ). Inconsistent with the inference generation hy-X p 0.2
pothesis, this main effect was not moderated by thought
( ), nor did a main effect for ThoughtF(1, 121) p 0.06
emerge as significant ( ).F(1, 121) p 0.77

Perception of Applicability. The extent to which par-
ticipants perceived the first choice to be applicable to the
second was subjected to a Background Context # Thought
analysis of variance. Consistent with the perception of ap-
plicability hypothesis, a main effect of Thought did emerge
as significant from this analysis ( ,F(1, 121) p 4.23 p !

), indicating that participants in the thoughtful conditions.05
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perceived the first choice to be more applicable ( )X p 1.7
to the second choice than did participants in the nonthought-
ful conditions ( ).8X p 0.8

Discussion

Recall that experiment 3 was conducted in order to test
between the two competing explanations for the influence
of thought on the emergence of the Background Contrast
Effect, given that thoughtful and nonthoughtful individuals
do not differ in awareness of the trade-off values in the first
choice. The results of experiment 3 supported the perception
of applicability hypothesis. Thoughtful individuals perceive
the information from the first choice to be more applicable
to the second than do nonthoughtful individuals. As such,
the results of experiment 3, in combination with experiments
1 and 2, suggest that the Background Contrast Effect
emerges when individuals are engaged in thoughtful deci-
sion making because the nature of this thoughtful decision
making leads the information from the first choice to be
perceived as applicable to the second. That is, thought en-
genders meaning from the first choice to the second because
thoughtful individuals perceive the inferences from the first
choice to be applicable to the second, whereas nonthoughtful
individuals do not.

Although such an explanation is consistent with the results
of experiment 3, there arises a possible concern over our
methodological approach to making such an inference. A
strength of this study is that it uses a measure of process to
infer why the Background Contrast Effect emerges. A con-
cern of this study is that such a process measure is possibly
reactive in nature. Specifically, it is possible that the process
of asking both thoughtful and nonthoughtful individuals
about their inferences and perceptions of applicability in-
fluenced their answers and thus our understanding of their
psychological processes. That is, asking, in and of itself,
may have influenced the results. Experiment 4 was con-
ducted in order to address this concern.

EXPERIMENT 4

Rather than rely upon self-reports of psychological pro-
cesses as in experiment 3, experiment 4 manipulated per-
ception of applicability directly and examined consequent
choice. If the conclusion from experiment 3 holds, such a
manipulation of applicability should influence thoughtful
individuals but not nonthoughtful individuals. That is, since
we hypothesize that thoughtful individuals perceive the in-
formation from the first choice to be applicable to the sec-
ond, a manipulation that undermines such applicability
should lead to an attenuation of the Background Contrast
Effect for these thoughtful individuals. To the extent that
perception of applicability is undermined, the Background
Contrast Effect should be lessened. In contrast, since we

8This main effect was not moderated by Background Context
( ), nor did a main effect for Background Context emergeF(1, 121) p 0.31
as significant ( ).F(1, 121) p 0.30

hypothesize that the nonthoughtful individuals do not per-
ceive the information from the first choice to be applicable
to the second, a manipulation that undermines such appli-
cability should have no effect.

Method

Three hundred and twenty four undergraduate and grad-
uate business students participated in the study in partial
fulfillment of a class requirement. Participants were ran-
domly assigned to one of four cells in a 2 (Thought: high
or low) # 2 (Applicability: applicable or inapplicable) fac-
torial design experiment. All participants completed a set of
choices identical to that used in experiment 1. Thought was
manipulated in the same manner as in experiment 2.

Applicability was manipulated by providing participants
in the inapplicable condition instructions that undermined
the applicability of the first choice on the second. Partici-
pants in the inapplicable condition were provided with the
following instructions after completing their first choice and
immediately preceding their second choice.9 This instruction
was designed to suggest that the information from the first
choice is inapplicable to the second one. Specifically, par-
ticipants read that “When consumers make decisions, pre-
vious choices sometimes influence current choices and can
lead to a bad decision. Please make sure that your choice
in the current selection process is not influenced by the
choice you just made.”

