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Four studies explore how the concept of survival unconsciously influences people‘s food choices. Results show that the survival

mindset activates a sense of resource scarcity, which consequently biases people’s preferences towards compensating with more

filling and higher-calorie foods. Additional evidence reverses the survival mindset towards healthier food choices.
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Past research also has shown that scarce products are highly 
desirable (Verhallen 1982; Verhallen 1994; Inman, Peter and Raghu-
bir 1997). In this paper, we manipulate people’s beliefs about how 
scarce a product is, and observe a slower satiation rate associated 
to its consumption. We also show that the increased enjoyment is 
not due to an improvement in perceived taste associated with beliefs 
about higher quality of the stimulus, as ratings of initial liking are 
the same for stimuli that are believed to be either scarce or common. 
Instead, we find that attention to the quantity consumed mediates 
the effect. This is because when people encounter a situation where 
they have access to a scarce product, they will feel an urge to take 
advantage of this rare opportunity, and this leads them to consume it 
in larger amounts. 

This phenomenon may have an evolutionary foundation. Cov-
asa and Ritter (1999) have shown that rats develop the ability to be-
come less sensitive to the consumption of oleate, an important com-
pound present in fat. Since lipids are scarce nutrients that this species 
does not have frequent access to, in the rare occasions they do, they 
will consume it in abundant amounts, given the uncertainty about 
when the next time they will have access to it will be. 

This reduced sensitivity to oleate in rats is similar to a human 
loss of the ability to keep track of consumption of a presumably 
scarce product. In this case, the insensitivity to satiation to a stimu-
lus believed to be scarce is not physiological but psychological in 
nature, as the elements tested in our studies cannot be identified by 
the human body as being vital for survival as is the case of oleate 
in rats. Three studies provide support to our hypothesis that making 
people believe that a product is scarce will decrease the satiation rate 
during consumption.

Study 1 provides evidence for the effect in a consumption set-
ting. We asked participants to consume chocolate and provide se-
quential ratings of their enjoyment of the experience in a between-
subjects design. Half of the participants were told that the chocolate 
they were eating was made from cocoa grains that grew only in a 
few places of the world during a limited time every year, which led 
them to believe it was scarce. The other half were told that it grew 
in many parts of the world throughout the year, which indicated that 
it was widely available. It is important to mention that this scarcity 
manipulation did not make participants believe that one stimulus 
was of higher quality than the other, as they only differed in terms 
of their natural availability. This was reflected in our results, which 
showed that participants provided equal initial enjoyment ratings for 
the chocolate in both conditions. However, participants in the scarce 
condition subsequently satiated from the chocolate at a slower pace. 
A mediation analysis showed that the differences in the slopes of 
satiation between conditions, was explained by attention to the quan-
tity being consumed.

Study 2 replicated the results of the first study and demonstrated 
the generalizability of the effect using Hawaiian landscapes pictures 
as stimuli. In a between-subjects setting similar to the one used in 
Study 1, it was shown that participants satiated slower from looking 
at the pictures when they were told that these belonged to landscapes 
that could be captured only during a limited time every year due to 
environmental factors. 

Study 3 provides further support for attention to quantity as the 
underlying mechanism behind the effect. In a design similar to Study 
1, it was shown that the difference in enjoyment of the chocolate 
between the scarce and the common conditions disappeared when 
participants were asked how many pieces of candy they had eaten at 
the end of every consumption episode.

This research contributes towards the understanding of the psy-
chological nature of satiation by looking at a new dimension of the 

consumption experience. It is demonstrated that erroneous beliefs 
about the nature of a stimulus can affect the rate at which people 
satiate from it. This paper also introduces an additional benefit of 
promoting scarcity in the marketplace, as it is shown that people sa-
tiate at a slower pace from products that are claimed to be scarce, 
regardless of the veracity of these claims.

Survival Mindset and Food Choices

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
As the war on obesity wages on, consumer researchers remain 

motivated to learn more about the reasons why people continue to 
make poor food choices. Past research on food choice has shown that 
people’s poor food choices can result from their own misconceptions 
related to food (Chandon and Wansink 2007), cognitive resources 
(Shiv and Fedorikhin 1999), emotional state (Ramanathan and Wil-
liams 2007), and food choices made from prior meals in the day 
(Khare and Inman 2006).  

