
Vol.:(0123456789)

Marketing Letters (2023) 34:251–268
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11002-022-09643-6

1 3

The role of presentation order in consumer choice: 
the abrupt disparity effect

Kivilcim Dogerlioglu‑Demir1  · Cenk Koçaş1  · Nilsah Cavdar Aksoy2 

Accepted: 2 August 2022 / Published online: 20 August 2022 
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 
2022

Abstract
Extant research in presentation of products in a product line shows that price struc-
ture of items affects consumers’ decision-making. Extremeness aversion may hinder 
individuals to choose premium options in a product line. Thus, our paper aims at 
finding a viable way to promote the most expensive (and highest quality) items in 
relatively large choice sets. We introduce the abrupt disparity effect which suggests 
that the choice probability of the premium product increases when consumers are 
exposed to a series of items that are presented in an ascending price (and quality) 
order that is capped with an extremely inferior option positioned right next to the 
premium. In five experiments, we explore the abrupt disparity effect that has not 
been hitherto examined in the marketing literature. We hope to illustrate this new 
ordering effect, its boundary conditions, and provide novel insights to marketers.

Keywords Habituation · Contrast effect · Abrupt disparity effect · Presentation 
order · Product line

1 Introduction

A couple of years back, when Mercedes X-Class pickup trucks were launched 
in Europe, a print catalog (see Fig. 1) featured the standard and optional tires for 
different trim levels in a rather unconventional presentation order. In the catalog, 
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consumers viewed 7 tires named R1A through R1G. R1A through R1F were ranked 
in accordance with the quality and price of the tire. R1G, although coded as next 
in line and hence was expected to be the top of the list tire, was in fact the lowest 
priced and the lowest quality option. R1G was the standard tire of the entry level 
pickup truck offered in the X-Class lineup. While consumers are accustomed to see-
ing products listed in an ascending (low to high price and quality) or descending 
(high to low price and quality) manner, this catalog presented tires in an ascending 
manner in terms of price and quality but with one important distinction: as the last 
item on the list, an extremely low priced and quality tire was offered next to the 
highest priced and quality one. We believe that this presentation order was not a 
random act but rather a strategic move by Mercedes. We suspect that this prudent 
design aimed at highlighting the best option in the product line. By carefully pick-
ing the lowest priced and quality item and positioning it next to the best alternative, 
Mercedes might have been benefiting from a synergistic effect of two forces previ-
ously discussed in the marketing literature.

First, the habituation is created as a result of being exposed to a number of prod-
ucts that are incrementally increasing in quality and price (Helson, 1964; Petroshius 
& Monroe, 1987). Habituation results from adaptive behavior that desensitizes the 
consumer to such repetitive changes (Thompson & Spencer, 1966). Second, the con-
trast is triggered by the positioning of two extremes next to each other, highlight-
ing a discrimination between the target and context stimulus (Sauer, 2014). We pro-
pose that these two forces are simultaneously at work to create the observed effect in 
the Mercedes X-Class catalog tires, which we refer to as “the abrupt disparity.” We 
define abrupt disparity as the combined effect of habituation and contrast to generate 
an advantageous position for the premium product in a long sequence of items. We 
argue that each force alone will not suffice to generate a higher demand for the high-
est price/quality option, but jointly they will. In other words, when consumers are 
exposed to a choice list that depicts items in an ascending manner both in price and 
inferred quality, consumers will expect each item in line to be incrementally better 
than the one before. After a certain distance traveled, consumers will then get used 
to the norm (habituation). When, however, they abruptly come across an extremely 

Fig. 1  Mercedes Benz print catalog example
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inferior value right next to the best option, this will create a stark divergence from 
the norm (contrast).

In five experiments, we validate our claims. In study 1, we explore the proposed 
abrupt disparity effect in a strictly controlled setting, using a generic product and 
clearly providing details about quality and price of each item in the list. In study 
2, we test and replicate the abrupt disparity effect in a more realistic setting letting 
participants infer quality from price (Petroshius & Monroe, 1987). We explore the 
boundary conditions of the hypothesized effect, ruling out the contrast effect expla-
nation (study 3) and showing that the abrupt disparity effect prevails only in an 
ascending (vs. descending) presentation order (study 4). And finally, in study 5, this 
time using a different product category and real brands, we replicate our findings 
and establish that both contrast and habituation are needed to create the abrupt dis-
parity effect. Taken together, all the studies demonstrate that though each effect is 
limited in generation of demand for the best item in the choice set, in conjunction, 
habituation and contrast manage to highlight the highest price and quality product. 
Through a simple but effective approach, the premium item can be highlighted to 
guide consumers’ decision-making.

