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Abstract

Individuals make numerous decisions every day, ranging from mundane choices like
which side of the bed to get out of or what to eat for breakfast to more complex decisions like
financial investments, career choices, or allocating time for tasks. Understanding how consumers
make these decisions and how it affects their consumption behavior is an area of interest for
consumer behavior researchers. This knowledge enhances our understanding of consumer
decision-making processes and motivations and equips service providers with the insights needed
to develop solutions that align more closely with consumers' preferences. This thesis is motivated
to understand two specific aspects of consumer decision-making: (a) how consumers structure
their goal pursuits and (b) how consumers perceive and respond to resource allocation

suggestions by a service provider.

In this thesis, we introduce the preference for "equal division" as a novel approach for
simplifying complex decision-making in goal pursuit, and for acceptability of resource allocation

decisions in service advisory contexts. The thesis consists of two essays exploring these ideas.

In Essay 1, titled ‘Equal steps to reach the goal: The preference for equal-sized sub-
goals’, we examine how individuals structure a goal into sub-goals. Prior research has
predominantly focused on the phases of goal pursuit, specifically exploring how individuals go
about achieving their goals. However, prior research has not given sufficient importance to the
pre-action phase, where individuals plan how to structure their goals into sub-goals. Our research
addresses this gap by investigating how individuals structure their sub-goals. Seven experiments
help us to investigate individuals' preferences for equal sub-goals. These experiments cover a

range of scenarios, from saving money for a trip to partitioning geometric shapes and distributing
xii



items to weight loss planning. Findings consistently demonstrate that individuals have a natural
inclination to structure goals into equal-sized sub-goals, especially when the goal can be divided
into the equi-sized sub-goals. This preference for equi-sized sub-goals persists even when non
equi-sized sub-goals are a better suited to achieve the goal. However, individuals are more likely
to follow the better non-equi-sized goal structuring when they find the equi-division task more
cognitively challenging. The findings of this essay is likely to advance the current understanding
of goal structuring. The findings of this study might also suggest strategies that nudge a more

optimal goal structuring and goal pursuit.

In the second essay of this thesis, Essay-2, titled, ‘Make It Equal: Consumers’
Acceptability of Allocation Recommendations’, we examine consumer’s acceptability of
resource allocations from advisors. Individuals often seek advice from service providers or
experts about allocating various resources. In this research we demonstrate that that individuals
have a higher acceptability for plans that suggests equal resource allocation across various options
than plans that offer unequal allocations. Five studies that cover a range of contexts, including
time allocation and financial planning show that consumers prefer resource allocation plans that
follow the equal allocation of resources rather than an unequal allocation of resources. We also
show that the perceived structure and ease of justification mediate the relationship between the
type of allocation and the acceptability of the plan. Equal allocation is seen as more structured
and is also seen to be easy to justify. We show that this preference for purchasing plans with equal
allocation of resources attenuates if the avenues for the allocation are categorized. We also
demonstrate that when individuals have a complex decision objective the acceptability for equal-
allocation plan reduces. The results of this essay contribute to the rather nascent literature on

acceptability of advice from experts.

To summarize, this thesis suggests that individuals typically use and also like an "equal
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division approach" in decision-making, including goal planning, resource allocation, and
purchasing plans. This research might contribute to consumer behavior, decision-making

processes, and goal-pursuit strategies.

Keywords: Goal structuring, Resource allocation, Categorization, Complex objectives,

Purchase intention, Perceived structure, Ease of justification, Cognitive processes.
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Chapter 4: Conclusion

This thesis delves into two primary aspects of consumer behavior. In Essay 1, we explore
how consumers structure their goals, while in Essay 2, we examine how consumers perceive
recommendations for resource allocation provided by service providers. The underlying theme in
both essays revolves around people's inclination towards equal distribution. This preference is
evident in how individuals organize their goals into sub-goals and in their liking towards the

advice from advisory firms regarding resource distribution.

We show people have a preference for equal division; when given a situation that involves
numerical representation to be divided or spread across a given time frame or a number of options,
the first reaction is to divide equally. Not only do they divide equally, but they have higher rate
of acceptance for the plans offered by experts that suggest equal allocation. This thesis is an
exploration of how individuals approach goal-planning and structuring, acceptability of resource
allocation plans, and decision-making in the context of their preferences naturally inclined

towards "equal division."

