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SPECIAL SESSION SUMMARY

Where’s My Bailout? A New Look at Factors Affecting Consumer Fairness Perceptions in the
Age of Vengeful Populism

John Pracejus, University of Alberta, Canada

SESSION OVERVIEW
Populist outrage has arisen over a wide variety of behaviors in

the wake of the financial crisis. Perceived unfairness seems to be a
key driver of this outrage. Consumer research is uniquely situated
to understand the factors that impact perceived unfairness, as we
have been investigating it (in the context of prices) for over 20 years.
The present special session proposal, therefore, brings together
researchers who are exploring important factors affecting fairness
perceptions of consumers. The session looks at how cultural,
psychological and situational factors impact perceptions of fair-
ness. Specifically, Bolton, Keh and Alba provide evidence that
consumers in collectivist cultures are more influenced by group
membership in their appraisal of fairness than are consumers in
more individualist cultures. Furthermore, within a given culture,
Popa and Pracejus demonstrate that a consumer’s social value
orientation can impact the degree to which they perceive it to be fair
to pay more for something. Finally, Gneezy and Epley show that the
perceived fairness of breaking (or exceeding) promises seems
critically dependent upon whether the consumer is the maker or
receiver of the promise. Taken together, these research streams
converge to reveal that fairness assessments are far from universal,
both across individuals and across situations. Given the particular
importance of understanding how people assess fairness at this
point in history, we believe that this session will not only be of
interest to fairness researchers, but to a wider ACR audience who
are certainly considering the new importance of such constructs in
many consumer domains. The format of the session will be three
presentations, no discussant. The session chair will briefly outline
the idea of the session and the relationship between the presenta-
tions (2 minutes) followed by each presentation (18-20 minutes)
and questions about individual presentations (4-5 minutes). After
questions about the third presentation, if time allows, the session
chair will encourage a general discussion about our evolving
understanding of consumer fairness perceptions.

EXTENDED ABSTRACTS

“How Do Price Fairness Perceptions Differ Across Culture?”
Lisa E. Bolton, Penn State University, USA
Hean Tat Keh , Penn State University, USA
Joseph W. Alba, University of Florida, USA

A developing stream of research on consumer price percep-
tions has examined perceived fairness, including how reference
points affect perceptions (Bolton, Warlop, and Alba 2003; for a
review, see Xia, Monroe, and Cox 2004). More recently, Haws and
Bearden (2006) found that price differences across customers (i.e.,
paying a higher price than another customer for the same product
from the same vendor at the same time) led to particularly strong
unfairness perceptions relative to price differences across products,
vendors, or time. Following Haws and Bearden, we examine how
dynamic pricing affects price fairness perceptions; however, we do
so from a cross-cultural perspective. Previous research has exam-
ined the influence of culture on various aspects of consumer
behavior, but cross-cultural research is scant with regard to price
fairness. The present research addresses this issue by contrasting
price fairness perceptions in two dominant economies: China and
the United States.

China serves as a compelling contrast to the United States for
several reasons. First, Chinese culture is commonly characterized
as higher in collectivism and lower in individualism than American
culture. Whereas Western cultures tend to define the self in terms
of individual autonomy (i.e., that individuals are independent of
one another), Eastern cultures define the self in terms of social
connectedness (e.g., Markus and Kitayama 1991). The latter orients
the Chinese toward in-groups and away from out-groups, given the
in-group’s greater self-relevance (Oyserman 1993; Oyserman, Coon,
and Kemmelmeier 2002). Second, collectivist cultures are more
concerned with face (i.e., status earned in a social network; cf. Ho
1976), scoring higher on measures of face concern (Zane and Yeh
2002; Oetzel and Ting-Toomey 2003) or face consciousness (Bao,
Zhou, and Su 2003). In addition, Chinese language has more words
for concepts related to face (such as losing face, and emotions
related to loss of face) than does the English language (Ho, Fu, and
Ng 2004; Bedford 2004; Hu 1994).

In a price-fairness setting, it seems reasonable to expect
differences in price fairness perceptions arising from these cultural
factors. We argue that paying a different price from others sum-
mons concern about face such that consumers gain (lose) face when
paying a lower (higher) price than another consumer. In a collectiv-
ist (Chinese) culture, consumers are oriented toward the in-group,
and therefore face concerns are stronger for in-group than out-
group comparisons. Put simply, the gain (loss) in face of paying less
(more) than another consumer is greater for in-group than out-
group comparisons. Thus, collectivist (Chinese) consumers should
experience a greater loss of face when a friend pays a lower price
than when a stranger pays a lower price. (Similarly, collectivist/
Chinese consumers should experience a greater loss of face when
paying a higher price to a vendor with whom they have a long-term
relationship than to a newly encountered vendor.) In contrast, face
concerns among individualist (American) consumers are not ex-
pected to differ between in-group and out-group comparisons.