We believe that our work is novel in two major ways: One, past research has indi-
cated that consumers generally pick the middle option (Huber & Puto, 1983) when 
there is not a clear dominating alternative or when the consumers are uncertain 
about their preferences (Simonson & Tversky, 1992). Due to extremeness aversion, 
selecting extreme options in a given list is not common (Neumann et al., 2016). In 
our paper, however, we show that an extreme value (highest priced and quality item) 
can also be picked when strategically placed in the product list. Two, previous works 
have looked into the separate effects of habituation (e.g., Cai & Xu, 2008; Suk et al., 
2012) and contrast (e.g., Petroshious & Monroe 1987; Kivetz et  al., 2004). Sur-
prisingly, no researcher to our knowledge has explored the joint effect of these two 
forces, which we refer to as the abrupt disparity effect.

Our work also has managerial implications. Retailers know that consumers often 
value the freedom associated with a large assortment (Botti & Hsee, 2010). Previous 
literature suggests, however, that assortment does not necessarily benefit consumers. 
Increasing the size of the choice set can even lead to consumer confusion, delay-
ing choice, or even resulting in total abandonment of the purchase (Chernev, 2003). 
We take these insights as a point of departure to investigate a new form of presen-
tation order that might guide consumers’ decision-making by highlighting a better 
value for the consumer hence reducing uncertainty associated with large choice sets. 
When abrupt disparity is introduced in a long sequence of items, we anticipate that 
the consumers will be steered towards the higher quality product.

2  Conceptual background

Extant research in marketing shows that choice set configuration affects consum-
ers’ decision-making (Petroshius & Monroe, 1987; Simonson et al., 1993) and con-
sumers often choose among options in a particular product line that is generally 
ordered according to price (Lynch et al., 1991; Suk et al., 2012). Due to extremeness 
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aversion, individuals tend to choose middle options rather than extreme values 
among all options presented to them (Kivetz et al., 2004; Simonson, 1989; Simon-
son & Tversky, 1992) as extreme options are found to be riskier (Müller et al., 2012; 
Sinn et al., 2007). Therefore, selecting extreme options in a choice set is rarely seen 
(Neumann et al., 2016). Especially when uncertainty is high, individuals opt for the 
middle options, avoiding extremes (Simonson & Tversky, 1992).

Consumers have been shown to form a lower internal reference price (and a 
lower inferred quality reference level) when prices in the product line are presented 
in an ascending order than in a descending order (Crompton & Jeong, 2016; Dhar 
& Simonson, 1992; Diehl & Zauberman, 2005; Suk et  al., 2012). In the ascend-
ing price (quality) order, low-priced and low-quality products are seen as a refer-
ence, and in this case, each following option is expected to denote a price loss and a 
quality gain (Crompton & Jeong, 2016; Suk et al., 2012). Bitta and Monroe (1974) 
investigated the impact of extreme prices on customer choice. In a sequence of 
pricing stimuli, extreme prices are shown initially, causing price perceptions to be 
anchored, and the adaptation level to be pulled toward the extreme end, resulting in 
either depressed or amplified price judgments. They showed that when people are 
first exposed to relatively high or low prices for a certain product, their frame of ref-
erence or adaptation level is shifted in favor of the high or low price stimuli, depend-
ing on the product. This level is then used to provide a reference point for further 
pricing determinations.

In addition, based on adaptation-level theory (Helson, 1964), individuals per-
ceive prices by comparing the actual price through their level of adaptation or the 
prices that they take as reference points (Petroshius & Monroe, 1987). Thus, expo-
sure to a series of products builds an expectation concerning subsequent items’ price 
and quality. Though price changes initially catch consumers’ attention, after being 
exposed to a series of products, consumers “tune out” these incremental changes 
and desensitize to price increases which results in habituation (Thompson & Spen-
cer, 1966). Therefore, we expect that an extremely inferior item is required to notice 
a divergence from the norm. This view seems to echo the theory of differential 
learning that suggests that the relevance of additional information depends upon 
its degree of novelty (Schnurr et al., 2017). Assimilation-contrast theory (Sherif & 
Hovland, 1961; Sherif et al., 1965) also shows that if the actual price is close to the 
adaptation level, individuals tend to assimilate that stimulus value but the values 
that are far from the reference price are seen as extreme values that create contrast 
effects. In other words, the attention and relevance that a new piece of information 
receives based on the contrast it creates. The more the divergence is from the norm, 
the more the impact the contrast generates.

