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Abstract
This paper proposes a seminal model that combines heuristics and preferences to 
analyse decision-making processes related to the consumption of goods and ser-
vices. The model has been built by recombining different results from economic psy-
chology and in particular from the research programme called ecological rationality 
or environment-consistent rationality. With regard to heuristics and their algorithms, 
in addition to the well-known lexicographic rule, the importance of the heuristics of 
recognition, weighting and adding, sufficient satisfaction, reciprocity, default choice 
and imitate-the-majority heuristic in consumer behaviour is underscored. This last 
heuristic is complemented by the critical mass model and preliminary ideas on the 
loyalty effect. With respect to preferences, a distinction is made between elemen-
tary and final preferences, and between raw and inferential preferences. These two 
dimensions can be combined, giving rise to a conceptual framework which allows 
the concept of preferences to be consolidated and expanded. Although much work 
remains to be done, it should be stressed that this approach could be very fertile in 
gaining thorough understanding of the determinants of consumption choices.
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1 Introduction

It is common knowledge that within economic psychology,1 the rapid-and-frugal 
heuristics research programme, also called ecological rationality or environment-
consistent rationality, has focussed on the role of simple inferences in people’s eve-
ryday decisions (Gigerenzer and Gaissmaier 2011: 454). In general, this research 
programme presents the following theoretical and methodological singularities 
(based on Martignon and Hoffrage 2002; Gigerenzer et  al. 2008: 233–234; Berg 
2014a; Tomer 2017: 30 and Schilirò 2017):

• The mind is a powerful toolbox to adapt to changes in context. The subject of 
analysis is the correspondence between decision-making procedures and the 
basic characteristics of the environment in which they are applied (Payne et al. 
1988, Gigerenzer 2001; Gigerenzer 2008; Skořepa 2011: 46; Todd and Giger-
enzer 2012: 8–12). Therefore, there is no definable benchmark for assessing 
the effectiveness of decision-making processes (Gigerenzer 2008). The norma-
tive quality is given by the finding that a procedure has yielded sufficiently good 
results in a certain kind of situations.

• Heuristics are straightforward but not simple inferences, ideal when there are many 
options, reality is full of uncertainty and accumulating more and more informa-
tion can be counterproductive: the famous less-is-more paradox (See Medvec et al. 
1995 and Gigerenzer 2014: 97). They are cognitive shortcuts like the rule of thumb 
initially used by carpenters to take measurements by eye, which was not an obsta-
cle to doing a good job. The use of heuristic procedures does not necessarily have 
harmless consequences, as they seldom prompt decisions that harm individuals’ 
physical integrity, lower their level of well-being, cause severe economic losses, 
etc. (Berg 2003; Arkes et al. 2016). Heuristics are neither fickle nor frivolous, so 
they do not reflect any allegedly flawed design of the human mind. On the con-
trary, they leave no doubt about its vast creativity and adaptability within the long 
and contingent evolution of the species (Gigerenzer 2014: 14; Gigerenzer 2018).

• People have multiple heuristics at their disposal. They choose the one that seems 
the most appropriate given the circumstances based on the information stored in 
their memory (which, in turn, reflects their experiences and cumulative knowl-
edge) and the differences in their personalities (for example, not everyone is intu-
itive in the same way, nor does everyone have the same degree of anxiety). It is 
not surprising, therefore, that different people choose different heuristics.

• Heuristics support robust predictions about behaviour (Roberts and Pashler 
2000). Analysts therefore design lab and field experiments with great care, as 
well as using mathematical simulation techniques (Berg and Gigerenzer 2010: 
16–17). The aim is to improve decision-making in areas such as health, business, 
courts, etc. (Gigerenzer and Brighton 2009: 129; Gigerenzer and Edwards 2009).

1 In this paper, the term economic psychology is preferred to behavioural economics as the latter is 
closely associated with the research programme on heuristics and biases developed by Daniel Kahne-
man and followers. On the history of the relationship between economics and psychology, see Heukelom 
(2014).
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From this conceptual basis, this paper aims to discuss the role of preferences and 
several heuristics in the final consumption of goods and services. To begin with, 
Sect.  2 explains the concept of heuristics and lists the most relevant ones in con-
sumption, and the term ‘preferences’ is modified. Section 3 presents the model itself, 
in which numerous factors are combined in a multi-stage process which ends up in a 
single final consumption decision. In this section, we discuss the peculiarities of the 
different heuristics in consumer decisions in some detail. The text closes with brief 
conclusions and prospects for future work.

2  Heuristics and preferences

Research has inventoried different heuristics used in individual economic decision-
making, some of which have different algorithms.2 There are five main heuristics:

• Recognition: The person considers all the options and chooses the one they iden-
tify at first glance (or the most quickly).

• Algorithms that indicate what to choose based on the cues, or attributes, of 
the different options in play, all of them previously recognised. Sometimes the 
choice is made for a single reason, whereas other times the options are subjec-
tively ranked according to the priority assigned to their attributes. Finally, the 
option that passes a certain screening rule is chosen.

• Weighting and adding: The attributes of the different alternatives are compared with 
each other on the same level, although perhaps with unequal weights, and the con-
sumer chooses the one that achieves the best value (high or low, as appropriate).

• Sufficient satisfaction: The person explores the different options in no particular 
order until one is sufficiently satisfactory, given their aspirations.

• Social: Individuals decide according to the rule of reciprocity or by imitating others.

