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Synopsis 

Preference reversals in judgment and decision making are a puzzling phenomenon and 

thus an interesting research topic, which has been extensively studied. The impact of external 

factors on this phenomenon, e.g. the impact of response context and memory processes have 

also been widely studied. Moreover, the research on the use of different decision rules as 

well as research on memory – the processes that might shape preference reversals – have 

very rich history and background, in the psychology of judgment and decision making and in 

cognitive psychology. The PhD thesis under review is an attempt to study these processes in 

order to provide the evidence for the impact of task context and memory processes on 

preference reversals. To study this, the PhD candidate used the popular behavioural approach 

of simple lotteries with varying outcomes (gains vs. losses) and varying probabilities of these 

outcomes. In four studies with rather large (albeit sometimes heterogenous) samples and 

using this behavioural method, sometimes with modifications, the candidate attempted to 

present the evidence for task context and memory effects. While I appreciate the effort of 

conducting these studies, I must state that both the presentation of these results, as well as 

the theoretical introduction of the research topic are unsatisfactory. Below, I show in detail 

why it is the case. 

 

Formal characteristics of the thesis 

The reviewed thesis is written in English, it consists of 329 pages (including the title 

page and all the Appendices) with Abstracts in English and Polish, Acknowledgments, 10 main 

Chapters, Bibliography, Declarations and 35 Appendices, a List of Tables and a List of Figures. 

It contains 112 Tables and 40 Figures.  

The theoretical part of the thesis is constituted by Chapters 1-3: 1. Introduction (7 

pages of text), 2. Explanation of PR (7.5 pages of text) and 3. Hypotheses (23.5 pages of text, 

tables and figures).  

The empirical part starts with Chapter 4. Overview of the experiments (1 page of text) 

and continues with Chapters 5-8: 5. Experiment 1: Magnitude effects in PR, 6. Experiment 2: 

Binary choices in PR, 7. Experiment 3: Episodic memory in PR, 8. Experiment 4: Episodic 

memory in attraction effect PR (56 pages in total) and it concludes with Chapter 9. Overall 

discussion (15 pages including 5 large tables and 2 large figures) and Chapter 10. Summary 

and conclusions (1.5 page). 

The thesis is written in satisfactory English, yet with some language errors scattered 

throughout the text. The thesis is well edited and contains very few editing errors. The thesis 

fulfils the formal requirements of a doctoral thesis. 
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Evaluation of the content of the thesis 

Theoretical part 

The theoretical part consists of Chapters 1-3: 1. Introduction, 2. Explanation of PR and 3. 

Hypotheses.  

Chapter 1. Introduction introduces the phenomenon of preference reversals (PR) 

caused by different elicitation procedures which are normatively equivalent. It also 

introduces the basic laboratory method used to study preference reversals: the simple 

monetary lotteries where the amount to gain or lose is manipulated, as well as the probability 

of the gain or loss, together with the response mode (choice vs. willingness to pay a particular 

price to play the lottery). This chapter is written very well, it reviews accurately the rich 

literature on the topic, including the classical works from the 1970s as well as the most recent 

works. 

Chapter 2. Explanations of PR reviews the theories and hypotheses proposed to 

explain the occurrence of PR under different conditions in the literature on this topic. The 

review refers to several theories, including the central theories in the field, such as the 

Subjective Expected Utility Theory or Prospect Theory, yet it starts with the procedure 

invariance hypothesis (page 9), which the Author labels “the most notable”. However, the 

Author does not provide the reasons why this hypothesis is most notable, and, so it is not 

obvious why this hypothesis is reviewed as first. Moreover, the brief presentation of this 

hypothesis is followed right away with a discussion of the applicability of the hypothesis to a 

particular research area, which in my opinion, is misplaced – such a discussion should be 

presented in a discussion section. 

