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Chapter One
— Introduction
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From what to wear, to what house to buy, our life is 
structured based on the decisions we make. Sahakian and 
Labuzetta, two neurologists based in Oxford University 
found that the average person makes an estimated 
35,000 decisions a day. When you break this down it 
comes to, 2,000 per hour which is then one decision 
every two seconds.
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Consequently, the multitude of decisions we make lead 
to a plethora of results. As humans, we make decisions 
at every level and as Fred Hirsch aptly put it; our day can 
be made up of a ‘tyranny of small decisions’. Yet, often, 
we find ourselves having to make decisions which have 
greater consequences. It is this decision-making process 
that has been of interest to psychologists for many years.
 
However, in today’s society, this need to continually 
improve and grow at an exponential rate has shone a new 
light on the art of decision-making. In this essay, I want to 
investigate the process of decision-making in relation to 
choice by discussing the following aspects and how it can 
frame my approach to work from both a consumer and 
design perspective.  
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Chapter Two
— The Fundamentals of Decision-Making
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Let us start with what decision-making actually means?

THE FUNDAMENTALS OF DECISION-MAKING

Decision-making is regarded as the 
cognitive process resulting in the 
selection of a belief or course of action 
among several alternative possibilities.

In other words, decision-making is a process where a 
person must assess two or more options and pick the 
most appropriate following careful consideration. There 
must be at least two or more options and it is important to 
note that a decision can only be made when both options 
have some positive value. A ‘choice’ between something 
which is desired and something which is not desired is not 
a true choice. 

Decision-making is a cognitive action. When making 
decisions, we form our opinions and thoughts using 
mental processes and cognitive shortcuts which are 
influenced by biases, reason, emotions, and memories.  
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There has been a range of psychological theories 
published to help explain how we as humans go about 
this process. Research by the late Thomas. L. Saaty — a 
distinguished university professor who worked at the 
University of Pittsburgh — published many studies, articles 
and books on cognitive processes and decision-making. 
 
Throughout his work, he clearly demonstrates that when it 
comes to decision making, we consistently use heuristics. 
This refers to our ability to break down processes. 
Heuristics allow us to take cognitive shortcuts and come 
to a decision quicker; be it through an educated guess, 
intuitive judgment or common sense, all of which are 
considered heuristic methods. 

To simplify this process further, heuristics can be 
categorised into two approaches of thinking; emotional 
and rational.

VS
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The first refers to a decision based on our intuition. We 
tend to use our emotions and ‘gut feeling’ to dictate our 
decisions and actions. Yet in contrast, the second process 
refers to a more rational approach. This is deliberate, 
thoughtful and allows more consideration to the problem 
before deciding. 

The use of this approach is referred to by psychologists as 
the dual processing theory. Researchers within the field 
have further investigated our use and reliance on both the 
emotional and rational approach. They have identified that 
when we are in situations that are familiar and reliable; 
such as social dynamics - our intuition is the best system 
to use.  

Moreover, when we find ourselves in unfamiliar situations, 
it is best to use a rational approach to decision-making. 
Therefore, neither approach is more useful than the other. 
It is always best to consider context when deciding on an 
appropriate decision-making approach. 

It is obvious from considering these two processes, that 
there is a much more advanced, methodical framework 
behind the rational approach than initiative. 
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When a person is required to use their rational approach 
to make a decision, they typically move through a seven-
step process according to Tricia Hussung at Concordia 
University. This allows them to gather and organise 
relevant information on the situation and options, which in 
turn aids the decision in a positive manner. 

Recognise the 
Problem

Identify Other
Options

Weigh the 
Pros & Cons

Make a 
Choice

Act
upon it

Self-Reflection Gather
Information

7 Steps to Decision-Making

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
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Those who move through these steps are more likely to 
achieve positive results than those who approach the 
process in a disoriented manner. 

Despite this comprehensive step by step guide to making 
rational decisions, it is extremely important to consider 
other key variables and confounding factors.  

CU
LT

UR
E Culture is one of the most 

influential factors in how we decide 
to act or behave. A culture is a 
group of values, preferences, and 
beliefs of a group of people. 