We expect that the joint effect of habituation (to incremental increases in price 
and quality) and contrast (created by an extremely low value) will engender the 
abrupt disparity effect, shifting preferences towards the most expensive and high-
quality product. The relative importance of quality over price in choice sets has 
already been documented in the literature (Luce et  al., 1999; Simonson, 2014; 
Simonson et  al., 1993). The strong conflict that abrupt disparity generates could 
favor the option that is best on the most emotion-laden attribute, such as quality 
(over price) (Nowlis et  al., 2002). When the progression in an ascending order is 
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abruptly crowned by a loss in quality by the introduction of the most inferior item, 
the loss aversion system kicks in and resists the loss by clinging to the highest price 
(quality) item. Although this potential pain of loss in quality is simultaneously 
accompanied by a gain in costs, it is not felt as strongly due to the effect of loss 
aversion (Tversky & Kahneman, 1991). Thus, we argue that the high quality of the 
premium item rather than the low price of the inferior item will attract the customer.

Thus, we formally hypothesize the following:

H1a: In an ascending price-quality order, the placement of the lowest quality and 
priced item adjacent to the premium product will create an abrupt disparity effect, 
increasing the absolute choice share of the premium option.
H1b: In an ascending price-quality order, only an extremely low priced and qual-
ity item will create the abrupt disparity effect.
H2: Creating contrast alone will not suffice to increase the choice share of the 
premium option.
H3: In a descending price-quality order, the placement of the lowest quality and 
priced item adjacent to the premium product will not create an abrupt disparity 
effect (will not increase the absolute choice share of the premium option).

3  Study 1

3.1  Study 1a

3.1.1  Participants and procedures

We recruited 201 participants (177 after data cleaning1) from a European university 
in exchange for partial course credit (Mage = 21.80 years, SD = 1.64, 60.5% female). 
We randomly assigned them to one of the three conditions: Control, A last, and B 
last (see Fig. 2, study 1a). All participants were asked to pick one of the seven prod-
ucts presented (“Please pick which product you would consider purchasing.”). As 
price is also an indicator of quality (Petroshius & Monroe, 1987), to make sure we 
give an idea to the participant about the quality of the product, we used graphs that 
denote both the price and the quality of each item. Note that the stimuli listed do not 
have a constant price quality ratio. That is, though price is linearly increasing, the 
quality of the products is increasing at a random rate.

In the “Control” condition, we showed the options from A to G in an ascending 
order. We moved the cheapest item A to the end of the list to create the “A last” 
condition and the second cheapest item B to the end of the list to create the “B last” 
condition.

1 Duration of study completion had a large standard deviation with many values in the multiples of hun-
dreds of seconds. The median time to completion was 41 s. We used a cutoff point of 80 s and excluded 
cases where it took more than 80 s to complete this task. Note that the results that will be reported here-
after are not sensitive to this cutoff.
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3.1.2  Results and discussion

First, we compared A last and Control conditions. We ran a chi-square test to com-
pare the dominating G option to the sum of the rest of the options. Under the Control 
condition, alternative G was chosen 40% of the time. When we moved the cheapest 
item A to the last position (A last condition), the choice of the premium alternative G 
increased significantly (χ2 (1,120) = 4.04, p = 0.03) to 59%, providing support for H1a.

Study 1a 

Study 1b

Fig. 2  Stimuli (Control, A last, B last) used in study 1a and 1b

Study 1a

Study 1b

Fig. 3  The choice set histograms of study 1a and 1b
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Second, we compared B last and Control conditions. When we moved the sec-
ond cheapest item B to the last position (B last condition), G’s share also increased 
(54%), yet marginally (χ2 (1,114) = 2.25, p = 0.09) (see Fig. 3, study 1a).

3.2  Study 1b

3.2.1  Participants and procedures

We recruited 223 participants (194 after data cleaning using the same procedure 
as in study 1a) from a European university (Mage = 21.80  years, SD = 1.38, 66.1% 
female) and randomly assigned them to one of the three conditions (Control, A last, 
B last) (see Fig.  2, study 1b). This time, however, we kept the price quality ratio 
constant.

