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BEHAVIORAL PRICING

Isolating Price Promotions: The Influence of
Promotional Timing on Promotion Redemption

DANIEL SHEEHAN AND KOERT VAN ITTERSUM

ABSTRACT This research investigates how the timing of the promotional encounter, whether consumers encounter

a promotion in isolation or at the moment of choice alongside other products, influences how consumers evaluate and

redeem a promotional offer. Three studies demonstrate that isolated promotions for premium brands are more effec-

tive than traditional shelf promotions in persuading consumers to purchase the promoted product as these promotions

alter how consumers evaluate and justify purchasing the promoted products. Specifically, isolated promotions lead con-

sumers to focus relatively less on the price of the promoted product compared to its quality. This reduced focus on price

assuages the negative effect of guilt associated with purchasing a more expensive, premium brand. These findings offer

insights into consumer response to promotions, the most effective timing for promotions, and the best ways to opti-

mize promotional strategies.

A
s recent technological advancements have changed
the face of retailing, marketers have more oppor-
tunities than ever to engage and communicate

with shoppers in their shopping experiences (Van Ittersum
et al. 2013). Of great interest to retailers is how to use these
opportunities to createmeaningful communication thatpro-
vides consumers value and motivates purchasing behavior.
For example, retailers cannow track andengage their custom-
ers with various promotional offers according to their loca-
tion or the contents of their shopping basket (Hui et al.
2013). This suggests that, rather than pragmatically offer-
ing promotions alongside their products, retailers can now
separate themoment shoppers encounter a promotion from
the moment shoppers encounter the product.

As promotions are one of the most utilized tools in mar-
keting, their influence on consumer decisions has been well
documented (Mela, Gupta, and Lehmann 1997; Ailawadi,
Neslin, and Gedenk 2001). Yet despite this abundance of re-
search, there is conflict regarding how to best match these
promotions with brands to create the most attractive pro-
motional opportunity.Althoughsomeresearchhas suggested
that promotions are most effective when the benefits of the
promotion are matched to the benefits of a product, as they
work together to accentuate those benefits (Raghubir and
Corfman1999; Chandon,Wansink, and Laurent 2000), other

research suggests thatmismatchedpromotionsmaybebetter
at motivating consumers to purchase a product (Kivetz and
Zheng 2017). What is yet to be studied, however, is how the
timing of a promotion, relative to themoment of choice (i.e.,
actually selecting the product), influences which benefits of
the promotional opportunity are more salient to consumers
when considering the purchase of a promoted brand. Stated
differently, would encountering a promotional opportunity
before arriving at the product on the shelf lead to higher re-
demption likelihoods than confronting the same promotion
with the product on the shelf? We suggest that consumers
evaluate a promotional offer differently, according to the
manner in which consumers encounter a promotion, which
leads to different aspects of the redemption decision to be
more salient.

This research builds on literature regarding reason-based
choice (Shafir, Simonson, and Tversky 1993) and separate
versus joint evaluations (Hsee and Leclerc 1998) to propose
that in-store promotions may be more effective when the
benefits salient to a consumer’s evaluation are congruent
with the benefits of the promotional opportunity. As past re-
search has noted, price promotions can increase the salience
of price in consumer purchase decisions (Nunes and Park
2003), which adversely affects a shopper’s willingness to
spendmoney.Offeringpricepromotions onpremiumbrands
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could be ineffective if it makes the promoted product seem
too expensive (even with the promotional savings). If alter-
ing the timing of a promotion changes how consumers focus
on and evaluate price (Yan and Sengupta 2011), managers
may be able to mitigate this deleterious effect. We propose
that shifting the moment that consumers encounter a pro-
motion, relative to the point of purchase, reduces (increases)
the relative salience of price (quality) for shoppers when they
are considering purchasing the promoted product.

It is important to note that in this research, consumers
see either a “shelf” promotion, where the promotional mes-
sage is encountered at the moment of choice, or they see an
“isolated” promotion that is encountered in a distinct mo-
ment. In fact, we examine isolated promotions that can be
shown to customers on mobile devices or in-store displays.
Thus, not only does this research eliminate any asymmetry
in the number of times a promotional offer is seen (i.e., be-
fore and at the shelf ), but this process may also offer retail-
ers guidance regarding how to personalize promotions to
consumers. This allows retailers to target different types of
shoppers with unique promotions at distinct points in their
shopping experience according to their in-store location or
the contents of their shopping baskets (Hui et al. 2013).

