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Abstract

The compromise effect exists where consumers show a disproportional preference

for the option with intermediate attribute levels in a choice set. The effect has been

widely observed in the literature. Other research has demonstrated the benefits of a

product physically occupying a middle position, regardless of relative attribute levels.

Both streams of research thus show that consumers' preferences are influenced by

the display format of the choice set, with benefits accruing to the middle option. This

research demonstrates that the compromise effect comprises both an attribute‐

based and a position‐based component by disentangling these two effects. We

demonstrate the coexistence of both components in a series of five experiments,

including a field experiment, that systematically vary an option's position based on

relative attribute levels and in terms of position. Existing literature on the

compromise effect only to a limited extent accounts for this possibility, even

though it has significant theoretical and practical relevance. While brands largely

determine attribute levels, marketers/retailers can often determine a brand's display

position. We also establish the moderating role of time pressure and find that the

position component becomes more prominent when time is constrained while the

attribute effect becomes more prominent when time is unconstrained.

K E YWORD S

compromise effect, extremeness aversion, field study, middle position, position effect, time
pressure

1 | INTRODUCTION

When making purchase decisions, whether on‐ or offline, consumers

typically encounter multiple products that differ in their attribute levels.

Prior research has shown that when a multiattribute choice set includes

three (or more) options, people are more likely to choose the option with

the middle attribute value than one of the extreme options. This

“compromise effect,” or “extremeness aversion,” was first demonstrated

by Simonson (1989) and has since received extensive empirical support

(Chernev, 2004; Dhar et al., 2000; Kivetz et al., 2004; Pechtl, 2009;

Simonson & Tversky, 1992; for a review, see Neumann et al., 2016).

Recent research has also identified several boundary conditions for the

effect (e.g., Kim & Kim, 2016; Mao, 2016; Park et al., 2022;

Pettibone, 2012; Pocheptsova et al., 2009; Simonson & Nowlis, 2000).
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While several conceptualizations have been proposed to account

for the compromise effect (Sheng et al., 2005; Simonson &

Tversky, 1992; Simonson, 1989), scholars generally seem to agree

that the effect results from effortful attribute‐based processing. That

is, people try to choose the option that is easiest to justify or that

minimizes their decision risk and anticipated regret. This tendency

leads people to prefer the option with intermediate attribute values—

the compromise option. Typically, compromise effect studies (e.g.,

Neumann et al., 2016; Simonson, 1989) place the product with the

mid‐range attribute levels in the middle of the choice set.

However, products are not always arranged by increasing (or

decreasing) attribute levels. Moreover, most products are characterized

by multiple attributes on which they could be ordered. For example,

deals offered on a travel website may be arranged by price or by hotel

ratings. Arranging them on price typically results in hotel ratings, and

other accommodation attributes, varying up and down throughout the

list. Consumers’ naïve shelf space schemas are also often not consistent

with a linear attribute ordering of brands within the product category

(Valenzuela et al., 2013). Some authors have therefore focused on

position‐based effects on choices (e.g., Chandon et al., 2009;

Wongkitrungrueng, Valenzuela, & Sen, 2018). Extant research on spatial

position effects (see Bar‐Hillel, 2015 for a review) indicates that a middle

position—a spatial placement between two other options within a choice

set regardless of relative attribute levels—can increase preferences for

that option compared to when it is not in the middle position.

This suggests that the compromise effect could be driven both

by a product having intermediate attribute values as well as by its

being in the middle position. While two existing studies (Chang &

Liu, 2008; Mochon & Frederick, 2011) have started to address this

issue, what cannot be determined from existing studies is the effect

on choice of a product's spatial position versus its relative attribute

values. Our aim is to disentangle these effects and establish how they

jointly create the compromise effect, that is, how the compromise

effect may comprise an “attribute‐based” as well as a “position‐

based” component. Because prior research does not explicate the

relative contributions of these different mechanisms affecting choice

this investigation is of theoretical as well as of practical relevance.

In this paper we address the questions of how the attribute‐based

and the position‐based compromise effects relate to each other; how

they can be empirically disentangled; and what determines their relative

dominance in a particular decision situation? We provide empirical

evidence for the existence of the two components, thereby suggesting a

nuanced re‐interpretation of the compromise effect, particularly as it

may manifest in retail settings. Specifically, five experiments empirically

demonstrate the two components and show how an observed

compromise effect can be based on either or both. We furthermore

show that when a situation prohibits decision‐makers from elaborate or

effortful processing, for example due to time pressure, the attribute‐

based component is suppressed while the position‐based component

becomes more prominent.

We believe that investigation and clarification of the roles of the

attribute‐based and position‐based components of the compromise

effect to be very important for marketing theory and practice,

especially where it concerns retail contexts. Well over three decades

ago Simonson (1989) noted that preferences are influenced by the

choice set configuration while also acknowledging that there is not a

clear theory regarding how to present the product assortment. A

clearer understanding of the components of the compromise effect

can provide a deeper explanation of an important context effect. We

also extend existing theory by identifying the differential role of a

significant moderating variable. Practically, the findings from this

paper are important because marketers can easily change product

displays with little or no extra cost. Especially in online environments

multiple presentation formats are highly feasible, with either the

marketer or retailer, or the consumer determining how options are

presented. Understanding the ramifications of product display

position on consumer choice has clear practical relevance.

2 | THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS

2.1 | Attribute‐based explanations of the
compromise effect

A perusal of the literature suggests that it has predominantly adopted

attribute‐based explanations of the compromise effect. These explana-

tions assume that consumers prefer an option with intermediate

attribute values over an option with extreme attribute values because

it minimizes the need for relatively effortful or elaborate attribute trade‐

off comparisons and reduces expected loss (e.g., Dhar et al., 2000;

Kivetz et al., 2004; Simonson & Tversky, 1992). That is, the comparison

of the choice options’ attribute values leads decision makers to perceive

the compromise option as more justifiable (Pettibone & Wedell, 2000;

Simonson, 1989) and asminimizing the expected loss (Sheng et al., 2005).

The latter is due to the inherent nature of the subjective utility function,

which demonstrates loss aversion (Simonson & Tversky, 1992) and

contextual concavity (Kivetz et al., 2004). Consequently, people display

a greater relative preference for the same option when it is presented as

the intermediate option on an attribute than when it is presented as one

of the outer or extreme options.

The attribute‐based explanation is also supported by research

that identifies moderating variables for the compromise effect, such

as time pressure (Dhar et al., 2000), resource availability

(Pocheptsova et al., 2009), construal level (Khan et al., 2011),

utilitarian versus hedonic products (Kim & Kim, 2016), and a

maximizing tendency (Mao, 2016). For example, when a decision‐

maker's cognitive resources are depleted before the decision being

made, thus making elaborate attribute processing difficult, the

compromise effect is less prominent (Pocheptsova et al., 2009).

