Too many choices:

By Paul A. Herbig

Consumer product companies introduced more than 31,000 new products in the United States in 2000, up from 10,000 in 1986.  Go to any large grocery store or drug store and examine the number of options that exist in any category. For instance, how many hundreds of pain relievers exist covering how many square feet of shelf space?  I don’t have time to count them all let alone attempt to understand the subtle differences that exist between the various products. Barry Schwartz, a psychologist, has written a book called Paradox of Choice in which he claims that an overabundance of choices can be a dangerous, even paralyzing thing.  As he says: “Having the opportunity to choose is no blessing if we feel we do not have the wherewithal to choose wisely.”

The pendulum has swung back and forth over the past century on the subject of choice.  In the early 20th century,  too much choice was declared wasteful and inefficient  and as a result not only was choice limited but the choices that did exist were often uniform and standard.  At the end of the 20th century and into the 21st century, choice is considered good and the more the better (or so it seems).  The economy multiplies variety, the more that exists, the better to serve smaller and small segments of consumers with different tastes and different needs.  However does too much choice make Jack a dull boy? Does too much choice overload the consumer and lead to paralysis and inability to choose at all?  Several studies have provided interesting clues. 

In one study of how people actually buy,  a psychologist set up a table with 30 jars of jam and gave shoppers who stopped for a sample a discount coupon for their next jam purchase.  He also had a table with six jams.   He counted the coupons to see which group was more likely to buy.  Of the shoppers who faced 30 choices, only 3% actually bought jams.  Of those who stopped by the six-jam table, nearly 30% purchased jams.

In another study, half of a test  group were given a seven-digit number to memorize and the other half a two-digit number.  The test subjects were then offered a choice between a single slide of cake or a large bowl of fruit.  Of those memorizing the longer numbers, 59% choose the cake compared with 37% of the two-digit crowd.  The explanation according to the researchers:  the brain was too busy memorizing the number to rein in the primitive brain which wanted the cake now.  

In a third study, subjects were shown a group of Godiva chocolates.  They were asked which chocolate they would buy for themselves, based on the name and look of each.  Half chose from 6 chocolates and half from 30.  Half of each group was then given the chocolate they selected for themselves while the other half received a different chocolate, one selected by the experimenter. People who picked from 6 chocolates were more satisfied than those who selected from 30.  A bigger group seemed to make people more likely to worry that they had not picked the best chocolate.  However, subjects who ate a chocolate selected by the experimenter rather than one self-selected were much satisfied.  Too much choice may cause regret but no choice is worse. 

So what does this all mean?  Too many choices is overwhelming but no choice is not at all satisfying.   Perhaps the middle ground here is to offer the customer manageable choices and then be available to assist them in their choice.  Instead of just letting the customer stare at a wall full of options (or 30 jams on a table), be available to assist the customer in their decision (flavors desired, size,  consistency  of jam) and provide the customer with a few choices they self-selected.  A term for this is “Mediated shopping”—experts and tools that narrow down the possibilities to a manageable number of likely candidates. 

It is not too many choices that make choice almost impossible, it is how you deliver those choices to the customer that make the decision making overloaded or satisfying..  

