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Tru e an d Pseud o Frzunin g Effect s 

Deborah Frisch 

University of Oregon 

ABSTRACT 
The ter m "framin g effect "  describe s th e findin g tha t  peopl e 

ofte n respon d differentl y t o differen t  description s o r  "frames " 
of  a  singl e situation .  Framin g effect s violat e th e principl e o f 
"invariance "  whic h state s tha t  one' s decisio n shoul d no t  b e 
affecte d b y ho w a  situatio n i s described .  A n importan t  questio n 
abou t  framin g effect s i s whethe r  subject s agre e tha t  tw o version s 
ar e equivalent .  Th e ter m "framin g effect "  assume s tha t  subject s 
woul d agre e tha t  th e tw o situation s wer e equivalent .  Th e stud y 
reporte d her e test s thi s assumption .  I n thi s study ,  subject s 
wer e firs t  aske d t o answe r  framin g effec t  problem s an d the n wer e 
aske d t o compar e tw o version s o f  a  proble m an d stat e whethe r  th e 
tw o version s shoul d b e treate d th e same .  I n som e case s suc h a s 
Kahneman an d Tversky' s (1984 )  live s lost/live s save d problem , 
subject s treate d tw o version s differentl y bu t  reporte d tha t  the y 
shoul d b e treate d th e same .  Thi s i s calle d a  "tru e framin g 
effect. "  I n othe r  case s suc h a s Thaler' s (1980 )  referenc e poin t 
problem ,  subject s treate d th e tw o version s differentl y an d state d 
tha t  the y shoul d b e treate d differently .  Thi s i s describe d a s a 
"pseud o framin g effect. "  Th e distinctio n betwee n tru e an d pseud o 
framin g effect s ha s implication s fo r  bot h normativ e an d 
descriptiv e theorie s o f  decisio n making . 

INTRODUCTION 
For  th e las t  3  0  years ,  researcher s hav e studie d huma n 

decisio n makin g b y comparin g people' s choice s t o util it y  theory , 
a widel y accepte d normativ e mode l  o f  decisio n makin g (Savage , 
1954) .  A  growin g bod y o f  researc h demonstrate s tha t  people' s 
choice s systematicall y deviat e fro m thi s mode l  (se e vo n 
Winterfeld t  &  Edwards ,  198 6 fo r  a  review) . 

Recently, a type of violation of utility theory has been 
demonstrate d tha t  i s muc h mor e disturbin g tha n othe r  violat ions . 
The ter m "framin g effect "  describe s th e findin g tha t  peopl e ofte n 
respon d differentl y t o differen t  description s o r  "frames "  o f  a 
singl e situatio n (Kahnema n &  Tversky ,  1984) .  Framin g effect s 
violat e th e principl e o f  "invariance "  whic h state s tha t  one' s 
decisio n shoul d no t  b e affecte d b y ho w a  situatio n i s described . 
Clearly ,  th e principl e o f  invarianc e i s fundamenta l  t o th e 
concep t  o f  preference .  Whil e othe r  violation s o f  uti l it y  theor y 
cas t  doub t  o n th e descriptiv e accurac y o f  utilit y  theory ,  framin g 
effect s cal l  int o questio n th e assumptio n tha t  peopl e hav e wel l -
define d preferences . 

A commonly cited example of a framing effect is the "lives 
lost/live s saved "  proble m fro m Kahnema n an d Tversk y (1984 )  (se e 
Appendix ,  Proble m 7 ) .  I n thi s example ,  th e sam e situatio n i s 
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describe d eithe r  i n term s o f  a  los s (numbe r  o f  live s lost )  o r  i n 
term s o f  a  gai n (numbe r  o f  live s saved) .  Subject s ar e give n a 
choic e betwee n a  sur e thin g an d a  risk y option .  Th e majorit y o f 
subject s choos e th e sur e thin g i n th e live s save d version ,  bu t 
choos e th e risk y optio n i n th e live s los t  version .  Thi s exampl e 
demonstrate s tha t  a  singl e situatio n describe d i n tw o differen t 
ways ca n lea d t o differen t  choices . 

