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Building on the theory of processing fluency, this article investigates the robustness of incidental emotion on the nine-ending effect

under a mediating role of processing fluency. Studies 1a, 1b, and 2 demonstrate that consumers who feel happy have a higher purchase

intention with respect to nine-ending than zero-ending prices than have consumers who feel sad. Study 3 proved that the differences of

quantitative estimations for individuals in the certain emotion condition induced high processing fluency are greater than in uncertain

emotion condition induced low processing fluency, when people have positive emotions, compared to those who have negative

emotions.
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METHOD
One-hundred-fifty-eight college students (70% female) wrote about two personal events from the last year, a minor self-esteem 

threat and a major self-esteem threat. (Order of these two event descriptions, which were adapted from Campbell, Baumeister, Dhavale & 
Tice, 2003, was counterbalanced. We asked about both event types to explore the generalizability of effects across experience intensity.) 
Participants then reported (within a table that listed numerous post-event coping behaviors) the degree to which they bought things to make 
themselves feel better (1 = not at all, 7 = very much). After several filler measures, participants completed the 15-item Simons and Gaher 
(2005) Distress Tolerance Scale, which includes tolerance, regulation, appraisal, and absorption subscales.

RESULTS
Because participants described a major and a minor self-esteem threat and what they did to make themselves feel better after these 

events, major vs. minor event was treated as a within-participants factor. The distress tolerance subscales were between-participants factors. 
Thus, the results were analyzed with a mixed-model, hierarchical multiple regression analysis (Judd, 2000). Order of event description 
(major event first vs. minor event first) and sex were entered in a first block but neither of these predictors was significant. Tolerance (β = 
-.17), absorption (β = .24), appraisal (β = .11) and regulation (β = .29) were added in a second block. Absorption produced an unexpected 
marginally significant main effect (p = .07) and, as predicted, regulation produced a significant main effect (p = .01). Interaction terms 
for appraisal (β = -.28) and regulation (β = .21) approached significance (.05 > p’s  <.06) because the associations between the appraisal 
and regulation predictors and self-threat-induced buying varied in strength across major and minor events. (Unexpectedly, the associa-
tion between appraisal and buying in response to a minor self-esteem threat was strong enough to reach significance, β = .21, p = .04. We 
hesitate to interpret this finding because it is not clear why appraisal should matter only when a self-threat is minor.) However, the slopes 
for appraisal and (most importantly) regulation were uniformly positive. The most noteworthy results for understanding buying in response 
to self-threat, therefore, are the marginally significant main effect of absorption and the significant main effect of regulation. 

DISCUSSION
Averaging across major and minor events, the regulation facet of distress tolerance (i.e., the belief that distress must be alleviated 

through urgent action) emerged as an important predictor of buying in response to self-esteem threat. Lynch and Mizon (2011) have pointed 
out that the appraisal, absorption, and tolerance components of distress tolerance focus on internal cognitive and emotional processes but 
regulation focuses on behavior—“the tendency to act with urgency to avoid feeling upset” (p. 61). The emergence of regulation as a signifi-
cant predictor suggests that some consumers with excessive buying problems may be helped by learning to think of occasional self-esteem 
threats as normal life events rather than crises. They may also be helped by learning that if quick action really is necessary to feel better, 
there are healthier options than making rash purchases (such as seeking social support). 

Future research may confirm that absorption, which was a marginally significant predictor in our analysis, also plays an important role 
in self-threat-induced buying. It may be that some consumers feel so overwhelmed by threats to their self-esteem that they struggle to think 
of the many coping options available to them. If this is true, consumers with excessive buying problems may benefit from practicing more 
flexible thinking (e.g., “I feel terrible about myself, but I can call my friend or get some exercise rather than going shopping”). 
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Previous studies on nine-ending prices have focused on level effect, which results in an underestimation of the magnitude perception of 
a price and leads consumers to lower purchase intentions (e.g., Manning and Sprott 2009). However, level effect can only explain the degree 
of influence on nine-ending effect, but can not explain the reasons why some studies showed inversing results on purchasing intentions. In 
order to clarify such condition, researchers consider that price-image and quality-image effect may be regarded as other possible reasons. In 
these studies, researchers merely focus on the influence of cognitive effort, but ignore the importance of incidental emotion.