3.2.2  Results and discussion

We ran a chi-square test to compare the dominating G option to the sum of the rest 
of the options. Under the Control condition, alternative G was chosen 38% of the 
time. When we moved the cheapest item A to the last position in comparing A last 
with Control, the choice of the premium alternative G increased significantly (χ2 
(1,132) = 7.49, p = 0.007) to 61%, providing support for H1a. When we compare B 
last with Control by moving the second cheapest item B to the last position, how-
ever, that does not affect the choice of the best item G (χ2 (1,127) = 0, p = 0.51) (see 
Fig. 3, study 1b), which remains at 37%.

Study 1a and study 1b provide initial evidence for H1a and the abrupt disparity 
effect under strictly controlled circumstances where price and quality information 
are clearly supplied to the consumer. We observe that placing an inferior value after 
building up expectations about the price and quality of a product (study 1b) shifts 
preferences towards the most premium item. Even if the quality increases in a ran-
dom manner, we observe a similar trend (study 1a). Mixed results regarding the role 
of the next inferior option to create the abrupt disparity effect seem to imply that to 
create a significant abrupt disparity effect and accentuate the best item in the set, an 
extremely inferior value should be located adjacent to the premium item, providing 
preliminary evidence for H1b.

4  Study 2

Study 2 aims to replicate the preliminary findings in study 1 in a more realistic set-
ting. This time, though we supply price information, we leave it to the customer to 
judge the quality of the items.
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4.1  Participants and procedures

We recruited 211 participants (189 after data cleaning) from a European university 
(Mage = 21.80 years, SD = 1.38, 64.6% female). We asked them to choose one of the 
products of which price information (28, 37, 46, 54, 63, 72, 81 Yen) was given with 
their letter names (A–G) (“Imagine that you are in a hotel room in Japan. You will 
pick one of the noodle soups available in the bar. Which one would you pick?”). 
In the “Control” condition, the options were ordered from A to G in an ascending 
order. In A last, we moved the cheapest item A to the last position and in “B last,” 
we moved the second cheapest item B to the last position in the soup choice set (see 
Fig. 4).

4.2  Results and discussion

First, we compared A last and Control conditions. We ran a chi-square test to com-
pare the dominating G option to the sum of the rest of the options. Under the Control 
condition, alternative G was chosen 6% of the time. When we moved the cheapest 
item A to the last position (A last condition), the choice of the premium alternative 
G marginally increased to 16% (χ2 (1,126) = 2.68, p = 0.08), providing partial sup-
port for H1a.

Second, we compared B last and Control conditions. When we move the sec-
ond cheapest item B to the last position (B last condition) and compare B last and 
Control conditions, G’s share increase was not statistically significant at 14% (χ2 
(1,125) = 2.05, p = 0.13), supporting H1b (see Fig. 5).

Study 2 corroborated the results of our previous study. Like in study 1, we found 
the effect of moving the cheapest item A to the last position steers preferences 
towards the most premium option (H1a). As in study 1, the next inferior option B 
did not suffice to create the abrupt disparity effect and highlight the premium item in 
the set (H1b).

Fig. 4  Stimuli (Control, A last, B last) used in study 2
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5  Study 3

In both studies 1 and 2, we had ascending lists of 7 items where each product got 
more expensive and better in terms of (objective and perceived, respectively) qual-
ity. Right next to the last and premium option, we located the most inferior product. 
One might question whether the increasing demand we generate for the most pre-
mium option is in fact due to the contrast these two items create. Therefore, to rule 
the contrast effect explanation in creating a larger demand for the most premium 
option and test H2, we ran study 3.

5.1  Participants and procedure

We recruited 57 participants from Prolific (Mage = 29.57 years, SD = 10.76, 49.12% 
female) and randomly assigned them to one of the two conditions (AG vs. GA). We 
asked them to choose one product (A or G) (“Imagine that you are in a hotel room in 
Japan. You will pick one of the noodle soups available in the bar. Which one would 
you pick?”). In AG, A (the cheapest option) was given first and in GA, G (the most 
expensive option) was presented first. In both conditions, price information (28, 
81 Yen) was given under the letters (A, G) and pictures of the product (soup) was 
shown (see Fig. 6).

