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Abstract
According to unconscious thought theory, complex decisions are best made after a period of distraction assumed to elicit
‘‘unconscious thought.’’ Here, the authors suggest instead that the superiority of decisions made after distraction results from
the fact that conscious deliberation can deteriorate impressions formed on-line during information acquisition. The authors found
that participants instructed to form an impression made better decisions after distraction than after deliberation, thereby repli-
cating earlier findings. However, decisions made immediately were just as good as decisions made after distraction, which suggests
(a) that people had already made their decision during information acquisition, (b) that deliberation without attention does not
occur during distraction, and (c) that ruminating about one’s first impression can deteriorate decision quality. Strikingly, in another
condition that should have favored unconscious thought even more, deliberated decisions were better than immediate or
distracted decisions. These findings were replicated in a field study.
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When faced with a complex decision, such as choosing an

apartment or buying a new car, should we refrain from thinking

and let the unconscious decide for us? That is exactly what pro-

ponents of unconscious thought theory (UTT; Dijksterhuis &

Nordgren, 2006) have recently recommended through a series

of studies suggesting that decisions are enhanced when peo-

ple’s attention is diverted from conscious deliberation, for

instance, by asking them to solve anagrams rather than to think

about the problem (Dijksterhuis, 2004; Dijksterhuis, Bos,

Nordgren, & van Baaren, 2006).

Although the notion that avoiding too much conscious delib-

eration when making choices has both intuitive appeal as well

as experiential validity, UTT goes even further by ascribing

superior information-processing capacity to the cognitive

unconscious. Moreover, unconscious thought is defined as a

complex, time-consuming (Dijksterhuis, 2004), and goal-

dependent mechanism (Bos, Dijksterhuis, & van Baaren,

2008) rather than a fast, automatic process (e.g., Sloman,

1996). Thus, UTT depicts the unconscious as a ‘‘sophisticated’’

system, endowed with greater capacity and less susceptible to

bias than the conscious system (Gonzalez-Vallejo, Lassiter,

Bellezza, & Lindberg, 2008; also see Lewicki, Hill, &

Czyzewska, 1992; Loftus & Klinger, 1992).

UTT’s claim that complex decisions are best made without

conscious thought thus contradicts most classical models of

decision making (e.g., Dawes & Corrigan, 1974), which state

that optimal decisions require deliberation (i.e., explicitly

pondering the positive and negative aspects of each option).

Perhaps because of this, the theory has attracted considerable

interest (e.g., Dijksterhuis et al., 2006) and much controversy

(Acker, 2008; Gonzalez-Vallejo et al., 2008; Lassiter,

Lindberg, Gonzalez-Vallejo, Bellezza, & Phillips, 2009;

Newell, Wong, Cheung, & Rakow, 2009; Payne, Samper,

Bettman, & Luce, 2008; Rey, Goldstein, & Perruchet, 2009).

Here, we challenge UTT’s assumptions by suggesting that

the purported advantages of ‘‘unconscious thought’’ result not

from the superiority of unconscious information processing but

rather from the fact that too much deliberation can actually

deteriorate high-quality first impressions. Thus, although we

replicate the results of Dijksterhuis et al. (2006), we show that

they can be explained more parsimoniously in terms of first

impressions formed during information acquisition, that is,

before participants are distracted or allowed to deliberate about

the decision. Indeed, although we found that conscious thought

can deteriorate the quality of decisions when a first impression
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is available, we also observed that conscious thought enhances

the quality of decisions in the absence of such prior first

impressions. We demonstrated this pattern of results both in

a laboratory experiment, in which the quality of decision was

defined normatively, and in a field study, in which we

examined shoppers’ satisfaction after a complex purchase.

The Structure of the UTT Decision Task

The core demonstration of UTT’s purported superiority of

unconscious versus conscious decision making is based on the

following paradigm: Prior to information acquisition, partici-

pants are instructed to form an impression of the choice objects

(preacquisition instructions). Next, information about three or

four objects such as cars or apartments, among which one is

characterized by more positive features than the others (typi-

cally 9, 6, 6, and 3 positive features among 12), is presented

to participants (information acquisition). During a subsequent

‘‘postacquisition period,’’ participants either perform a distrac-

tion task, hypothesized to elicit unconscious thought, or have to

deliberate about their decision for a fixed amount of time (typi-

cally 4 min) during which they cannot consult the information

anymore. Finally, participants assess the alternatives.