This articlemakes two important contributions. First and
foremost, this is the first research to demonstrate that the
moment consumers initially encounter an in-store price pro-
motion,whether thepromotion is encounteredwithorwith-
out the promoted product on the shelf, influences redemp-
tion. In doing so, we find that isolated promotions can be
more effective for premium brands than promotions en-
countered at the moment of choice. Second, we contribute to
research-based choice literature (Shafir et al. 1993; Hsee and
Leclerc 1998; Okada 2005) by demonstrating that isolating
promotions influence how shoppers evaluate the promotion
and justify purchasing the promoted product. Specifically, iso-
lated promotions aremore likely to enhance consumers’ focus
on the quality of the promoted product, while price becomes
more salient for shelf promotions. As such, this research adds
to our understanding of how shoppers perceive opportunity
costs in purchasing decisions by demonstrating that a promo-
tion’s timingmay lead shoppers to focus on the costs of a pur-
chase decision (Frederick et al. 2009; Nunes and Park 2003).
Stated differently, while traditional shelf promotions can lead
shoppers to focus on the opportunity costs of a purchase, we
find that altering a promotion’s timing can lead shoppers to
focus more closely on a promoted product’s quality than its
price, which can have a beneficial influence on consumer sat-
isfaction and spending (Aydinli, Bertini, andLambrecht2014).

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Promotions comprise a substantial portion of marketing ex-
penditures in many industries and are used to drive sales by
encouraging brand switching among shoppers, businesses,
or other channel partners (Leone and Srinivasan 1996;Mela
et al. 1997; Ailawadi and Neslin 1998). Brand-specific price
promotions, one of the most common types of promotions,
offer consumers a variety of benefits beyond simple mone-
tary savings toattract shoppers topurchaseapromotedbrand
(Raghubir and Corfman 1999; Chandon et al. 2000). Yet the
ultimate effectiveness of a promotional offer is determined
by how it aligns with product-related factors (Chandon et al.
2000; Kivetz andZheng 2017), as specific benefits of a promo-
tion may be more salient if they match the characteristics of
the product (Chandon et al. 2000) or complement the benefits
of the product (Kivetz and Zheng 2017).

Although promotions have been shown to encourage
shoppers to switch to different brands, there is also evidence
that suggests they can occasionally backfire for retailers by
making consumers more price sensitive (Papatla and Krish-
namurthi 1996; Mela et al. 1997; Nunes and Park 2003).
This implies the effectiveness of promotions on expensive,
premium brands could be limited if shoppers become too
sensitive toward spendingmoney and can find an acceptable
product that is less expensive. As such, this research exam-
ines how changing the manner in which promotions are en-
countered shapes the benefits consumers derive from a pro-
motional offer and the promotion’s ultimate effectiveness.

For any purchase decision, consumers generally make
trade-offs between a product’s relative quality and price (Rao
and Monroe 1989), which can be shaped by the context of
the purchase decision (Briesch 1997; Yan and Senguta 2011).
Some of these contextual factors can lead consumers to base
purchase decisions primarily on a product’s quality, while
others increase the influence of price in consumer decision
making (Van Ittersum et al. 2007). Although research has
demonstrated that promotions, in general, can increase
shoppers’ focus on both price and quality, we suggest that
the manner in which consumers encounter a promotion is
an important contextual factor that dictates which one is
more salient. Specifically, we argue that altering the timing
of the promotional encounter changes the relative salience
of the product’s price and quality, influencing the consum-
er’s decision to purchase the promoted brand. This makes
different attributes of the promotion and the promoted
product more salient, which produces a different justifica-
tion for purchasing the promoted product or not (Bazerman
et al. 1999; Okada 2005; Van Ittersum et al. 2007).
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Shelf Promotions and Joint Evaluation
One commonmethod that retailers use to inform consumers
of price promotions is to place them alongside the promoted
product on the shelf. Although any promotionmay draw con-
sumers’ attention tomonetary considerations as the offer di-
rectly involves costs and spending (e.g., save $.50, 15% off ),
these shelf promotions also focus consumers’ attention on
the costs of a promoted product due to the context in which
they are evaluated. In this context, consumers not only en-
counter information about the price promotion but also
glean information about the promoted brand and competing
alternatives. This influences how consumers evaluate the
promotion and consider purchasing the promoted product.

Even without competing alternatives available, shelf
promotions focus consumer attention on the costs of the
promoted brand. In fact, consumers generally integrate the
promotional savings with the product’s price (Nunes and
Park 2003; Biswas et al. 2013) and evaluate a promotion’s
attractiveness according to the absolute value of the promo-
tion, the brands’ original net price, and the difference be-
tween the two.