We propose an alternative explanation to people’s unhealthy 
food choices. Certain people engage in a survival mindset and in-
stinctively eat filling and high-calorie food, often without consid-
eration of the overall healthiness or even tastiness of the food. We 
define survival mindset as a sense of adversity and resource depri-
vation that one must withstand by making the best use of one’s re-
sources in order to live longer (Hill and Stamey 1990). The concept 
of survival is a lingering concern as unemployment rates continue to 
hover around 10% within the United States (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics 2010). However, this sense of resource deprivation need 
not be economic in nature; it can refer to food, water, shelter, and 
other basic resources that humans require to function. This mindset, 
when activated, leads consumers to choose food items perceived to 
be more filling or higher-calorie to compensate for the sense of re-
source deprivation and to aid sustainability. 

Across four studies, we use an array of priming procedures to 
activate a survival mindset, and provide evidence for the processes 
that lead from a survival mindset to consumers’ food choices. Study 1 
shows that a survival mindset leads to choices of food items perceived 
to be more filling (i.e., keep people fed longer). Study 2 differen-
tiates a survival mindset from a willingness to indulge by showing 
that a survival mindset leads to choices of food items that are high 
in calories, while a willingness to indulge leads to choices of food 
items that are tasty. Study 3 shows that a survival mindset can lead to 
choices of food items that are tasty and unhealthy, but that increas-
ing the perception of the amount of resources available attenuates the 
effect of a survival mindset on these choices, compared to people in 
a pleasure-seeking mindset. Study 4 shows that a survival mindset 
leads to choices of filling food items when this mindset is associated 
with perceptions of short duration (i.e., survival in the short term), but 
that it can lead to choices of healthy food items when it is associated 
with perceptions of long duration (i.e., survival in the long term).

Study 1 primed people with the concept of survival and found 
that these people are more likely to select filling food compared to 
people who are not primed. We either asked participants to write 
about what is important for survival (survival condition) or not (con-
trol condition). After the writing task, participants chose between a 
(less filling) grilled chicken caesar salad and a (more filling) turkey 
and cheese sandwich. Participants primed with survival are more 
likely to select the sandwich than the control group participants. Ad-
ditionally, neither group differed in anxiety or mortality salience, rul-
ing them out as alternative explanations (Greenberg, Solomon, and 
Pyszczynski 1997).
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Study 2 primed survival versus pleasure and observed people’s 
preferences for a foot-long sub, depending on whether the sub was 
framed as being high-calorie versus tasty. Participants completed 
a scrambled word task containing either survival words (i.e., defi-
ciency, outlast) or pleasure words (i.e., indulgence, pleasantness). 
We show that people primed with the concept of survival favor the 
sub more when framed as high-calorie, while the pleasure primed 
participants favor the sub when framed as tasty. Study 2 shows that 
the survival prime is distinct from a pleasure prime and that people 
primed with survival are not choosing high calorie foods out of taste 
and indulgence (Raghunathan, Naylor, and Hoyer 2006).

Study 3 shows money is a moderating variable that has the po-
tential to alleviate perceived resource deprivation and attenuate the 
effect of the survival prime on food choice. We used a lexical deci-
sion task to prime people with either survival or pleasure and then 
ask them to choose between cupcakes and a garden salad. Addition-
ally, some participants were given one dollar under the guise of a 
thank you gift. Participants primed with survival selected cupcakes 
without money and the healthier garden salad with money. Pleasure 
primed participants primarily selected cupcakes regardless of receiv-
ing money or not. The results show how to assist survival-primed 
consumers to make healthier food decisions.

Study 4 used a procedure similar to study 1 and introduced the 
concept of survival duration as a moderating variable between the 
survival prime and food choice. We manipulated duration by hav-
ing participants think about how long or short various events last 
and show that this carries over into how long survival is thought to 
last. Participants primed with the belief of short-term survival (short 
duration) were more likely to choose the (unhealthier) sandwich. By 
contrast, participants primed with the belief of long-term survival 
(long duration) were more likely to choose the (healthier) salad. 
Mediation evidence is provided, where survival short-duration par-
ticipants select food according to what’s filling, while the survival 
long-duration participants select food according to what’s healthier.