In a series of studies we investigate how cultural differences
affect price fairness reactions to across-customer price differences.
Study 1 provides an initial test by examining price fairness judg-
ments by individualist (American) and collectivist (Chinese) con-
sumers who pay a higher or lower price than an in-group or out-
group member. Studies 2-4 provide evidence for psychological
process. Special effort is made to determine the causal role of
cultural differences through a manipulation of self-construal (study
2), measurement of the emotional role of shame evoked by face
concerns (study 3), and analysis of the moderating role of public/
private price comparisons (study 4). Finally, studies 5 and 6 test the
robustness of the phenomena, utilizing an alternative
operationalization of the in-group/out-group construct to extend
our findings from customer-only relationships to customer-firm
relationships (study 5) and to establish boundary conditions arising
from other transaction factors (study 6).

The present research makes several contributions to the price
fairness literature. First, we illuminate the role of culture (individu-
alism/collectivism) in determining fairness reactions to across-
customer price comparisons. Second, we provide evidence for
multiple moderators in determining fairness response to across-
customer price comparisons, including the type of referent (in-
group/out-group and loyal/first-time buyer) and the public/private
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nature of the comparison. Third, we provide evidence for psycho-
logical process through causal evidence for the role of culture (via
manipulations of independent/interdependent self-construal) and
the role of face (via the face-related emotional responses of shame
and anger across culture). Finally, we discuss the implications of
our results for dynamic pricing and relationship marketing. To our
knowledge, past research has not investigated price fairness reac-
tions from a cross-cultural perspective nor, naturally, factors that
would contribute to cross-cultural differences.

From a theoretical standpoint, we suggest that future cross-
national research on price fairness should consider two fundamen-
tal dimensions: cultural differences and marketplace differences.
We agree with other researchers who call for a more expansive
consideration of cross-cultural variation beyond individualism/
collectivism and believe that face merits particular attention. More-
over, we suggest that the cultural environment “on the ground” also
merits further attention—in this case, the characteristics of the
marketplace (such as social norms, traditional practices, and socio-
economic history) experienced by consumers that likely shape their
attitudes, expectations, beliefs and behaviors. Further research on
fairness and culture would contribute to a greater understanding of
marketplace metacognition (Wright 2002)—how consumers think
the marketplace does and should work—and how it is shaped by
culture and developed through experience.
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“Not Just Fairness: Understanding Consumers’ Intentions to
Buy FairTrade Products”

Monica Popa, University of Alberta, Canada
John Pracejus, Universtiy of Alberta, Canada

As disparities between developed and developing countries
became more apparent, the recognition that different nations do not
benefit to the same extent from growth of trade gave rise to the
phenomenon of FairTrade. The principle of FairTrade advocates
the sale of products at greater than free trade prices based on the
premise that producers in developing countries have the right to a
living wage, safe working conditions and human dignity. In prac-
tice, FairTrade allows consumers to help disadvantaged producers
by paying higher prices for agricultural products, textiles and
handcrafts. The process is overseen by the Fair Trade Labeling
Organization, an international certification body that works with
producers in over 55 countries.

Although the notion of fairness plays a crucial role in the
FairTrade ideology, research has yet to establish whether consum-
ers are indeed driven by fairness concerns when purchasing FairTrade
products. The present paper examines this issue building on the
marketing literature that studied perceived fairness (e.g. Bolton and
Alba, 2006; Campbell, 1999; Haws and Bearden, 2006; Xia,
Monroe, and Cox 2004) from the standpoint of equity and distribu-
tive justice. Equity theory (Adams, 1965) posits that individuals
gauge the fairness of an exchange by comparing the ratios of their
contributions versus the resulting outcomes. An exchange is per-
ceived as fair if all parties receive the same outcome or ratio,
whereas disparate ratios result in perceived unfairness. However,
consumers often accept to pay higher prices to support a charitable
cause, because this act is seen as a good deed and is encouraged by
society norms. Importantly, research has pointed out that charitably
paying a higher price is perceived as fair only for basic products, but
not for luxury items such as chocolate truffles (Martins and Mon-
roe, 1994).

Extending these ideas to the FairTrade domain, it is expected
that consumers will be willing to pay the premium for FairTrade if
they believe that it is equitable, and furthermore, this premium will
be perceived as fair only in the case of basic products. Luxury items
are, almost by definition, more expensive than basic products.
Because a luxury-items-producer is typically able to command high
prices, consumers will not find necessary to help it by paying an
extra premium for FairTrade. In contrast, because a producer of
basic commodities is less able to reap decent compensation, con-
sumers will perceive a FairTrade premium for such products as
being justified/ equitable. Thus, we hypothesize based on equity
theory that consumers will be more willing to pay the FairTrade
premium if the product is basic rather than a luxury.