In a series of previous studies, we explored this paradigm

extensively and found, congruent with prior research

(McConnell, Sherman, & Hamilton, 1994), that the preacqui-

sition instructions given to participants (‘‘form an impres-

sion’’) promote on-line judgments (see Hastie & Park,

1986). Indeed, in a post-task questionnaire, 69.5% of partici-

pants reported that they had already made their decision

toward choice objects during information acquisition (Waroqu-

ier, Klein, Marchiori, & Cleeremans, 2008; also see Waroquier,

Marchiori, Klein, & Cleeremans, 2009). This finding prompted

us to question the validity of the standard UTT decision task.

Indeed, according to UTT, activation of a decision goal is

required for ‘‘unconscious thought’’ to take place. Bos, Dijkster-

huis, and van Baaren (2008) showed that in the absence of a goal

distraction did not result in better decisions. In other words, if peo-

ple have already committed to a choice before distraction takes

place, unconscious thought should not occur because the goal

of ‘‘forming an impression’’ is already completed. Moreover,

on-line decisions do not meet the criteria for ‘‘unconscious

thought,’’ for it is assumed not to operate during information

acquisition but rather only after information has been acquired

consciously (Dijksterhuis, 2004).

Based on these considerations, we therefore decided to

manipulate the extent to which people can form first impres-

sions during information acquisition by modifying task instruc-

tions. One condition replicated the original task: Participants

were instructed to ‘‘form an impression’’ before receiving the

information. In the other condition, we instructed participants

to memorize alternatives’ attributes (also see Lassiter et al.,

2009). Crossed with the processing instructions, we assigned

participants to one of three postacquisition conditions (immedi-

ate vs. deliberation vs. distraction). In one condition, partici-

pants immediately reported their attitude after information

had been presented, whereas in the two other conditions they

were asked either to consider their decision or to solve ana-

grams before reporting their attitudes. Importantly, after infor-

mation had been presented but before engaging in the

postacquisition period, participants were informed that they

would have to assess the alternatives later. Demonstrating that

decisions made after distraction are better than those made

immediately constitutes the strongest possible test of UTT, par-

ticularly when, as was the case in our study, (a) participants had

received a proper goal and (b) the possibility of making on-line

judgments was minimized. Indeed, without such a control con-

dition, it is impossible to disentangle the effects of distraction

from those of conscious deliberation. Although earlier research

has fulfilled some of these requirements (e.g., Dijksterhuis,

2004; Lassiter et al., 2009), we believe this study is the first

to fulfill all of them. Experiment 1, which involved 294 parti-

cipants, is an implementation of this design. Experiment 2

replicates Experiment 1 in a field study with actual shoppers.

Experiment 1

Method
Participants and design. A total of 294 participants (201

women and 93 men; age M¼ 20), involved in various curricula

at the Université Libre de Bruxelles, were randomly assigned to

one of six conditions resulting from crossing two factors:

Decision Mode (deliberation vs. distraction vs. immediate) and

Processing Goal (impression formation vs. memorization).

Procedure. Depending on the condition, participants were

instructed either to ‘‘form an impression in order to later assess

four apartments’’ (impression formation condition) or ‘‘to mem-

orize the features characterizing each apartment’’ (memorization

condition). They were then exposed to 48 attributes (12 for each

apartment) each displayed individually for 8 seconds in a coun-

terbalanced order. The normatively best apartment was

described with 75% positive attributes, the average apartments

were described with 50% positive attributes, and the worst apart-

ment was described with only 25% positive attributes.

