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Normatively, money’s value is determined by the marginal unit of consumption it can buy. We show that irrelevant less valuable

products influence the perceived value of a medium of exchange. Irrelevant attractive options increase a medium’s value whereas

irrelevant unattractive options decrease a medium’s value.
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nery, hardware, and food items in each container.  The likelihood of 
participants transcribing sections of text for a full twenty minutes 
served as the primary dependent variable. 

Study 2 participants in the categorization condition were more 
likely to transcribe for the full twenty minutes (34.4%) than were 
participants in the no-categorization condition (9.7%), p = .03.  They 
also reported that they were more motivated to obtain the second 
reward (M = 4.22, SD = 2.21) than did participants in the no-cate-
gorization condition (M = 3.07, SD = 1.95), p = .03.  Bootstrapping 
analysis revealed a significant indirect effect.

Study 3 replicated the categorization effect using a loss frame.  
In this case, participants selected their prizes at the beginning and 
were asked to return one if they did not work twenty minutes and 
return two if they did not work for ten minutes.  Motivation to obtain 
the second item again mediated the effect.

We conclude from our results that that separating incentives 
into categories can increase motivation, even when the basis for the 
categorization is meaningless.  

Irrelevant Outside Options 
Influence the Value of Money

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
How do consumers represent the value of money? We propose 

that holding constant the value of a resource’s best use, liking for the 
category of possible and accessible uses is an important (but norma-
tively irrelevant) determinant of the perceived value of money. 

Economically, money is as valuable as the goods it buys. Un-
derstanding other non-normative influences on the value of money 
informs our understanding of consumers’ propensities to spend, 
save, and earn money. Because money is associated with a large, het-
erogeneous group of products, the associations between money and 
its best uses are weak (Weber and Johnson 2006). As a result, other 
inputs associated with a resource that are not its best uses, and that 
are therefore irrelevant, may be likely to affect its perceived value as 
well. In four studies, we demonstrate that accessible but irrelevant 
items in the category of possible purchases affect how consumers 
value media of exchange. In Studies 1 and 2 we examine the per-
ceived value of artificial media of exchange, and in Studies 3 and 4 
we examine the perceived value of gift cards.

Measured set composition. In Study 1, we ask: Do resource uses 
other than the most valuable use affect the value of the resource? 
Undergraduate students (total N=42; usable N=34) learned how each 
of several certificates could be used to purchase one product from 
associated subsets of 1, 2, or 3 products. For example, one certificate 
could be exchanged for one product from the set: notepad, packet 
of pens, roll of tape. Each certificate should be worth as much as 
its most valuable use. Participants reported how much they would 
be willing to pay for each certificate and then reported how much 
they would be willing to pay for each product. Regressing certifi-
cate willingness to pay (WTP) on (a) set size, (b) maximum product 
WTP across its subset of products, (c) average product WTP across 
its subset of products, and (d) certificate fixed effects revealed that 
participants were willing to pay more for certificates associated with 
larger sets (p<.0001), marginally more for certificates associated 
with sets with higher maximum product WTPs (p<.09), and more for 
certificates associated with sets with higher average product WTPs 
(p<.05). Holding constant the value of the most valuable product, 
other less valuable products affected certificate WTP. 

Manipulated set composition. In Study 2 (total N=83; usable 
N=71), we replicate Study 1 and manipulate the value of products. 
In addition to replicating Study 1’s results, we find that controlling 

for maximum WTP and set size, manipulating a set of products to 
replace a high-valued product with a low-valued product decreases 
WTP (p<.0001). Controlling for the value of the best use of a me-
dium of exchange, experimentally decreasing the value of irrelevant 
options decreases the perceived value of the medium.

Category attractiveness. In Study 3, we ask: Does the effect of 
category attractiveness hold when considering media of exchange 
with which consumers have considerable experience and which 
are associated with broader sets of goods? Undergraduate students 
(N=100) reported WTP for five gift cards associated with real stores, 
the ultimate uses of those gift cards, WTP for those ultimate uses, 
and liking for those stores. Controlling for WTP for the ultimate 
use of the gift card (the normative determinant of gift card WTP), 
liking for the set of products offered at the store was an important 
determinant of card WTP (between-subject: p<.05; within-subject: 
p<.0001). Consumers value real-world media of exchange according 
to how much they like the category of products it could be used to 
buy, not just the actual product it will be used to buy.

Subcategory accessibility. In Study 4 (N = 147), we ask: Can 
merely increasing the accessibility in memory of an unattractive 
subcategory of uses (without changing the set of possible uses) de-
crease the perceived value of a resource? We find that it does. Our 
manipulation was subcategory accessibility of different ways one 
could spend a Barnes & Noble gift card: one third of participants 
generated books and textbooks they could buy (typical subcategory), 
one third of participants generated music and movies they could buy 
(atypical subcategory), and one third of participants did not generate 
any purchases. Making typical subcategories more accessible should 
have little effect on what a participant thinks about: they are already 
accessible. Making atypical subcategories more accessible should 
change what the participant thinks about: they are not already ac-
cessible. Value (our DV) was operationalized as the number of times 
a Barnes & Noble gift card was chosen out of ten pairwise choices 
against other gift cards. At the end of the study, participants reported 
whether they would rather use the Barnes & Noble gift card on books 
and textbooks or on music and movies (Category Preference). 

Accessibility interacted with Category Preferences to influence 
Gift Card Value (F(2, 135) = 7.88, p = .0006). Individuals who pre-
ferred movies and music chose the gift card more often when mu-
sic and movies were made accessible (M=4.94) than when nothing 
was made accessible (M=3.47) or when books were made accessible 
(M=2.80). Individuals who preferred books and textbooks chose the 
gift card more often when books were made accessible (M=6.44) or 
when nothing was made accessible (M=6.12) than when music and 
movies were made accessible (M=4.66). Most importantly, increas-
ing the accessibility of less accessible, less valuable uses (i.e., mak-
ing music and movies accessible for individuals who would prefer to 
buy books and textbooks) decreased the value of the gift card (M’s =  
6.12 vs. 4.66, p < .02).

Liking for the category of possible accessible purchases, not 
just the marginal purchase, determines the perceived value of a me-
dium. Reducing the fungibility of money may perversely increase its 
perceived value if eliminating unattractive uses increases liking for 
the category as a whole. Given that limited-use resources with attrac-
tive categories of uses are perceived as more valuable, consumers 
will be less likely to spend them, more likely to save them, and more 
likely to exert effort to earn them.