For example, America is known for 
its sophisticated tipping culture, 
unlike many other countries who 
don’t tip at all. As a result of this 
cultural practice in the U.S, you are 
expected to give a gratuity of 10-
20% of your bill. This shows how 
culture often dictates behaviour 
and influences decision. 
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Another factor to consider is 
perception. Perception is key to 
how we interpret and understand 
things and is defined by the Oxford 
Dictionary as “a way of regarding, 
understanding, or interpreting 
something; a mental impression.”

People often perceive things 
differently because of individual 
differences and preconceived 
ideas on a situation. Therefore, one 
individual’s view of the decision-
making process may differ from the 
next person due to these factors.
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Our perception can also be influenced by personal bias. 
Biases rely on our past experiences and ways of applying 
prior knowledge, particularly in decision making. 

Sheena Iyengar is a professor at Columbia Business 
School. In her book ‘The Art of Choosing’ talks about this 
factor and gives an apt example of it effecting decision-
making in a real life context.
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Whilst in a nail salon, she had to choose between two 
colours; two similar shades of pink. They were named 
“Ballet Slippers” and “Adore-A-Ball” and respectively 
were described to her as an “elegant shade of pink” and 
a “glamorous shade of pink.” Lyengar —who is blind — 
could not see the colours herself and neither of the names 
provided a beneficial description of the colour, making the 
decision merely impossible.  

In light of this first-hand experience, Lyengar was able to 
conduct an investigation into the perception of product 
names and how they affect choices made.

The study involved group one being shown the two 
colours labelled as A & B whilst group two were given 
their respective names; Ballet Slippers and Adore-A-Ball.  
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GROUP ONE GROUP TWO

BA Ballet 
Slippers Adorable

The results showed that:
• 7/10 participants in group one chose “Ballet Slippers”
• Yet in group two 6/10 chose “Adore-A-Ball”, two chose 

“Ballet Slippers” and the remaining two thought the 
colours were identical.

The findings above are fascinating when you consider 
the reasoning behind the choice. It is surprising to hear 
how the name of colour would influence someone’s 
decision. This is a prime example of how personal bias can 
influence a decision. 
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Motivation is also another variable 
which can be highly influential. The 
marketing teacher.com defines it 
as “the internal state that drives 
us to satisfy a need”. Motivation 
is the driving force of a persons’ 
behaviour. 

For example, if someone desires 
to go on a no expense spared 
holiday next summer, they are then 
motivated to save money.

M
OTIVATIO

N

Motivation also ties in with a theory proposed by Maslow, 
known as The Hierarchy of Needs. This theory outlines 
the basic needs of a person. They begin with simple 
requirements before progressing to more complex needs. 

Maslow suggests people progress through the hierarchy 
as they ratify their initial needs. This Hierarchy of Needs 
simply explains where our basic motivation comes from 
and what needs we have in order to feel satisfied.  
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The last confounding factor worth addressing is risk. As 
part of the rational decision process, a person will weigh 
up the pros and cons of both outcomes and assess the 
level of uncertainty or danger of each decision. 

It is this element of the rational process that can often 
dictate the decision and should be considered when 
looking at the reason behind a decision. Especially when 
analysing business and political decisions.  

Love & Belonging

Safety

Physiological

Esteem

Self-
Actualisation
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Chapter Three
— The Art of Choosing 
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THE ART OF CHOOSING

Moving beyond the rationale of decision-making, it is 
worth noting the variety of variables which can affect 
the decision-making process. It is only appropriate to 
now begin looking into the main component of decision 
making: choice. 

Choice is the fundamental part of the process which 
removes the availability of more than one product 
coinciding with the removal of decision-making. Choice is 
key when it comes to decision-making.
   
We live in a world where there is now an overwhelming 
sea of choice and this can make deciding taxing. It is 
easy to feel overwhelmed when it comes to ordering in a 
restaurant, looking at the multitude of options available. 
Making decisions is difficult and the more choice, the 
more difficult the task can seem. I want to look at this 
important element and investigate its significance.  

