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Adam Alter, New York University, USA 
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Shenghui Zhao, University of Miami, USA 

Paper  #3: Survival Mindset and Food Choices
Juliano Laran, University of Miami, USA
Anthony Salerno, University of Miami, USA
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Paper  #4: There’s Only One Left, Do I Want It?: The Effects of 
Brand and Display Characteristics on Purchase Intentions for 
Scarce Products
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SESSION OVERVIEW
One popular strategy companies use is to manage consumers’ 

perceptions of the availability of a product (Verhallen 1982; Inman, 
Peter and Raghubir 1997). Because people think that scarce products 
are more valuable, such tactic will likely increase sales. Neverthe-
less, the topic of scarcity has been under-researched in the marketing 
literature. It is imperative for marketers to learn more about when 
and with whom this practice will be more effective, in which other 
ways it could influence people’s behavior, and when it could poten-
tially backfire and hurt a firm’s performance. 

This special session proposal brings together four papers that 
study scarcity in the marketplace from four intriguing and unexplored 
angles. All of these papers are in advanced stages and have 3-5 com-
pleted studies. The session aims to provide a broader understanding 
of the phenomenon of scarcity and highlights recent developments on 
this topic area across different domains including social comparison, 
hedonic consumption, nutrition and retailing. The session demon-
strates that scarcity is a complex weapon of influence (Cialdini 2001) 
that affects not only how much people value an object but also the 
way in which they feel about themselves, their enjoyment of a con-
sumption experience, and the type of nutritional decisions they make. 
Moreover, this session shows that the effects of scarcity on product 
evaluations will vary depending on the brand and store environment.

The first paper, by Sharma and Alter, demonstrates that people 
will seek, select, and consume scarce items as a mechanism to cope 
with the negative affect associated with upward social comparison. 
They show that financially deprived individuals pay more attention 
and prefer scarce products due to their motivation to seek opportuni-
ties to restore their sense of parity relative to others. This research 
extends our knowledge of scarcity by showing that, ironically, the 
less resources people have, the higher their desire to acquire scarce 
rather than abundant products will be.

The second paper, by Sevilla, Redden and Zhao, shows that peo-
ple will not only be more likely to prefer scarce products more when 
they are financially deprived, but they will also satiate from them at 
a slower rate when they get the opportunity to consume them. The 
authors show that people satiate slower during repeated consumption 

of a product when it is presented to them as scarce. This effect is not 
explained by higher initial liking of seemingly scarce stimuli due to 
scarcity-quality inferences, instead, it is explained by an urge to take 
advantage of an apparently rare consumption opportunity, which pre-
vents people from paying attention to the amount being consumed. 

The first two papers of the session show that while people will 
pay more attention to scarce products when they are financially de-
prived, they will pay less attention to the amount consumed if they 
think a stimulus is scarce. This may suggest that through evolution, 
humans may have discovered that scarce resources are instrumental 
to the survival of their species, and consequently, have learned to 
pursue them more during hostile times, and to become less sensitive 
to satiation from them when they have the rare opportunity to con-
sume them. The third paper, by Laran, Salerno and Oza, examines 
scarcity from a survival and consumption standpoint. They show that 
people will be more likely to seek highly caloric and filling foods 
when they are primed with survival. They explain that this behavior 
is due to the adoption of a mindset that leads people to maximize the 
use of their resources. The authors rule out alternative explanations 
related to a desire to seek indulgence. They also show an attenuation 
of the effect in cases when people’s financial standing is improved 
and a reversal when subjects are primed with long as opposed to 
short term survival. This research provides an intriguing alternative 
explanation for people’s preference to consume the highly caloric 
and filling “comfort foods” during difficult times. 

