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Choosing Here and Now versus
There and Later: The Moderating
Role of Psychological Distance on
Assortment Size Preferences

JOSEPH K. GOODMAN
SELIN A. MALKOC

Consumers prefer larger assortments, despite the negative consequences asso-
ciated with choosing from these sets. This article examines the role of psychological
distance (temporal and geographical) in consumers’ assortment size decisions and
rectifies contradicting hypotheses produced by construal level theory. Six studies
demonstrate that while consumers prefer larger assortments when the choice takes
place in the here and now, they are more likely to prefer small assortments when
choices pertain to distant locations and times. This decrease in preference for large
assortments is due to psychological distance increasing the similarity of the options
in a category, making them appear more substitutable. This effect of psychological
distance reverses when consumers consider desirability/feasibility trade-off infor-
mation inherent in the assortment size decision. These findings point to important
outcomes of psychological distance, resolving opposing predictions of construal
level theory, and identify boundary conditions for the well-established notion that
consumers are attracted to large assortments.

Consumers choose which retailers to shop at and what
restaurants to frequent in both proximal and distal sit-

uations. These decisions involve the consumer choosing be-
tween various assortments, such as ice cream shops with
smaller versus larger assortments, or retailers carrying smaller
versus larger selections. Although an extensive literature on
product assortments has established that consumers tend to
prefer retailers that offer a larger assortment compared to
those offering fewer choices (e.g., Broniarczyk, Hoyer, and
McAlister 1998; Chernev 2006; Huffman and Kahn 1998),
research has not considered whether this preference may
change depending on the psychological (temporal or geo-
graphical) distance of the decision. For instance, imagine a
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consumer planning a vacation in the near future (this week-
end) versus a distant future (months away) or to a near versus
a distant location. Would her preferences for assortment size
change on the basis of the psychological proximity of the
decision? Would she plan to shop at different stores or visit
a different ice cream shop? In this article, we address this
issue by examining whether assortment size preferences are
systematically influenced by psychological distance from the
choice (Trope and Liberman 2003, 2010).

Studying the role of psychological distance on assortment
size decisions also provides a unique opportunity to advance
our understanding of construal level theory (CLT; Trope and
Liberman 2003, 2010). As we will discuss, CLT points to
two contradicting predictions regarding the influence of psy-
chological distance on the assortment size decision. The
ability to pit these two predictions against each other not
only adds to our understanding of consumers’ retailer and
assortment size preferences but also provides a fruitful do-
main to study and advance the current theorizing of CLT.
As such, we aim to reconcile these contradicting predictions.

Across six experiments we show that assortment size pref-
erence is systematically affected by psychological distance
and that the direction of the relationship is based on the
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explicit consideration of desirability/feasibility trade-off in-
formation. Our findings extend the construal level literature
by identifying and rectifying its diverging predictions with
an important moderator. In addition, our results contribute
to the assortment literature, suggesting that the lure of as-
sortment may not be as universal as previously thought.

The rest of this article is organized as follows. First, we
review the product assortment and temporal construal lit-
eratures, discussing the two conflicting perspectives in de-
tail. Second, we propose hypotheses that identify the con-
ditions under which each of these opposing effects would
be observed. Third, we present six experiments that test our
hypotheses and provide evidence for the underlying process
and its boundary conditions. Finally, we discuss the theo-
retical and practical implications of our results.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Preference for Large Assortments

Researchers have conceptualized assortment choice in a
hierarchical fashion where a consumer chooses a product
assortment in the first phase (e.g., what store to visit) and
then chooses a specific product in the second phase (Bron-
iarczyk 2008; Chernev 2006; Kahn and Lehman 1991;
Kahn, Moore, and Glazer 1987; Sood, Rottenstreich, and
Brenner 2004). Our focus is on the first phase: choice of
the assortment. Conventional wisdom, as well as classic
economic theory, suggests that when it comes to product
assortments—defined as the number of options in a single
product category (Broniarczyk 2008; Levy and Weitz
2001)—more is better. That is, having a larger number of
options to choose from increases consumer utility. Large
assortments increase the likelihood that a consumer will find
his or her perfect match or ideal point (Baumal and Ide
1956; Chernev 2003), offer flexibility in making choices
and satisfy variety-seeking motives (McAlister and Pessi-
meir 1982; Ratner, Kahn, and Kahneman 1999), help hedge
against preference uncertainty (Kahn and Lehmann 1991),
and facilitate consumer preference development (Broniar-
czyk 2008). In the end, consumers are attracted to retailers
that offer larger assortments, and assortment size is an im-
portant driver of store choice (Arnold, Oum, and Tigert
1983; Broniarczyk et al. 1998; Hoch, Bradlow, and Wansink
1999; Redden and Hoch 2009).

Recent research has begun to identify when consumers
may be less attracted to large assortments. For instance,
Chernev (2006) demonstrated that when making an assort-
ment decision, consumers focus on maximizing decision
flexibility and mostly ignore the difficulty of making a final
choice from these assortments, which, at least partially, un-
derlies the preference for a large assortment. If, however, a
consumer’s decision focus is shifted to the difficulty of
choosing from the assortment, preference for a large as-
sortment decreases significantly. Inherent characteristics of
the assortment also moderate preference for the plenty. In
particular, larger assortments have an advantage over smaller
ones when the options in both sets are relatively low in

attractiveness, but this preference for the plenty is eliminated
if both assortments are deemed to be highly attractive (Cher-
nev and Hamilton 2009). Other results suggest that con-
sumers have a stronger preference for retailers offering more
variety when the decision is risky (Boyd and Bahm 2009),
and they shy away from large offerings if the assortment is
difficult to compare (Gourville and Soman 2005). Adding
to this literature, we propose an important moderating factor
to the attraction of large assortments that has not been ex-
plored: the psychological distance of the decision.

Psychological Distance

CLT posits that the psychological distance of events sys-
tematically influences how events are construed and eval-
uated (Trope and Liberman 2003, 2010). When events take
place here and in the present and are happening to us with
certainty, we are more likely to construe them in terms of
specific, subordinate, incidental, and contextual features that
convey details of the information (a low level or concrete
construal). On the other hand, when events take place in a
distant location, later in time, to others, and/or with ambi-
guity, consumers construe them in terms of simple, general,
superordinate, and decontextualized features that convey the
essence of the information (a high level or abstract con-
strual). Consumers construing an event at a high (vs. low)
level also place more weight on values and ideals (vs. con-
textual details; Fujita et al. 2008) and weigh desirability (vs.
feasibility) concerns more heavily (Liberman and Trope
1998).

