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Abstract. A common notion of consumer behavior is the more choices, the more
economically rational. However, this study challenges the extent to which the
notion is valid because in the field of standard economics, it is a valid assumption.
Humans have been concluded according to previous studies to be faced with
choice overload- a situation occurring whenever humans are faced with too many
choices. They start to feel overwhelmed and become less economically rational.
This study takes “choice overload” further and aims to discover whether or not
choice overload is affecting individuals to different extents, depending on their
relative economic status and how much “choice overload” is relatively present.
Experiments are to be conducted in four different supermarkets, two in high-end
supermarkets (Draegers and Erewhon) and the other two in normal supermarkets
(Trader Joe’s and Walmart). In each supermarket, two booths, one containing six
jam selections and one containing 24 jam selectionswould be set up.With analysis,
it could be reasonably inferred that thosewho shopped at a normal supermarket and
reached a 24-selection booth faced most choice overload. Therefore, it could be
reasonably concluded that choice overload is present, and affects different groups
of consumers to varying extents.
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1 Introduction

Consumer behavior is a topic of high interest to firms and other entities that aim to attract
as many consumers as possible. Following the standard conventions of economics, it is
often assumed the more choices, the merrier. Consumers are assumed to be perfectly
rational beings, as a larger selection of products provides them access to a larger selection
variety, allowing them to pick the most economical choice. The purpose of investigating
the impacts of choice overload has becomemore significant over the years, in an increas-
ingly industrialized and interconnected world, where as a result of that, consumers now
face an “expansion of information,” causing the choice difficulty that “consumers expe-
rience in today’s decision environment” [1]. However, in the study conducted by Sheena
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S. Iyengar and Mark R. Lepper, all three experiments conducted have supported their
hypothesis that although having extensive choices might be desirable at first for the con-
sumer [2], it can cause a “dissatisfaction of choice” as it “can produce paralysis” [3, 4].
Therefore, this supports the choice overload hypothesis, because in the real world, people
do not always make choices due to the economic cost of making them- such as the time
it takes to process the information or what is paid monetarily. So, the extent to which
choice overload impacts consumer behavior and whether different types of consumers
are affected differently is what this study is all about. In the field experiment involving
jam selection, tasting booths would be displayed with either a limited (6 choices) or an
extensive (24 choices) selection of different flavors of jam for consumers at an upscale
grocery store which observes the attraction of the tasting booth with different-selection
condition to consumers and their subsequent purchasing behaviors [2]. The results should
demonstrate that although the extensive-selection condition (24 choices) attracted more
consumers to booths than the limited-selection condition (6 choices), consumers ini-
tially encountered limited choices proved a more likely purchasing behavior. However,
there chould be several limitations in this experiment. This experiment was set at an
upscale grocery store, which made the type of consumers (subjects) limited because the
targeted consumers might have had a higher income. In terms of food choice, when con-
sumers are making food purchasing choices, taste, smell or appearance as well as brand,
packaging health claims of the food product should be important determinants that they
consider [5]. Besides, when consumers are making food choices, trade-offs between
price and product attributes are made, which can also be seen as consumers processing
and balancing product information [6]. According to this, the experiment is extended
to conduct research based on consumer groups with different incomes. In addition to
high-end supermarkets, low-end or normal supermarkets are added as new experimental
locations, the purpose of which is to observe the behavior of certain consumer groups.

Furthermore, Payne et al. claimed that “we can improve decisions by creating a
better match between task demands and the information-processing capabilities and
preferences of the decision maker” (p.218) [7]. On the other hand, consumers are under
time pressure when attending to and using expanded selection or additional product
information in product choice. The complexity of a shopping task is exacerbated by
time pressure and may make making choices among the alternatives even more difficult
for consumers [8]. Therefore, consumers who are under time pressure should feel less
satisfied with the decision and less confident about their choices [9]. In the study, it is
suspected that consumer groups with different incomes are affected by choice overload
differently. Besides, time-constrained consumers should not able to process additional
information of products better than less time-pressed consumers, so they would be less
likely to purchase a product [9]. Above all, the hypothesis is that lower-income consumer
groups should bemore affected by choice overload than higher-income consumer groups.
Lower-incomeconsumer groups should feelmoreoverwhelmedand timepressuredwhen
encountering an extensive-choice condition.
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2 Experimental Design