Consumers have an inherent preference towards an "equal division.” People often rely on
cognitive shortcuts like the "equal division" as a simplifying strategy. Prior literature has
emphasized the usage of the "equal division" in the context of the distribution of resources in a
social context set-up, the prevailing decision-making guideline in social situations is the equality
norm, which involves distributing resources evenly among all members of the group. Also,
individuals widely use "1/N" rule in the financial planning context. The field of economics also
extensively explores the idea of "fairness" concerning decisions about allocating resources. In the
ultimatum game, participants can refuse offers they deem unfair, indicating a preference for equal

shares. In the dictator game, where the recipient must accept any offered share, dictators
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frequently opt for sharing a portion. Both games underscore a tendency towards fairness and
equal resource distribution in social decision-making. However, in this thesis, we investigate how
consumers use equal division in multiple spheres of decision-making. We explore how
individuals go about structuring their goal prior to embarking their goal pursuit journey by way
of forming equal-sized sub-goals (Essay-1) and how individuals accept strategies provided by
expert that involve allocating their resources (time, money, effort, or other assets) equally, (Essay-

2).

In Essay 1, we explore how consumers use the "equal division" in structuring sub-goal,
i.e., breaking the overarching goal into sub-goals. The goal pursuit literature mentions sub-goals
as a good strategy to achieve goals. Goals are overwhelming, and breaking the goals into smaller
sub-goals can make them seem more achievable and less daunting. The outcomes of this research
point to an inherent inclination towards the adoption of equi-sized sub-goals. The findings offer
novelty to the domain of goal pursuit, consumer decision-making, and cognitive decision-making.
It addresses an important gap in the literature related to the structuring of sub-goals before the
pursuit of goal. While there is considerable research on motivation, commitment, and the overall
process of setting and achieving goals, our paper aims to focus on a specific aspect that has
received less attention: the way individuals decompose their goals into smaller, more manageable

sub-goals, with a preference for equi-sized sub-goals.

The results indicate that individuals tend to divide a goal into equal-sized sub-goals when
presented with a numerical representation of the goal. This suggests a natural inclination toward
equisized divisions. However, we believe that the reason for this preference is the ease of dividing
a goal into equal sub-goals. Equisized sub-goals provide a simple heuristic for structuring a goal,
making it a convenient choice during the planning process. Breaking a goal into sub-goals

requires partitioning. While planning, equi-sized sub-goals present a simple and less effortful
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approach to structure a goal into sub-goals. Partitioning a goal into unequal sub-goals would be
more effortful. We also found that this effect of dividing the goal into equi-sized sub-goals
attenuates if the goal is difficult to divide. The ease of dividing a goal into equal-sized sub-goals
is influenced by the nature of the goal itself. When the goal is easy to divide, individuals are more
likely to create equal-sized sub-goals. However, when the goal is difficult to divide, this tendency

1s attenuated.

Subgoal planning and structuring is considered essential when we have an aim to achieve
a goal. Having sub-goals in place makes it look more achievable/attainable. Equal division
indicates a structured and systematic approach to dividing goals. It creates a simple and easily
understandable framework. With this research, we establish that individuals prefer equi-sized
sub-goals. Individuals, when thinking about dividing the goal into sub-goals, resort to equal-sized
sub-goals. Even when individuals have better alternatives available, they are likely to default to
equal-sized sub-goals due to the cognitive ease and simplicity it offers. However, individuals are
more likely to adhere to the alternatives, which involve unequal sizes of the sub-goals, if the goal

is indivisible. This finding can be helpful for marketers while devising strategies.