The term "framing effect" has been used in two different 
ways .  Ther e i s a  stric t  usag e o f  th e ter m tha t  refer s t o pair s o f 
situation s tha t  ar e objectivel y identica l  an d tha t  onl y diffe r  i n 
th e wa y the y ar e described .  Th e ter m i s als o use d mor e loosel y 
t o describ e pair s o f  situation s tha t  ar e no t  identica l  bu t  whic h 
diffe r  i n a  wa y tha t  i s irrelevan t  fro m th e perspectiv e o f 
uti l i t y  theory . 

Most research on framing effects has used a between subjects 
design .  Althoug h thi s paradig m ha s bee n usefu l  i n demonstratin g 
th e differen t  type s o f  framin g effect s tha t  exist ,  i t  i s  somewha t 
l imited .  I n part icular ,  ther e ar e tw o question s abou t  framin g 
effect s tha t  hav e no t  bee n addressed : 

1. Would a single person treat two versions of a framing effect 
dif ferently ? Perhap s i f  subject s answere d bot h version s o f  a 
framin g effec t  i n a  shor t  perio d o f  tim e the y woul d "see "  th e 
equivalenc e an d therefor e no t  respon d inconsistently . 

2. Do subjects agree that two versions are equivalent? The term 
"framin g effect "  assume s tha t  subject s woul d agre e tha t  th e tw o 
situation s wer e equivalent .  I t  suggest s tha t  differen t  frame s o f 
th e sam e proble m lea d t o differen t  choices .  However ,  thi s 
assumptio n ha s no t  bee n tested .  Give n tha t  th e ter m ha s bee n 
use d i n th e loos e sens e describe d above ,  i t  i s  possibl e tha t 
subject s d o no t  agre e tha t  tw o situation s shoul d b e treate d th e 
same.  Specif ical ly ,  subjects '  intution s ma y conflic t  wit h 
uti l i t y  theor y abou t  whethe r  tw o situation s "boi l  down "  t o th e 
same question . 

I shall use the phrase "true framing effect" to refer to the 
situatio n wher e a  perso n treat s tw o version s o f  a  proble m 
differently ,  bu t  agree s tha t  the y shoul d b e treate d th e sam e whe n 
sh e directl y compare s them .  I  shal l  us e th e phras e "pseud o 
framin g effect "  t o refe r  t o th e situatio n wher e a  perso n treat s 
tw o version s o f  a  proble m differentl y an d state s tha t  the y shoul d 
b e treate d differentl y whe n sh e directl y compare s them . 

The distinction between true and pseudo framing effects has 
implication s fo r  bot h normativ e an d descriptiv e theorie s o f 
decisio n making .  Tru e framin g effect s ar e evidenc e tha t  th e 
processe s involve d i n decisio n makin g ar e influence d b y 
irrelevan t  aspect s o f  a  problem .  A s severa l  author s hav e pointe d 
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ou t  (Kahnema n &  Tversky ,  1984 ;  Shafer ,  1986 )  thi s seriousl y call s 
int o questio n th e notio n o f  preference .  I f  mino r  change s i n th e 
presentatio n o f  a  decisio n affec t  people' s choices ,  the n w e fee l 
les s secur e tha t  thes e choice s ar e revealin g anythin g stabl e o r 
rea l  abou t  people' s preferences . 

In contrast, pseudo framing effects are more relevant to 
normativ e theorie s o f  decisio n making .  Pseud o framin g effect s 
demonstrat e tha t  psychologist s ar e wron g i n thei r  assumption s 
abou t  wha t  factor s shoul d affec t  decisions .  I n part icular ,  the y 
woul d sugges t  tha t  situation s tha t  ar e equivalen t  fro m th e 
perspectiv e o f  utilit y  theor y ar e no t  necessaril y  viewe d a s 
equivalen t  b y people .  Th e presen t  stud y wa s designe d t o examin e 
whethe r  previousl y demonstrate d framin g effect s wer e "true " 
framin g effects .  I n addition ,  I  wa s intereste d i n seein g which , 
i f  any ,  framin g effect s woul d disappea r  usin g a  withi n subjec t 
design . 