These heuristics plus deliberation3 and giving up one’s own decision-making 
ability (either to a random device or to third parties4) make up the three major 

2 Heuristics and algorithms are fully activated in group decisions. Collective decisions also include 
agreement and conformity mechanisms.
3 Slow, systematic reflection involves carefully considering the options and their attributes and, if 
needed, using sophisticated computational techniques such as statistical regression, decision trees, neural 
networks and so on. It is a cumbersome and costly decision-making method, although it cushions the 
regret quite well if the choice is a fiasco, while also providing reasons to defend the choice made to third 
parties (it avoids giving the image of having improvised). Detailed deliberation as the best way of taking 
decisions is discussed in Hammond et al (2002), Raiffa et al (2002: 14–52) and Spetzler (2016). In any 
case, deliberation does not require the fulfillment of certain axioms, nor does it presuppose that the out-
come reached will be optimal. It only suggests that detailed reflection leads to better results than would 
have been obtained without such deliberation.
4 Random results can be generated by flipping a coin or rolling a die (without tricks). Recourse to chance 
is rare in public affairs, even though social housing may be allocated by lottery, and much rarer in the 
individual ones (Elster 1988). When a third party is chosen, it may be a person who has sufficient knowl-
edge about the decision, or the decision-making process may rely on devices and big data analysis algo-
rithms, probably owned by a firm (Christl and Spiekermann 2016).
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patterns or basic ways in which humans approach inferential choices. All of them 
can be applied in consumer choices, but this paper only considers heuristics.

Preferences are manifestations of attraction under the influence of beliefs, emo-
tions and information stored in memory (Elster 2007: chap. 9; Hausman 2012: 
112–114). They are subjective appetencies in the sense that they are strictly per-
sonal and constantly compared (“I like A better than B”) (Haussman 2012: 1, 6). 
Although preferences cannot be assessed according to objective criteria (Gilboa 
et al. 2012: 22), analysing the psychosocial factors that originate and modify them 
is of the utmost importance (Luan et al. 2014: 503). Unfortunately, the way prefer-
ences are formed may be very difficult to elucidate, as they reflect the influence of 
hidden factors within people’s socialisation process. Fortunately, these obstacles are 
minor when studying the ways in which preferences can be modified. Preferences 
also incorporate the intention to choose, although the choice does not necessarily 
have to be effected, among other reasons due to the presence of restrictions.5 Finally, 
the choices that drive preferences are accompanied by justifications (including not 
knowing why one has chosen what one has chosen).

What should be emphasised here and now is that economic psychology proposes 
a twofold distinction within the term ‘preferences’ (Skořepa 2011: 31–32):

• Elementary and final (or total) preferences, depending on their degree of persis-
tence.

• Raw and inferential preferences, depending on how they arise.

All people maintain quite defined and persistent preferences over time, yet simul-
taneously have sudden inclinations at a given time and place. For example, clothing 
habits do not preclude a strong advertising campaign, a temporary deal, a salesper-
son’s skill, etc. from leading in a person to buy a different model from the usual one. 
While elementary preferences tend to change when the state of the world changes 
(e.g., the individual’s income level), final preferences are highly vulnerable to stim-
uli received by the person in the vicinity of the act of consumption.

Raw preferences are closely associated with people’s gut tastes and desires. For 
this reason, they determine choices immediately: “I cannot resist chocolate”. The 
person simply confirms that the choice made is pleasurable and stops thinking about 
it (Gilboa et al. 2004: 11). In contrast, inferential preferences are the result of a more 
or less careful inspection of the available options. Not infrequently, these infer-
ences include benchmarks: option A is chosen since it contains an amount of a given 
attribute above (or below) a certain threshold. It should be noted that the reference 
may be based on arbitrary assumptions (Ariely et al. 2003). Obviously, if the refer-
ence changes, so does the choice.

Typologies of elementary/final and raw/inferential preferences could be com-
bined, as shown in Table 1. The mix of raw/elementary preferences corresponds to 
internalised and therefore enduring tastes. However, some elementary preferences 
may be temporarily suspended until the object in question has been internalised, as 

5 Psychology focuses on motivations and desires, while also conferring a secondary role on restrictions.
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in the inferential/elementary combination. For example, when people face a new 
ingredient, even if it does not prompt any strong rejection, the lack of previous 
experience can delay their trying it. The combination of raw and final preferences 
encompasses cases of sudden changes of appetency: “I like A a lot, but I choose 
B because I want to imitate the other diners”. Finally, in an exotic restaurant, the 
choice among various unknown dishes triggers the formulation of inferences (e.g., 
associations that presumably inform on their flavours). If no conclusion is reached, 
choices can always be random.6

3  Heuristics and preferences in consumer behaviour

In consumption decisions, heuristics and preferences are combined in a flexible 
sequential manner and with varying degrees of intensity. One of these elements 
may even act exclusively, especially when raw preferences are activated. In contrast, 
when it comes to buying a mobile phone, consumers are interested in the features 
of the models on sale. It doesn’t matter if they do not fully understand some attrib-
utes because they only consider familiar brands, i.e., those that are trustworthy, a 
condition reinforced by what relatives and friends have said about their quality, and 
encased by budgetary and other restrictions. Regardless, heuristics and algorithms 
combined with the two dimensions of preferences make it possible to distinguish 
different consumption processes. To correctly tackle this entire casuistry, a model is 
needed, even if it is a preliminary one. Figure 1 shows a general scheme of the com-
bination between heuristics and preferences (and their associated elements, such as 
beliefs, emotions and information).7