Fig. 5  The choice set histograms of study 2

Fig. 6  Stimuli (AG, GA) used in study 3
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5.2  Results and discussion

We ran a Z test for one population proportion where the hypothesized population pro-
portion is 0.5. When the order of choice is from A to G, out of 28 participants, 17 
chose A (61%) and 11 chose G (39%). Therefore, the hypothesis that the choice prob-
ability of A equals B is not rejected (z = 1.13, p = 0.2568). Thus, A and G were cho-
sen with the same probability.

When the order is from G to A, out of 29 participants, 23 chose A (79%) and 
6 chose G (21%). Thus, the hypothesis that the choice probability of A equals B is 
rejected (z = 3.16, p = 0.0016). Therefore, A (which is the cheapest option) was cho-
sen significantly more.

When both conditions were combined, out of 57 participants, 40 chose A (70%) 
and 17 chose G (30%), and hence the hypothesis that the choice probability of A 
equals B is rejected (z = 3.05, p = 0.0023). A, the cheapest item, was picked signifi-
cantly more than the highest priced item.

With this study, we show that there is no way to highlight the premium item when 
only two extreme values (highest and lowest priced and quality options) are presented 
to the customer. In other words, creating a contrast alone only serves the cheapest 
item. Study 3, therefore, supports H2 and rules out the contrast effect explanation.

6  Study 4

In studies 1 and 2, we concentrated on sets using ascending price orders. In study 4, 
therefore, we wanted to test whether the proposed abrupt disparity effect holds when 
descending order presentation was employed. In other words, we would like to test 
H3 and see whether natural progression in prices (and quality) contributes to the 
abrupt disparity effect.

6.1  Participants and procedures

122 participants from Prolific (109 after data cleaning) were randomly assigned to 
one of the two conditions (Control vs. A first) (Mage = 27 years, SD = 10.42, 54.7% 
female). They were asked to pick one option among seven options as in previous 
studies. In both conditions, a descending price order was used. In the Control condi-
tion, the options were ordered from G to A. In the other condition, we moved the 
cheapest item A to the first position in the soup choice set (A first) (see Fig. 7).

Fig. 7  Stimuli (Control, A first) used in study 4
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6.2  Results and discussion

To compare A first (AGFECDCB) with Control (GFEDCBA), we ran a chi-square 
test. Under the Control condition, alternative G was chosen 14% of the time. As 
hypothesized, results show that moving the cheapest item A to the first position in 
a descending order presentation does not significantly increase the choice share of 
the premium alternative G (χ2 (1,109) = 0.33, p = 0.34), which is at 10%, support-
ing H3 (see Fig. 8). This finding attests to our expectation that an ascending order 
that steadily builds up expectations about higher quality is necessary to trigger the 
abrupt disparity effect.

7  Study 5

With study 5, we wanted to establish that it is the expectation built up (habituation) 
rather than solely the contrast that leads to the abrupt disparity effect. One could 
argue that even if we present the first 5 products in a random manner, as long as 
we have GA as the last two items, G would be preferred. We argue, however, that 
to generate abruptness, consumers should be exposed to a monotonously increasing 
set of prices followed by a lower value that breaks that monotonous trend. A lower 
value should come last as a surprise to create that sudden and unexpected feeling. 
Therefore, in this study, we randomly presented the first 5 products with no domi-
nant ascending or descending trend, followed by GA.

Further, to increase the generalizability of our studies, we employed another prod-
uct category, handbags. Moreover, we used real brand names to see if the proposed 
effect holds when real brands instead of fictitious ones are employed. Please note 
that we used the same handbag image with different well-known brand names with 
prices at different levels to minimize any potential biases that may arise from the 
design of the product. Since we have three conditions (G last, A last, and Random) 

Fig. 8  The choice set histogram of study 4
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with letter and brand name assignments changing across conditions (i.e., a different 
letter is assigned to a branded product in each condition), we hope to demonstrate it 
is not the brand name that drives the demand for option G but rather the position of 
G in the given list.

7.1  Participants and procedures

159 participants from a European university (138 after data cleaning) were ran-
domly assigned to one of the three conditions (G last, A last, or Random condi-
tion) (Mage = 21.8 years, SD = 2.59, 71% female). They were asked to pick one of the 
seven options as in previous studies. We used three conditions: G last in an ascend-
ing order, A last in an ascending order, and Random A last. In the G last condition, 
the options were ordered from A to G in an ascending order. In the A last condition, 
we moved the cheapest item A to the last position (A last). In the Random condition, 
the options were ordered from B to A in a random order: BFDECGA (see Fig. 9).