While the first three papers of the session look at scarcity from 
a more intrinsic and visceral perspective, the fourth paper, by Castro, 
Nowlis and Morales, takes a more rational approach. The authors 
offer a model of how scarcity operates in the retail environment and 
explain the situations in which this cue increases and decreases pur-
chase intentions. The authors show that making a product appear to 
be scarce has a positive effect on unfamiliar brands and a negative 
effect on familiar brands. This is because scarcity cues on unfamiliar 
brands indicate that a product is highly demanded, thus, desirable. 
On the other hand, scarcity cues on familiar brands serve as mental 
contaminants and lead to lower purchase intentions. This paper rep-
resents a different approach to the study of scarcity, as it shows that 
consumers do not only have affective reactions to this type of market 
cues, but also have come to understand them as rational indicators of 
how products and brands operate in the marketplace.

We hope that this session will contribute to our understanding of 
how consumers interpret scarcity cues in the marketplace. Hopefully, 
the session will point out to new research avenues and approaches to 
the study of this relevant marketing cue. We hope to generate an in-
teresting discussion among members of our likely audience, which 
should be integrated by researchers on Retailing, Environmental cues 
for quality perceptions, Branding, Hedonic Consumption, Social Psy-
chology, and all marketers in general, including practitioners. We con-
sider that the topic of scarcity may be instrumental to build connections 
among people from different areas in Marketing as it is relevant to 
most of them, and can be studied from a wide variety of perspectives. 

Beggars Will Be Choosers: Financial Deprivation Induces 
Responsiveness to Scarcity

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
People routinely compare themselves with others on a range 

of dimensions that are salient, subjectively relevant, and difficult to 
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evaluate objectively (Festinger 1954; Suls and Miller 1977). How-
ever, these social comparisons can be distressing when they high-
light shortcomings. Specifically, comparison to a superior standard 
can produce negative affect and arousal, which people are motivated 
to resolve (Brickman and Bulman 1977; Tesser 1988). These moti-
vations, in turn, influence how people gather, process, and remem-
ber information (e.g., Balcetis and Dunning 2006; Festinger 1957; 
Heider 1958; Kunda 1990). Accordingly, we combine the literatures 
on upward social comparison and motivation to identify a novel 
mechanism by which consumers might cope with the unpleasantness 
associated with upward social comparison. We focus on consumers’ 
sense of financial wellbeing, and how feelings of financial depriva-
tion can influence their responsiveness (i.e., attention, preference, 
choice, and consumption) to stimuli in their environment.

Financial wellbeing is ripe for social comparison, as wealth is 
important to most people and difficult to evaluate in the absence of 
comparison standards (Hsee at el. 2009). We define financial depri-
vation as a state in which consumers feel financially inferior to a 
salient comparison standard—either another person or their own fi-
nancial position earlier in time. We suggest that financially deprived 
consumers are motivated to ameliorate the unpleasant arousal asso-
ciated with deprivation by responding more sensitively to stimuli 
that have the potential to restore their sense of parity relative to oth-
ers. We propose that scarce stimuli serve such a function, in contrast 
to stimuli that are abundantly available to others. 

The existing literature provides a range of evidence that scar-
city increases the desirability of goods (Fromkin 1970; Inman, Pe-
ter, and Raghubir 1997; Lessne and Notarantino 1988; Lynn 1989, 
1991, 1992; Rucker and Galinsky 2008; Simonson 1992; Verhallen 
1982). We extend this literature by proposing that consumers’ sense 
of financial deprivation will interact with their responsiveness to 
scarcity. Specifically, we suggest that consumers will attempt to re-
pair their sense of deprivation by attending to and possessing goods 
that most people cannot possess. Though non-scarce items might 
mitigate unpleasant affect and arousal as well, we suggest that only 
scarce items imply gains relative to a financially superior other per-
son (since, in theory, scarce items are less likely to be available to 
that other person). Accordingly, we expect scarce items to be less 
desirable to financially deprived people when those items are limited 
due to prior consumption by (rather than supply restrictions to) the 
general population. 

Five studies examine the influence of financial deprivation on 
consumer responsiveness to scarcity. Results demonstrate that: (1) 
financial deprivation induces sensitivity to scarce but not abundant 
stimuli; (2) sensitivity to scarcity explains the selection of goods that 
are limited versus plentiful; (3) the motivation to ameliorate feelings 
of deprivation prompts responsiveness to scarcity; and (4) these ef-
fects attenuate when consumers attribute their feelings to an external 
source. 