This focus on price is likely to be stronger when consum-
ers encounter shelf promotions in the midst of other com-
peting alternatives. In this context, consumers determine
which option to purchase by not only evaluating the promo-
tional savings but also comparing the potential costs of the
promoted brand to the cost of purchasing other available
brands. For instance, although a price promotion may make
a specific brand more attractive, its attractiveness will be
greater (weaker) if the promotion makes a promoted brand
less (more) expensive than the other alternatives. Given the
idiosyncrasies between competing alternatives and the ab-
stract nature of non-price-related attributes (e.g., quality),
the mere process of comparing options will lead consumers
to focus on price information that is easier to compare across
brands (Hsee and Leclerc 1998).

This line of thinking suggests that shoppers’ redemption
decisions for shelf promotions are ultimately driven by sav-
ingmoney, rather thanpurchasingupgradedproduct (Bazer-
man et al. 1999). Although the discount offered through
shelf promotions may entice shoppers to purchase the pro-
moted brand, this process will be primarily contingent on
the final price of the product resulting from the magnitude
of the savings and/or the original price of the product. If the
savings offered by the promotion are not sufficient relative
to the prices of the competing alternatives, the product may
still be judged as too expensive and not purchased. In this
case, a promoted itemmay seemoverly indulgent, ultimately

triggering guilt and dissuading consumers from purchasing
the promoted product (Prelec and Loewenstein 1998; Kivetz
and Simonson 2002). Stated differently, if shoppers are es-
pecially focused on price, theymay choose the less expensive
option to avoid feeling guilty about overspending (Okada
2005).

In sum, although promotions offer various benefits to
shoppers (Chandon et al. 2000), their effectiveness in gener-
ating additional sales of premiumbrandsmay bemitigated if
the promotion draws too much attention to price (Nunes
andPark 2003) and enhances the perceived costs of purchas-
ing a more expensive brand (Frederick et al. 2009). We sug-
gest that alteringwhen consumers encounter the promotion
may alleviate this adverse effect and increase the redemp-
tion of promoted premium brands.

Isolated Promotions and Separate Evaluation
Isolated promotions are promotions shoppers encounter in-
dependently from the point-of-purchase for the promoted
product. In these situations, consumers are only presented
with the promotional offer (e.g., save $1.50 on Starbucks,
50% off DiGiorno Frozen Pizza). Thus, shoppers only con-
sider the information about the promotional opportunity
rather than information that is not explicitly presented,
such as the product’s net price and/or relative expense com-
pared to other options (KahnemanandFrederick2002). Sup-
port for this premise is found in the choice literature indicat-
ing that consumers ignore competing options for goods and
experiences not explicitly presented (Loewenstein andPrelec
1993; Frederick et al. 2009).Without this information, shop-
pers place greater weight on the benefits of the promotional
opportunity and less on the opportunity costs andbenefits of
the competing options (Slovic 1972; Kahneman and Freder-
ick 2002; Frederick et al. 2009). This, in turn, encourages
shoppers to consider the merits of the premium brand rela-
tively more than its costs (Hsee and Leclerc 1998; Frederick
et al. 2009), lessening consumers’ focus on the utilitarian
savings offered by the promotion. Furthermore, research
has shown that altering temporal components of a decision
can alter how consumers evaluate a product’s price (Yan and
Senguta 2011). These both suggest that isolated promotions
should be most effective for premium brands as they are gen-
erally positioned on benefits instead of costs.

In summary, we propose that isolated promotions in-
crease the likelihood that shoppers evaluate the promoted
premium brand positively and redeem the promotion. Alter-
natively, shelf promotions will be less effective as shoppers
will bemore inclined to compare it and its price to competing
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alternatives.We suggest that evaluations and purchase deci-
sions are driven by the salience of information at the time of
the purchase decision. As such, we formally propose:

H1: Isolated promotions lead to higher purchase in-
tentions for premiumproducts than shelf promotions.

H2: This effect of isolated promotions is driven by
how isolated (shelf ) promotions:

H2a: increase the relative salience of quality (price),

H2b: improve (deteriorate) evaluations of the pro-
moted premium brand, and

H2c: assuage (enhance) the guilt associated with pur-
chasing premium brand.

To empirically examine the influence of isolated promo-
tions, we conducted three studies. Study 1 offers initial ev-
idence of the benefit of isolated promotions on the redemp-
tion of premium brands, while also providing support for
our theoretical framework by demonstrating that isolated
promotions increase the salience of a product’s quality, which
subsequently drives redemption decisions. Study 2 provides
corroborating evidence andfinds that isolated promotions re-
duce the salience of price. As a result, shopperswho receive an
isolated promotion experience less guilt about purchasing a
premium brand and are more inclined to redeem the promo-
tion. Study 3 tests the effect in a realistic purchase environ-
ment as study participants select brands in an experimental
physical grocery store and demonstrates the mediating im-
pact of isolated promotions on redemption via more favor-
able product evaluation and lower levels of guilt.