2.2 | The position‐based component of the
compromise effect

In displaying an assortment of products, marketers often place the

choice options in an orderly fashion, for example by price or by size

2154 | KIM ET AL.
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(Schrift et al., 2018). Therefore, it is not surprising to see marketers,

and also academic researchers in their studies, physically place the

intermediate option between two extreme options within a choice set,

as the many compromise effect studies noted above attest. However,

choice sets are not always arranged by the order of the attribute levels.

For example, in online environments consumers can often determine

their preferred sorting, or if sorting is left to the retailer, the sorting

criteria are not obvious. Also, when ordering a choice set on one

attribute, the other attributes not necessarily display a monotonic

increase or decrease. In addition, consumers' shelf space schemas

often assume the popular brand is placed in the middle and promoted

products at the extremes (Valenzuela et al., 2013).

Extant research has examined position‐based preferences and has

shown that consumers' preferences for an item can be influenced by

the relative position or location of the options in a list (for a review, see

Bar‐Hillel, 2015). The specific form of the position effect can vary, and

can comprise a preference for the rightmost (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977)

or the leftmost option (Romero & Biswas, 2016), edge advantage

(Murphy et al., 2006; Schmidtke et al., 2019), or edge aversion (e.g.,

Raghubir & Valenzuela, 2006), depending on a variety of factors such

as display format, vertical versus horizontal placement (Kim et al., 2019)

and attribute descriptions (present vs. absent). One frequently

observed effect is the middle position effect, which is the advantage

due to being in the center location in the list. This effect has been

shown in the consumer domain (e.g., selecting an option from a shelf

display; Chandon et al., 2009; Raghubir & Valenzuela, 2006; Schmidtke

et al., 2019; Shaw et al., 2000; Valenzuela & Raghubir, 2009) and other

domains (choosing an answer in a test, Attali and Bar‐Hillel (2003); Bar‐

Hillel, 2015; Christenfeld, 1995; Shaw et al., 2000). Explanations for

this effect are mostly based on the decision‐maker's visual attention

being drawn to the center location rather than being a result of

cognitive effort (Atalay et al., 2012; Bindemann, 2010), while

sometimes the effect is attributed to people's implicit position‐based

beliefs. For example, that important people are typically located in the

middle of a row (Raghubir & Valenzuela, 2006), and that popular

brands are in the middle (Valenzuela et al., 2013).

2.3 | Main hypothesis

The literature on position‐based preferences generally concludes that

the center position generates additional attractiveness, resulting in a

higher choice share for the option placed in this position. Position‐

based findings therefore reach the same conclusion as studies on the

attribute‐based compromise effect: there are benefits to being in the

center. In research on the compromise effect, tests typically feature

three horizontally placed options described by two attributes with

the compromise option in the center position (e.g., Dhar et al., 2000;

Khan et al., 2011; Larson & Billeter, 2013; Simonson, 1989). In this

situation, we would expect a strong preference shift towards the

center‐located option; but what is unclear is whether the effect is

driven by the product having middle‐attribute values, or its being in

the middle position, or some combination of these effects.

Two previous studies have started to investigate this issue. First,

Chang and Liu (2008) study the effect of information format

compatibility and report that the choice of a “compromise option,”

which in their study comprised an attribute‐based compromise option,

was greater when it was presented in the middle position in physical

space, which they consider to be a position compatible with the

compromise effect, than when it was not. They thus showed the

impact of compatibility of information format on the choice of

the compromise option, specifically, across their six product categories

they report (Study 1) a share of the 38.9% when the compromise

option is placed in the middle versus a share of 28.0% when it is placed

on the edge, representing a shift of 10.9%. They, however, did not fully

separate the attribute‐based and position‐based effects and their

study could not identify the coexistence and relative size of the two

components of the compromise effect. The effect they found may also

be not specific to the compromise effect but be applicable to any

options, independently of whether the option is a compromise option

in attribute space or a noncompromise option. The present research

resolves this ambiguity by directly assessing the compromise effect

based on the choice share difference between when the target is a

compromise option and when it is an extreme option, while

simultaneously varying the target's spatial position within the set.

Second, Mochon and Frederick (2011) report they found the

compromise effect to be significant when the compromise option

was presented in the middle position but that it disappeared when it

was placed in the edge position. They, therefore, suggest that the

compromise effect may be driven simply by the middle‐position effect.

In sum, the above studies suggest, but not fully conceptualize

and demonstrate, the coexistence of both the attribute‐based and

the position‐based compromise effect. We thus advance that what

has been labeled the compromise effect may comprise a combination

of two separate effects, a position‐based compromise effect and an

attribute‐based compromise effect. Our first hypothesis henceforth

predicts the position‐based compromise effect to exist over and above

the attribute‐based compromise effect:

H1: The choice share of the middle‐attribute option will increase if it

is physically placed in the middle‐position in a choice set

compared to if it is placed in an edge position.

2.4 | Moderating effect of time pressure

We next consider a boundary condition to establish the independence

of the two components of the compromise effect (i.e., attribute‐based

vs. position‐based compromise effect). The attribute‐based compro-

mise effect requires more elaborate, effortful processing than the

position‐based compromise effect, which is driven by relatively simple,

less effortful, processing (Atalay et al., 2012; Bindemann, 2010). With

this insight, we argue that the position‐based component effect will

become stronger when a situation inhibits decision‐makers from

engaging in deep processing. Specifically, consistent with prior

research (Dhar et al., 2000), we assume that time pressure inhibits

KIM ET AL. | 2155
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deeper cognitive processing. Arguing that time pressure enhances the

compromise effect is of itself not novel (Dhar et al., 2000; Pocheptsova

et al., 2009); but should we see a decrease in the attribute‐based effect

under high time pressure versus an increase in the position‐based

effect, this will provide further evidence of the coexistence, and

independence of, these two components. We thus expect the

attribute‐based compromise effect to diminish and the position‐

based compromise effect to become stronger when time pressure is

high (vs. low). Hence, our second hypothesis states:

H2: The attribute‐based compromise effect will be weaker while the

position‐based compromise effect will be stronger under high

(vs. low) time pressure.

2.5 | Overview of empirical studies and analytical
approach

With the exception of the attempt by Chang and Liu (2008) as discussed

above, no prior research has endeavored to disentangle position‐based

versus attribute‐based effects, both of which contribute to the well‐

documented tendency to choose the middle, or compromise option.

Demonstrating their coexistence and independence has theoretical and

practical relevance as marketers in many contexts have control over

either or both of how products or brands are physically placed relative to

each other and how attribute levels are set for those brands or products.

To understand the extent to which the compromise effect as studied in

previous literature may be due to an attribute‐based versus a position‐

based compromise effect, these two effects need to be disentangled and

manipulated separately. We achieved this in our empirical studies as

explained in the next sections. We present five experiments (total

participants = 3204) that illuminate our proposed, more nuanced under-

standing of the mechanisms underlying the compromise effect. The

overall results of the empirical studies are shown in Table 1.