Our research demonstrates people’s reasons for some of their 
food choices. This research is unique in that no study that we know 
of has specifically examined how a survival mindset influences 
people’s food choices. Oftentimes, the most filling and high-calorie 
foods are seen as being a sort of hedonistic “comfort food.” How-
ever, our theory supports the notion that in certain circumstances, 
people might view these foods as purposeful and utilitarian rather 
than hedonistic in function. Furthermore, we find promising results 
in our later studies, suggesting ways in which we can attenuate the 
effect of the survival mindset on food choice and help consumers to 
make healthier food choices.  

There’s Only One Left, Do I Want It? : The Effects 
of Brand and Display Characteristics on Purchase 

Intentions for Scarce Products

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Retail executives know that the presentation of their products 

matters. The general belief is that pristine aisles with fully stocked 
shelves and perfectly organized product displays can increase pur-
chase intentions, whereas cluttered aisles with empty shelves and 
messy displays lower them.  Although retailers currently strive to 
keep shelves and displays fully stocked and organized in the belief 
that this will maximize sales, it may be the case that this, in fact, 
is not the best way to increase revenues. In this paper, we examine 
whether, and under what conditions, the organization, appearance, 

and number of products on retail shelf displays will impact purchase 
intentions for those products.

By looking at a product display, consumers are exposed to the 
type of product, whether the brand is familiar or unfamiliar, how 
many products are available, the appearance of the product display, 
and the prices associated with the product.  While each of these cues 
provides independent information about the products being dis-
played, we study the interactive effects of these cues on consumer 
inferences and purchase intentions.  For example, imagine a con-
sumer at a supermarket who is considering buying a product from a 
disorganized display with only one product left on the shelf.  Will the 
scarce product availability and appearance of the display interact in a 
way that systematically influences the consumer’s preference for the 
product?  Prior research in the scarcity literature suggests that scar-
city attributed to market conditions (i.e., popularity) should increase 
the desirability of a product (Verhallen 1982; Verhallen and Robben 
1994).  However, most of this research has not focused on how the 
availability of the product interacts with other important cues in the 
retail environment to affect purchase intentions, nor how cues in the 
retail environment influence perceptions of scarcity.  Our research 
thus looks at how cues in the retail environment, such as the appear-
ance of the shelf or the familiarity of the brands on the shelf, interact 
with the availability of the product to influence purchase intentions.  
In the proposed scenario, the fact that the display is disorganized and 
there is only one product left may suggest that others are buying the 
product; therefore, consumers may infer that the scarcity is due to 
popularity and preference for the product may increase.  However, 
if consumers are familiar with the brand, then they will use other in-
formation about the product to make their decision, thereby reducing 
the effect of such cues on purchase intentions.

Prior research on shelf displays has focused on topics such as as-
sortment and assortment reductions, amount of category space, num-
ber of stock keeping units, amount of space allocated to a product, 
shelf locations, the effectiveness of product displays, and stockouts 
(e.g., Chandon, Hutchinson, Bradlow and Young 2009; Turley and 
Milliman 2000; Fitzsimons 2000).  However, little research has ad-
dressed the interaction of retail cues such as the appearance of the shelf 
display and the availability of the product on consumer preference.  

Our research offers three important contributions.  First, we 
examine how specific cues in the retail environment, such as the 
messiness of the shelf display, interact with the availability of the 
product (i.e., the number of products available on display) to in-
fluence perceptions of product popularity and purchase intentions.  
Second, we examine how the availability of the product interacts 
with characteristics of the product itself, such as its familiarity and 
whether or not it is a food product, to influence purchase intentions.  
Third, we show how other characteristics of the product, such as its 
price, moderate these effects and how these effects translate into the 
impressions of the store that sells them. In so doing, we are able to 
develop a comprehensive theoretical model of how scarcity operates 
in the retail environment, identifying when it increases purchase in-
tentions, when it decreases purchase intentions, as well as the under-
lying mechanisms driving these two divergent outcomes. 

Across a series of five studies, we find when consumers in-
fer that products are scarce due to popularity, consumers are more 
likely to buy these products because of quality perceptions, but only 
when they are unfamiliar nonfood brands.  We also find that scarce 
products are less likely to be purchased when they are familiar food 
brands because of contamination effects.  In addition, we find that 
the price of the product is an important moderator of these effects.