STUDY 1

Study 1 used two online tasks to investigate how promotion
type influences the evaluation of the promoted product. First,
participants completed a simulated shopping trip task where
they would select a grocery item (out of a set of four possible
options) from 11 different product categories. Then partici-
pants completed a word recognition task to examine how
the promotion influenced their thoughts about the promoted
product. The study was a between-subjects experiment in
which 305 online participants from Amazon’s Mechanical
Turk (MTurk) were randomly assigned to one of three condi-
tions (isolated promotion vs. a shelf promotion vs. no promo-
tion control condition). Participants averaged29.84years old,
and 51.2% were female.

Procedure and Design
At the start of the experiment, participants were told that
theywould complete two tasks: a simulated grocery shopping
task where they would make several grocery purchases and a
word recognition task that examined how they thought
about one of the presented products. In the simulated shop-
ping trip task, participants were asked to make a series of
grocery purchase decisions that approximated a shopping
trip. Although they would be making 11 purchase decisions,
our focus was on the 11th decision (i.e., frozen pizza) that in-
cluded the promoted brand (i.e., Freschetta Frozen Pizza).

For each product category, participants were presented
with four options with each featuring a picture, brand name,
and price (set according to their prices at a national grocery
retailer). As the focus of the study was to examine the role of
a promotion type on consumers’ redemption behavior, par-
ticipants were randomly assigned to one of three promotion
conditions. In the isolated promotion condition, partici-
pants encountered the following promotion: “Save $.50 on
Freschetta Frozen Pizza. Discount to be applied at checkout”
between the fourth and fifth decisions. The participants in
the isolated promotion condition did not receive any addi-
tional cues when they arrived at the purchase decision with
the promoted product. Participants in the shelf promotion
condition encountered the promotion at the time they chose
one of four options for the pizza category. Participants in
the control condition received no promotion.

Immediately after the shopping task, participants com-
pleted aword recognition task designed to examine if quality
perceptions of the promoted brand were more salient ac-
cording to promotion type. Participants viewed a series of
words, one at a time, and pressed either the m or z letters
on their keyboard to indicate whether the word did or did
not describe Freschetta Frozen Pizza. The task contained
20 words that could either describe a food product (tasty,
highquality, etc.) orwere completely unrelated (flower, phone,
music, etc.). A complete list of the words is available in the ap-
pendix, available online. The speed with which participants
identifiedwhether the relevantwords related to the promoted
product served as a proxy for the salience of the promoted
brand’s benefits. After participants completed the recognition
task, they evaluated the promoted product and provided de-
mographic information.

Measures
Participants’ purchase intentions for frozen pizza were re-
corded to determine whether they redeemed the promotion.
We also averaged the amount of time (measured inmilliseconds,
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ms) they took to respond to the food relevant words in the
word recognition task to determine whether quality consid-
erations for the product were more salient when they en-
countered an isolated promotion. This variable was also log-
transformed to account for a skewed distribution. At the
end of the survey, participants evaluated the product on a
7-point scale (15 poor; 75 excellent).

Results
To examine the influence of promotions on participants’
purchase intentions, we conducted an ANOVA with promo-
tion condition as the independent variable and participants’
intentions to purchase the promoted product as the depen-
dent variable. Consistent with our predictions, there was a
significant effect of promotion condition (Misolated 5 53:5%
vs. Mshelf 5 36:6% vs. Mcontrol 5 24:3%; F(1; 302) 5 9:79,
p < :001). Furthermore, the results of a separate chi-square
test show that purchase intentions for the promoted product
were higher with isolated promotions than the shelf promo-
tions (53.5% vs. 36.6%; x2 5 5:38, p 5 :023). These results
support hypothesis 1 (see fig. 1).

The word recognition task results also support our theo-
retical framework. Isolated promotions led participants to
think more extensively about the benefits of the promoted
product. A one-way ANOVA with promotion condition as
an independent variable and the logged average response
time on the relevant words as the dependent variable re-
vealed the amount of time taken to respond to the relevant
words varied by promotion condition (F(2; 302) 5 9:30,
p < :001; fig. 2). Follow-up analyses indicate that partici-
pants in the isolated promotion condition responded signif-
icantly faster than those in the shelf promotion (Misolated 5

9:16 vs. Mshelf 5 9:32; p < :01) and control conditions
(Misolated 5 9:16 vs. Mcontrol 5 9:27 ms; p < :01). The shelf
promotion and control conditions were not significantly dif-
ferent. Thus, the results support hypothesis 2a.

