
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
When Partitioning Prices, Firms Better Deliver!

Ajay Abraham, University of Maryland, USA 
Rebecca  Hamilton, University of Maryland, USA 
Joydeep Srivastava, University of Maryland, USA 

 
Because price partitioning highlights specific components of an offer, consumers may develop higher expectations for partitioned

components. A series of four studies shows that as a result of their higher expectations, consumers respond more negatively to failures

and even non-use of partitioned components, influencing their overall satisfaction with the transaction.
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When Partitioning Prices, Firms Better Deliver!

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Firms using a partitioned pricing strategy divide the price of a 

product or service into two or more mandatory components (Mor-
witz, Greenleaf and Johnson 1998). For example, an online book 
seller may list separate prices for a book and for shipping the book, 
even though the buyer must purchase both components together. 
Research has shown that price partitioning increases the salience of 
partitioned components (Bertini and Wathieu 2008; Chakravarti et 
al 2002) and that the nature of the components partitioned from the 
base price can significantly influence consumers’ reactions to a firm’s 
offers even when consumers know that the total price is the same 
(Hamilton and Srivastava 2008).  

Because prices play a role in forming consumers’ expectations 
about goods and services (Mitra and Fay 2010), we propose that the 
greater salience of the prices of partitioned components may increase 
consumers’ expectations about the performance of these compo-
nents. Expectations are consumers’ pre-purchase beliefs about the 
performance of the product or service (Oliver and Winer 1987). If 
expectations serve as a referent for comparison, higher expectations 
may decrease satisfaction because performance less favorable than 
consumers’ high expectations can create expectancy disconfirmation 
(Oliver 1980; Yi 1990). 

Thus, partitioning prices may have negative consequences for 
firms, such as lower satisfaction with the partitioned component 
and even the overall transaction, when partitioned components fail 
to meet consumers’ performance expectations. We propose that ex-
pectancy disconfirmation will mediate this effect. To test our predic-
tions, we ran a series of four studies.

Our first two studies show that when a specific component is 
partitioned out of the base price, customers’ expectations for that 
component significantly increase. In study 1, participants evaluated 
airline tickets for which the price of in-flight entertainment was ei-
ther partitioned or included in the total price. Expectations for in-
flight entertainment increased when this component was partitioned 
even though expectations for other components such as baggage 
service did not differ across conditions. We replicated this effect in 
study 2 for a hotel stay in which parking was either partitioned or 
included in the total price.

In study 3, we extended our examination to the potential down-
stream effects of partitioned pricing by manipulating the service ex-
perience of the customer. Participants were given price information 
about an airline flight in which in-flight entertainment was either 
partitioned or included in the total price. After responding to items 
measuring their expectations for the flight and their expectations for 
the in-flight entertainment, participants were exposed to the service 
delivery manipulation. In the control condition, participants read that 
the in-flight entertainment system worked as expected. In the mild 
failure condition, they read that the in-flight entertainment service 
shut down for about 10 minutes during the flight. 

Although satisfaction with the in-flight entertainment service 
did not differ across the partitioned and non-partitioned conditions 
when there was no failure, satisfaction was significantly lower in the 
partitioned versus the non-partitioned conditions when there was a 
mild failure. We observed the same pattern of results for satisfaction 
with the flight, suggesting that dissatisfaction with the partitioned 
component bleeds over to the overall service experience. To exam-
ine the underlying process in more detail, we tested whether the dif-
ference between the expected quality of the in-flight entertainment 
service and its experienced quality mediated the effect. Indeed, this 
difference, which we label expectancy disconfirmation, mediated the 

effect of the interaction between service failure and partitioning on 
satisfaction. 

In study 4, we replicated the results of study 3 in the context of 
attending a sports event. Participants imagined that they purchased 
a ticket for a football game that came with parking at the stadium on 
the day of the game. The price of parking was either partitioned or 
included in the total price. In addition to the control condition and 
a mild service failure condition, we included a delight condition, in 
which the service experience was better than expected, and a non-
use condition, in which the participants imagined that they did not 
use the partitioned component. Overall satisfaction and satisfaction 
with parking did not differ significantly across the partitioned versus 
non-partitioned conditions in the no failure condition or in the delight 
condition. However, when the price was partitioned, satisfaction was 
significantly lower in the mild failure condition and marginally lower 
in the non-use condition than when the price was not partitioned. 
Again, expectancy disconfirmation mediated the effects. 

In summary, price partitioning seems to increase consumers’ 
expectations for partitioned components. Although there are no dif-
ferences in satisfaction when firms meet or exceed expectations, we 
see that when partitioned components fail to meet consumers’ ex-
pectations, consumers are significantly more dissatisfied when firms 
use partitioned pricing than when they do not. Notably, even when 
consumers do not encounter a service failure, they may be more dis-
satisfied under partitioned pricing when they do not consume the 
partitioned component. Given these potential negative consequenc-
es, we advocate caution in the use of price partitioning. When firms 
partition prices, they seem to be held more accountable for a positive 
service experience. 
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