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This study investigates the interaction of multi-unit discounts and discount value.  Increasing the units listed in such discounts (e.g.,

“two for $4” vs. “six for $12) in Study 1 limits the effect of discount size enough so that smaller value discounts sometimes produce

more purchasing than larger value discounts.  Study 2 experimentally replicates this field study and shows that the greater usage-

consistent thoughts (e.g., thinking of ways to use more of the product) associated with larger unit deals (e.g., “6 for”) are partially

offset by less positive deal affect.  Results suggest that sellers can increase sales by promoting larger purchase quantities as much as

by deepening discounts.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Despite their widespread use, only three published studies

have investigated the effects of multi-unit discounts (Blattberg and
Neslin 1990; Manning and Sprott 2007; Wansink, Kent, and Hoch
1998). These studies indicate that multi-unit discounts stimulate
higher purchase quantities; an effect that appears to arise from
anchoring processes. However, three important issues remain unre-
solved. First, whereas Manning and Sprott (2007) find that “2 for”
deals do not result in greater unit sales than a single-unit discount,
Wansink et al. (1998) report a significant increase in purchase
quantities most “two for” deals. Thus, the first issue we consider is
the effectiveness of small unit quantity deals. Second, although the
size of multi-unit discounts has not been studied systematically,
prior results suggest that discount size may matter. Our second
focus, therefore, is the possibility that discount size moderates the
effectiveness of multi-unit discounts. Third, Manning and Sprott
(2007) speculate that high-quantity anchors “may generate nega-
tive deal perceptions” (p. 420). This implies that a mechanism other
than anchoring and adjustment may affect the efficacy of multi-unit
discounts. Together, these issues lead to our research question:
How does the value of a multi-unit discount affect consumer deal
evaluations and resulting choice quantities?

First, we assessed 2,383 discounted purchases in a store
located in a Midwestern city. ANCOVA results indicate that,
consistent with expectations, increasing the number of units asso-
ciated with the discount increased purchase quantities (F(2,
2382)=46.90, p<.001). Mean purchase quantities were greater
when discounts were offered as “2 for” (M=1.70; F(2, 2382)=65.76,
p<.001) or “3 or more for” (M=1.78; F(2, 2382)=45.74, p<.001)
deals than when offered as a single-unit deal (M=1.23). In addition,
the number-of-units in the deal moderated the effect of discount size
(F(2, 2382)=3.75, p<.05). Larger discounts increased purchase
quantities in the context of single-item deals (F(1, 2382)=3.57,
p<.05) and for the two-for deals (F(1, 2382)=4.17, p<.05), but had
no effect in the context of 3+-for deals (F(1, 2382)=1.05, ns).

Next, student participants (n=243) completed a simulated
shopping experiment in which they selected between brands in-
cluding a brand offering the focal promotion. The base design was
a 3 (promotional units: 1, 2, 6) x 2 (discount size: 15%, 33%)
between-subjects factorial. Participants also indicated the reason
they would purchase the indicated quantity, responded to three
positive affect and three negative affect items from the positive and
negative affect schedule (PANAS, Watson, Clark, and Tellegen
1988) to identify deal-derived affect, and completed a five-item
scale of deal value (e.g., Lichtenstein, Burton, and Karson 1991).

ANCOVA results indicate that purchase quantity intentions
increased as deal units increased (F(2, 242)=6.41, p<.01). Mean
purchase quantity intentions were greater for the “6 for” deals
(M=2.22) than for the “2 for” deals (M=1.51, F(2, 242)=4.53,
p<.05) and the single-item deals (M=1.08, F(2, 242)=12.55, p<.001).
Purchase quantities did not differ for “2 for” and single-item deals
(F(2, 242)=2.08, p=.15).

Number-of-units in the deal also interacts with the value of the
discount (F(2, 242=3.25, p<.05) such that discount size affects
purchase quantity intentions to a lesser extent as the number of units
in the promotion increases. Purchase quantities are significantly
greater for the 33% discount (M=1.64) than the 15% discount
(M=0.51) in the single-item condition (F(1, 242)=6.40, p<.05). The
33% discount performs marginally better in terms of purchase

quantity intentions (M=1.86) than the 15% discount (M=1.11) in
the “2 for” condition (F(1,242)=2.66, p=.10). Purchase quantity
intentions did not differ across the 33% (M=2.22) and 15% (M=2.25)
discount values in the “6 for” conditions (F(1,242)=0.81, ns).

Regarding the process variables, perceived deal value exhib-
ited a main effect of discount size (F(1, 242=11.99, p=.001) and a
main effect of deal units (F(2, 242)=3.30, p<.05). However, con-
trolling for perceived deal value does not eliminate the interactive
effect of deal units and deal value on purchase quantity intentions
(F(2, 242)=3.22, p<.05).

Consistent with an anchoring explanation of multi-unit deal
effects, the number of usage-related thoughts indicated in the open-
ended question regarding purchase quantity rationale was posi-
tively related to the number of items in the deal (F(2, 242)=2.98,
p=.05). However, usage thoughts were not a function of the deal
unit by deal value interaction (F(2, 2423)=0.53, ns) and controlling
for usage thoughts had little mediating effect on the deal unit by deal
value interaction on purchase quantity intentions (F(2, 242)=2.94,
p=.055).

Finally, net affect (positive affect minus negative affect)
exhibited was (at least marginally) a function of deal units (F(2,
242)=7.21, p<.01), discount value (F(1, 242)=3.41, p=.07), and the
deal unit by discount value interaction (F(2, 242)=2.51, p=.08).
Furthermore, controlling for net affect eliminated the deal unit by
discount value interaction on purchase quantity intentions (F(2,
242)=2.14, p>.10).

The results indicate that multi-unit discounts lead to greater
purchase quantities than single unit discounts of equivalent value.
In both studies there were instances (statistically in Study 1,
directionally in Study 2) in which multi-unit discounts led to greater
purchase quantities than did single unit discounts of greater value.
Thus, retailers may be able to get greater sales at higher margins by
employing multi-unit discounts. The results of Study 2 indicate
that, consistent with an anchoring process, multi-unit discounting
does lead to greater usage-related thoughts but this outcome, and
the resulting purchase quantity, is tempered by the less positive
affect stemming from larger unit deals.
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