Product evaluations provided similar results. An ANOVA
with promotion condition as an independent variable revealed
that evaluations of the promoted product depended upon the
promotion condition (F(2; 302) 5 6:20, p 5 0:003). Similar
to response times, follow-up analyses revealed that partici-
pantswhoencounteredan isolatedpromotiongavemore favor-
able evaluations than those in the shelf promotion (Misolated 5

4:51 vs. Mshelf 5 4:05; p 5 :001) and control conditions
(Misolated 5 4:51 vs. Mcontrol 5 4:18; p 5 :018). There was,
however, no difference between the shelf promotion and
the control conditions (Mshelf 5 4:05 vs. Mcontrol 5 4:18;
p 5 :31). These results support hypothesis 2b.

To examinemediation, we employed a serial multipleme-
diator model (process model 6; Hayes 2017) to determine
how promotion condition influenced the salience of quality,
the participant’s evaluation of the promoted product, pur-
chase intentions. The results of the serial model with the
salience of quality and the participant’s evaluations of the
promoted product found a significant overall indirect effect
through both (5,000 draws; 95% confidence interval [CI]:
2.1636, 2.0137).

Discussion
Consistent with our theoretical framework, study 1 demon-
strates that isolated promotions increase the salience of
quality of the promoted product, leading to more favorable

Figure 1. Purchase intentions toward the promoted product in
study 1. Likelihood of selecting the promoted product is measured
by participants’ purchase selections. Higher values indicate that a
higher percentage of participants selected that option.

Figure 2. Average response time (before log-transformation) to
words relating to product quality. Average recognition time is
the average time it took participants to indicate whether a provided
(food-related) word described the promoted product (or not). Lower
values indicate that the product was more accessible to partici-
pants, which allowed participants to evaluate the provided word
faster.
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evaluations and a higher likelihood of redemption. Although
the results are consistentwith our predictions, this picture is
incomplete as we only measured the salience of quality re-
lated to the promoted product and not that of the price.

As such, we use study 2 to examine how the salience of
price and the corresponding guilt toward selecting the pro-
moted product influence redemption. If shelf promotions
increase the salience of price, participants are proposed to
still feel the guilt associatedwith purchasing a premiumbrand,
even at a discount. Consequently, we examine whether sepa-
rating promotions from the point-of-purchase assuages guilt.

STUDY 2

Study 2was a between-subjects experiment conducted online
with 193 (Mage 5 36:89; 64.1% female) paid workers from
Amazon’s MTurk.

Procedure and Design
We used a similar procedure as in study 1, but study 2 exam-
ined how isolated promotions impact the salience of price in
the redemption decision. To do this, we asked participants
how guilty they felt at the thought of purchasing the pro-
moted brand and the salience of price versus quality when
deciding whether to purchase the promoted product. To fur-
ther test the robustness of the effect, the promoted category
was changed to ground coffee, and the promoted brand was
changed to Starbucks ground coffee. As in the previous stud-
ies, participantswere randomly assigned to receive an isolated
promotion between the fourth andfifth purchase decisions or
a shelf promotion at the time of the coffee decision. Immedi-
ately aftermaking their coffee selection, participants answered
questions about their decision for ground coffee.

Measures
We collected participants’ ground coffee selections to deter-
mine the effectiveness of each type of promotion. Partici-
pants also responded to a question assessing the level of guilt
they experiencedwhen consideringpurchasing the promoted
brand, as well as the salience of price versus quality in their
coffee selection. The guiltmeasure asked participants to indi-
cate “the extent that purchasing the promotedproductwould
make you feel guilty” on a 9-point scale (1 5 not at all; 9 5

extremely). Then, participants indicated the importance of
price and quality in the evaluation process of the promoted
product on a 100-point slider (1 5 completely focused on
quality; 100 5 completely focused on price) to operation-
alize the salience of price versus quality (Wathieu, Muthu-
krishnan, and Bronnenberg 2004).

Results
Supporting hypothesis 1, a chi-square test of proportions
demonstrated that the isolated (shelf ) promotion increased
(decreased) the likelihood of selecting the promoted product
(33.3% vs. 20.0%; x2 5 4:41, p 5 :036). An ANOVA with
promotion type as a predictor variable demonstrated that
the salience of price (quality) for participants in the isolated
promotion condition was significantly lower (higher) than
for those in the shelf promotion condition (Misolated 5

41:59 vs.Mshelf 5 50:00; F(1; 191) 5 5:37, p 5 :022). Five
participants failed to respond to thismeasure accounting for
the differences in the degrees of freedom. The results cor-
roborate the results from study 1 and support hypothesis 2a.
Isolated promotions decrease the salience of price relative
to shelf promotions.