In another part (pages 12-13), the Author reviews the two-error-rate model 

(Lichtenstein and Slovic, 1971), which is suddenly followed by Author’s own quite detailed 

proposal of a three-error-rate model, accompanied by equations and tables. After that, the 

Author returns to the review of other existing models. In my opinion, such a presentation of 

one’s own theoretical model is highly desirable, but should be placed in a separate chapter, 

which would allow the Author to fully present and discuss the proposal, without the need of 

squeezing it between other numerous existing models. 

At face value, this chapter is well written, because it reviews a large body of research 

accumulated throughout the years. However, the above mentioned inconsistencies look quite 

bad and are first signs of a more general trend of inconsistencies and misplacements that 

appear throughout the chapters that follow. 

Chapter 3. Hypotheses strengthens this trend and is the most puzzling chapter of the 

theoretical part. First, it introduces and discusses 15 hypotheses proposed by the Author as 

the basis for empirical research. These hypotheses refer both to the current research reported 

in the thesis as well as to possible future research, which the Author discusses in this chapter. 
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Second, this chapter also includes fragmentary, insufficient reviews of important concepts 

(the use of decision strategies and episodic memory) which form the conceptual basis of the 

empirical studies reported in the thesis. These fragments (3.2. Heuristic based binary choice 

and 3.5. Episodic memory and PR) are scattered throughout the chapter, somewhat squeezed 

between the discussed numerous hypotheses.  

It is rather unusual to introduce important concepts in such a way – it paints a picture 

of a chaotic introduction, mixed with a presentation of hypotheses and a discussion, where 

important past research is not treated with enough attention, while Author’s own 

speculations are given space, up to the point of discussing possible future research in a vague 

manner. While such speculations are sometimes desirable in a thesis, their place is in a 

discussion section, where they could be properly detailed. In general, Chapter 3 is the place 

where the thesis breaks down and from a rather good, comprehensible thesis turns into a 

chaotic, cluttered, incomprehensible body of text, figures and tables that cannot lead to 

meaningful scientific conclusions. 

What is missing in the theoretical part and why it is important 

Apart from evaluating what is written in the theoretical part, it is equally important to 

point out what is missing in the theoretical part and why it is important. As I already 

mentioned, Chapter 3. Hypotheses contains fragmentary reviews of the research on 1) 

decision heuristics and 2) episodic memory. These topics are important for the empirical 

studies reported in the thesis. The research on heuristics is the basis for the analysis of results 

of Experiment 2: Binary choices in PR, and the research on episodic memory forms the 

conceptual basis of Experiment 3: Episodic memory in PR and Experiment 4: Episodic memory 

in attraction effect PR. Given this, one would expect that these topics will be introduced 

properly, each with a separate chapter in the theoretical part. The research on heuristics, and 

more broadly, on bounded rationality, dates back to 1950s (Herbert Simon’s work) and has a 

very large body of literature, particularly from the recent years (e.g. Gigerenzer et al.’s 

research), but also from the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s (e.g. Payne, Bettmann et al.’s research). 

So, there is ample literature to choose from when introducing this topic. 

The research on memory dates back to XIX century, but more recently, the research 

on episodic vs. other kinds of memory has been conducted from 1970s, and memory research 

has been a central theme in cognitive psychology since then. Given its importance for the 

thesis and the available ample literature, a chapter on memory research in general and 

episodic memory in particular should be included in the theoretical part. 
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The empirical part 

As already mentioned, the empirical part of the thesis spans Chapters 4-10, where the 

first five chapters describe the empirical studies, and Chapters 9 and 10 summarize and 

discuss the research. 

Chapter 4. Overview of the experiments is a one-page overview of the four experimental 

studies. Usually, such overviews are written in order to clearly present the aim of the 

experiments and elegantly wrap up the hypotheses to be tested in these experiments. Here, 

the Author provides this, but in addition, summarizes the results of the experiments. This is 

completely premature and unnecessary here in the Overview, and it gives the impression of 

a lack of intellectual discipline or a lack of experience. 