After information had been presented, participants in the

‘‘immediate’’ condition reported their attitude toward each of

the four apartments. In both the ‘‘deliberation’’ and ‘‘distrac-

tion’’ conditions, participants were told (through an instruction

display shown for 20 s) that they would have to assess apart-

ments at a later stage. These instructions were shown because

UTT assumes that unconscious thought is goal dependent (Bos

et al., 2008). Next, over a period of 4 min (postacquisition

period), participants were asked either to carefully consider

their decision (deliberation) or to solve anagrams (distraction).

After 4 min had elapsed, participants provided their attitude

toward each apartment by answering the question, ‘‘How do

you judge these apartments?’’ on four continuous scales rang-

ing from extremely negative to extremely positive (subse-

quently recoded on a 100-point scale).

To check that the Processing Goal manipulation was

efficient, after the different phases of the experiment had been

summarized for them, participants were asked (a) from which
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point they had fixed their opinion about the apartments (1 ¼
during the information presentation phase, 2 ¼ during the

reflection/anagram solving phase, 3 ¼ during the evaluation

phase, 4 ¼ never), (b) to what extent they had intentionally

tried to forge an opinion regarding the apartments during infor-

mation presentation (1 ¼ I did not try at all, 9 ¼ I tried very

hard), and (c) to what extent they had formed an impression

of the apartments during this phase (1 ¼ I did not form an

impression at all, 9 ¼ I formed a very accurate impression).

To verify that the Decision Mode manipulation was

efficient, we also asked participants (a) what percentage of

their attention had been devoted to each of the four apartments

versus unrelated thoughts and (b) to what extent they had

thought about the apartments during the postacquisition period

(1 ¼ not at all, 9 ¼ extensively).

Given that actively forming an on-line impression leads to

superior memory than trying to memorize information

(Chartrand & Bargh, 1996; Fiedler, Kaczor, Haarmann,

Stegmüller, & Maloney, 2008), we also included, as an addi-

tional check of the Processing Goal manipulation, a recognition

task in which participants had to match the four apartments

with each of the 24 attributes (12 criteria either positive or neg-

ative). Given that the processing goal was evaluative, we

assumed that memory for the best apartment was particularly

likely to benefit from the impression formation instructions.

Results
Manipulation checks and memorization quality. As expected,

more participants reported that they had fixed their attitudes

(i.e., they did not change their opinion after this point) toward

the apartments after information acquisition in the memoriza-

tion condition (35.37%) than in the impression formation con-

dition (11.56%), w2(292) ¼ 23.20, p < .01. Moreover,

participants in the impression formation condition (M ¼ 7.07,

SE ¼ 0.16) reported having tried harder to form an impression

about the apartments during information acquisition than parti-

cipants in the memorization condition (M ¼ 5.85, SE ¼ 0.16),

F(1, 292) ¼ 29.41, p < .01, Z2 ¼ .092. Finally, participants

reported having formed a more accurate impression during

information acquisition in the impression formation condition

(M ¼ 6.16, SE ¼ 0.15) than in the memorization condition

(M ¼ 5.65, SE ¼ 0.16), F(1, 292) ¼ 5.59, p < .05, Z2 ¼ .019.

In the deliberation condition, participants reported that they

had devoted a higher percentage of their attention to the apart-

ments (Ms ¼ 84.27 and 24.46, SE ¼ 3.15), F(1, 292) ¼ 179.96,

p < .01, and that they had thought more about the apartments

(Ms ¼ 5.65 and 1.93, SE ¼ 0.19), F(1, 292) ¼ 190.92, p <

.01, during the postacquisition period than did participants in

the distraction condition.

To assess memory, we computed a memory score (corrected

for guessing) for each apartment by adding the number of

correctly recognized attributes and the number of correctly

rejected attributes for each of them (Mcorrect responses ¼ 49%).

Scores on each apartment were subjected to a mixed analysis

of variance with Processing Goal as a between-subjects factor.