Barry Schwartz, in his book ‘The Paradox of Choice’ 
discusses the significance of choice. Firstly, he highlights 
the importance of having control over the decisions we 
make and the need for people to feel that society lends
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itself to exercising free will. A choice is our purest form of 
free will. 

Barry links the rise of choice in modern society to the 
belief that it leaves us feeling more liberated. In his Ted 
Talk, Barry shares that we are now at a place in society 
where we can choose something as dramatic as our 
identity. It is no longer an inherited or permanent feature 
of a person. It has now become a choice.  

Barry also discusses that previously, the default option in 
relation to marriage and family implied when you found 
the one, you would get married and start a family. The 
only choice you really had was who? 

However, now you can have control over all aspects of 
this process and decide what best suits your lifestyle. You 
may not want to get married at all, or you could choose 
to marry after kids. Even in dating terms, the amount of 
choice you have has expanded with the use of dating apps 
such as Tinder. 
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?

Considering all of this, the availability of choice has a huge 
role to play in society. The new reality is that anything 
is up for discussion and ultimately people have more 
choice now than ever - regardless of society’s previous 
expectations and traditions. These extra choices are more 
consuming than ever, and it is thought this might not 
necessarily be a good thing. It may be something which 
should be ‘handled with care’. 

Speaking on the effect of this shift in society, Amartya 
Sen — a Nobel Prize winner in Economics — points out 
that we have always had the power to choose our identity, 
but the consequences have changed. Yet, Barry feels that 
the change in the status of our personal identity is both 
good and bad news. Good, as it gives us more freedom 
however bad because it gives us more responsibility.  

In my opinion, this increase in choice and decision-
making, over aspects of our lives that were previously 
fixed in tradition is more to do with a social pressure to 
stand out rather than the need for more control. 

Society’s emphasis on being different is forcing people to 
think outside the box. 
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In turn, people are giving more thought to the decisions 
they make, the alternative choices available and how they 
can use the decision-making process to deviate from the 
‘norm’.

Society used to hold a major role in controlling our 
choices, but times are changing, and this new-found 
freedom of decision-making could have major implications 
on how we move forward. This is something which is up 
for debate and is a topic much larger than this essay, but 
I feel it is food for thought and relevant when considering 
choice on a much larger, worldly scale. 
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Chapter Four
— Less is More? 
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When people are given a moderate number 

of options (4 to 6) rather than a large number 

(20 to 30), they are more likely to make a 

choice, are more confident in their decisions, 

and are happier with what they choose.

— Sheena Iyengar, The Art of Choosing 
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Why is choosing so difficult?

Today, as consumers we are becoming more 
overwhelmed by choice. It isn’t surprising that the 
cognitive processes surrounding decision-making, 
particularly when it is involved in a consumer-product 
scenario is fascinating.

When making decisions, we use the frontal lobe area of 
the brain. An area which is also used for self-reasoning, 
self-control, movement and a range of other hugely 
important bodily functions. Therefore, this increase in 
choice is something which has the potential to put the 
cognitive process under major strain.

With the brain having to do multiple tasks simultaneously 
on top of making a decision, it is worth considering can 
the brain be overwhelmed? Can we overload ourselves 
with information? Can too much choice hinder our ability 
to make a decision? 

For me as a designer, I want to know when, if ever, the 
relationship between decision-making and the element of 
choice plateaus.

LESS IS MORE?
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I want to place some focus on the specific effects’ choice 
has on the process of decision-making, and if the saying 
“less is more” actually holds any weight.

Alvin Toffler — who was an American writer and futurist 
— first introduced the concept of over choice in his book 
“Future Shock” and that having too much variety or choice 
can lead to stress and dissatisfaction. 

In 2015 Tesco cut down their products from 90,000 to 
60,000 in an attempt to make the shopping process 
simpler. Research has also shown that Tesco stock 28 
different types of tomato ketchup, while in Aldi, they offer 
just the one; own brand. In a recent survey by Which? 
Aldi was voted the nations favourite supermarket in 2018. 
Results support Alvin Toffler’s idea of this concept of over 
choice and are therefore implying that ‘less is more’ is, in 
fact, a statement with credibility. 
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Moving on from a marketing viewpoint, I then looked 
at the role of choice from a psychological perspective. 
In particular, a study by psychologists Mark Lepper and 
Sheena Lyengar from Columbia and Stanford University 
published compelling research regarding the effect of 
choice on decision-making.