These changes in construal have significant consequences
for decision making and consumption. For instance, when
decisions are construed at a high (vs. low) level, consum-
ers pay more attention to primary (vs. secondary) features
(Trope and Liberman 2000) and increase the use of non-
alignable (vs. alignable) attributes (Malkoc, Zauberman, and
Ulu 2005). Further, events and objects construed at a higher
level are categorized into broader categories (Liberman, Sa-
gristano, and Trope 2002), lead to increased self-control
(Fujita et al. 2006) and decreased impatience (Malkoc and
Zauberman 2006; Malkoc, Zauberman, and Bettman 2010),
and have been shown to attenuate a host of context effects
(Khan, Zhu, and Kalra 2010). However, this extensive lit-
erature has not explored how shifts in construal would affect
a consumer’s preference between small and large assort-
ments. Put differently, while CLT has clear predictions as
to how the choice situation would be represented, the pre-
dictions are not as clear for its implications for assortment
preference. Consider a consumer who is trying to decide
between two ice cream shops. If she is psychologically dis-
tant from the decision, she would be more likely to construe
these options to serve a higher order abstract goal, such as
treating oneself or enjoying a dessert (vs. a lower order
concrete goal, such as choosing between two stores). But
what would be the implication of these representations? Fur-
ther examination of CLT produces two opposing predictions.
The first prediction we term the abstraction hypothesis and
the second we term the feasibility/desirability hypothesis.
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FIGURE 1

OPPOSING PREDICTIONS FROM CONSTRUAL LEVEL THEORY

The abstraction hypothesis is based on CLT’s premise
that the very function of a high-level construal is to enable
people to mentally transcend the here and now by altering
how information is represented and processed (Trope and
Liberman 2010). This switch in processing to the more ab-
stract is associated with an increased tendency to search for
commonalities among options (Förster, Liberman, and
Kuschel 2008), to find overarching themes (Malkoc et al.
2005), and to categorize options into larger and broader
categories (Liberman et al. 2002). To the extent that options
categorized together are perceived to be more similar (Rosch
and Mervis 1975), we would expect abstraction to lead to
broader categories and increase the perceived similarity of
the options considered. But what would be the effect of such
changes in similarity (due to abstraction) on assortment size
preference?

Consider the psychologically distant consumer who is
deciding between two ice cream shops and construes the
task to serve a higher order goal, such as treating oneself
to a dessert. She will view ice creams as means to fulfill
ends in relation to the usage context (i.e., higher order goals),

will judge the options similar in their ability to fulfill these
end goals, and ultimately will find them more substitutable
in their ability to satisfy their end goals (Day, Shocker, and
Srivastava 1979; Ratneshwar and Shocker 1991). As the
consumer perceives the ice creams as more substitutable,
either store will fulfill her abstract representation (e.g., treat-
ing oneself) and thus decrease her need to choose the ice
cream shop with the larger assortment. In contrast, the con-
sumer making a decision for a psychologically proximal
time or place will have a low-level representation (e.g., a
choice between two stores) and search for differences among
options to make a decision. This low representation will
highlight differences and make the options appear distinct
and less substitutable. As a result, the consumer will require
more options to match her preferences and have a higher
preference for the large assortment (see fig. 1A for a graph-
ical representation).

The feasibility/desirability hypothesis tells a different
story. CLT research has repeatedly shown that psychological
distance increases the focus and weighting of desirability
attributes compared to feasibility attributes (Liberman and
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Trope 1998; Liviatan, Trope, and Liberman 2008; Todorov,
Goren, and Trope 2007). Assortment research has shown
that when consumers focus on the desirability of large sets
(i.e., the desire to have many options, to seek variety, and/
or to match preferences), they prefer larger assortments to
smaller ones. However, a focus on the feasibility of such
large sets (i.e., the difficulty of choosing from a large set)
decreases preference for a large assortment (Chernev 2006).
Following this logic, a psychologically proximal consumer
would weigh feasibility concerns more than desirability and
would focus on the difficulty of making a choice from a
large set, leading to a preference for the small assortment.
In contrast, a psychologically distant consumer would weigh
desirability concerns more than feasibility and be more fo-
cused on the desirability of the options in a large assortment,
leading to a preference for the larger assortment.

Consider again the consumer choosing between two ice
cream shops that are psychologically distant. The feasibility/
desirability hypothesis would predict that the consumer con-
struing the task as enjoying a dessert would weigh the de-
sirability aspect of this choice more than the feasibility as-
pects of choosing from a large set. In other words, she would
be willing to trade off less feasibility for more desirability
and thus prefer a larger assortment. The psychologically
proximal consumer, however, who construes the task as
choosing an ice cream, would focus on the feasibility of
being able to do so and be more willing to trade off less
desirability for more feasibility, thus having a greater pref-
erence for the smaller assortment (see fig. 1B for a graphical
representation).

An important question is when will each of these pro-
cesses guide consumer choice? We propose that the answer
depends on the characteristics of the choice context. Prior
research suggests that consumers, left to their own means,
do not automatically consider the desirability/feasibility
trade-off in an assortment decision. For instance, consumers
do not intuitively understand the difficulty of choosing from
large assortments (Iyengar and Lepper 2000) and thus fail
to focus on such difficulty (Chernev 2006). As important,
the demonstrations of feasibility/desirability effects on CLT
have consistently provided explicit trade-off information
about these two components (e.g., Liberman and Trope 1998;
Liviatan et al. 2008; Todorov et al. 2007). Thus, we propose
that when consumers are provided with assortment infor-
mation with no explicit reference to its feasibility or desir-
ability, they will not automatically map the trade-off be-
tween feasibility (i.e., difficulty of choosing from this
assortment) and desirability (i.e., having a large assortment
to choose from) onto the decision. In the absence of this
trade-off information, psychological distance will operate
through the abstraction hypothesis. That is, the consumer
who is psychologically distant will perceive the options as
more substitutable and decrease their preference for a larger
assortment. More formally, we hypothesize the following:

H1: When the feasibility/desirability trade-off is not
salient, increasing psychological distance will de-
crease preference for the large assortment.

H2: When the feasibility/desirability trade-off is not
salient, the effect of psychological distance on as-
sortment choice will be mediated by perceived
substitutability of the options.

When the feasibility/desirability trade-off is explicitly
considered, however, consumers will focus on this trade-
off, and psychological distance will operate through the fea-
sibility/desirability hypothesis and increase the preference
for the large assortment. If the choice context reminds con-
sumers of the necessary effort to evaluate each option, along
with the desirability of consuming each option, we would
expect them to recognize and map the trade-off between
increased desirability of having large sets and the decreased
feasibility of sorting through them. We hypothesize that once
this trade-off is activated, psychological proximity will in-
crease (decrease) the relative weighting of feasibility (de-
sirability) concerns and lead to a greater preference for the
more feasible, small assortment option. More formally, we
hypothesize the following:

H3: When the desirability/feasibility trade-off is sa-
lient, increasing psychological distance will in-
crease preference for the large assortment.

Note that our hypotheses are not a simple application of
CLT. Two of the most commonly cited findings in the con-
strual literature are abstraction (e.g., Trope and Liberman
2003, 2010) and in the weighing of desirability and feasibility
(e.g., Liberman and Trope 1998). However, no research, to
our knowledge, has examined the situations where these two
processes make opposing predictions. Preference for assort-
ment size provides a unique opportunity to identify and test
moderating conditions. Our theory suggests that the salience
of explicit feasibility/desirability information is an important
moderator for understanding opposing predictions that often
occur within CLT. While the default mechanism behind psy-
chological distance operates through abstraction and the re-
sulting substitutability judgments, feasibility/desirability con-
cerns take precedence and reverse the pattern of results if this
trade-off is made salient. These results are noteworthy as they
not only establish a boundary condition to the established
feasibility/desirability effect but also identify trade-off sa-
liency as a moderator to the process through which construal
operates.