We use different analytical approaches for testing the attribute‐

based and position‐based compromise effects. First, for the attribute‐

based compromise effect, we compare the relative share of Options B

and C in the comparison of two choice sets (i.e., ABC vs. BCD).

Specifically, the attribute‐based compromise effect is computed as the

difference in share of Option B relative to the share of Option C in two

conditions (effect = Probability {B; B, C} in the ABC condition

−probability {B; B, C} in the BCD condition)1 We apply this method

in Studies 1A and 3. In addition, when we use a single choice set (i.e.,

the ABC set), we calculate the attribute‐based compromise effect

based on the difference between the share of the middle attribute,

TABLE 1 Summary of empirical studies

Study 1A (n = 1216 Mturkers): The position‐based compromise effect
exists.

Design: 2 (choice set: ABC vs. BCD) × 6 (position order: 123 vs. 321 vs.
213 vs. 231 vs. 132 vs. 312) × 2 (product type: computer vs.
chocolate) mixed design

Computer choice:

• Overall compromise effect: +20.4% [= 57.4%–37.0%], p < 0.001

When the middle attribute option is in the middle position: +41.7%
[=69.5%–27.8%], p < 0.001

When the middle attribute option in an edge position: +9.4%

[=51.1%–41.7%], p = 0.022

Chocolate choice:

• Overall compromise effect: −6.8% [= 67.0%–73.8%], p = 0.034

When the middle attribute option is in the middle position: +11.7%

[=77.2%–65.5%], p = 0.034

When the middle attribute option is in an edge position: −16.6%
[=61.5%–78.1%], p < 0.001

Study 1B (n = 613 Mturkers): The position‐based compromise effect exists.

Design: 6 (position order: ABC vs. CBA vs. BAC vs. BCA vs. ACB vs.
CAB) between‐subjects design

Hotel choice:

• Share of the middle attribute option (vs. random choice): +6.6%
[= 40.0%–33.3%], p = 0.017

• Share of the middle position option (vs. random choice): +7.9%
[= 41.3%–33.3%], p = 0.004

Study 2 (n = 334 Mturkers): Both the position‐based and attribute‐based
compromise effects exist.

Design: 3 (Attractiveness of B: lower attribute scores vs. average

attribute scores vs. higher attribute scores) × 2 (Position of B: middle
[ABiC] vs. right hand edge [CABi]) between‐subjects design

Restaurant choice:

• Share of the middle attribute option [middle vs. edge position]:

36.0% vs. 24.4% p = 0.004

• Share of the middle attribute option in the middle position [across
different attribute levels]: 37.7% vs. 40.0% vs. 30.4%, p = 0.520

• Share of the middle attribute option in an edge middle position
[across different attribute levels]: 40.0% vs. 21.8% vs. 12.1%,

p = 0.002

Study 3 (n = 729[908] Mturkers): The position‐based compromise effect
is larger under high (vs. low) time pressure.

Design: 2 (choice set: ABC vs. BCD) × 6 (position order: 123 vs. 321 vs.
213 vs. 231 vs. 132 vs. 312) × 2 (time pressure: high vs. low)
between‐subjects design

Restaurant choice—Low time pressure:

• Overall compromise effect: +7.2% [= 67.8%–60.6%], p = 0.179

When the middle attribute option is in the middle position: +24.6%
[=77.1%–52.5%], p = 0.008

When the middle attribute option is in an edge position: −1.6%
[=63.3%–64.9%], p = 0.803

(Continues)

1This method requires the removal of the choice share of Option A in the ABC condition and

Option D in BCD condition. This method has been used widely in previous literature (e.g.,

Chernev, 2004; Kim, 2017; Neumann et al., 2016; Pocheptsova et al., 2009). This method is

valid and robust in that the compromise effect is always the same regardless of the focus of

the option (e.g., p{B; B, C}_ABC – p{B; B, C}_BCD [When option B is focal] = p{C; B, C}_BCD –

p{C; B, C}_ABC [When option C is focal]). If choices for A and D are not excluded the

magnitude of the compromise effect will vary with the focus of the analysis (e.g., p{B; A, B, C}

_ABC – p{B; B, C, D}_BCD ≠ p{C; B, C, D}_BCD – p{C; A, B, C}_ABC).

2156 | KIM ET AL.
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Option B, and its share based on random choice. If the share of Option

B is higher than 33.3%, we conclude there is an attribute‐based

compromise effect (Neumann et al., 2016). Last, we also compare the

relative share of Option B across the conditions with different values

of Option B in the ABC set (i.e., ABiC); a method similar to that used in

Chernev (2004). We conclude there is an attribute‐based compromise

effect when the share of Option Bi differs across the conditions with

different values of Bi. We use this method in Study 2.

Second, for the position‐based compromise effect, we use two

methods depending on the type of experimental design. The first is to

compare the compromise effects when the middle attribute option is

located in the middle versus when it is in the edge position. The

difference between the two positional conditions can be interpreted

as the unique position‐based effect of the compromise effect. We

use this method in Studies 1A and 3. The second method is to use

only one choice set (i.e., ABC). We compare the relative share of the

middle‐attributed option when it is in the middle versus when it is in

the edge position. We use this method for Studies 1B, 2, and 4.

To measure effect sizes, because our dependent variables are

nominal and hence our tests are Chi‐square (χ2) based, we use Phi (φ),

where a value of 0.1 is typically considered a small effect, 0.3 is as a

medium and 0.5 or larger is considered a large effect.

3 | STUDIES 1A AND 1B:
DEMONSTRATING THE POSITION‐BASED
COMPROMISE EFFECT

Studies 1A and 1B aim to reveal the existence of the position‐based

compromise effect. It involves displaying three options in six possible

arrangements of the compromise setting. If the position‐based

compromise effect does not exist, then the magnitude of the

compromise effect should be the same regardless of the options'

display positions. On the other hand, if the position‐based compromise

effect is additionally present, then the compromise effect should

be stronger when the target (compromise) option is located in the

middle position rather than in the edge position, regardless of its precise

attribute values. Study 1A empirically investigates the existence of

the position‐based compromise effect for each of two product types

(i.e., a utilitarian and a hedonic product). The literature indicates that the

attribute‐based compromise effect is stronger for utilitarian than for

hedonic products (Kim & Kim, 2016; Neumann et al., 2016); however,

there is no reason to expect such a difference for the position‐based

compromise effect. We thus expect that while the attribute‐based

compromise effect will be stronger for the utilitarian product, the

position‐based compromise effect will be equally strong for both

products. Study 1B replicated Study 1A in a more externally valid setting

by using an online booking scenario (see Müller et al., 2012).

