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Abstract
People often make life choices that will affect their future (e.g. getting married). However, research on decision making 
focuses more on abstract dilemmas than on decision making. The aim of this study is threefold: to analyze (1) whether people 
rely mainly on intuitive or rational processing (System 1 or 2) when making life choices; (2) whether some characteristics 
of recalled life choices (e.g., difficulty in making the decision) differ between life areas (sentimental and work contexts); (3) 
whether personality traits and System 1 or 2 utilization may predict final satisfaction in life choices. By conducting a cross-
sectional study on 188 participants’ recall of selected life decisions (in the sentimental and work life areas) we found that 
System 1 is more involved than System 2 in sentimental choices while the opposite happens for work ones. Lastly, satisfac-
tion in life choices is partially predicted by the involvement of cognitive systems and individual differences, with different 
predictors emerging across life areas. Discussion suggests directions for future research on naturalistic decision making.
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Introduction

Decision making is studied by multiple disciplines, from 
statistics (Stine et  al., 2011) to psychology (Beach & 
Connolly, 2005) to economics (Stolyarov et  al., 2019). 
The application impact of these studies is of enormous 
importance since decision-making processes are transversal 
to multiple and various contexts, including, for example, the 
medical, political-economic, organizational, and business 
fields. At the theoretical level, decision making is a process 
of making a choice from a number of alternatives to achieve 
a desired result (Eisenfuhr, 2011). This definition has three 
key elements. First, decision making involves making a 
choice from a number of options, resources, opportunities; 
second, decision making is dynamic, involves a number 
of factors and sub-processes; thirdly, the “desired result” 
involves a purpose or target resulting from the mental 

activity that the decision maker engages in to perform the 
choice. Two approaches can analyze decision making: 
normative and descriptive. The first, which underlies much 
of economic analysis, presupposes that the decision maker 
has made a rational choice by considering preferences that 
do not depend on the specific methods to elicit them or on 
the particular description of the options. This can be a good 
explanation of how decisions should be made rather than 
how decisions are actually made. The descriptive approach, 
on the other hand, assumes that people’s choices are often 
in contrast with each other, suggesting some empirical 
generalizations that characterize people’s decisions 
(Shafir et al., 2002). So, decision making usually requires 
evaluating at least two options that differ one from another 
in one or more respects. The selection of one option at the 
expense of another requires an individual to put in place 
an overall assessment of the alternatives, using specific 
methods of reasoning and information processing (Bailo 
et al., 2019; Kondylakis et al., 2017; Kou et al., 2014). In 
most cases, decision making means thinking in conditions 
of uncertainty: we cannot predict with certainty the future 
outcome of the available alternatives, but in the best of cases 
we can only estimate the probability of these outcomes.

Researchers in the fields of psychology and econom-
ics generally agree on the importance of two fundamental 
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human motivations, namely the desire to reduce uncertainty 
and the desire to gain advantage (Bentham, 1970); contrary 
to the first theories, which saw decision making linked to 
rational choice, today it is known that human decisions 
are based both on hedonic and emotional motivations and 
on rational motivations (Cabanac, 1992). Choice behavior 
should be considered the result of two motivational pro-
cesses, one more deliberate and focused on wider objec-
tives and the other more instinctive, heavily influenced by 
emotions (Loewenstein et al., 2015; Mazzocco et al., 2019; 
Lucchiari et al., 2016).

Several studies have referred to the distinction between 
two main “faces” of cognition, since Paivio (1990) who dis-
tinguished between nonverbal and verbal processes, to type I 
and type II processes (Kahneman & Frederick, 2002) to the 
reflexive system against reflective used by Lieberman et al. 
(2002) to experiential and rational system (Epstein, 1994, 
2003). In other words, multiple theories in cognition high-
light that decision making may be based on more immediate 
or elaborated cognitive processes. In this study we will refer 
primarily to the widespread theory by Kahneman & Tversky 
(1979, 2013), which describes the process of decision mak-
ing in a context of uncertainty. According to the two authors, 
in a risky condition, a given solution can be reached in a 
probabilistic way based on empirical evidence violating the 
principles of economic rationality which, until now, were the 
basis of the study of the decision making processes.

While intuitive/emotional/automatic vs. rational/cold/
controlled processes are widely studied within experimen-
tal studies, there is little research on how they are employed 
to solve everyday problems and ultimately to make relevant 
decisions. Do we think intensely when we choose a partner, 
or do we let emotions guide us? What about when we per-
form career choices? How do people remember such choices 
in terms of the cognitive resources involved? The present 
research aims to provide a preliminary answer to these ques-
tions, by asking participants to recall their own life choices 
in terms of cognitive processes.

Real‑Life Decision Making

Although decision making is a widely studied process, we 
still know little about how this occurs in “natural” contexts. 
From the literature we know that when a person has to make 
a decision, they put in place heuristic strategies (Kahneman 
& Tversky, 1974, 1981), but do these also apply when deci-
sion making takes place in real life? (Galotti, 1989, 2005, 
2007; Pomytkina et al., 2020).