To begin with, the model identifies a hypothetical initial options set, the size 
of which is usually considerable. This set encompasses a wide range of brands of 
goods and services of a certain kind, together with their variants. Of course, this set 
contains not all the existing possibilities but those that are usually found in the most 
frequently visited sales points. For example, if a person is vegetarian, they will pass 
over many of the food products usually on sale; likewise, if the purchase is highly 
emotionally charged, as in the purchase of a clothing accessory, the person will only 

Table1  Expressions of 
preferences

Source: Own elaboration

Preferences Unveiling process
Raw Inferential

Character
 Elementary Particular tastes Novelty integration
 Final Sudden appetite Detailed examination

6 As can be seen, all the examples come from the world of food, an inexhaustible source of examples 
related to the contingent construction and unexpected alterations of preferences.
7 The model was inspired by several works, such as Marewski et al. (2010: 288), Hauser (2014), Szmigin 
and Piacentini (2015: 81, 94), Gigerenzer (2015: 128) and Mousavi et al. (2017).
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be interested in the models that project their desired social image. The initial options 
set, under the influence of economic constraints, especially the price and the budget 
allocation set by mental accounting, then collapses into the consideration set, which 
is always smaller (Yee et al. 2007; Hauser 2014). Heuristic algorithms also play a 
role in this process, as in the case of the consumer who after identifying the famous 
brands, only considers the affordable ones. As the figure shows, the final choice 
takes place within the consideration set. It is influenced by:

• The examination rule of a given algorithm, which determines the choice.
• Persuasion techniques such as foot-in-the-door, low-balling, priming, framework 

and anchoring effect and so on (see Joule and Beauvois 2104; Cialdini 2017).

As expected, this entire process takes place within a certain socioeconomic con-
text and biographical background, which is always being both permanently and par-
tially modified (Earl 1995: 70).

Heuristics are active throughout the decision-making process, shrinking both the 
initial and the consideration set. However, what heuristics are they? The hypothesis 
is that in the world of consumption, the recognition and fluency heuristics, the lexi-
cographic rule, sufficient satisfaction and the imitate-the-majority heuristic should 
be highlighted. The paragraphs below justify this selection.

Recognition heuristics refers to the mind’s ability to activate the sense of famili-
arity with all kinds of objects, even if previous contact has been transient (Goldstein 
and Gigerenzer 2002; Gigerenzer and Goldstein 2011b; Pachur et  al. 2012). This 
presentiment should not be confused with the search for information stored in mem-
ory (Mousavi et al. 2017: 284). Having difficulties remembering something does not 
prevent the impression that it is familiar from arising. The presence of a simple sen-
sory input is usually enough to immediately trigger a sense of familiarity: we have 
all seen a face that looks familiar, even though our memory may take time, or even 
fail, to figure out who it is and where we have seen it. Under normal conditions, just 

Fig. 1  A map of consumption 
choices
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seeing a logo or an acronym, hearing a certain musical tune, perceiving a certain 
smell, etc., is enough for people to instantly identify the associated object of con-
sumption (Schwartz 2016: 56). This does not preclude the possibility that if a person 
is approached unexpectedly, they will often be unable to name many brands of a cer-
tain type of good or service. However, all they have to do is see them for a fraction 
of a second to identify the product in question and evoke the features attributed to it. 
And the imprint is more intense if it triggers emotions.

The recognition heuristic is not blind. Take the case of people with partial but 
enough experience to rapidly ignore the type of underbrush inappropriate to finding 
mushrooms. However, this does not mean that the same heuristic will be applied to 
choose the ones they actually pick. In fact, since there are highly toxic mushrooms, 
they will only put those that they know for sure are not dangerous in their basket. 
While there is a strong correlation between the type of underbrush and the pres-
ence of mushrooms, there is not necessarily between the abundance of mushrooms 
and their edibility. However, in a restaurant specialised in mushroom-based cuisine, 
given that the know-how of those in charge can be trusted, this person will eat all 
the mushrooms on the dish, even if they do not recognise any of them. This example 
reminds us how the effectiveness of the recognition heuristic depends on contextual 
characteristics.

The fact that recognition comes to consciousness faster than memories has an 
undoubted adaptive value: immediately identifying what is beneficial (for example, 
the chemical trace left by a prey) or harmful (a suspicious vibration behind a bush) 
is a key issue in the survival of living beings. In the field of consumption, people 
apply the heuristic of recognition massively: they are inclined to buy only the brands 
they recognise. If it is the first time they see it, or if it does not make any impression, 
they infer that the brand is not worth buying. This mental shortcut therefore not only 
identifies the option to be chosen but also endorses its degree of trustworthiness 
(Gigerenzer 2015: 121). As a consequence, the use of the algorithm is self-reinforc-
ing, giving rise to a solid routine. Its use will continue until a veritable avalanche of 
information advises against it.

