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Introduction & Background
A key premise of rational choice prescribes that decision-
makers ought to ignore irrelevant, inferior alternative options.
Consider for example the choice between two wines, where the
value of an option is computed across two dimensions: quality
and price. When deliberating about which wine to choose,
one’s propensity to choose between two otherwise equally pre-
ferred wines should be not influenced by the introduction of
a third clearly inferior option (being both of lower quality and
more expensive than one of the original alternatives). Yet, a
large body of work suggests that both people and animals rou-
tinely violate this premise in their decisions—in laboratory ex-
periments, the introduction of irrelevant “decoys” into a choice
set biases decision-making. However, these decoy effects are
less understood in large-scale contexts of real-world decision-
making, where choice sets can be large, and preference in-
formed by consumers’ histories of experience.

Objectives & Approach
We explored whether the presence of irrelevant, “decoy” alter-
native options influenced wine purchases in a large real-world
dataset of UK wine purchases. From shopping transaction
records, we extracted all red and white wine purchases over
a one month period. Our analyses examined 3.6M wine pur-
chases made by 755,158 unique customers.

Relevance to Digital Footprints
We deployed shopping history data which is a popular example
for digital footprints allowing us to track people’s choices and
decisions over long periods of time.

Results
We find that among pairs of wines that appear across many
different contexts (i.e., stores with different product assort-
ments) and trade off on quality and price, the presence of de-
coy options— similar options that were dominated by the focal
option—made consumers more likely to purchase the focal op-
tion (a hallmark of the “attraction effect”). Furthermore, we
find that sensitivity to this effect depended on consumers’ his-
tory of experience with the product, such that frequent shop-
pers were less likely to be sensitive to decoy effects in their
purchase behaviour.

Conclusions & Implications
We examined whether real-world consumer decisions, evi-
denced in a large dataset of wine purchases in the United King-
dom, were subject to a canonical bias in multiattribute choice:
the attraction effect. We found that wine purchases were sys-
tematically biased in favour of wines that dominated choice
sets—a bias which was not observed when choice sets were not
dominated. Together, these results extend laboratory-based
accounts of decoy effects to real-world choices, and demon-
strate how digital footprints data analysis can be linked to
health, especially in terms of decision making which is associ-
ated with negative health outcomes.
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