Most literature on people’s decision making con-
cerns decision by experts (Klein, 2017; Fortin-Guichard 
et al., 2020), in which important decisions are made by a 
group of decision makers who seek consensus (Palomares 
et al., 2012) or decisions made in simulations and within 

non-ecological contexts such as the laboratory (Hepler & 
Feltz, 2012; Koehler et al., 2015) in which participants 
receive a series of self-contained, hypothetical decision sce-
narios, often gambling or games, and are asked to choose 
from a set of options (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974, 1981) 
excluding activities central to life choices such as clarifying 
goals, gathering information, weighting the relative impor-
tance of multiple criteria and without a real impact (Galotti 
& Umscheid, 2019; Galotti, 2017; Wiswall & Zafar, 2015). 
Life choices are influenced by numerous factors, such as 
context, social interaction (Sanfey, 2007), and individual 
differences (Galotti, 2005; Levin et al., 2002;) and can have 
effects and repercussions on the entire life ahead.

The decision making literature is relatively limited for 
what regards the study of real life choices due to their com-
plexity and difficulty of measurement (Sanfey, 2007; Rozin 
& Hormes, 2010; Beach & Lipshitz, 2017). First, it is diffi-
cult for the experimenter to obtain control over all the varia-
bles involved in the decision-making process. In a simulated 
context, the experimenter could control the main variables 
and reduce the decision’s field to a pseudo-mathematical 
problem, while decisions taken in everyday life are filled 
with partiality and uncertainty. Secondly, life choices are 
important decisions for the subject. Notable attention is put 
in evaluating the choices in order to make the best one and 
many factors come into play such as the context in which the 
decision is taken, the presence and influence of significant 
others, etc. This cannot happen in the laboratory or within 
simulations, where subjects are presented with abstract sce-
narios that can be very far from their daily life (e.g., “imag-
ine you are the chief of an important company….”). When 
others are involved in simulated/experimental decisions, it is 
hardly proven that such simulation would be an acceptable 
modelization of their real-life behavior (Presnilla-Espada, 
2014; Bell et al., 2008). Moreover, people will attach dif-
ferent priorities to different goals at different times in their 
lives which is why, in most real-life cases, there is not one 
absolutely-correct choice to make (Galotti, 2005). On the 
contrary, some options may be blurred or unknown, and not 
all the possible consequences of the choice alternatives are 
available to the individual when it is the time to choose (Bar-
clay & Raihani, 2016).

The literature on decision making in life choices often 
focuses on the outcome of the decision and on how the type 
of choice is linked to some specific individual factors, such 
as personality, level of stress and anxiety, etc. For example, 
Lauriola and Levin (2001) demonstrated that people high 
in openness to experience take more risks than neurotics; 
neurotics also perform worse in decision making especially 
when they have to decide under pressure (Byrne et  al., 
2015), while extraverted people may be too confident in their 
choices (Schaefer et al., 2004) but also more cooperative and 
altruistic (Hirsh & Peterson, 2009; Tao et al., 2020). Hartley 
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and Phelps (2012) stressed how anxious individuals’ daily 
decision-making is influenced by their excessive fear and 
concern. However, there is a lack of literature on how the 
decision making process takes place, that is, on the cogni-
tive resources that people put into play when they elaborate 
a certain decision and when they select the course of action 
to be implemented. This is related to the difficulty inher-
ent to reproducing a complex life context in the laboratory 
simulation, as well as to the inadequacy of observational 
tools to capture fine-grained processes such as the cognitive 
ones involved in decisions. Our goal is to investigate life 
choices broadly and focus on some relevant factors that can 
influence the life choices.

Specifically, This study investigated the “love”/affective 
sphere and the “work”/career sphere; these should not be 
considered a complete representation of human life, yet it 
could be sustained that significant decisions taken in these 
two life areas are virtually common to the life of any adult 
person. In terms of previous research, for example, Hazan 
and Shaver (1990) implemented multiple studies where 
participants were surveyed about “love and work” in their 
lives to assess the main hypothesis that the two areas were 
functionally similar to attachment and exploration in early 
childhood, and to analyze their reciprocal influences and 
effects on well-being.

Affect Vs. Reasoning in Life Choices

As said above, psychological literature often represented 
decision making as a process influenced by two “forces” or 
“systems”, one more rational and deliberative, that, follow-
ing Kahneman and Frederick (2002), we will call System 2 
and the other emotional and intuitive that we will call System 
1 (Sloman, 1996; Stanovich & West, 2000; Pacheco-Barrios 
& Fregni, 2020). System 2 is rule-based, operates willfully 
and is effortful most of the time. It tends to be controlla-
ble, conscious and slow (Evans & Stanovich, 2013; Stamos 
et al., 2018). System 2 makes decisions based on liking and 
is more reactive and long-term goal-oriented (Loewenstein 
et al., 2015). System 1 is quick and heuristic-based (Stamos 
et al., 2018); it works automatically and operates mainly 
through the components of the associative memory, there-
fore different associations tend to emerge spontaneously 
and influence behavior (Evans & Stanovich, 2013). System 
1 makes decisions based on wanting and is influenced by 
emotions and short-term drives (Loewenstein et al., 2015).

Despite their differences, the two systems do not operate 
in isolation, but simultaneously. Sometimes intuition will 
have more weight in the decision, other times rationality will 
be more responsible for the choice (Dhar & Gorlin, 2013; 
Levine, 2019; Khatri et al., 2018). Also, the influence of the 
stimulus could be similar or different for the two systems. 
For example, if there are similar motivational tendencies 

“during a break at a conference, the availability of a snack 
might create a surge of hunger in the affective system and be 
perceived by the deliberative system as a welcome opportu-
nity to recharge before the next session” (Loewenstein et al., 
2015, p. 58). In other cases, in which the effect of the stimuli 
is different “if the conferee is on a diet, for example, the 
availability of the snack might also remind her of that fact, 
leading to a divergence of affective and deliberative moti-
vation” (Loewenstein et al., 2015, p. 58) Different studies 
on the use of System 1 System 2 during the decision mak-
ing evidenced that people tend to choose an option that is 
somewhere in between the deliberative optimum and the 
affective optimum.