METHOD 
Subjects .  Subject s wer e 3 1 undergraduat e student s enrolle d 

i n Introductor y Psycholog y course s wh o participate d fo r  cours e 
credit . 

Procedure. The experiment consisted of two parts. In Part 
I ,  subject s wer e presente d wit h 1 8 decisio n problem s o n a n IB M X T 
computer .  Th e 1 8 problem s consiste d o f  9  pair s o f  framin g 
effects .  Th e problem s wer e presente d i n 2  orders .  Tw o member s 
of  a  give n pai r  wer e no t  presente d consecutively .  Othe r  problem s 
no t  relate d t o th e presen t  stud y wer e als o presented . 

In Part II of the experiment, subjects were presented with 
bot h member s o f  a  pair .  The y wer e the n aske d whethe r  "th e tw o 
situation s shoul d b e treate d th e sam e wa y o r  differently. " 

Stimuli. Five of the pairs of framing effects were taken 
fro m previou s researc h b y Kahnema n an d Tversk y (1984 )  an d Thale r 
(1980) .  Th e othe r  fou r  pair s wer e develope d fo r  thi s study .  Al l 
pair s use d ar e i n th e Appendix . 

RESULTS 
The firs t  questio n wa s whethe r  framin g effect s woul d occu r 

usin g a  withi n subjec t  design .  O n 8  ou t  o f  9  pairs ,  ther e wa s a 
significan t  differenc e i n subjects '  response s t o th e tw o version s 
of  th e proble m (Se e Tabl e 1 ) .  Ther e wa s n o framin g effec t  o n 
Kahneman an d Tversky' s (1984 )  cas h discount/credi t  car d surcharg e 
problem .  Thus ,  framin g effect s d o occu r  i n a  withi n subjec t 
design ,  eve n whe n subject s answe r  th e question s withi n a  brie f 
tim e period . 

The second question of interest was whether these framing 
effect s wer e "tru e framin g effects "  o r  "pseud o framin g effects. " 
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Thi s analysi s wa s quali tat ive .  A  tru e framin g effec t  refer s t o 
th e situatio n wher e th e majorit y o f  subject s treate d th e member s 
of  a  pai r  dif ferently ,  bu t  state d tha t  the y shoul d b e treate d th e 
same.  I n contras t  a  pseud o framin g effec t  refer s t o th e 
situatio n wher e subject s trea t  tw o problem s differentl y an d stat e 
tha t  the y shoul d b e treate d differently .  Thi s wa s assesse d b y 
lookin g a t  th e percentag e o f  subject s wh o state d th e th e tw o 
version s wer e equivalent .  Ther e wa s a  grea t  dea l  o f  variatio n 
acros s problem s o n thi s measur e (Se e Tabl e 1 ) .  A t  on e extrem e 
was th e l ive s lost/l ive s save d proble m whic h wa s a  tru e framin g 
effect .  Althoug h 65 % o f  subject s treate d th e tw o version s 
differently ,  onl y 10 % o f  th e subject s sai d tha t  th e tw o 
situation s shoul d b e treate d th e differently . 

Table 1. Mean responses to problems and percentage of subjects 
sayin g problem s shoul d b e treate d differently . 

Proble m Typ e 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6* 

7 

8 

9 

R.P . 

R.P . 

R.P . 

R.P . 

L/ G 

L/ G 

L/ G 

S.C . 

S.C . 

Mean 
respons e 
Versio n 
1 
(s.d. ) 

3. 8 
(3.6 ) 
5. 3 
(2.7 ) 
6. 0 
(3.6 ) 
13. 0 
(11.4 ) 
173 
(535 ) 
3. 0 
(2.5 ) 
4. 4 
(2.8 ) 
10. 2 
(11.3 ) 
5. 8 
(3.3 ) 

Mean 
respons e 
Versio n 
2 
(s.d. ) 

2. 9 
(1.8 ) 
4. 1 
(3.2 ) 
4. 2 
(3.2 ) 
19. 0 
(26 ) 
89 
(89 ) 
3. 2 
(2.6 ) 
6. 4 
(2.5 ) 
5. 8 
(9.0 ) 
4. 8 
(3.1 ) 

% O f 
subject s 
treatin g 
1 an d 2 
differentl y 

5 5 

5 8 

8 0 

5 2 

7 7 

23 

6 5 

7 7 

39 

% o f 
subject s 
sayin g 
1 an d 2 
shoul d b e 
treate d 
diff . 

