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This research examines the effectiveness of two common types of restricted price
promotions: threshold promotions (conditional on spending more than a threshold
amount; e.g., “Get $5 off on orders of $10 or more”) and capped promotions (lim-
ited to a maximum dollar value; e.g., “Get 50% off, up to $5 per order”). Results
from seven preregistered studies, including one field study, show that threshold
promotions lead to higher purchase intentions and conversion rates (but poten-
tially lower purchase amounts) than comparable capped promotions—even
though capped promotions are equivalent in maximal economic savings for the
consumer—when the trigger value (the spending amount at which the promotion
activates or caps) is low. This effect occurs because consumers have higher
expected promotion levels for capped promotions and lower expected spending
levels for threshold promotions, leading them to perceive the threshold promotion
as a fairer deal. However, this effect reverses when the trigger value is high,
wherein consumers perceive capped promotions as a fairer deal and prefer them
to threshold promotions. The implications of our results for the optimal manage-

ment of price promotion architectures were discussed.
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Price promotions are temporary monetary incentives
used by retailers to motivate customers (Chandon,
Wansink, and Laurent 2000). They are a widely adopted
strategy for influencing consumer purchasing decisions.
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For instance, managers on food ordering platforms fre-
quently implement various types of price promotions (see
web appendices A and B for examples). Recent studies
indicate that 65% of orders on DoorDash and 55% on Uber
Eats include a discount (Intouch Insight 2024; Guszkowski,
2024).

Unlike traditional promotions such as “$5 off” or “50%
off,” managers have increasingly adopted restricted price
promotions that impose limits or preconditions on the
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incentives. These restricted promotions are now as com-
mon as their unrestricted counterparts in the marketplace
(web appendices C and D). For example, Uber Eats
offers, “$5 off your order of $15 or more,” whereas
DoorDash provides, “Take 50% off, up to a $10 discount”
(web appendix A). We refer to the former as threshold pro-
motions, which are only applicable if the purchase amount
exceeds a specified threshold. The latter is referred to as
capped promotions, wherein the discount is capped at a
maximum stated value.

Take DoorDash, the most popular US food delivery plat-
form (Intouch Insight 2024), as an example. We collected
data from 100 restaurants in New York and Los Angeles on
DoorDash and found that these were the two most common
promotional types: 55% of stores use capped promotions,
whereas 24% use threshold promotions (web appendix C).
Given that both types of restricted promotions are widely
used by managers, a key question arises: should managers
choose capped promotions or threshold promotions?
Specifically, consider two restricted promotions offering
the same maximum benefit: one using a threshold promo-
tion, “Enjoy $5 off on orders of $10 or more,” and the other
using a capped promotion, “Enjoy 50% off, up to $5 per
order.” Although both promotions offer the same maximum
savings, managers may be uncertain about which promo-
tion architecture (threshold or cap) better motivates con-
sumer purchases for the equivalent objective deal and cost
to the firm.

There is also wide variability in the way different man-
agers set these promotions. In our data from DoorDash, the
size of the percentage discounts in capped promotions
ranges from 15% to 40%, with the discount cap varying
from $5 to $50. Similarly, the dollar amount for threshold
promotions ranges from $3 to $13, with the threshold
amount varying from $15 to $70. This raises the question
of how the settings of these promotions affect consumer
decision-making. For instance, when creating a capped pro-
motion, does a higher percentage (with the same cap) better
motivate purchases? Alternatively, might it backfire? In
this article, we provide insights for managers on how to set
the percentage and cap for capped promotions, as well as
the dollar amount and threshold for threshold promotions.

We suggest that managers should clearly define the pri-
mary objective of their price promotion, whether to
increase purchase intention or to boost the purchase amount
among buyers, and carefully consider the relationship
between consumers’ typical spending levels and the trigger
value. The trigger value refers to the spending level that
triggers a change in the discount received (e.g., if the pro-
motion is, “Enjoy 50% off, up to $5 per order,” the spend-
ing trigger value is $10). Stated differently, for threshold
promotions, the trigger value is the minimum amount
(min) consumers must spend to receive the discount, and
for capped promotions, the trigger value is the maximum
spending amount before a limit applies. In figure 1, we
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visually compare the discount provided by these two pro-
motion types at different spending levels, using a $10 trig-
ger value example. Notably, from a consumer perspective,
capped promotions are economically superior to threshold
promotions until their spending reaches the promotional
trigger value, after which the two promotion types are eco-
nomically equivalent.

This article examines how capped and threshold promo-
tions affect consumers’ purchase intentions and spending
amounts. Surprisingly, although capped promotions are
economically superior (or equivalent) for consumers, the
current research finds that threshold promotions are pre-
ferred by consumers and more effectively motivate pur-
chase intentions in a specific and common context: when
the trigger value is perceived as low (using the above
example, $10 for food delivery) relative to consumers’ typ-
ical spending in that category (e.g., a $25 expenditure on
average). We hypothesize that this advantage for threshold
(vs. capped) promotions occurs for two reasons: (1) the
high percentage in capped promotions (50%) leads con-
sumers to expect more promotional benefits than the small
($5) benefit they receive, and (2) the low spending thresh-
old (“on orders of $10 or more”) in threshold promotions
leads consumers to perceive the same ($5) discount as
larger. Thus, although the capped offer may seem attractive
initially, creating a high expectation, consumers ultimately
perceive capped promotions (with low trigger values) as
relatively poor deals and less fair than the equivalent
threshold promotions. However, in the case of high and
hard-to-reach trigger values (e.g., a threshold of $50 for
food delivery), consumers’ expectations and reactions are
reversed, and capped promotions are seen as good and fair
deals and are more effective than comparable threshold
promotions, as we explain in more detail below. We also
demonstrate that there is a trade-off between prioritizing
purchase intention (attracting more customers) and maxi-
mizing purchase amount (the amount spent per customer):
although a threshold promotion with a low trigger value is
effective in encouraging purchases, the average purchase
amount among buyers may be lower compared to that
achieved with a capped promotion, due to anchoring
effects.

This research makes three major contributions. First, this
research is the first to examine an emerging and increas-
ingly common type of price promotion (capped promo-
tions) and detail the psychological process and behavioral
effects associated with this type of promotion. Second, this
research contributes to the broader literature on restricted
promotions (Sokolova and Li 2021). Past research has
examined the effectiveness of restricted versus unrestricted
promotions and found that restrictions convey information
about good deals (Inman, Peter, and Raghubir 1997). The
current work classifies promotion restrictions into two cate-
gories (precondition type and limit type; i.e., threshold and
capped). It is the first to examine the conditional
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FIGURE 1
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effectiveness of different types of restricted price
promotions and the role of expectations in shaping the
perceived fairness of the promotional deal. Third, this
research contributes to the percentage-dollar promotion lit-
erature (Chen, Monroe, and Lou 1998) by providing a par-
simonious explanation that accounts for findings that the
standard economic model and previously identified pricing
mechanisms (e.g., format neglect Sevilla, Isaac, and
Bagchi 2018) have been unable to explain. For instance,
the current research identifies conditions under which dis-
counts framed in small-dollar terms can be more effective
than those framed in large-percentage terms. More broadly,
this research provides managers with a framework for
assessing the effectiveness of price promotions, helping
them design optimal promotion architectures regarding per-
ceived fairness, cost-effectiveness, and impact on sales.

In the following sections, we review the literature on
price-promotion architecture and draw from research on
expectation disconfirmation and fair deal perceptions to
motivate our hypotheses. We then present the results of
seven preregistered studies testing our hypotheses and dis-
cuss our findings’ theoretical and managerial implications.

THEORETICAL DEVELOPMENT

Two of the most well-examined price promotion types
are offers in dollar terms and percentage terms. When dis-
counts in dollar terms and percentage terms are equivalent
(50% off a $10 purchase vs. $5 off a $10 purchase),
research indicates that price discounts framed in dollar
terms are perceived as more substantial than same-amount
alternatives framed in percentage terms when product pri-
ces are high, but this pattern reverses with low prices

(Chen et al. 1998). A meta-analysis further found that
although both the deal percentage and the amount posi-
tively influence the perceived savings, the percentage has
more impact (Krishna et al. 2002). Several variants of per-
centage and dollar-term discounts have recently become
pervasive in marketing practice, including capped and
threshold promotions. The current research compares these
two types of restricted promotion architectures.

Restricted Promotion Architectures: Capped
versus Threshold

Promotion restriction is a tactic that constrains consum-
ers’ actions in some way when they purchase a market
offering (Inman et al. 1997). Commonly applied promotion
restrictions tend to either set a precondition or add a limit
to the offer. The preconditions can be the minimum number
of products purchased, the minimum purchase amount, or
the fulfillment of a nonmonetary condition (Bertini and
Aydinli 2020; Cheng and Ross 2023; Cheng and Stadler
Blank 2025; Dallas and Morwitz 2018; Lee and Ariely
2006; Sokolova and Li 2021). Precondition-type promo-
tions can take the form of “bonus packs,” “buy-one-get-
one-free” (BOGO) deals, “free gifts,” or “bundle offers”
(Raghubir 2004). For example, some promotions offer con-
sumers an additional free product, a bonus quantity, or a
discounted price conditional on purchasing a focal product
or reaching a minimum quantity (Ding and Zhang 2020;
Palmeira and Srivastava 2013; Teng 2009). Alternatively,
limit-type promotions can involve a maximum quantity
one can buy under a discount or when an offer is available
(Chandon et al. 2000; Cheema and Patrick 2008; Inman
et al. 1997). Studies show that preconditions and limited

920z 11Mdy 0] uo Jasn Ansiaaiun oluyosihjod Buoy BuoH syl Aq §/2zZ9£8/99018oN/10l/S601 0 1 /10p/3lo1e-soueApe/1ol/wod dno-olwapeoe//:sdny Wwolj papeojumoq



4

sales restrictions affect consumers’ likelihood of purchase
(Gneezy 2005; Inman et al. 1997; Yoon and Vargas, 2011
). However, whether and how each type of restriction dif-
ferentially influences consumer decisions remains unclear.
The current research compares two common choice
architectures (Thaler and Sunstein 2008) used in promotion
contexts, which we call “promotion architectures.” The
first is a dollar-term promotion with a spending amount
precondition, which we call a threshold promotion (e.g.,
“$5 off on orders of $10 or more”). The second is a capped
promotion (e.g., “50% off with a maximum discount of
$5”), a percentage-term promotion with a maximum value
limit. Although the nature of the restrictions for threshold
and capped promotions is quite different, if the thresholds
are low, the economic value of the two promotions can be
equivalent for an extensive range of spending amounts,
specifically when the spending amount is at least equal to
the trigger value (as seen in figure 1). In the above exam-
ples, taking up either offer leads to the same outcome ($5
off) if the amount spent meets or exceeds the trigger value
of $10. However, capped promotions apply to a broader
range of purchases than threshold promotions: only capped
promotions provide savings when consumers’ spending is
below the trigger value. Thus, the economic benefit for
consumers from capped promotions is always equal to or
greater than that of equivalent threshold promotions.
However, consumers’ preferences are affected not only
by the financial benefits obtained from a promotion but
also by its psychological aspects, such as the transaction
utility generated by perceiving a “fair” deal (Campbell
1999; Thaler 1985). Consumers are particularly critical of
firms presenting overly optimistic claims and later making
corrections in advertising (Darke and Ritchie 2007; Darke,
Ashworth, and Ritchie 2008). Thus, it is possible that when
consumers fully understand the benefit they will receive
from a given promotion, they will judge the capped promo-
tion as a relatively unfair deal because of the limit to the
discount—a possibility that we explore in the next section.

