
Information Avoidance and Image Concerns

Christine L. Exley and Judd B. Kessler∗

January 14, 2021

Abstract

A rich literature finds that individuals avoid information, even information that is in-

strumental to their choices. A common hypothesis posits that individuals strategically

avoid information to hold particular beliefs or to take certain actions—such as behaving

selfishly—with lower image costs. Building off of the classic “moral wiggle room” design,

this paper provides the first direct test of whether individuals avoid information because of

image concerns. We analyze data from 4,626 experimental subjects. We find that image

concerns play a role in driving information avoidance, but a role that is substantially smaller

than the common approach in the literature would suggest. The large majority (66% to

81%) of information avoidance remains when image concerns cannot drive avoidance. We

find evidence for other reasons why individuals avoid information, such as a desire to avoid

interpersonal tradeoffs, a desire to avoid bad news, laziness, inattention, and confusion.
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APPENDICES (FOR ONLINE PUBLICATION ONLY)

A Experimental Instructions
This paper involved four studies. Section A.1 presents the full instructions for Study 1.

Section A.2 presents the full instructions for Study 2. Section A.3 presents the full instructions

for Study 3. Section A.4 presents the full instructions for Study 4. We present the instructions

and details of these studies by showing screenshots of our instructions and decision screens.

While not shown in these screenshots—to facilitate readability (i.e., to allow the screenshots to

be zoomed-in on the text)—each screen had a red arrow in the bottom right corner that subjects

had to actively click to advance to the next page.
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A.1 Experimental Instructions for Study 1

Participants in Study 1 were randomly assigned to 1 of 8 conditions that arise from (Hid-

den Information, Known Information) x (Self/Other, Other/Other) x (Unaligned state, Aligned

state).

After consenting to participate in the study, subjects are informed of the $0.50 study comple-

tion fee and of the opportunity to earn additional payment. Figure A.1 shows how this payment

information is explained and the corresponding comprehension question that each subject must

answer correctly in order to proceed.

Figure A.1: Payment Information
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Participants were then provided with instructions about their decisions and asked to answer

comprehension questions. Figures A.2–A.5 show the instructions and comprehension questions

for each of the respective Known Information conditions. Figures A.6–A.7 show the instructions

and comprehension questions for the Hidden Information conditions.
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Figure A.2: Known Information x Self/Other x Aligned State, Comprehension Questions
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Figure A.3: Known Information x Self/Other x Unaligned State, Comprehension Questions
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Figure A.4: Known Information x Other/Other x Aligned State, Comprehension Questions
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Figure A.5: Known Information x Other/Other x Unaligned State, Comprehension Questions
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Figure A.6: Hidden Information x Self/Other, Comprehension Questions
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Figure A.7: Hidden Information x Other/Other, Comprehension Questions
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Participants were then reminded of the instructions and asked to make their decisions. Figures

A.8–A.11 show the decision screens for each of the Known Information conditions. Figures A.12–

A.13 show the decision screens for each of the Hidden Information conditions. If participants in

those conditions choose to Reveal Player Z’s payoffs, then the state was revealed and they were

asked to make their decision on the next page, as shown below in Figures A.14–A.17.

Figure A.8: Known Information x Self/Other x Aligned State, Decision
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Figure A.9: Known Information x Self/Other x Unaligned State, Decision
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Figure A.10: Known Information x Other/Other x Aligned State, Decision
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Figure A.11: Known Information x Other/Other x Unaligned State, Decision
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Figure A.12: Hidden Information x Self/Other, Decision
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Figure A.13: Hidden Information x Other/Other, Decision
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Figure A.14: Hidden Information x Self/Other x Aligned Condition, After Revealing Player Z’s
Payoffs
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Figure A.15: Hidden Information x Self/Other x Unaligned State, After Revealing Player Z’s
Payoffs
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Figure A.16: Hidden Information x Other/Other x Aligned State, After Revealing Player Z’s
Payoffs
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Figure A.17: Hidden Information x Other/Other x Unaligned State, After Revealing Player Z’s
Payoffs
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A.2 Experimental Instructions for Study 2

Participants in Study 2 were randomly assigned to assigned to 1 of 16 conditions. The first set

of 8 involved the same condition in Study 1, which we call the “Classic Payoffs” conditions that

arise from (Hidden Information, Known Information) x (Self/Other, Other/Other) x (Unaligned

state, Aligned state). The second set of 8 conditions involved new conditions, which we call

“New Payoffs” that arise from (Hidden Information, Known Information) x (Self/Other–New,

Other/Other–New) x (Aligned State 1, Aligned State 2 ). See Section A.1 for the conditions that

were also included in Study 1. In what follows, we will describe the 8 new conditions.