Also the emotions play a pervasive and predictable role 
in decision making and satisfaction (Côté & Morgan, 2002). 
A recent review showed (Lerner et al., 2015) that emotions 
are the dominant driver of most meaningful decisions in 
life (Loewenstein et al., 2001; Ekman & Yamey, 2004; Oat-
ley et al., 2006) leading the individual to focus on informa-
tion congruent with the felt emotion, and consequently to a 
biased interpretation of the stimulus or the event producing 
a distortion in risk perception and, consequently, suboptimal 
decisions (Finucane et al., 2000).

The Role of Context in Choices

Choices are often not made in isolation, but decisions occur 
in the family and in wider social contexts (Ben-Akiva et al., 
2012; Chao et al., 2021). Especially, when decision regards 
important life paths, they are influenced by the “realm” in 
which they happen; if I have to take a decision regarding 
my work or my degree program, I know this could affect my 
self-realization and possibly my future wealth; if I have to 
take a decision regarding love and family, I know this would 
affect my future relational and social well-being. Obviously, 
paths chosen in life intertwine and influence one another, 
for example pursuing some career will have an impact on 
one’s family life and vice versa. Yet, it is possible that people 
would first consider the possible consequences more sali-
ent in a certain life area, and this could have an influence 
on the decisional process as a whole (e.g., taking emotions 
more or less into consideration to orient the choice). Career 
research and college selection, for example, show that decid-
ing which type of job or which type of degree program is 
tied to the best use of your talent and ability, job security 
and high income, good social status, etc. (Ngambeki et al., 
2008). This suggests that career or university choices can be 
made with a greater use of the deliberative system (System 
2). Of course this does not mean that the more intuitive, 
emotional System 1 is not involved in career choices. Indeed, 
if we would accept the “homo oeconomicus” approach to 
motivation and decision to work (i.e., workers are moti-
vated by earnings only), it would be impossible to explain 
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motivation’s components such as enthusiasm and interest 
(Bojanić, 2014). Work and career often hold important emo-
tional and identitary value which act as motivators to pursue 
it (Meijers et al., 2013; Yang, 2019). Yet, many studies in 
career choice and job orientation emphasize that a career 
choice should be made based on rational and careful evalu-
ation of alternatives and possible consequences, rather than 
instinctively. For instance, university degree choice appear 
to be influenced by a mixture of interest towards the subject, 
high or low worry for one’s own future, attitude towards 
helping others and the preference for easy choices (loafing) 
(Skatova & Ferguson, 2014), which tend to be investigated 
by dedicated questionnaires and point towards attentive and 
explicit evaluation of alternatives before taking a decision. 
Also the extensive research from the person-environment fit 
theory (Van Vianen, 2018; Guan et al., 2021; Riedo et al., 
2019), which tenets that decisions are optimal when personal 
attributes (e.g., needs) and environmental attributes (e.g., 
supplies) are compatible, emphasizes that career choices are 
based primarily on careful evaluation of one’s own and the 
organization’s characteristics.

Research on love and relationships shows that people 
decide for a relationship taking into account aspects such as 
eros and commitment, satisfaction and the previous relation-
ships experiences (Hammock & Richardson, 2011). It is pos-
sible that life decisions about loved ones and relationships 
would imply a greater use of the intuitive system (System 
1), especially in virtue of System 1’s intrinsically emotional 
component and instinctive nature, at least if compared with 
career/job choices. Since in the present research participants 
will be asked to report on their recollection of significant 
life choices, it is possible they will be keen to find a more 
prominent role of emotions, intuition and instinct in their 
own life choices related to love and affection. An interesting 
example is the work by Dailey and colleagues (Dailey et al., 
2009), who employed a qualitative research methodology 
to describe reasons for break ups or renewals of romantic 
relationships: their results show a number of themes that 
could be considered “irrational” and impulsive, such as deci-
sions based on feelings independent of reasoning (e.g., “I 
just didn’t feel like marrying anymore”) or cognitive dis-
sonances related to one’s own behavior (e.g., cheating after 
having decided not to, and feeling guilty after).

It should be said that many factors could be considered 
that would make such a line of reasoning appear as an over-
simplification. One could marry with the aim to achieve 
specific advantages, e.g. governmental incentives, access 
to wealth or international citizenship (Ash & Badgett, 
2006; Wray, 2006; Maskens, 2015; Hatch, 2017; Pilgeram 
& Amos, 2015), deciding on the sentimental life area in a 
cold/rational fashion; on the contrary, one could be driven 
towards the selection of a job by the necessity to regulate 
emotions and stress (Firth et al., 2004;) or also by authentic 

passion for it (Smith & Manna, 2005). We will hypothesize 
that Systems 1 and 2 will be associated to a greater extent 
respectively to the sentimental and the work-related life 
choices, at least in terms of recollection, taking into account 
the literature outlined above but also the complexity of life 
choices as they develop in real life scenarios.