3.1 | Study 1A: Method—participants, design, and
procedure

Participants were 1216 US‐based adults (49.1% female, average

age = 39.84, SD = 13.00) from an online panel (Amazon MTurk).

Participants were randomly allocated across a 2 (choice set: ABC vs.

BCD) × 6 (position order: 123 vs. 321 vs. 213 vs. 231 vs. 132 vs.

312) × 2 (product type: computer vs. chocolate) mixed design.

Product type was the within‐subjects variable, hence each participant

completed two choice tasks, one for each type.

In each choice task, participants were asked to select one option

from a three‐choice‐option set. The stimuli were modified from previous

research concerning the compromise effect (e.g., Kim et al., 2018;

Larson & Billeter, 2013). Two key attributes of boxes of chocolate are

taste rating and the number of flavors; those of a computer are speed

and type of graphics card. To determine the size of the compromise

effect we compare two choice sets (ABC vs. BCD, see Figure 1).

Specifically, we determine for these sets the difference in the relative

share of Option B out of Options B and C; so, p{B; B, C}_ABC – p{B; B,

C}_BCD (Chernev, 2004; Neumann et al., 2016). For each set, there are

two options with extreme attributes, whereas the middle attribute

option (i.e., Option B_ABC & Option C_BCD) has nonextreme attributes.

For each set, we fully rotated the location of each option, resulting in six

different combinations (see Web Appendix SA for the detailed stimuli).

3.2 | Study 1A: Results and implications

We present the results for each category separately. For the computer

category, the overall compromise effect across all experimental

conditions is significant (+20.4%, B_ABC [relative share of B out of

Options B and C in ABC] = 57.4% [279/486] vs. B_BCD = 37.0% [156/

422], χ2(1) = 38.82, p < 0.001, φ = 0.204). However, the compromise

effect is larger when Option B is located in the middle position (+41.7%,

relative share of B_ABC = 69.5% [116/167] vs. B_BCD = 27.8% [40/144],

χ2(1) = 53.74, p < 0.001, φ = 0.416) than when Option B is in an edge

position (+9.4%, relative share of B_ABC = 51.1% [163/319] vs. B_BCD =

TABLE 1 (Continued)

Restaurant choice—High time pressure:

• Overall compromise effect: +12.6% [= 66.3%–53.7%], p = 0.070

When the middle attribute option is in the middle position: +53.3%

[=85.3%–32.0%], p < 0.001

When the middle attribute option is in an edge position: −15.2%
[=53.8%–69.0%], p = 0.086

Study 4 (n = 133 Trick‐or‐treaters): The position‐based compromise
effect exists.

Design: 2 (position of Option B: middle [ABC] vs. edge [ACB] location)
between‐subject conditions

Halloween candy choice:

• Share of the middle attribute option [middle vs. edge position]:
36.9% vs. 19.1% p = 0.060

• Share of the nonmiddle attribute option [middle vs. edge position]:
58.5% vs. 41.5% p = 0.046
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41.7% [116/278], χ2(1) = 5.24, p = 0.022, φ = 0.094). While these

percentages represent the size of the attribute‐based compromise

effect within each of the position conditions, their difference (i.e., 32.3%

[= 41.7%–9.4%]) demonstrates the position‐based compromise effect. It

can be interpreted as resulting from the fact that the nonextreme option

has additional utility due to it being located in the middle position.

For the hedonic category (chocolate) the overall compromise

effect across all experimental conditions is significant but negative

(−6.8%, relative share of B_ABC = 67.0% [219/327] vs. B_BCD = 73.8%

[369/500], χ2(1) = 4.49, p = 0.034, φ = 0.074). The absence of a

positive effect is as expected and is consistent with previous research

using hedonic products (Kim & Kim, 2016). Notably, when Option B is

located in the middle position the effect is still positive and significant

(+11.7%, relative share of B_ABC = 77.2% [88/114] vs. B_BCD = 65.5%

[112/171], χ2(1) = 4.47, p = 0.034, φ = 0.125). The effect becomes

negative when Option B is in an edge position (−16.6%, relative share

of B_ABC = 61.5% [131/213] vs. B_BCD = 78.1% [257/329],

χ2(1) = 17.54, p < 0.001, φ = 0.180). The difference between these

two positions (i.e., 28.3% [= 11.7% − (−16.6%)]) again can be inter-

preted as the position‐based compromise effect, hence the position‐

based effect also exists for this category (please see Table 2 for the

detailed choice outcomes for all 12 conditions).

In sum, consistent with H1, across two disparate product categories

—computers and chocolates—we find evidence for the existence of a

position‐based compromise effect in addition to the attribute‐based

effect. In addition, in accordance with the literature demonstrating that

the compromise effect is weaker for hedonic than for utilitarian products

(i.e., Kim & Kim, 2016; Neumann et al., 2016), we find the attribute‐based

compromise effect to only manifest for the case of a utilitarian product (a

computer), not for a more hedonic product (a box of chocolates).

F IGURE 1 Stimuli for Study 1A
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TABLE 2 Detailed results of Study 1A

Computer choice results

Condition Computer 1 Computer 2 Computer 3 Total

ABC set - 123 order
[ABC]

Choice 18 55 30 103

% 17.5% 53.4% 29.1% 100.0%

ABC Set - 321 order
[CBA]

Choice 21 61 19 101

% 20.8% 60.4% 18.8% 100.0%

ABC Set - 213 order
[BAC]

Choice 33 30 37 100

% 33.0% 30.0% 37.0% 100.0%

ABC Set - 231 order
[BCA]

Choice 35 46 20 101

% 34.7% 45.5% 19.8% 100.0%

ABC Set - 132 order
[ACB]

Choice 13 51 38 102

% 12.7% 50.0% 37.3% 100.0%

ABC Set - 312 order
[CAB]

Choice 22 22 57 101

% 21.8% 21.8% 56.4% 100.0%

BCD Set - 123 order
[BCD]

Choice 17 53 32 102

% 16.7% 52.0% 31.4% 100.0%

BCD Set - 321 order
[DCB]

Choice 27 51 23 101

% 26.7% 50.5% 22.8% 100.0%

BCD Set - 213 order
[CBD]

Choice 27 43 33 103

% 26.2% 41.7% 32.0% 100.0%

BCD Set - 231 order
[CDB]

Choice 45 33 24 102

% 44.1% 32.4% 23.5% 100.0%

BCD Set - 132 order
[BDC]

Choice 16 38 46 100

% 16.0% 38.0% 46.0% 100.0%

BCD Set - 312 order
[DBC]

Choice 23 33 44 100

% 23.0% 33.0% 44.0% 100.0%

Note: Grey colored area is for the attribute‐based compromise option (Computer B or C).