Fig. 9  Stimuli (G last, A last, Random) used in study 5
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7.2  Results and discussion

To compare A last (BCDEFGA) with G last (ABCDEFG), we ran a chi-square test. 
Under the G last condition, G was not chosen (0%). Results show that A last condi-
tion did much better in highlighting option G. The share of G increased to 14%, 
creating a significant difference between presentation orders (χ2 (6,739) = 4.72, 
p = 0.01). To compare Random (BFDECGA) with G last (ABCDEFG) conditions, 
we ran an additional chi-square test. We discovered that Random condition is not 
better than G last, only yielding a 4% demand for G. In other words, there is no sig-
nificant difference between Random and G last conditions in creating a demand for 
the premium option G (χ2 (1,839) = 0.41, p = 0.50) (see Fig. 10). This finding dem-
onstrated that both contrast and habituation are needed to create the abrupt disparity 
effect, supporting H1a and H2.

8  General discussion and implications

Through five experiments, we find that the abrupt disparity effect creates higher 
demand for the best item in large choice sets (for a summary of studies and results, 
see Table  1). We thereby add to prior studies examining the presentation order 
effects that show that the sequence in which consumers are exposed to products may 
change the preferred option. Previous literature suggests that having many options 
is not necessarily rewarding for the consumer as it may lead to consumer confusion 
(Chernev, 2003). Yet, consumers enjoy assortments (Botti & Hsee, 2010). Current 
work shows that through a simple manipulation of the presentation order, consum-
ers’ decision-making can be facilitated.

Our results also provide several managerial implications. First, online retailers 
might adopt the abrupt disparity effect in order to refine their re-targeting strategies 
(Schreiner et al., 2019) or to reorganize their electronic catalogs (Gao & Liu, 2014; 
Liao & Chen, 2004). Moreover, e-commerce platforms such as Amazon may revise 
lists of suggested items by employing abrupt disparity to highlight the premium 
option. Second, by placing the extreme option as the last item on a shelf, retailers 
might increase the possibility of the choice of the premium option in the line. Third, 

Fig. 10  The choice set histograms of study 5
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Table 1  Summary of studies and results
Studies Tested 

hypotheses
Stimuli Results

Study 1a H1a ‘Control’ condition:

‘A last’ condition:

‘B last’ condition:

H1a: Supported.

A last condition: the 

choice of G increased 

significantly (X 2

(1,120) = 4.04, p = 

0.03).

B last condition: G’s 

share increased, yet 

marginally (X 2

(1,114) = 2.25, p = 

0.09).

Study 1b H1a

H1b

‘Control’ condition:

‘A last’ condition:

‘B last’ condition:

H1a: Supported.

H1b: Supported.

A last condition: the

choice of G increased 

significantly (X 2

(1,132) = 7.49, p = 

0.007).

B last condition: G’s 

share did not increase 

(X 2 (1,127) = 0, p = 

0.51).
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Table 1  (continued)
Study 2 H1a

H1b

‘Control’ condition:

‘A last’ condition:

‘B last’ condition:

H1a: Supported.

H1b: Supported.

A last condition: the 

choice of G 

marginally increased 

(X2 (1,126) = 2.68, p
= 0.08).

B last condition: G’s 

share did not increase 

(X2 (1,125) = 2.05, p 
= 0.13). 

Study 3 H2 ‘AG’ condition:

‘GA’ condition:

H2: Supported.

‘AG’ condition:

A and G were chosen 

with the same 

probability (z= 1.13, 

p = 0.2568).

‘GA’ condition: A 

was chosen 

significantly more (z= 

3.16, p = 0.0016). 

salespeople may adopt abrupt disparity in their sales pitch to effectively highlight 
the contrast between two extremes.