Fairness Perceptions and Expectation
Discrepancies

One of the critical determinants of promotion evaluation
is perceived fairness (Darke and Dahl 2003). Past literature
suggests that deal fairness perceptions arise from compar-
ing an offer with a reference, which may be internal (e.g.,
one’s offer in the past) or external (e.g., others’ offer;
Adams 1965; Thaler 1985; Xia, Monroe, and Cox 2004).
We posit that the perceived promotion ratio (“perceived
promotion”) is compared to an expected reference promo-
tion (“expected promotion”) to determine the perceived
fairness of a promotion. For the perceived promotion ratio,
consumers compare the attainable discount with the
expected spending amount (“expected spending”). Indeed,
research suggests that consumers possess two a priori
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internal expectations based on their previous experiences
when evaluating a price promotion in the absence of exter-
nal references: (1) an expectation regarding the average or
moderate promotion percentage (Grewal, Marmorstein, and
Sharma 1996; Kalwani and Yim 1992), and (2) an expecta-
tion concerning their spending amount or shopping goal
(Cheng and Ross 2023; Du and Hardisty 2025; Lee and
Ariely 2006).

In the context of food ordering, we surveyed consumers’
internal expectations of promotion level and expected
spending level based on past experiences with food order-
ing (web appendix D). Most respondents (85.1%) men-
tioned typically receiving discounts of less than or equal to
20% (M = 12.53%, SD =13.71%). Their mean expected
spending was $33.99 (SD=$17.15), comparable to the
average spend per order reported by other sources (e.g.,
Miller 2025).

Therefore, assuming an expected promotion of 20% for
food delivery, an unrestricted “$5 off” promotion for an
order will be deemed as a fair and good deal if a consumer
usually spends $25 because the offer ($5/$25 =20%) meets
their expectation (20%; table 1). However, the same “$5
off” promotion will be perceived as relatively less fair if
they usually spend $50 because the offer ($5/$50 = 10%) is
lower than their expectation (20%). Indeed, research shows
that consumers are more willing to put in effort to get a $5
discount on a product priced at $15 versus one priced at
$125 (Tversky and Kahneman 1981). This reasoning is
also consistent with the view from Thaler (1980, 50) that
the “search for any purchase will continue until the
expected amount saved as a proportion of the total price
equals some critical value.”

As noted, a reference amount or expectation is labile and
can be shaped by multiple factors. It can be derived not
only from an internal reference arising from previous expe-
rience in memory (e.g., past price; Kalyanaram and Winer
1995) but also from an external reference arising from
information in the environment, such as the promotions
that others receive (Darke and Dahl 2003). Studies show
that extreme or exaggerated reference prices (e.g., exagger-
ated manufacturer’s suggested retail prices) can raise price
expectations and thus improve the perceived offer value in
comparison (Urbany, Bearden, and Weilbaker 1988).
However, mentioning a large promotion may increase
expectations for the actual promotion offer value and
thereby undermine deal evaluation because of the discon-
firmation stemming from the discrepancy between expecta-
tion and the actual savings outcome (Oliver, Balakrishnan,
and Barry 1994; Spreng, MacKenzie, and Olshavsky
1996). Thus, a “50% off” price claim may increase con-
sumers’ reference for promotions. However, the promotion
may appear unfair when consumers realize that it does not
apply to their purchase or the obtained discount is lower
than 50% (Mobley, Bearden, and Teel 1988).
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TABLE 1
RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN EXPECTED AND PERCEIVED PROMOTIONS—ILLUSTRATED WITH A TYPICAL SPENDING AMOUNT
OF $25
Unrestricted promotions (e.g., “$5 of{”) ted " '
H o romotion amoun state romotion amoun 0,
Perceived promotlon : gxpected spending = Usual spend‘ijng amount (internal) =25 20%

Expected promotion: previously encountered percentage =20% (internal)

Low trigger values ($10)—lower than typical spending

Capped promotions (e.g., “560% off, max $5”)

promotion amount capped amount

Perceived promotion :

expected spending = Usual spending amount (internal)

Expected promotion: stated promotion percentage = 50% (external)

Perceived promotion < expected promotion (lower deal fairness)

Threshold promotions (e.g., “$5 off on orders of $10 or more”)

. promotion amount __
* expected spending

stated promotion amount __

Perceived promOtlon threshold amount (external) —

=5 —20%

£ —50%

Expected promotion: previously encountered percentage =20% (internal)

Perceived promotion > expected promotion (higher deal fairness)

Deal fairness comparison: capped promotions < threshold promotions

High trigger values ($50)—higher than typical spending

Capped promotions (e.g., “10% off, max $5”)

. promotion amount

Perceived promotion : xpected spending

Expected promotion: stated promotion percentage = 10% (external)

Perceived promotion = expected promotion (higher deal fairness)

Threshold promotions (e.g., “$5 off on orders of $50 or more”)

. promotion amount

i i _ zero
Perceived promotlon * expected spending ~ threshold amount (external)

= stated percentage = 10%

=0%

Expected promotion: previously encountered percentage =20% (internal)

Perceived promotion < expected promotion (lower deal fairness)

Deal fairness comparison: capped promotions > threshold promotions

Consumers usually use internal references for spending
and promotions. However, when external references are
available and accessible, consumers may use those instead
of internal ones when evaluating a price promotion because
external references are available in the immediate environ-
ment wherein evaluation happens and thus are more salient
and diagnostic to consumers than internal references
(Hamilton 2024). Therefore, we reason that the availability
and accessibility of the external references in restricted
promotions may affect consumers’ expected promotion
ratios and spending amounts. Specifically, we propose that
the claimed promotion percentages (“50%”) in capped pro-
motions (e.g., “50% off, max $5”) act as a high external
reference for the promotion and that the equivalent thresh-
old levels (“$10”) in threshold promotions (e.g., “$5 off on
orders of $10 or more”) act as a lower external reference
for expected spending.

In the following sections, we first build out our theory for
the case in which trigger values are below typical spending
amounts and then examine the case when they are above.

When Trigger Values Are Low. For capped promotions
(e.g., “50% off, max $5”), the large percentage discount
value (50%) is an external reference point for consumers’
expected promotions. Once consumers realize that their
usual spending amount (e.g., $25 in food ordering) exceeds
the trigger value ($10), they understand they can only
receive the capped offer amount ($5) as their discount.
Thus, consumers would find that the actual promotion ($5/
$25 =20%) they receive is lower than the expected promo-
tion (50%). This negative expectation disconfirmation—a
discrepancy generated from a worse-than-expected out-
come (Oliver et al. 1994)—Ileads to lower perceived deal
fairness and purchase intention. In contrast, for comparable
threshold promotions (e.g., “$5 off on orders of $10 or
more”), the expected spending is anchored on the low trig-
ger value ($10; Tversky and Kahneman 1974). The thresh-
old restriction of $10 also works as an external reference
for spending amount (Cheng and Ross 2023), which con-
sumers use to evaluate the size of the discount amount in
percentage terms (Heath, Chatterjee, and France 1995).
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Because there is no external reference for the promotion
percentage, consumers may rely on an internal reference in
memory, such as previously encountered offers (Hamilton
2024). In this example, the perceived promotion is derived
from the ratio of the stated promotion amount ($5) against
the relevant comparison of expected spending ($10), and
thus ($5/$10 =50%), it tends to be larger than the internal
expected promotion (e.g., 20% previously encountered in
food ordering; web appendix D) when the threshold is
lower than consumers’ usual spending amount. This posi-
tive expectation disconfirmation—a discrepancy generated
from a better-than-expected outcome (Oliver et al. 1994)—
leads to higher perceived deal fairness and purchase
intention.

We use mathematical notation to illustrate the relation-
ship between such expected promotions and the corre-
sponding perceived promotions (table 1). However,
consumers may not explicitly recall their previously
encountered promotions and therefore may not calculate
precisely (Kyung and Thomas 2016). Instead, the calcula-
tions we provide in table 1 are “as-if”” models, approximat-
ing consumers’ heuristic process. For example, consumers
could also think about their spending amount first (e.g.,
$25), expecting to have $12.50 off (50% x $25), and real-
ize the actual discount ($5) is below expectation, which is
a different thought process in terms of order of calculation
but mathematically equivalent to the model we proposed.

Thus, even though the applicability of capped promo-
tions is broader than threshold promotions (as capped pro-
motions can be used on any purchase, and threshold
promotions can only be used when spending is above the
threshold), the perceived deal fairness of the capped pro-
motions may be lower than that of threshold promotions.
Accordingly, we put forth the following hypotheses condi-
tional on low trigger values (summarized in figure 2):

H1 (Conditional main effect): When the trigger value is
low (i.e., lower than consumers’ usual spending), capped
promotions lead to lower purchase intentions than compara-
ble threshold promotions.