After consenting to participate in the study, subjects are informed of the $0.50 study comple-

tion fee and of the opportunity to earn additional payment equivalent to Study 1 (as shown in

Figure A.1). Participants were then provided with instructions about their decision and asked to

answer comprehension questions. Figures A.18–A.23 show the instructions and comprehension

questions for each of the respective conditions.
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Figure A.18: Known Information x Self/Other–New x Aligned State 1, Comprehension Questions
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Figure A.19: Known Information x Self/Other–New x Aligned State 2, Comprehension Questions
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Figure A.20: Known Information x Other/Other–New x Aligned State 1, Comprehension Ques-
tions
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Figure A.21: Known Information x Other/Other–New x Aligned State 2, Comprehension Ques-
tions
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Figure A.22: Hidden Information x Self/Other–New, Comprehension Questions
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Figure A.23: Hidden Information x Other/Other–New, Comprehension Questions
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Participants were then reminded of the instructions and asked to make their decisions. Figures

A.24–A.29 show the decision screens for each of the conditions. If participants in those conditions

choose to Reveal Player Z’s payoffs, the state was revealed on the next page and they were asked

to make their decision, as shown below in Figures A.30–A.33.

Figure A.24: Known Information x Self/Other–New x Aligned State 1, Decision
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Figure A.25: Known Information x Self/Other–New x Aligned State 2, Decision
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Figure A.26: Known Information x Other/Other–New x Aligned State 1, Decision
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Figure A.27: Known Information x Other/Other–New x Aligned State 2, Decision
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Figure A.28: Hidden Information x Self/Other–New, Decision
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Figure A.29: Hidden Information x Other/Other–New, Decision

58



Figure A.30: Hidden Information x Self/Other–New x Aligned State 1, After Revealing Player
Z’s Payoffs
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Figure A.31: Hidden Information x Self/Other–New x Aligned State 2, After Revealing Player
Z’s Payoffs
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Figure A.32: Hidden Information x Other/Other–New x Aligned State 1, After Revealing Player
Z’s Payoffs
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Figure A.33: Hidden Information x Other/Other–New x Aligned State 2, After Revealing Player
Z’s Payoffs
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A.3 Experimental Instructions for Study 3

Participants in Study 3 were randomly assigned to 1 of 20 conditions. The first set of 16

conditions are exactly the same as the 16 conditions in Study 2. The additional 4 conditions

were new conditions, which we call “New Payoffs with Active Choice” that arise from (Hidden

Information) x (Self/Other–Active, Other/Other–Active) x (Aligned State 1, Aligned State 2 ).

See Sections A.1 and A.2 to learn more about the other conditions included in Study 3. In what

follows, we will describe the 4 new conditions.

After consenting to participate in the study, subjects are informed of the $0.50 study com-

pletion fee and of the opportunity to earn additional payment (as shown in Figure A.34). Par-

ticipants were then provided with instructions about their decision and asked to answer com-

prehension questions. Figures A.35–A.36 show the instructions and comprehension questions for

each of the new conditions.

Figure A.34: Study 3 Payment and Understanding Question
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Figure A.35: Hidden Information x Self/Other–Active, Comprehension Questions
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Figure A.36: Hidden Information x Other/Other–Active, Comprehension Questions
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Participants were then reminded of the instructions and asked to make their decisions. Figures

A.37–A.38 show the first decision screen for each of the new conditions. If participants in those

conditions chose to Reveal Player Z’s payoffs, the state was revealed on the next page and they

were asked to make their decision, as shown below in Figures A.39–A.42. If participants chose

not to Reveal Player Z’s payoffs, they were instead asked to make a decision without learning

their state, as shown below in Figures A.43–A.44.