The Role of Individual Differences

Several constructs can be interesting for investigating deci-
sion making in different life choices’ contexts. Many studies 
in applied psychology show that individuals’ attitudes and 
choices are influenced by personal tendencies or personal-
ity traits (Lauriola & Levin, 2001; Byrne et al., 2015). For 
example, when people make school or career choices, high 
levels of neuroticism are associated with a less experience of 
difficulties in making decisions (Gati et al., 2011; Di Fabio 
& Palazzeschi, 2009). The studies of partner’ choice are 
focused on the personality traits that could be helpful in 
mate searching. For example, Back and colleagues (Back 
et al., 2011), found that extraversion is associated with a 
more active flirting behavior and therefore a greater possibil-
ity of finding a partner, as opposed to shyness.

The literature about perceived social support highlights 
that people who experienced decision in a supportive con-
text have a higher decisional competence and lower deci-
sional conflict (Lawson & Pierson, 2007). For example, 
Chen et al. (2018) evidence that, in women who have to 
decide whether to undergo prenatal screening or not, social 
pressure decreases the satisfaction of the choice while they 
tend to experience greater confidence and satisfaction in the 
choice made if it occurred in a context of social support. It 
is widely acknowledged that high perceived social support 
is positively related to career satisfaction and expectations 
(Franco et al., 2019; Roxburgh, 1999; Isik, 2013), as well 
as to close relationships’ success and marital quality (Dehle 
et al., 2001; Lin et al., 2017), as it acts as a buffer against 
stress and negative emotions. In this sense, it is possible 
that people experiencing a desirable level of social support 
would be more confident in their choices in life and even 
more satisfied, as they are reinforced and supported by their 
loved ones. Wray and Stone (2005) have studied the role of 
anxiety in decision making. In their studies, they found that 
subjects who show higher anxiety levels tended to make risk-
averse personal choices, but not in others’ decisions. Accord-
ing to literature, anxiety affects decision because its makes 
risks and possible negative outcomes of choices more salient 
in the decision maker’s perception (Sebri et al., 2021; Noël 
et al., 2013; Cavanagh et al., 2014; Herman et al., 2018), so 
that final decisions may be conservative and/or orientated 
to avoid risks and punishments more than obtaining distant 
positive outcomes.
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As mentioned above, all life choices are influenced by 
the context and relationships with others, as the choices 
are made within a society and for this reason, they can 
influence both one’s own and others’ lives. Some theories 
argue that the way we approach relationships is influenced 
by how we build relationships during the first few years 
of life (Hamarta, 2004). According to attachment theory 
(Bowlby, 1973, 1982) people develop internal behavior pat-
terns related to the relationships they have experienced with 
reference figures during infancy, childhood and adulthood. 
According to Bowlby (1973), an individual’s initial attach-
ment is established from the beginning of his development 
through the relationship with his primary caregiver(s), and 
this provides a cognitive framework for his subsequent social 
relationships.

Since attachment is a precursor to our future relation-
ships, this could also influence how we make decisions in 
multiple life areas, since those hold important consequences 
for the quality of present and future social life (e.g., building 
a family, collaborating with new coworkers, etc.). A study on 
567 students found that attachment style significantly pre-
dicts decision making style. In particular, the authors have 
seen that the secure attachment style is the most significant 
predictor of procrastination, buck-passing and vigilance 
decision making styles and decision self-esteem; while fear-
ful attachment style was found to be the most significant 
predictor of hypervigilance decision making style (Deniz, 
2011). Furthermore, a study (Hazan & Shaver, 1990) dem-
onstrated that attachment style was related to decisions and 
behavior in the “love and work” life areas as adults; spe-
cifically, secure-attached adults approach their work with 
more confidence but attribute more importance to affective 
relationships; ambivalent-attached respondents were more 
preoccupied that love concerns would interfere with their 
work performance, and feared the consequences of poor 
work performance the most; finally, avoidant-attached per-
sons were found to value their career as they use it to reduce 
social interactions, and were also the less satisfied by it.

Objectives

The present study aims to explore the cognitive mecha-
nisms involved in important life choices that are identi-
fied by the participants themselves. Specifically, we will 
ask participants to recall significant choices they made in 
their life-time, specifically two types of choices: sentimen-
tal (e.g., “Should I get married?”; “Should I break up with 
my partner?”) and work (e.g., “Should I move abroad for 
work?”; “Should I accept that job offer?”). It should be 
noted that while a processual analysis of decision (Abbey 
& Valsiner, 2005; Fossa et al., 2016) in life choices is prob-
ably impossible to carry out (i.e., a step-by-step analysis 

of micro-components of decisions would require collecting 
data on the life-relevant decision the moment/period they 
are taken, and with very complex tools), it is still feasible to 
collect information on people’s recollection of decisions and 
the factors involved in them.

This considered, the first aim of this study is to evaluate 
the differences in terms of System 1 and System 2 usage 
within life-relevant decisions taken regarding different life 
areas (i.e., Love/relationships and Work/career). The second 
objective of the study is to explore the relations between 
employment of System 1 and 2 in life choices and person-
ality traits or personal tendencies. The third objective of 
the study is to analyze whether some characteristics of the 
recalled life choices (namely difficulty in taking the deci-
sion, pleasantness of the decision process, current memory 
(“clarity”) of the decision process, final satisfaction) differ 
between life areas. Fourth objective of the study, as related 
to the outcome of the choice, would be to analyze the predic-
tive relationships between personality traits and utilization 
of System 1 and 2 as predictors, and final satisfaction for the 
life choice in the two areas.