We test these hypotheses in six experiments by system-
atically varying consumers’ psychological distance (both
temporal and geographical) from the decision and measuring
their preference for small and large assortments across an
array of product and service categories. Experiments 1A
and 1B establish that when the desirability/feasibility trade-
off is not salient, the abstraction hypothesis takes prece-
dence, and psychological distance decreases preference for
the large assortment (hypothesis 1). Experiments 2 and 3
systematically rule out several alternative explanations,
while providing evidence for our theory by directly testing
our proposed process of perceived substitutability (hypoth-
esis 2). Experiments 4 and 5 test hypothesis 3 by showing
that the effect of construal on assortment size preference is
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reversed when desirability/feasibility trade-off information
is explicitly considered.

EXPERIMENT 1A: RESTAURANTS

Experiment 1A provides a preliminary investigation of
hypothesis 1, which states that in the absence of explicit
feasibility/desirability trade-off information, consumers who
are psychologically distant from the decision will show a
decreased preference for a large assortment compared to
consumers who are psychologically proximal. To test this
prediction, we showed participants menus from two different
restaurants (one with a smaller assortment and one with a
larger menu) and asked them to choose a free entrée coupon
at one of the two restaurants, in either the near or distant
future. We predicted that when participants were choosing
a restaurant for the near future, they would prefer the large
assortment, and that this preference would be significantly
attenuated when the choice is for the distant future.

Method and Procedure

One hundred thirty undergraduate students completed the
study as part of a 30-minute session and received course
credit. Participants were told that two restaurants were open-
ing in their area, and the owner was offering coupons for
a free entrée on the opening day to encourage foot traffic.
Participants were shown the menus for these restaurants (see
app. A) and were asked to choose a restaurant. One of the
restaurants had seven items on its menu, while the other had
14 items. Psychological proximity of the situation was ma-
nipulated with temporal distance, by telling participants that
the restaurants were either to open that day (proximal) or
next semester (about 5 months later; distal). To ensure that
participants did not perceive having more time in the future
(Zauberman and Lynch 2005), we told participants that the
coupons they have would be valid for the opening day only.

Results

The dependent measure was choice share of the restaurant
with a larger assortment. We expected that preference for the
larger assortment, which has been repeatedly demonstrated
in the literature, would be observed when the decision is
temporally proximal and would be reduced or eliminated
when the decision is farther out in the future. Confirming this
prediction, there was a significant difference in preference
based on psychological distance (x2(1, N p 129) p 3.89, p
! .05). When the restaurants were to open that day, a majority
of the participants preferred the restaurant with a larger se-
lection (63%). When the restaurants did not open until the
next semester, however, participants were indifferent between
the large (46%) and the small assortments (54%).

EXPERIMENT 1B: ICE CREAM

Experiment 1B used a different operationalization of psy-
chological distance—geographical distance—and a separate

product category to investigate how psychological distance
influences assortment size preference. Participants were
asked to imagine being on a vacation either right outside of
their town or in a town far away, and they had to choose
which store to visit to buy a pint of ice cream. We predicted
that participants geographically close to home, and thus psy-
chologically proximal, would prefer the store with a larger
assortment. Alternatively, those who imagined being far
away would represent this situation abstractly (e.g., finding
a place to purchase a dessert), consider the available ice
cream options more substitutable, and thus reduce their pref-
erence for the store with a larger ice cream assortment.

Method and Procedure

One hundred sixty-one participants were compensated
$.20 to complete the study online via MTurk. The average
age of the participants was 32.4 years, 44% of the partici-
pants were male (N p 71), and 59% of them resided in
North America (with India [30%] and Europe [7%] being
the other major geographical locations; see Goodman, Cry-
der, and Cheema [2012] for a review on the use of MTurk).

Participants imagined that they were enjoying a weekend
vacation in a rental home either about a mile outside their
town (proximal) or about 2,000 miles away from their home-
town (distal). They were buying ice cream to snack on, and
they had the choice of going to two stores with varying
assortment sizes. One of the stores carried six types of ice
cream, while the other carried 18 different types of ice
creams. Participants were shown the selection in both of
these stores (see app. B). To ensure that they did not infer
differential quality from the store’s size, which has been
shown to influence assortment size decisions (Chernev and
Hamilton 2009), we informed participants that both stores
carried high-quality ice cream.

Results

The dependent measure was choice share of the store with
a larger assortment. The results confirmed our prediction
and were consistent with experiment 1A. When the vacation
home was just outside of town, participants preferred to shop
at the store with a larger selection significantly more (85%)
than when they were vacationing in a home 2,000 miles
away (70%; x2(1, N p 160) p 4.59, p ! .05).

Discussion

In experiments 1A and 1B, we find that when participants
were given the choice between a large and small assortment
(with no explicit reference to feasibility/desirability trade-
off), those who were psychologically proximal preferred a
larger assortment, but when the consumption was farther
out in the future (experiment 1A) or in a more distal location
(experiment 1B), this overwhelming preference for the
larger assortment retailer decreased significantly. Experi-
ments 1A and 1B provide preliminary support for our theory
that in the absence of explicit desirability/feasibility trade-
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off information, consumers who are psychologically distant
from the decision construe the decision abstractly, which
makes the available options appear more substitutable in
satisfying the general representation. As products appear
more substitutable, consumers become more indifferent be-
tween large and small assortments.

One might question whether our results are due to con-
sumers’ lack of concern or involvement about the outcome
when the decision is psychologically distant. If the decision
is perceived to be distant and less relevant, then consumers
may not have strong opinions and randomly choose between
assortments. Participants in experiment 1A, for example,
may have been less involved in a decision that was to take
place next semester and thus may make a random choice
between the two restaurant options. Experiment 1B partially
addressed this issue by altering construal with a geographical
distance manipulation. That is, participants were making the
decision for the same time period, while being on a vacation
and the only difference was the physical location of the
vacation home. As such, there would be little reason to
suspect that the ice cream decision would be less important
or involving for participants far away from home. None-
theless, we investigated this alternative explanation more di-
rectly by examining participants’ response times in experi-
ment 1B. Examining the log-transformed response times, we
found that participants who imagined being on a vacation
2,000 miles away (M p 1.52) and just a mile away (M p
1.48) spent similar amounts of time making the decision
(F(1, 159) ! 1), suggesting that they were not differentially
involved. To investigate this issue in more detail, our sub-
sequent experiment systematically measure involvement
with response times, self-reported effort measures, and a
memory task. In addition, the following experiments further
examine the process behind our results by testing hypotheses
2 and 3.