In order to accurately analyse the effect of choice, they 
conducted the following experiment. They set out a 
carefully selected array of jams that were displayed at a 
gourmet food market. 

For
Sale

6 Jams

24 Jams
60% STOPPED 3% BOUGHT

40% STOPPED 30% BOUGHT

DAY TWO

DAY ONE
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The study conclusively demonstrates that while choice 
seems appealing, ‘choice overload’ can generate 
undesirable and less profitable results! 

From offering people too many options, we can also 
derive these three negative consequences: 

• Engagement
When we are presented with more choices, this is 
likely to slow down our decision-making or cause us to 
procrastinate.

• Decision Quality
We are more likely to make worse decisions which will 
affect us personally. These could be financial or medical 
decisions.

• Satisfaction
When we are presented with a lot of choices, we are less 
likely to be satisfied with that choice.
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Chapter Five
— How to Improve Decision-Making through Choice
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Making decisions during the day can be tiresome and 
the more you make, the harder each one becomes. 
To overcome this issue, the brain starts to take mental 
shortcuts. However, a result of this is that you can stop 
thinking through your decisions properly and their 
consequences.  

Yet, Iyengar in her TedTalk ‘How to Make Choosing Easier’ 
describes how to overcome this by providing four simple 
techniques on how to make choosing easier. 

1. Cut - Less is more 
Cutting down can be hard but as we have found when 
faced with more choices, people are less likely to choose 
or purchase anything. When Proctor and Gamble cut down 
from 26 different kinds of Head and Shoulders shampoo 
to 15, they saw an increase in their sales by 10%. 

2. Concretise - Make it Vivid
“In order for people to understand the differences 
between choices, you have to understand the 
consequences you face with each choice.”

HOW TO IMPROVE DECISION-MAKING THROUGH CHOICE
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For example, I could ask you, do you want to go for a nice 
walk at the weekend, but I don’t offer any supporting 
information about the walk. Perhaps this information could 
be; wear good walking boots or the distance is five miles. 
If I told you all the supporting information, then you’d be 
more prepared to make a decision. 

3. Categorisation
We can handle categories better than individual choices. 
Amazon stocks approximately 3 billion products across 
their 11 marketplaces online. This number of products 
alone sounds overwhelming, but Amazon break down 
their products into 33 categories, making it all more 
digestible. This is a prime example of using categorisation 
when it comes to choice.

4. Complexity 
We can handle a lot more information than we think and 
we can do this by gradually increasing the complexity.

Iyengar uses the process of designing a bespoke car to 
illustrate complexity. She conducted a study where half of 
the participants went from high choice to low choice
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1 2 3

These techniques are designed by Iyengar to help us 
manage our choices better for ourselves and for our 
target market. Considering all the above, I now want to 
look at how we as designers can use this information to 
better our work.  

and the other went from low choice to high choice when 
selecting their bespoke options. She then examined their 
bespoke options and engagement.

Results showed that those who went from high choice 
to low choice, kept hitting the default button repeatedly, 
which is a sign that they were overwhelmed. 

The customers who then went from low to high choice, 
found it a lot easier. By starting off with fewer choices, 
you are learning how to choose and are therefore more 
motivated for the process.
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Chapter Six
— Decisions in Design
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In my final section, I’m going to investigate how choice 
affects the design industry and how we can go about 
using psychological research to our advantage.   

Interestingly, I am not the first to be fascinated by this 
idea. Psychologists William Hick and Ray Hyman were 
some of the first to investigate the effect of choice. 

From their research, Hick’s Law was developed and 
has evolved into a popular theory. This theory is based 
on describing the time it takes an individual to make a 
decision in relation to the amount of options present. 
Following this theory, the general rule of thumb is that 
when the number of choices is higher, the longer the 
decision-making process is.  

Number of Choices
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DECISIONS IN DESIGN
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Hick’s Law has influenced countless design decisions and 
may have even determined the number of controls on your 
microwave. It is traditionally used to encourage designers 
to limit options in lists, navigation and interactions. 
 