6 0 

3 6 

36 

43 

8 0 

0 

1 0 

73 

23 

*  N o framin g effec t  demonstrate d 
R.P .  :  Referenc e poin t  proble m 
L/ G :  Loss/gai n typ e proble m 
S.C .  :  Sun k cos t  proble m 
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At  th e othe r  extrem e wa s Thaler' s (1980 )  sun k cos t  exampl e 
(Proble m 8 ) .  Th e questio n wa s ho w man y time s yo u woul d pla y 
tenni s i n th e nex t  si x month s i f  yo u develope d tenni s elbow . 
Sevent y -  seve n percen t  o f  th e subject s estimate d a  highe r  numbe r 
of  time s i f  the y ha d pai d t o joi n a  tenni s clu b tha n i f  the y 
hadn't .  Eight y percen t  o f  th e subject s sai d tha t  one' s decisio n 
abou t  whethe r  t o pla y shoul d b e affecte d b y whethe r  on e ha d pai d 
t o joi n th e club .  Tha t  is ,  th e majorit y o f  subject s attende d t o 
sun k cost s (counte r  t o economi c theory )  an d th e majorit y als o 
state d tha t  the y believe d on e shoul d atten d t o sun k costs .  Thus , 
thi s proble m wa s a  pseud o framin g effect .  Thaler' s (1980 ) 
referenc e poin t  proble m (Proble m 1 )  wa s anothe r  cas e tha t  wa s a 
pseud o framin g effect .  Fifty-fiv e percen t  o f  th e subject s 
treate d th e tw o version s differentl y an d sixt y percen t  sai d tha t 
the y shoul d b e treate d differently . 

For the 8 problems on which a framing effect was 
demonstrated ,  ther e wa s a  grea t  dea l  o f  variatio n i n th e exten t 
t o whic h subject s state d tha t  th e tw o situation s shoul d b e 
treate d differently .  Kahnema n an d Tversky' s live s lost/l ive s 
save d exampl e wa s th e lowes t  (10% )  an d thu s wa s th e cleares t 
exampl e o f  a  "tru e framin g effect. "  Thaler' s bee r  exampl e wa s 
th e highes t  percentag e (90% )  an d a n exampl e o f  a  "pseud o framin g 
effect. " 

The problems used in this study could be grouped into three 
categorie s :  referenc e poin t  problem s (Problem s 1-4 )  ;  loss/gai n 
problem s (Problem s 5-7 )  an d sun k cos t  problem s (Problem s 8 -9 ) . 
I t  i s  possibl e tha t  som e type s o f  framin g effect s ar e tru e 
framin g effect s whil e othe r  type s ar e pseud o framin g effects .  T o 
tes t  thi s idea ,  I  compare d th e mea n answe r  t o th e questio n abou t 
whethe r  th e member s o f  a  pai r  shoul d b e treate d differentl y fo r 
th e thre e categories .  Th e mea n percentage s wer e 4  3. 7 fo r 
referenc e poin t  problems ,  3  0. 0 fo r  loss/gai n problem s an d 48. 0 
fo r  sun k cos t  problems .  Thes e difference s wer e no t  significant . 
Thus ,  ther e i s n o evidenc e suggestin g tha t  thes e thre e categorie s 
diffe r  wit h respec t  t o th e true-pseud o framin g effec t 
distinction . 

DISCUSSION 
Thi s stud y provide s evidenc e tha t  framin g effect s diffe r  i n 

an importan t  way .  Some instance s o f  framin g effect s ar e "tru e 
framin g effects, "  tha t  is ,  subject s wh o trea t  tw o problem s 
differentl y stat e tha t  tha t  th e tw o situation s shoul d b e treate d 
th e same .  Othe r  instance s o f  framin g effect s ar e "pseud o framin g 
effects. "  Subject s trea t  the m differentl y becaus e the y believ e 
tha t  th e differenc e betwee n th e situation s warrant s differen t 
actions . 