Next, we tested hypothesis 2c by examining how promo-
tion type influences guilt. An ANOVA with promotion type
predicting participants’ guilt revealed that participants in
the isolated promotion condition reported significantly less
guilt about purchasing the promoted brand (Misolated 5 3:98
vs.Mshelf 5 4:68; F(1; 191) 5 3:61, p 5 :05). Furthermore,
a serial multiple mediator analysis (process model 6; Hayes
2017) confirmed that isolated promotions reduced price sa-
lience, which assuaged the level of guilt shoppers felt about
purchasing the promoted brand and ultimately increased
redemption decisions. In support of our theoretical frame-
work, the results reveal a significant serial indirect effect
through both price salience and guilt (5,000 draws; 95%
CI: 2.2005, 2.0016).

Discussion
Study 2 supports our theoretical proposition that promotion
type influences how shoppers decidewhether to purchase pro-
moted brands. The results suggest that consumers’ focus on
price relative to quality with shelf promotions evokes greater
guilt at the thought of purchasing thepromoted brand. In con-
trast, although any promotion could reduce guilt about pur-
chasingpremiumbrands, isolatedpromotions appear to evoke
less guilt and encourage redemption.

In our final study, we further examine the proposed pro-
cess and investigate howpromotion type influences both the
perceived quality of the promoted product (study 1), the po-
tential guilt associated with the purchase of the promoted
product (study 2), and whether each factor operates indepen-
dently or in tandem with each other. We strengthen the eco-
logical validity of our research by examining the effect in a phys-
ical grocery store setting, where participants selected a brand
off the shelf after encountering shelf or isolated promotions.
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STUDY 3

In order to provide additional support for our proposed the-
oretical framework in a more realistic and externally valid
context, study 3 was conducted in an experimental grocery
store containing more than 300 products. The study was a
two-level (isolated vs. shelf promotion) between-subjects de-
sign tonot only test our core hypothesis that isolated promo-
tions increase redemption likelihood, but also included pro-
cessmeasures that allowed us to examinewhether this effect
is driven by the way the promotion type influences both
product evaluations and participants’ guilt (hypotheses 2b
and 2c). We argue that isolated promotions increase the sa-
lience of quality and, as a result, producemore favorable eval-
uations and increase the redemption likelihood (see study 1).
At the same time, we suggest that isolated promotions also
increase the redemption likelihood by reducing the salience
of price, thereby reducing the level of guilt associated with
purchasing premium brands (see study 2). In study 3, we test
whether the improvement of participants’ evaluations and
the decrease in guilt simultaneously increase redemption.

Procedure and Design
In exchange for partial course credit, 162 student partici-
pants (Mage 5 20:4; 52.4% female) shopped in an experi-
mental grocery store housed in the behavioral research lab-
oratory at the University of Kentucky that was created with
the assistance of a large national retail chain tomimic a real-
world environment. The experimental store featured more
than 300 products placed on three separate aisles and two
end caps.

As a cover for the experiment, participants were told
that they were going to test a digital shopping assistant in
our experimental grocery store. This digital shopping assis-
tant was presented through an iPad that was mounted to a
shopping cart. Participants were told the shopping assistant
would (1) present them with a shopping list (i.e., product
categories) of items to purchase, (2) provide them with a
store map that tells them where to locate the next item on
the shopping list, and (3) show them promotional offers
based on their progress. A picture of the store and shopping
cart can be found in the appendix.

Before beginning the experiment, participants read a short
description about using the digital shopping assistant and
were asked tomake purchases, in order, from six product cat-
egories: soda, snackbars, paper towels, cookies, coffee, andap-
ple juice. The fifth purchase for coffee contained five options,
including the promoted brand Starbucks. To manipulate the
timing of the promotion, participants in the isolated promo-

tion condition saw a promotion on the iPad screen following
their second purchase that informed themof a $.50 price pro-
motion for Starbucks. Those in the shelf promotional condi-
tion viewed the promotion on the shelf where the product
was located. The promotion condition (isolated vs. shelf)
alternated by lab sessions daily and were counterbalanced
throughout the week-long experiment to eliminate time-of-
day effects. After completing their shopping trip, participants
returned the cart to a research assistant, went to a neighbor-
ing room, answered computer-based questions about their
shopping trip, and provided demographic information.