The role of the recognition heuristic in consumption cycles is unquestionable: it 
quickly narrows down the initial set and quite often points directly to the option to 
be chosen. From this point of view, the enormous resources earmarked to advertis-
ing and promotional campaigns are nothing more than an attempt to buy consumers’ 
neural space. This is a creative effort to facilitate brand recognition, a goal which 
is usually enhanced by mixing them with beliefs and emotions with the enthusias-
tic complicity of a certain pop sociology and the media. Indeed, advertising mes-
sages tell why a given brand should be consumed, with whom and at what time. In 
other words, they show the conditions for consumption to be satisfactory and effec-
tive. There is no doubt that the differences created by branding are small, but they 
are noticeable enough to be distinguished from each other. However, the latency 
of familiarity and attributes that supports it in the mind is limited, even more so 
in a social context infested by advertising claims. Therefore, effective advertising 
requires persistence and accessibility. If this effort is abandoned, the brand’s market 
share is likely to begin a slow but steady decline. Hence the importance of the brand 
being present everywhere: in successful films and TV series (or product placement, 
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see Cialdini 2017: 184, 405), in spots and advertising panels on streets and roads, 
on all kinds of merchandising objects, in the media, on the social media, etc. (Kurz-
Milcke and Gigerenzer 2007). At the same time, brand must be available in as many 
and as varied outlets as possible. As a result, the most recognised brands are consid-
ered the most suitable and vice-versa. In general:

• Recognition makes it easier for the brand to become part of the appetite: people 
taste the brand before they even taste the product itself. Moreover, identification 
connotes trust, which powerfully shapes final preferences.

• The routine generated is reinterpreted as preference, so recognition promotes loy-
alty.8 However, this loyalty is hardly ever absolute: frequent customers do not 
hesitate to switch brands, even temporarily, if a sign catches their eye (Szmigin 
and Piacentini 2015: 358, 367–368; more on loyalty below).

In everyday shopping, familiarity, routine and loyalty end up being indistinguish-
able: a given brand is bought because it is currently bought, a fact which denotes 
convenience and accessibility.

The heuristic of fluency means choosing the most quickly recognised option, 
even if all of them are recognised (Gigerenzer and Gaissmaier 2011: 462). This heu-
ristic is based on the mind’s agility when processing information. It assumes that 
people are able to discriminate these reaction times and that there is a direct link 
between the value of an option and the speed with which the impression of familiar-
ity emerges (Mousavi et  al. 2017: 285). For example, the presence of fluency has 
been detected in the very short term development of stock values (even more so if 
the company and its identification code are easy to pronounce, as reported in Alter 
and Oppenheimer 2006) and in the perception of the purchasing power of coins and 
banknotes (see Alter and Oppenheimer 2008). However, because people have par-
ticular personalities and experiences, fluency rates can differ. This result is clearly 
related to the frequency of previous exposure and the stimuli received in the moment 
(thus, for example, having heard a brand repeatedly speeds up its recollection from 
memory, which gives it a halo of relevance).

Another important set of heuristics activates inferences based on inspection of 
the attributes of the options under consideration (Katsikopoulos 2014). Sometimes it 
is just a specific signal that is assumed to be closely associated with the target vari-
able, which is probably not directly observable. This is the case of one-good-reason 
heuristics (Goldstein and Gigerenzer 2002; Katsikopoulos and Gigerenzer 2008; 
Gigerenzer and Goldstein 2011a and Gigerenzer and Gaissmaier 2011: 463).9 In the 
consumer sphere, for instance, advertising often emphasises the reason for buying a 

9 This is also observed in nature, especially in the mating season. For example, female peacocks choose 
to mate with the male with the showiest tail, an attribute that reflects its vitality; for deer, it is the size of 
antlers which garners attention; in certain frogs, it is the power of the croak, and so on.

8 Routine is related to the term “doing the shopping”, while the expression “going shopping” connotes 
shopping with a playful component. Since consumers are not in a hurry to determine what attracts them 
the most, predicting these latter purchases is especially difficult (Szmigin and Piacentini 2015: 101; 
Trentman 2016: 93).
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certain brand. All other possible reasons do not matter. Likewise, managers of com-
panies and institutions make many decisions for a single (good) reason (Wübben 
and Wangenheim 2008; Artinger et al. 2014). It is more common to consider various 
attributes of the options at hand. An algorithm is then applied that inspects the value 
of these attributes, either sequentially or hierarchically. In this process, options are 
discarded until only one is left, which will be chosen (Gigerenzer et al. 2008: 231). 
It is essential to underscore that inspecting attributes in consumption decisions was 
detected many years ago: it is the lexicographical algorithm. This rule consists in 
ranking attributes according to consumer preferences and the elements that go with 
them, and then initiating a process in which the options which do not meet certain 
pre-established requirements are eliminated.10 Attribute-based selection is common 
in the case of durable goods (clothing, appliances, automobiles, housing, etc.) and 
important services such as schools, telephony, electricity or leisure (Kurz-Milcke 
and Gigerenzer 2007). These consumption decisions share two important features: 
on the one hand, prices and/or financial obligations (periodic bills for consumption 
or loan repayments) are significant in relation to income, and on the other hand, they 
have multiple attributes (functional, status, aesthetic, etc.) which can be more or less 
objectively identified.

From a psychological perspective, these algorithms have the following unique 
features:

• Prior to applying them, people have to identify the attributes they consider rel-
evant. Normally, this number is likely to be around four, but it depends on the 
number of options. For sellers, it is important to know this selection and its hier-
archical layout. That makes the sales process easier: the options most closely 
related to a particular attribute set are displayed at the outset.

• The rank of attributes depends on opinions received from others, one’s own 
beliefs and aspirations, persuasive advertising and so on. Moreover, budget con-
straints should not be forgotten, as price is often one of the most salient attributes 
(Kurz-Milcke and Gigerenzer 2007).

