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SESSION OVERVIEW
Contextual cues exert a powerful influence on consumer behav-

ior.  These types of cues may be physical, such as the way a grocery 
aisle is organized or the way that items are grouped.  They may also 
be psychological, such as the way information is presented or framed.  
Of particular interest to marketers and consumer behavior research-
es alike is the influence of contextual cues on consumption.  Con-
textual cues may increase consumption, such as when they increase 
perceptions of variety in the set or decrease satiation, but they may 
also decrease consumption, by serving as stopping rules or enhancing 
motivation to pursue goals of self-restraint.  In addition to influenc-
ing the amount consumed, contextual cues may also change what is 
consumed.  Consumption choices tend to be sensitive to the way that 
items are grouped, a phenomenon known as partition dependence; 
consequently, changing the way that items are grouped may alter the 
composition of consumers’ consumption choices.  In this session, we 
explore the impact of contextual cues on consumption across a variety 
of situations.  Our findings bring to light new ways that contextual cues 
may be strategically used to influence consumption.

The first paper (Etkin and Ratner) focuses on the role of par-
titioning (i.e., breaking a single large quantity into multiple smaller 
quantities) in influencing consumption; in particular, they show that 
the exact same partitions can both increase and decrease consumption, 
depending on actual and perceived variety among items and on the 
magnitude of transaction costs associated with partitions.  The second 
paper (Lasaleta and Redden) explores the role of framing on satiation.  
Contrary to what has been shown in previous work, these authors find 
that framing items as more similar can actually increase perceptions 
of variety, increasing consumption by reducing satiation.  In the third 
paper, Wansink, Soman, Herbst, and Payne test the impact of contex-
tual cues on real consumption behavior in a field study.  These authors 
examine the impact of partitioning a grocery cart including one section 
specifically for fruits and vegetables on actual purchases of fruits and 
vegetables.  Their findings show that simple contextual cues such as 
these partitioned grocery carts can have a real impact on consumption 
by altering the content of consumers’ shopping carts.  Lastly, Nowlis 
and Scott explore how the framing of numerical goals impacts con-
sumption.  When pursuing a goal to restrain consumption, these au-

thors show that range goals (e.g., consume 20-30% of the M&Ms) 
decrease consumption relative to number goals (e.g., consume 30 
M&Ms).  Further, participants with range goals reported feeling better 
about themselves and being more motivated to pursue their relevant 
goals relative to participants with number goals.  

We expect that this session will be of interest to a wide audience: 
specifically, researchers interested in contextual cues, consumption, 
self-restraint, and motivation. These four papers all feature research 
that makes novel theoretical contributions to existing work on the im-
pact of contextual cues on consumer behavior and are of substantive 
relevance for decreasing overconsumption and improving consumer 
health and welfare.  Several studies have been conducted for each of 
the papers described below and several are available as working pa-
pers.

Mixed Signals: The Impact of 
Partitioning on Consumption  

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Previous research has made opposing predictions about how 

partitioning (i.e., breaking a single large quantity into multiple 
smaller quantities) will affect consumption.  On one hand, some 
work has shown that partitions increase consumption (Kahn and 
Wansink 2004), suggesting that people might consume more from 
several smaller bowls of candy than from a single large bowl of 
candy.  On the other hand, other work has shown that partitions de-
crease consumption (Cheema and Soman 2008; Rolls et al. 2004; 
Wansink 2004; Wansink, Geier, and Rozin 2011), suggesting that 
people might consume less from several small bowls of candy than 
they would from a single large bowl.  What might explain these di-
vergent findings?