Beside a trivial main effect of the repeated factor, F(3, 876) ¼
34.36, p < .001, Z2¼ .105, this analysis yielded a main effect of

Processing Goal, F(1, 292) ¼ 6.98, p < .01, Z2 ¼ .23, qualified

by an interaction with the apartment, F(3, 876) ¼ 5.50, p < .01,

Z2¼ .18. Overall, participants memorized the information better

when they had been instructed to form an impression (51%)

rather than to memorize attributes (48%). However, although

memorization was better for the best apartment in the impression

formation condition (62% vs. 52%), F(1, 292)¼ 18.37, p < .001,

Z2 ¼ .59, there was no difference for the other apartments.

Decision quality. As in previous research (Dijksterhuis & van

Olden, 2006; Lassiter et al., 2009), we used the difference

between the attitude toward the best apartment and the mean atti-

tude toward the other apartments as an index of decision quality.

Larger values of this index reflect a stronger preference for the

(normatively) best apartment. Decision quality was examined

as a function of Processing Goal and Decision Mode. An analysis

of variance yielded a significant effect of Processing Goal, F(1,

288)¼ 18.10, p < .001,Z2¼ .059, qualified by an interaction with

Decision Mode, F(2, 288)¼ 3.37, p < .05, Z2¼. 23. Contrary to

UTT’s predictions, judgments performed after a period of distrac-

tion were equivalent to those performed immediately after receiv-

ing the information (see Figure 1). Importantly, in both the

immediate and the distraction conditions, preventing participants

from making their decision on-line (i.e., under memorization

instructions) decreased the quality of their decisions, Fs(1, 288)

> 10, ps < .005, Z2s > .035. By contrast, participants engaged in

deliberation performed fairly well independently of Processing

Goal, F(1, 288) ¼ 0.13, p > .7, Z2 ¼ .000.

Discussion

Experiment 1 provides a critical test of UTT’s predictions

because decisions made after a period of distraction were com-

pared to those made immediately after information acquisition

in a choice task that prevented on-line judgments while also

providing a proper decision goal before engaging in the distrac-

tion period (see Bos et al., 2008). Contrary to UTT, the quality

of decisions made after distraction was dependent on the

Figure 1. Difference between the attitude toward the best
apartment and the mean attitude toward the others as a function of
Processing Goal and Decision Mode
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quality of on-line impressions: The quality of these decisions

was very high when a high-quality first impression was avail-

able (impression condition), whereas it was very poor when

first impressions were of poor quality (memorization quality).

An almost identical pattern was obtained in the immediate con-

dition in which decision quality was necessarily a function of

on-line processes. By contrast, participants engaged in delib-

eration performed fairly well independently of the quality of

on-line impressions. This yielded (in line with the results of

Dijksterhuis et al., 2006) an apparent advantage of decisions

made after distraction over those made after deliberation.

However, given that decision quality was almost identical in

the immediate and distraction conditions, it is unlikely that

decision-relevant processes occur during distraction, as sug-

gested by UTT. A more parsimonious account is that although

participants simply report a first impression formed on-line

after distraction, conscious thinking can deteriorate decisions

that have already been made or conversely improve decisions

when no high-quality first impression is available.

Which processes best explain our findings? Examining the

results in the ‘‘immediate’’ condition allows us to properly eval-

uate the effect of the processing goal manipulation. When

instructed to ‘‘form an impression,’’ participants who subse-

quently made their decision immediately were able to differenti-

ate the best apartment from the others: Their difference in

attitude (expressed on a 100-point scale) was 29 points.1 This

implies that the alternatives had been properly compared during

information acquisition. Because there is no reason to assume

that participants in the deliberation and in the immediate condi-

tions formed different impressions during information acquisi-

tion, the observed difference in decision quality between these

two groups is necessarily dependent on comparative processes

that took place during the postacquisition period. Thus, because

the information was no longer available during this period, we

surmise that participants in the deliberation condition adjusted

their first impressions by reexamining their memory of the attri-

butes of each apartment. Crucially, however, this reassessment

cannot yield good results in the absence of the relevant informa-

tion; indeed, memory of the attributes is rather poor (50% correct

answers in the recognition task). Under these conditions, a parsi-

monious account for our findings is that deliberation deteriorates

the high-quality first impressions that people had formed on-line.

