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Abstract

A large body of chiefly laboratory research has attempted to demonstrate that people can exhibit
choice averse behavior (CAB), i.e., a lower probability of an active choice, from cognitive
overload when faced with many options. However, meta-analyses of these studies, which are
generally of one or two product lines, reveal conflicting results. Findings of CAB are balanced by
findings of choice loving behavior (CLB). The mean effect is zero. Diverging from this literature,
we posit that both CAB and CLB are moderated by unfamiliar consumers’ ex-ante perceived risk
of getting an ex-post undesired product. We developed an estimator of consumers’ perceived risk
by surveying 1,440 shoppers for their “likes”, “neutrals”, “dislikes”, and “tried” for 339 varieties
across 24 product lines at a large supermarket. We video recorded 35,694 shoppers’ pass by, stop,
and purchase after we randomly reduced the varieties they faced on shelves. As found in the meta-
studies, we observed both CLB and CAB. The mean effect of reduced-variety is also zero.
However, we show that perceived risk predicts the probability and intensity of CAB/CLB. Our
findings, based on observations of an unprecedented number of product lines and subjects under
realistic circumstances suggest that prior findings, rather than conflicting, are part of a spectrum of
predictable findings.
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