EXPERIMENT 2
This experiment aimed at providing initial process evi-

dence for our theory (hypothesis 2) while providing evi-
dence against another alternative explanation. Our theory
suggests that in the absence of explicit desirability/feasi-
bility trade-off information, psychologically distant deci-
sions are represented more abstractly (e.g., planning a va-
cation). Under this representation all available vacations
appear more substitutable, reducing the need for large as-
sortments. To that end, we measured whether participants
perceive the options in this category all alike (very sub-
stitutable) or very distinct. Furthermore, this experiment
provides evidence against quality inferences as an expla-
nation. In experiments 1A and 1B participants could have
inferred that the retailers with smaller assortment were
specialists carrying a higher quality (and higher priced)
selection. Of course, one could also argue the opposite:
retailers with larger assortments should be more likely to
carry a higher quality (and higher priced) selection (see
Berger, Draganska, and Simonson 2007). Given that high
construal highlights central attributes like quality, one

could argue that evaluating two high-quality options might
be a reason why participants were indifferent between a
small and a large assortment (see Chernev and Hamilton
2009). To provide evidence against this alternative expla-
nation, in experiment 2 we kept the source of assortment
(the retailer) constant and measured participants’ willing-
ness to pay for these vacations to assess whether psycho-
logical distance altered their valuation.

Method and Procedure

Ninety-eight participants completed the study online via
MTurk and were compensated $.20 for their participation.
The average age of the participants was 32.2 years, 49% of
the participants were male (N p 47), and 52% of them
resided in North America (with India [32%] being the other
major geographical location).

Participants were asked to imagine that they were plan-
ning their next vacation scheduled for either this month
(proximal) or next year (distal). They were asked to imagine
that they called their travel agent to put together a set of
vacations to fit their desires and budget constraints. Upon
some investigation, the travel agent returned with several
vacations that fit their criteria and asked whether they would
like to see a small (6 options) or a large (18 options) set of
vacations. No other information about the vacations was
provided, but to keep the quality inferences constant, we
specifically mentioned that the same agent was providing
either a small or large set of options. Participants’ choice
between these assortments was the main dependent variable,
and we recorded response time to test potential changes in
involvement. Finally, to directly test our theory, participants
rated substitutability of the options in the product category
by indicating whether they viewed the vacations available
in the market to be all very much alike or all very different
(1 p alike and 9 p different).

Results

Response Time. Log-transformed response times showed
that participants choosing an assortment for a vacation this
month (M p 3.64) and next year (M p 3.61) spent similar
amounts of time making the decision (F(1, 96) ! 1). Con-
sistent with the findings in experiment 1B, these results
suggest that participants were not differentially involved.

Willingness to Pay. To test whether participants inferred
differences in quality and price, we asked them to indicate
their willingness to pay for a vacation in the small or large
set of options. A 2 (psychological distance: proximal vs.
distal) # 2 (assortment size: 6 vs. 18) ANOVA produced
no significant main effects or an interaction (all F ! 1),
suggesting that participants’ perceptions of quality and price
were not influenced by psychological distance.

Choice. We predicted that participants would show a
strong preference for the larger vacation set only when the
decision is temporally proximal and the preference would be
significantly attenuated when the decision is farther out in the
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future. Confirming this prediction, there was a significant dif-
ference in choice based on psychological distance (x2(1) p
4.03, p ! .05). When the planned vacation was this month,
a majority of the participants preferred the larger set for their
vacation (77%); when the vacation was not planned until the
coming year, however, participants were indifferent between
the large and small set of vacations (57%).

Substitutability. The main tenet of our theory states that
representing events at a higher level highlights the substi-
tutability of the options. We expect that those who are mak-
ing a decision between two sets of vacations for next year
would be more likely to represent the situation abstractly
(e.g., choosing a vacation vs. choosing between a large and
small set of vacations); thus, they would consider the va-
cations as more substitutable, which leads to shifts in as-
sortment size preference (hypothesis 2).

To test this prediction, we examined our substitutability
measure. As expected, we found that participants who were
choosing a vacation for next year found the available options
more alike and substitutable (M p 5.77) than those whose
decision was proximal (M p 6.51; F(1, 96) p 4.79, p !

.05). Next, we examined whether substitutability predicted
the choice of vacation set. A binary logistic regression
showed that substitutability was indeed a significant pre-
dictor of choice (b p .733, Wald x2(1) p 19.18, p ! .01).
As noted, there was a significant effect of distance on choice
(b p �.879, x2(1) p 3.94, p ! .05), and this effect de-
creased when the mediator was added to the model (b p
�.592, x2(1) p 1.38, p 1 .20). Furthermore, using the rec-
ommended indirect bootstrapping technique for testing me-
diation with a dichotomous dependent variable (Preacher
and Hayes 2008), the results confirm that the conditional
effect of psychological distance on assortment size decision
operates through substitutability (95% confidence interval
[CI] p �.712, �.019). These findings provide support for
our theory, which indicates that psychological distance in-
creases substitutability of products in a category, which then
decreases consumers’ preference for larger assortments.

Discussion

Experiment 2 further supports our theory that psycho-
logical distance from the decision leads to higher level rep-
resentations, making options appear more substitutable, and
leading participants to be more indifferent between retailers
offering large and a small assortments. In doing so, exper-
iment 2 kept the retailer constant, providing evidence against
quality inferences as an alternative explanation. As in ex-
periment 1B, decision response times showed no differences,
suggesting that differential involvement with the decision is
an unlikely explanation for our pattern of results.

This study also directly measured perceptions of substi-
tutability and tested the process behind our effect (hypoth-
esis 2). We hypothesized that when the decision context
lacks explicit desirability/feasibility trade-off information,
psychological distance will create an abstract representation
of the choice situation, making the available options appear

more substitutable, which in return is responsible for the
shift in assortment size preference. Thus, we measured the
perceived substitutability of available vacations, and the re-
sults showed that substitutability mediated our results: psy-
chological distance directly increased substitutability judg-
ments, and the effect of psychological distance on assortment
choice was eliminated when we controlled for substituta-
bility. These findings provide the initial support for our the-
ory.

EXPERIMENT 3

Experiment 3 aimed to further test the role of substitut-
ability in determining the relationship between psycholog-
ical distance and assortment size preferences. Experiment 2
demonstrated that changes in psychological distance altered
participants’ substitutability judgments, but experiment 2 did
not provide the specific set of options to participants, which
is common when making an initial choice between two re-
tailers. However, the absence of the exact choice set raises
the question of whether participants indeed altered their per-
ceptions of these options or whether they relied on past
experiences with small and large assortments. To address
this issue, experiment 3 presented participants with actual
sets and descriptions of the options. This study also em-
ployed a different measure of substitutability to better test
hypothesis 2. Finally, to rule out involvement as an alter-
native explanation more conclusively, we used a memory
task to determine whether psychological distance had dif-
ferential effect on recall through involvement.