H2 (Mediation): When the trigger value is low (i.e., lower
than consumers’ usual spending), capped promotions versus
comparable threshold promotions create a more negative
expectation disconfirmation, lowering perceptions of fair-
ness and, in turn, lowering purchase intentions.

Thus, following hypotheses 1 and 2, consumers may pre-
fer a threshold promotion to a capped promotion when the
trigger value is low.

When Trigger Values Are High. Next, consider the
case in which the trigger value exceeds consumers’ usual
spending amount. In this case, we predict that consumers
generally perceive capped promotions as a fairer deal than
threshold promotions. For instance, a capped promotion of
“10% off, max $5” has a maximum trigger value of $50,
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which is now higher than the typical spending amount of
$25. Consumers spending an average amount can receive
the full expected discount percentage (10%, leading to a
rebate of $2.50) without triggering the cap. Accordingly,
the expected promotion ($2.50/$25 = 10%) is equal to the
indicated external reference for the expected promotion of
10%. Thus, the capped promotion is perceived as a fair
deal.

When threshold promotions are set with a high trigger
value (e.g., “$5 off on orders of $50 or more”), consumers’
usual spending amount ($25) is now lower than the trigger
value; thus, the promotion amount is not applicable or rele-
vant, and the actual outcome would be $0. Thus, when the
trigger amount is higher than the consumers’ usual spend-
ing amount, the perceived value of the threshold promotion
(0%) is lower than the internal expected promotion (20%).
This negative expectation disconfirmation leads to low per-
ceived fairness and purchase intention (table 1). Thus,
(summarized in figure 2), we hypothesize the following:

H3 (Conditional main effect): When the trigger value is
high (e.g., higher than consumers’ usual spending), capped
promotions lead to higher purchase intention than compara-
ble threshold promotions.

H4 (Mediation): When the trigger value is high (e.g., higher
than consumers’ usual spending), threshold promotions
(vs.  capped promotions) create negative expectation
disconfirmation, lowering perceptions of fairness and, in
turn, purchase intentions.

We examine the effect of promotion architectures when
the trigger value is low and high (because both are preva-
lent in the marketplace; web appendix E). However,
because threshold promotions apply to a narrower range of
purchases than capped promotions with high trigger values,
preferences between the promotion types can often be
driven by differences in economic value. Thus, because it
is theoretically more meaningful and interesting to examine
the different psychological effects of two promotion archi-
tectures with similar economic values, our empirical stud-
ies mainly examine the case in which the trigger value is
below usual spending (hypotheses 1 and 2; the promotions
are closely comparable only when the trigger value is low;
figure 1).

Once consumers’ intention to make purchases is secured
(such as with loyal customers), managers may shift their
focus to encouraging consumers to increase their spending
amounts. Prior research demonstrates that attractive promo-
tions can enhance both purchase intentions and spending
amounts (Hock, Bagchi, and Anderson 2020; Lam et al.
2001). Thus, one might assume that threshold promotions,
by increasing purchase intentions when the trigger value is
low, would similarly elevate consumer spending. However,
consumers encountering threshold promotions might
instead intend to spend less because their intended spend-
ing becomes anchored to the lower trigger value—the very
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FIGURE 2
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK.
Trigger Value
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mechanism that makes threshold promotions appear more
appealing. Consequently, managers face a potential trade-
off between increasing purchase intentions and maximizing
spending among purchasing consumers. Due to these con-
flicting forces, we do not explicitly predict how promotion
architecture influences overall sales (though we test it
empirically in study 6). Instead, this article primarily inves-
tigates the impact of promotion architecture on purchase
intention while also examining its implications for spend-
ing amount and overall sales to offer practical managerial
insights.

OVERVIEW OF STUDIES

We conducted seven preregistered studies as well as six
studies in web appendices to test our hypotheses. Study 1
examines consumers’ interest in the two types of digital
discounts in a real-world social media setting. Study 2 tests
hypotheses 1 and 3 with price promotions in the ride-
hailing context. Study 3 tests hypotheses 1 and 2 using an
unrestricted promotion to disentangle whether the observed
difference between capped and threshold comes from an
aversion to capped promotions and/or a preference for
threshold promotions. Study 4 tests hypotheses 1 and 2
using a joint evaluation setting, which is also common in
the marketplace. Study 5 tests all hypotheses by examining
the moderating effect of low versus high trigger value.
Studies 6a and 6b test the robustness of hypothesis 1 with
lower promotion depths and further examine the impact of
the two promotion types on overall sales. Table 2 summa-
rizes the results of all studies.

STUDY 1: FOOD-ORDERING
ADVERTISING FIELD STUDY

Instead of directly testing the effects of promotion archi-
tecture on purchase intentions when trigger values are low
(hypothesis 1), this study examined an implication of
hypothesis 1 that a threshold-promotion ad can be more

effective at engaging consumer interest than a comparable
capped-promotion ad on social media platforms that use
algorithmic targeting of ads (Boegershausen et al. 2025;
Braun et al. 2024). Specifically, we conducted a field study
on TikTok, a popular short-form video platform, to com-
pare consumer responses to advertisements employing
equivalent threshold and capped types of promotions in a
real-world social media context. We measured click-
through rate (CTR), a standard metric in digital advertising
and marketing research (Hardisty and Weber 2020), as an
indicator of consumer interest. We expected threshold pro-
motions to yield higher CTRs than capped promotions.

Method

We ran a coupon-based ad campaign for a food-delivery
platform using the “split test” tool in TikTok Ads Manager.
This tool utilizes an algorithm to assign the audience to one
of two groups, each seeing only one advertisement, and
measures the CTR. We used the “Smart Video” tool in Ads
Manager to turn two images into two 30-second videos,
one with a threshold-promotion message (“Enjoy $3 off on
an order of $5 or more”) and the other with an equivalent
capped-promotion message (“Enjoy 60% off, $3 max dis-
count per order”) placed at the center of the screen through-
out the video. The trigger value, $5, was set to be lower
than people’s average spend ($33.99; web appendix D).
Both ads presented the same background music recom-
mended by TikTok and had the same call for action
(“Order Now”). We disallowed user comments to avoid
any endogenous or unpredictable effects from the com-
ments. We preregistered to run the campaign among
TikTok viewers aged 18 years and older in the United
States for 10 days, with an advertising cost of $400 for
each ad. Finally, we directed the viewers who clicked on
the advertisements to a website wherein we debriefed them
and provided a link to a real “$3 off” Uber Eats coupon
code.
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TABLE 2
SUMMARY OF RESULTS

Study 1 (N =127,443; US TikTok users)
Capped promotion (%) Threshold promotion (%)

Click-through rate 1.25 1.38
Main findings: consumers click more on a threshold promotion than a capped promotion when the trigger value is low.

Study 2 (N =403; Canadian Prolific participants)

Capped without ~ Threshold without =~ Capped with  Threshold with

spending spending spending spending
Conversion rate 59.05% 67.71% 53.13% 67.92%
Preference for hailing a ride with a coupon (vs. taking a bus) 5.08 (2.50) 5.77 (2.47) 5.16 (2.41) 5.50 (2.63)
Deal evaluation 5.49 (1.95) 6.63 (1.67) 5.44 (1.91) 6.81 (1.65)

Main findings: threshold price promotions lead to higher conversion rates than capped price promotions when the trigger value is low,
regardless of whether spending information is provided.

Study 3 (N =600; US Prolific participants)

Capped promotion Unrestricted promotion Threshold promotion
Purchase intention 2.89 (1.80) 3.61(1.72) 410 (1.97)
Fairness perception 3.21(1.87) 3.93(1.67) 5.02 (1.67)

Main findings: threshold price promotions lead to higher conversion rates than unrestricted and capped promotions when the trigger value
is low.

Study 4 (N =200; US Prolific participants)

Capped Threshold
Choice 38.5% 61.50%
Fairness perception 3.74 (1.11) 4.32 (0.71)
Expectation discrepancy 2.84 (1.30) 2.35(1.08)

Main findings: expectation disconfirmation explains why threshold price promotions lead to higher conversion rates than capped promotions
when the trigger value is low.

Study 5 (N =398; US Prolific participants)
Capped low trigger Threshold low trigger Capped high trigger Threshold high trigger

Purchase intentions 2.87 (1.30) 3.73 (1.11) 3.11 (1.24) 1.94 (0.99)
Fairness perception 3.12(1.15) 4.05 (0.95) 3.51 (0.99) 2.55(1.18)
Expectation discrepancy 3.59 (1.23) 2.55(1.18) 3.50 (1.22) 3.93(1.13)

Main findings: threshold price promotions lead to higher conversion rates than unrestricted and capped promotions when the trigger value
is low, but this reverses for high trigger values.

Study 6a Promotional depth 40% (N =278; Canadian college students)

Capped promotion Threshold promotion
Deal evaluation 5.03 (1.93) 6.94 (1.35)
Conversion rate 50.36% 85.61%
Purchase amount $11.61 ($13.86) $15.91 ($7.46)
Purchase amount—discount $8.61 ($11.46) $10.78 ($5.70)

Main findings: threshold price promotions lead to higher conversions, purchase, and final payment amounts than unrestricted and capped
promotions when the trigger value is low.

Study 6b Promotional depth 20% (N = 139; Canadian college students)

Capped promotion Threshold promotion
Deal evaluation 3.51 (1.59) 5.28 (1.80)
Conversion rate 21.13% 61.76%
Purchase amount $3.92 ($7.87) $11.65 ($10.15)
Purchase amount—discount $3.29 ($6.68) $9.79 ($8.84)

Main findings: threshold price promotions lead to higher conversions, purchase, and final payment amounts than unrestricted and capped
promotions when the trigger value is low.

Note.—For scale responses, means are provided with SDs in parentheses.
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Results

The threshold-promotion ad reached 61,895 viewers,
and the capped-promotion ad reached 65,548 viewers. As
preregistered, we conducted a one-tailed two-proportion z-
test on CTR. We found that viewers were more likely to
click on the threshold-promotion advertisement (1.38%)
than the capped-promotion one (1.25%), z=2.04,
p = .021. Exploratory analyses further revealed that view-
ers were more likely to play the threshold-promotion adver-
tisement (13.52%) for at least two seconds compared to the
capped-promotion ad (11.77%), z=9.40, p < .001.