We propose that partitions serve multiple roles in influencing 
consumption: they act both as decision points to continued consump-
tion and as signals of variety.  Partitions serve as decision points 
by defining the appropriate amount to consume and by drawing at-
tention and inducing costs to keep consuming (Cheema and Soman 
2008; Coelho Do Vale et al. 2008; Geier et al. 2006; Wansink et al. 
2004).  In their role as decision points, partitions exert a negative ef-
fect on consumption.  However, partitions can also serve as signals of 
variety by highlighting the variety in a set of items (Kahn and Wan-
sink 2004; Mogilner et al. 2008).  In their role as signals of variety, 
partitions exert a positive effect on consumption (if the partitions in-
dicate more variety than was perceived in the absence of partitions).

In the present research we identify two factors that determine 
how partitioning will influence consumption: the degree of variety 
within the set (i.e., whether items are identical or varied) and the 
magnitude of transaction costs coupled with the partitions.  When 
dividing a large set of varied items, partitions can act both as decision 
points and as signals of variety.  However, because there is no actual 
variety among a set of identical items, partitions primarily serve the 
role of decision points when separating identical items.  Thus, we 
expect partitioning to have a more positive impact on (i.e., increas-
ing) consumption when items are varied versus identical.  Further, 
we expect the magnitude of transaction costs to go between partitions 
to exert a negative effect on consumption.  Because this negative ef-
fect should be partially offset in the varied condition due to the posi-
tive influence on consumption of partitions as signals of variety, we 
predict the magnitude of transaction costs to go between partitions 
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will have a less negative impact on consumption of varied versus 
identical items.

Across three studies we find consistent support for our predic-
tions.  Study 1 provides a demonstration of how the effects of par-
titioning differ depending on the degree of variety in a set of items 
(identical vs. varied jellybeans) and the magnitude of transaction 
costs to go between partitions on consumption of a real snack.  We 
gave participants in this study a snack of 60 jellybeans and varied 
whether those jellybeans were all the same flavor (identical con-
dition) or 12 different flavors (varied condition), whether the jel-
lybeans were partitioned (into 12 groupings) or unpartitioned, and 
whether partitions were primarily psychological (i.e., divided into 
different, adjacent small jars) or coupled with transaction costs to 
go between partitions (i.e., each jar was individually wrapped in sa-
ran wrap, requiring participants to unwrap each one separately).  As 
we expected, dividing the candies with mere partitions had a more 
positive effect on consumption when items were varied (F(1, 243) = 
6.31, p < .05) than identical (F(1, 243) = 2.18, p > .1), and the pres-
ence of a more substantial transaction cost to go between partitions 
(i.e., saran wrap) had a more negative effect on consumption when 
items were identical (F(1, 243) = 3.89, p < .05) than varied (F < 1).

In study 2 we sought to replicate the differential effects of par-
titioning on the consumption of varied versus identical items while 
holding the items themselves constant.  We gave participants a “vir-
tual” snack of 60 plain M&Ms that were either partitioned (i.e., de-
picted on a computer screen and separated by grid lines) or unpar-
titioned (i.e., no grid lines).  To manipulate perceptions of variety, 
in the identical condition we reminded participants that M&Ms are 
all chocolate, whereas in the varied condition we reminded partici-
pants that though M&Ms are all chocolate, they come in many dif-
ferent colors.  Consistent with the results of study 1, partitioning 
had a more negative effect on consumption when participants were 
instructed to think of the M&Ms as identical (F(1, 204) = 10.64, p < 
.01) than varied (F < 1).

Finally, in study 3 we explored the role of magnitude of transac-
tion costs to go between partitions in influencing consumption.  Par-
ticipants were given a virtual snack of either varied or identical jelly-
beans, which were either partitioned or unpartitioned.  Unlike in the 
previous two studies, here all partitions were coupled with transac-
tion costs to go between partitions.  In particular, we covered the par-
titions with virtual “lids”, similar to the saran wrap used in study 1, 
and we required participants to remove these virtual lids before they 
could select the jellybeans within the partitions.  We manipulated the 
magnitude of the transaction cost by varying the time it took partici-
pants to remove the virtual lids.  In the small cost condition, the lids 
took one second to be removed; in the large cost condition, the lids 
took three seconds to be removed.  As we expected, the magnitude 
of the transaction cost to go between partitions had a more negative 
effect on consumption of identical versus varied items.  Specifically, 
consumption linearly decreased as the magnitude of the transaction 
cost increased when the jellybeans were identical (F(1, 169) = 13.90, 
p < .01), but no such trend was apparent when the jellybeans were 
varied (F < 1). 