By contrast, in the memorization condition, participants

who had to provide their attitudes immediately failed to prop-

erly differentiate the best option from the others: The differ-

ence in attitude was only 7 points (not significantly different

from zero). This implies that the alternatives had been poorly

compared during information acquisition. Here, we likewise

suggest that in the deliberation condition participants carried

out the comparison between alternatives during the postacqui-

sition period on the basis of their memory for the attributes and

thus adjusted their first impressions. In this case, however,

because differentiation was very poor after information acqui-

sition, this conscious comparison process made it possible for

participants to compensate for the lack of on-line comparison

and thus to enhance the quality of their decisions.

Although the verbal reports used to check the efficiency of

our manipulations may be tainted by the well-known flaws

of introspection (e.g., Nisbett & Wilson, 1977), the pattern of

findings observed on the memory measure suggests that the

processing goal manipulation was efficient. Indeed, memoriza-

tion was better under ‘‘impression formation’’ instructions,

which is consistent with the literature (Chartrand & Bargh,

1996; Fiedler et al., 2008). This effect was strongest for the best

apartment, which further supports that a more accurate on-line

evaluation was formed in this condition. Finally, the greater

differentiation displayed under impression formation instruc-

tions in the immediate condition (where decision quality was

a function of on-line processes) implies that the impression for-

mation goal (i.e., evaluate the alternatives) manipulation was

effective.

Experiment 2

Experiment 2 extends the results of Experiment 1 to people

faced with real decisions. In light of our previous results, we

also aimed at offering a conceptual replication of the study con-

ducted by Dijksterhuis et al. (2006, Experiment 3), who found

that postchoice satisfaction among shoppers of complex prod-

ucts was negatively correlated with the amount of thought par-

ticipants reported having devoted to their purchase.

More specifically, we examined the relationship between

indecisiveness and amount of thought on shoppers’ postchoice

satisfaction with complex products. Indeed, indecisiveness is

associated with process characteristics of decision making,

such as decision latency, required amount of information, and

reluctance to decide (Rassin & Muris, 2005; Reed, 1985). Thus,

we assume that indecisiveness exerts a similar effect on deci-

sion makers as our experimental manipulation: It delays atti-

tude fixation and promotes further processing of information.

Moreover, lack of differentiation between alternatives is the

most frequent source of uncertainty among decision makers,

and conscious deliberation is one strategy to cope with uncer-

tainty (Lipshitz & Strauss, 1997).

Method
Participants. Participants (21 women and 18 men; age M ¼

36.8) voluntarily completed an Internet survey.

Procedure. Experiment 2’s method was similar to that of

Dijksterhuis et al. (2006, Experiment 3); however, we focused

only on complex products (complexity score > 3; see the on-

line supporting material of Dijksterhuis et al., 2006).2 Partici-

pants were presented with a list of products (e.g., car, room,

camera, etc.) and were asked to select up to three products they

had purchased recently. They were then asked the following

questions: (a) ‘‘Did you consider buying this product or this

kind of product before you went on the shopping trip?’’ (yes,

no); (b) ‘‘How much did you think about the product between

the moment you considered the purchase and the moment you

bought it?’’ (0 ¼ I have not thought at all, 10 ¼ I have thought

extensively); (c) ‘‘To what extent were you indecisive
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concerning this purchase?’’ (0 ¼ not indecisive at all, 10 ¼
completely indecisive); (d) ‘‘To what extent are you satisfied

with your purchase?’’ (0¼ not satisfied at all, 10¼ completely

satisfied); and (e) ‘‘How much did you think about the product

after buying it?’’ (0 ¼ I have not thought at all, 10 ¼ I have

thought extensively).

Results

Following Dijksterhuis et al. (2006), we examined only prod-

ucts that participants had considered buying beforehand (68

observations),3 as it is unlikely that impulsive buyers think

much at all either consciously or unconsciously about their

purchase. Furthermore, as it is impossible to measure whether

people engage in unconscious thought, we simply assumed, as

Dijksterhuis et al., that the amount of ‘‘unconscious thought’’

would be negatively linked with the (reported) amount of

conscious thought.

