
www.elsevier.com/locate/intmar

Available online at www.sciencedirect.com

Journal of Interactive Marketing 27 (2013) 47–61
Thinking or Feeling the Risk in Online Auctions: The Effects of Priming
Auction Outcomes and the Dual System on Risk Perception and Amount Bid

Yael Steinhart a,⁎ & Michael A. Kamins b & David Mazursky c & Avraham Noy a

a University of Haifa, Israel
b Director of Research/Area Head of Marketing, Stony Brook University — SUNY, USA

c The Kmart Professor of Marketing, School of Business Administration, The Hebrew University, Jerusalem, Israel

Available online 11 November 2012
Abstract

The present research sheds new light on the antecedents and outcomes of bidders' perceived risk. It examines the role of the two-system model
in the context of activating the potential to either win or lose an online auction. This study demonstrates that when a bidder's affective system is
primed, concern about losing the item is greater and ultimately the bid amount is higher when the bidder expects to lose rather than win.
Conversely, when the cognitive system is primed, the anticipated goals of winning the auction – rather than the fear of losing – drive the bidder's
actions. In the latter case, the bidder pays a higher amount if the expectancy of winning is primed, as opposed to the expectancy of losing. A field
study on eBay and two lab studies confirm this phenomenon.
© 2012 Direct Marketing Educational Foundation, Inc. Published by Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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Introduction

There is something about playing a game or participating in
a contest when you let your emotions get involved in your
decision. Whether it is playing football, or trying to win tickets
on eBay for your favorite singer's one-night-only concert in
your city, getting emotional seems to be accompanied with the
fear of losing, resulting in behavior which is guided to avoid such
a risky consequence. But is this just an exercise in anxiety
provocation or does it lead to specific behavior? Alternatively, it
seems that when you think clearly and calmly, you can focusmore
narrowly on the task of winning the auction and act accordingly to
do so. Focusing on the purchase situation, is it likely that when a
consumer's affective system is primed, that emphasis on the
possibility and risk of not winning the item, motivates a greater
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intention to purchase than envisioning actual purchase? Similarly
when one's cognitive system is primed, does the consumer focus
more on the steps needed to win the auction as a motivator of
purchase than the fear of losing?

In this research, we examine purchase decisions within the
context of online auctions. One of the unique features of online
auctions is that most online parties (i.e., bidders and sellers)
remain anonymous and transactions between parties are of an
impersonal nature (Kim 2005; Resnick and Zeckhauser 2002).
This anonymity imposes high uncertainty into the nature of
online auctions that gets translated into concern as to what needs to
be done to win or alternatively to avoid losing, increasing the
bidders and sellers perception of risk. Kim, Ferrin, and Rao (2008)
find that perceived risk has a strong impact on online purchasing
decisions due to other factors such as security concerns and the
information quality of the website. Thus how to effectively
manage bidders' risk perceptions is an essential issue in online
auctions.

The current research aims to shed new light on the antecedents
and outcomes of bidders' perceived risk. Perceived risk is strongly
associated with winning or losing expectations at the pre-auction
c. Published by Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

mailto:ysteinhart@univ.haifa.ac.il
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.intmar.2012.09.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.intmar.2012.09.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.intmar.2012.09.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.intmar.2012.09.001


48 Y. Steinhart et al. / Journal of Interactive Marketing 27 (2013) 47–61
stage, that is the point at which one enters the auction (Ariely
and Simonson 2003; Möllenberg 2004); and with the bidder's
intrapersonal factors of cognitions and feelings (Finucane et al.
2000; Harless and Camerer 1994; Loewenstein et al. 2001;
Luce and von Winterfeldt 1994; Slovic, Flynn, and Layman
1991; Starmer 2000). In this research we focus on the mediating
role of perceived risk on bidding behavior, when bidders either
expect to win or lose the auction, and on how these expectations
are either driven by cognitions or feelings. We propose that
cognitions or feelings trigger different processes that influence
the nature of the linkage between outcome expectancies,
perceived risk and bidding behavior. We highlight these
processes and elaborate on the importance of the interplay
between these factors (i.e., outcome expectancy, perceived risk
and the cognitive and affective systems) in determining the
resulting behavior.

Outcome expectancy, (i.e., whether one wins or loses the
auction) is conceptualized as the aggregation of individual belief
elements in a consumer's cognitive structure and is a precursor in
predicting a variety of phenomena involved in buying behaviors
and subsequent perceptions (McKinney, Yoon, and Zahedi 2002;
Olson and Dover 1979; Yen and Lu 2008). For example, bidders
who consider bidding on a product enter a situation with various
expectations ranging on a probability continuum from “certain
not to occur” to “certain to occur” (Oliver 1981).