Previous research makes conflicting predictions regarding the 
impact of partitioning on consumption.  In the present work, we of-
fer a way to reconcile some of these opposing findings by identifying 
the degree of variety in a set of items and magnitude of transaction 
cost as two factors that determine the direction of influence of parti-
tions.  Our framework contributes to the literature on partitioning 
by offering a more comprehensive view of partitions as occupying 
multiple roles in influencing consumption behavior.

Unrelated Variety: When Greater 
Dissimilarity Can Increase Satiation

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
People satiate with repeated consumption, creating a “hedonic 

treadmill” whereby they no longer enjoy their favorites and must 
find new sources of enjoyment. One way to slow down satiation is 
greater variety. For example, Rolls et al. (1984) found that partici-
pants ate 40% more yogurt when the flavor was varied, presumably 
because they satiated less.

Accordingly, the prevailing belief is that greater variety slows 
satiation. Variety here depends on the extent to which items in the 
assortment share attributes (Hoch, Bradlow and Wansink 1999; 
Kahn and Wansink 2004; Tversky 1977). That is, variety increases 
as stimuli are less similar to each other, and greater dissimilarity re-
duces satiation. We challenge this view by showing that consumers 
satiate faster if two stimuli are so dissimilar that they are placed into 
different categories.

Categorization research shows that satiation depends on how 
people categorize the episodes. For instance, consumers satiated 
slower on jellybeans when they were subcategorized by flavor versus 
a single general category (Redden 2008). Subcategorization focuses 
people on the variety among the items they are consuming. How-
ever, we propose that when the items seem too dissimilar, people 
no longer consider them to be a source of variety for each other. 
Thus, increasing dissimilarity can reduce perceptions of variety and 
accelerate satiation.

Imagine dinner at a restaurant where one is bombarded by a 
myriad of sounds, aromas, conversations, and décor. Even so, satia-
tion with the large chicken entrée still seems to creep in. It seems 
that, although immersed in variety, people consider only particular 
stimuli (i.e., the meal itself) as a potential source of variety. People 
seem to place stimuli into different subcategories, with satiation be-
ing affected only by “relevant” stimuli in the same subcategory.

Given this role of categorization, we propose a non-monotonic 
relationship between similarity and satiation. When similarity is 
high, we predict increases in similarity will increase satiation. This 
follows from past work on variety and satiation (e.g., Rolls et al. 
1984). However, when similarity is low, we predict increasing simi-
larity will decrease satiation because it encourages people to appreci-
ate the full variety in the overall experience. Three studies confirm 
these predictions. 

Study 1 asked participants (n=84) to rate their enjoyment while 
eating seven chocolate candies. Participants were told they would be 
periodically asked to also eat small crackers. In the related condition, 
participants were told that the crackers were another snack food; 
in the unrelated condition, they were told the crackers were fillers 
between candy ratings. Participants satiated faster in the unrelated 
condition than the related condition. Framing the filler crackers as 
another snack food (i.e., more similar) actually decreased satiation.

 Study 2 replicated these results for participants (n=150) listen-
ing to a classical music piece twelve times. Here, participants were 
told that between clips they would hear nature sounds. Participants in 
the related condition were told, “from time to time, you will also hear 
some nature sounds that are much like music. Research has found 
that nature sounds follow patterns and rhythms often found in clas-
sical music.” Those in the unrelated condition were told, “from time 
to time, you will also hear some nature sounds to fill time in between 
the music.” Results show ratings of enjoyment declined slower in 
the related condition than the unrelated condition. Process evidence 
indicates that perceptions of variety mediate this effect – the variety 