• The choice is always determined by the least important of the characteristics 
considered. One example is people who claim to have bought a certain car model 
because of the chrome plating, a very secondary attribute compared to price, 
engine power or fuel consumption. Therefore, details matter, and a lot. Regard-
less of what the advertising highlights, be it functional traits or generic emotions 
(desire for status, reliability, etc.), goods and services cannot neglect the details 
since they distinguish the product and positively surprise customers. As a conse-
quence, futilities and gadgets determine quite a few purchases. Any automobile 
or appliance salesman is aware of just how important they are.

10 There are two variants: the conjunctive rule, in which the consumer inspects the attributes of products 
sequentially and in no particular order, discriminating among them according to certain thresholds they 
have established in advance; and the elimination-by-aspects rule, which combines hierarchical arrange-
ment and threshold values.
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• If the ranking of attributes changes, the option chosen changes as well. The hier-
archical order is particular to each individual. This reiterates the seller’s interest 
in knowing customer priorities: their initial question is always, “What have you 
been thinking?” The vendor then builds the appropriate argument, which always 
ends up focussing on the details.

• The algorithm is inadequate for choosing between options with qualitative 
aspects or permeated with uncertainty. It requires features that are easily sortable 
and/or evaluated by simple metrics.

The third type of common heuristics in consumption decisions are weighting and 
adding. They bring together algorithms that lead to direct comparisons of attributes 
and, by extension, options. Although there is no hierarchy, attributes may have dif-
ferent weights (Payne et al. 1993: 24). This heuristic is applied many times in eve-
ryday life. For example, a person wants to buy a cake, so when they reach the shop 
window they inspect which cakes are on sale. It should be noted this is a negligible 
expense, they are perfectly aware the product so there is no room for surprises and 
the range of goods will not change until tomorrow, a time horizon outside of the 
selection process. The consumer sees that today there is a choice between cream and 
chocolate cakes. Both are appealing to them, although they wonder if they might 
like the cake with a lot of cream better than chocolate. More specifically: how many 
units of cream make up for the loss of one unit of chocolate? Therefore, the con-
sumer establishes a cream/chocolate substitution rate based on raw preferences, 
which is obviously only valid for the day and place in question.11 Unfortunately, 
things are usually more complicated. On the one hand, if there are n options with k 
attributes each, there are,

in pairs possible comparisons. Therefore, the attempt to undertake a comprehensive 
comparison will rapidly become intractably large. On the other hand, if this heuris-
tic opens the door to establishing substitution relations between attributes and, by 
extension, options, this pretence clashes with the degree of dissimilarity between 
them. If attributes or options belong to the same class, applying the algorithm is not 
a problem. If their incommensurability is manifest, the comparison will be forced, 
even absurd. It should be added that applying such algorithms is more feasible if the 
consequences of the decision are foreseeable and negligible. If the stakes are high, 
the process of weighting and adding up can be very distressing.

The heuristic of sufficient satisfaction was formulated by Simon (1916–2001) 
when he was studying the nature of human rationality. In it, he establishes the pos-
tulate of bounded rationality: people can only store and evaluate key decision-mak-
ing information in a limited way, a constraint aggravated by the fact that reality is 
complex, uncertain and contingent (see Simon 1959: 277, 1987a, 2000; Payne et al. 

nk(n − 1)

2

11 If the consumer had ruled out chocolate-free cakes from the outset, i.e., the remaining ingredients are 
unimportant in the absence of chocolate, they would have established a hierarchy of attributes so they 
would be applying a lexicographic rule.
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1993: 26; Gigerenzer and Goldstein 1996; Selten 1998, 1999; Harstad and Selten 
2013; Altman 2017). The postulate does not claim that humans are irrational in the 
sense of repeatedly making the same mistakes; rather, it only states that the mind’s 
capacity to process information is not colossal, while confirming that reality can 
never be known in its totality. Simon also indicates that cognition and context form 
an inextricable whole, like the two cutting blades of a pair of scissors. Thus, if atten-
tion is only paid to the mind, then it is inevitable to conclude that heuristics reflect 
the weakness of human cognition. If research only focuses on the context, individu-
als become mere particles that react completely predictably to environmental stimuli 
(Gigerenzer 2008). In short, Simon understood rationality as a property emerging 
from the confluence between mind and situation (Todd and Gigerenzer 2000: 730). 
This explains why humans are neither perfectly rational nor inevitably irrational. 
Human rationality is complex, singular and paradoxical. It can be genuinely crea-
tive, but it is also highly impressionable. While fairly predictable, it is not infre-
quently surprising.

In the process of grasping and adapting to the context, people accommodate the 
option of satisficing, a term born from the combination of satisfying and sufficing 
(Simon 1987b; Rutherford 1988: 51). This heuristic considers options one after the 
other in no particular order. The first one to reach a certain level of aspiration stops 
the inspection, so the sufficiently satisfactory option is chosen. Any remaining alter-
natives are ignored. The satisficing threshold is unique to each person given their 
lifestyle and expectations (personal, professional, financial, etc.). Unfortunately, if 
no option is satisfactory enough, people usually lower their goals (Mousavi et  al. 
2017: 286).12 This general hypothesis also applies in the field of consumption, 
where it has unique features. When the role of advertisement and persuasion tech-
niques are taken into account, the search for a satisficing product or service become 
easier: brand recognition simplifies the task of knowing whether the customer has 
been sufficiently satisfied with the purchase.13