Chapter 5. Experiment 1: Magnitude effects in PR describes an experiment investigating the 

impact of magnitude of loss ratio on preference reversals. The Author starts with describing 

the sample selection, based on power analysis, which is laudable. The sample consists of 137 

students with a majority of women (83.21 %), which are divided into groups of 39, 41 and 45 

participants – let me call them Group 1, Group 2 and Group 3, respectively. First, the numbers 

39, 41 and 45 do not add up to 137, they sum up to 125. Moreover, the Author does not 

provide here any explanation for this division of the sample, nor gives any information about 

the gender composition of these subgroups. 

Only later, in ‘Design and materials’ section the reader learns that these subgroups were 

assigned to complete different lotteries: Group 1 completed 11 lotteries, Group 2 completed 

12 lotteries and Group 3 (now consisting of 57 participants) completed 4 lotteries. So, in 

essence, these subgroups performed behavioral tasks of different length, and the Author 

explains in a footnote that it was because the 57 participants performed their four lotteries 

as first, with the rest of the participants (80 participants) tested later with increased numbers 

of lotteries. This means that the design of the experiment changed while the experiment was 

conducted. When reporting the results of analyses conducted on this patchy sample, the 

Author does not refer to this inconsistency at all. Given that the main dependent measure in 

the analysis is the proportion of responses, such pooling of data from subgroups performing 

different numbers of lotteries demands a comment at least, if not an analysis and explanation. 

As for the description of the task and materials itself, the Author does not provide any 

references to earlier work, which would help to base the current methods in earlier literature. 

Instead, the Author refers to Appendix E: Propositions and conjectures: Formal definitions 

and existences, a cluttered, intractable body of text and equations, which in practice does not 

allow to draw meaningful conclusions as to why the tasks looked the way they did. 

One important thing to notice in the design of this experiment is that the rewards and 

losses employed in it were purely hypothetical. There is a discussion in economics and 

psychology of judgment and decision making, inspired by Hertwig and Ortmann (2001) 
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Hertwig, R., & Ortmann, A. (2001). Experimental practices in economics: A methodological 

challenge for psychologists?. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 24(3), 383-403. 

which touches on this problem, with a strong view from economics that experiments on 

human decision making (where the underlying assumption is that people try to maximize their 

utility) should involve payments to participants, and moreover, these payments should be 

contingent on performance. In light of this argument, using hypothetical payoffs is a weakness 

in design. Luckily, the Author discusses the topic of hypothetical vs. played-out bets later in 

the Overall discussion, showing evidence for the validity of the above argument. 

Results 

In general, the presentation of results is lengthy, unfocused and thus difficult to follow. 

The first instance of this is the presentation of effects of the experimental 

manipulation, in Figure 4 (page 47), for example. The lotteries presented to participants in 

this experiment differ in the magnitude of the loss/gain ratios, so it is possible to label 

different lottery groups with the relevant condition labels such as “low ratio lotteries” vs. 

“high ratio lotteries”. The Author instead of using such labels uses the numbers of lotteries to 

identify them in the presentation of results, which makes it difficult to follow the results. This 

is a minor point, however, it highly impacts the clarity of the presented results.  

Another such point is putting important part of the results in an appendix. For 

example, on pages 45 and 46, the Author describes the first results of his analyses, and right 

away, he refers the reader to Appendix H, to see the results of the significance tests for these 

analyses. In general, Appendices are reserved for information of secondary importance or 

important information which cannot be easily summarized in the main body of text. 

Significance tests (as well as descriptive statistics) are important for understanding the results 

and they can be easily included in the main body of text or in a table accompanying this text. 

They should not be put in an appendix.  

Another example of this is that Figure 5. showing “simulation of the choice 

percentages” has a very unusual note containing equations and references explaining the 

computation of indices reported in the Results. This kind of important information should not 

be put in a note to a figure, rather it should be included in the main body of text of the results 

section. This problem repeats in Figure 7. And in Table 4. 