Research hypotheses and research questions are as follow:

Hp1: People will tend to make more use of rational and 
deliberative system (System 2) in career choices, while 
for choices in the emotional sphere, they will tend to 
make more use of the more emotional and intuitive sys-
tem (System 1).
Rq1: We will explore the differences between sentimen-
tal and work choices in terms of clarity of the decision 
recollection; difficulty to take the decision; pleasantness 
of the decision process; and satisfaction regarding the 
final choice.
Rq2: We will explore whether individual characteristics 
of participants and the utilization of System 1 and 2 pre-
dicted satisfaction with the decisions in the two life areas.

Methods

Participants

A total of 188 Italian adults were included in this study. 
24.5% were male (n = 46; female: n = 142) and ages from 
19 to 63 years old (Mage = 31; SDage = 8.21). The majority of 
them were employed and were bachelor or maiden. All the 
participants consented to participate voluntarily and did not 
receive incentives for their participation.

Materials and Procedures

Participants were invited via social media and mailing list to 
take part in this study. We used snowball sampling based on 
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respondents and researcher networks (Biernacki & Waldorf, 
1981): “Snowball sampling yields a study sample through 
referrals made among people with important characteristics 
for the research question. It is particularly applicable when 
the focus of study is on a sensitive issue, and thus requires 
the knowledge of insiders to locate people for study.” Data 
were collected from October 2019 to April 2020. Informed 
consent was obtained prior to the questionnaire completion 
and the anonymity was protected for all participants. The 
survey was set on a Google Moduli platform. After hav-
ing provided socio-demographic information, participants 
were invited to think about autobiographical memories, and 
specifically to (a) one specific relevant choice pertaining to 
the professional area, and (b) one specific relevant choice 
pertaining to the sentimental area. Specifically, participants 
were invited to think about “an event or a specific experi-
ence of your life in which you had to make an important 
decision. In particular, think of an event experienced in your 
life regarding the affective sphere (e.g., Should I get mar-
ried? Now or later? Should I leave my partner? Should we 
go to live together?)” and to think about “a specific event or 
experience of your life in which you had to make an impor-
tant decision. In particular, think of an event experienced 
in your life concerning the professional area (e.g., Should 
I study or work? Should I move for work? Which job/uni-
versity should I choose?)”. After each request, participants 
were asked to indicate the clarity (e.g., How clear is the 
episode?) and pleasantness (e.g., How enjoyable was this 
episode?) of the evoked episode, the difficulty (e.g., It was 
difficult to decide) experienced when making the choice, the 
personal satisfaction (e.g., As of today, I am satisfied with my 
choice) related to the final choice on a 7-point Likert scale, 
and the days that participants spent to make a decision. Par-
ticipants were also invited to indicate if they used System 1 
or System 2 to make their choices on a 7-point Likert scale 
(from strongly disagree to strongly agree). The use of Sys-
tem 1 was assessed through two items: “To decide, I relied 
on intuition, inspiration” and “To decide, I let my emotions 
guide me”. While the use of System 2 was explored with 
these two items: “To decide, I relied on reasoning” and “To 
decide, I documented on all the possible options”. These 
questions were selected based on literature, to represent the 
distinctive characteristics of Systems 1 and 2 when solv-
ing problems and taking decisions: an example of similar 
questions could be found in trait-based questionnaires that 
measure individual’s tendency to rely more on rational or 
experiential processes, such as the REI (Pacini & Epstein, 
1999; Richards et al., 2018). Lastly, the following self-report 
questionnaires have been administered in order to assess par-
ticipants’ psychological aspects:

•	 State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI-Y-2; Metzger, 
1976;  Spielberger et  al., 1983; Italian validation: 

Pedrabissi & Santinello, 1989): STAI-Y-2 is a self-report 
instrument commonly used for the measure of trait and 
state anxiety. In this study, we administered only the 
20-items related to the trait anxiety (4-point likert scale 
from “for nothing” to “very much”). STAI-Y-2 can be 
used in clinical settings to diagnose anxiety in adults 
and distinguish it from depressive syndromes. The scale 
showed a good reliability equal to .86 (Spielberger et al., 
1983). In this study, the scale showed a good reliability 
equal to .92.

•	 Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES; Rosenberg, 1965, 
2015; Italian validation: Prezza et al., 1997): RSES is 
a 10-item self-report scale to measure self-esteem. It 
is a Guttman scale rated on a 4-point likert scale from 
“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”. The items 
explore the individual’s satisfaction with himself/herself, 
positive, and negative feelings. The scale showed a reli-
ability equal to .84 (Prezza et al., 1997) and in this study, 
the reliability is equal to .87.

•	 Big Five Inventory (BFI; John et al., 1991; Italian valida-
tion: Ubbiali et al., 2013): BFI is a self-report question-
naire that assesses personality traits through 44-items. 
It explores five dimensions of personality: Openness to 
experience, such as curious, imaginative, and artistic 
people; Conscientiousness, such as efficient, organized, 
and thorough people; Energy or Extraversion such as 
sociable, energetic, and enthusiastic people; Agreeable-
ness, such as forgiving, warm and sympathetic people; 
and Neuroticism, such as tense, irritable, and moody peo-
ple. Items are assessed on a 5-point scale ranging from 
“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”. In the present 
study, the scale revealed an acceptable internal validity 
(extraversion: 𝛼 = .86; agreeableness: 𝛼 = .68; neuroti-
cism: 𝛼 = .83; consciousness: 𝛼 = .82; openness to expe-
rience: 𝛼 = .85).