Method and Procedure

Eighty-seven native English-speaking undergraduate stu-
dents completed the study as part of a 30-minute session
and received course credit. Participants were asked to imag-
ine that their current blender malfunctioned and that they
needed to replace it before their next dinner party. The dinner
party was manipulated to take place either the next day
(proximal) or at the end of the year (which, at the time, was
10 months away; distal). They were told that they were
considering shopping at two stores, both offering good-qual-
ity blenders. The store with the small (large) assortment
carried six (18) options.

Participants were then presented with the full set of op-
tions for both of these stores, in addition to a description
about each of the blenders (see app. C for an example). To
create nonoverlapping and counterbalanced sets, we used a
total of 24 different blender descriptions. From these de-
scriptions we created four separate versions, rotating which
set of six (of 24) blenders represented the small assortment,
with the remaining 18 representing the large set. Participants
randomly received one of the four pairs of stores. Thus, all
of the participants saw the same 24 options, but whether a
particular option belonged to the small or large assortment
was counterbalanced. The counterbalancing factor did not
have an effect or interact with psychological distance (all F
! 1) and thus was dropped from further analysis.
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Participants were informed that they would be making a
choice of blender but first needed to choose which store to
visit. After viewing the options, participants were asked to
indicate the similarity of the options available to them
(“When you think about all the blenders offered at these
two stores, how similar are all these blenders?”). Next, they
chose the store (assortment) they would like to shop at,
followed by an actual choice from their chosen assortment.
Finally, we measured involvement with a three-item scale
(“How much effort did you put into the choice?” “How
much thought did you give to this decision?” and “How
serious would the consequences be if you made a poor de-
cision?”) on a 9-point scale.

After completing this task, participants took part in un-
related studies for 20 minutes. Afterward, they were given
the memory-based involvement measure, which presented
them with 12 blenders and were asked to circle the blenders
that they thought they saw during the earlier part of the
study. Of these 12 blenders, six of them were blenders par-
ticipants actually saw and the remaining six were new blend-
ers not previously viewed by participants.

Results

Involvement Measures. We first analyzed the self-re-
ported involvement measure. The three-item measure of in-
volvement proved to be reliable (Cronbach’s a p .84) and
was averaged to create an involvement index. However, par-
ticipants who were psychologically distal (M p 3.89) re-
ported similar levels of involvement as those that were prox-
imal (M p 3.69; F(1, 85) ! 1). Next, we examined the
response times. The log-transformed response times also
showed that participants choosing an assortment for a va-
cation this month (M p 2.22) and next year (M p 2.31)
spent similar amounts of time making the decision (F(1, 85)
! 1). Next, we coded the memory task. For each participant,
we counted (1) the number of blenders that they have pre-
viously seen and were able to identify correctly and (2) the
number of blenders they have incorrectly identified as pre-
viously seen. We then created an index score subtracting the
latter from the prior. As predicted, the memory index did
not show any differences between the psychologically distal
condition (M p 1.17) and proximal condition (M p .75;
F(1, 85) p 1.34, p 1 .25). Taken together, the results from
this memory index measure, response times, and self-report
measures of involvement provide convincing evidence that
participants’ involvement was not altered by psychological
distance.

Choice. We predicted that participants would show a
strong preference for the store with the larger assortment
only when the decision is temporally proximal and the pref-
erence would be significantly attenuated when the decision
is farther out in the future. Confirming this prediction, there
was a significant difference in choice on the basis of psy-
chological distance (x2(1, N p 85) p 5.67, p ! .05). When
the dinner party took place the next day, a majority of the
participants preferred the store with the larger assortment

(74%); when the dinner party was not until the end of the
year, however, participants were indifferent toward the large
and small assortments of blenders (49%).

Substitutability. Our theory suggests that the default
mechanism behind psychological distance operates through
abstraction and the resulting substitutability judgments.
Thus, we predict that consumers making a decision for the
end of the year would be more likely to consider the options
as more substitutable, which in return would decrease the
preference for the large assortment (hypothesis 2).

Examining our substitutability measure, we found, as ex-
pected, that participants who were choosing a store to shop
at for the end of the year found the available options more
similar (M p 6.89) than those whose decision was proximal
(M p 6.26; F(1, 85) p 3.93, p p .05). Next, we examined
whether substitutability predicted the choice of vacation set.
A binary logistic regression controlling for participants’ in-
volvement with the decision showed that substitutability was
indeed a significant predictor of choice (b p �.394, Wald
x2(1, N p 85) p 4.09, p ! .05). As noted, there was a
significant effect of distance on choice (b p �.538, x2(1)
p 4.57, p ! .05), and this effect decreased when the me-
diator was added to the model (b p �.448, x2(1) p 2.99,
p 1 .05). Furthermore, using the recommended indirect boot-
strapping technique for testing mediation with a dichoto-
mous dependent variable (Preacher and Hayes 2008), the
results confirm that the conditional effect of psychological
distance on assortment size decision operates through sub-
stitutability (95% CI p �.404, �.002). These findings pro-
vide support for our theory, which indicates that psycho-
logical distance increases substitutability of products in a
category, which then decreases consumers’ preference for
larger assortments.

Discussion

Experiment 3 further supports our theory that psycho-
logical distance from the decision leads to higher level rep-
resentations, making options appear more substitutable, and
leading participants to be more indifferent between retailers
offering large and a small assortments. By using memory
measures, in addition to response times and self-report mea-
sures, experiment 3 provides conclusive evidence against
involvement as an alternative explanation.

This study also provided participants with the actual set
of options and directly measured the effect of psychological
distance on perceptions of substitutability. We hypothesize
that when the decision context lacks explicit desirability/
feasibility trade-off information, psychological distance in-
fluences participants’ representation of the choice situation
and make the available options appear more substitutable,
shifting assortment size preferences. We proposed that a
similarity-based process drives perceptions of substitutabil-
ity in product usage, and we tested this process by measuring
participants’ perceived similarity of the available blenders.
The results showed that this measure of similarity mediated
our results: psychological distance directly increased simi-
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larity judgments, and a mediation analysis using the boot-
strapping technique provided evidence for this mediation.
Taken together, the results of experiment 3 provide further
evidence for hypotheses 1 and 2. Next, we turn to the ex-
amination of hypothesis 3, which addresses cases where
desirability/feasibility trade-off information is salient from
the decision context.

EXPERIMENT 4

The goal of experiments 4 and 5 was to further examine
key elements of our framework by directly testing hypoth-
esis 3, which states that when there is explicit desirability
and feasibility trade-off information, the effect of psycho-
logical distance will reverse: a shorter psychological dis-
tance will increase preferences for smaller assortments. Con-
sistent with prior work (Chernev 2006), we theorize that
consumers do not inherently incorporate the difficulty (i.e.,
feasibility) information into their decisions, but once primed
or explicitly given this information (as it has been the case
in the CLT literature) they are able to act upon it. In par-
ticular, we argue that when consumers are presented with
explicit trade-off information, the inherent desirability/fea-
sibility trade-off will be activated. For instance, consider a
consumer presented with a choice between a high desira-
bility (i.e., large assortment) but low feasibility (i.e., long
choice time) option and a low desirability (i.e., small as-
sortment) but high feasibility (i.e., short choice time) option.
When this desirability/feasibility trade-off information is sa-
lient and explicitly considered, a more proximal decision
will lead to a higher (lower) weighting of the feasibil-
ity (desirability) attribute, thus increasing the preference for
the highly feasible option—the small assortment. However,
when this trade-off information is not explicitly considered
(as observed in experiments 1–3), it is greater psychological
distance that will increase the preference for the small as-
sortment. In other words, we expect a reversal of our effect
when explicit trade-off information is present.

