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ABSTRACT

This article adopts a non-reductive physicalist approach and employs an analytical-conceptual
method, examines the cognitive processes underlying economic decision-making and their
application in defining the consumption set in consumer choice theory. The study is grounded in
the logic of interdisciplinary theoretical modeling, wherein models function not merely as
empirical representations but as conceptual mediators between theory and phenomenon. Drawing
on Lisa Feldman Barrett's predictive theory of constructed emotions, it argues that the brain, as
a dynamic and adaptive system, constructs models of the environment through mechanisms such
as prediction, error reduction, and conceptual categorization, which guide economic behavior.
This framework demonstrates that the consumption set is not merely a reflection of fixed
preferences but rather the result of complex interactions between predictions based on past
experiences, interoception, and socio-cultural contexts. The findings highlight the crucial role of
predictive error reduction in continuously updating consumption options and the cognitive
flexibility of the brain in responding to new information. Nevertheless, the article maintains that
although physicalism provides a powerful explanatory framework for the neural foundations of
cognition, it faces philosophical limits in accounting for intentionality and the qualitative aspects
of consciousness. Hence, the analysis should not be read as a defense of physicalism but as an
effort to clarify its explanatory boundaries—boundaries whose transgression calls for the
inclusion of the dimensions of soul and intellect within a tripartite model of the human being. In
this sense, the study represents a first step toward reconstructing economic choice theory upon a
multilayered understanding of the human person. Ultimately, this research proposes integrating
cognitive science, neuroscience, and economics to develop more realistic economic models that
better reflect the dynamic and multi-layered nature of human decision-making. This
interdisciplinary approach offers a new perspective for behavioral economics and
neuroeconomics, emphasizing the need to revise traditional assumptions of economic rationality.
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INTRODUCTION

Consumer choice theory constitutes one of the foundational pillars of
microeconomics. In its canonical formulation, individual behavior is explained
through a stable preference ordering defined over a given consumption set, subject to
budget constraints. Preferences are assumed to be complete, transitive, and
exogenously given, allowing them to be represented by a utility function that remains
invariant across contexts and time (Mas-Colell et al., 1995). Within this framework,
the consumption set is treated as a purely mathematical object encompassing all
feasible bundles of goods, independent of cognitive or perceptual processes.
However, growing evidence from behavioral economics, cognitive psychology, and
neuroscience suggests that human decision-making does not conform to such static
assumptions. Empirical findings indicate that preferences are context-dependent,
state-dependent, and sensitive to bodily conditions, memory, and social cues
(Kahneman, 2011). These observations call for a reconsideration of the cognitive
foundations of choice theory.

Recent developments in cognitive neuroscience, particularly predictive
processing theories, conceptualize the brain as an active inference system that
continuously generates predictions about sensory inputs and updates its internal
models to minimize prediction error (Friston, 2010; Barrett, 2017). From this
perspective, perception, emotion, and valuation are not passive reactions to external
stimuli but constructed processes shaped by prior experience, bodily states, and
contextual information.This paper situates itself at the intersection of economics and
cognitive science and argues that the consumption set itself must be reinterpreted
through this predictive, constructionist lens. Rather than being a fixed space of
objectively given alternatives, the consumption set is understood as a cognitively
constructed and dynamically evolving space shaped by neural and bodily processes.
Importantly, the paper adopts a non-reductionist physicalist stance: while the analysis
focuses on physical and cognitive mechanisms of the brain, it explicitly
acknowledges the irreducibility of meaning, culture, and intentionality in economic
behavior.

METHODOLOGY

The research employs a theoretical and conceptual methodology grounded in
interdisciplinary synthesis. Primary sources include foundational texts in
microeconomic theory, behavioral economics, neuroeconomics, and cognitive
neuroscience. The method consists of analytically reconstructing the concept of the
consumption set by aligning its formal economic definition with empirically
grounded models of brain function. No experimental manipulation or statistical
estimation is conducted; instead, the study develops a conceptual framework that
integrates predictive processing mechanisms into economic choice theory.