We propose that under the cognitive system, which is goal-
based, deliberate, and rule governed (Evans 2008; Kahneman and
Frederick 2002), perceived risk is positively linked to the desire
to win the auction. On the other hand, we suggest that under the
affective system, which is spontaneous, intuitive, and emotion
based (Epstein 1994; Evans 2008), fear of losing the auction
drives perceived risk. We further suggest that for each system,
outcome expectancy, namely, the bidder's focus on the prospect
of winning or losing, can influence perceived risk. Accordingly,
we propose that perceived risk will differentially mediate the
bidding behavior in online auctions when the bidder's cognitive
or affective system dominates.

The popularity of Internet auctions has led to the expansion
of various bidding strategies (Bapna et al. 2004), which are the
product of the bidders' internal orientation and the external cues
present in the auction (Kamins et al. 2011). Indeed attempts have
been made to develop an integrated model designed to predict
bidding behavior in Internet auctions, focusing on whether
potential bidders bid on an auction, (if so) who bids, when they
bid, and how much they bid (Park and Bradlow 2005). Although
this model contributes greatly to the auction literature by
creating an integrated probabilistic model to explain these factors,
the authors acknowledge that the model does not address “a
fundamental understanding of the ‘why’ in bidding behavior,” nor,
with some exceptions (Heyman, Orhun, and Ariely 2004; Kamins
et al. 2011; Ku, Malhorta, and Murningham 2005), has “why”
been the focus of most of the research in the auction literature.
This research is designed to address this knowledge gap.

Some papers have shown, both in live and in Internet auctions,
that when competitive arousal, or “auction fever,” is engaged,
consumers are willing to pay prices exceeding up to seven times
the original estimate in order to obtain the good (Ku, Malhorta,
and Murningham 2005). When asked to explain their overbid-
ding behavior, individuals often supplied such responses as
“auction fever took over.” Heyman, Orhun, and Ariely (2004)
provide theoretical explanations for such “emotional bidding”
behavior anchored in what they call “Quasi-Endowment” effects
and “Opponent Effects.” That is, being the highest bidder during
the auction triggers a sense of ownership, which makes losing all
the more distasteful. Regarding the “opponent effect,” the fact that
auction participants typically refer to the result of the auction as
“winning” or “losing” as opposed to “buying” and “not buying” is
not surprising, as they respectively either vanquish their opponents
or are defeated by them.

Because research has shown information external to the
auction (e.g., the number of viewers, the number of bidders, bidder
identification) influences bidding behavior, information internal to
the auction (e.g., presence of a reserve or minimum bid) has
importantly been shown to have the same effect (Ariely and
Simonson 2003; Rafaeli and Noy 2002). Hence this research
examines whether cues internal to the auction itself (i.e., in the
product description) can induce emotional or cognitive bidding
behavior simply by activating these decision states in the context
of making salient the consequence of either winning or losing the
auction and whether or not making either consequence salient
matters in terms of bidding behavior and risk perceptions. Such an
approach has significant managerial implications for the seller as
well as the buyer, because certain conditions (e.g., triggering how
losing the auction would make one would feel) should motivate
higher bids, making the auctionmore attractive to the seller than to
the buyer.

In our studies, we focus on actual bidding behavior on eBay
(study 1) as well as on the pre-auction phase (Ariely and Simonson
2003; Möllenberg 2004), in which the bidders rely mostly on
outcome expectations (studies 2 and 3). In general, the purpose of
each study is to prime either the cognitive or the affective system as
well as trigger each consumer's expectation of winning or losing
the item. The objective is to measure the bidders' perception of risk
and their willingness to pay for the item.We now discuss in greater
detail outcome expectancy, the two-system model and its rela-
tionship to perceived risk.

Outcomes Expectancy in Online Auctions

The classic Expectancy Theory (Vroom 1964) proposes that
a person will decide to behave in a certain way due to what he or
she expects the result of that selected behavior to be. The effect
of expectancies on behavior was also found to be contingent on
the nature of the goal (Shah and Higgins 1997), so that different
goals generate different perceptions and actions (Lynch and
Cohen 1978). Interestingly, outcome expectancies were also
found to influence physiological measures (Ladouceur et al.
2003). Ladouceur et al. (2003) found that high as compared to low
expectations of winning generated faster heart rates prior to and
during the actual experience. According to self-reports, it is the
expectancy of winning that is exciting, not the actual experience.

