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Abstract 

 

This Research paper is focusing on the process of information avoidance.  This paper 

give information on why people sometimes prefer to not know, when does this happen and what 

are the implication of this for the economic theory, especially the theory of choice. In order to do 

so, I’ll base my paper on different psychological research about information avoidance and 

uncertainty. These papers tend to show that, indeed, sometimes people don’t want to know even 

when the information is free (they are even ready to pay to not know). Then it leads to the 

conclusion that uncertainty is a feeling that can influence greatly your happiness. Therefore it’s 

important that economy doesn’t consider information only as a way to evaluate different bundle 

but as fully part of these bundle.  

The book of Edward Morey and especially the chapter one (6 axioms) doesn’t say much about 

how individual deal with information and this is why I think this paper can bring some new and 

useful knowledge to understand the relationship between information seeking, making choice 

and happiness.  

 



Introduction 

 

 We can imagine three different worlds: 

 

• The first one is a world with complete information; it means that every individual know 

exactly all the different bundle they can experience and the effect of it on their happiness. 

Therefore the only thing they care about is what they will personally consume in each 

state.  

 

• The second one is a world where there is no complete information. Therefore the 

individual for example does not know exactly how much utility a consumption bundle 

will provide. In this situation the individual can use his income to acquire new 

information to have more certainty about the result of his choice. In this world 

information is only a tool to improve choice. Because he lives in a world of uncertainty 

the individual chooses by comparing their expected utility values and their probabilities. 

Mongin, P. (1997).           

  

 

We understand that in this situation information plays a crucial role for the individual to be 

able to know the outcome of the different choice and the probabilities of it. For instance you 

can't know your expected utility about taking some treatment for a specific disease if you don't 

know what are the probabilities that you will have this disease and what will be the consequences 

of it. Then the only thing that could make someone choose to ignore information would be that 
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this information has a cost (money or time) that is greater than the benefit he can get about it. If 

the information is free a rational individual will choose to get it and obviously he will never paid 

to avoid it as it is stated by Ananda Caguly and Joshua Tasoff (2014): « Expected-utility theory 

predicts that the demand for information in a non-strategic environment depends only on its 

usefulness. An expected-utility maximizer would never incur costs to avoid information since 

information can only improve decisions from an ex ante perspective. »  

 

• Finally we can also imagine a world where besides considering the amount of each good 

he will consume in each bundle, the individual’s ranking also depends on directly on 

what he will know in each bundle. In this case knowledge enters directly into the utility 

function.        

In this world information affects the amount of net pleasure you experience in two ways: you 

know more precisely how much pleasure you will get from the coke, but also directly. 

Information can directly make you happy or suffer. In this case even if there is no cost to 

obtaining additional information, the individual will not always choose to see that additional 

information. One might observe them practicing information avoidance.  

 

The aim of this paper is to demonstrate that when individual has incomplete information 

they sometimes avoid acquiring additional information that is costless to acquire, or even are 

willingness to pay to avoid this additional costless information. This is what is called information 

avoidance.  

 This statement doesn’t contradict any of the six axioms in the chapter one of the book 

since they don’t imply that individual has full information and allows for information to directly 
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influence the individuals ranking of bundles. Nevertheless I’m considering that economy often 

consider the world n°2 as the real one and it leads to mistake in predicting choice and behavior of 

individuals in a world of uncertainty especially when it comes to understand information seeking.  

      

My demonstration will be divided in three parts. First I’ll show that some psychological 

researches prove the existence of information avoidance. Then I’ll explain the determinant of 

information avoidance to finally speak about the implication of these research works for 

economic theory. 

 

Part I: Psychological Studies About Information Seeking: Proof That People Sometimes 

Prefer To Not Know 

 

We now have a good insight as to what economists think about the behavior of people in 

the information seeking process. Now, we are going to see what experimental psychological 

work reveals about the process and determine why it sometimes contradicts expected-utility 

theory. Some psychological research has proven that sometimes people choose to ignore 

information; they avoid it and prefer to stay in a state of non-knowledge or uncertainty -- even if 

this information is free. By free, I mean that people don’t have to pay money for this information 

or spend an important amount of time to get it. (Often people are participants in studies and to 

receive or not receive the information doesn't influence how much time you spent doing the 

study).  
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 Several studies suggest that people avoid or delay getting health information (see Sweeny 

et al. 2010, for a review). For instance, in their study, Lerman et al. (1999) make genetic tests for 

208 participants at risk (cancer in their families) for Hereditary Non-Polyposis Cancer (the most 

common form of inherited cancer - 9000 cases every year, affect 1 in 200). Once the genetic tests 

have been conducted, participants can choose to receive the result or not; this information is 

considered useful since preventative colonoscopies and treatment could increase their lifespans 

by an estimated 7 years (this information comes with no obligation, but is useful when making 

choices). Yet, of the 208 members, 90 (43 percent) receive test results and 118 (57 percent) 

declined.  

