ABSTRACT

Two distinctive but inter-related modes of thought, conscious and unconscious

thought( i.e., CT & UT), have been identified for a long time. But what has been

accompanying such recognition is a strong bias toward rational thought in terms of

theorization and research. The rational choice theory has dominated the field of

decision making for several decades. Recently, social psychologists proposed a theory

of unconscious thought (UTT) with six principles supported by ample experimental

evidence (e.g., Dijksterhuis et al., 2006). The present research aimed at investigating

the roles of conscious and unconscious thought in complex decision making and some

possible moderators of the unconscious thought effect (UTE, i.e., performance under

the guidance of UT is better than that under the guidance of CT.) through a series of

experiments on decision making.

In Chapter 2, Experiment 1 using the deliberation—without-attention paradigm

replicated some previous findings surrounding the relations among thought mode

(conscious vs. unconscious), complexity of the decision, and quality of the decision.

The participants whose attention was distracted for some time (i.e., the unconscious

thinkers) performed well in both simple and complex decisions whereas the

participants whose attention was focused on the choices without distraction (i.e., the

conscious thinkers) performed well in simple decisions but poorly in complex



decisions. However, for complex decisions, an expected significant difference

between the unconscious and conscious conditions was not obtained, implying that

there could be some UTE moderators. The possible moderating effect of decision

complexity on quality of decision was investigated in Experiment 2 by increasing the

numbers of attributes (and thus complexity) associated with the available options.

Chapter 3 investigated whether the unconscious effect would vary as a function

of thought processing time (Experiment 3), and the reasons behind (Experiment 4).

The results showed that given longer thought processing times, the unconscious

thinkers outperformed the conscious thinkers. It implied that thought processing time

was one of the possible UTE moderators. Given longer thought processing times, the

conscious thinkers’ attention was distracted to irrelevant information (i.e., noise)

while the unconscious thinkers may gain more time to slowly integrate a large amount

of information and weight the choices better ( according to UTT principles). Hence a

longer time hurts conscious thinkers but facilitates unconscious thinkers. This

possibility was examined in Experiment 4.

Chapter 4 investigated whether expertise was one of the UTE moderators in

complex decision making and the reasons behind. The results of Experiment 5

showed that the UTE varied as a function of expertise. Experiment 6 investigated

whether the reason was because the experts were able to organize the relevant



information together into chunks which the non-experts were unable to do, and such a

chunking effect benefited from the fact that UT could deal with a large amount of

information and weight the information better compared to CT. Experiment 7

investigated another possibility, that is, experts’ ability of filtering out irrelevant

information benefits from UT which can weigh the option attributes better than CT.

The findings reported in Chapters 2, 3, and 4 therefore have indicated that

unconscious and conscious thought both play important roles in different situations in

decision making. Conscious thinkers perform well in simple decision but poorly in

complex decision, whereas unconscious thinkers maintain good performance in both

simple and complex decisions, or even sometimes better in complex ones. The UTE is

not always strong in complex decision making. More moderators such as complexity

of task, thought processing time, and expertise should be considered in order to make

a good choice in complex decision making.
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