Discussion

Study 1 tested the effect of promotion architecture on
CTRs on TikTok, with threshold promotions being 10%
more effective at generating clicks than capped promotions
when trigger values were low. The finding that threshold
promotions were 15% likelier to be kept on screen for
two seconds or longer than capped promotions is also con-
sistent with the notion that consumers are more interested
in threshold promotions. Note that social media-based “A/
B Tests” are subject to “divergent delivery” due to the opti-
mization and targeting algorithms of the platform
(Boegershausen et al. 2025; Braun et al. 2024). Thus,
although this study does not allow us to establish causality
because of algorithmic confounds, it provides ecologically
valid evidence supporting that a threshold-promotion ad
can be more effective at engaging consumer interest than a
comparable capped-promotion ad on social media.
Although the influence of the algorithm is unavoidable, we
replicated our findings in web appendix F, suggesting a
robust phenomenon in the real world that provides manage-
rial guidance. Next, we follow up with fully randomized,
laboratory-based experiments in the rest of the studies.

STUDY 2: PRICE PROMOTIONS
IN RIDE HAILING

This study examined the effects of promotion architec-
ture on coupon conversion and deal evaluation when the
trigger value is lower than consumers’ usual spending
amount (hypothesis 1) in a traditional experimental setting,
this time using a ride-hailing context. Unlike food ordering,
in which consumers can adjust their spending by adding
items to meet promotional trigger values, ride hailing offers
less flexibility, as consumers cannot change core factors
like their destination to influence spending. We set the
maximum discount amount for the two conditions at $5,
with a trigger value of $10, a commonly used price incen-
tive for ride-hailing service platforms such as Uber and
Lyft. We also conducted an exploratory examination to
determine (1) whether the participants’ average spending
amount in the past, either above or below the trigger value,
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moderates the effect. As such, a low trigger value ($10)
might still have been high for some participants, and thus,
we expect that only participants whose average spending
amount in the past was above the trigger value would likely
respond better to the threshold promotions (hypothesis 1).
However, we expect those whose spending amount in the
past was below the trigger value would be more likely to
respond to the capped promotions (hypothesis 3); and (2)
whether the effect is robust to informing participants of the
average spending on hailing taxis, which may shed light on
whether consumers naturally consult their typical spending
amount.

Method

We preregistered to recruit 400 Canadian residents from
Prolific, and 403 participated in the study (M, = 31.83
years, SD,,. = 20.22 years; 58.1% female). We used a 2
(promotion architecture: capped vs. threshold) X 2 (infor-
mation about average spending: present vs. not) factorial
between-subjects design. We asked participants to imagine
going home from work and deciding whether to hail a ride
or take the bus. Half of the participants were instructed
about their typical purchase patterns (“If you hail a ride,
you will spend $20 on average”), and half were not. We
randomly assigned participants to one of the two
promotion-restriction conditions. Participants in the
threshold-promotion condition read, “Enjoy $5 off a ride,
on a ride of $10 or more”; those in the capped-promotion
condition read, “Enjoy 50% off a ride, $5 max discount per
ride.”

Next, we asked participants to indicate whether or not
they would use the offer to hail a ride or take a bus (coupon
conversion, binary), rate their strength of preference
(1 = definitely hail a ride using Uber, 9 = definitely take a
bus; reverse coded in results), and the extent to which they
perceived the promotions as bad or good deals (deal evalu-
ation; 1 =a very bad deal, 9 =a very good deal). We also
measured participants’ typical spending on ride-hailing for
a trip home, familiarity with Uber (1 =not familiar at all,
9 = very familiar), and whether they had an Uber account.

Results and Discussion

First, we confirmed that the trigger value we used ($10)
was lower than the average spending amount (M = $21.15,
SD = $16.94, range = [$1.00, $120.00]) on ride hailing for
a trip home, #(402) = 13.21, p < .001. Most participants
(75%) typically spend over $10 on one ride. The majority of
the participants (67%) had an Uber account and were famil-
iar with Uber (M =6.76, SD =2.19), significantly higher
than the scale midpoint (5), #(402) = 16.20, p < .001.

Conversion Rate. Using logistic regression, we exam-
ined the effect of promotion architecture and the provision
of typical spending amounts on coupon conversion. Results
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revealed that respondents were significantly less likely to
redeem the capped discount (56.22%) than the threshold
discount (67.82%), Wald Xz(l) = 5.72, p = .017. There
was neither a main effect of providing information on aver-
age spending, Wald x*(1) = 0.23, p = .635, nor an interac-
tion effect on coupon use, Wald x*(1) = 0.37, p = .546.

Preference  Strength. An analysis of variance
(ANOVA) with preference strength as the dependent
variable revealed that respondents had a stronger prefer-
ence for hailing a ride (vs. taking a bus) when they saw a
threshold discount (M =5.63, SD =2.55) than when they
saw a capped discount (M =5.12, SD =2.45), F(1, 399) =
4.23, p = .040, T]p2 = 0.01. There was, again, neither a
main effect of mentioning the average spending, F(1, 399)
= 0.16, p = .689, nor an interaction effect on preference
strength, F(1, 399) = 0.47, p = .495.

Deal Evaluation. An ANOVA on deal evaluation
revealed that respondents perceived the threshold discount
(M=6.72, SD=1.66) as a significantly better deal than
the capped discount (M =5.46, SD=1.93), F(1, 399) =
49.00, p < .001, np2 = 0.11. Again, there was neither a
main effect of providing the average spending, F(1, 399) =
0.15, p = .701, nor an interaction effect on deal evaluation,
F(1,399) =043, p = .514.

Consistent with hypothesis 1, when the trigger value for
a discount was low (i.e., lower than the typical purchase
amount for most participants), consumers were more likely
to choose to use the threshold discount coupon and have a
higher deal evaluation than an equivalent capped discount.
This result is striking given that the capped promotion is
economically superior to the threshold promotion for
spending amounts below the trigger value (about one-
quarter of the sample). This effect also holds whether par-
ticipants are assigned an average spending amount or not,
suggesting that consumers in the control condition may
have naturally thought of their typical spending amount
(M = $21.15), which was very close to the $20 typical
spending assigned in the other condition.

The Role of Trigger Value Relative to Past Spending.
To provide an initial exploration (i.e., non-preregistered) of
the role of the trigger value (hypotheses 1 and 3), we sepa-
rated participants into two groups: those whose self-
reported past spending amounts were higher than or equal
to the trigger value (i.e., when the trigger value was below
past spending) and those whose self-reported spending
amounts were lower than the trigger value (i.e., when the
trigger value was above past spending). An exploratory
three-factor ANOVA showed a significant interaction
effect on deal evaluation between spending information,
trigger value relative to past spending, and promotion
architecture, F(1, 395) = 7.07, p = .008, n,> = 0.02
(figure 3). Consistent with hypotheses 1 and 3, if the spend-
ing information was absent, there was a significant
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interaction effect between trigger value and promotion
architecture, F(1, 197) = 991, p = .002, np2 = 0.05.
Consumers had a higher deal evaluation for the threshold
promotion than the capped promotion when the trigger
value was below past spending, F(1, 197) = 26.76,
p < .001, npz = 0.12. The reverse was true when the trigger
value was above past spending, F(1, 197) = 3.30, p = .071,
np2 = 0.02. However, when spending information was pro-
vided, there was no interaction between trigger value and
promotion architecture, F(1, 198) = 0.32, p = .572.
Instead—and consistent with our instructions to assume a
$20 typical spending—consumers consistently had a higher
deal evaluation for the threshold promotion than the capped
promotion, regardless of their self-reported typical spend-
ing amount, F(1, 198) = 11.69, p < .001, 'r)p2 =0.06.

In sum, the findings indicated that when the spending
amounts were not provided, consumers naturally consulted
their past spending amounts and evaluated the deals based
on whether they were above or below the trigger value.
However, consumers no longer consulted their past spend-
ing amount when spending amount instructions were pro-
vided. Because the given spending amount ($20) was
above the trigger value ($10), which led to negative expect-
ation disconfirmation for the capped promotion, consumers
in this condition preferred the threshold promotion regard-
less of their past spending amount. These findings were
consistent with hypotheses 1 and 3. They also supported
our assumption that consumers naturally consult their usual
or typical spending amount in the past to construct deal
perceptions and expected spending when evaluating deals.
As this analysis was an exploratory test for hypothesis 3,
we formally examine it in study 5.

STUDY 3: UNRESTRICTED PROMOTION

Thus far, we have compared the effect on purchase
intention of two restricted price promotion types. In study
3, we include an unrestricted dollar-term promotion as a
baseline comparison condition to uncover whether the
observed effect when the trigger value is low results from a
negative expectation disconfirmation for capped promo-
tions, a positive expectation disconfirmation for threshold
promotions, or a combination. Based on our theorization
(table 1), the expected spending is anchored on a lower
value for threshold promotions. In contrast, consumers
have the same expected promotion ratios and perceived
promotion amounts for unrestricted and threshold promo-
tions. Therefore, the perception—expectation ratio is higher
for threshold promotions than unrestricted promotions,
resulting in a positive expectation disconfirmation for
threshold promotions. In contrast, the perceived promo-
tions are the same for capped and unrestricted promotions,
whereas the expected promotions are higher for capped
promotions. Therefore, the perception—expectation ratio is
lower for capped promotions than unrestricted promotions,
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FIGURE 3

THE INTERACTION EFFECT AMONG THE PRESENCE OF
SPENDING INFORMATION, TRIGGER VALUE, AND
PROMOTION ARCHITECTURE IN STUDY 2.
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resulting in a negative expectation disconfirmation for
capped promotions. Accordingly, we propose that consum-
ers would evaluate the threshold promotion (e.g., “$3 off
on an order of $5 or more”) as better than the correspond-
ing unrestricted dollar-term promotion (e.g., “$3 off”),
which would be evaluated as better than the capped
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promotion (e.g., “60% off, $3 max on an order”); fairness
ratings are expected to follow the same order.