(Continues)

3.3 | Study 1B: Method—participants, design, and
procedure

Six hundred and thirteen US‐based adults (50.9% female, average

age = 39.99, SD = 13.02) from an online panel (Amazon MTurk)

participated in the study. They were randomly allocated across six

conditions in a between‐subjects design (position order: ABC vs. CBA

vs. BAC vs. BCA vs. ACB vs. CAB).

Participants were asked to imagine planning to travel to

Chicago and to select one hotel option from a three‐choice‐option
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TABLE 2 (Continued)

Chocolate choice results

Condition Chocolate 1 Chocolate 2 Chocolate 3 Total

ABC set - 123 order
[ABC]

Choice 43 45 14 102

% 42.2% 44.1% 13.7% 100.0%

ABC Set - 321 order
[CBA]

Choice 12 43 46 101

% 11.9% 42.6% 45.5% 100.0%

ABC Set - 213 order
[BAC]

Choice 32 51 18 101

% 31.7% 50.5% 17.8% 100.0%

ABC Set - 231 order
[BCA]

Choice 24 27 48 99

% 24.2% 27.3% 48.5% 100.0%

ABC Set - 132 order
[ACB]

Choice 37 27 39 103

% 35.9% 26.2% 37.9% 100.0%

ABC Set - 312 order
[CAB]

Choice 10 57 36 103

% 9.7% 55.3% 35.0% 100.0%

BCD Set - 123 order
[BCD]

Choice 55 28 19 102

% 53.9% 27.5% 18.6% 100.0%

BCD Set - 321 order
[DCB]

Choice 11 31 57 99

% 11.1% 31.3% 57.6% 100.0%

BCD Set - 213 order
[CBD]

Choice 15 73 14 102

% 14.7% 71.6% 13.7% 100.0%

BCD Set - 231 order
[CDB]

Choice 19 19 62 100

% 19.0% 19.0% 62.0% 100.0%

BCD Set - 132 order
[BDC]

Choice 51 35 17 103

% 49.5% 34.0% 16.5% 100.0%

BCD Set - 312 order
[DBC]

Choice 9 71 21 101

% 8.9% 70.3% 20.8% 100.0%

Note: Grey colored area is for the attribute‐based compromise option (Chocolate B or C).

set. The three options are Super 8 Chicago (Option A), The Willows

(Option B), and Kinzie Hotel (Option C). The stimuli were slightly

modified from actual offerings on trivago.com. The key attributes

are the overall quality (star rating, # of reviewers and cite

evaluation) and the price (see Figure 2). For each set, we fully

rotated the location of each option, resulting in six different

combinations (see Web Appendix SB).

3.4 | Study 1B: Results and implications

We focus on the share of the middle‐attribute Option B (i.e., The

Willows Hotel) across the six different rotations. First, the share of

Option B across six conditions (share of B = 40.0% [245/613]) is

higher than would be expected based on random selection (i.e., vs.

33.3%, +6.6%, χ2(1) = 5.71, p = 0.017, φ = 0.068) and so suggests the
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presence of an overall compromise effect (seeTable 3 for the detailed

choice outcomes for all 6 conditions). More importantly, we also find

evidence for the position‐based compromise effect. The share of the

middle option across the six experimental conditions (41.3% [253/

613]) is higher than based on random selection (i.e., 33.3%, +7.9%,

χ2(1) = 8.14, p = 0.004, φ = 0.082), confirming the presence of a

position‐based effect. More specifically, the share of Option B is

larger when the option is located in the middle position than when it

is on the edge, which reveals the size of the position‐based

compromise effect (+8.0%, relative share of Option B in middle =

45.2% [95/210] vs. B on the edge = 37.2% [150/403], χ2(1) = 3.70,

p = 0.054, φ = 0.078). Collectively these findings support H1.

4 | STUDY 2: POSITION‐BASED
COMPROMISE EFFECT WITH CHANGED
ATTRIBUTES

This study takes a different approach to teasing out the extent to which

an attribute‐based versus position‐based compromise effect is driving

choices. Here there are three choice sets ({AB1C}, {AB2C}, {AB3C}). Bi

always lies between A and C but B3 > B2 >B1 (see Figure 2). From an

attribute trade‐off perspective, B3 is the superior choice relative to

Options A and C, and conversely B1 is the worst. If the attribute‐based

compromise effect is the dominant mechanism, the compromise effect

should be stronger when the compromise option is relatively more

F IGURE 2 Stimuli for Studies 1B and 2
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attractive (i.e., p(B3) > p(B2) > p(B1)), because the attractiveness of the

compromise option (i.e., Option B) influences the final decision

regardless of the display position of the option. On the other hand, if

the position‐based compromise effect is the dominant underlying

mechanism, the magnitude of the compromise effect should be the

same regardless of the options’ attributes level (i.e., p(B3) = p(B2) = p(B1)),

because the influence of the position of each option on the final

decision is expected to be greater than that of their attributes.

4.1 | Method: Participants, design, and procedure

Three hundred and thirty‐four US‐based adults (48.5% female,

average age = 37.74, SD = 12.57) from an online panel (Amazon

MTurk) participated in the study. Participants were randomly

allocated across a 3 (Attractiveness of B: lower attribute scores

[AB1C] vs. average attribute scores [AB2C] vs. higher attribute scores

[AB3C]) × 2 (Position of B: middle [ABiC] vs. right hand edge [CABi])

between‐subjects design. The product category is restaurants.

The procedure of this study is similar to that of Study 1.

Participants selected one of three options that had different service

qualities and taste ratings. Option B was manipulated to create

three different option sets (see Figure 2 and Web Appendix SC for

the detailed stimuli). For each set, we generated two versions, B

being either in the middle or on the edge. Our analysis focuses on

the absolute share of Option Bi across different experimental

conditions.

4.2 | Results and implications

First, the share of Option Bi is higher in the ABiC conditions (share of

Option Bi = 36.1% [60/166]) than in the CABi conditions (share of

Option Bi = 24.4% [41/168], χ2(1) = 5.46, p = 0.020, φ = 0.128),

supporting the position‐based compromise effect (H1).

Second, when considering the attribute‐based compromise

effect, the share of Option Bi does not differ across the ABiC

conditions (Share of Option B3 = 37.7% [20/53] vs. B2 = 40.4% [23/

57] vs. B1 = 30.4% [17/56], χ2(2) = 1.31, p = 0.520, φ = 0.089). This

result indicates there is no attribute‐based compromise effect when

B is in the middle position. In contrast, in the CABi condition the share

of Option B3 is higher than that of B2 and B1, respectively (share of

Option B3 = 40.0% [22/55] vs. B2 = 21.8% [12/55] vs. B1 = 12.1% [7/

58], χ2(2) = 12.23, p = 0.002, φ = 0.270). So the attribute‐based

compromise effect manifests only when the middle‐level attribute

product is not located in the middle position (see Table 4 for the

detailed choice outcomes for all conditions).