Future research might proceed in different directions for 
tru e an d pseud o framin g effects .  A n obviou s questio n abou t  tru e 
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framin g effect s i s "Whic h wa y o f  lookin g a t  th e proble m i s th e 
'right '  way? "  Tha t  is ,  i f  a  perso n respond s differentl y t o tw o 
frame s o f  a  problem ,  an d agree s tha t  th e tw o frame s ar e 
equivalent ,  whic h wa y i s revealin g th e person' s tru e preference ? 
I n contrast ,  pseud o framin g effect s sugges t  tha t  peopl e rejec t 
certai n principle s o f  economi c theor y (e.g .  th e principl e tha t 
on e shoul d ignor e sun k cos ts ) .  Futur e researc h migh t  examin e 
whic h principle s o f  economi c theor y peopl e reject . 
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APPENDIX 
For  eac h problem ,  ther e ar e tw o versions :  (1 )  an d (2) .  Fo r  som e 
of  th e problems ,  thes e ar e presente d separately .  Fo r  others ,  th e 
tex t  correspond s t o th e versio n (1 )  problem .  Th e versio n (2 ) 
proble m i s obtaine d b y deletin g th e bol d tex t  i n versio n (1 )  an d 
addin g th e tex t  i n [brackets] . 

Reference point problems 

1. (1) You are lying on the beach on a hot day. All you have to 
drin k i s ic e water .  Fo r  th e las t  hou r  yo u hav e bee n thinkin g 
abou t  ho w muc h yo u woul d enjo y a  nic e col d bottl e o f  you r 
favorit e bran d o f  beer .  A  companio n get s u p t o mak e a  phon e cal l 
an d offer s t o brin g bac k a  bee r  fro m th e onl y nearb y plac e wher e 
bee r  i s sold ,  a  fanc y hote l  [(2 )  a  smal l  run-dow n grocer y s tore ] . 
He say s tha t  th e bee r  ma y b e expensiv e an d s o h e ask s yo u ho w 
much yo u ar e wil l in g t o pa y fo r  th e beer . 

2. (1) You go to a nice restaurant and notice that your favorite 
bott l e o f  win e cost s $ 5 mor e tha n i t  doe s i n a  liquo r  store . 

(2) You go to a nice restaurant that doesn't have a liquor 
l icense .  The y charg e yo u $ 5 corkin g fe e i f  yo u brin g win e t o 
drink . 

Would you buy [bring] the wine? 
Use a  numbe r  fro m 1  t o 1 0 wher e 1  mean s yo u woul d definitel y no t 
bu y th e win e an d 1 0 mean s yo u woul d definitel y bu y th e wine . 
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3.  (1 )  Yo u g o ou t  t o dinne r  i n a  nic e restaurant .  Yo u orde r  som e 
bake d clam s fo r  a n appetize r  an d shrim p scamp i  fo r  you r  mai n 
course .  Afte r  3 0 minutes ,  you r  waite r  come s wit h th e scamp i  an d 
tell s yo u tha t  h e forgo t  t o orde r  you r  appetizer .  I f  yo u want , 
he wil l  orde r  i t  no w an d yo u wil l  ge t  i t  i n 1 5 minutes . 
[(2 )  th e kitche n i s reall y backe d u p an d you r  bake d clam s aren' t 
ready .  I f  yo u stil l  wan t  them ,  the y wil l  b e read y i n 1 5 
minutes. ] 

You have two options. 
a.  wai t  fo r  i t 
b .  cance l  th e orde r 

What would you do? Use a number from 1 to 10 where 1 means you 
woul d definitel y choos e a  an d 1 0 mean s yo u woul d definitel y 
choos e b . 

4. (1) Imagine that you go to purchase a jacket for $125. 
The jacke t  salesma n inform s yo u tha t  th e jacke t  yo u wis h t o bu y 
i s o n sal e fo r  $12 0 a t  th e othe r  branc h o f  th e store . 

(2) Imagine that you go to purchase a calculator for $15. 
The calculato r  salesma n inform s yo u tha t  th e calculato r  yo u wis h 
t o bu y i s o n sal e fo r  $1 0 a t  th e othe r  branc h o f  th e th e store . 

