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Consumers Prefer Complex Algorithms 

Zarema Khon (University of Bath), Samuel G. B. Johnson 

(University of Warwick), Haiming Hang (University of Bath), and 

Stephanie Chen (London Business School). 

 

In two studies (N=195) and two pretests (N=377), we examine a 

novel factor that drives consumers’ adoption of algorithms—

complexity. The results showed that consumers generally prefer 

more complex algorithms to simple ones. The effect is especially 

pronounced when complex algorithms are used for doing tasks that 

are perceived by consumers either inherently more complex (Study 

1) or more objective (Study 2). The results also showed that 

consumers prefer algorithms to human experts for doing simpler 

tasks, suggesting that to understand when the algorithms are 

preferred over humans, we must understand how consumers 

perceive both the algorithms and the tasks. The studies helped 

identify the sources of perceived complexity for both the 

algorithms and the tasks. Thus, the sources of algorithm complexity 

are represented by the number of variables and calculations in the 

algorithms, memory size that is required for the algorithms’ 

operation, database size with training instances that the algorithms 

use when learning, and general transparency. The sources of 

perceived task complexity are represented by the amount of special 

information and precision required for accurately doing the task, 

and by the amount of uncertainty in the outcome of the task. We 

were particularly interested in identifying the sources of inherent 

(or objective) task complexity regardless of who is doing the task—

humans or algorithms. Marketers can utilize factors underlying 

perceived complexity of both algorithms and tasks found in our 

research and nudge consumers towards or away from using 

algorithms by presenting tasks and algorithms as more or less 

complex. 

 