An opposite prediction can be forwarded based on the chari-
table donations literature. Strahilevitz and Myers (1998) used the
notion of affect-based-complementarity to show that donations are
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more likely to occur when bundled with hedonic/frivolous products
(as opposed to utilitarian/practical products), because the monetary
contribution alleviates the guilt associated with purchasing hedonic
items such as chocolate truffles. Thus, affect-based-complementarity
suggests that consumers will be more likely to contribute to FairTrade
if the products offered are hedonic (rather than utilitarian). To the
extent that luxury products can be equated with hedonic/frivolous
products, and basic products can be approximated with utilitarian/
practical products, equity theory and affect-based-complementarity
generate contradictory predictions regarding the role of product
type in consumers’ willingness to buy FairTrade. These conflicting
perspectives were experimentally tested in our research.

A pretest involving thirty-nine undergraduate students from a
large North-American university identified rice and chocolate as
appropriate utilitarian/hedonic stimuli. Respondents classified rice
as primarily utilitarian and basic necessity, and chocolate as a
primarily hedonic, luxury item.

In experiment 1, ninety-three participants who were prescreened
to have no prior experiences with FairTrade products were ran-
domly assigned to the utilitarian or the hedonic condition. Partici-
pants were presented with general information about FairTrade,
followed by the dependent variable-likelihood to pay the FairTrade
premium. Specifically, participants were asked to indicate if a
FairTrade product costs 10% more than a regular product, how
likely they would be to choose the FairTrade one (1= very unlikely;
7= very likely). The price premium of 10% was controlled based on
prior research guidelines (e.g. Maietta, 2003). The results produced
no main effect of product type, suggesting that neither equity theory
nor affect-based-complementarity can be used as stand-alone frame-
works for explaining consumers’ likelihood to pay the FairTrade
premiums. However, to investigate the possibility that both frame-
works might be applicable, albeit for different consumer segments,
individual differences were taken into account. Participants’ social
value orientation (SOV; a stable dispositional variable that reflects
an individual’s concern with equity) was measured following
Kuhlman and Marshello (1975). Participants were classified as
either prosocial or proself based on their SOV. Because prosocials
are sensitive to fairness, whereas proself individuals do not have
such concerns, we assumed that prosocials’ behavior would be
predicted by equity theory, and hypothesized that prosocial (but not
proself) individuals would be more likely to pay the FairTrade
premium if the product is utilitarian rather hedonic. Results sup-
ported this prediction, as a significant two-way interaction between
product type and SOV was obtained. The mean difference between
likelihood to pay the FairTrade premium when the product was
utilitarian as compared to hedonic was significant and positive for
prosocials, and insignificant for proself individuals.

In study 2, the influence of product type on consumers’
likelihood to pay the Fair Trade premium was again assessed using
a sample of seventy-eight North American undergraduates with no
prior FairTrade product experiences. As in study 1, no main effect
of product type was found. Fairness concerns were gauged using a
priming procedure (e.g. Aart et al. 2005). Specifically, it was
assumed that situational cues may impact individuals’ concern with
equity. As such, priming consumers with the concept of fairness
should make them more likely to pay the FairTrade premium if the
product is utilitarian. Participants in the equity-prime condition
received a scrambled sentence task containing the words “equi-
table”, “fair”, “even”, and “just”, while those in the neutral-prime
condition received words unrelated to any particular motivation. As
expected, a significant two-way interaction between product type
and priming was found. Participants primed with equity were more

likely to pay the FairTrade premium if the product was utilitarian
(vs. hedonic), whereas participants in the neutral prime condition
were not significantly influenced by product type.
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“Doing More, Doing Less: Consequences of Exceeding vs.
Falling Short of Promises”

Ayelet Gneezy, University of California—San Diego, USA
Nick Epley, University of Chicago, USA

Promises are a part of our daily lives; everyone makes prom-
ises, some of which are kept and others that are not. People make
and receive promises from friends, family members, and col-
leagues. Children my promise their parents things they do not
intend to deliver, and parents sometimes make promises they
cannot keep.

Despite the prevalence of promises in social interactions,
relatively little research investigates the consequences of making
and keeping promises. This research takes a first step in understand-
ing how promise makers and receivers account for promise keep-
ing, and in particular examines how their judgments vary as a
function of delivery level—whether the promise maker delivers
more, less, or exactly as promised. We further look at the effect that
one’s role (promise maker or receiver) has on the way people
account for promise keeping.