 In study 1, participants performed a discrimination task in 
which they determined the relative frequency of black and white 
gumballs in an array. However, half of the participants were instruct-
ed to identify which color was more frequent in the array; the other 
half identified which was less frequent. Participants also completed 
several questions regarding their financial wellbeing. People who 
felt less financially comfortable tended to discriminate between the 
black and white gumball colors with greater accuracy, but signifi-
cantly more so when the task was a framed as a scarcity (rather than 
abundance) detection exercise. The interaction between participant 
performance and task framing (scarcity vs. abundance detection) 
provides preliminary evidence that people are more sensitive to scar-
city cues when they feel financially deprived.

 Study 2 employed a similar design, but assessed responsive-
ness to scarcity with a behavioral consumption measure. Participants 
were given a cup containing 15 M&M’s of one color and 5 M&M’s 
of another color. As expected, participants who were relatively more 
financially deprived tended to consume a higher percentage of the 
scarce rather than abundant M&M’s.  

In study 3, we manipulated financial deprivation by asking par-
ticipants to write about a time when they felt either financially worse 
(deprived condition) or better (flush condition) than their peers. Par-
ticipants then completed a timed discrimination task in which they 
estimated the relative frequency of two different characters from 
the “Where’s Waldo?” book series. As predicted, participants who 
wrote about feeling deprived (vs. flush) did better at detecting scarce 
“Where’s Waldo?” characters. This study provides causal evidence of 
a relationship between deprivation and sensitivity to scarcity. 

In study 4, we employed a design similar to study 2 but com-
pared deprived participants to a neutral control group consisting 
of participants who wrote about feeling financially matched with 
their peers. Participants then made several choices between various 
scarce and abundant goods available during “Restaurant Week.” In 
line with the previous studies, participants who wrote about feeling 
deprived (versus participants in a control condition) performed with 
greater accuracy on a discrimination task (from study 1). Mediation 
analysis revealed that participants’ sensitivity to scarcity (i.e., their 
ability to detect scarce stimuli) explained their selection of scarce 
rather than abundant goods. 

In study 5, we found that deprived participants only preferred 
scarce items when they were unable to attribute the unpleasant 
arousal associated with deprivation to an external source.  Specifi-
cally, deprived participants preferred scarce (rather than abundant) 
candy except when they were led to attribute their feelings to a clip 
of whale songs (Van Boven et al. 2010) that they had heard earlier 
in the experiment. This study provides evidence that deprived par-
ticipants’ preference for scarcity is indeed driven by a motivational 
component, and cannot be explained by mere priming.

This work suggests that feeling financially deprived has sys-
tematic effects on consumer attention, preference, and choice. There 
are many real world implications of this work, particularly given the 
tendency for most people to feel financially deprived at least in some 
contexts. The effects we illustrate speak to these implications, while 
addressing factors such as mood and cognitive ability. We find that 
beggars will be choosers—choosers who prefer what’s scarce.

The Less There Is, The More I Want: 
The Effect of Scarcity on Satiation

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Satiation occurs when people find a stimulus less pleasant as they 

consume more of it (Coombs and Avrunin 1977). Although satiation 
partially depends on the objective amount consumed, recent research 
has shown that its occurrence can be delayed (Rozin 1998, Nelson and 
Meyvis 2008; Redden 2008; Nelson, Meyvis and Galak (2009), accel-
erated (Morewedge, Huh and Vosgerau 2010), or even partly reversed 
(Galak, Redden and Kruger 2009) by psychological factors.

Past research on the psychological determinants of satiation has 
looked at aspects such as memory (Rozin 1998; Galak, Redden and 
Kruger 2009), imagination (Morewedge, Huh and Vosgerau 2010), 
categorization (Redden 2008) and consumption rate (Nelson and 
Meyvis 2008; Nelson, Meyvis and Galak 2009). However, no paper 
has investigated how different beliefs about the properties of a prod-
uct affect the speed at which people satiate from it. In this research 
we show that merely telling people that a product is scarce will make 
them satiate from it at a slower pace. 


