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Thesis Abstract

Consumers are frequently faced with decisions in which options are economically equivalent
yet psychologically distinct. Although standard economic models assume that consumers
respond frequently to absolute magnitudes (Herstein & Milnor, 1953; Stigler & Becker, 1977),
such as total benefits delivered, discount percentages received, or prices paid, growing
evidence suggests that individuals rely on interpretive cues embedded in decision environments
to construct subjective value. (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979; Thaler, 1985; Zeithaml, 1988).
Building on this perspective, this dissertation proposes a general theory of Appraisal-Based
Value Interpretation, which suggests that consumers form subjective value by interpreting the
structural features of choice environments, even when objective economic value remains the
same. The dissertation examines how outcomes that are objectively equivalent can lead to
systematically different psychological responses, and how these appraisal-based responses
influence consumer decision making in prosocial, promotional, and payment contexts.

The first essay investigates charitable donation decisions, focusing on how donors
evaluate appeals that differ only in how impact is distributed across people and time. Although
supporting multiple beneficiaries for one day and supporting a single beneficiary for multiple
days generate identical total beneficiary-days (Hsee et al., 2004), donors do not treat these
appeals as equivalent. Instead, preferences depend on the magnitude of impact: when scope
magnitude is small, donors prefer “more people” frames, whereas when scope magnitude is
large, they prefer “more days” frames. This effect is mediated by perceived impact, indicating
that donors rely on subjective assessments of impact rather than total outcomes alone
(Erlandsson et al., 2015; Butts et al., 2019; Small et. al., 2007). The essay further identifies
milestone framing as a key boundary condition, showing that temporally meaningful
milestones shift attention toward depth-focused appeals by highlighting continuity, completion,

and sustained impact. (Peetz & Wilson, 2013; Dai, Milkman, & Riis, 2014)
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The second essay examines consumer responses to probabilistic pricing in scratch-and-
save (SAS) promotions. Holding the discount magnitude constant, this research demonstrates
that consumers are sensitive to the relative position of the discount within the advertised range.
Identical discounts are evaluated more favourably and generate stronger repurchase intentions
when they appear at the upper end of a lower range than at the lower end of a higher range.
This relative position effect is driven by perceived luck: consumers interpret high-position
outcomes as signals of good fortune, which enhances promotional evaluations and future
engagement. Drawing on appraisal theory and prior work on the lucky store effect (Lazarus,
1991; Guryan & Kearney, 2008), this essay conceptualizes perceived luck as a meaningful
cognitive appraisal rather than an emotional response. The effect is amplified among deal-
prone consumers and attenuated among optimistic consumers.

The third essay explores the rapidly growing domain of Buy Now Pay Later (BNPL)
payment schemes. Across six experiments, this research examines how BNPL availability,
framing, and surcharge levels influence purchase abandonment, deal perception, and payment
choice relative to traditional Buy Now Pay Now (BNPN) options. Zero-surcharge BNPL
options increase adoption, reduce abandonment, and shift consumers away from BNPN.
Conceptually, this essay introduces BNPL as a dual pricing mechanism (Biswas et al., 2013;
Adaval & Monroe, 2002), in which the same product is simultaneously offered at different
prices. By varying BNPL surcharge magnitude, the findings show that payment-linked price
differentiation shapes perceived deal value and consumer choice. Notably, high-surcharge
BNPL options can function as decoy alternatives (Huber et.al.,1982) that redirect consumers
toward BNPN and, in some cases, increase overall purchase likelihood.

In a nutshell, these essays advance a unifying perspective on consumer decision
making: economically equivalent outcomes are not experienced equally. Across charitable

giving, promotional pricing, and payment design, consumers construct value using
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psychological appraisals—such as perceived impact, perceived luck, and deal perception—that
arise from structural features of choice environments. By showing how these subjective
interpretations influence behaviour, this dissertation makes a significant contribution to
research on consumer judgment and decision-making, offering actionable insights for
nonprofits, retailers, and policymakers seeking to design more effective interventions in

complex marketplaces.
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