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When a desired food is unavailable, consumers often switch to substitutes. We examine how consuming cross-category vs. within-

category substitutes influences consumption of the desired target. Although consumers prefer within-category substitutes, cross-

category substitutes are more effective in reducing craving for and consumption of the target food.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Substitutes are goods that can replace one another by satisfying, 

at least partly, the same consumers’ needs (Nicholson 1998). When 
a desired product is not available or its price is deemed too high, 
consumers may look for and switch to a substitute. Substitutes can 
be classified as within-category and cross-category substitutes based 
on whether they belong to the same or a different product category 
as the target product. Within-category substitutes are often less de-
sired than the target as they are not the consumer’s preferred choice 
(i.e., the target), but—by definition—share many features with the 
target and satisfy the same consumer needs. Store brand potato chips, 
for example, would be a within-category substitute for Lay’s potato 
chips. However, substitution can occur across product categories, 
too, where the cross-category substitute satisfies a higher level con-
sumer need as the target. For example, Rold Gold pretzels are not 
potato chips but they satisfy a consumer’s craving for snacks, so pret-
zels are a cross-category substitute for Lay’s potato chips. 

Although cross-category substitution is common (Park and 
Gupta 2011), surprisingly little research has examined how cross-
category substitutes influence consumption experiences. In the cur-
rent research, we examine how the consumption of cross-category 
versus within-category substitutes influences craving for and con-
sumption of the desired target food. Specifically, we show that al-
though consumers prefer within-category substitutes over cross-
category substitutes when the target is not available, consuming a 
cross-category substitute actually satisfies consumers’ needs better 
than within-category substitutes. 

Study 1 tested consumers’ preference for a within-category sub-
stitute and a cross-category substitute to satisfy their craving for the 
target. Participants first sampled one piece of a target chocolate (Rit-
ters Sports Hazelnut chocolate), which whetted participants’ appetite 
for the target food (Wadhwa, Shiv, and Nowlis 2008), and indicated 
how much they craved for another piece of the target chocolate. 
Participants then chose between a within-category substitute (store-
brand chocolate) and a cross-category substitute (granola bar) to 
satisfy their craving for the target chocolate by consuming a larger 
amount of their chosen substitute. 72.7% chose the within-category 
substitute. Logistic regression showed that the more participants 
craved the target after initial exposure, the more they were likely to 
choose the within-category substitute. 

In Study 2, we examined whether participants in Study 1 were 
correct in predicting that consuming the within-category rather than 
the cross-category substitute would be more effective in satisfying 
their craving for the target food. As in the previous study, participants 

first sampled one piece of the target chocolate. They then consumed 
one of three foods: the same target (Ritters chocolate), a within-cat-
egory substitute (store-brand chocolate), or a cross-category substi-
tute (granola bar) before consuming the target ad libitum. We found 
that participants who had eaten the within-category substitute sub-
sequently ate more of the target than those who had eaten the cross-
category substitute and those who had eaten the target again (the 
latter two conditions did not differ in terms of amount consumed). 
The results of Study 2 suggest that although consumers believe a 
within- rather than a cross-category substitute would better satisfy 
their craving for the target, a cross-category substitute actually sat-
isfies consumers’ craving for the target better than the within-cross 
category substitute.

Study 3 examines the role of comparison between the target and 
the substitute in the substitution effects. Participants consumed either 
a within- or cross-category substitute which is as good as the target or 
inferior to the target before consuming the target ad libitum. Among 
those who had consumed the within-category substitute, participants 
who had consumed the inferior substitute subsequently consumed 
more target than those who had consumed the substitute which was 
as good as the target. However, the amount of target consumed was 
not different between those who had consumed the cross-category 
substitute. The results suggest that substitution effect occurs because 
the within-category substitute is compared to the target food result-
ing in a contrast effect, but no such contrast arises when the cross-
category substitute is compared to the target food. 

In summary, we demonstrate that although consumers prefer 
within-category substitutes, the consumption of cross-category sub-
stitutes can be more effective in reducing craving for the target food. 
Such substitution effects are driven by contrast between the target 
and the substitute, which occurs only within the same category, but 
not across different categories.
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