Method

We preregistered to recruit 600 participants residing in
the United States from Prolific, and 600 took part in the
study (Myee = 35.13 years, SD,e. = 14.31 years; 69.7%
female). Again, we asked participants to imagine them-
selves at home and deciding whether to order food from
Uber Eats or cook dinner. Participants in the threshold-
promotion condition saw a coupon: “Enjoy $3 off on an
order of $5 or more.” Those in the capped-promotion con-
dition read, “Enjoy 60% off, $3 max discount on an order.”
Those in the unrestricted promotion condition read, “Enjoy
$3 off.” Participants completed measures of their purchase
intentions (“After seeing this offer, how likely are you to
order from Uber Eats?” 1 =very unlikely; 7 =very likely)
and promotion fairness perceptions (“Is the offer shown
above a fair deal?” 1=not fair at all; 7=very fair;
Campbell 1999) in a counterbalanced order. We also meas-
ured their expected spending amount per food order to con-
firm that our chosen trigger value ($5) was low for this
category.

Results

The trigger value for the restricted discounts ($5) was
lower than the average expected spending amount (M =
$24.67, SD = $10.80, range = [$0.00, $80.00]) for one
meal order, #(599) = 44.60, p < .001. Almost all partici-
pants (99.5%) expected to spend more than $5 on one
order.

Purchase Intention. An ANOVA revealed a significant
difference in purchase intentions among the three
promotion-architecture conditions (figure 4), F(2, 597) =
21.90, p < .001, npz = 0.07. As expected, purchase inten-
tion was higher in the threshold promotion (M =4.10,
SD=1.97) than in the capped promotion (M =2.89,
SD =1.80), #398) = 6.39, p < .001, Cohen’s d=0.64.
Results also showed that purchase intentions with the unre-
stricted promotion (M =3.61, SD = 1.72) were lower than
with the threshold promotion, #398) = 2.63, p = .009,
Cohen’s d =0.26, but higher than with the capped promo-
tion, #(398) = 4.09, p < .001, Cohen’s d=0.41.

Fairness Perception. We also observed differences in
fairness perceptions among the three promotion-
architecture conditions, F(2, 597) = 54.86, p < .001, np2 =
0.16. Results revealed that people perceived the threshold
promotion (M =5.02, SD=1.67) as fairer than the
capped promotion (M =3.21, SD=1.87), #398) = 10.21,
p < .001, Cohen’s d=1.02.

Indirect Effect. Following a standard bootstrapped
mediation test, fairness perceptions mediated the effect of
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FIGURE 4
PROMOTION ARCHITECTURE AND PURCHASE INTENTION IN
STUDY 3.
5 -
[2]
c
S4 -
c
Q
=
03
(2]
©
S
52 1
o
1 y
Capped Unrestricted  Threshold

threshold promotion (vs. capped promotion) on purchase
intention, b = 1.26, standard error (SE) =0.14, 95% confi-
dence interval (CI) [1.00, 1.53]. Compared with the unre-
stricted promotion (M =3.93, SD=1.67), people
perceived the threshold promotion as fairer, #(398) = 6.53,
p < .001, Cohen’s d=0.65, and the capped promotion as
less fair, #(398) = 4.06, p < .001, Cohen’s d=0.41. Both
the indirect effect of threshold promotion (vs. unrestricted
promotion; b=0.76, SE=0.12, 95% CI [0.53, 0.99]) and
the indirect effect of capped promotion (vs. unrestricted
promotion; b =-0.50, SE=0.12, 95% CI [-0.75, —0.26])
on purchase intention were mediated through fairness
perceptions.

Discussion

This study reveals that consumers have the highest pur-
chase intention for the threshold promotion and the lowest
for the capped promotion (in support of hypothesis 1), with
the unrestricted promotion falling in the middle. Fairness
perceptions mediate the differences in purchase intentions.
These findings are also consistent with the theory that a
negative expectation disconfirmation leads to lower pur-
chase intentions for the capped promotion than the unre-
stricted promotion, and a positive expectation
disconfirmation leads to higher purchase intentions for the
threshold promotion than the unrestricted promotion (sup-
porting hypothesis 2). This finding—that a restricted pro-
motion can lead to a higher purchase intention than an
unrestricted promotion—demonstrates a weak violation of
dominance, further reinforcing the importance of promo-
tion architecture for deal framing (Du and Hardisty 2025;
Inman et al. 1997) and transaction utility (Campbell 1999;
Thaler 1985). See web appendix G for a conceptual replica-
tion study examining both purchase intention and purchase
amount of the three conditions with a lower promotion
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depth (20%): “Enjoy 20% off ($3 max discount on an
order),” “Enjoy $3 off (On an order of $15 or more),” and
“Enjoy $3 off.”

STUDY 4: JOINT EVALUATION

The three studies presented so far show higher purchase
intentions or interest for threshold promotions than capped
promotions when participants evaluate only one of the two
discounts (and the trigger value is low). However, in the
real world, these two types of restricted promotions are pre-
sented not only separately across service providers (web
appendix A) but also simultaneously (e.g., promotions
from different stores on the same app or flyer; web appen-
dix B). We thus examine a phenomenon-driven moderator
to see whether the effect still holds when participants
simultaneously evaluate both promotion types (i.e., a joint
evaluation mode; Hsee 1996). In a joint evaluation mode,
the promotional benefits can be directly compared, and
consumers can quickly discover that the capped promotion
is objectively better than (if they spend less than the thresh-
old amount) or equivalent to (if they spend no less than the
threshold amount) the threshold promotion, and thus the
evaluability of economic values is higher (Hsee 1996).
However, we hypothesize that consumers may still evalu-
ate the two promotions against their respective expected
promotions, even in a more evaluable joint evaluation con-
text. If so, fairness perceptions will be higher for threshold
promotions, again driving higher purchase intentions for
the threshold promotion over the capped promotion.
Therefore, this study examines people’s choice between
two food-ordering apps using threshold versus capped
promotion.

We also examine our proposed mechanism underlying
preferences for threshold promotion by testing whether
expectations and fairness perceptions serially mediate the
effect (hypothesis 2). Lastly, we assess whether consumers
notice that capped promotions apply to a broader range of
purchases and whether they consider this applicability
when evaluating the promotions.

Method

We preregistered to recruit 200 US residents from
Prolific, and 200 (M,,. = 35.69 years, SD,e. = 13.71
years; 49.5% female) participated in the study. We asked
participants to imagine they were considering two apps
from food-delivery companies (KABU and APT). One
company offered a threshold discount (“Enjoy $5 off on an
order of $10 or more”). The other offered a capped dis-
count (“Enjoy 50% off, $5 max discount on an order”).
Whether the threshold discount or the capped discount was
associated with a given company was counterbalanced.

Participants then indicated their choice (“Which app
would you download and use the offer from?”) and
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perceived fairness (“The offer from KABU/APT is fair”;
Darke and Dahl 2003), negative expectation disconfirma-
tion (“The offer from KABU/APT is below my expect-
ation”), and applicability (“The offer from KABU/APT
applies to all orders”) for each of the two companies using
five-point scales (1 =strongly disagree; 5 = strongly
agree).

Results

Logistic regression analysis showed that presentation
position had no significant effect on the proportion of con-
sumers choosing the app with the threshold promotion
(capped promotion on the left: 58%; threshold promotion
on the left: 65%), Wald Xz(l) = 1.03, p = .310. Similarly,
independent samples #-tests showed no significant position
effect on any process measures, p > .10. Therefore, we col-
lapsed the data across the two presentation-order conditions
based on promotion architecture before conducting the
main analyses.

Choice. Consistent with hypothesis 1, we find that with
low promotional trigger values, consumers preferred
threshold promotions (61.5%) over capped promotions
(38.5%), even when presented with both alternatives in a
joint evaluation, x*(1) = 10.58, p = .001.

Fairness and Negative Expectation Disconfirmation.
Paired-sample #-tests show that the perceived fairness for
the threshold promotion (M =4.32, SD=0.71) is signifi-
cantly higher than that for the capped promotion
(M=3.74, SD=1.11), t(199) = 7.39, p < .001, Cohen’s
d=0.52; and the negative expectation disconfirmation for
the threshold promotion (M =2.35, SD=1.08) is signifi-
cantly lower than that for the capped promotion (M =2.84,
SD =1.30), #(199) = 5.12, p < .001, Cohen’s d=0.36. A
within-participant ~ serial mediation analysis using
MEMORE macro (model 1; Montoya and Hayes 2017)
shows results consistent with a process model in which
negative expectation disconfirmation and perceived fair-
ness serially mediated the effect of promotion architecture
(capped promotion =0; threshold promotion=1) on
choice, »=0.03, SE=0.02, 95% CI [0.00, 0.07], support-
ing hypothesis 2.

Applicability. A paired-sample t-test shows that the
perceived applicability for the threshold promotion
(M =2.42, SD=1.49) is significantly lower than that for
the capped promotion (M =3.88, SD=1.37), #(199) =
10.04, p < .001, Cohen’s d=0.71. This difference can be
attributed to the fact that 53.50% of consumers recognized
the broader applicability of the capped promotion, whereas
37.00% perceived the applicability of both promotions as
equal. A mediation analysis demonstrates that the applic-
ability also mediates the effect of promotion architecture on
choice (capped promotion=0; threshold promotion=1),
but its direction is opposite to that of fairness, b =-0.15,
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SE =0.05, 95% CI [-0.27, —-0.06]. Among consumers who
perceived the applicability of the capped promotion to be
no broader than that of the threshold promotion, 72.04%
chose the threshold promotion over the capped promotion.
In contrast, among consumers who perceived the capped
promotion as having broader applicability, this preference
was significantly reduced to 52.34%, Wald x*(1) = 8.01, p
= .005. Notably, these participants also perceived the
capped promotion to have higher negative expectation dis-
confirmation, #106) = 3.12, p = .002, Cohen’s d=0.30,
and to be less fair, #(106) = 4.35, p < .001, Cohen’s
d=042.

Discussion

We find that consumers choose the threshold promotion
over the capped promotion when the two promotions are
presented side by side, making the economic equivalence
or dominance of the capped promotion more salient, sup-
porting a strong form of hypothesis 1. That is, the mecha-
nism of expectation disconfirmation we proposed is salient
or robust enough to create the effect even in a direct-choice
setting. The higher choice rate for the threshold promotion
also indicates that our findings in previous studies are not
artifacts of scale interpretation resulting from the between-
subjects design but rather are comparable representations
of experienced value (McKenzie and Sher 2020).