Social heuristics are the last to be described. They encompass several algorithms 
which are used when people establish relationships with each other. Sometimes they 
try to respond to others’ actions, while in other cases, people anticipate and react to 
others’ previous decisions. Although the attention effort is exhausting and the inter-
actions can be very intricate, nothing deters humans from constantly making infer-
ences about the (re)actions of others. Among the many social heuristics, the follow-
ing three stand out for our purposes (Gigerenzer and Gaissmeier 2011: 471–473; 
Sofo et al. 2013: 4–6):

• Reciprocity, which is the basis of the sophisticated conditional cooperation 
among humans (Fehr et al. 2002; Fehr and Fischbacher 2005; Samuelson 2005; 
Hare 2007 and Silk and House 2011). This social inclination has facilitated the 

12 As can be seen, the heuristic of sufficient satisfaction is twofold in nature: it reflects a particular con-
ception of rationality and is an algorithm for making decisions (Todd and Gigerenzer 2000: 731).
13 A well-known experiment shows how important presentation is in choosing a product: a very high-
quality wine packaged in a bottle with an unattractive label and a neglected appearance will have little 
success. The opposite holds true with a low-quality wine that comes in a package that connotes pedigree.
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survival and expansion of the human species because of the achievements it 
allows, the reduction in internal tensions it guarantees and the ability it gives 
compact groups to face threats coming from the natural environment, and espe-
cially from other rival groups.

• The heuristic of the default choice, that is, acceptance the first proposed option. 
Nothing else is needed. This is a social heuristic since this proposal has undoubt-
edly been designed by third parties.

• Imitation of others, especially if the goal is to be accepted by the group as quickly 
as possible. We should recall that together with language and learning, imitation 
is one of the key processes of cultural transmission.

Since others’ minds cannot be read directly, recourse to social heuristics is una-
voidable (Gigerenzer 2015: 136). These shortcuts ultimately expand the resources 
that evolution has made available to living beings to adapt to ecosystems. However, 
the requirements of the social environment are much greater.14

All these social heuristics are common in consumption decisions. Although imi-
tation stands out, reciprocity and default choice are worth describing. Exploiting rec-
iprocity takes many forms. However, the sales trick known as “the foot-in-the-door” 
has astonishing success in modifying elementary preferences (Joule and Beauvois 
2014: 95–115). In this algorithm, the vendor simulates an interest in improving the 
welfare of the person they are directly addressing and expects that this person will 
act in fair reciprocity, that is, by purchasing the good offered. Something similar is 
attempted in supermarket aisles when free samples of a product are given away. The 
salesperson hopes the customer will repay this show of generosity by buying the 
product.

People guided by default choice choose the first option suggested. They neither 
are interested in the cues, nor do they make the slightest effort to look for more 
information. There are several reasons for the default choice: laziness, the urgency 
to choose and above all the belief that there is no better alternative than the one 
proposed (perhaps because it deserves our complete trust).15 Obviously, the default 
choice can be risky. For example, it is said that in some American cities, if the taxi 
ride is paid by card, the customer has to choose the tip percentage among the pro-
posed options, all of which are high. Despite this, very few choose the option of 
not adding a tip (Sunstein 2015: 27–28). In general, the economy is full of default 
conditions: they are more or less explicitly common in contracts to be signed or 
agreements to be adhered to. These commitments should merit careful attention and 
be the object of a minimum of reflection, but there is not always enough knowledge, 
time, negotiating power, etc. available.

14 It should be noted that the study of social heuristics sets aside moral evaluations because it is only 
interested in whether or not the desired adaptation has been achieved (Gigerenzer and Gaissmeier 2011: 
471, 473).
15 There are two ways of choosing not to choose: the first is by consent, that is, the default choice; the 
second is to go away without having chosen anything.



1 3

Evolutionary and Institutional Economics Review 

Both animals and humans run away when they see others running away. They 
are worth imitating because the cost of a possible false alarm is lower than the cost 
of being caught and eaten or injured. Beyond emergency situations, in everyday 
social, political and economic life, people systematically scan others’ decisions and 
results. Depending on the results, why not copy them? For example, despite the fact 
that managers of many companies have sophisticated tools for setting the prices of 
their products, empirical studies indicate that in a context of limited information, the 
basic criterion is to look around and adjust to competitors’ prices, a comparison sub-
ject to the desire not to weaken the image (recognition) of one’s own brand (Ruset-
ski 2014). Something similar happens when companies decide where to locate their 
facilities (Berg 2014b).

The heuristic of imitating others makes complete sense in situations where social 
interaction is strategic: individuals’ decisions depend heavily on their expectations 
about what others will decide. Mathematician and Nobel laureate in economics 
Schelling (1921–2016) was a pioneer in modelling interdependent behaviours. He 
was not interested in highly regulated interactions, such as the explicit, unequivocal 
and exhaustive rules of board games. In everyday life, things are more complicated: 
social norms are combined with individual actions induced by what we believe oth-
ers will do, and in turn, others decide what to do based on what they believe about 
our actions. Cross-social influence causes a mutual carry-over effect, either by direct 
interaction between individuals or by a conviction (belief) about what others will 
do. This gregarious impulse can become explosive if people end up persuaded that a 
vast majority will act in the same, identical way. The critical mass model developed 
by Schelling (2006: 91–110), with contributions from Simon (1954) and Granovet-
ter (1978), attempts to represent the phenomenon.