As a designer, we can use the research published by 
both Iyengar and Hick and Hyman interchangeably to 
help make important design decisions from a thoughtful, 
scientific perspective. Combining the knowledge of 
both, it is evident that there are 2 main elements of the 
decision-making process; categorisation and obscuring 
complexity.  

Even online payments are now broken down into multiple 
screens to break down a complicated process. Doing this 
improves the user’s experience when using the site or 
product. It is important to remember that the user’s time is 
precious so by applying Hick’s Law it will make using your 
site or product more convenient for the user.

1 2 3
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Jakob Nielson also presents the argument that we should 
align user interfaces with user experience across the web 
although he doesn’t link this to Hick’s Law directly. He 
feels that web designers are losing sales down to complex 
and inconsistent interfaces. 

We can also use analytic tools to track our ‘page views’ 
and ‘time on site’ to understand where we are losing 
people and if we are applying Hick’s law effectively. As 
designers, we aim to create products that are aesthetically 
pleasing but we may be sabotaging our designs by taking 
the users’ needs out of the picture. 

Considering the validity of the research discussed and the 
clear use of the findings, theories and advice in today’s 
online world, it is fair to suggest that those working within 
design must be continually aware of the current research 
on choice and any new advice or findings published that 
can further our knowledge on the issue of overloading. 

Going forward, by adopting ‘less is more’, we can also 
evaluate whether functional and aesthetic elements are 
really adding anything to the user experience. If not, we 
should forget about them. We need to make everything 
count in our designs. 
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As much as Hicks Law has been hugely influential in the 
design industry thus far, we as designers must be aware 
that is not always the most appropriate theory to act upon.  

For example, the decisions we make can vary from 
subconscious to complex subconscious ones. However, 
the more complex the decision, the less applicable 
Hicks Law becomes. This is due to the fact there is a 
range of contributing factors that Hicks Law cannot take 
into consideration; i.e. research, comparing choices, 
deliberations.

WHEN NOT TO USE HICK’S LAW? 

HOW THIS RESEARCH ON CHOICE HAS FRAMED 
MY THINKING AS A UX DESIGNER 

Recently, I’ve had been starting to question what drives 
our decisions and the reasons behind our thinking. 
Especially from a UX design perspective. It was this 
pondering thought that inspired me to write this article 
and really delve into the science and research behind 
decision making. 
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I have discovered a range of extremely interesting and 
useful information on this topic. The most important fact I 
have found is that the role choice plays in decision-making 
is very significant when considering user experience 
design. Websites are often a place where consumers are 
faced with a lot of choices whether that’s picking a new 
theme for your blog or an e-commerce fashion site.  

Your first interpretation or idea probably was that the 
more choice you have, the better. How many times have 
you went onto a clothes website and scrolled through the 
endless list of options available? In fact, when you present 
the user with as many options as possible, they are more 
likely to get overwhelmed or distracted and never end up 
making a purchase or decision at all. 

When designing I feel we can save the consumer from an 
overwhelming amount of choice by using methods from 
not only our own experience and intuition but from the 
research discussed in this article.

However, I think it is important to note that, not everything 
can lie in the hands of the designer. Clear human-centred 
goals and a design process that values long-term effects 
through research, testing, and transparency will help 
empower people for better choice-making.
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Chapter Seven
— Conclusion
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In conclusion, it is inevitable that today we are presented 
with more choice than ever before. But I can confidently 
conclude that from the research I have found that the 
more choices we are given, the harder it is to make a 
decision. 

In today’s market, there are so many different varieties 
and versions of apps and websites, that consumers are 
often exhausted by choice. How do we go about ensuring 
that we’ve made the right decision? 

I found that the simple answer is to not be so choosy 
about choosing or by following the steps given by the 
noted phycologists on how to break down your choices 
enabling you to make better decisions. 

However, it is fair then to say that this investigation into 
the effect of choice, is far from exhausted. As a designer, 
I would love to see more research being published so 
that we can grow within our careers producing successful 
products with user-focused goals. 

CONCLUSION
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