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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Consumers must compete among themselves for a variety of 

goods, services, discounts, and prizes available in the marketplace.  
For instance, consumers compete with one another when they enter 
a sweepstakes, contest, or lottery, they also compete when bidding 
in an auction, making dinner reservations on Saturday night, when 
waiting in line for black Friday deals, or when submitting an offer 
on a house or rental application in a tight market.  Here we are in-
terested in factors that influence consumers’ motivation to engage in 
competition with other consumers.  Our investigation builds upon a 
recent finding from social psychology referred to as “The N-effect” 
which states that as the number of competitors increases, competitive 
motivation decreases, even when the rewards and outcomes are held 
constant (Garcia and Tor 2009).  

The current studies advance this theory by assessing whether 
the features of two types of common contests where consumers com-
pete, lotteries where contestants simply enter their names in a draw-
ing, and competitions where contestants must submit a skill-based 
work, will moderate the effects of group size on consumers’ motiva-
tion to engage in consumer competition in the marketplace.  

Past work on competition in marketing has focused almost ex-
clusively on the firm-perspective of competing for customers or pio-
neering/competitive advantage (e.g. Day and Wensley 1983; Golder 
and Tellis 1993; Hunt and Morgan 1995; Schmalensee 1982) or uti-
lizing a game theoretic approach (e.g. Moorthy 1985).  One excep-
tion is auction theory (see Klemperer 1999) and the use of auctions 
as a context for consumer research (e.g. Ariely and Simonson 2003; 
Hoffman, Menkhaus, Chakravarti, Field, and Whipple 1993).   Auc-
tions are an interesting context to examine consumer competition, 
but differ fundamentally in several theoretically relevant ways.  First, 
to win an auction one can always spend more, but in some consumer 
contests – such as those involving skill – consumers are bound by 
their abilities or effort and an increasing outlay of money will not 
guarantee success.  Second, auctions are dynamic, and bidders can 
observe other bids and update accordingly.  Most consumer contests 
are static, or include several static steps – consumers cannot see other 
submissions and update their own, for instance.  Other work on com-
petition has examined it in terms of payoffs, decisions, and strate-
gies.  Here, we are interested in the internal motivational forces that 
impel consumers to compete in the marketplace.  We are interested 
in how one-shot consumer contests of different formats and sizes 
affect the likelihood of consumers to compete.  To the best of our 
knowledge, very little research has been conducted on these topics. 

Liu et al. (2007) utilize a game-theoretic approach to suggest op-
timal designs of consumer contests.  They draw a distinction between 
“lottery-like” contests where the winner is determined by chance, 
and contests where the winner is determined by who performed the 
best on a specific skilled task.  Here we compare skilled consumer 
contests to “lottery-like” contests and assess how consumers’ mo-
tivation to participate is affected by the number of competitors in-
volved in the contest. Skill is not systematically varied in the original 
N-effect paper; however, we examine this variable in the present re-
search because it is relevant to participation in consumer contests. If 
social comparison drives the N-effect (Garcia and Tor 2009) effect 
than we should observe it more in skilled than non-skilled contexts, 
because people will be more likely to compare to others in situa-

tions involving skill. On the other hand, if the N-effect is driven by 
a simple diffusion of competition, a psychological situation that may 
occur if people simply become less interested in competing when 
there are more people, than we should observe the N-effect in both 
types of contests.

In Study 1, participants imagined they were entering an essay 
contest (skilled) or a random lottery drawing (non-skilled) sponsored 
by an online travel booking service.  The prize was an all inclusive 
travel package. Participants’ competitors were either other students 
in their experimental session (about 10) or all students completing 
experiments that semester (about 1,000).  The top 20% of entrants 
would win the prize. 

Participants were more likely to enter the lottery than the skilled 
contest, (F(1, 40) = 18.09, p < .001). This main effect was qualified 
by an interaction, (F(1, 40) = 4.98, p < .04).  Participants were less 
likely to enter the essay contest when the group was large (M = 3.0) 
than when it was small (M = 4.73), t(1,20)= 2.67, p< .015), the N-
effect.  This difference did not materialize for participants entering a 
lottery (Mlarge-lottery = 5.8 vs. Msmall-lottery = 5.6; ns). These results suggest 
that the size of the competition group affects consumers’ participa-
tion in skill-based contests but not non-skilled ones.  

Based on Langer’s work on the illusion of control, we predicted 
that consumers selecting their own number in a lottery-like contest 
may treat it like a skilled task compared to those assigned a number. 
To test how this would affect consumer motivation, consumers in 
study 2 imagined competing in a contest with 100 [1,000) other con-
sumers to win a $100 prepaid debit card. Half chose [were assigned] 
their raffle number. Tickets to enter the contest cost $5 and 2% of the 
entrants would win the prize. There was an interaction between the 
size of the competition group and choice versus assigned numbers 
on likelihood to enter the raffle, F (1, 100) = 6.27, p < .02.  Con-
sumers choosing their number (“skilled” condition) were more likely 
compete when faced with a small group (M = 4.0) than when faced 
with a large group (M=2.8), t(1, 52) = 2.60, p < .02. In contrast, the 
competitive motivation of consumers assigned a number were not 
affected by group size (Mlarge = 3.6; Msmall = 3.2, ns). Results from a 
third study conceptually replicated study 2 in a more realistic context 
with consumers from the general population.

This initial investigation begins to identify some of the condi-
tions under which the size of the competition group affects consum-
ers’ motivation to compete in the marketplace. This work has im-
plications not only for consumer contests but for other areas where 
consumers compete amongst each other.  
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