Method and Procedure

Two hundred one participants completed the study online
via MTurk and were compensated $.20 for their participa-
tion. The average age of the participants was 31.95 years,
50% of the participants were male (N p 101), and 49% of
them resided in North America (with India [37%] being the
other major geographical location). The study followed a 2
(psychological distance: proximal vs. distal) # 2 (trade-off
information: salient vs. not salient) between subjects design.

Participants were asked to imagine that their current
blender malfunctioned and that they need to replace it before
their next dinner party. The dinner party was manipulated
to take place either tomorrow night (proximal) or at the end
of the year (which, at the time, was 3 months away; distal).
They were told that they were considering shopping at two
stores, both offering good-quality blenders. The store with
the small (large) assortment carried four (24) options. To
encourage consideration of the desirability/feasibility

trade-off information, we varied the saliency of the desir-
ability/feasibility trade-off information. Those who were
assigned to the trade-off salient condition were told,
“Based on your experience, you estimated that examining
each blender will take about 3–5 minutes.” Those not
primed with trade-off information were not given this extra
information. Participants indicated their choice, and we re-
corded their response times. Finally, we measured self-re-
ported purchase involvement with the same three-item mea-
sure used in experiment 3.

Results

Pretest. To make sure that our manipulation indeed made
desirability/feasibility trade-off more salient, an additional
95 participants completed a pretest. Participants completed
the same task, where they were randomly assigned to either
receive the additional instructions (trade-off salient) or not.
Next, they were asked to indicate to what extent they would
focus on the feasibility/desirability trade-off. (“If you had
to choose between these two stores, to what extent would
you focus on the trade-off between getting a large set with
many desirable options and the difficulty of making a choice
from such a large set?” Levine’s test for equality of variances
failed (F p 1.58, p 1 .1); thus, the analyses used the adjusted
degrees of freedom.) The results indicated that participants
who received the additional instructions focused on the fea-
sibility/desirability trade-off to a greater extent (M p 5.69)
than those who did not receive this information (M p 4.88;
t(91.46) p 1.96, p p .05). These findings confirm the ef-
fectiveness of our manipulation.

Involvement Measures. The three-item measure of in-
volvement proved to be reliable (Cronbach’s a p .74) and
was averaged to create an involvement index. A 2 (psy-
chological distance: proximal vs. distal) # 2 (trade-off in-
formation: salient vs. not salient) ANOVA, with this index
as the dependent variable, did not produce a significant main
effect or an interaction (all p 1 .14). Of particular interest,
participants who were psychologically distal (M p 5.20)
and proximal (M p 5.27) reported similar levels of in-
volvement with the task (F(1, 197) ! 1), providing further
evidence that participants’ involvement was not altered by
psychological distance. The log-transformed response times
showed that psychologically distal participants spent mar-
ginally more time making a decision (M p 3.37) than those
who were psychologically proximal (M p 3.20; F(1, 199)
p 3.18, p p .08), suggesting that participants who were
psychologically distal from the decision were not less in-
volved.

Choice. We predicted that when trade-off information
was not salient, the choice results would replicate our pre-
vious studies showing that more psychological distance de-
creases choice of the large assortment. However, in the trade-
off salient condition, the effect would reverse, and less
psychological distance would decrease choice of the large
assortment.
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FIGURE 2

EXPERIMENT 4: CHOICE OF THE LARGE ASSORTMENT AS
A FUNCTION OF PSYCHOLOGICAL DISTANCE AND
DESIRABILITY/FEASIBILITY TRADE-OFF SALIENCE

We ran a logistic regression model that used construal,
trade-off saliency, and their interaction as the predictor var-
iables. As expected, psychological distance did not produce
a main effect (b p �.073, Wald x2(1, N p 197) ! 1), and
trade-off saliency produced a marginally significant main
effect (b p �.289, Wald x2(1, N p 197) p 3.26, p p
.07), indicating that participants were marginally less likely
to choose the larger assortment when they were given the
feasibility trade-off information. More importantly, and as
predicted, a significant two-way interaction confirmed our
prediction (b p .406, Wald x2(1, N p 197) p 3.84, p p
.05, see fig. 2). A closer examination finds that results in
the trade-off nonsalient condition replicated the pattern
found in experiments 1–3, showing that participants who
planned to purchase a blender in the distant future were less
likely to choose the large assortment (63%) than those who
planned to shop in the proximal future (84%; b p �.551,
Wald x2(1) p 5.12, p ! .05). Alternatively, when trade-off
information was salient, the effect reversed, and we found
that participants who were psychologically proximal were
less likely to choose the large assortment (53%) than those
who were psychologically distal (72%; b p �.479, Wald
x2(1, N p 197) p 8.96, p ! .01).

Discussion

This experiment identifies the saliency of trade-off in-
formation as a key moderator to the desire for large as-
sortments and provides further support for our framework.
While experiments 1–3 show support for the abstraction
hypothesis, experiment 4 shows support for the feasibility/
desirability hypothesis when feasibility/desirability trade-off
information is salient. In the absence of explicit trade-off
information, the preference for large assortments diminishes
when consumers are psychologically distant from the de-
cision. When explicit trade-off information is made salient,
however, we find the opposite results: the preference for
large assortments diminishes for psychologically proximal
consumers.

EXPERIMENT 5

While results of experiment 4 support our hypothesis, a
further investigation is necessary to provide further evidence
of a key tenet to our process. In experiment 5 we also
operationalize the salience of desirability/feasibility trade-
off information in a less heavy-handed and retail-relevant
manner. In this experiment we employed a subtle manipu-
lation that operates through the prior choices consumers
make, by not only highlighting the feasibility of the decision
but also the desirability of having a large assortment. Spe-
cifically, before making the target choice between a small
and a large assortment, we asked participants to make a
product choice from another assortment. We varied the as-
sortment size of this first choice to be from either a smaller
or larger set compared to the target assortments. We reason
that having already made a choice from a large set should
prompt participants to think about the trade-off between the

heightened desirability of having many options and the de-
creased feasibility of choosing among them. Alternatively,
making an earlier choice from a smaller assortment will be
relatively easy and activate neither desirability nor feasibility
concerns; thus, choosing from a smaller assortment will not
make desirability/feasibility trade-off information salient. In
accordance with hypothesis 3, we expect to see psycholog-
ical distance decrease the preference for the large assortment
when the prior choice was from a small set (trade-off in-
formation not salient) but increase it when the prior choice
was from a large set (trade-off information salient).