How close would the other store have to be (in minutes of driving 
time )  i n orde r  fo r  yo u t o mak e th e tri p t o th e othe r  store ? 

Loss/gain problems 

5. (1) Back in the 1950's you purchased a case of good wine 
fo r  $ 5 a  bottle .  Today ,  a  win e merchan t  offer s t o purchas e i t 
fro m you .  Ho w muc h woul d yo u b e willin g t o sel l  a  bottl e for ? 

(2) You have just heard that a wine merchant has a case 
of  goo d win e date d fro m th e 1950's .  H e purchase d th e win e fo r  $ 5 
a bottle .  H e no w want s t o sel l  it .  Ho w muc h woul d yo u b e 
willin g t o pa y pe r  bottle ? 

6. (1) You go to a gas station. They charge 90 cents a gallon 
fo r  unleade d ga s i f  yo u pa y cash .  The y charg e yo u 5  cent s extr a 
a gallo n i f  yo u charg e it . 

(2) You go to gas station. They charge 95 cents a gallon 
fo r  unleade d ga s i f  yo u charg e it .  The y giv e yo u a  5  cent s a 
gallo n discoun t  i f  yo u pa y cash . 

Would you pay cash or use your charge? 
Use a  numbe r  fro m 1  t o 1 0 wher e 1  mean s yo u woul d definitel y pa y 
cas h an d 1 0 mean s yo u woul d definitel y us e you r  charge . 
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7 .  (1 )  Imagin e tha t  th e U.S .  i s preparin g fo r  th e outbrea k o f  a n 
unusua l  Asia n disease ,  whic h i s expecte d t o kil l  60 0 people .  Tw o 
alternat iv e program s hav e bee n proposed .  Assum e tha t  th e exac t 
scienti f i c  estimate s o f  th e consequence s o f  th e program s ar e a s 
fol lows : 

If Program A is adopted, 200 people will be saved. 
I f  Progra m B  i s adopted ,  ther e i s a  one-thir d probabil i t y  tha t 
60 0 peopl e wi l l  b e save d an d a  two-third s probabil i t y  tha t  n o 
peopl e wi l l  b e saved . 

[(2) If Program A is adopted, 400 people will die. 
I f  Progra m B  i s adopted ,  ther e i s a  one-thir d probabilit y  tha t 
nobod y wil l  di e an d a  two-third s probabilit y  tha t  60 0 peopl e wil l 
die. ] 

Which program would you choose? Use a number from 1 to 10 where 1 
means yo u woul d definitel y choos e Progra m A  an d 1 0 mean s yo u 
woul d definitel y choos e Progra m B . 

Sunk cost problems 

8. (1) You have paid $300 to join a tennis club for 6 months. 
Durin g th e firs t  wee k o f  you r  membership ,  yo u develo p 
tenni s elbow .  [(2 )  Yo u enjo y playin g tennis .  On e da y o n th e 
court ,  yo u develo p tenni s elbow. ]  I t  i s  extremel y painfu l  t o 
pla y tennis .  You r  docto r  tell s  yo u tha t  th e pai n wil l  continu e 
fo r  abou t  a  year . 

Estimate the number of times you will play tennis in the next 6 
months . 

9. (1) You go out to a restaurant. The chocolate amoretto 
kahlu a cheesecak e sound s grea t  s o yo u orde r  it .  I t  i s  wonderfu l 
bu t  ver y rich ,  an d afte r  tw o bite s yo u ar e i n suga r  shock . 

(2) You go out to a restaurant. It is the restaurant's one 
yea r  anniversar y an d the y ar e givin g everyon e fre e desert .  Yo u 
ge t  th e chocolat e amorett o kahlu a cheesecake .  I t  i s  wonderfu l 
bu t  ver y rich ,  an d afte r  tw o bite s yo u ar e i n suga r  shock . 

Would you eat more of it? Use a number from 1 to 10 where 1 means 
yo u definitel y woul d no t  ea t  mor e an d 1 0 mean s yo u definitel y 
woul d ea t  more . 
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