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Central to the study of consumer behavior are the processes of product acquisition, usage, and disposal. When disposing of a product,

consumers often judge its value.  In general, sellers are motivated to overestimate value in order to increase selling price and

maximize profit.  However, waste aversion—a motivation to fully exhaust a product’s residual value—can cause sellers to decrease

their acceptable selling price despite perceptions that a product is more valuable.  Three empirical studies provide converging

evidence that waste aversion, by shifting consumers from a profit-maximization to a product-utilization orientation, can bias value

judgments and lead to counterintuitive behaviors.

 
 
[to cite]:

Aaron Brough and Mathew Isaac (2010) ,"When Products Are Valued More But Sold For Less: the Impact of Waste Aversion on

Disposal Behavior", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 37, eds. Margaret C. Campbell, Jeff Inman, and Rik

Pieters, Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research, Pages: 484-485 .

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/15332/volumes/v37/NA-37

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/15332/volumes/v37/NA-37
http://www.copyright.com/


484 Advances in Consumer Research
Volume 37, © 2010

When Products Are Valued More but Sold for Less: The Impact of Waste Aversion on
Disposal Behavior

Aaron R. Brough, Northwestern University, USA
Mathew S. Isaac, Northwestern University, USA

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
While purchasing, using, or disposing of products, consumers

often judge a product’s value. For example, when disposing of an
unneeded product, consumers may consider the extent to which the
product is still usable and estimate its worth. Products with greater
residual value (e.g., newer products) generally command higher
prices in the marketplace. Therefore, sellers with profit-maximiza-
tion goals should be motivated to overestimate a product’s value in
order to increase its selling price.

In this research, however, we document the counterintuitive
effects of a competing motivation—waste aversion—that decreases
selling prices despite inflated value judgments. We characterize
waste aversion as the desire to ensure that a product’s residual value
is fully exhausted before it is discarded, regardless of who benefits
from the product’s utilization. Because high selling prices can
decrease the purchase likelihood of a used product, waste aversion
should cause sellers to under-price a product to avoid the possibility
that it will be discarded and its residual utility wasted. Prior research
has examined consumers’ aversion to purchase duplicate goods
(Bolton & Alba, 2008) or to dispose of products without fully
utilizing their value (Arkes 1996). We extend this work by exam-
ining how waste aversion influences value judgments, which pro-
vides additional insight into the processes that underlie disposal
decisions. In particular, we argue that value judgments made by
waste-averse consumers highlight a product’s attractiveness even if
such judgments result in financial loss.

Three empirical studies provide converging evidence that
waste aversion, by shifting consumers from a profit-maximization
to a product-utilization orientation, can bias value judgments.

Study 1. Study 1 shows that despite perceiving an owned
product as newer, consumers primed with waste decrease its
acceptable selling price. Online participants imagined either throw-
ing away (waste condition) or moving (control condition) their
favorite pair of shoes. Following this manipulation, participants
indicated the minimum amount that they would be willing to accept
in exchange for their shoes as well as the length of time they had
owned the shoes. As predicted, participants in the waste (versus
control) condition were willing to accept significantly less money
as compensation for their shoes. However, this effect does not
appear to be caused by devaluation; participants in the waste
condition estimated their favorite shoes to be newer than partici-
pants in the control condition.

The results of study 1 are consistent with the notion that waste-
aversion shifts sellers from a profit-maximization to a product-
utilization orientation and influences value judgments. When primed
with wasteful disposal, product owners appear motivated to make
judgments about a product that increase its attractiveness to poten-
tial buyers and thereby diminish the possibility of needless waste.
Offering a relatively new product at a relatively low price increases
the likelihood that a product will be sold to an interested buyer and
used rather than discarded and wasted. Given that consumers
typically dispose of things that are no longer needed, asking people
to imagine throwing away their favorite pair of shoes is admittedly
unrealistic. In Study 2, we use a more realistic scenario and
operationalize the wastefulness of disposal in a different way.

Study 2. The objective of study 2 was to manipulate wasteful
disposal more realistically and examine its impact on value judg-
ments. Online participants were assigned to either a wasteful or
non-wasteful disposal condition. In the wasteful disposal condi-
tion, participants read the following scenario:

“John enjoys listening to music on his iPod each day as he
exercises. Yesterday, John received a new iPod as a birthday
present and is now trying to decide whether to KEEP or
THROW AWAY his old iPod. John finally decided to keep his
old iPod rather than throwing it away. Yesterday, someone
offered to buy John’s old iPod from him. What is the minimum
amount you think the buyer would have to offer John to
persuade him to sell his old iPod?”

In the non-wasteful disposal condition, participants read an
identical scenario with one exception: the word “THROW” was
replaced by “GIVE.” Giving is a disposal method that provides an
opportunity for residual value to be consumed by someone else
rather than wasted. As predicted, participants in the wasteful
disposal condition provided a lower acceptable selling price than
participants in the non-wasteful disposal condition. Although waste
aversion can explain these results, it is possible that participants in
the wasteful disposal method inferred that the iPod had low residual
utility since John was considering throwing it in the trash. To
address this concern, a follow-up experiment was conducted in
which participants who read the first two sentences from the above
stimuli and then estimated the number of times that John would use
the old iPod over the next year if he decided to keep it as well as the
likelihood that he would in fact keep it. Results indicated that
participants who considered the wasteful disposal method esti-
mated that John would use the old iPod more and be more likely to
retain it. Thus, participants who considered a wasteful disposal
method did not infer a lower product value, but in fact reacted by
inflating the perceived value of the product.

Study 3. If waste aversion shifts sellers from a profit-maximi-
zation to a product-utilization orientation, the effect should not be
observed when participants take the role of a buyer rather than a
seller. Therefore, study 3 used a 2 (role: buyer vs. seller) x 2
(disposal: wasteful vs. non-wasteful) between-subjects design in
which participants were assigned to take the role of either a buyer
or a seller and respond to scenarios that involved wasteful or non-
wasteful disposal. Consistent with the results of studies 1 and 2,
results from study 3 indicate that sellers who consider wasteful (vs.
non-wasteful) disposal judge products to be more valuable but are
willing to accept a lower price for them. On the other hand, buyers
who consider wasteful (vs. non-wasteful) disposal show a decrease
in both perceived value and willingness to pay.

Across three studies, we show that the wastefulness of a
disposal option influences value judgments. Economic theory
assumes that sellers are motivated to maximize profit and are
indifferent regarding the state of a sold product after the transaction
has been completed. However, in this research we find that sellers
primed with the notion of wastefulness perceive greater value in
used products (as measured by newness, future usage, and retention
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likelihood) while simultaneously agreeing to sell them for less
money. These findings are consistent with our explanation that
waste aversion causes sellers to be more concerned with product
utilization than with financial gain.
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