•	 Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support 
(MSPSS; Zimet et al., 1988; Italian validation: Prezza & 
Principato, 2002): MSPSS is a self-report questionnaire 
that explores the perceived social support. The scale is 
composed of 12 items on a 7-point likert scale ranging 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The 
instrument measures support from family, friends, and 
significant others. The scale showed a good reliability 
equal to .88 (Zimet et al., 1988) and, in this study, the 
reliability was equal to .91.

•	 Measure of Attachment Questionnaire (MAQ; Carver, 
1997; Italian validation: Roccato & Tartaglia, 2003): 
MAQ is a 14-items each rated on 4-points Likert scale 
(ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”). 
The questionnaire identifies four dimensions, which 
correspond to the four styles of attachment identified 
by Carver: Avoidant (anxiety and anger relationships, 
tendency to seek emotional distance from others), 
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Ambivalent-Worry (fears of abandoned or relationship 
betrayal; positive view of self, negative view of other), 
Ambivalent (desire for closeness, preoccupation; 
negative view of self, positive view of other), and 
Secure attachment (confidence in others and capacity 
for intimacy). The scale showed a good reliability of 
the scales between .69 and .76 (Carver, 1997). In the 
present study, the scale revealed a good internal validity 
(Avoidant 𝛼 =.81; Ambilent_Worry 𝛼 = .73; Ambivalent 
𝛼 = .71; Secure 𝛼 = .84).

Data Analysis

First of all, a factor analysis was performed in order to deter-
mine that the items used to investigate utilization of System 
1 (related to intuition and emotion) and System 2 (related to 
rationality and attentive consideration of available options) 
to show their internal consistency over two different fac-
tors. A Principal Component Analysis with Varimax rotation 
was conducted with SPSS software (Version 20.0). Principal 
components analysis (PCA) is one of a family of techniques 
for taking high-dimensional data, and using the dependen-
cies between the variables to represent it in a more tractable, 
lower dimensional form, without losing too much informa-
tion. PCA is one of the simplest and most robust ways of 
doing such dimensionality reduction. In PCA, the variables 
under consideration are transformed into a new set of vari-
ables, which are linear combination of the original variables 
(Frey & Pimentel, 1978).

Additionally, three subsequent analyses were carried out:

•	 Analysis of Variance (2 × 2 design) was conducted 
to identify whether intuition and emotion (System 1) 
and rationality and attentive consideration of available 
options (System 2) had been preferentially involved 
across the explored life choices. Data allow us to com-
pare the involvement of System 1 and System 2 across 
the life choices in the sentimental vs. work life areas. The 
Analysis of Variance is a statistical technique for analyz-
ing measurement depending on several kinds of effects 
operating simultaneously, to decide which kind of effects 
are important and to estimate the effects (Scheffe, 1999).

•	 A within-subjects t-test analysis was conducted to assess 
the differences between sentimental and work choices 
in terms of clarity of the decision memory, difficulty to 
take the decision, pleasantness of the decision process, 
and satisfaction regarding the final choice. This analysis 
is widely used to compare groups’ means for particular 
variables (Kim, 2015)..Data allows us to compare the 
characteristics of the participants’ decisional processes 
when confronting one specific relevant choice pertaining 
to the sentimental and work life area.

•	 Regression analyses have been performed to analyze 
whether individual differences and the utilization of 
System 1/2 influenced final satisfaction with the choice 
in the two life areas. Regression allows us to examine 
the relationship between variables, estimating a numeri-
cal value, providing information both at a predictive and 
descriptive level (Porter, 1999). Individual differences 
chosen as predictors were based on researchers’ hypoth-
esis and literature review. Specifically, to predict satisfac-
tion in the sentimental choice, besides the utilization of 
System 1 and 2, we tested the subscales of MAQ, because 
attachment style has been found related to affective rela-
tionship quality in the literature (Feeney & Noller, 1992; 
Meyer et al., 2015; Smith & Klases, 2016; Raffagnino 
& Puddu, 2018). Differently to predict satisfaction in 
the work choice, besides the utilization of System 1 
and 2, we tested trait anxiety and self-esteem, because 
these individual traits have been frequently associated 
with subjective and objective success in the workplace 
(Mughal et al., 1996; Baumeister et al., 2003; Judge & 
Bono, 2001; Liu et al., 2017; Rogante, et al., 2019). Fur-
ther regression models were run to explore the possible 
role of personality traits as predictors of satisfaction with 
the decisions.