The focus of this experiment, something of which has not been previously explored in
past literature, is whether or not experimental results measuring choice overload will
differ systematically based on a change in experimental population grouped based on
economic status. Similarly to the 2000 study aforementioned in the introduction, the
variable used will be jams, specifically from the Wilkins and Sons company. The reason
behind choosing this specific brand is to one, in an attempt to maximize the number of
people who approach the booths, and two, finding a brand that meets the needs of this
experiment. It is logical to believe that the Wilkins and Sons brand is the best choice,
as it is a brand that the general population are not so familiar with (compared to brands
like Bonne Maman that have a significantly larger market share), so it can be reasonably
assumed that not many people would already dislike this jam brand beforehand but
would still be interested in trying out the flavors as the brand is not one that everyone
knows. In each supermarket, there will be two stands- one stand with six jam flavor
choices and the other with twenty-four jam choices. Within each stand, three people will
be working, one of which is unobtrusive in the experimental process. This means that
per stand, two sales people dressed in work clothing will be standing behind the booth
and selling the jam product as usual. With the remaining unobtrusive person dressed in
normal clothing a customer would wear, they will count how many people approached
the stand, or saw the stand but walked away. In the 6 flavors booth, the supermarkets
should be divided into two levels- the “average” supermarkets including Trader Joe’s
and Walmart, and the “high-end” supermarkets including Draeger’s Supermarket and
Erewhon. The experiment should be conducted in Los Angeles as it is one of the few
cities in the US containing all these supermarkets, but for simplicity and considering
the economic costs of conducting this experiment, it is necessary that these experiments
happen in the same city. In order to measure the number of jams sold after a customer
visits a booth, each customer will be given a coupon voucher that can be used when
purchasing. At the end of the working day, the coupons collected by the cashier will
then be sorted and evaluated by the experimenters. This experiment should take place
fromaSaturday to aTuesday,with the intention of including two days of theweekend and
two days of the working week to maximize the possibility of measuring the purchasing
behavior from each type of customer. This is because some might be busy during the
workdays or on weekends, depending on the person’s type of job, responsibility, and
retirement status.

3 Expected Results

In the past readings, the initial attractiveness was much more appealing for the booth
with 24 jams, though the booth with 6 jams for selection saw a much larger proportion
of people buying the jam after visiting the booth. Similarly in this experiment, though
the initial attractiveness would also be analyzed, the main focus will be on the subse-
quent purchasing behavior. The hypothesis is that across all supermarkets, subsequent
purchasing behaviors will be more active after customers visit the 6 selections booth
rather than the 24 selections booth, under the hypothesis that all people regardless of
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economic status will be affected by choice overload. Specifically, this means that when
calculating the total number of jugs of jams sold, a larger proportion of the sales will be
coming from customers after visiting the 6 selection booths across all supermarkets rel-
ative to customers that visited the 24 selection booths. However, relative to the income
levels, customers shopping in “average income” supermarkets are expected to suffer
more from choice overload than those shopping in “high income” supermarkets, with
the explanations included below.

4 Discussion

The anticipated outcomes of this experiment in theory supports the experimental hypoth-
esis where choice overload has an impact on a group of people, such as those with a
high or average income, but to varied extents. The results should demonstrate a stronger
effect of choice overload and demotivated purchasing behavior on the lower income
experimental group, in comparison to the higher income group. The decision-making
process should be longer in supermarkets with customers of a relatively low income.
For people with higher incomes, the opportunity cost of time may be higher than for
those with average incomes when connecting with different income groups. However,
eating jam accounts for a relatively larger proportion of an average-income household’s
income than it does for those who earn more. As a result, more factors would be taken
into consideration for average-income customers, including the overall price, price in
relation to the quantity paid, its shelf life, and tastiness. The average-income groups
would theoretically spend considerably more time to compare the jams than the high-
income groups. On the contrary, for the high-income groups, there seems to be less
impact of extensive choices on purchasing behavior. This could be mainly attributed
to the reason that they have more disposable income, meaning they are not as mindful
when it comes to buying foods, including expensive grocery goods. They are sure that
even if they eventually throw the jam without fully consuming it, it doesn’t take away
from a significant proportion of their wealth. With the logical evaluation and conclusion
drawn from this experiment, it is not to say that limitations are not present. For exam-
ple, this experiment assumes that all customers who shop in high end supermarkets are
people of high quality, and all customers who shop in average supermarkets are indeed
people of average income. The decision-making process should have been longer in
supermarkets with customers of a relatively average income. For people with higher
incomes, the opportunity cost of time may be higher than for those with lower incomes
when connecting with different income groups. In contrast, eating jam accounts for a
relatively larger proportion of an average-income household’s income than it does for
those who earn more. Therefore, more factors should be taken into account for average-
income consumers, including price, shelf life, etc., as well as taste. The average-income
groups had to spend considerably more time to compare these jam conditions than the
high-income groups.