We can also analyze this data in a different way. For the higher

compromise option (i.e., B3), the share of Option B3 is not different

whether it is positioned in the middle (share of Option B3 =37.5% [20/

TABLE 3 Detailed results of Study 1B

Hotel choice results

Condition Hotel 1 Hotel 2 Hotel 3 Total

ABC order
Choice 32 55 24 111

% 28.8% 49.5% 21.6% 100.0%

CBA order
Choice 13 40 46 99

% 13.1% 40.4% 46.5% 100.0%

BAC order
Choice 29 53 12 94

% 30.9% 56.4% 12.8% 100.0%

BCA order
Choice 41 29 33 103

% 39.8% 28.2% 32.0% 100.0%

ACB order
Choice 10 51 44 105

% 9.5% 48.6% 41.9% 100.0%

ABC order
Choice 40 25 36 101

% 39.6% 24.8% 35.6% 100.0%

Note: Grey colored area is for the attribute‐based compromise option (i.e., Hotel B).
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53]) or on the edge (B3 = 40.0% [22/55], χ2(1) = 0.06, p=0.809,

φ = 0.023). Therefore, for this relatively favorable option, there is

no evidence of the position effect. On the other hand, we find a

significant position effect for the less favorable compromise

options. Specifically, for the average compromise option (i.e., B2),

the absolute share of Option B2 is higher when it is positioned in

the middle (share of Option B2 = 40.4% [23/57]) compared to on

the edge (B2 = 21.8% [12/55], χ2(1) = 4.48, p = 0.034, φ = 0.200).

There is a similar pattern of results for the least favorable option in

that the share of Option B1 is higher when it is positioned in the

middle (share of Option B1 = 30.4% [17/56]) compared to on the

edge (B1 = 12.1% [7/58], χ2(1) = 5.73, p = 0.017, φ = 0.224).

In sum, we find empirical evidence of a position‐based compro-

mise effect by using a different analysis method, providing further

support for H1. We also find that a position effect can amplify an

attribute effect when the middle‐attributed product is not strictly

superior from an attribute trade‐off perspective (options B2 and B1).

5 | STUDY 3: THE MODERATING EFFECT
OF TIME PRESSURE

In the previous studies we have demonstrated a significant position‐

based compromise effect. In this study, we investigate the moderat-

ing role of time pressure. Because consumers under time pressure

will revert to more simple processing, the attribute‐based compro-

mise effect is expected to reduce whereas the position‐based

compromise effect is expected to become stronger under high (vs.

lower) time pressure.

5.1 | Method: Participants, design, and procedure

Nine hundred and eight US‐based adults (46.0% female, average

age =39.96, SD=12.33) from an online panel (Amazon MTurk) partici-

pated in the study. Participants were randomly allocated across a 2

TABLE 4 Detailed results of Study 2

Restaurant choice results

Condition Restaurant 1 Restaurant 2 Restaurant 3 Total

AB1C - ABC order
Choice 33 17 6 56

% 58.9% 30.4% 10.7% 100%

AB2C - ABC order
Choice 32 23 2 57

% 56.1% 40.4% 3.5% 100%

AB3C - ABC order
Choice 30 20 3 53

% 56.6% 37.7% 5.7% 100%

ABiC total
Choice 95 60 11 166

% 57.2% 36.1% 6.6% 100%

CAB1 - CAB order
Choice 9 42 7 58

% 15.5% 72.4% 12.1% 100%

CAB2 - CAB order
Choice 2 41 12 55

% 3.6% 74.5% 21.8% 100%

CAB3 - CAB order
Choice 1 32 22 55

% 1.8% 58.2% 40.0% 100%

CABi total
Choice 12 115 41 168

% 7.1% 68.5% 24.4% 100%

Note: Grey colored area is for the attribute‐based compromise option (i.e., Restaurant B).
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(choice set: ABC vs. BCD) × 6 (position order: 123 vs. 321 vs. 213 vs. 231

vs. 132 vs. 312) × 2 (time pressure: high vs. low) between‐subjects design.

Participants were asked to select one option from a three‐option

choice set of restaurants. Participants first saw the decision task with the

key attributes listed (the same as in Study 2, i.e., service quality and taste

rating) but without being able to yet see the actual value of each

attribute (adapted from Pettibone, 2012). We then manipulated time

pressure. Participants in the high time pressure condition were informed

that they should choose one restaurant option within seven seconds (a

time constraint based on previous literature (Kim, 2017; Pettibone, 2012)

as well as a pretest). After displaying the three options for seven seconds

the survey page automatically turned to the next page. In the low time

pressure condition the same procedure was followed but with a 30‐s

time allowance (see Figure 3 and Web Appendix SD for detailed stimuli).

5.2 | Results and implications

The time pressure manipulation was successful in that 37.0% [167/

451] of participants under the high time pressure condition failed to

choose one alternative within seven seconds, whereas only 2.6%

[12/457] of those under low time pressure condition failed

(χ2(1) = 169.74, p < 0.001, φ = 0.432). Data from 729 participants

were further analyzed2 (please see Table 5 for the detailed choice

outcomes for all conditions.)

Under the low time pressure condition, the results are similar

to that of Study 1. We find a directionally positive, but

nonsignificant overall compromise effect (+7.2%, relative share

of B_ABC = 67.8% [99/146] vs. B_BCD = 60.6% [106/175],

χ2(1) = 1.81, p = 0.179, φ = 0.075). However, the compromise

effect is larger (significant and positive) when Option B is located

in the middle position (+24.6%, relative share of B_ABC = 77.1%

[37/48] vs. B_BCD = 52.5% [32/61], χ2(1) = 7.01, p = 0.008,

φ = 0.254) than when Option B is on the edge, in which case it is

not significant (−1.6%, relative share of B_ABC = 63.3% [62/98] vs.

F IGURE 3 Stimuli of Study 3

2If a participant failed to provide a choice within the allotted time, they were asked to

choose again on the subsequent page without any product attribute information. The

findings when including these data are similar to the main results reported here (see Web

Appendix SE for detailed results).
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B_BCD = 64.9% [74/114], χ2(1) = 0.06, p = 0.803, φ = 0.017). The

difference between these two (i.e., 26.3% [=24.6% − (−1.6%)]) can

be interpreted as the magnitude of the position‐based compromise

effect.