Results

The probability of choosing the more expensive tire in
the second choice was subjected to a 2 (Applicability) #
2 (Thought) logit analysis. There emerged from this analysis
main effects of applicability ( ,b p .96 Wald statistic p

, ) and thought ( ,8.99 p ! .01 b p .63 Wald statistic p
, ) on choice. Of greater theoretical importance,3.78 p ! .05

these main effects were qualified by the predicted Thought
# Applicability interaction ( ,b p �.96 Wald statistic p

, ).4.49 p ! .05
We decomposed this interaction by comparing the influ-

ence of applicability on choice for the thoughtful and non-
thoughtful conditions. As predicted, the participants who
made the decision under thoughtful conditions were influ-
enced more by the applicability manipulation (55 of 89, or
61.80%, of the participants in the applicable condition and
29 of 76, or 38.20%, of the participants in the inapplicable
condition chose the more expensive tire, ,2x p 9.17 p !

) than the participants who made the decision under non-.01
thoughtful conditions (43 of 80, or 53.75%, of the partici-
pants in the applicable condition and 42 of 78, or 53.85%,
of the participants in the inapplicable conditions chose the

9Note that we did not measure the effectiveness of the applicability
manipulation. We reasoned that the results for the initial choice of all the
experiments, demonstrating that both thoughtful and nonthoughtful indi-
viduals alike pay sufficient attention that they make the same initial choice
(see n. 5), provides assurance that any differences as a result of thought
are not due to differential diligence paid to the applicability instruction.
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FIGURE 3

PERCENTAGE OF PARTICIPANTS CHOOSING THE MORE EXPENSIVE ALTERNATIVE IN THE SECOND CHOICE AS A FUNCTION
OF THOUGHT AND APPLICABILITY, EXPERIMENT 4

more expensive tire, , ). Further analyses2x p .01 p 1 .95
revealed that each of the probabilities associated with the
thoughtful conditions differed significantly from 50%
( , , and , ).2 2x p 4.96 p ! .05 x p 4.26 p ! .05applicable inapplicable

In contrast, neither of the probabilities associated with the
nonthoughtful conditions differed significantly from 50%
( , , and , ). The2 2x p .45 p 1 .50 x p .44 p 1 .40applicable inapplicable

results of this interaction are presented in figure 3.10

Discussion

Recall that experiment 4 was conducted in order to ex-
amine the hypothesized role of perceived applicability on
the emergence of the Background Contrast Effect by ma-
nipulating applicability directly. As hypothesized, under-
mining the perceived applicability of the first choice influ-
enced the second choice of the thoughtful individuals but
did not influence the second choice of the nonthoughtful
individuals. This finding is consistent with the results of
experiment 3 and provides convergent evidence for the hy-
pothesis that thought engenders meaning by influencing the
perception of applicability.

What is particularly intriguing about the results of ex-
periment 4 is the extent to which undermining applicability
influenced the second choices of thoughtful individuals. Not

10Further analyses revealed that thoughtful individuals differed from non-
thoughtful marginally in the applicable conditions and significantly in the
inapplicable conditions.

only did undermining the applicability attenuate the Back-
ground Contrast Effect for thoughtful individuals, it reversed
it. One explanation for this opposite influence is that indi-
viduals are overcorrecting their judgment because they have
an inaccurate theory of the extent to which their choice was
influenced by applying the information from the first choice.
Contemporary theory in marketing (e.g., Houghton, et al.
1999) and social psychology (e.g., Wegener and Petty 1997)
has begun to explore the processes whereby individuals cor-
rect a judgment in order to adjust for any perceived ille-
gitimate influence. In brief, this research suggests that in-
dividuals correct for bias by consulting their naive theory
of the direction and extent of the biasing influence, and
adjusting their judgment in the opposite direction and to an
extent commensurate with the theory of bias (Wegener and
Petty 1997). To the extent that individuals perceive that they
are more biased than they actually were, overcorrection will
occur. The reversal of the Background Contrast Effect could
constitute such an overcorrection.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