9  Limitations and suggestions for future research

Current work is an initial foray into the abrupt disparity effect demonstrating that 
consumers can be led to pick the most expensive and highest quality item in a given 
choice set. Future research should examine the isolated effect of displaying different 
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attributes such as quality or consumer ratings on consumer choice. In this paper, 
we studied choice sets including seven items. We believe that the abrupt disparity 
will also hold in longer lists, as more assortment leads to more consumer confusion 
(Chernev, 2003). We anticipate that a presentation order that employs abrupt dis-
parity could aid the consumers’ decision-making process, highlighting the value the 
consumer is getting. Future research can also examine how individuals make choices 
about products they consume in public or privately since their evaluations regard-
ing public or private consumption may differ (Graeff, 1996). Finally, future research 
should examine the role of individual difference variables such as price conscious-
ness in determining consumer choices (e.g., Gauzente & Roy, 2012; Ketron & 
Spears, 2017) when abrupt disparity is used. On average, our participants opted 

Table 1  (continued)

‘A first’ condition:

Study 5 H1a and 

H2

‘G last’ condition:

‘A last’ condition:

‘Random’ condition:

H1a and H2: 

Supported.

A last condition: the 

choice of G 

marginally increased 

(X2 (6,739) = 4.72, p 
= 0.01).

Random condition: 

G’s share did not 

increase (X2 (1,839) = 

.41, p = 0.50). 

Study 4 H3 ‘Control’ condition: H3: Supported.

‘A first’ condition: 

the choice share of G 

did not significantly 

increase (X2 (1,109) = 

.33, p = 0.34).
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for the more expensive and high-quality item when faced with a trade-off. Though 
during uncertainty quality wins over price (Luce et al., 1999), we suspect that high 
price conscious consumers will still value low price over high quality. Overall, we 
believe that further investigation of the role of abrupt disparity in consumers’ deci-
sion-making processes is a venue for further research that will likely provide valu-
able insights for marketers.
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Declarations 

Ethics approval SOM-2018–52 approved by Sabanci University Ethics Committee.

Conflict of interest The authors declare no competing interests.

References

Bitta, A. J. D., & Monroe, K. B. (1974). The influence of adaptation levels on subjective price percep-
tions. In W. Scott & W. Peter (Eds.), Advances in consumer research (Vol. 01, pp. 359–369). Asso-
ciation for Consumer Research.

Botti, S., & Hsee, C. K. (2010). Dazed and confused by choice: How the temporal costs of choice free-
dom lead to undesirable outcomes. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 112, 
161–171.

Cai, S., & Xu, Y. (2008). Designing product lists for e-commerce: The effects of sorting on consumer 
decision making. International Journal of Humam-Computer Interaction, 24, 700–721.

Chernev, A. (2003). When more is less and less is more: The role of ideal point availability and assort-
ment in consumer choice. The Journal of Consumer Research, 30, 170–183.

Crompton, J. L., & Jeong, J. Y. (2016). Experiments testing the effectiveness of purposeful anchoring on 
reference price in the context of public leisure services. Journal of Leisure Research, 48, 307–326.

Dhar, R., & Simonson, I. (1992). The effect of the focus of comparison on consumer preference. Journal 
of Marketing Research, 29, 430–440.

Diehl, K., & Zauberman, G. (2005). Searching ordered sets: Evaluations from sequences under search. 
The Journal of Consumer Research, 31, 824–832.

Gao, H., & Liu, D. (2014). Relationship of trustworthiness and relational benefit in electronic catalog 
markets. Electronic Markets, 24, 67–75.

Gauzente, C., & Roy, Y. (2012). Message content in keyword campaigns, click behavior, and price-
consciousness: A study of millennial consumers. Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 19, 
78–87.

Graeff, T. R. (1996). Image congruence effects on product evaluations: The role of self-monitoring and 
public/private consumption. Psychology and Marketing, 13, 481–499.

Helson, H. (1964). Adaptation-level theory: An experimental and systematic approach to behavior. 
Harper & Row.

Huber, J., & Puto, C. (1983). Market boundaries and product choice: Illustrating attraction and substitu-
tion effects. The Journal of Consumer Research, 10, 31–44.

Ketron, S., & Spears, N. (2017). Liar, liar, my size is higher: How retailer context influences labeled size 
believability and consumer responses to vanity sizing. Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 
34, 185–192.

Kivetz, R., Netzer, O., & Srinivasan, V. (2004). Extending compromise effect models to complex buying 
situations and other context effects. Journal of Marketing Research, 41, 262–268.

Liao, S. H., & Chen, Y. J. (2004). Mining customer knowledge for electronic catalog marketing. Expert 
Systems with Applications, 27, 521–532.



268 Marketing Letters (2023) 34:251–268

1 3

Luce, M. F., Payne, J. W., & Bettman, J. R. (1999). Emotional trade-off difficulty and choice. Journal of 
Marketing Research, 36, 143–159.

