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end of a state in the Northeast to the other end of that same state requires far less time than it does in Texas. 
What was available to my friend and his family was their perspective on the geographic size of a “state,” which 
varies greatly across regions of the country.

So now that we understand why we rely on availability, let’s see it in action. Advertisers make good use of the 
availability heuristic in trying to persuade people to buy their products and services. For example, casinos will 
create commercials in which people who won money are proudly displaying their winnings, saying how much 
fun they had at the casino, and how it is the best place to spend a weekend, all with huge smiles on their faces.

If someone happens to win a lot of money at the casino, why would they not be in a commercial (which they 
are perhaps getting paid to do on top of their gambling winnings)? If it is that easy to win money, we should all 
go the casino, as it seems everybody is a winner there. Of course, there is some information that is missing. That 
is, those commercials never show the people who lost their money gambling at that casino. And, in fact, most 
people have to lose money gambling as it is one way that the casinos make money to stay in business! But by 
only making available to viewers the people who won money, casinos make available in our minds that they 
exist just to hand us cash. So naturally, why would we not go there and gamble? Of course, the casinos neglect 
to make available the reality of gambling for most people.

Another specific application of the availability heuristic is the framing effect, in which people are persuaded 
by the way information is presented rather than by the value of the information itself (Hardisty, Johnson, & Weber, 
2010). Let’s take an example from a food that I tend to eat too much of: potato chips.

Photo 1.5a and 1.5b    Are baked chips really better for you?

Let’s look at RUFFLES® Original Potato Chips (hereafter, “Original Ruffles”) and RUFFLES® Oven Baked Original 
Potato Chips (hereafter, “Baked Ruffles”), made by Frito-Lay® (Purchase, NY). As you might have guessed, Baked 
Ruffles are baked. The Original Ruffles are fried. So if one type is called “Baked” Ruffles, why not call the other 
type “Fried” Ruffles to signify how the chips were made? What image does “fried” make available in your mind? 
It is likely not one of health food. “Baked,” on the other hand, sounds like it might be healthy, so therefore it is 
included on that package. This is an example of the framing effect. Health-conscious consumers might not buy 
Original Ruffles because there is no real health value in them. However, by baking the chips instead of frying 
them, it does reduce the fat content, so this benefit gets advertised on the package. Original Ruffles do not 
advertise that they were fried on the package because most people perceive fried foods to be unhealthy.

Framing effect: tendency to be persuaded by the way information is presented.