Based on past research that looked at how people integrate
fairness considerations when evaluating others (Folger &
Cropanzano, 1998; Tyler & Smith, 1998), supplemented by the
pervasive dominance of negativity bias (Amabile, T. M., &
Glazebrook, A. H., 1982; Cacioppo & Berntson, 1994), we predict
that people’s judgments of promise keeping will be systematically
asymmetric, and specifically that relative to keeping a promise,
falling short of one’s promise will result in extremely negative
responses, whereas exceeding a promise would have no effect. This
prediction is further supported by the fact that people’s fairness
judgments tend to follow a binary scale where a behavior is either
fair or unfair. We predict that keeping and exceeding promises
would both be labeled as fair whereas falling short of a promise
would be labeled as unfair.

Our second hypothesis stipulates that promise makers will
consistently mispredict the effect that their behavior has on recipi-
ents, and in particular will tend to underestimate these effects. We
expect promise makers to predict that recipients will be less
appreciative of promises that are kept or exceeded, and more
forgiving toward unfulfilled promises, than they actually are.
Factors that contribute to this effect include egocentrism (Gilovich,
Savitsky, & Medvec, 1998; Kruger, Epley, Parker, & Ng, 2005), the
use of private information (Van Boven, Dunning, & Loewenstein,
2000), motivated reasoning (Kunda, 1990), and Social Contract
Theory (Cosmides, 1989).

The first three experiments use hypothetical scenarios to test
our hypotheses by manipulating participants’ role and the extent to
which the promise was kept (less, exactly, or more than promised).
After reading the scenario participants reported happiness with the
outcome, likelihood to trust the promise maker in the future, and
interest in helping them in the future. The results provide an initial
support for both the asymmetry, and misprediction hypotheses.

Experiment 1b used the same scenario to elicit responses, only
this time we asked participants to characterize promise makers and
in particular rate the extent to which they are selfish, fair and
generous under each of the six scenarios. Consistent with our
predictions, participants rated promise makers that delivered more
than promised to be as generous and fair as promise makers that
merely kept a promise. However, falling short of a promise resulted
in significantly less favorable ratings. The results further support
the misprediction hypothesis, indicating a significant difference
between predicted and actual ratings of individuals’ fairness and
selfishness. The difference in generosity rating was non-signifi-
cant. In Experiment 1c we explore whether, as would be predicted

by Social Contract Theory, promise makers and recipients differ in
the way they perceive promises, and consequently in their percep-
tions of individuals that fall short of promises. This was achieved by
asking participants to rate the extent to which various personality
traits (e.g., reliability, trustworthiness) describe promise makers.
As predicted, promise makers failed to predict the extent to which
recipients would perceive them as untrustworthy when falling short
of a promise. Role had not effect on participants’ ratings when
promises were kept and exceeded. An additional scenario-based
experiment provides support to our postulation that recipients’
judgments of outcomes that follow promises are different than their
judgment of outcomes that follow ‘simple’ reference points
(Kahneman & Tversky, 1979).

The next experiment uses a more ecologically validated ma-
nipulation to test the asymmetry and misprediction hypotheses.
Specifically, we asked participants to recall past experiences that
involved promise making and keeping, and use those to elicit
happiness ratings. This experiment used a 2(role: promise maker,
promise recipient) X3(delivery level: less, exact, before) experi-
mental design. Results support the asymmetry and misprediction
hypotheses. Additionally, the results suggest that exceeding prom-
ises does not increase happiness because keeping a promise is
highly regarded, not leaving space for improved evaluation of
exceeded promises. A mediation analysis suggest that recipients are
using actual delivery level to infer how much effort their counter-
parts expended in the attempt to keep their promises, which in turn
influences their evaluations.

The final experiment utilized a natural setting that required
students to complete an assignment for their class in pairs. In this
experiment, we instructed one student in each pair to promise the
other student that he will send his part of the assignment after 3 days.
We instructed these students on what promise to make (complete 3/
6 questions) and to what extent to keep their promise (complete
either, 2, 3 or 4 questions). In addition to further supporting the two
main hypotheses, the results of this experiment suggests that in
addition to effort, recipients use promise makers’ actual behavior
(the extent to which they keep their promise) to infer their sincerity
in making the promise. These inferences mediated recipients’
overall attitude towards, and judgments of, promise makers.

To sum, it seems that contrary to lay belief, doing more than
one promised has the exact same effect as merely keeping a
promise. Falling short of one’s promise, however, produces ex-
tremely negative evaluations. Interestingly, our results suggest that
recipients’ judgments of promise makers are guided by fairness
judgments, perceived sincerity and inferred effort. Due to asym-
metric information and motivated reasoning, promise makers con-
sistently fail to predict the effect that their behavior has on recipi-
ents.
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