Under the high time pressure condition, the overall compromise

effect is marginally significant (+12.6%, relative share of B_ABC = 66.3%

[57/86] vs. B_BCD = 53.7% [65/121], χ2(1) = 3.27, p=0.070, φ=0.126). In

detail, when Option B has a middle location, the compromise effect is

TABLE 5 Detailed results of Study 3

Restaurant choice results: Low time pressure conditions

Condition Restaurant 1 Restaurant 2 Restaurant 3 Total

ABC set - 123 order
[ABC]

Choice 13 20 4 37

% 35.1% 54.1% 10.8% 100.0%

ABC Set - 321 order
[CBA]

Choice 7 17 14 38

% 18.4% 44.7% 36.8% 100.0%

ABC Set - 213 order
[BAC]

Choice 15 17 5 37

% 40.5% 45.9% 13.5% 100.0%

ABC Set - 231 order
[BCA]

Choice 10 13 12 35

% 28.6% 37.1% 34.3% 100.0%

ABC Set - 132 order
[ACB]

Choice 8 13 18 39

% 20.5% 33.3% 46.2% 100.0%

ABC Set - 312 order
[CAB]

Choice 5 14 19 38

% 13.2% 36.8% 50.0% 100.0%

BCD Set - 123 order
[BCD]

Choice 13 17 7 37

% 35.1% 45.9% 18.9% 100.0%

BCD Set - 321 order
[DCB]

Choice 5 12 19 36

% 13.9% 33.3% 52.8% 100.0%

BCD Set - 213 order
[CBD]

Choice 13 19 5 37

% 35.1% 51.4% 13.5% 100.0%

BCD Set - 231 order
[CDB]

Choice 9 7 21 37

% 24.3% 18.9% 56.8% 100.0%

BCD Set - 132 order
[BDC]

Choice 10 15 13 38

% 26.3% 39.5% 34.2% 100.0%

BCD Set - 312 order
[DBC]

Choice 7 24 5 36

% 19.4% 66.7% 13.9% 100.0%

Note: Grey colored area is for the attribute‐based compromise option (Restaurant B or C). N = 445, participants who chose their option within the

given time.
(Continues)
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significant and large (+53.3%, relative share of B_ABC = 85.3% [29/34] vs.

B_BCD = 32.0% [16/50], χ2(1) = 11.63, p<0.001, φ=0.354), whereas

when Option B is in the edge position the compromise effect is

marginally significant but negative (−15.2%, relative share of B_ABC =

53.8% [28/52] vs. B_BCD = 69.0% [49/71], χ2(1) = 2.95, p=0.086,

φ=0.155). The difference in effect between the two position conditions

when both are under high time pressure is the position‐based

compromise effect (68.5% [= 53.3%− (−15.2%)]).

TABLE 5 (Continued)

Restaurant choice results: High time pressure conditions

Condition Restaurant 1 Restaurant 2 Restaurant 3 Total

ABC set - 123 order
[ABC]

Choice 9 18 1 28

% 32.1% 64.3% 3.6% 100.0%

ABC Set - 321 order
[CBA]

Choice 4 11 7 22

% 18.2% 50.0% 31.8% 100.0%

ABC Set - 213 order
[BAC]

Choice 6 14 3 23

% 26.1% 60.9% 13.0% 100.0%

ABC Set - 231 order
[BCA]

Choice 7 7 9 23

% 30.4% 30.4% 39.1% 100.0%

ABC Set - 132 order
[ACB]

Choice 1 13 5 19

% 5.3% 68.4% 26.3% 100.0%

ABC Set - 312 order
[CAB]

Choice 1 8 10 19

% 5.3% 42.1% 52.6% 100.0%

BCD Set - 123 order
[BCD]

Choice 10 14 2 26

% 38.5% 53.8% 7.7% 100.0%

BCD Set - 321 order
[DCB]

Choice 3 20 6 29

% 10.3% 69.0% 20.7% 100.0%

BCD Set - 213 order
[CBD]

Choice 9 14 4 27

% 33.3% 51.9% 14.8% 100.0%

BCD Set - 231 order
[CDB]

Choice 5 10 10 25

% 20.0% 40.0% 40.0% 100.0%

BCD Set - 132 order
[BDC]

Choice 11 7 4 22

% 50.0% 31.8% 18.2% 100.0%

BCD Set - 312 order
[DBC]

Choice 3 14 4 21

% 14.3% 66.7% 19.0% 100.0%

Note: Grey colored area is for the attribute‐based compromise option (Restaurant B or C). N = 284, participants who chose their option within the
given time.
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In sum, the position‐based compromise effect is much stronger

under the high than under the low time pressure condition (i.e.,

68.5% for high time pressure vs. 26.3% for low time pressure), which

supports H2.

6 | STUDY 4: CHOICE IN THE FIELD

Even though we found significant evidence for a position‐based

compromise effect in our previous studies, this evidence is based on

scenario‐based choices only. In this study, we conduct an

observation‐based field experiment that collected actual choice data

during a Halloween candy ritual.

6.1 | Method: Participants, design, and procedure

This study was conducted during Halloween. Participants were 133

children (age estimated as between 6 and 12 years, mixed genders).

Participants were randomly assigned to either of 2 (position of

Option B: middle [ABC] vs. edge [ACB] location) between‐subject

conditions. The children came to one of the authors’ house in groups,

with their parent/guardian, and were queued to have their turn at

picking the candy they wanted.

Participants were asked to select a candy from one of three plain

plastic boxes on a table. The boxes were labeled “Less sour candy [Option

A],” “Sour candy [Option B],” and “Very sour candy [Option C]”)3. For

those in the ABC condition the boxes were in attribute order, but in the

ACB condition the “Sour candy” was located at the edge while the “Very

sour candy”was placed in the middle (see Figure 4). Parents accompanied

their child and observed the selection process.

6.2 | Results and implications

The share of Option A (i.e., “Less sour candy,” which was always

located in the left edge position) is the same across two conditions

(difference = 2.4%; share of A_ABC = 21.5% [14/65] vs. A_ACB = 19.1%

[13/68], χ2(1) = 0.12, p = 0.729, φ = 0.030, see Table 6). In contrast,

the share of the middle‐attribute option (i.e., Option B) is marginally

significantly higher when it was positioned in the middle rather than

at the edge (difference = 14.9%; share of B_ABC = 36.9% [24/65] vs.

B_ACB = 19.1% [15/68], χ2(1) = 3.54, p = 0.060, φ = 0.163). Similarly,

the share of Option C is significantly higher when it was positioned in

the middle rather than at the edge (difference = 17.3%; C_ABC =

41.5% [27/65] vs. share of C_ACB = 58.5% [40/68], χ2(1) = 3.97,

p = 0.046, φ = 0.173). These results support a position‐based com-

promise effect, consistent with H1.

