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KansasRohini Ahluwalia University of MinnesotaSHORT ABSTRACTPast research in the area of price discounts oriented sales

promotions has generated a rich, but diverse and mixed body of literature. Furthermore, recent research suggests that consumers are

likely to generate a variety of inferences in response to promotional offers, ranging from economic to hedonic and informational. This

research examines the role of consumer’s preference strength and product category risk in influencing the nature (consumer benefits

vs. marketer tactics focused) as well as valence (negative vs. positive) of the inferences generated by consumers in response to price

discounts offered by competitor brands. This research argues and empirically demonstrates the role of these inferences in influencing

the brand switching likelihood.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Past research in the area of price discounts oriented sales

promotions has generated a rich, but diverse and mixed body of
literature. Furthermore, recent research suggests that consumers
are likely to generate a variety of inferences in response to promo-
tional offers, ranging from economic to hedonic and informational
(Chandon, Wansink and Laurent 2000; Raghubir, Inman and Grande
2004). Persuasion outcomes (or switching) occur as a result of the
consumer inferences generated.

Our research provides a new perspective for classifying and
understanding the impact of these inferences on switching behav-
ior. Specifically, based on past research in the area of persuasion
knowledge model (Friestad and Wright 1994) and consumer
inferencing (e.g., Ahluwalia, Burnkrant and Unnava 2000; Schwarz
2004) we focus on two types of consumer inferences: those that
focus on the benefits/costs to the consumer; and those that deal with
persuasion strategies, tactics and motivation of the marketer. We
propose that the former type of inferences (consumer focused) are
easier to generate and more likely to spontaneously occur when
elaboration likelihood is relatively low. The latter types of infer-
ences are metacognitive in nature, which are more effortful to
generate, and thereby, expected to dominate when the consumer’s
elaboration likelihood is relatively high. Further, we argue that
compatibility between type of inference generated and other infor-
mational inputs (e.g., consumer’s goal) will determine the likeli-
hood of switching. We present empirical evidence from one experi-
ment that supports our central thesis.

The experiment used a 2 (strength of preference: high, low) X
2 (perceived risk in the product category: high, low) X 2 (size of
inducement: high, low) between subject design. Four control groups
(one for each combination of preference strength and perceived
risk) in which subjects were not offered any economic inducement
were also run. Two hundred fifty-two undergraduate students
participated in the study.

Our results provide very interesting insights regarding how
consumers’ response to competitor inducements varies depending
upon their preference strength for the incumbent brand and per-
ceived risk in the product category. Our data suggest that depending
upon these factors, consumers might make positive or negative
inferences relating to the same sized discount. Our research adds to
the emerging stream of research in consumer behavior which
suggests that consumers inferences may be more important than
pure economic benefits, in determining the effectiveness of dis-
counts (e.g., Raghubir, Inman and Grande 2004).

The findings demonstrate that any discount in a high-risk
product category is likely to be ineffective in wooing consumers
who have formed strong preferences. In contrast, large discounts
tend to be extremely effective for the low preference strength
consumers or “switchers” in the high risk categories. It is important
to note that even the “strong” preference groups in our study
represented relatively “weak” preferences compared to the market-
place where consumers are likely to have past experience as well as
more information and interaction with their preferred brands.
Therefore, our results suggest that in high risk product categories,
discounts are only likely to motivate “switchers”. And that too, only
large discounts, since our data demonstrated the ineffectiveness of
the small discounts in this condition.

With regards to the low risk conditions, it appears that dis-
counts (only large ones) are likely to be effective in inducing some
of the consumers who prefer a competitive brand to switch. More
importantly, even when consumers don’t switch in response to the
discount, the process of being exposed to it in itself is likely to
reduce the strength of their preference for their chosen brand. In
essence, large discounts are likely to leave these consumers more
vulnerable to switching in response to future inducements. Price
discounts, however, don’t seem to be as effective for the “switcher”
segment in the low risk condition (as compared to the “high risk”
condition). Importantly, the low preference strength consumers
who are able to resist these discounts are not rendered any more
likely to switch in the future.