Given that some participants picked several products, we

computed the intraclass correlation for satisfaction with each

purchase within participants. This correlation was not signifi-

cant, which made it possible to treat observations (i.e., each

purchase) as independent measures (r ¼ .17, p > .2; e.g.,

Bickel, 2006). After having centered variables and computed

the interaction term by multiplying centered variables, we

regressed amount of thought, indecisiveness, and their interac-

tion on postchoice satisfaction.4 This analysis produced only

the predicted interaction between amount of thought and inde-

cisiveness (b ¼ .55, p < .005). Following Aiken and West

(1991), we computed simple slopes of the amount of thought

on satisfaction for three conditional values of indecisiveness

(at one SD below the mean, at the mean, and at one SD above

the mean). As can be seen in Figure 2, amount of thought was

positively linked to satisfaction for highly indecisive partici-

pants (b ¼ .33, p < .005). For an average level of indecisive-

ness, amount of thought was not associated with satisfaction

(b ¼ .09, p > 1). In contrast, amount of thought was negatively

linked with satisfaction for participants who were low in

indecisiveness (b ¼ –.15, p < .05).

Finally, we examined the relationship between indecisive-

ness and postchoice amount of thought and found, congruent

with the literature (Reed, 1985), that those two measures were

positively linked (r ¼ .29, p < .05).

Discussion

The results of Experiment 2 replicate Experiment 1’s findings

with actual shoppers. That is, conscious deliberation enhanced

purchase satisfaction for undecided shoppers, but it had the

opposite effect on shoppers with a clear idea of their purchase.

Thus, insofar as complex products are concerned, we replicate

the results of Dijksterhuis et al. (2006), but, crucially, only for

those participants who were low in indecisiveness. It is possible

that samples differed in terms of their baseline level of

indecisiveness.

General Discussion

The main goal of our studies was to reassess UTT, and partic-

ularly the idea that ‘‘unconscious thought’’ is advantageous

when making complex decisions. The results of Experiment

1 show that decisions made immediately, that is, without any

further thinking, conscious or otherwise, were just as good as

decisions made after a period of distraction. This was true when

participants were given the opportunity to form an impression

of the material during information acquisition. More strikingly,

this obtained in the very conditions that, according to UTT,

should have been the most likely to elicit ‘‘unconscious

thought,’’ for participants were (a) prevented from making an

on-line judgment (through memorization instructions) and (b)

were given a proper decision goal before engaging in the dis-

traction period. This pattern of results is more parsimoniously

explained without endorsing UTT’s assumption that decision-

relevant unconscious processes occur during distraction.

However, we also replicated Dijksterhuis et al.’s (2006)

main finding that under impression formation instructions,

deciding after a period of deliberation results in worse perfor-

mance than after distraction. This suggests that additional

deliberation about one’s first impression can actually deterio-

rate decision quality. Crucially, this pattern reversed for people

instructed not to form an impression but to simply memorize

the material: In this case, participants made better decisions

in the deliberation condition than in other conditions. This

finding suggests that thinking actually helps when one has

not properly compared alternatives and not committed to a

decision yet.

Experiment 2 involved decisions taken by real-life shoppers.

Undecided participants were more satisfied the longer they had

thought about their purchase. Assuming that they did not

clearly differentiate between the alternatives (Lipshitz & Strauss,

1997) and needed more time to process the information (Rassin

& Muris, 2005; Reed, 1985), they behaved like participants in the

Figure 2. Shoppers’ postchoice satisfaction as a function of amount
of thought and indecisiveness
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memory conditions of Experiment 1. The opposite pattern was

obtained for participants who were not indecisive before making

their purchase. Here, the more thinking, the less satisfaction. In

this case, conscious deliberation might have modified partici-

pants’ initial adaptive preferences (see Wilson et al., 1993; Wil-

son & Schooler, 1991). Furthermore, committed shoppers who

nevertheless continue to think about the alternatives probably

weaken their initial preferences by considering the positive

aspects of other options, which may in turn decrease postchoice

satisfaction. Of course, we should emphasize that we do not

claim that first impressions are necessarily correct. It would be

useful to take other moderating variables, such as expertise, into

account (e.g., Sadler-Smith & Burke, 2009).