Our findings reveal that the evaluation of promotions is
influenced by both psychological factors (such as expecta-
tion disconfirmation and perceived fairness) and economic
factors (such as applicability). The preference for threshold
promotions is diminished among consumers who perceive
the capped promotion as less fair but applicable to a
broader range of orders. Moreover, we tested the robust-
ness of the mechanism with a separate evaluation using a
different promotion context: charitable appeals in grocery
shopping (web appendix H). We found that people were
more likely to purchase with a threshold promotion (“We
donate $5 per purchase, if you purchase $10 or more”) than
with an equivalent capped promotion (“We donate 50% of
your purchase price, up to $5 per purchase”) and replicated
the serial mediation model through negative expectation
disconfirmation and fairness as well as the predicted effect
of applicability. These findings support our theory that con-
sumers consider both economic and psychological dimen-
sions of promotions and that psychological fairness
perception can prevail over the economic value.

STUDY S5: TRIGGER VALUE AS A
MODERATOR

The previous studies determined that consumers prefer
the objectively equivalent (and sometimes less widely
applicable) threshold promotion to the comparable capped
promotion when the trigger value is lower than consumers’
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usual spending amount. However, our proposed process
implies that the opposite may be true when the trigger
value is higher than the consumers’ usual spending amount
because of the expanded zone of ineligibility for the thresh-
old promotion. Also, when the trigger value is high, a con-
sumer is less likely to exceed the cap for the capped
promotions. Therefore, the perceived discounts are equal to
the expected promotions for most consumers. Thus, we
expect a reversal for high (vs. low) trigger values (hypothe-
ses 3 and 4), which we examine in study 5.

Method

We preregistered to recruit 400 US residents from
Prolific, and a total of 398 (M .. = 33.58 years, SD,,. =
12.72 years; 57.5% female) participated in the study in a 2
(promotion architecture: threshold vs. capped) X 2 (trigger
value: high vs. low) between-subjects design. We asked
participants to imagine that they were deciding whether to
order out or cook dinner at home. Participants in the low-
trigger threshold-promotion condition read, “Enjoy $5 off
(On an order of $10 or more),” whereas those in the low-
trigger capped-promotion condition read, “Enjoy 50% off
($5 max discount on an order).” In the high-trigger thresh-
old-promotion condition, participants read, “Enjoy $5 off
(On an order of $50 or more).” Those in the high-trigger
capped-promotion condition read, “Enjoy 10% off ($5 max
discount on an order).” We measured purchase intentions
(“After seeing this message, how likely are you to use this
offer and order from UberEats?” 1 =extremely unlikely,
5 =extremely likely), fairness perception (“The offer is
fair.” 1=strongly disagree, 5=strongly agree; same
below), negative expectation disconfirmation (“The offer is
below my expectation”), and applicability (“The offer
applies to all orders”). We also measured participants’ typi-
cal spending amount for one food-ordering delivery to con-
firm that the threshold settings used are comparatively high
($50) or low ($10).

Results

First, we confirmed that the typical spending in one meal
order (M = $27.65, SD = $17.57) is higher than the low-
level trigger value setting ($10), #(397) = 20.05, p < .001,
and lower than the high-level trigger value setting ($50),
1(397) = 25.38, p < .001. Results of an ANOVA on
purchase intention revealed that consumers had higher pur-
chase intentions for low-trigger promotions than for high-
trigger promotions (figure 5), F(1, 394) = 43.95, p < .001,
np2 = 0.10. Notably, there was a significant interaction
effect between promotion architecture and trigger values,
F(1,394) =75.38, p < .001, np2 = 0.16. Pairwise compari-
sons showed that consumers in the low-trigger condition
expressed higher purchase intentions with threshold promo-
tions (M =3.73, SD = 1.11) than they did with capped pro-
motions (M =2.87, SD=1.30), #199) = 5.03, p < .001,
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FIGURE 5

MODERATION BY TRIGGER VALUE IN STUDY 5.
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Cohen’s d=0.71, supporting hypothesis 1. However,
consumers in the high-trigger condition expressed lower
purchase intentions with threshold promotions (M =1.94,
SD=0.99) than they did with capped promotions
(M=3.11, SD=1.24), #(195) = 7.34, p < .001, Cohen’s
d=1.05, supporting hypothesis 3.

Results from an ANOVA revealed a significant interac-
tion effect on negative expectation disconfirmation
between promotion architecture and trigger values, F(1,
394) = 38.04, p < .001, npz = 0.09. Pairwise comparisons
showed that consumers in the low-trigger conditions had
more negative expectation disconfirmation with capped
promotions (M =3.59, SD = 1.23) than with threshold pro-
motions (M =2.55, SD=1.18), #(199) = 6.13, p < .001,
Cohen’s d =0.87. However, consumers in high-trigger con-
ditions had less negative expectation disconfirmation with
capped promotions (M = 3.50, SD = 1.22) than with thresh-
old promotions (M =3.93, SD=1.13), #(195) = 2.57, p =
.011, Cohen’s d=0.37.

Results of an ANOVA on fairness perception showed a
significant interaction effect between promotion architec-
ture and trigger values, F(1, 394) = 78.00, p < .001, npz =
0.17. Pairwise comparisons revealed that consumers in
low-trigger conditions had higher fairness perceptions for
threshold promotions (M =4.05, SD=0.95) than for
capped promotions (M =3.12, SD=1.15), #(199) = 6.27,
p < .001, Cohen’s d=0.89. However, consumers in high-
trigger conditions had lower fairness perceptions for
threshold promotions (M =2.55, SD =1.18) than they did
for capped promotions (M =3.51, SD=0.99), #195) =
6.22, p < .001, Cohen’s d=0.89. Interestingly, the high-
trigger capped promotion was perceived as fairer than the
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low-trigger capped promotion, #198) = 2.59, p = .010,
Cohen’s d =0.37.

Results of an ANOVA on applicability revealed that par-
ticipants recognized the promotion applicability as higher
for capped promotions (M =3.51, SD=1.37) than thresh-
old promotions (M =2.19, SD=1.44), F(1, 394) = 93.35,
p < .001, np2 = 0.19. We also found a significant interac-
tion effect between promotion architecture and trigger val-
ues, F(1, 394) = 16.75, p < .001, 1,°> = 0.04. Pairwise
comparisons showed that consumers in both low-trigger
and high-trigger conditions correctly noticed that capped
promotions offered a broader range of applicability than
threshold promotions, with the difference in perceived
applicability larger when the threshold was high (vs. low),
ps < .001.

As preregistered, we applied the Process macro
(Montoya and Hayes 2017) to examine the whole theoreti-
cal framework (figure 2) by conducting a moderated serial
mediation analysis (model 83) of the effect of promotion
architecture on purchase intention with negative expecta-
tion disconfirmation and fairness perception as serial medi-
ators and the trigger value as the moderator. Consistent
with hypothesis 2, results showed that when the trigger
value is low, the indirect effect of promotion architecture
(coded as threshold =0, capped=1) through negative
expectation disconfirmation and fairness perception is sig-
nificant and negative, b=-0.23, SE=0.05, 95% CI
[-0.35, —0.13]. Consistent with hypothesis 4, results
showed that when the trigger value is high, the indirect
effect of promotion architecture (coded as threshold =0,
capped = 1) through negative expectation disconfirmation
and fairness perception is significant and positive,
b=0.09, SE=0.04, 95% CI [0.02, 0.18]. Supporting the
trigger value’s moderating role, the moderated mediation
index (difference between conditional indirect effects) is
also significant, » =0.32, SE=0.08, 95% CI [0.19, 0.49].
The moderated mediation index remains significant,
b=0.29, SE=0.07, 95% CI [0.16, 0.45], even after per-
ceived applicability is controlled.

Discussion

Consistent with hypotheses 1 and 3, results from study 5
support our predictions that consumers’ preferences for
threshold promotions versus capped promotions depend on
the trigger value. Consumers prefer threshold promotions
to capped promotions when the trigger value is low
(hypothesis 1), and this preference reverses with high trig-
ger values (hypothesis 3). Consistent with our hypotheses 2
and 4, we find that negative expectation disconfirmation
and fairness perceptions mediate the effect of promotion
architecture on purchase intentions.

Interestingly, the high-trigger capped promotion (“10%
off, max $5 discount”) was also perceived as fairer than the
low-trigger capped promotion (“50% off, max $5
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discount”), although its promotion depth was dominated by
its low-trigger counterpart, and the capped values were the
same ($5). This was also consistent with our proposed
mechanism of expectation disconfirmation (hypothesis 2).
To further examine the mechanism and provide managerial
insights, we explored how various levels of promotion
depth affect evaluations of capped promotions in web
appendix 1. Generally, the promotion depth (10%—-60%)
negatively impacted fairness perception and deal evalua-
tion when the capped values ($3) remained constant. We
also replicated that a high-trigger capped promotion
(“Enjoy 20% off, $3 max discount on an order”) could be
perceived as a fairer and better deal than a low-trigger one
(“Enjoy 60% off, $3 max discount on an order”). All these
findings support our proposed mechanism, which suggests
that an attractive offer can create a higher expected promo-
tion, resulting in expectation disconfirmation and perceived
unfairness.

In study 5, we kept the maximum discount offered con-
stant (i.e., $5). We varied the percentage level between
high-trigger conditions (i.e., 10% off up to $5 max) and
low-trigger conditions (i.e., 50% off up to $5 max). As a
robustness check, we ran a study that kept the promotion
depth or percentage level constant at 50% (web appendix J)
across high- (i.e., $25) and low-trigger conditions (i.e., $5).
The results were again consistent with hypotheses 1 and 3.