Figure A.37: Hidden Information x Self/Other–Active, Revelation Decision
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Figure A.38: Hidden Information x Other/Other–Active, Revelation Decision
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Figure A.39: Hidden Information x Self/Other–Active x Aligned State 1, After Choosing to
Reveal Player Z’s Payoffs
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Figure A.40: Hidden Information x Self/Other–Active x Aligned State 2, After Choosing to
Reveal Player Z’s Payoffs
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Figure A.41: Hidden Information x Other/Other–Active x Aligned State 1, After Choosing to
Reveal Player Z’s Payoffs
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Figure A.42: Hidden Information x Other/Other–Active x Aligned State 2, After Choosing to
Reveal Player Z’s Payoffs
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Figure A.43: Hidden Information x Self/Other–Active, After Choosing Not to Reveal Player Z’s
Payoffs
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Figure A.44: Hidden Information x Other/Other–Active, After Choosing Not to Reveal Player
Z’s Payoffs
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A.4 Experimental Instructions for Study 4

Participants in Study 4 were randomly assigned to 1 of 4 conditions that arise from (Hidden

Information) x (Self/Other, Other/Other) x (Unaligned state, Aligned state). That is, they are

always randomly assigned to a Hidden Information condition.

After consenting to participate in the study, participants are informed of the study completion

fee and of the opportunity to earn additional payment, as shown in Figure A.45.
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Figure A.45: Study 4 Payment Information
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Participants were then provided with instructions about their decisions and asked to answer

comprehension questions. Figures A.46–A.47 show the instructions and comprehension questions

for each of the respective conditions.
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Figure A.46: Decision 1: Hidden Information x Self/Other, Comprehension Question
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Figure A.47: Decision 1: Hidden Information x Other/Other, Comprehension Question
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Participants were then reminded of the instructions and asked to make their first decision.

The first decision always involved making a decision in the Hidden Information condition, since

information avoidance is our main outcome of interest. Figures A.48–A.49 show the decision

screens for each of the conditions. If participants in those conditions choose to Reveal Player Z’s

payoffs, the state was revealed on the next page, and they were asked to make their decision, as

shown below in Figures A.50–A.53.
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Figure A.48: Decision 1: Hidden Information x Self/Other, Decision
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Figure A.49: Decision 1: Hidden Information x Other/Other, Decision
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Figure A.50: Decision 1: Hidden Information x Self/Other X Aligned State, After Revealing
Player Z’s Payoffs
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Figure A.51: Decision 1: Hidden Information x Self/Other X Unaligned State, After Revealing
Player Z’s Payoffs
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Figure A.52: Decision 1: Hidden Information x Other/Other x Aligned State, After Revealing
Player Z’s Payoffs
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Figure A.53: Decision 1: Hidden Information x Other/Other x Unaligned State, After Revealing
Player Z’s Payoffs

85



Participants then face two more decisions, the order of which was randomized. These two

decisions may provide some insight related to how participants make decisions in the Known In-

formation condition, but participants only ever make these decisions after they make decisions in

the Hidden Information condition, so these latter two decisions could be influenced by their deci-

sions in the Hidden Information condition. As explained in our paper, this design choice reflected

our limited subject pool for Study 4 and desire to focus on decisions—specifically, information

avoidance—in the Hidden Information condition. Figures A.54–A.61 show the comprehension

questions and subsequent two decisions.

Figure A.54: Decision 2: Self/Other, Comprehension Questions
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Figure A.55: Decision 2: Self/Other, Decision
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Figure A.56: Decision 3: Self/Other, Comprehension Question
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Figure A.57: Decision 3: Self/Other, Decision
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Figure A.58: Decision 2: Other/Other, Comprehension Questions
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Figure A.59: Decision 2: Other/Other, Decision
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Figure A.60: Decision 3: Other/Other, Comprehension Questions
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Figure A.61: Decision 3: Other/Other, Decision
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