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We propose and find that “pennies-a-day” pricing is not limited to small expenses, but instead increases willingness to purchase

whenever consumers are less sensitive to marginal increases in benefits than to marginal increases in costs. We present results from a

series of experiments testing the implications of this framework.
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rency, we found that fluency does not play a role in the effect. Forth, 
emphasizing on either the outcome by bidding with real money or 
the process by reasoning aloud did not affect the effect, suggesting 
that lack of involvement also does not explain our finding. Lastly, 
we tried a third magnitude, a value out of a range that consumers 
could make sense of in a certain context, and found that they stopped 
showing magnitude-sensitivity. This indicates that the salience does 
not lead to an anchoring (on the salient component) and insufficient 
adjustment process. 

Buying Daily Pleasure with Daily Payments: Narrow 
Framing Favors Scope Insensitive Accounts

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
How do consumers evaluate purchases with tangible and intan-

gible consequences distributed across time?  For many decisions, 
consumers are faced with the difficult task of weighing a stream of 
intangible benefits (e.g., the increased productivity provided by a 
new laptop over the five years they own it) against a stream of more 
tangible costs (e.g., monthly installments, if the laptop is financed). 
Our interest in is decisions involving somewhat affectively-loaded 
intangible benefits, like a choice about whether leasing a flashy new 
car is worth hundreds of dollars each month or whether to acquiesce 
to an emotional plea to contribute 37 cents per day to help starving 
children.  We propose that periodic pricing, such as per-day-framing 
(e.g., 37 cents a day), encourages consumers to evaluate the intan-
gible benefits commensurate with periodic payments (e.g., the utility 
experienced by the thought of helping a starving child each day), 
while aggregate framing (e.g., $135 a year) encourages consumers 
to evaluate an aggregate benefit (e.g., the utility experienced by a 
year’s worth of helping).  In other words, per-day-framing encour-
ages people to evaluate the imagined per-day benefits of purchasing.

Gourville (1998) introduced “Pennies-a-Day”, which suggests 
that separating a cost into a series of small payments (e.g. 37 cents 
a day) can increase the attractiveness of a purchase opportunity be-
cause consumers assimilate the cost with the category of small, ongo-
ing, trivial expenses retrieved from memory, such as a cup of coffee.  
However, we find evidence that per-day pricing can increase pur-
chase intentions even when costs are large (i.e. outside the domain 
of trivial expenses), and that per-day pricing enhances consumers’ 
perceptions of per-day benefits, which presents an alternate account 
of the Pennies-a-Day effect.  We propose that narrowly bracketing 
daily prices changes consumers’ representation of the transaction’s 
intangible benefits.  Consequently, the valuation of the intangible 
consequences influence whether narrow framing promotes purchase. 
Specifically, we explore the critical role of scope sensitivity over the 
domain of gains and losses proposed by a transaction.

Evaluations are scope insensitive when they respond to the 
presence of a stimulus but not changes in its magnitude (Hsee, Rot-
tenstreich and Xiao, 2005).  For example, individuals react more 
negatively to the news that they will lose $100 than they would 
if they already lost $1,900 and will now lose an additional $100.  
As figure 1 illustrates, narrow framing favors scope insensitive ac-
counts, whereby the first units confer large marginal value.  Impor-
tantly, McGraw, Shafir and Todorov (2010) find that monetary out-
comes are often more scope sensitive than non-monetary outcomes, 
which may help to explain why the domain of charitable donations 
comprises much of the extant Pennies-a-Day literature.  More gener-
ally, an effective temporal reframing strategy exists if the transac-
tion’s cost-tied-benefits are more scope insensitive than the transac-
tion’s costs.  In these cases, consumers prefer more payment events 
to fewer payment events. 

In one study, we found that per-day pricing can increase do-
nations outside of the ‘trivial’ cost domain.  Consumers are more 
willing to pay for a luxury automobile when the price on a daily 
basis than on a monthly basis (6.9 vs. 5.0 on a 0-11 scale, p=0.03).  
This result is consistent with the “Pennies-a-Day” framework in that 
consumers are willing to spend more in the context of a recurring 
expense.  However, the daily cost far exceeds $5, the previously ac-
cepted upper bound on trivial expenses (Gourville, 2003).  This sug-
gests that another process, beyond assimilation with trivial, recurring 
expenses, drives the Pennies-a-Day effect.

A second study explores the benefits associated with making 
daily payments.  We find that Pennies-a-Day pricing increases a 
transaction’s perceived benefits, and that purchase likelihood is me-
diated more strongly by perceived benefits than by cost triviality.  
In one study we asked subjects to rate their likelihood of donating 
a daily amount or equivalent yearly amount to a charity.  In each 
case, the actual donation would be automatically deducted from 
their monthly paychecks, rendering the donation requests otherwise 
equivalent.  We found that subjects were more willing to donate to 
the cause under the daily frame, and they not only expected the pay-
ment to be less costly but also expected the donation to bring them 
more daily pleasure.  Subjects’ perceptions of the daily pleasure they 
would obtain from the donation, as well as perceived costs, each 
partially mediated the effect of pricing frame on willingness to do-
nate, and together these two factors account for 51% of the variance 
in willingness to donate.  Additionally, we find that the projected 
daily pleasure accounts for willingness to purchase more strongly 
than evaluations of whether the cost is trivial.  This result suggests 
that narrow, per-day framing can encourage purchase by enhancing 
perceived benefits tied to the purchase event.

  Our framework has implications for how consumers construct 
value across a wide variety of situations: we propose that framing a 
transaction’s tangible cost narrowly (e.g. per-day pricing) encour-
ages consumers to represent intangible benefits narrowly.  This can 
exaggerate the advantages of the transaction when its benefits are 
more scope-insensitive than its costs.  Ongoing studies test for an 
expected reversal when a transaction’s costs are more scope insensi-
tive than its benefits. 