7 | GENERAL DISCUSSION

Product assortment planning is a challenge to marketers and retailers

because of the many factors at play, some of which are beyond their

control (e.g., changing economic conditions and consumers' desire for

flexibility: Mantrala et al., 2009). The present research examined how

the arrangement of product offerings affects the compromise effect,

a well‐known context effect in choice. Extending prior research, we

proposed that the compromise effect is composed of an attribute‐

based and a position‐based compromise effect. In a series of

experiments, we empirically disentangled the two effects and

demonstrated their coexistence. We further showed that the two

component effects are affected differently by product type and also

by time pressure, which is consistent with the mediating processes

we assume. Thus, our paper highlights the benefit of being in the

middle of a choice set by providing empirical evidence of the

coexistence of an attribute‐based as well as a position‐based

compromise effect, with the latter being always present and generally

F IGURE 4 Stimuli of Study 4

3In this study, the products differed on only one attribute (i.e., sourness of candy). Although

the compromise effect has been examined with multiple attributes, some studies manipulate

only one attribute (e.g., Kim et al., 2018). In addition, decision theory has been tested in a

Halloween setting (e.g., Kim et al., 2018; Read & Loewenstein, 1995).
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amplifying the former. The present research provides clear theoreti-

cal as well as practical implications.

7.1 | Theoretical and practical implications

This paper has several theoretical implications. First, the theory of

context effects, which includes the compromise effect along with

the attraction or decoy effect (Huber et al., 1982), is one of the

most influential theories in marketing and has been extended to

other fields such as economics (e.g., Beauchamp et al., 2020),

psychology (e.g., Busemeyer et al., 2019), and food science (van

Herpen et al., 2015). The research reported here focuses on the

compromise effect and presents a simple, yet clear and novel

perspective on how and why the compromise effect exists and,

furthermore, shows that it is sufficiently robust to operate in

everyday choice situations and not just in the behavioral

laboratory. The work provides an answer to the question of

whether it is the middle attribute level or the central position of a

product within a trio of products that generates the compromise

effect. Both causes are relevant; but the positional effect becomes

more prominent under constrained resource conditions, imple-

mented in our study by imposing time pressure, whereas the

attribute‐based compromise effect becomes rather more promi-

nent when resources are not constrained.

Second, it is important to understand the drivers of behavioral

biases and, although the compromise effect has been widely

investigated, the present research takes the literature further in

providing a better understanding of the drivers of the effect. We do

not dispute previous findings but rather reconcile what are

alternative explanations for the compromise effect: an attribute‐

based and a position‐based compromise effect.

Third, we empirically disentangled the attribute‐based and

position‐based compromise effects and showed their coexistence

and explored their independence. In this regard, the present research

extends the two findings from the literature discussed earlier. First,

Chang and Liu (2008) found the compromise effect to be larger when

their compromise option was physically presented in the middle

position than when it was in an edge location. While their study

focused on compatibility effects their finding aligns with our finding, in

demonstrating the existence of a position‐based compromise effect.

Chang and Liu (2008), however, did not fully separate the attribute‐

based and position‐based effects and the effect they found may be not

specific to the compromise effect but applicable to any options,

independently of whether the option is a compromise option in

attribute space or a noncompromise option. The present research

resolved this ambiguity by directly assessing the compromise effect

based on the choice share difference between when the target was a

compromise option and when it was an extreme option, while

simultaneously varying the target's spatial position within the set.

Second, Mochon and Frederick (2011) refer finding the compromise

effect only when the compromise option was presented in the middle

position, thus suggesting that the compromise effect may be driven by

the middle‐position effect only. In contrast, we found evidence for the

existence of both the attribute‐based and the position‐based compro-

mise effect. We furthermore showed that the attribute‐based effect

and the position‐based effect are differently affected by product type

(hedonic vs. utilitarian) and by time pressure, which represents an

important resource factor. Thus, the present research extends the

Mochon and Frederick (2011) by not only showing the independent

occurrence of the two component effects, but also specifying two

boundary conditions under which one effect predominates the other.

Fourth, people may consider either of the middle‐attribute or the

middle‐position option as the default option (e.g., Johnson &

Goldstein, 2003; McKenzie & Nelson, 2003). For example, when

participants in this study infer that the middle option is implicitly

recommended by information providers, they might choose it—

especially when under high time pressure (McKenzie & Nelson, 2003).

The considered default will determine the reference point and so may

be expected to affect the manifestation of the compromise effect.

Future study is needed to investigate this possibility.

Finally, clearly the implications for practice go well beyond a

traditional bricks retailer's shelf application and include the way

products are displayed in online settings. A marketer wishing to

nudge a consumer into a more profitable, sustainable, healthy, or

desirable alternative needs to be cognizant of the extent to which the

TABLE 6 Detailed results of Study 4

Candy choice results

Condition Candy 1 Candy 2 Candy 3 Total

ABC order
Choice 9 24 27 65

% 13.8% 36.9% 41.5% 100%

ACB order
Choice 13 40 15 68

% 19.1% 58.8% 22.1% 100%

Note: Grey colored area is for the attribute‐based compromise option (Candy B).
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consumer has the resources (time, ability, motivation) to process the

decision. If resources (e.g., time) are constrained, then position

centrality takes precedence; if not, then attribute centrality does.

Ideally, of course, both can be used to optimally benefit from the

“middle” effect. As consumers are unlikely to be aware of, or admit to,

their preferences being shaped by the choice set configuration, the

compromise effect can be used to the marketers’ advantage. For

example, deals on online platforms are often not ordered by attribute

levels (or the attribute used to sort options is not obvious), suggesting

the marketer can push particular options by placing them in the

middle, thus garnering the benefits of a position effect. Evidence here

suggests that this would be true even for a choice option that is

inferior from an attribute trade‐off perspective but has attribute

levels that lie between the other options: the position effect would

compensate for its otherwise relatively weak performance. Con-

versely, strictly dominated brands (from an attribute trade‐off

perspective) appear to be little affected by where they are

positioned—they gain from the attribute‐based compromise effect.

7.2 | Limitation, future study, and conclusion

We acknowledge that our research has limitations. Some of these,

however, open opportunities for future research. First, barring Study

4, we assessed preferences, not choices, in contrived decision

contexts. While the findings are consistent across the studies,

running more real‐world, choice‐based studies with multiple options

would be desirable (Doyle et al., 1999; Haynes, 2009; Müller

et al., 2012). Secondly, prior research exploring positioning effects

has considered the effect of vertical and horizontal orderings (Kim

et al., 2019). The stimuli in the present studies were all presented

horizontally. In online environments choice options are often

arranged vertically, and offline shelf arrangements have both

horizontal and vertical dimensions.

Last, the participants in Study 4 were children (accompanied by

their parents), whose cognitive abilities are different from adults—

although arguably their candy preferences may be better devel-

oped! In this situation they exhibited a strong position‐based

compromise effect. Future studies could explore other individual

differences in decision‐making, such as numeracy ability (Castañeda

et al., 2020).

Despite these limitations, we believe that our paper sheds light into

a hitherto unexplored corner of nudging theory; that the compromise

effect consists of two components that influence consumers' choices,

and that marketers can manage both. We hope these insights will

enable marketers and retailers to responsibly nudge consumers to

make better choices. Finally, further research might profitably further

investigate the possible interactions between the two explanations as

well as their underlying mechanisms and further boundary conditions.
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