Results

The present study explored the cognitive processes involved 
in life-relevant decisions. Participants were invited to report 
on characteristics of their own decisional processes when 
confronting one specific relevant choice pertaining to the 
sentimental or work life area. Initially, a factor analysis was 
performed in order to determine if items used to investigate 
the use of System 1 and System 2 showed an internal con-
sistency over the two different factors. For sentimental area, 
the two-factors solution accounted for 69% of the total vari-
ance. The first factor (defined by two items) refers to intui-
tion and emotion in relationship (System 1) and explains the 
40% of the variance. The second factor (defined by 2 items) 
refers to rationality and attentive consideration of available 
options in relationship (System 2) and explains the 29% of 
the total variance. In a similar way, for the professional area, 
the two-factors solution accounted for 75% of the total vari-
ance. The first factor is composed by two items and explains 
the 45% of the variance. Items included in this factor were 
related to the intuition and emotion used to make decisions 
in professional context (System 1). The second factor is 
composed by two items and explains the 30% of the vari-
ance. It refers to the tendency to use rationality and attentive 
consideration of available options during decision making at 
work (System 2; Table 1).
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To respond to the first objective of the research, 
ANOVA was performed to identify whether System 1 (ref-
erence to intuition and emotion) and System 2 (reference to 
rationality and attentive consideration of available options) 
had been preferentially involved across the life choices in 
the sentimental vs. work life areas. Results highlighted 
a statistically significant interaction effect between vari-
ables (F(1,2687) = 69.768, p < .001, η2 = .272). Data also 
showed that System 1 is significantly more involved in the 
sentimental area (M = 5.3; SD = 1.46) than in the work area 
(M = 4.7; SD = 1.53), while System 2 is significantly more 
involved in the work area (M = 5.3; SD = 1.28) than in the 
sentimental area (M = 4; SD = 1.75; Fig. 1).

To respond to the second objective of the study, the two 
areas were compared, by performing a paired samples t-test 
analysis. No significant differences emerged between sen-
timental/work choices in terms of clarity of the episode in 
memory, difficulty to take the decision, satisfaction regard-
ing the final choice. A significant difference emerged regard-
ing pleasantness of the decisional process, with work choices 
being recalled as more pleasant than sentimental choices 
(see Table 2 for results).

The third objective of the research was to analyze pre-
dictors of the outcome of the choice (e.g., satisfaction with 
the choice) among personality traits and the utilization 
of System 1 and System 2 cognitive processes. The first 

Table 1   Factor loadings from 
Principal Component Analysis 
with varimax rotation

Factor loadings > .35 are in boldface

Sentimental area Professional area

Item System1 System2 System1 System2

To decide, I relied on intuition, inspiration .845 .136 .868 −.020
To decide, I let my emotions guide me .757 −.300 .887 −.129
To decide, I relied on reasoning .008 .801 .070 .861
To decide, I documented on all the possible options −.119 .846 −.239 .810

Fig. 1   The use of System 1 and 
2 in sentimental and work area

Table 2   t-tests on decisional 
processes across sentimental/
work life choices

Sentimental (M, SD) Work
(M, SD)

t p Cohen’s d

Clarity of the episode 6.11, 1.1 5.93, 1 −1.692 .09 .17
Difficulty to take decision 5.07, 1.9 4.74, 1.6 −1.782 .07 .18
Satisfaction with final choice 5.88, 1.6 5.62, 1.7 −1.572 .11 .15
Pleasantness of decisional process 3.4, 2.3 4.18, 1.8 3.705 .00** .37
System 1 5.37, 1.4 4.75, 1.5 −4.255 .00** .41
System 2 4.01, 1.7 5.38, 1.2 9.215 .00** .89
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regression analysis focused on satisfaction in the sentimen-
tal area. Satisfaction was predicted by secure attachment 
(positively) and by ambivalent attachment (negatively), 
with an explained variance of 14%. The second regression 
analysis focused on satisfaction in the work area. Satisfac-
tion was predicted positively by both System 1 and System 
2, and negatively by trait anxiety, with an explained vari-
ance of 15% (see Table 3 and Fig. 2 for results). Satisfac-
tion in both sentimental and work areas was not predicted 
by the Big Five personality traits.

Discussion

This study aims to explore the cognitive mechanisms 
involved in important life choices. We explored the cog-
nitive processes involved in life-relevant decisions asking 
participants to report the characteristics of their own deci-
sional process when they had to make an important choice 
in two life areas. Specifically, we assessed the use of an 
intuitive (System 1) and rational (System 2) decisional 
process in sentimental and work life areas. The factor anal-
ysis showed an internal consistency over the two factors in 
each area, supporting the existence of two different cogni-
tive decision-making systems in the explored life contexts.

Our results showed that people tend to use System 1 
(reference to intuition and emotion) more when they have 
to make a decision in the sentimental area. When people 
have to make decisions in love, they tend to listen more 
to their feelings than to use rationality; for example, in 
the decision whether to marry the partner one has been 
with for several years and has built a solid relationship 
with, feelings and emotions come into play at a stronger 
extent (Franco & Sanches, 2016; Lee & Selart, 2012). 
When, instead, one has to make a decision regarding 
job and employment, analytical reasoning appears to be 
involved more. In this context, the subject tends to care-
fully evaluate situations and the pros and cons of the deci-
sion outcome. While this does not mean people exclude 
careful reasoning when dealing with sentimental matter 
or stop listening to emotions and insight when it comes to 
work-related choices, results clearly show that individuals 
have a specific recalling of the characteristics of cognitive 
processes involved in important life choices, which can 

Table 3   Regression analyses on sentimental and work choice satisfac-
tion

B SE(B) Beta t p

DV: Sentimental choice 
satisfaction

   System 1 .065 .065 .058 .821 .412
   System 2 .089 .079 .095 1.371 .172
   Secure Attachment .611 .187 .252 3.260 .001
   Avoidant Attachment .120 .187 .051 .640 .523
   Worried Attachment −.246 .149 −.124 −1.644 .102
   Ambivalent Attachment −206 .180 −.258 −3.365 .001
   F = 5.203; p < .001;
   R2 = .14; N = 188

DV: Work choice satisfaction
   System 1 .205 .079 .178 2.582 .011
   System 2 .260 .095 .190 2.744 .007
   Trait Anxiety −.049 .016 −.320 −3.109 .002
   Self Esteem −.007 .031 −.023 −.226 .822
   F = 8.568; p < .001;
   R2 = .15; N = 188

Fig. 2   A graphic representation 
of the regression models on life 
choices’ satisfaction
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be described in terms of System 1 or System 2 processes 
(Hertwig & Erev, 2009; Ludvig & Spetch, 2011).