Method and Procedure

One hundred forty-five participants completed the study
as a part of a 45-minute session and were paid $10 for their
participation. The study followed a 2 (psychological dis-
tance: proximal vs. distal) # 2 (trade-off information: sa-
lient vs. not salient) between-subjects design.

In the first part of the study, we asked participants to
imagine that they were shopping in a store and were inter-
ested in buying chocolate. We varied the size of this store’s
assortment to be either large (47 options), for the trade-off
information salient condition, or small (9 options; see app.
D), for the trade-off information not salient condition. Par-
ticipants were asked to make a choice from the assortment
and indicate their satisfaction. Next, presented as an unre-
lated study, participants imagined that two stores were open-
ing in their area and the owner was offering coupons for a
free chocolate on opening day to encourage foot traffic.
Participants viewed the chocolate options for these stores
(see app. E) and were asked to choose a store. One of the
stores was said to carry 14 items (five more than the small
prior choice), while the other carried 42 items (five less than
the large prior choice). Psychological distance of the situ-
ation was manipulated by informing the participants that the
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FIGURE 3

EXPERIMENT 5: PREFERENCE FOR THE LARGE
ASSORTMENT AS A FUNCTION OF PSYCHOLOGICAL

DISTANCE AND DESIRABILITY/FEASIBILITY
TRADE-OFF SALIENCE

stores were either to open that day (proximal) or at the end
of the summer (about 3 months later; distal). Participants
indicated their relative preference between the stores (1 p
small assortment, 9 p large assortment).

Results

Pretest. To make sure that this subtle manipulation in-
deed made desirability/feasibility trade-off more salient, an
additional 119 participants completed a pretest. Participants
completed the prime where they were randomly assigned to
either make an initial choice from nine or 49 chocolates.
Next, they imagined making the choice between these stores
(14 vs. 42 options) and asked to indicate to what extent they
would focus on the feasibility/desirability trade-off. (“If you
had to choose between these two stores to what extent would
you focus on the trade-off between getting a large set with
many desirable options and the difficulty of making a choice
from such a large set?”) The results indicated that partici-
pants who previously made a choice from the large set fo-
cused on the feasibility/desirability trade-off to a greater
extent (M p 5.65) than those who made a choice from the
small set (M p 4.79; t(117) p 2.002, p ! .05). These
findings support the idea that an earlier decision made from
a large set would make the desirability/feasibility trade-off
more salient.

Response Time. A 2 (psychological distance: proximal
vs. distal) # 2 (trade-off information: salient vs. not salient)
ANOVA, using the log-transformed response times as the
dependent variable, did not produce significant main effects
or interactions (all p 1 .1). Replicating our previous findings,
these results suggest that construal did not influence partic-
ipants’ involvement.

Relative Preference. We predicted that when desirabi-
lity/feasibility trade-off information is not salient, the choice
results would replicate our previous studies showing that
psychological distance decreases preference for the large
assortment. However, when the trade-off information is sa-
lient, the effect would reverse and psychological distance
would increase preference for the large assortment.

A 2 (psychological distance: proximal vs. distal) # 2
(trade-off information: salient vs. not salient) ANOVA sup-
ported this prediction with a significant interaction (F(1,
141) p 11.46, p ! .01; see fig. 3). Neither of the main
effects was significant (all F ! 1). A closer examination of
the interaction shows that when the feasibility/desirability
trade-off information was not salient, the results replicated
the pattern found in experiments 1–3: participants who
planned to visit the store in the distant future preferred the
large assortment to a lesser extent (M p 6.0) than those
who planned to shop in the proximal future (M p 7.1; F(1,
58) p 3.17, p p .08). Alternatively, when the feasibility/
desirability trade-off information was salient, the effect re-
versed, and we found that participants who were psycho-
logically distal showed a higher preference for the large

assortment (M p 7.64) than those who were psychologically
proximal (M p 5.83; F(1, 83) p 9.88, p ! .01).

Discussion

The results of experiment 5 provide further support for
our theoretical framework by demonstrating the critical role
of feasibility/desirability trade-off information salience.
Supporting hypothesis 3, we showed that priming desira-
bility/feasibility trade-off information from a prior difficult
choice decreases the appeal of large assortments when con-
sumers are psychologically proximal. In the absence of this
explicit trade-off information, the preference for large as-
sortments diminishes when consumers are psychologically
distant from the decision. By showing participants the full
choice set, experiment 5 also provides generalizability and
additional evidence to support our hypotheses.

From a theoretical perspective, the results of experiments
4 and 5 are important because they identify a key boundary
condition for the well-established outcomes of psychological
distance while reconciling the contradicting predictions of
CLT. Our research examines the situations in which CLT
makes two opposing predictions about the effect of psy-
chological distance, and we show that the salience of trade-
off information is a key moderator in our understanding of
how psychological distance affects decision making. While
the presence of explicit desirability/feasibility trade-off in-
formation leads to shifts of desirability/feasibility weighting,
the absence of such trade-off information leads psycholog-
ical distance to operate through shifts in the general rep-
resentations (i.e., abstraction) of the decision and shifts in
perceived substitutability.
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GENERAL DISCUSSION

In this article, we examined the role of psychological
distance on consumers’ assortment size preferences. CLT
leads to two contradicting hypotheses regarding the role of
psychological distance on the assortment decision. The ab-
straction hypothesis proposed that greater psychological dis-
tance leads consumers to represent the choice task at a
higher, more abstract level, making the available options
more substitutable, and thus decreasing the need for and
choice of a large assortment. The feasibility/desirability hy-
pothesis, however, suggested that psychologically proximal
choices increase the attention to feasibility (vs. desirability)
concerns and thus decreases the appeal of large assortments.
Our experiments show that the default mechanism operates
through the abstraction hypothesis, thus decreasing the pref-
erence for large assortments when consumers are choosing
assortments or retailers in distant time or space. However,
we also show that the desirability/feasibility hypothesis op-
erates when desirability/feasibility trade-off information is
salient. When this information is salient, the effect reverses,
and it is psychological proximity that decreases preference
for large assortments. We demonstrated these effects across
time and space, multiple product and service categories, and
when the actual options in the assortment were both absent
(experiments 2 and 4) and present (experiments 1A, 1B, 3,
and 5).

Experiments 1A and 1B find support for our abstraction
hypothesis. Manipulating psychological distance in terms of
time (i.e., 1 day vs. 5 months) and space (i.e., 1 vs. 2,000
miles), these studies find that consumers are less likely to
choose large assortments when the choice was psychologi-
cally distant. Experiments 2 and 3 extended our results to
additional categories, ruled out alternative explanations, and
further tested our proposed abstraction process by measuring
substitutability, providing support for hypothesis 2 with me-
diation data.

While experiments 1–3 lend support for the abstraction
hypothesis, experiments 4 and 5 examined the relationship
between psychological distance and assortment size when
feasibility/desirability trade-off information is salient. Con-
sistent with hypothesis 3 and the feasibility/desirability hy-
pothesis, when trade-off information was salient, partici-
pants making a decision for the near future decreased their
preference for a large assortment. When these explicit trade-
offs were not salient, however, it was participants making
a decision for the distant future that decreased their pref-
erence for a large assortment.