Technically, the expectation about others’ behaviour must exceed a certain thresh-
old, beyond which the process creates a feedback loop: at first it is barely self-sus-
taining, then it starts to grow, first quickly and then more slowly until it finally stops. 
The dynamic is similar to a nuclear reaction. Thus, attending a public event (con-
cert, exhibition, conference, etc.) ends up being massive (the available space is full) 
because everyone has been convinced, over a short period of time, that everyone 
else will attend. However, this herding motivation has two exceptions: the minority 
of individuals who plan to attend regardless of the presumed expected attendance 
level for the simple reason that the event interests them, and those who, precisely 
because everyone is expected to attend, do not go (snobbish behaviour). Inspired by 
the considerations set out in Schelling (2006:104), Fig. 2 shows the basic elements 
of the critical mass model: there is a minimal number of people participating in an 
event (A), some of whom try to convince others, which, together with the organis-
ers’ promotional actions, creates the feeling that attendance will be massive. If this 
expectation spreads, success is guaranteed (total number of participants, N). How-
ever, there is a certain number of potential participants with snobbish inclinations 
towards the event (B). Therefore, the real number of attendees is slightly below the 
absolute maximum. The shape of the curve indicates the trajectory of the number 
of participants: at first it is flat because the belief in mass attendance is not strong 
enough. After a certain threshold (U) the number of attendees skyrockets as expec-
tations encourage others to participate. Finally, attendance grows at a progressively 
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lower rate until the irreducible group of non-participants is delimited. It should be 
emphasised that the model assumes that only the minimal number of attendees is 
driven by their preferences. For this reason, the final result does not mean that the 
potential participants share the same preferences, have identical beliefs or manage 
the same information. The relevant factor has been pure imitation of the behaviour 
observed in others.16

Despite its simplicity, the critical mass model describes behaviour better than it 
seems. In the United States, an experiment was conducted where participants could 
download the music of their choice from the Internet. Some subjects were informed 
in advance of the download ranking, while others were not. It should be noted that 
even false rankings were used to encourage people to choose their music, which 
made them very popular, regardless of any other considerations (Sunstein 2014: 
47–48). The belief that something will become popular makes it so. It is not strange, 
then, to find people who say they do not have much predilection for the object, or 
activity, itself but who buy it, or go to the place, because it seems that others will 
also do so. In fact, if for any reason expectations are not met, attendees are usually 
more perplexed than angry.

This predisposition is also exploited by the commercial stratagem which consists 
in paying (or giving small perks to) dozens or hundreds of people for hours queue-
ing in front of the sales places of a certain new item (software, novel, etc.). This 
attracts the attention of passers-by and especially the media, which spread it around 

Fig. 2  The critical mass model

16 Obviously, not every successful call is explained by the mechanism of critical mass. People may also 
attend under threat, because of social norms, etc.
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the world. The promoter hopes that the display of the product’s (presumed) popular-
ity will attract many other buyers: What are you waiting for to buy it? Can’t you see 
that everyone else is doing it, too?

As a general rule, the heuristic of imitating others makes it easier to be accepted 
by the group. It therefore has a strong socialisation value: it is about observing 
people’s choices in a certain type of circumstance (such as the clothes they wear) 
in order to identify the one that best characterises the group in question (a certain 
brand).17 The decision to be taken is whether to act in the same way, perhaps not too 
quickly, but without too much delay either.

There are also situations in which the imitation heuristic is combined with other 
heuristics, such as with the lexicographic algorithm. This is the case of commercial 
novelties (new brands or variants). When there are no closely similar precedents, 
as with the first personal computers or mobile phones, people are interested in the 
functional features of the product, yet at the same time, they reject surprises. There-
fore, they tend to buy the model already owned by other people they know who say 
they are satisfied with the device (Earl 1995: 77).

The concept of novelty deserves more attention, given its importance in the con-
sumption of goods and services. With a radical novelty, manufacturers exploit dif-
ferentiating features in an attempt to confer prestige on the product. This is a useful 
stratagem in case of a connoisseur’s goods, as their prices are comparatively high 
and only a few can afford them. However, even in common goods and services, 
new variants are regularly released. The reason is the attention they receive, if even 
momentarily, from consumers. In reality, renewed products attempt to attract new 
buyers without losing their regular ones. How can this be achieved? By wrapping 
any new variant in slightly novel features, along with their corresponding narrative, 
without actually discarding and indeed often reiterating familiar attributes. In other 
words, by incorporating redundancy into the novelty. By doing this, its recognition 
and the trust it inspires do not suffer any losses. There is no doubt that a variant that 
is identical to an existing version, both substantively and in the associated story, fails 
to capture customers’ attention. However, attributes that are too far from the famil-
iar ones entail the risk of being perceived as strange, eccentric and unpredictable. 
Intense stimuli only attract a minority. Too much novelty leads to failure. Moreo-
ver, because every person has partly singular, partly shared socio-biographical traits, 
manufacturers easily find ways to introduce novelties and variants. A promotion is 
more persuasive if it is announced by a celebrity, whose image is surrounded by a 
halo, which is also a creation of advertising.