STUDIES 6A AND 6B: OVERALL SALES

Studies 1-5 have supported the proposal that threshold
promotions lead to higher interest, purchase intention, and
conversion than capped promotions when the trigger value
is low. Although deal evaluation and conversion effects are
the focus of this research, it is also informative to examine
total spending when evaluating the effectiveness of promo-
tions (Hock et al. 2020; Lam et al. 2001). Considering that
a low trigger value may evoke a goal of a smaller purchase
amount for threshold promotions (Cheng and Ross 2023;
Lee and Ariely 2006) and that it is unknown whether a low
trigger value similarly affects purchase amounts for capped
promotions, we are agnostic as to which promotion archi-
tecture will maximize overall sales, a critical managerial
outcome. Therefore, the first goal of the following two
studies is to examine the effect of promotion architecture
on overall sales when the trigger value is low. Secondly,
we adopted a smaller percentage for capped promotions
(i.e., 20% and 40%) to test the robustness of the findings
across promotion depth levels. Third, we elicited consum-
ers’ spontaneous thoughts after seeing the promotional
messages to explore potential mechanisms. Lastly, we
examined the generalizability of the findings among a rele-
vant and younger population, college students, considering
that 43% of Generation Z use meal delivery services (Roy
Morgan 2022).
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Study 6a: 40% Promotion Depth

Method. A total of 278 students at a North American
university participated in the study (M., = 19.80 years,
SD,g. = 1.28 years; 59.7% female). We asked participants
to imagine that they were deciding whether to order out or
cook dinner at home. Participants in the threshold-
promotion condition saw a coupon: “Enjoy $6 off (On an
order of $15 or more).” Those in the capped-promotion
condition read, “Enjoy 40% off ($6 max discount on an
order).” Participants were first asked to write down any-
thing that crossed their mind as they considered the offer.
Then, they completed the same measure of deal evaluation
used in study 2 and indicated whether they would use the
offer and make an order (coupon conversion, binary).
Participants who answered “yes” to the conversion ques-
tion were further asked to indicate how much money they
were likely to spend before the discount was subtracted.

Results. An independent-sample #-test on deal evalua-
tion revealed that respondents perceived the threshold dis-
count (M =6.94, SD=1.35) to be a significantly better
deal than the capped discount (M =5.03, SD=1.93), ¢
(276) = 9.55, p < .001, Cohen’s d=1.15. In addition,
logistic regression analysis revealed that the conversion
rate was significantly higher for the threshold promotion
(85.61%) than for the capped promotion (50.36%), Wald
x*(1) = 35.90, p < .001.

Among those who would choose to make an order, the
purchase amount was smaller when the coupon was a
threshold promotion (M = 18.59, SD = 3.87) than when the
coupon was a capped promotion (M =23.06, SD =10.78),
t(187) = 4.10, p < .001, Cohen’s d =0.62. However, after
taking the proportion of those who would make an order
into consideration (non-choosers’ purchase amounts coded
as $0 and thus not normally distributed), a Mann—Whitney
U test suggested that participants overall tended to spend
more when it was the threshold promotion (M =15.91,
SD=7.46) than when it was the capped promotion
(M=11.61, SD=13.86), U="7432.50, z=3.42, p < .001.
Consistent with this, the overall sales for the threshold pro-
motion ($2,212.00) are larger than those for the capped
promotion ($1,614.00). As a robustness check, using a
bootstrapped method, we found that the 95% CI for the
mean difference in individual spending (threshold—cap) is
[$1.71, $6.80].

To provide managers with insight into the associated
revenue analysis, we calculated the payment amount (pur-
chase amount minus discount amount) based on each par-
ticipant’s purchase amount and the promotion type. After
the appropriate discount was deducted, the payment
amount was still larger for threshold promotions
(M =10.78, SD=5.70) than that for capped promotions
(M=38.61, SD=11.46), U=17432.5, z=342, p < .001.
The bootstrapped 95% CI for the mean difference (thresh-
old—cap) is [$0.03, $4.21].
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We conducted an automated text analysis using the
extended Moral Foundations Dictionary (Hopp et al. 2021)
to determine the fairness perceptions implied by partic-
ipants’ reported thoughts. An independent #-test showed
that the fairness sentiment conveyed in the text was signifi-
cantly higher for threshold promotions (M = 0.02, SD =
0.04) than that for capped promotions (M = 0.01, SD =
0.02), #276) = 253, p = .012, Cohen’s d=0.30.
Mediation analysis showed that fairness sentiment medi-
ated the effect of the promotion architecture on deal evalu-
ation, » =0.06, SE =0.03, 95% CI [0.02, 0.14].

Study 6b: 20% Promotion Depth

Method. We recruited 139 university students to partic-
ipate in the study (M,e. = 19.89 years, SD,,. = 1.10 years;
56.0% female). The scenario and measures were the same
as those used in study 6a, except for the promotion mes-
sages. Participants in the threshold-promotion condition
saw, “Enjoy $3 off (On an order of $15 or more),” whereas
those in the capped-promotion condition read, “Enjoy 20%
off ($3 max discount on an order).”

Results. Respondents perceived the threshold discount
(M =5.28, SD=1.80) as a significantly better deal than
the capped discount (M =3.51, SD=1.59), #(137) = 6.15,
p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.04. Consistent with this, the con-
version rate was significantly higher for the threshold pro-
motion (61.76%) than for the capped promotion (21.13%),
Wald x*(1) = 22.00, p < .001. Interestingly, among those
who chose to make an order, the average purchase amount
in the threshold-promotion condition (M =18.86,
SD =5.40) was found to be similar to that in the capped
promotion (M =18.57, SD=4.30) in this study, #(55) =
0.19, p = .852. After taking those who would not make an
order into consideration (coded as $0), a Mann—Whitney U
test suggested that participants, on average, tended to spend
more when it was the threshold promotion (M =11.65,
SD=10.15) than when it was the capped promotion
(M =392, SD=17.87), U=1,426.00, z=4.69, p < .001.
As a robustness check, using a bootstrapped method, we
found that the 95% CI for the mean difference (threshold—
cap) is [$4.75, $10.70].

After their discount amount was deducted, the payment
amount for threshold promotions (M =9.79, SD=28.84)
was nearly three times as large as that for capped
promotions (M =3.29, SD =6.68), U =1,426.00, z=4.69,
p < .001. The bootstrapped 95% CI for the mean difference
(threshold—cap) is [$3.93, $9.08].

Discussion

Studies 6a and 6b show that when the trigger value is
low, consumers have higher purchase intentions with
threshold promotions compared to capped promotions,
even when the promotion depth level is low (i.e., 20% or

920z 11Mdy 0] uo Jasn Ansiaaiun oluyosihjod Buoy BuoH syl Aq §/2zZ9£8/99018oN/10l/S601 0 1 /10p/3lo1e-soueApe/1ol/wod dno-olwapeoe//:sdny Wwolj papeojumoq



YIET AL.

40%), supporting the robustness of hypothesis 1. The text
analysis of participants’ spontaneous thoughts suggests that
fairness perceptions may underlie the effect. Intriguingly,
there is a possible trade-off between the effect of promo-
tion architecture on purchase intention (or conversion rate)
and its impact on purchase amount. Although consumers
overall perceive the threshold promotion (vs. capped pro-
motion) as a better and fairer deal, and accordingly, the
conversion rate is higher, buyers may spend less with a
threshold promotion when the trigger value is low (study
6a but not 6b). Descriptive statistics reveal that the incon-
sistency of the spending effect between studies 6a and 6b is
mainly driven by a major decline in the purchase amount
for the capped promotions ($23.06 vs. $18.57) but not for
the threshold promotions ($18.59 vs. $18.86) when the pro-
motion depth changes from 40% to 20% and the maximum
discount changes from $6 to $3. The results suggest that
consumers’ responses to purchase amounts with threshold
promotions may have been similarly anchored on the
threshold amount ($15) in both studies (Tversky and
Kahneman 1974).

When both the conversion rate and the spending amount
per consumer are considered, the sales are consistently
higher for the threshold promotion than the capped promo-
tion (when the trigger value is low). To further explore the
practical implications of our research, in another study, we
found that capped promotions backfired compared to hav-
ing no promotion at all (web appendix K). A capped pro-
motion with a low trigger value resulted in both lower
purchase intention and smaller purchase amounts compared
to a no-promotion message. After considering the conver-
sion rate, purchase amount, and discount, the no-promotion
message led to the final payment being 54.51% more than
the capped promotion per capita.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

This research examined consumers’ reactions toward
two common types of promotions: capped and threshold.
We find converging evidence that consumers have higher
purchase intentions (and higher sale amounts) when offered
threshold promotions than equivalent capped promotions,
as long as the trigger value is lower than their usual spend-
ing amount. We observe this effect even when the capped
promotion applies to a broader range of purchases and is
economically equivalent to or even better than the thresh-
old promotion—inconsistent with standard economic mod-
els. This phenomenon occurs because consumers heighten
their expected promotion level for capped promotions and
lower their expected spending for threshold promotions
using external references, which leads to overall negative
expectation disconfirmation and lower perceived deal fair-
ness for capped promotions. Consistently, we discover that
the preference for threshold promotions over capped pro-
motions can be decomposed into two subeffects: we not
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only find an aversion to capped promotions but also a pref-
erence in favor of threshold promotions over unrestricted
promotions. Consistent with our framework, the preference
between capped and threshold promotions reverses when
the trigger value exceeds consumers’ usual spending.

Furthermore, we present evidence supporting the gener-
alizability of these findings. The capped versus threshold
promotion architecture affects consumers’ purchase inten-
tions in everyday price-promotion contexts such as food
ordering, ride hailing, and grocery shopping. These find-
ings are robust to different manipulations and measures:
across studies, these findings are robust to various percent-
age settings and promotion amounts and are found with
both continuous measures (such as purchase intentions)
and binary choices. The effect is also robust to providing
an expected spending amount and using a joint evaluation
mode that makes comparing the economic values of each
promotion type more straightforward, which should favor
capped promotions. We show the effects in both laboratory
studies and real-world advertising, enhancing the ecologi-
cal validity of the findings.

Practical Implications

Capped and threshold promotions are now as common in
the marketplace as their unrestricted counterparts, and
managers on many digital platforms must decide which
type of restricted promotions to choose (e.g., DoorDash;
web appendices C and D) but may be confused or uncertain
about the best way to frame discounts. This research
informs consumers about potential effects and assists man-
agers in designing cost-effective and successful price pro-
motions. According to Lam et al. (2001), price promotions
attract more consumers to visit the store and purchase.
Meanwhile, managers also intend to increase consumers’
spending amounts. Our findings reveal that a trade-off
between the two goals may exist when using threshold pro-
motions (vs. capped promotions). Firstly, we suggest that
marketers aiming to maximize purchase intention should
adopt a threshold promotion with a low trigger value or a
capped promotion with a high trigger value. When market-
ing a new product, capturing early market share at the
expense of profits may be more critical. These strategies
may also be beneficial for first-time users to develop prod-
uct use habits or to attract dormant users to reorder.
Additionally, increasing purchase intention is more rele-
vant when consumers have a concrete shopping goal and a
predetermined spending amount. When consumers decide
whether to hail a ride with an offer or take a bus, their des-
tination is fixed, and spending is inelastic. Research also
indicates that the promotion threshold does not affect con-
sumer spending in a store (Lee and Ariely 2006).