This chapter has a discussion section which quite well summarizes the results of 

Experiment 1 and accurately relates them to the existing research. My only problem in this 

section is the last paragraph, which is a lengthy list of other factors impacting PR, which makes 

the ending of the discussion rather dull and inconclusive.  
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Chapter 6. Experiment 2: Binary choices in PR describes an experiment aimed at testing 

whether choice preferences are predicted by different decision heuristics and by prospect 

theory. As in many other places in this thesis, the paragraph introducing the aim of this 

experiment is mixed with something else – here, it is a discussion of the validity of a 

methodological approach (page 64, starting with the sentence “Our methods for model 

comparison…) 

Participants, design and procedure 

The experiment was conducted on a heterogenous sample of 113 adults (18-60 years 

old), with part of the participants performing for course credit and another part performing 

for a flat fee of 50 PLN. Another source of heterogeneity is that the participants performing 

for the course credit completed the experimental task in a classroom, whereas the other 

participants completed the task online. These are major heterogeneities in the design, 

however, luckily, the Author pays attention to them when presenting the results.  

Results 

Results section for this experiment is cluttered and difficult to follow, too. As in 

Experiment 1, when presenting the crucial results of the study (page 65) the Author refers the 

reader to appendices, Appendix M and N. This is simply wrong.  These results are crucial, 

because the aim of the experiment is to compare the use of different decision rules, and the 

result show just that – the percentage of choices consistent with different decision rules - so 

why are these results in the Appendices? At least Figure M.35 could be easily presented with 

the main text. The tables could be simplified. The tables and figure refer to propositions and 

conjectures, which are presented in another appendix, Appendix E., which makes them 

impossible to follow without consulting that appendix. This is also wrong – tables and figures 

should be self-explanatory. Such a correspondence between the appendices also moves the 

centre of interest from the main text to the appendices. So, why not make the appendices 

part of the main text? 

One more general comment about the aim of this study is that the study is focused on 

model comparison, comparing different heuristic rules and the cumulative prospect theory. 

To do that, the author presents percentages of choices consistent with the predictions of 

these different models. The problem with such a simple measure of the goodness of the 

models is that the models differ in complexity, and more complex models can fit the data 

better than simpler models, and thus can predict more choices. Nowhere in the chapter this 

is taken into account nor discussed.  

Generally, as for the discussion of the results, it is mixed with the presentation of 

results, and it heavily rests on the numerous propositions and conjectures, which are 

presented in Appendix E. This is yet another instance of the lack of clarity which negatively 

impact the empirical part of the thesis. 
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Chapter 7. Experiment 3: Episodic memory in PR describes the experiment aimed at testing 

1) the impact of differences in bets’ Expected Values and 2) the impact of memory processes 

on preference reversals, in which 64 participants (ca 80% female) took part for course credit. 

Materials, design, procedure 

The materials used in the experiment are described in an intelligible way. As for the 

design of the experiment, the main problem appears already at the beginning of the section, 

in the sentence starting with: “We designed a source memory paradigm…”. First, there is no 

reference to any earlier work describing the paradigm, in that sentence or anywhere in the 

Design section. Second, but more importantly, there is no earlier mention of the concept of 

source memory in the thesis. This means that an important theoretical construct, “source 

memory”, which forms the basis of Author’s experiment and which have been studied in 

numerous studies, is not defined and not introduced in any way.  

More generally, Experiment 3 is the place where such important concepts (mostly 

related to memory research) which are not introduced in the theoretical part, appear for the 

first time. Other such concepts in this chapter are “the standard memory research” (page 76, 

section Procedure), “source discrimination”, “targets”, “distractors”, “lures”, “recollection 

biases” neither introduced nor referenced anywhere, or the concept of “episodic memory” 

itself, not defined anywhere in the thesis. These are well defined concepts within cognitive 

psychology, and using them without first even mentioning them and without citing the 

original research is a serious omission.  

The Procedure section is described well, particularly Figure 10., placed within the main 

text helps to grasp the idea of the task. 

Results 

This section for Experiment 3 is more intelligible than for the first two experiments, 

perhaps because the Author presents some inferential statistics in the main text. But still, 

there are other important results and statistics presented only in Appendix P, as figure P. 36 

and Table P. 35, which, for some reason, is placed in Appendix Q.  