Theoretical and Practical Implications

Our results have important implications for assortment
and CLT literatures. CLT has identified a host of conse-
quences to changes in construal (Eyal et al. 2004; Fujita et
al. 2006; Liberman and Trope 1998; Trope and Liberman
2010), and two of the most cited are shifts in weighing for
desirability and feasibility (Liberman and Trope 1998) and
shifts in the representations of the situation (Trope and Lib-

erman 2003, 2010). Yet no research to date has examined
situations where these two processes predict opposing ef-
fects. Choice of assortment size is one of these situations,
and it provides a unique opportunity to identify and test
moderating conditions. In this research, we contend that
when feasibility/desirability information is not salient, the
well-established shift in the weighing of desirability/feasi-
bility attributes is not observed, and instead, construal leads
to changes in the abstraction of representations. When trade-
off information is salient, feasibility/desirability concerns
take precedence and drive choice. These results are note-
worthy as they not only establish a boundary condition to
when feasibility/desirability effects will affect choice, but
they also identify trade-off information saliency as a key
moderator to the process through which construal operates.

The results also contribute to the substitutability and sim-
ilarity literature by demonstrating the effect of psychological
distance on substitutability judgments and decision making.
Day and Bartels (2008) have shown that while similarity
judgments in the distant future will be mostly driven by
commonalities, judgments in the present are based more on
differences. We extend their findings and suggest that psy-
chological distance increases perceptions of similarity and
influences substitutability, and this can occur even when
explicit attributes are not presented.

Our findings also suggest that the ubiquitous “lure of
assortment” may not be as universal as previously thought.
Previous studies focused on consumers making assortment
decisions without reference to when or where the decision
would take place. We demonstrate that the timing and lo-
cation of the decision is an important factor in assortment
choice and, in turn, retailer choice. From a more practical
perspective, our results suggest that the role of assortment
in retail store choice may be limited to psychologically prox-
imal situations, and retailers that are far away—in space or
time—will not require such a large product assortments to
lure consumers. However, if information about the feasibility
of the choice is made salient, then psychological proximal
consumers will shy away from large assortments. Such sit-
uations of psychological distance are common and predict-
able: consumers planning for future and/or distal consumption
(e.g., vacations, insurance, retirement), as well as retailers and
resorts serving large geographic areas. Retailers with smaller
assortments should highlight the costs of choosing if the de-
cision is taking place here and now but not highlight these
costs if the decision is psychologically distant. The reverse
strategy is true for retailers of larger assortments.

Limitations and Future Research

Our research proposes several implications that are wor-
thy of future research. For instance, we propose that psy-
chological distance, due to substitutability, is an important
factor driving preferences for larger assortments, and it is
likely to also affect assortment perceptions, which are in-
fluenced by similarity and categorization (Mogilner, Rud-
nick, and Iyengar 2008; Morales et al. 2005). Psychological
distance is also likely to influence satisfaction, variety, and
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satiation. Distance could decrease the expectations of an
assortment, which affects choice satisfaction (Diehl and
Poynor 2010). Similarly, broader categorizations lead to
more satiation (Redden 2008), suggesting that the effect of
psychological distance on substitutability could increase sa-
tiation and variety seeking.

Future research should investigate the fact that other driv-
ers could affect substitutability. We conceptualize substitutes
as products that have a similar use and are defined around
product categories, which are themselves fuzzy and depen-
dent on the situation, product, and user (Srivastava, Alpert,
and Shocker 1984). Substitutability could also depend on
what attributes are salient and whether consumers are focused
on similarity or dissimilarity (Dhar, Nowlis, and Sherman
1999) or whether attributes are replaceable, which leads to
increased variety seeking (Nowlis, Dhar, and Simonson 2010).

We do acknowledge that the assortment decision is com-
plex, and other processes could be operating alongside psy-
chological distance and substitutability. For instance, re-
source slack (Zauberman and Lynch 2005) could affect
consumers’ preferences for larger assortments when time
resources are scarce. While resource slack could explain
some of our effects when we manipulated psychological
distance in terms of time, it does not predict the interactions
found in experiments 4 and 5, nor does it explain four results
due to geographical distance. One potentially fruitful area
for future research may be investigating any relationship
between geographical distance and resource slack and how
resource slack may influence assortment size preferences.

One question that our research evokes is why, given clas-
sic economic theory, would consumers want less choice
when the choice is psychologically distant and feasibility
information is not salient? Recent economic theory suggests
that a smaller assortment can be the optimal choice when
options become more substitutable (Kuksov and Villas-Boas
2010). Perhaps we should be questioning the basic assump-

tion that people will always want more choice. Are there
other reasons (other than feasibility concerns) for not pre-
ferring larger assortments? One such reason might be to
conserve and only “take what you need.” Recent research
suggests that people can value conservation and having less
(Zhu and Kalra 2012), and many cultures prefer to have
some choices made for them (Iyengar 2010). There are also
virtuous reasons to want less and to “satisfice”—satisficers
have been shown to be happier individuals (Schwartz et al.
2002), suggesting that they might be the better-adapted con-
sumer. From our results we cannot say that a desire for
conservation leads consumers to prefer less choice, but the
results are certainly consistent with the notion.

There are two sides to the “paradox of choice” (Schwartz
2004): the lure of assortment and the negative consequences
from too many choices. While research has begun to inves-
tigate strategies to mitigate these negative consequences—
such as managing expectations (Diehl and Poynor 2010), of-
fering recommendation signs (Goodman et al. 2010), provid-
ing default options (Botti and Iyengar 2006), removing time
constraints (Inbar, Botti, and Hanko 2010), and providing
more lower-level and congruent categories (Mogilner et al.
2008; Morales et al. 2005)—some have questioned it alto-
gether (Scheibehenne, Greifeneder, and Todd 2010; but see
Chernev, Böckenholt, and Goodman 2010). Yet relatively lit-
tle attention has been given to understanding the first phase
of the paradox (the lure of assortment). While it is important
to know how consumers cope and respond to more choice,
it may be possible for consumers to avoid such large assort-
ments altogether. This research adds to our knowledge about
consumers’ attraction to more choice and shows when more
choice may be unnecessary, unattractive, or simply avoided
in the first place. While future research should continue to
examine how consumers choose from large assortments, it is
important to understand when and why consumers are so
attracted to more choice in the first place.
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APPENDIX A

STIMULI FOR EXPERIMENT 1A
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APPENDIX B

STIMULI FOR EXPERIMENT 1B

APPENDIX C

SAMPLE OF A STORE WITH SMALL ASSORTMENT
(SIX OPTIONS) FOR EXPERIMENT 3
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NONSALIENT (NINE OPTIONS) AND SALIENT (49 OPTIONS) FEASIBILITY/
DESIRABILITY TRADE-OFF INFORMATION FOR EXPERIMENT 5

APPENDIX E

SMALL AND LARGE ASSORTMENT STIMULI FOR EXPERIMENT 5
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