The present research provides support for a specific psy-
chological process underlying the Background Contrast Ef-
fect, providing insight into when and why the effect is likely
to emerge. Specifically, the results of the present research
suggest that the Background Contrast Effect emerges be-
cause thought engenders meaning by influencing the per-

http://www.jstor.org/action/showImage?doi=10.1086/425084&iName=master.img-002.png&w=382&h=255
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ception of the applicability of the inference from the trade-
off values in the first choice on the second. That is, the
Background Contrast Effect emerges because thoughtful in-
dividuals are using context in order to inform their choices.
It is thought that elicits this use of context, because thought
prompts the perception of applicability, and it is this per-
ception of applicability that causes individuals to inform
their second choice from the inferences available from the
first. Thus, this research highlights the role of thought on
applicability in generating meaning from context, in which
context is used as information, as a key process underlying
the Background Contrast Effect.

Future Research

Applicability versus Generation. It is somewhat re-
markable that we find perceptions of applicability to be the
process that differs between thoughtful and nonthoughtful
decision making. For example, work on the ELM (Petty and
Cacioppo 1986) suggests that what differs between high and
low thought conditions are the issue-relevant inferences gen-
erated from persuasive materials. However, this suggestion
has never been directly tested, and the present findings raise
questions as to whether it is the inference generation or
perception of applicability that drives differences between
thoughtful and nonthoughtful individuals.

First, it may be the case that perceptions of applicability
are what typically differ between thoughtful and non-
thoughtful conditions, even in persuasion contexts. For ex-
ample, the valence of cognitive responses with respect to
an issue has been found to predict attitudes more for high
than for low thought conditions, although in many cases
there arises an equal number of cognitive responses (Petty
and Cacioppo 1986). Given the present findings, it is unclear
whether this differential influence of cognitive responses on
attitudes is because thoughtful individuals are more likely
to generate valenced issue-relevant cognitive responses, or
because thoughtful individuals are more likely to see their
cognitive responses as issue relevant (i.e., applicable to the
attitude).

Alternatively, it may be the case that the current research
examines not high versus low, but rather high versus mod-
erate, thought conditions. The sample of participants in the
current investigations (University of Michigan students)
may consist of individuals who engage in at least a moderate
amount of thinking, unless the ability to think is undermined.
The ability to think was never undermined in these studies;
the manipulation of thought manipulated participants’ mo-
tivation to think, leaving their ability uncompromised. As
such, it may be that perception of applicability underlies
differences between high and moderate thought conditions,
but that inference generation may be that which underlies
differances between high and low thought conditions. This
possibility could be examined by severely undermining elab-
oration (see, e.g., Priester, Nayakankuppam et al. 2004) and
examining consequent inference generation and perception
of applicability.

Finally, it is possible that under the spontaneous choice
conditions in our studies (not being asked the questions in
between), thoughtful individuals generated an inference,
whereas nonthoughtful individuals did not, but the inference
questions (experiment 3) prompted nonthoughtful individ-
uals to generate an inference. This possibility could be ex-
amined in future research by measuring the time it takes
thoughtful versus nonthoughtful individuals to respond to
the inference and applicability measures.

The Nature of Decisional Influences

On a broader level, this research also raises the question
of when and why some decisional influences appear to be
accentuated by thought, whereas others are apparently at-
tenuated by such thought. We would venture to suggest that
these results and other emerging research provide the
groundwork for a much needed, and theoretically important,
reconceptualization of bias in consumer decision making.
Specifically, this research raises the question of which de-
cisional influences are the result of nonthoughtful processes
and which, instead, are the result of thoughtful processes.
Dhar and Simonson (2003) have provided initial evidence
that some effects, such as the compromise effect (Simonson
1989), may be more susceptible to influence by thought than
some others, such as the asymmetric dominance effect
(Huber, Payne, and Puto 1982). Further research that ex-
plores which influences are thoughtful and which are non-
thoughtful may provide further insight into the psycholog-
ical processes underlying decisional influences (see also
Bettman et al. 1998).

[Dawn Iacobucci served as editor and Stephen Nowlis
served as associate editor for this article.]
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