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Choice Blindness:  
A Tool for the Study of Choice and Introspection 

Sverker Sikström 
 

What do we know about ourselves? 

Everyday	  choices	  includes:	  
Inten%ons	  -‐>	  
Choices	  -‐>	  
Outcome	  -‐>	  
	  

From Change Blindness… 

120	  par6cipants	  
	  
15	  trials	  
	  
3	  manipulated	  trials	  
	  
High	  and	  Low	  similarity	  
groups	  	  
	  
2s,	  5s,	  and	  free	  
delibera6on	  6me	  

Johansson, Hall, Sikström, & Olsson (2005). Science, 310, 116 -119 

Experiment 

Fig 2. Percent detection, divided by deliberation time and similarity, for (A) all trials and (B) trials 
corrected for prior detections 

Johansson, Hall, Sikström, & Olsson (2005). Science, 310, 116 -119 

Detection rate 
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Sample	  high-‐rated	  reports	  
	  
Emo6onality:	  
“Her	  appearance	  makes	  her	  look	  
charming,	  a	  great	  character!”	  	  
	  	  
Specificity:	  	  
“She	  looks	  very	  serious,	  and	  she	  seems	  
sympathe%c	  and	  she	  has	  bigger	  eyes	  
than	  the	  other	  one	  too	  …	  and	  a	  nice	  
mouth,	  and	  lips.”	  
	  	  
Certainty:	  
“That	  was	  easy!	  she	  looks	  happy,	  
energe%c.”	  

Analysis of verbal reports 

Johansson, Hall, Sikström, & Olsson (2005). Science, 310, 116 -119 

Detection rate 

Hall,	  Johansson,	  Tärning,	  Deutgen,	  &	  Sikström	  (submiNed)	  

Fig 2. Percent detection for Jam and Tea 

? 
Preference change through choice 

If	  the	  par%cipants	  make	  the	  same	  choice	  twice,	  which	  alterna%ve	  will	  the	  they	  prefer	  the	  second	  %me	  –	  
the	  alterna%ve	  they	  originally	  preferred,	  or	  the	  manipulated	  outcome	  they	  were	  given	  instead?	  

C1	  

Choice	  1	  

C1	  

Verbal	  
report	  

C2	  

Ra%ng	  

C1	  

Choice	  2	  

Hall,	  Johansson,	  Tärning,	  &	  Sikström	  (in	  prep)	  

Experiment 

C2	  

Ra%ng	  

Condi6on	  1.	  Choice	  Blindness	  +	  Verbal	  Report	  

Condi6on	  2.	  Choice	  Blindness	  +	  Verbal	  Report	  +	  Ra%ng	  

Fig. 2 Consistency between first and second choice 

Hall,	  Johansson,	  Tärning,	  &	  Sikström	  (in	  prep)	  
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Choice blindness and political preferences 

Hall,	  Johansson,	  Strandberg,	  Lind,	  Pärnamets,	  Tärning	  (in	  prep)	  

Movie 

Hall,	  Johansson,	  Strandberg	  Plos	  One(2012)	  

the analysis. After the study, the experimenter took notes about the
comments and explanations of the participants.

Results

Correction of Manipulated Answers
Each participant had on average 6.8 (SD = 1.9) answers

manipulated, with a mean manipulated distance of 35.7 mm
(SD = 18.7) on the 100 mm scale. The participants were explicitly
asked to state reasons on average 4.0 (SD = 1.6) of the manipulated
trials, and of those were on average 0.9 (SD = 1.0) answers
corrected by the participants to better match their original
intention (i.e. a trial-based correction rate of 22%). At an
individual level, 47% of the participants did not correct any
answers, while 53% corrected between 1–4 answers. For all
answers classified as corrected, the participants indicated that they
had misread the question, or marked the wrong end of the scale.
Only a single participant expressed any suspicion that we had
manipulated her profile.

The number of corrected answers were not related to gender,
age, or political affiliation as defined by prior voting intention
(p = n.s.). The distance being manipulated on the scale did not
differ between corrected and non-corrected answers (p = n.s.).
Finally, there were no differences in self-rated political engagement
or in political certainty between participants who corrected no

answers and participants who made one or more corrections
(p = n.s.) (See Table S1 for details).

Endorsement of Compass Score
As very few manipulated issues were corrected, we were able to

create a mismatch between the initial voting intention (or original
compass score for the uncertain group) and the manipulated
summary score for a full 92% of the participants, all of which
acknowledged and endorsed the manipulated score as their own.