The practical implications of our research are significant. Service providers, such as
weight loss plan providers, gymnasiums, or financial advisors, should consider individuals'
natural preference for equal sub-goals when advising on goal structuring. It is important to align
recommendations with the natural tendency of individuals; it might be important to educate
customers about the need to follow the recommended strategy. This underscores the significance
of harmonizing goal-structuring advice with individuals' innate inclinations. We also delve into
particular situations where deviations from equal sub-goals may be more suitable and beneficial.
However, individuals’ resort to equi-sized sub-goals even when recommended otherwise when

the goals are divisible, hinting towards the strong preference for equi-sized sub-goals.
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In Essay 2, we investigate how and why consumers have a higher acceptability for plans
that allocate their resources equally across the available options. When no information is given
regarding the categorization of the options, individuals have higher acceptability towards the
plans or a strategy that divides the resources equally across all the available options. We believe

that the equal division plays a role in the acceptance of the resource allocation plans as well.

The results of our studies indicate that consumers are more likely to purchase a plan when
resources are evenly distributed across all options as opposed to being distributed unevenly.
Providing consumers with a clear structure can indeed facilitate quicker decision-making. When
consumers are presented with a well-organized, balanced marketing plan, they may be more likely
to make decisions promptly because they can easily evaluate their options. Plans suggesting equal
allocation of resources across the options provide a sense of structure and thus are more justifiable
than any other pattern of unequal allocation. Justifying a choice can provide individuals with a
sense of confidence and clarity in their decision-making process. We, with the help of our studies,
explain the preference for buying the plans, which suggests equal allocation of resources across
the available options because of the higher perceived structure and ease of justification it offers.
We examined the role of complexity and simplicity of the objective. When consumers have a
complex objective in mind, such as achieving a particular outcome or addressing a particular
need, they are likely to seek a tailored solution. In such cases, a generic solution, like equal
allocation of resources across all options, may not align with their complex goals. Individuals
may have higher acceptability towards an allocation plan that directly addresses their unique

needs and objectives.

In this essay we also discussed the role of categorization as a boundary condition for the

effect. We demonstrated that if the options are categorized, the individuals do not like to buy
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plans that allocate the resources equally across these options. Categorization serves as an anchor,
setting the framework for how individuals think about resource allocation. When individuals
categorize similar options together, it draws their attention to these categories. They may then
focus on how resources should be allocated within each category rather than considering each
option in isolation. It acknowledges that not all options are the same and that a one-size-fits-all
approach may not be appropriate. Consumers often have higher acceptability towards the plans
which provide equal allocation of resources when the options are non-categorized (vs.

categorized).

Marketers may need to customize their resource allocation to meet these complex
objectives, potentially favoring certain options over others. Thus, if the individuals have a
complex objective in mind, then offering them a generic solution such as equal allocation of
resources across the available options may not be useful. A complex objective requires a specific
solution whereas a generic/simple objective can be catered well with generic solution such as

equal allocation of resources.

This essay touches upon a fundamental aspect of decision-making — the higher
acceptability for plans that opt for equal allocation of limited resources. Findings indicate that
people have an inherent preference for plans suggesting equal division when allocating limited
resources across various options. This preference has important implications for businesses and
service providers in multiple sectors, such as investment platforms, travel agencies, and
gymnasiums. Marketers and service providers can leverage these findings to design resource
allocation strategies that align with consumers' natural inclination toward equal division.
Categorizing offerings strategically can encourage more optimal resource allocation decisions,
going beyond the default equal division heuristic. We found that there is a need to provide specific

and more tailor-made solutions when the objectives of the consumers are complex and not
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general. This research adds to the relatively under-researched domain of heuristics in purchase
intention for plans involving resource allocation and consumer decision-making, offering

actionable insights for businesses.

This dissertation makes a valuable contribution to the marketing and, more precisely,
consumer psychology literature by addressing the way individuals structure their goals, accept
plans involving the allocation of resources, and make decisions based on preferences for equal
division, as well as exploring the cognitive processes and deviations from such preferences. This
research contributes to the marketing literature by shedding light on consumer behavior, decision-
making processes, and goal-pursuit strategies. It can help marketers better understand how
consumers approach resource allocation and decision-making, enabling them to tailor their
strategies and campaigns to align with consumer preferences and tendencies. This work adds to
the consumer psychology literature by exploring the cognitive processes involved in goal-
structuring, resource allocation, and decision-making. It deepens our understanding of the
psychological mechanisms at play in these areas, which is valuable for researchers studying

human behavior and cognition.
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