Lynch, J. G., Chakravarti, D., & Mitra, A. (1991). Contrast effects in consumer judgments: Changes in 
mental representations or in the anchoring of rating scales? The Journal of Consumer Research, 18, 
284–297.

Müller, H., Kroll, E. B., & Vogt, B. (2012). Do real payments really matter? A re-examination of the 
compromise effect in hypothetical and binding choice settings. Marketing Letters, 23, 73–92.

Neumann, N., Böckenholt, U., & Sinha, A. (2016). A meta-analysis of extremeness aversion. Journal of 
Consumer Psychology, 26, 193–212.

Nowlis, S. M., Kahn, B. E., & Dhar, R. (2002). Coping with ambivalence: The effect of removing a neu-
tral option on consumer attitude and preference judgments. The Journal of Consumer Research, 29, 
319–334.

Petroshius, S. M., & Monroe, K. B. (1987). Effect of product-line pricing characteristics on product eval-
uations. The Journal of Consumer Research, 13, 511–519.

Sauer, M. (2014). Cue-recognition effects in the assessment of movie trailers. Journal of Retailing and 
Consumer Services, 21, 376–382.

Schnurr, B., Brunner-Sperdin, A., & Stokburger-Sauer, N. E. (2017). The effect of context attractiveness 
on product attractiveness and product quality: The moderating role of product familiarity. Marketing 
Letters, 28, 241–253.

Schreiner, T., Rese, A., & Baier, D. (2019). Multichannel personalization: Identifying consumer prefer-
ences for product recommendations in advertisements across different media channels. Journal of 
Retailing and Consumer Services, 48, 87–99.

Sherif, C., Sherif, M., & Nebergall, R. E. (1965). Attitude and attitude change: The social judgment-
involvement approach. Saunders.

Sherif, M., & Hovland, C. I. (1961). Social judgment: Assimilation and contrast effects on communica-
tion and attitude change. Yale Univ. Press.

Simonson, I. (1989). Choice based on reasons: The case of attraction and compromise effects. The Jour-
nal of Consumer Research, 16, 158–174.

Simonson, I. (2014). Vices and virtues of misguided replications: The case of asymmetric dominance. 
Journal of Marketing Research, 51, 514–519.

Simonson, I., Nowlis, S., & Lemon, K. (1993). The effect of local consideration sets on global choice 
between lower price and higher quality. Marketing Science, 12, 357–377.

Simonson, I., & Tversky, A. (1992). Choice in context: Tradeoff contrast and extremeness aversion. Jour-
nal of Marketing Research, 29, 281–295.

Sinn, F. S., Milberg, J., Epstein, L. D., & Goodstein, R. C. (2007). Compromising the compromise effect: 
Brands matter. Marketing Letters, 18, 223–236.

Suk, K., Lee, J., & Lichtenstein, D. R. (2012). The influence of price presentation order on consumer 
choice. Journal of Marketing Research, 49, 708–717.

Thompson, R. F., & Spencer, W. A. (1966). Habituation: A model phenomenon for the study of neuronal 
substrates of behavior. Psychological Review, 73, 16–43.

Tversky, A., & Kahneman, D. (1991). Loss aversion in riskless choice: A reference-dependent model. 
The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 106, 1039–1061.

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published 
maps and institutional affiliations.

Springer Nature or its licensor holds exclusive rights to this article under a publishing agreement with the 
author(s) or other rightsholder(s); author self-archiving of the accepted manuscript version of this article 
is solely governed by the terms of such publishing agreement and applicable law.


	The role of presentation order in consumer choice: the abrupt disparity effect
	Abstract
	1 Introduction
	2 Conceptual background
	3 Study 1
	3.1 Study 1a
	3.1.1 Participants and procedures
	3.1.2 Results and discussion

	3.2 Study 1b
	3.2.1 Participants and procedures
	3.2.2 Results and discussion


	4 Study 2
	4.1 Participants and procedures
	4.2 Results and discussion

	5 Study 3
	5.1 Participants and procedure
	5.2 Results and discussion

	6 Study 4
	6.1 Participants and procedures
	6.2 Results and discussion

	7 Study 5
	7.1 Participants and procedures
	7.2 Results and discussion

	8 General discussion and implications
	9 Limitations and suggestions for future research
	References


