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consumers believe that highly similar products are better substitutes, in fact moderately similar products prompt an abstract view of
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Consumers frequently substitute for products that are out-of-

stock (Emmelhainz, Stock, and Emmelhainz 1991; Peckham 1963), 
too expensive (Bucklin and Srinivasan 1991), too unhealthy (Tuo-
rila, Kramer, and Cardello 1997) or otherwise unattainable. De-
spite the prevalence of substitution, there is little research on what 
makes a replacement product an effective substitute. This research 
investigates the relationship between product similarity and substitu-
tion. We show that although consumers believe that highly similar 
products are better substitutes, in fact moderately similar products 
more effectively satisfy the consumer’s desire for the original. For 
example, if a consumer is looking forward to a Coca-Cola but finds 
it unavailable, our data suggest that another brand of cola (a highly 
similar product) will be a worse substitute than a lemon-lime soda 
(a moderately similar product), although the consumer believes the 
opposite.

Substitutes are defined as products that fulfill the same goal 
(Kruglanski et al. 2002; Lewin 1935). The degree of substitutabil-
ity between products is not a fixed property but can vary depending 
on the particular goal at hand (Ratneshwar, Pechmann, and Shocker 
1996; Ratneshwar and Shocker 1991). Typically substitutability is 
measured by examining the change in quantity demanded of one 
product in response to a change in the price of another (Hicks 1963; 
Slutsky 1960) or by the likelihood of consuming one product after 
consuming another (Lattin and McAlister 1985). In this research, 
we operationalize effective substitution as the degree to which a re-
placement product fulfills the consumer’s desire for the unattained 
product. 

Because a replacement product is intended to fulfill the goal 
associated with an unattained product, consumers often choose re-
placements that share features with the unattained product (e.g., 
Yelp Review 2012). Thus we propose that consumers will predict 
that highly similar products will be better substitutes than moderately 
similar ones. However, in contrast to consumers’ beliefs, we predict 
that moderately similar products will serve as more effective sub-
stitutes than highly similar ones. While earlier work on substitution 
using the task-interruption paradigm (Child and Grosslight 1947; 
Lissner 1933) suggests that similar substitutes will be more effec-
tive than dissimilar substitutes, we focus on the difference between 
highly similar and moderately similar products. 

We propose that moderately similar substitutes will be more ef-
fective because they prompt an abstract view. The goal that motivates 
consumption of a product can be viewed at different levels of ab-
straction (Huffman, Ratneshwar, and Mick 2000; Vallacher and We-
gner 1987). If a dissimilar (versus similar) replacement encourages 
consumers to think about the motivation for consumption abstractly 
(e.g., drinking soda instead of drinking cola), this could make the re-
placement seem better suited to fulfill the goal. Following this logic, 
a moderately similar replacement will appear less satisfactory and, as 
a result, be a less effective substitute than a moderately similar one.

Our first study demonstrates these effects by comparing con-
sumer’s beliefs about substitution with their experiences. Partici-
pants were led to believe that they would eat Cheerios, but instead 
were given Merry-O’s, a fictitious brand of breakfast cereal. Some 
participants, the forecasters, imagined eating Merry-O’s, and pre-
dicted how effectively it would substitute for Cheerios, while the 
others, the experiencers, actually ate Merry-O’s (which in reality 

was Cheerios) and then rated how well it substituted for Cheerios. In 
the highly similar condition, Merry-O’s shared a number of features 
with Cheerios (e.g., similar packaging and both are “a good source 
of fiber”) and in the moderately similar condition, Merry-O’s had 
more distinct features (e.g., dissimilar packing and “a good source of 
vitamins and minerals” compared with Cheerios which was “a good 
source of fiber”). As shown in figure 1, the forecasters predicted that 
Merry-O’s would be a more effective substitute in the highly similar 
condition than in the moderately similar condition whereas experi-
encers showed the opposite pattern. Notably, these effects cannot be 
explained by participants negatively characterizing Merry-O’s as a 
copycat brand. 

Figure 1. Substitution Effectiveness
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Our second study extends the first by demonstrating that sat-
isfaction with the replacement product mediates the effect. As part 
of an ostensible taste test participants were given a choice between 
drinking Coke and Pepsi in one condition and Sprite and 7up in an-
other condition. Later, participants were told that the soda they had 
selected was out of stock and were given one of two replacement 
beverages: a store brand of cola or a store brand of lemon-lime soda. 
Thus, all participants either received a moderately similar beverage 
(lemon-lime when they expected cola or cola when they expected 
lemon-lime) or a highly similar beverage (e.g., cola when they ex-
pected cola). The results showed that the moderately similar replace-
ment beverage was consistently a more effective substitute than the 
highly similar beverage. For instance, lemon lime soda was a better 
substitute for Coke than for Sprite. This effect of similarity on sub-
stitution effectiveness was mediated by satisfaction with the replace-
ment.   

Our third study provides support for the underlying mechanism: 
the degree to which participants think abstractly or concretely about 
their consumption goal. Participants evaluated 16 classic songs and 
were told that they would get to listen to their favorite. However they 
were later told that their favorite song was unavailable and listened 
to a replacement song that was either moderately or highly similar 
based on their similarity ratings. Replicating our previous results, a 
moderately similar song was more satisfying and a better substitute 
than a highly similar one. Providing support for our predictions about 
the abstractness of participants’ thinking, the result was mediated by 
the specificity of the purpose, suggesting that a moderately similar 
replacement prompts an abstract view, making the replacement more 
satisfying and a more effective substitute.
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In summary, our research suggests that the lay theory that high-
ly similar products make the best substitutes is incorrect. Instead, 
moderately similar replacements encourage consumers to adopt an 
abstract view, making the replacement a more effective substitute. 
By improving our understanding of the determinants of effective 
substitution this research offers insights to help consumers make bet-
ter choices and help firms design products to better suit their needs.
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