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Price-generation tasks are widely used to measure consumers’ willingness-to-pay (WTP). Despite their simplicity and flexibility, we

find that consumers often face difficulties to correctly perform such tasks. Specifically, consumers’ who lack ability and motivation

are likely to engage in satisficing behavior, which has negative effects on external validity of measures.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Knowing consumers’ willingness-to-pay (WTP) is fundamental 

to managers engaging in consumer-oriented pricing strategies and 
tactics. To gauge consumers’ WTP, marketing researchers frequently 
prefer, and rely on, direct WTP measurement approaches such as the 
open-ended (OE) question format. The OE question format is widely 
used by various professional market research firms and compared to 
indirect approaches to measure WTP (e.g., conjoint analysis) direct 
approaches have the advantage of simplicity, which explains their 
enduring popularity with practitioners. They are simple to explain, 
easy to implement, and never fail to generate timely information at 
a low cost. In addition, recent research has found that the external 
validity of direct approaches is not always necessarily inferior to in-
direct approaches (Miller et al. 2011). 

With the OE question format, respondents are directly asked to 
state their maximum WTP for the specific product under consider-
ation (Arrow et al. 1993; Mitchell and Carson 1989). As this format 
does not provide respondents with a selection of answering options, 
the respondents have unlimited degrees of freedom to come up with 
an estimate of their maximum WTP. This is why the OE question 
format is also referred to as “price-generation task” (Chernev 2003). 
These price-generation tasks are very flexible and allow consumers 
to precisely articulate their willingness to pay. Viewed from an eco-
nomics standpoint, this flexibility is one of the reasons why price-
generation tasks are potentially superior to price-selection tasks as 
a way to determine WTP if one assumes that consumers have estab-
lished preferences that can easily be translated into monetary terms 
(Varian 1999). From a behavioral perspective this, however, is not 
necessarily the case as respondents have to go through a cognitively 
demanding multi-stage process to generate the answer (Krosnick 
1991). In such situations, when optimally answering a survey ques-
tion would require substantial cognitive effort, Krosnick (1991) 
argues that some respondents are tempted to shorten the cognitive 
route and simply provide a reasonably satisfactory answer instead, a 
behavior coined as “satisficing”. The likelihood of engaging in such 
satisficing behavior is seen to be regulated by three factors: task dif-
ficulty, ability, and motivation. Given that price-generation tasks are 
generally perceived as difficult because consumers are not used to 
name their own price, and that some respondents potentially lack 
ability or motivation to perform this particular task, satisficing be-
havior is likely to occur in price-generation tasks. 

In this paper, we propose that satisficing behavior in price-gen-
eration task can lead to a reporting of other price-types than WTP, 
which are more salient to the respondent and thus require less cogni-
tive effort to generate. In a first study, we test whether the theoreti-
cal framework of satisficing can explain this observed behavior. For 
this purpose, we elicit WTP using both a price-generation and an 
incentive-aligned task for an innovative digital camera prior to mar-
ket introduction. We find that 40.71 percent of the test persons indeed 
do not report their WTP and also find clear evidence that satisficing is 
more likely to happen among consumers who lack ability and moti-
vation to perform the fully cognitive process of the price-generation 
task. In addition, expertise can explain the reporting of internal-
reference prices instead of WTP. This effect is u-shaped, such that 
consumers with a low or high level of expertise are the most likely 

to report internal-reference prices. For consumers with high levels of 
expertise, this result is intuitive as for them it will require little cogni-
tive effort to come up with an internal reference price relative to the 
cognitive effort needed to construct WTP. These results are in line 
with theory and suggest that not all respondents are equally capable 
of performing the price-generation task. We also find that satisfic-
ing has an effect of the external validity of the WTP statements. If 
a price-type different from WTP is reported, prices are substantially 
biased. If WTP is reported, this bias was significantly lower. This 
result is confirmed in both between- and within-subjects data. 

In a second study, we replicate the external validity test for a 
lower-priced product. Again, a large proportion of the respondents 
report other price-types than WTP (55.72 percent). We find that if all 
elicited data is used for further analysis, measures that we calculate 
based on these data were all significantly biased. In contrast, if we 
focus on data from optimizing respondents, the bias was not only 
significantly lower, but it fully vanishes. This result holds for a num-
ber of statistical tests, such as comparing means or distributions, and 
also for a managerial relevant test, such as the outcome of a pricing 
decision based on these data. Interestingly, this group of optimizing 
respondents does not differ from the sample population in terms of 
demographics. 

We believe that our study is among the first to offer a plausible 
explanation for the frequently reported hypothetical bias in empirical 
WTP studies. Our results suggest that consumer responses to price-
generation tasks cannot always be interpreted as WTP. Intriguingly, 
the behavior that leads to this result can come from unlikely sources 
as experts are more likely to suffer from it. Experts are more likely 
to have stored internal reference prices. As reporting reference pric-
es requires much less cognitive effort compared to coming up with 
WTP, they are more prone to engage in satisficing behavior. 

Our research is limited in that the price-type selection task does 
not account for possible uncertainty at the individual level. We do 
not know if the chosen price-type was the only one that reflected 
the stated price. However, we would assume that respondents would 
select the price-type that best reflects the type of the stated price. 
A second limitation is that it is not guaranteed that the price the re-
spondents state and later identify as WTP truly reflects WTP. Study 
1 suggests that even this value can still be biased. This indicates that 
also other possible explanations besides satisficing may explain the 
hypothetical bias. It could be worthwhile to take a more holistic ap-
proach and test various competing explanations for the bias in one 
single research setting. We leave this endeavour to future research.
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