In our laboratory study, the accurate decisions made by

participants immediately after receiving the information in the

impression formation condition are best explained in terms of

conscious thought rather than in terms of fast unconscious pro-

cesses such as intuition (see Dane & Pratt, 2007), given that

participants had an explicit ‘‘impression formation’’ goal.

However, in the field study, the adaptive preferences shown

by participants who were not indecisive and who did not think

much can be explained either in terms of fast conscious

processes or in terms of fast unconscious processes.

Our results are at odds with findings that distraction

enhances performance relative to an immediate condition

(e.g., Dijksterhuis, 2004; Lerouge, 2009). However, in the only

published meta-analysis (Acker, 2008), this effect was not

significant (but see another meta-analysis by Strick et al.,

2009). A more recent challenge comes from two studies inter-

preted as demonstrating that unconscious thought occurs after

information acquisition (Strick, Dijksterhuis, & van Baaren, in

press). Despite their appeal, these findings should be interpreted

cautiously given that in Study 1 the level of on-line processing

was estimated on post hoc verbal reports rather than manipulated

experimentally and that in Study 2 the difference between con-

ditions on the focal measure (i.e., correlation between on-line

preferences and final choice) was not significant.

Given these inconsistent or inconclusive findings, method

quality is particularly important, and studies should be considered

in light of their methodological standards. We believe that, in this

respect at least, Experiment 1 is superior to previous studies.

First, attributes were pretested and matched in importance.

Second, the order of presentation of the attributes was matched

across conditions, which is particularly important in view of the

large order effects typically observed in on-line decision tasks

(Asch, 1946; Newell et al., 2009). Third, in contrast to earlier

studies (e.g., Lassiter et al., 2009), we included several manip-

ulation checks. Finally, and most importantly, given that stan-

dard UTT experimental instructions elicit on-line judgments

(Lassiter et al., 2009; Waroquier et al., 2008), it appears

theoretically unclear why differences between distraction and

immediate conditions should be observed under these instruc-

tions. Unconscious thought is a goal-directed process (Bos

et al., 2008) and is not expected to take place if the decision

goal has already been fulfilled. For these reasons, we believe

that the comparison between the immediate and the distraction

conditions under memory instructions provided in Experiment

1 constitutes the strongest test of UTT’s predictions available

so far, both methodologically and conceptually.

Finally, it is important to stress that we claim neither that

decisions are always best taken consciously nor that decision

making exclusively involves conscious processes. Indeed,

there is substantial evidence (e.g., Soon, Brass, Heinze, &

Haynes, 2008) that simple decisions can be predicted based

on brain activity well before people become aware of commit-

ting to a particular course of action. This is congruent with

Wegner’s (2002) notion that ‘‘conscious will is an illusion.’’

Most likely, any decision is the result of a complex mixture

of conscious and unconscious processes. However, we also

think that certain kinds of information processing, particularly

those involving propositional reasoning that involves symbol

manipulation, can occur only with consciousness.

Naturally, the correlational data that we collected in

Experiment 2 open the way to alternative interpretations.

Taken together, however, our studies suggest that instead of

recommending people to ‘‘think unconsciously’’ about a

decision—a double-bind injunction (Bateson, Jackson, Haley,

& Weakland, 1956) that most people would find rather hard

to follow—we should rather recommend the following: If you

have a clear first impression, it is often wise to stick to it; if

you don’t, think a bit more!
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Notes

1. With respect to the percentage of positive attributes associated with

each apartment (75%, 50%, 50%, 25%).

2. Based on a pretest, we also included scooters and Mp3 players in

the product list.

3. Including only those products or all products yielded similar results.

4. Including only the most recent purchase for each participant

yielded similar results.
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Bruxelles.

118 Social Psychological and Personality Science 1(2)

118



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 266
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 200
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 266
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 200
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 900
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 9
      /MarksWeight 0.125000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [288 288]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