Figure 11. would be a good way of presenting the main results, if it 1) used condition 

labels for the lottery groups, instead of the lottery numbers and 2) if the lines and bullets in 

the figure had different pattern for P-bets and $-bet, because they are very similar in colour 

and thus indistinguishable. Similarly, Figure 12. is a step in the right direction if the above tips 

are applied to this figure, too. Also, Figure 12 consists of two panels, which should be labelled 

accordingly, e.g. A and B.  

This chapter also contains a separate discussion section, which aptly summarizes the 

results and relates them to the existing literature. 
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Chapter 8. Experiment 4: Episodic memory in attraction effect PR describes an experiment 

investigating the impact of EV and memory processes on preference reversals. In this 

experiment 86 participants of unknown age range (mean age = 28.9, SD = 9.3 years) 

performed the behavioural task for partially performance-based payment. 

Materials, design, procedure 

The task is described quite well, except that it refers to a figure that is in Appendix G 

– putting this figure within the main text, would make the task presentation much easier, as 

was the case in Experiment 3. The description of the design, the procedures to elicit 

participants’ preferences and the measures of PR are clear and intelligible. 

As for the results section, the results of Experiment 4 are described quite well (even 

though they are quite complex), and the figures and tables are placed in the right place, which 

makes following the results much easier than in the previous three experiments. In general, 

the results sections of experiment 1-3 would be much better, if they were modelled on the 

results of Experiment 4. 

Chapter 9. Overall discussion. The overall discussion starts by referring to the “play-out” and 

“payment effects” as if they were the main themes in the thesis. This is strange, because the 

theoretical introduction and the aims of the experiments revolved around other concepts, 

like magnitude of the loss ratio, the use of different decision rules or the memory effects. The 

Author did not introduce the problem of payment schemes as the basis for his experiments, 

so this aspect should be discussed somewhere at the end of discussion, with priority given to 

the concepts which are central to the thesis. It is usually good to start a discussion by 

reminding the readers the main hypotheses and summarizing the main results, and then 

relate the two, and not start with some side effect which was not introduced in the theoretical 

part. 

From this beginning, the Author moves to discuss his main results and relate them to 

other reported findings and to theoretical models, which is a standard way of organizing a 

discussion section. Then, suddenly, this sensible fragment is followed by reference to Author’s 

own theoretical model mentioned in the theoretical part (Chapter 3.), which is then followed 

by six pages of large tables and a Figure 15, which is quite unusual for a discussion. Apart from 

the question why these tables and the figure appear there, there is also the problem with the 

contents of Figure 15 - it is very cluttered and printed in grayscale, with many overlapping 

lines and points, and thus completely unintelligible. Another such cluttered figure, Figure 16., 

appears a little later in the discussion, on page 112. The overall discussion ends with a section 

on limitations and future research, which is quite standard. 

This is followed by Chapter 10. Summary and conclusions, a 1.5-page summary written in a 

standard way, which is, however, difficult to judge against the obtained empirical results, 

because of the problems with their accurate presentation. 
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The 10 chapters are followed by Bibliography, where the numerous references are 

edited very carefully, without errors and according to the APA guidelines. Bibliography is 

followed by Declarations, and then Appendices – which I must comment on. In general, there 

is too much weight put on Appendices in the thesis. As I mentioned several times, for the 

clarity of presentation of both methods and results, it would be much better to put the main 

points of these sections in the main text rather than hiding them in appendices. The same 

concerns the propositions and conjectures which are the basis for the construction of lotteries 

used in the empirical studies. Also, the Appendices themselves are cluttered, with numerous 

tables and figures, which could, at least partly, be omitted. 

Conclusion 

I am very sorry to write this, but in general this is a bad thesis. It lacks clarity and 

coherence and has many weaknesses in the introduction of its basic concepts, design and 

execution of experiments and the presentation of results. Thus, it currently does not fulfil the 

required legal conditions (in Polish: art. 13 ustawy z dnia 14 marca 2003 roku o tytule 

naukowym i stopniach naukowych) to be defendable. 