The brand loyalty effect has been indirectly introduced in the analysis in the 
above paragraphs. For example, because it plays a key role in final preferences, 
retailers promote commercial loyalty cards which allow holders to take advantage 
of systematic deals. Although they are presented as a kind of reward for regular cus-
tomers, they are actually intended to establish a subtle bond between salespeople 

17 The imitation algorithm is common in goods and services that act as lifestyle signals and their con-
comitant status level. Brands of clothing, footwear, accessories, etc. facilitate both recognition and social 
acceptance.
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and customers. However, this well-known tool aimed at building consumer loyalty is 
non-linear. Indeed, although it slows down the loss of dissatisfied buyers and users, 
it also amplifies the difficulties in attempting to win them back. Loyalty complicates 
the relationship between consumers and brands: even if the brand is recognised, 
it cannot be purchased because it is no longer trusted for some reason. This effect 
could neutralise the influence of heuristics on final preferences. Figure 3 shows the 
loyalty effect (the lower part is directly inspired by the considerations set out in 
Hirschman 1970: Chap. 7 and the upper part is own elaboration).

The figure requires careful interpretation since it combines three variables, price 
(p), quantity (q) and quality (Q), and different states of the world, i.e., the points S* 
and S** and the arrows joining them.18 We start from S*, a state in which a quantity 
q* of a good or service is sold at a price p* and quality Q*.19 From then on, the 
quality begins to deteriorate, which initiates a shift to the state of the world S**. 
Customer loyalty means that the initial drop in sales is very small, so sellers do not 
change prices. For instance, this would be the case of an extremely prestigious res-
taurant. The loss of quality, for whatever reason, does not spark immediate aban-
donment by its demanding clientele. Customers consider this a temporary problem. 
However, if the quality does not recover, the loss of customers will accelerate and 
sales will drop significantly, even if the company lowers prices, as it does in the 

Fig. 3  The loyalty effect

18 Curbed arrows represent transitions from one state in a given time to another state in another time.
19 Note that, for reasons of graphical coherence, the loss of quality gives rise to higher ordinate values, 
that is, Q* > Q**.
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figure. Some customers may even see this decline as the confirmation of the lower 
quality. However, when the company reaches state S**, in which prices, sales and 
quality are low, managers decide to restore the prestige and lost customers, that is, 
to return to the state of world S*. In particular, the decision is to keep prices low 
while improving quality. Unfortunately, it takes time for sales to rise. A lot of pro-
motion and a considerable increase in quality are needed to get a significant sales 
response and, if successful, boost prices and business profitability. The reason is for-
mer customers’ distrust; completely disappointed, they are determined not to return 
to that restaurant. This is a logical attitude given the patience they showed and even 
the explicit warnings they gave about the loss of quality, which went disregarded. 
In short, loyalty increases tolerance for comparatively higher prices and/or quality 
drops. However, if trust is permanently lost, recovering the clientele will not be easy 
because their loyalty was betrayed. Loyalty stops a business from losing customers, 
and from winning them back.

4  Conclusion and future work

In this paper, we have only designed a general model combining heuristics and pref-
erences and discussed its components to a certain extent, focussing on an analysis 
of consumption choices. Two features of the model deserve to be highlighted: the 
view of consumption decisions as processes with two major stages, and the connec-
tions and effects of their different elements. These stages fall between the distinction 
between the initial set of options and the consideration set, and the latter and the 
option chosen. In these stages, different heuristics and preferences, with their own 
restrictions, progressively limit the number of options that can be chosen until con-
verging in the one purchased. To be more specific, on the one hand, heuristics such 
as recognition, inspection of attributes, weighting and adding, sufficient satisfaction 
and imitation, together with several extensions such as the critical mass model and 
the loyalty model, identify the types of inferences people make in consumption deci-
sions. On the other hand, the division between raw and inferential preferences opens 
the door to visceral choices, while the distinction between elementary and final 
preferences underscores the decision-making process’s vulnerability to last-minute 
influences. All this comprises a conceptual toolkit solidly rooted in the results of 
economic psychology. However, the model suggested is only a general framework 
which should be conceptually deepened and refined, as well as empirically tested in 
experiments related to consumer decisions. In addition, we should not lose sight of 
the fact that the flexibility of the model seems to run in many directions. Though not 
exhaustive, they include:

• The search for more heuristics and algorithms applied in consumption deci-
sions, with special attention to their frequency of occurrence according to the 
nature of the act of consumption, that is, what is being purchased and the type of 
consumer. In this sense, it should be stressed that the consumer buying process 
changes depending on whether it is a routine purchase of a lower priced item or a 
one-off expenditure on a comparatively expensive product, or whether the choice 
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is between a familiar brand or a new one, or whether it involves the acquisition 
of a product that projects a powerful self-image or one that is invisible to outsid-
ers, and so on and so forth.

• The detailed analysis of the uniqueness and prominence of the signals and attrib-
utes on which heuristics are based. These cues are not unrelated to the configura-
tion of the context, which was perhaps duly modified by means of priming, fram-
ing or anchoring techniques.

• The role of memory, especially working memory, coupled with the character-
istics of sensorial perception and the influence of beliefs and emotions. In any 
case, it is imperative to bear in mind that people tend to remember the choice and 
its time and place much better than why they chose what they chose.

• The model is defined in terms of static partial equilibrium. However, its dynamic 
version could be explored by looking at the changes that available income and 
lifestyle bring about in elementary preferences.

Day after day, consumers are confronted with thousands of brands and myriad 
consumption occasions for all kinds of goods and services. This is fertile ground for 
a vast range of combinations of heuristics and preferences (and beliefs, emotions 
and information), creating an analytical terrain that is still largely unexplored by 
economic theory. The model suggested here is a first step in developing the theory 
of consumer behaviour, drawing on the results of economic psychology.
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