FINDINGS

The findings of this study are analytical and theoretical in nature and emerge from
the systematic integration of predictive processing theory with the formal structure
of consumer choice theory. The central result is a reconceptualization of the
consumption set as a dynamically constructed cognitive space rather than a static and
purely mathematical object. First, the analysis demonstrates that the consumption set
is continuously shaped by the brain’s predictive mechanisms. Through predictive
coding, the brain actively anticipates future states of the environment and evaluates
possible options based on prior experiences, learned concepts, and current bodily
conditions (Barrett, 2017; Friston, 2010). As a result, not all theoretically feasible
options are cognitively represented at any given moment. Instead, only those options
that are predicted to be relevant, attainable, or meaningful enter the active
consumption set.

Second, interoceptive signals—such as hunger, fatigue, or arousal—play a
decisive role in filtering and prioritizing consumption alternatives. The findings show
that physiological states systematically modulate which goods or services are
cognitively salient, thereby altering the structure of the consumption set over time
(Barrett & Simmons, 2015). This mechanism provides a cognitive explanation for
state-dependent preferences frequently observed in behavioral economics.

Third, prediction-error minimization explains how experiences revise the
consumption set dynamically. When actual outcomes diverge from expected
outcomes, the brain updates its internal models, leading to the removal of previously
favored options or the inclusion of new alternatives (Friston, 2010). This process
accounts for learning effects, brand switching, and preference instability without
abandoning rational adaptation. Fourth, conceptual categorization enables cognitive
compression of choice environments. By grouping options into meaningful
categories—such as “luxury,” “necessity,” or “socially appropriate”—the brain
reduces computational complexity while preserving decision relevance (Rosch,
1978; Kahneman, 2011). These categories are culturally and socially conditioned,
which explains cross-cultural variation in consumption behavior.

Finally, memory and contextual cues jointly determine which segments of the
broader theoretical consumption space become activated in specific situations.
Advertising, social norms, and past experiences selectively reinforce or suppress
alternatives, further emphasizing the contextual and temporal variability of the
consumption set (Douglas & Isherwood, 1979). Collectively, these findings indicate
that preferences and consumption sets are endogenous outcomes of cognitive
processes rather than exogenous primitives of economic models.
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CONCLUSION

This study provides a non-reductionist physicalist reinterpretation of consumer
choice theory by grounding the concept of the consumption set in contemporary
cognitive neuroscience. The analysis shows that the traditional assumption of a fixed
and context-independent consumption set is incompatible with the predictive,
adaptive, and embodied nature of human cognition. By conceptualizing the brain as
a predictive system that continuously integrates sensory input, bodily states, memory,
and socio-cultural context, the paper demonstrates that consumption choices emerge
from dynamic cognitive processes rather than from static preference orderings.
Importantly, the proposed framework remains physicalist—anchored in brain
processes—while avoiding eliminative reductionism. Meaning, intentionality, and
cultural mediation are treated as indispensable components of economic behavior,
even though they are instantiated through physical and neural mechanisms.

The implications for economic theory are significant. Models that treat
preferences as stable parameters and consumption sets as purely mathematical
constructs risk systematic misrepresentation of actual decision-making.
Incorporating predictive cognition allows for more realistic models of learning,
adaptation, and context dependence in consumption behavior. At the same time, the
study acknowledges its scope and limitations. The analysis is confined to the
physicalist-cognitive level and does not provide a full account of normative
reasoning or moral deliberation. Rather, it constitutes the first step in a broader
research program aimed at reconstructing the concept of the economic agent as a
multi-layered being, integrating bodily, psychological, and rational dimensions.

NOVELTY

The novelty of this study lies in its structural reinterpretation of the consumption set
through a predictive, non-reductionist physicalist framework. Instead of merely
adding psychological variables to existing models, the paper redefines the ontological
status of the consumption set itself as a cognitively constructed and dynamically
evolving space. By systematically mapping predictive processing mechanisms onto
the formal apparatus of consumer choice theory, the study provides a coherent bridge
between microeconomic modeling and contemporary cognitive neuroscience. This
approach clarifies the cognitive foundations of preference instability, context
dependence, and learning in consumption behavior while preserving analytical rigor.
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