Measures
All purchases were recorded (0 5 not purchased, 1 5 pur-
chased), allowing us to examine whether promotion type in-
fluenced purchases. Next, to measure whether promotion
type influenced evaluations of the promoted product, partic-
ipants rated the overall value of the promoted brand on a 7-
point scale (15 extremely low; 75 extremely high). Tomea-
sure guilt, we asked participants to indicate how guilty they
felt about purchasing the promoted Starbucks (15 not at all
guilty; 7 5 very guilty).

Results
Purchase Intentions. Our theoretical framework predicts
that the timing of the promotion influences how shoppers
evaluate the promoted brand, which ultimately enhances
the redemption likelihood and the purchase of the promoted
brand. The results of a logistic regression confirm this pre-
diction and demonstrate that participants who encountered
the isolated promotionweremore likely to purchase the pro-
moted brand (43.2% vs. 28.4%; ß 5 20:65; Wald 5 3:84;
p < :05). Thus, hypothesis 1 is supported.

Promoted Product Evaluation. To examine whether pro-
motion type influenced the evaluationprocess, we conducted
an ANOVAwith promotion type as the independent variable
and evaluations of the promoted brand, Starbuck’s ground
coffee, as the dependent variable. Consistentwithourpredic-
tions, shoppers who encountered an isolated (shelf) promo-
tion perceived the brand more (less) favorably (Misolated 5

4:64 vs.Mshelf 5 4:13; F(1; 160) 5 3:90, p 5 :05).
We conductedamediational analysis todeterminewhether

the evaluations also drive the relationship between promo-
tion type and redemption likelihood. According to our con-
ceptual framework, participants encountering the isolated
promotion would evaluate the brand more favorably and
choose topurchase it.Our suppositionwas confirmed through
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process model 4 bootstrapping (Hayes 2017) with 5,000 re-
samples showing a significant indirect effect as the confidence
interval does not include zero (95%CI:2.5596,2.0016). Ad-
ditionally, we ran a mediational model that controlled for the
participant’s experience of guilt and found that this relation-
ship was still significant (process model‘ 4 with both Evalua-
tions and Guilt; 95% CI: 2.5369, 2.0056). The results are
consistent with study 1 and support hypothesis 2b.

Guilt. To test hypothesis 2c, we conducted an ANOVA with
promotion type as the independent variable and guilt expe-
rienced when participants considered purchasing Starbucks
as the dependent variable. As predicted, isolated promotions
led shoppers to experience less guilt (Misolated 5 3:97 vs.
Mshelf 5 4:97; F(1; 160) 5 6:31, p 5 :01), suggesting that
isolated promotions may alleviate some of the guilt that of-
ten accompanies the purchase of premium brands.

To determinewhether guilt drives purchase decisions, we
conducted a mediation analysis. A bootstrapping procedure
(process model 4; Hayes 2017) with 5,000 resamples indi-
cates that the relationship between promotion type and re-
demption is mediated by guilt as the confidence interval of
the indirect effect does not include zero (95% CI: 2.5405,
2.0634). Furthermore, we find that this relationship is still
significant if we also include the participant’s brand evalua-
tions in the analysis (process model 4 with both guilt and
evaluations; 95% CI: 2.5035, 2.0346). These results sup-
port hypothesis 2c and suggest that the effect of promotional
timingon redemption ispositively influencedbyamore favor-
able evaluation of the promoted brand and a reduced sense of
guilt associated with the purchase of the promoted brand.

Discussion
Study3, conducted in an experimental grocery store, supports
our core theoretical proposition that shopperswho encounter
promotions separately from the point of purchase are more
likely to purchase the promoted brand. The results further
indicate that promotion type influences both the perceived
quality of the promoted product and the guilt experienced
when shopperswant to redeem it, which ultimately influences
the likelihood of redemption.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

In three studies, we provide evidence that the traditional
way of delivering promotions at the time shoppers view prod-
ucts on the shelf may be less effective for premium brands
than delivering promotions in isolation. By building on princi-
ples from isolated versus shelf evaluations (Hsee and Leclerc

1998) and reason-based choice (Shafir et al. 1993), we dem-
onstrate that isolated promotions influence how shoppers
evaluate the promotion and decide whether to purchase the
promoted brand. When promotions are detached from com-
peting alternatives, shoppers focus more on the benefits
rather than the costs of the promoted brand, more easily
justifying purchasing premium brands.

