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Abstract

When people choose between two alternatives, like
between two colleges, some of the available information is
comparable across the altematives (alignable) and some is
noncomparable (nonalignable). For example, when
comparing colleges, the academic reputation of both
schools may be known (alignable), while the quality of
teaching may only be known for one school
(nonalignable). Recent research has shown that people
use more alignable than nonalignable information in
decision making. In this experiment, we consider whether
alignable information is preferred even when nonalignable
information is important. In the study, some participants
rated the importance and valence of a series of statements
about colleges that differed in alignability. Other
participants made choices between pairs of colleges whose
descriptions incorporated these statements, The results
indicate that alignable information is preferred to
nonalignable information even when the nonalignable
information is important. Results also showed that the
interpretation of attribute valence depends on alignability.
These observations suggest that alignability i more
influential than attribute importance in the processing of
choice information and that the use of alignable
information may facilitate the interpretation of attribute
information.

Imagine that you are a senior in high school beginning the
process of applying to college. To help you make the
decision, you gather a tremendous amount of information.
You read brochures and books. You talk to friends, parents,
teachers and counselors, In the end you must evaluate the
information you have gathered and make a decision. Your
collection of information about the characteristics of
colleges contains two types of information. On some topics
ie.g., school location and academic reputation) you have
corresponding values for all of the schools you are interested
in. On other topics (e.g., study abroad programs and
availability of extracurricular activities) you have
information from some of the schools but not others.
Somehow you must combine this information in order to
make your final decision.

We sugpgest that the structural alignment process of
comparison is a key element in determining how
information is used in choice (Medin, Goldstone &
Markman, 1993). Structural alignment has been identified

as a critical factor in the psychology of similarity (Gentner,
1983, 1989; Gentner & Markman, 1994; Medin, Goldstone
& Gentner, 1993). On this view similarity comparisons
involve three types of information - commonalities between
the items, differences related to the commonalities (i.e.
corresponding or alignable differences), and differences
unrelated to commonalities ({i.e. noncorresponding or
nonalignable differences). To illustrate, consider the
comparison of a dog and a cal. In this comparison, the fact
that dogs and cats are both pels is a commonality, the fact
that a dog barks and a cat meows is an alignable difference
(related to the commonality that both animals make noise)
and the fact that the dog fetches and the cat doesn't is a
nonalignable difference. In one study, Markman & Gentner
(1993) asked subjects to list the commonalities and
differences of pairs of items of varying levels of similarity.
Owerall, participants listed more alignable differences than
nonalignable differences. Furthermore, more alignable
differences were listed for similar pairs than for dissimilar
pairs and more nonalignable differences were listed for
dissimilar pairs than for similar pairs. This result
demonstrates that alignable differences are the central output
of the comparison process. It also sugpests that alignable
and nonalignable differences are processed differently.

This theory can be applied straightforwardly to decision
making. In the college example presented above, the
alignable differences are the corresponding properties and the
nonalignable differences are the noncorresponding properties.
Just as the research in similarity suggests that the alignable
differences are more important for comparisons than are
nonalignable differences, previous research in choice has
demonstrated that decision makers tend to focus more on
corresponding pieces of information than on
noncorresponding information (Markman & Medin, 1995;
Slovic & MacPhillamy, 1974). Similarly, in consumer
choice, when deciding between highly different types of
products (e.g. a toaster and a smoke alarm) consumers
attempt to abstract corresponding qualities (Johnson, 1988),
which can be viewed as an attempt to make the properties of
dissimilar items more comparable.

The selective use of alignable differences over
nonalignable differences raises the possibility that decision
makers systematically ignore information they believe to be
important simply because it is nonalignable with
information from another option. In this study, we examine
this possibility directly. In this decision task, we ask