Outcome expectancy is therefore expected to play a major role
in online auctions (McKinney, Yoon, and Zahedi 2002; Olson
and Dover 1979; Yen and Lu 2008), by triggering different
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bidding strategies. For example, Yen and Lu (2008) indicate that
both bidders' expectation of policy and auctioneers' performance
of policy are important determinants of disconfirmation. How-
ever, the effect of outcome expectancy of winning or losing the
auction, on perceptions of risk and on bidding behavior, under the
cognitive or affective systems has not yet been examined. This
research addresses this effect.

Perceived Risk

Consumers' decision processes are generally influenced by
their perceptions of the gravity of the risk they face (Carvalho et al.
2008; Forsythe and Shi 2003; Loewenstein et al. 2001; Mitchell
1999; Slovic 1987). Studies have found perceived risk influences
consumers' attitudes and behaviors generally (Carvalho et al. 2008;
Rao and Farley 1987; Srinivasan and Ratchford 1991; Tat Keh and
Sun 2008) and specifically (online shopping behavior; Kim, Ferrin,
and Rao 2008).

Research has also explored possible drivers for perceived risk;
such drivers include environmental factors, e.g., financial loss
(Ho and Ng 1994) or advanced technology (Pavlou 2003),
interpersonal factors, e.g., seller–buyer relationships (Valla 1982)
social norms (Mitchell 1999), and intrapersonal factors, e.g.,
personal experience (Slovic, Fischhoff, and Lichtenstein 1980) or
individuals' feelings and cognitions (Loewenstein et al. 2001).
Within the context of online shopping, studies show that perceived
risk is a function of perceived privacy and security protection,
information quality, and degree of familiarity with the website
(Kim, Ferrin, and Rao 2008), particularly as a function of
regulatory focus and website content (van Noort, Kerkhof, and
Fennis 2007, 2008).

Choice under risk has been among the most researched topics
in studies on judgment and decision making (Loewenstein et al.
2001). The basic assumption in this line of research is that most
people are generally risk averse, normally preferring a sure thing
to a gamble yielding equal expected value, and preferring a
gamble of low variance over a riskier prospect (Kahneman and
Lovallo 1993). Stone and Winter (1987) view perceived risk as
an expectation of loss. The higher one's certainty is that a loss
will occur, the greater the perceived risk. Kim, Ferrin, and Rao
(2008) define perceived risk in online shopping as a consumer's
belief about the potential of uncertain negative outcomes.

Following this reasoning in the context of the online auction,
we propose that bidders will perceive risk to be greater when the
perceived certainty of winning an item is lower, such as when
they expect to lose the item. In this case, bidders can overcome
the perception of risk by placing higher bids, which will increase
the probability of winning the auction.We can therefore infer that
the expectancy of losing or winning an item plays a major role in
determining a bidder's perception of risk in an online auction and
one's consequential bidding behavior.

Prior research has also examined the roles of feelings and
cognitions as determinants of the perception of risk (Finucane
et al. 2000; Kim, Ferrin, and Rao 2008; Loewenstein et al.
2001). For example, the expected-utility stream of research, which
focuses on the cognitive drivers of perceived risk, proposes that the
interplay between outcome expectancy and subjective probability
generates the perception of risk (Harless and Camerer 1994; Luce
and von Winterfeldt 1994; Slovic, Flynn, and Layman 1991;
Starmer 2000). According to this research stream, feelings are
also involved, but they result from the cognitive evaluation of
risk. In contrast, other evidence suggests one's emotional state
may influence one's perception of risk (Loewenstein et al. 2001;
Simon 1967). For instance, Simon (1967) indicates emotional
reactions serve as a mechanism to interrupt and redirect cognitive
processing toward potentially high-risk situations.

Within the context of online shopping, the affective-based
antecedents found to drive perceived risk are related to indirect
interactions with the trustee, such as inputs from others, e.g., trusted
third-party seal, referral, review comments and recommendations
(Chen, Chen, and Meindl 1998; Kim, Ferrin, and Rao 2008;
McAllister 1995). The cognitive determinants, on the other hand,
were associated with consumers' observations and perceptions,
e.g., concerning information quality, perceived privacy protection,
security protection, brand image, fancy design and regarding the
features and characteristics of the trustee entity (Chen, Chen, and
Meindl 1998; Kim, Ferrin, and Rao 2008; McAllister 1995).