Furthermore, when the goal is to maximize total sales,
both purchase intentions and spending amount should be
considered. Studies 6a and 6b, as well as web appendices G
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and K, provide several cases in which overall sales are
examined, and we find that threshold promotions still lead
to more total spending than capped promotions in these
studies. Therefore, we suggest that managers should not
assume threshold promotions will always underperform
compared to capped promotions, even when the latter
appear to provide a similar or better deal. Instead, manag-
ers are encouraged to conduct A/B tests to determine which
promotion is more effective in increasing purchase inten-
tion, purchase amount among buyers, and total sales for a
specific context and trigger value.

Finally, we provide managerial guidance on the more
effective use of capped promotions and suggest less costly
alternatives to this promotional strategy. Surprisingly, but
consistent with our theory, when implementing a capped
promotion, it is advisable to state a smaller percentage
(e.g., 20%), rather than a larger one (e.g., 60%), to mitigate
negative expectation disconfirmation and enhance purchase
intention (web appendix I). Additionally, managers might
consider using call-to-action messages without promotional
offers (e.g., “Enjoy your meal with us, order now”), as
these can lead to higher purchase intentions and increased
sales compared to messages with capped promotions (web
appendix K).

Theoretical Contributions

This research makes several theoretical contributions.
First, by drawing on expectation discrepancy theory
(Oliver and Swan, 1989), we propose a framework for pro-
motion architecture that explains how two types of restric-
tions (a threshold precondition vs. a cap limit) affect
consumers’ purchase intentions. Specifically, we highlight
the roles of two types of expectations, expected spending
and expected promotion level, both of which are affected
by external references in the offer messages. We propose
that the relationship between perceived promotions (which
are affected by expected spending) and expected promo-
tions determines a promotion’s deal fairness perception.
When the trigger value is low, threshold promotions
decrease consumers’ expected spending, which increases
the deal fairness perception. In contrast, capped promotions
increase expected promotion levels, which decreases the
deal fairness perception because of the high external refer-
ences provided.

Consistent with this dual mechanism, our findings dem-
onstrate that a threshold promotion (e.g., “Enjoy $3 off
when spending $5 or more”) may result in a higher pur-
chase intention compared to an unrestricted promotion
(e.g., “Enjoy $3 off”; study 3 and web appendix G).
Conversely, a large-percentage capped promotion (e.g.,
“Enjoy 60% off, up to $3”) not only leads to a lower pur-
chase intention than the comparable threshold promotion
but also leads to a lower purchase intention than a small-
percentage capped promotion (e.g., “Enjoy 20% off, up to
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$3”; web appendix I) or even a no-promotion message
(e.g., “Enjoy your meal with us, order now”; web appendix
K). Notably, in all these scenarios, the promotions that
result in lower purchase intentions are economically equiv-
alent or superior to their counterparts.

Our findings also contribute to the literature on restricted
promotions, answering a call to examine the effect of fram-
ing on promotion restrictions (Inman et al. 1997). We clas-
sify promotion restrictions into two categories:
preconditions and limits. We build on past restricted pro-
motions research that examined the effects of restrictions
(e.g., threshold precondition; time limit) versus
nonrestrictions (Gneezy 2005; Inman et al. 1997; Yoon and
Vargas 2010) to conduct—to our knowledge—the first
comparison between two types of promotion restrictions.
As such, a general preference or aversion to restrictions in
the previous literature cannot explain our effects
parsimoniously.

Furthermore, our findings show when restricted promo-
tions will be attractive (or not) to consumers, which helps
to reconcile inconsistent guidance from previous literature
regarding threshold promotions. For instance, studies find
that adding a restriction (including a trigger) typically posi-
tively affects deal evaluation because consumers infer
good deals from restrictions (Inman et al. 1997).
Meanwhile, Gneezy (2005) reports that participants had a
more negative attitude toward restricted coupons (mini-
mum $20 purchase) than unrestricted ones ($10 coupon
from the university’s bookstore) because consumers infer
that the store wants them to spend on unnecessary items.
The current research finds that promotion architecture mat-
ters, and we propose a theoretical framework to predict
when different price promotions will be most effective. For
instance, the trigger value of $20 used in the work by
Gneezy (2005) may have been higher than participants’
usual spending amounts in bookstores at that time, leading
them to perceive the threshold promotion as unfair.
Therefore, our framework enables us to explain seemingly
disparate findings in the literature.

The present research also broadly builds on the literature
on price-promotion framings. A long-lasting debate in
price promotion research is whether to frame discounts in
percentage or dollar terms (Chen et al. 1998; DelVecchio,
Shanker Krishnan, and Smith 2007; Hardesty and Bearden
2003). Previous work indicates that people may rely pre-
dominantly on the nominal value and neglect other infor-
mation when making evaluations, which is referred to as
“base value neglect” (Chen et al. 2012), “format neglect”
(Sevilla et al., 2018), or “pricing focalism” (Allard,
Hardisty, and Griffin 2019). Thus, a large percentage num-
ber (e.g., 50% off) may make capped promotions more
attractive to consumers than a small absolute dollar number
($5 off) in threshold promotions. However, when the trig-
ger values are low, our findings support the opposite in
restricted-promotions architecture, revealing a solid
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aversion to capped promotions in dollar terms (vs. thresh-
old percentage promotions) because of negative expecta-
tion disconfirmation and lower fairness perception, which
seems to dominate the previously discovered heuristic pref-
erence for large nominal values.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

We proposed that perceptions of deal fairness are the
key driver of the observed effect. Consistent with transac-
tion utility theory (Thaler 1985), we define “deal fairness
perception” broadly in our framework—as encompassing
both the cognitive assessment and the associated emotions
regarding whether a deal is “reasonable, acceptable, or
justifiable” (Xia et al. 2004). This construct may differ
from moral judgment, as it primarily reflects participants’
subjective evaluation of the deal rather than a strictly ethi-
cal or moral assessment. Future research can help identify
whether, and in what ways, ethical fairness shapes deal
perceptions.

Although we adopted a unified framework based on
expectation disconfirmation to explain how both threshold
and capped promotions influence perceived deal fairness,
we acknowledge that additional psychological mechanisms
may also underlie the (in)effectiveness of each type of pro-
motion. We made some attempts to rule out alternative
explanations, such as misunderstanding and confusion
(web appendix L), but still left some others unexamined.
Specifically, for low-trigger threshold promotions, the ease
of satisfying the spending requirement may trigger the per-
ceived responsibility for a discount (i.e., smart-shopper
feelings; Schindler 1998), which may enhance perceived
fairness. In contrast, the perceived unfairness of low-
trigger capped promotions may stem from a lay belief that
higher spending should yield proportionally greater
rewards—making the cap feel punitive (Adams 1965). As
an exploratory analysis to examine self-reported processes,
we asked ChatGPT to summarize people’s thoughts
(Rathje et al. 2024) based on their open-ended responses.
Although we found evidence supporting our framework,
participants also reported appreciating that low-trigger
threshold promotions were achievable and straightforward,
whereas low-trigger capped promotions were disappointing
and misleading (web appendix M). Future research could
build on our work by exploring additional psychological
accounts in more detail, helping to refine and enrich the
understanding of consumer reactions to restricted promo-
tions. As this article aims to open the conversation and
bring attention to this substantive phenomenon, we view
these possibilities as complementary rather than contradic-
tory to our core theorizing.

Our research has examined the effect of promotion archi-
tecture on purchase intention and amount when consumers
see the offers at the moment. However, the negative
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expectation disconfirmation and lower fairness perception
of capped promotions (vs. threshold promotions) may last
longer and create a chain of influence over time, as is
implied in a study in which capped promotions may create
more negative inferences about the brand (web appendix
H). A better-perceived deal may form user habits and lead
to more purchases in the long run. In contrast, a worse deal
may lead to negative effects on the effectiveness of later
advertising (Darke, Ashworth, and Main 2010). We leave
this question open and encourage future research to exam-
ine the long-term and carryover effects of promotion
architecture.

Our framework also suggests that consumers often con-
sult their usual spending amount when evaluating promo-
tions without an external reference point for spending
amount. It would be interesting to examine how consumers
would evaluate threshold promotions versus capped promo-
tions for a new product category in which the usual spend-
ing amount is uncertain. Moreover, this research has
examined threshold promotions in explicit nominal values
such as “$5 off if you spend more than $10.” However,
broad threshold promotions also include free delivery or a
free item whose monetary value is not explicit. Similarly,
the threshold can also be non-nominal, such as “$5 off if
you buy two items.” Future research can test the effective-
ness of non-nominal threshold promotions to extend the
scope of the threshold promotions.

Although managers widely use restricted promotions,
this research highlights the need for careful attention to
promotion architecture design. Specifically, capped per-
centage promotions with high trigger values are not as well
received as intended when a significant discrepancy exists
between the actual discount percentage and the stated per-
centage. Instead, a comparable threshold promotion can be
more cost-effective for managers and more appealing to
consumers, particularly when the goal is to boost purchase
intentions.

DATA COLLECTION STATEMENT

Study 1 was conducted on TikTok in May 2022. Studies
2-5 were conducted on Prolific. Studies 6a and 6b were
conducted at the University of British Columbia. Study 2
was conducted in November 2021. Study 3 was conducted
in April 2022. Study 4 was conducted in February 2022.
Study 5 was conducted in July 2022. Study 6a was con-
ducted in November 2023. Study 6b was conducted in
December 2023. All data were collected and analyzed by
the first author. The data are stored in a project directory
on the Open Science Framework. All study materials, data,
and preregistrations are available at https://osf.io/tnhvb/?
view_only=0b5763ed25084a35a336ca91bd0218ae.
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