Others study have also proven that people don’t only avoid free information - they 

sometimes are ready to pay to avoid it. For instance, some studies have shown that people will 

pay to avoid information about their attractiveness (Eil and Rao 2011) and their IQ (Eil and Rao 

2011; Mobius et al. 2011).  

I’ll focus deeper on two studies in this second part to show that information avoidance 

concern really personal and intimate choices as well as more social, political choices.  

The first study I’m going to present here is the Sexually Transmitted Disease (STD) 

Experiment Test from Ananda Caguly and Joshua Tasoff’s research paper: “Fantasy and Dread: 

The Demand for Information and the Consumption Utility of the Future”. The Sexually 

Transmitted Disease (STD) Experiment tests college and university students (who are all 

sexually active and between the ages of 18 and 25 years of age), to see if they are willing to 

forgo $10 to skip an STD test. As stated in the paper, “clearly such information is useful (for 

symptom management and lifestyle decision) and so any demand for such a test is consistent 



with expected- utility theory. In contrast, forgoing money to avoid a test cannot be rationalized 

by expected-utility theory.” . In the test, subjects made a choice in a six binary question exam to 

identify whether they are willing to forego $10 in order to not get tested for two strains of the 

virus, HSV-1 and HSV-2 (they know what the effects of the virus are and that there is currently 

no cure). We see the questions in the table just below.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The economy theory would predict that, “an expected-utility maximizer should never 

forgo the money to avoid information and therefore would choose A on line 1 and line 3.” 

Nevertheless, 5.2% of the sample avoids HSV-1 testing, while about 15.6% avoids HSV-2 

testing. We may consider that these numbers (especially 15.6%) are significant and can't be 

associated with a mistake in the research process (people who don't understand the question, for 

instance).  



Therefore, we see that even if it’s not the majority, some people are ready to pay to avoid 

information that could be useful for them. This is proof that they really do prefer to not know and 

remain uncertain as to whether or not they have a STD. 

A lot of studies are focusing on personal or intimate choice, such as the health 

information seeking process. However, information avoidance also concerns social and political 

choices. People sometimes choose to avoid information about societal issues such as climate 

change, smoking, gun policy, energy, etc., even if it would help them, in a democratic system, to 

make choices about what policies they want to implement or not (through voting or taking action 

in civil society). This is especially the case when people already possess strong beliefs and don’t 

want to experience cognitive dissonance. It means that people tend to avoid information that is 

dissonant with their current beliefs and seek consonant information (Adams, 1961; Rhine, 1967), 

especially when they are already committed to a particular position (Frey & Rosch, 1984) and/or 

the information is self-relevant (Jonas, Schulz-Hardt, & Frey, 2005). For example, smokers are 

less likely than nonsmokers to seek out information that disputes the link between smoking and 

cancer, religious individuals are less inclined to clarify and listen to a message attacking 

Christianity than nonreligious individuals (Brock & Balloun, 1967), and both supporters and 

opponents of gun control and affirmative action seek out confirming information and avoid 

attitude-incongruent information (Taber & Lodge, 2006).  

This information avoidance regarding social issues can have important implications in 

societal choices, as shown by Yang, Z. J., & Kahlor, L (2012). They study why people, even if 

they have easy access to it, tend to avoid information about climate change and thus to not 

understand it.  



 

Part II: Psychological Studies About Information Seeking: Some Explications Of 

Information Avoidance 

 

As we’ve seen previously, some different studies show that people sometimes choose to remain 

uncertain and to not get free information, even if it is available to them. We call this 

phenomenon, “information avoidance,” and we now have to understand why it happens. Several 

determinants have been identified in a few different studies: 

  – Fear and Fatalism: Fear and fatalism (people consider that an experience have 

painful and inevitable outcome whatever they do) have both been identified as important 

explanations for information avoidance. This is well illustrated with the case of cancer 

information avoidance. (Anne Miles & al., 2008). Indeed people prefer to not know because 

they think that death is inevitable following a diagnosis of cancer and then that they can’t 

have any influence on it. As Johnson (1997) states, ‘‘it does not make much sense to learn 

more about things over which they have no control, so the powerless tend not to seek 

information. . .and neither do members of fatalistic cultures’’ (p. 73). Therefore, even if this 

feeling of being powerless is sometimes unjustified it leads people to avoid information.   