Therefore, first, this article argues that the asymmetric effects of positive and negative emotion on nine-ending prices influence the level 
effect via the cognitive processing of information. People experiencing a positive emotion are likely to engage in high processing fluency, 
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and will ignore, or give very little attention to the ending digits of a price. For example, an item priced at $2.99 will be viewed as priced at 
$2.00. In contrast, people experiencing a negative emotion may engage in effortful and low processing fluency of information, which results 
in highly accurate price cognition. In the case noted above, such individuals will perceive the price to be $2.99 rather than $2.00.

Second, this emotional effect will also produce image effects that influence purchase intention related to nine-ending prices. Positive 
emotion is associated with price image effects and negative emotion is associated with quality image effects. When people experience a posi-
tive emotion, a high processing fluency will induce them to recall various pleasant events in and view an event in a positive way. In other 
words, they will view a nine-ending price as the retailer giving a small amount back to the consumer (price image effect), and providing 
therefore an opportunity to buy the product for less, which will greatly increase their purchase intention. In contrast, when experiencing a 
negative emotion, consumers will view the nine-ending price as a signal of inferior quality or an indicator of the quality loss (quality image 
effect), which will reduce their purchase intention. In order to demonstrate our hypotheses, four studies are investigated.

Study 1: 1a and 1b
The purpose of Study 1a is to test whether prices ending in different digits (rightmost effect) results in different purchase intentions 

in consumers experiencing positive/negative emotional states that are induced by the recalling method adapted from Smith and Ellsworth 
(1985). In order to extend the generalizability of our findings, Study 1b further explores if the different emotional induction method adapted 
from Forgas and Ciarrochi (2001) has the same influence on leftmost effect, and demonstrates the mediating role of processing fluency.

Both of Studies 1a and 1b use 3 (emotion: positive, neutral and negative) x 2 (digit: nine, zero) between-subjects designs. A total of 240 
undergraduate students from a large southern university are randomly assigned to Studies 1a and 1b, and are paid $5.

As we expected, no matter what emotional induction methods are used, the analysis reveals a significantly robust effect of incidental 
emotion on both of rightmost and leftmost effect. Besides, the mediation analysis of processing fluency is also supported.

Study 2
The purpose of Study 2 is first to examine the moderating role of processing fluency manipulated by writing down two or ten reasons 

adapted from Novemsky et al. (2007). Second, Study 2 tests if consumers with positive (negative) emotions will evaluate the extent of the 
perceived monetary gain is greater (less) than the extent of the perceived quality loss.

Study 2 use 3 (emotion: positive, neutral and negative) x 2 (digit: nine, zero) x 2 (fluency: high, low) between-subjects designs. A total 
of 240 undergraduate students from a large southern university are randomly assigned to Study 2, and are paid $5 for their participation. As 
expected, the analysis proves all of the inference.

Study 3
According to the results of Studies 1a, 1b, and 2, one possible question may occur: Do all positive or negative emotions have the same 

influence on nine-ending price effect? To solve this question, Study 3 manipulates certainty versus uncertainty emotions as Tiedens and Lin-
ton (2001). Besides, quantitative estimations developed by Bizer and Schindler (2005) with the nine-ending prices are also examined to avoid 
two major causes of failures in research into the nine-ending pricing effect. These two causes are high variation among open-ended responses 
in free-recall tasks and unrealistic conditions.

Therefore, Study 3 uses 2 (valance: positive, negative) x 2 (certainty: certainty, uncertainty) x 2 (digit: nine, zero) between-subjects 
designs to examine the inference. A total of 160 undergraduate students from a large southern university are randomly assigned to Study 3.

As expected, the analysis demonstrates that the differences of quantitative estimations for individuals in the certain emotion condition 
induced high processing fluency are greater than in uncertain emotion condition induced low processing fluency, when people have positive 
emotions, compared to those who have negative emotions. Combined with the results of Studies 1a, 1b, and 2, incidental emotion undoubt-
edly can be classified as an important role on the nine-ending price effect.
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