Change in Voting Intention
In order to establish if the mismatch between the initial voting

intention and the manipulated compass score also influenced the
participants final voting intention, we measured the change in voting
intention from pre- to post-test, and classified it as a positive change if
it was congruent with the manipulated compass score, and as a
negative change otherwise. For example, if the participants had a
(manipulated) compass score biased towards the right wing, and their
voting intention shifted towards the right-wing coalition, this was
classified as a positive change. For the control condition, the change
between initial and final voting intention was classified as positive or
negative against their unaltered compass score. Using this measure to
compare the amount of change in voting intention between the
manipulated and the control condition, we find that there is a very

Figure 1. A step-by-step demonstration of the manipulation procedure. A. Participants indicate the direction and strength of their voting
intention for the upcoming election, and rate to what extent they agree with 12 statements that differentiates between the two political coalitions.
Meanwhile, the experimenter monitors the markings of the participants and creates an alternative answering profile favoring the opposite view. B.
The experimenter hides his alternative profile under his notebook. C. When the participants have completed the questionnaire, they hand it back to
the experimenter. The backside of the profile is prepared with an adhesive, and when the experimenter places the notebook over the questionnaire it
attaches and occludes the section containing the original ratings. D. Next, the participants are confronted with the reversed answers, and are asked
to justify the manipulated opinions. E. Then the experimenter adds a color-coded semi-transparent coalition template, and sums up which side the
participants favor. F. Finally, they are asked to justify their aggregate position, and once again indicate the direction and strength of their current
voting intention. See http://www.lucs.lu.se/cbp for a video illustration of the experiment.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0060554.g001
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large change in the manipulated condition (M = 15.9, SD = 24.7)
while there is virtually no change (M = 1.72, SD = 9.9) in the control
condition (Wilcoxon Rank Sum Test, W = 3857.5, p,.00001,
r = 0.35, see figure 2).

In the manipulated condition, we also find that the skewness of
the compass score correlates with the amount of change in voting
intention, e.g. if an initially right-wing participant finds herself
with a left wing aggregate score of 10 vs 2, she is likely to change
her voting intention more than if the balance was 7 vs 5 (Pearson
correlation, r = 0.28, p,0.005).

As was the case with level of correction, we found no connection
between gender, age, level of political engagement, overall political
certainty, or initial political affiliation, in relation to magnitude of

change in voting intention (p = n.s.) (See Table S2 and Figure S1
for details).

If we translate the change in voting intention to categorical
political affiliation, what we find is that 10% of the participants in
the manipulated condition moved across the full ideological span,
and switched their voting intention from firmly right wing to firmly
left wing, or in the opposite direction (with a mean movement of
voting intention across the scale = 71 mm, SD = 30.2). A further
19% went from expressing certain coalition support (left or right),
to becoming entirely undecided (M = 27.2, SD = 13.2), and 6%
went from being undecided to having a clear voting intention
(M = 12.0, SD = 26.9). If we add to this the 12% that were
undecided both before and after the experiment, it means that

Table 1. The ‘‘Election Compass’’ with statements describing issues that divide the two coalitions.

1. Gasoline taxes should be increased

2. Healthcare benefits should be time limited

3. It should be possible for disruptive students to be moved from a school even against the students’ and their parents’ wishes

4. Family leave benefits reserve two months out of a total of 13 months for each of the parents. The number of months that are earmarked for each parent should be
increased, to insure greater equality

5. Employee income taxes have been lowered the past several years through the Earned Income Tax Credit. Income taxes should be lowered further

6. The law that gives the Swedish government the right to monitor email- and telephone traffic, if it suspects an external threat against Sweden, should be abolished

7. Sweden decided in 1997 that nuclear energy should be shut down. That law should now be repealed

8. A tax deduction for housekeeping services was established in 2007. It should be abolished

9. Running major hospitals as private establishments should be permitted

10. The legal age for criminal responsibility should be lowered

11. The maximum unemployment insurance benefit is about 11 000 Swedish Kronor per month after taxes. It should be increased

12. The wealth tax was abolished in 2007. It should be reinstated

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0060554.t001

Figure 2. Change in voting intention in the control and in the manipulated condition.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0060554.g002
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ü  	  115	  par%cipants	  (M=28.6	  years)	  
ü  	  504	  choice	  blindness	  manipula%ons	  
ü  	  22%	  detec%on	  rate	  
ü  	  92%	  accepted	  altered	  scores	  
ü  48%	  willing	  to	  change	  leX-‐right	  side	  
	  

	  
	  

Results 

Hall,	  Johansson,	  Strandberg,	  Lind,	  Pärnamets,	  Tärning	  (in	  prep)	  

Lind et  al. 
(2014) Psy Sci  
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32% Detection  
4% certain detection,  
55% Wrong timing detection,  
38% believed they said the word the heard  
 

Collaborators Petter Johansson and Lars hall 