  – Behavioral Obligation: Other studies have shown that people do not necessarily 

fear the information itself, but rather the cognitive, affective, and behavioral consequences of 

learning the information (Sweeny & al., 2010). Jennifer L. Howell and James A. Shepperd 

(2012) have proven that information can threaten the basic need for autonomy by “obligating” 



undesired action. People prefer to select behavior on internal motivations (such as desires and 

values) rather than external motivations (such as guilt and obligations). Then, “people 

sometimes avoid learning information if they believe that the information could require them 

to engage in an undesired behavior, which is behavior that is difficult, inconvenient, 

demanding, expensive, or unpleasant” This is the case with parents who don’t want to know 

if their child will have a genetic defect because they believe that the result would prompt 

them to abort the obligation.  

– Uncertainty brings pleasure: Some research has shown that uncertainty can 

bring pleasure, especially for events with positive future prospects (Wilson et al. 2005). 

In the same line, Yih Hwai Lee and Cheng Qiu have studied the positive affective 

consequence of uncertainty and demonstrated that, “individuals can indeed experience 

greater pleasure from uncertainty than from certainty. Uncertainty from events with 

positive prospects (e.g., winning a lucky draw but not knowing the exact prize for a 

period of time) would not only elicit greater immediate positive feelings than certainty, 

but it would also increase the duration of the positive feelings when the prospects are 

sufficiently high in imageability.” Therefore, people will consciously prefer to not know 

because it will increase their amount of happiness. Of course, there are others situations 

in which uncertainty brings anxiety and displeasure, but obviously it doesn't lead to 

information avoidance; that's why I'm not considering this case in my paper.    

- Mood maintenance: This is a hypothesis that has been developed by 

Loewenstein & Lerner (2003) in which people avoid information in order to maintain a 

positive mood. In their study about STD tests, Ananda Caguly and Joshua Tasoff (2014) 



have proven that people who are in a positive mood (use of a mood inducement 

procedure on a control group) are more likely to avoid information.  

– Fear of cognitive dissonance and transfer of responsibility: This last explanation 

is particularly interesting to understand information avoidance in regards to social issues. 

Steven Shepherd and Aaron C. Kay (2011) have shown that when an individual considers 

a particular subject (such as energy, climate change, air pollution, etc.) as complex and 

feel that they can't fully understand it, it leads to a feeling of dependence toward the 

government, which leads to trust and finally this trust leads to information avoidance. 

They say, “Once people have placed increased trust in the government to deal with a 

specific issue (especially one that is threatening), they should increasingly avoid any 

information that may potentially challenge this psychologically comforting perspective. 

This final prediction— that people will actively avoid learning about issues that they trust 

in the government to handle— adds a feedback loop to our model. That is, to the extent 

that unfamiliarity with a domain or an issue leads people to avoid issue-relevant 

information that could threaten their trust in the government, this process should further 

reinforce their unfamiliarity or disengagement with the issue at hand. This is particularly 

troublesome for domains like the environment and the economy that require increased 

knowledge and action to thrive (Attari et al., 2010; Larrick & Soll, 2008).”  

 

 

 



Part III: Conclusion and discussion: Implication for the choice theory in economy 

These psychology papers all tend to show that, contrary to what economic theory 

suggests, people can refuse to get free and useful information. The major conclusion that we can 

draw from this is that information is part of the bundle and undoubtedly influences how you feel. 

I mean here that economists tend to consider information as something that comes before choice, 

as if it was only a tool for choice and not a determinant of happiness. This vision has to be 

rethought to include the idea that people associate information and uncertainty with feelings that 

correlate to happiness or unhappiness (autonomy, freedom, fear, cognitive dissonance...etc). 

Then individual are not some kind of robot who wish to accumulate as more information as they 

can in order to know the existence and the consequences of every bundle and so to maximize 

their happiness. They sometimes prefer to not know even if it implicates that choices are not 

optimal (not be cured for a disease, don’t push for politics against climate change, etc.). This has 

lead us towards a more complex vision of individual behavior, how people have different 

psychological beliefs, and it strongly influences how they make choices. They don’t always act 

as rational people, they are just evaluating, at every moment and for every choice, what they 

think will increase their happiness (do I want to know right now if I have cancer or not?) This 

evaluation depends of the state of mind of the moment (their mood), their beliefs (fear and 

fatalism about cancer for instance.) Finally, I’d like to say that these research studies about 

information avoidance raise some important ethical and philosophical issues. Maybe some 

people will ask themselves to what extent do people who choose to not be informed about a 

subject have a power of decision about this subject (especially when it’s social issues which 

concern everyone). Should people who have accepted to seek for information and to construct a 

documented opinion be allowed to make choice freely? Is it possible that sometimes other people 



(doctor, experts, etc.) knows better than you as to what will make you happier in the future? All 

these questions would require an entire research paper by themselves, but I think they are 

interesting and important ethical issues that we have to think about.  
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