There also should be less impact of too many choices on the purchasing behavior
of the high-income group. The high income group may have more disposable income,
which may predict that they will spend more on the 6 choices group as well as 24
choices group, but the high income group still purchases in the 6 choices group at a
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lower rate than those in the average income group at a higher rate. This may be also
because the choice overload effect has a smaller impact on the high-income group. They
may feel less overwhelmed by 24 choices because they have less stress choosing what
to buy. The idea of “heuristics,” also known as quick decisions, and how it affects the
results of the experiment should also be taken into account. Heuristics are “shortcuts”
taken by humans when they are overwhelmed by choice. Heuristics is something that
applies to all people regardless of the level of income, and is especially prominent with
impatient people. It should be considered because heuristics may have been the main
cause for the difference (and significance) of the anticipated figures. They are very
convinient to the human mind, but sometimes “lead to severe and systematic errors.”
[10]. The heuristic route that people with higher income would theoretically take is
buying the jam speedily if the jam seems like it could be a good-tasting one. However,
the heuristic route that people with a lower income would theoretically take is leaving
the booth if the heuristic effect has happened. Both assumptions aforementioned are
under the assumption that people of both groups have the same level of interest and
desperateness for jams. Thus, it would not be appropriate to simply conclude, under
these considerations, that the high income group is less affected by extensive choices
based on their purchasing behavior of having more purchases and spending less time
when buying. The experiment design still requires some improvements. In contrast to
exclusive supermarkets like Draeger’s store, which offers a diversity of options as one
of its supermarket features, it might not be natural for a low store to provide 24 choices
of jams with some uncommon brands or flavors. As a result, many options may be more
appealing in supermarkets of a similar caliber, and shoppers in those supermarkets may
initially be in awe by the extensive choices purchasing environment, resulting in longer
shopping trips. Due to the inability to carry out this experiment in other nations, the
samples in this experiment only originate from one country. Two factors that should
lead to this are time and money. Also, in this experiment, the number of jam purchases
were not limited. The expected results if only one type of jam can be purchased might
differ, providing another perspective in looking at the choice overload effect. In that case,
especially for the high incomegroup, the attitude towardsmaking a decisionmay bemore
serious. When considering options, the high income group in the original experiment
might opt to purchase a variety of jams. However, the average income group is unlikely
to experience this as they frequently decide against making a single purchase rather
than making multiple ones. Thus, restricting the options might enable more realistic
reflection of the overwhelming effect from extensive choices more accurately. Though
that seems viable from the perspective of collecting accurate figues purely based on
purchasing behavior, it fails to mimic real life circumstances- as jam is something that
usually wouldn’t have a purchase limit.

5 Conclusion

Despite numerous experiment constraints, this experimental design proposal should
deliver an innovative and comprehensive view of how different income groups may view
choice as being too overwhelming. By doing this, the choice overwhelming effect and
the extent to which it impacts consumers of different economic levels can be reflected.
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The findings can be used to inform business marketing plans and other industries which
rely on consumer behavior tactics in order toachieve sales maximization. For example,
if the hypothesis is supported, then this information can be used by profit-driven firms
where they adjust the quantity of choices to the adequate rangewhen targeting consumers
of varied income levels. Other adaptations of this experiment itself, or the structure of
the experiment with different independent variables can be conducted in the future to
provide further insights into the extent of the impact that choice overload has on consumer
behavior. To increase the reliability and representativeness of the conclusionsmade,more
experiments exactly like this study can be replicated in other parts of the world so that the
statistics gathered would not only be more credible but can be generalized to the whole
world population. Experiments involving changing the independent variable, such as
using age, education level, season, or GDP statistics as methods of classifying data are
also a few ways how this experiment could possibly be realized from other points of
analysis. On a larger picture, this experiment, as an example of one part of behavioral
economics, challenges the validity of assumptions from standard economics that are
used for further analyses in other fields. This experiment hopes to be an instigator, one
that encourages the continuation of future research into the realities of human consumer
behavior.
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medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source,
provide a link to the Creative Commons license and indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter’s Creative
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