The analysis of some characteristics of recalled life 
choices in the different life areas showed a difference only 
regarding pleasantness: decisions in the work area are 
remembered as more pleasant than sentimental decisions. 
This result alone is not easy to interpret. On the one side, it 
is possible that life choices in the sentimental area involve 
a wider variety of emotions and they underwent more dra-
matic elaboration and emotion regulation efforts. An alter-
native interpretation may regard a memory bias that leads 
subjects to remember extreme results sooner and more fre-
quently (Madan et al., 2014; Wagoner et al., 2020). We can 
therefore assume that career choices involve a higher level of 
risk for one’s own future than sentimental ones, because they 
may potentially lead to outcomes more difficult to change at 
a later time (e.g., moving abroad); this characteristic leads 
them to be remembered more pleasantly, because the deci-
sion process involved more risk, and the participants are 
today happier to have overcome such obstacles.

Individual characteristics as well as the recourse to 
rational vs. intuitive cognitive processes proved to play a 
role in the final satisfaction about the outcome of the choice. 
Despite explained variances being relatively low, regression 
analyses provided some interesting information. On the one 
hand, satisfaction with sentimental life choices is predicted 
by attachment style. This supports existing literature (Akpan 
& Ottu, 2011; Bradford et al., 2019; Jones & Cunningham, 
1996; Kirkpatrick & Davis, 1994) as well as the idea that 
intimate relationships are influenced by affective experiences 
that could be traced back to early life development. Appar-
ently, in sentimental life choices these preexisting disposi-
tions are more relevant in influencing final satisfaction than 
the cognitive processes utilized to decide. On the other hand, 
satisfaction with choices in the work area is predicted nega-
tively by trait anxiety, which again is consistent with previ-
ous literature that shows that anxious people are more vul-
nerable to work related stress and dissatisfaction (Extremera 
et al., 2020; Saquib et al., 2019), and also positively by the 
usage of both System 1 and System 2 cognitive processes 
when taking the choice. This last result shows that, despite 
the possibility to utilize more one system or the other when 
deciding, the final outcome of a life-relevant decision may 
be determined by a complex decision process, which features 
both careful assessment of options and intuitive/emotional 
influences.

Decision making is widely studied by different disci-
plines, but studies are often focused on abstract dilemmas, 
leaving out its study in the “natural” contexts of life choices. 
This research can contribute to this field. Findings show that 
the decision-making process changes in relation to various 
variables, both personal (e.g., personality characteristics, 
anxiety traits, attachment style, etc.) and the type of choice 

that one has to make (e.g., sentimental or work-related). The 
information provided in this study can be a starting point 
for future research on decision making in life choices. In 
fact, there are several aspects that can be investigated and 
that can be useful for greater knowledge of “naturalistic”/
life-relevant decision making, which have not been taken 
into consideration in the present study. For example, the 
recourse to cognitive strategies more or less influenced by 
emotions may be influenced by emotion regulation strate-
gies. Moreover, contextual factors deserve recognition in 
this area, for example the advice or influence of significant 
others may affect both decision outcomes and the process 
to reach them. At the same time, this study also has some 
limitations. The questionnaire-based method we employed 
allowed us to recognize and analyze some aspects of life-
relevant choices, but these could not be studied in detail 
in the laboratory (maybe only simulated); for this reason, 
this study lacks the controllability that could be guaranteed 
by experimental settings. Furthermore, we did not compare 
specific life choices but let participants focus on the recol-
lection of personal examples across life areas; so what was 
studied is the recollection of the decision, which leaves out 
the analysis of contingent factors such as emotions felt at the 
time of decision making. This may have led to uncontrol-
lable variability in the sample choices, but it allowed us to 
study the authentic life-relevant decisions as any individual 
person recollected to make them. Secondarily, it could be 
noticed that recollection of a choice, especially an impor-
tant one like those investigated in the present study, may 
be a partially distorted representation of the actual decision 
process, as it was plausibly modified through narration and 
introspection over time. Further research would be needed 
to analyze how much recollection of a life decision could be 
considered a faithful representation of the original decision 
process. Future research may explore further the adequacy 
of such a methodology to similar research aims. Another 
limitation may be found in how the study questions were 
formulated, as we asked participants to report whether rea-
soning or emotions were a dominant factors in important 
life choices: admitting that one decided to marry for merely 
rational/strategic reasons could be considered antisocial and 
morally despicable, as well as admitting that one has cho-
sen a given career due to emotions only may be considered 
impulsive and foolish. This could drive some participants 
to alter their responses to put themselves in a positive light 
and/or to not experience cognitive dissonance, so we cannot 
rule out that demand characteristics partially influenced par-
ticipants’ responses. Future research may employ questions 
formulated differently, e.g.just asking participants to think of 
a moment in life where they evaluated what they wanted in a 
partner/job, prior to decisions. Furthermore, the sample size 
is limited. Similar methods could be employed with larger 
samples, balanced by gender and other relevant demographic 
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characteristics, to capture additional information on how 
people take important choices in their everyday life.
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