However, I think that the thesis can be salvaged, albeit with considerable additional 

effort. The weaknesses in the design and execution of the experiments are not fundamental, 

and they can be explained and discussed, as the Author tried to do in some places in the 

current thesis. Therefore, on the legal basis of (legal text in Polish follows): 

ROZPORZĄDZENIE MINISTRA NAUKI I SZKOLNICTWA WYŻSZEGO z dnia 19 stycznia 2018 r. w 

sprawie szczegółowego trybu i warunków przeprowadzania czynności w przewodzie 

doktorskim, w postępowaniu habilitacyjnym oraz w postępowaniu o nadanie tytułu 

profesora, do art. 31 ustawy z dnia 14 marca 2003 r. o stopniach naukowych i tytule 

naukowym oraz o stopniach i tytule w zakresie sztuki (Dz. U. z 2017 r. poz. 1789), paragraf 6., 

punkt 6.  

„Recenzja może zawierać wnioski dotyczące uzupełnienia lub poprawy rozprawy doktorskiej, 

które rada jednostki organizacyjnej przeprowadzającej przewód doktorski przekazuje 

kandydatowi i promotorom, o których mowa w § 2 ust. 1 i ust. 2 pkt 1 i 2. Uzupełnioną lub 

poprawioną rozprawę doktorską kandydat przedkłada radzie jednostki organizacyjnej 

przeprowadzającej przewód doktorski, która kieruje ją do ponownej oceny przez tych samych 

recenzentów. Recenzenci przedstawiają recenzję uzupełnionej lub poprawionej rozprawy 

doktorskiej w terminie miesiąca od dnia zlecenia sporządzenia tej recenzji.” 

I conclude that in order to correct the thesis, the Author should do the following. 

1) Please, write additional two chapters in the introduction 1) on the use of decision 

heuristics and 2) on memory, particularly on episodic memory, in order to properly 

introduce the concepts which are the basis of Experiments 2,3 and 4. Within these 
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chapters, properly introduce the concepts that you later use to describe your 

experiments. 

2) Shorten Chapter 3. Hypotheses – some of the text in this chapter can be removed from 

there and used in the above mentioned two additional chapters. Focus this chapter 1) 

only on hypotheses and not on introducing basic concepts, which should be done 

earlier and 2) only on the hypotheses that relate to the current research and not to 

possible future research. 

3) Generally, focus the chapters on their intended aims – that is, if the chapter is part of 

the theoretical introduction, do not turn it into a discussion chapter. When you 

present your own theoretical model, which is a form of discussion with previous 

models, separate it from the presentation of these previous models and devote 

enough space to it, so you can properly present the model, discuss its relation with 

the other models, its implications and the hypotheses which follow from it. 

4) Take note of the weaknesses in the design and execution of the experiments and 

relate to them when presenting the results and also later in the discussion. This was 

already done in some places, but only partially - for example, in Exp 1. the Author 

noted that the number of presented lotteries was different for subgroups of 

participants, but he did not relate to it when presenting the results. 

5) When presenting the statistical tests and results, do not put the fundamental 

inferential statistics and important tables to an appendix, but include them in the main 

text. 

6) Unclutter the presentation of results, for experiments 1-3. In general, there are too 

many appendices, tables and figures in thesis, and the figures are cluttered – they 

contain too many details that interfere with each other. So, reduce the number of 

tables and figures and reduce the number of details on the figures. Also, the figures 

are printed in grayscale in the thesis, which makes some lines and points 

undistinguishable. Change that. Generally, model the presentation of results on 

Experiment 4 – it is well done there. 

7) When discussing the results, avoid putting too many tables and figures in the 

discussion section – they belong in the results section. If you must include a table or a 

figure in the discussion section, one table and one figure as summaries would be 

enough. 

8) When discussing the results, start by shortly summarizing the empirical results and 

then refer to the hypotheses. Do not start by discussing some side problem, which you 

did not introduce in the theoretical part. 

Hopefully, after introducing these changes the thesis will be improved and defendable.  

With best regards 

Szymon Wichary 
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