REFERENCES
Ahluwalia, Rohini, Robert E. Burnkrant, and H. Rao Unnava

(2000), “Consumer Response to Negativity Publicity: The
Moderating Role of Commitment,” Journal of Marketing
Research, 37(May), 203-214.

             (2002), “How Prevalent is the Negativity Effect in
Consumer Environments?”, Journal of Consumer Research,
29(September), 270-279.

             and Robert E. Burnkrant (2004), “Answering Questions
about Questions: A Persuasion Knowledge Perspective for
Understanding the Effects of Rhetorical Questions”, Journal
of Consumer Research, 31(June), 26-42.

Alba, Joseph and Susan Broniarczyk (1994) “The Role of
Consumers’ Intuitions in Inference Making,” Journal of
Consumer Research, 21(December), 393-407.

Briñol, Pablo, Richard E. Petty, and Zakary L. Tormala (2004),
“The self-validation of cognitive responses to advertise-
ments”, Journal of Consumer Research, 31, 559–573.

Burnkrant, Robert E. and H. Rao Unnava (1995), “Effects of
Self Referencing on Persuasion,” Journal of Consumer
Research, 26 (June), 17-26.

Campbell, Margaret C. (1999) “Perceptions of Price Unfairness:
Antecedents and Consequences,” Journal of Marketing
Research, 36 (May), 187-199.

Chaiken, Shelly, Roger Giner-Sorolla, and Serena Chen (1996)
“Beyond accuracy: Defense and impression motives in
heuristic and systematic information processing.” In P. M.
Gollwitzer and J. A. Bargh (Eds.), The psychology of action:
Linking cognition and motivation to behavior (pp. 553-578).
New York: Guilford Press.

Chandon, P., Wansink, B., & Laurent, G. (2000), “A Congru-
ency Framework of Sales
Promotion Effectiveness”, Journal of Marketing, 64 (4), 65-
81.

Della Bitta, Albert j., Kent B. Monroe, and John M. McGinnis
(1981), “Consumer Perceptions of Comparative Price
advertising,” Journal of Marketing Research, 18(November),
416-427.

Ditto, Peter H. and David F Lopez (1992), “Motivated skepti-
cism: Use of differential decision criteria for preferred and
nonpreferred conclusions,” Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 63, 568-584.



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 33) / 253

Friestad, Marian and Peter Wright (1994), “The Persuasion
Knowledge Model: How People Cope with Persuasion
Attempts,” Journal of Consumer Research, 21, 1-31.

Johnson, Dennis J., & Caryl E. Rusbult (1989), “Resisting
temptation: Devaluation of Alternative Partners as a Means
of Maintaining Commitment in Close Relationships,”
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 57, 967-980.

Lichtenstein, Donald R., Netemeyer, Richard G., Burton, Scot
(1990), “Distinguishing Coupon Proneness from Value
Consciousness: An Acquisition-Transaction Utility Theory
Perspective,” Journal of Marketing, 54 (July), 54-67.

Monroe, Kent B. (1979), Pricing: Making profitable decisions
New York. McGraw-Hill Book Company.

Raghubir, Priya (1998), “Coupon Value: A Signal for Price?”
Journal of Marketing Research, Vol. 35(3), August, 316-324.

            , J. Jeffrey Inman, and Hans Grande (2004), “The Three
Faces of Price Promotions: Economic, Informative and
Affective,” California Management Review, 46 (4), Summer,
1-19.

Rucker, Derek D. and Richard E. Petty (2004), “When resistance
is futile: Consequences of failed counterarguing for attitude
certainty”, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 86,
219-235.

Schwarz, Nobert (2004), “Metacognitive Experience in Con-
sumer Judgment and Decision Making, Journal of Consumer
Psychology, 14(4), 332-348.

Shiv, Baba, Julie A. Edell, and John Payne (1997), “Factors
Affecting the Impact of Negatively and Positively Framed
Ad Messages,” Journal of Consumer Research, 24, 285-294.

Woodside, Arch G. (1974), “Is There a Generalized Risky Shift
Phenomenon in Consumer Behavior?” Journal of Marketing
Research, 11(2), 225-226.