Study 1 provides initial evidence that isolated promo-
tions are more successful than shelf promotions for pre-
mium brands and demonstrates that isolated promotions
cause participants to focus on the benefits rather than the
costs of the promoted product. Study 2 provides further
support by suggesting that isolated promotions shift the fo-
cus away from price, leading shoppers to experience less
guilt about purchasing a premium brand. Finally, study 3 re-
laxes the experimental controls of a laboratory experiment
and find the same effect in a physical store, while also dem-
onstrating that isolated promotions relatively shift shop-
pers’ focus from price to quality and influences both guilt
and evaluations of the promoted brand.

Limitations and Future Research
Although our three studies provide consistent evidence that
supports our theoretical framework, no work is without its
limitations. One such limitation may be that some of our
measures consisted of only one item. Although the reliability
of a single measure can be limited, the consistent results
across studies should alleviate this possibility. Additional
limitations stem from the products and context in which
this researchwas conducted. For instance, all of the products
that were used in our studies were grocery products at rela-
tively low prices. Although grocery shopping provided us
with an ideal context to test isolated in-store promotions,
research is needed to examine the impact of isolated promo-
tions on a greater variety of products. For instance, further
research should examine how price level, brand familiarity,
and purchase frequency may influence the effectiveness of
isolated promotions.

Future research could also examine how isolated promo-
tions work with completely unplanned purchases, as partic-
ipants were guided through a defined shopping trip in our
studies. Although this approach aligns with past research
that suggested many grocery purchases are either explicitly
planned to a brand level (i.e., CocaCola) or somewhat planned
at a category level (i.e., cola; Stilley, Inman, and Wakefield
2010), it is possible that isolated promotionsmay have differ-
ent effects for completely unplanned purchases. Given that
research has suggested category-level promotions (i.e., “save
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$2 on cereal”) increase consumer shopping time and mone-
tary spending (Hui et al. 2013), these isolated brand-specific
promotions may also help retailers drive shoppers to differ-
ent parts of the store.

Additionally, the influence of other moderators on iso-
lated promotions should also be examined. Although our
findings suggest that isolated promotions should benefit pre-
mium brands in general, more research is needed to deter-
mine whether other product characteristics, such as whether
the product is hedonic or utilitarian, interact with a promo-
tion’s timing and influence the relative salience of price and
quality in a shopper’s redemption decision. This could further
reconcile the conflicting research as to what type of promo-
tionswould bemost effective for hedonic products (Chandon
et al. 2000; Kivetz and Zheng 2017).

Finally, research is needed to understand the nuances
and boundaries of isolated promotions. For instance, the
precise timing of the promotional encounter within a shop-
ping trip may alter their influence. If the promotion is too
early, shoppers could forget about it by the time they reach
the ultimate purchase decision. If the promotion is too late,
it may be integrated into the price of the product (Yan and
Sengupta 2011). Furthermore, as shoppers tend to encoun-
ter changing information throughout the shopping experi-
ence (Lee and Ariely 2006), promotions may be more or less
powerful depending upon whether they occur early or late.
Last, as they may also influence the effectiveness of isolated
promotions, it would also be fruitful to investigate how in-
store variables, such as within-trip spending or sensitivity
to prices (Stilley et al. 2010; Sheehan and Van Ittersum
2018), may alter the influence of promotions.

Managerial Implications
Ourfindings also have powerful implications for retailers. As
promotions are one of the most commonly used marketing
tools, retailers benefit by understanding how different types
of promotions influence promotional response. Not only do
our results illustrate how retailers and manufacturers could
avoid the deleterious consequences of drawing shoppers’ at-
tention to prices with promotions, but they also suggest that
a discount’s magnitude may be less critical for isolated pro-
motions as they lead shoppers to focusmore on the benefits,
relative to the costs, of the purchase. Thus, retailers could
save a portion of their promotional budget by using isolated
promotions. Additionally, isolated promotions stimulate
thoughts about the promoted products’ benefits (e.g., rela-
tively its costs) that not only influence sales but also increase
consumers’ evaluations of the promoted product. Conse-

quently,manufacturersmaywant to assist retailers with iso-
latedpromotion campaigns. It is also possible that an isolated
promotion’s influence could spill over to a consumer’s re-
sponse to other promotions or spending decisions (Heilman,
Nakamoto, and Rao 2002; Janakiraman,Meyer, andMorales
2006; Sheehan et al. 2019).

In conclusion, our findings show that brands, according
to their positioning, may benefit from shifting the moment
that consumers encounter a promotion. This research dem-
onstrates that promotions can bemore effective and persua-
sive if they are offered before shoppers encounter the pro-
moted product on the shelf. Specifically, when customers
encounter isolated promotions, they appear to be more likely
to think about the benefits rather than costs of the promoted
product, which leads them to evaluate the product more fa-
vorably and purchase the promoted product.
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