The current research relies on Stone and Winter's (1987) and
Kim, Ferrin, and Rao (2008) definitions of perceived risk
(where risk is a function of the concern of loss), and integrates
these two types of drivers of perceived risk – winning or losing
expectancy and dominance of the affective and cognitive systems
(as we elaborate in the next section) – and examines their joint
effect on the perception of risk and on ensuing behavior.

Before we discuss in detail the integrative effect of these
factors, we first describe the underlying drivers of the cognitive
and affective systems.

The Cognitive and Affective Systems

The distinction between cognition and emotion has been the
topic of much prior research and has been examined under
many different frameworks and perspectives, including but not
limited to the following: system 1 versus system 2 processes
(Kahneman and Frederick 2002), associative versus rule-based
systems (Sloman 1996), non-verbal versus verbal processes
(Paivio 1986), hot versus cold systems (Metcalfe and Mischel
1999), and the dichotomy of information processing. Epstein
(1994), for example, posited that individuals apprehend reality
through two interactive, parallel processing systems. The rational
system, deliberative and analytical, functions under the control of
logic and probability. The experiential system encodes reality in
images, metaphors, and narratives. It functions under the influence
of affects, such as fear, anxiety, and happiness.

Evans (2008) notes all these theories seem to have common
ground, and proposes that systems 1 and 2 can be framed as a
distinction between two types of processes: type 1 processes
consist of fast, automatic, or unconscious processes, whereas type
2 processes are generally slow, effortful, and conscious (Samuels
2006). Evans further proposes that type 2 processes correlate with
individual differences in cognitive capacity and can be disrupted
by concurrent working memory load. Moreover, type 2 processes
can be associated with executive processes and intentional, higher-
order control.
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Each of the frameworks proposed above can therefore be
characterized as a function of different underlying processes,
deliberative or affective, and each process can lead to different
choices and preferences (Wang 2006; Wilson et al. 1993).

In the context of interactive marketing, Bosnjak, Galesic, and
Tuten (2007) examined the effects of cognitive and affective facets
of involvement and Zaichkowsky (1994) on the intention to shop
online. The facet of cognitive involvement has strong common
ground with type 2 processes because it relies on the perceived
functional and essential characteristics of the product. On the other
hand, affective involvement derives from hedonic and symbolic
expectations, and therefore is in line with type 1 processes. The
current research extends this examination by considering the role
of the cognitive and affective systems in determining the per-
ception of the risk of a decision and the consequent behavior.

The Proposed Hypotheses

We examine the effect of the cognitive and affective systems in
conjunction with an expectation of winning or losing, because
outcome expectancy plays a major role in the pre-auction phase
(Ariely and Simonson 2003; Möllenberg 2004). Specifically, each
system is expected to trigger a different path of influence between
winning or losing expectancy, perceived risk and bidding behavior.
Thus, the cognitive and affective systems are expected to moderate
the indirect effect of outcome expectancy via perceived risk on
bidding behavior.

We propose that the affective and cognitive systems rely on
different mechanisms that drive the perceived risk of losing an
auction. We further propose that, depending on which system is
more dominant, individuals respond differently when asked to
consider the outcome of winning or losing an auction; specifically,
people show opposite tendencies in terms of the direction of
perceived risk and the amount bid in the online auction.

The Affective System

Research has found that the affective system elevates perceived
risk via the emotional state of fear (Lerner and Keltner 2001).
Specifically, Lerner and Keltner (2001) indicate fearful people
express pessimistic risk estimates and risk-averse choices. In
addition, anticipated loss enhances the emotional state of fear
(Delgado, Labouliere, and Phelps 2006). Therefore, assuming
that a losing-expectancy orientation may enhance the perception
of risk is logical.

In the context of online auctions, we expect priming the
expectancy of losing an auction to elevate the emotional state
of fear. Thus, if we consider a case in which bidders approaching
an online auction are predisposed to rely on the affective system,
we expect priming the bidders' losing expectancy orientation to
enhance their fear of losing the auction and therefore their
perceptions of risk. As a result, to mitigate the risk of losing the
auction, bidders using an affective system are expected to place
high bids. In contrast, we expect priming these bidders' winning
expectancy orientation to attenuate or even eliminate the emotional
state of fear and thus generate a lower perception of risk which will,
in turn, lower bids.
Operatively, the proposed hypotheses rely on the priming
procedure as a means of elevating the affective and cognitive
systems, as well as the losing or winning outcome expectancies.
Past research frequently used the priming procedure in the context
of priming affective and cognitive systems (Fabrigar and Petty
1999; Yi 1990) or the winning or losing mindsets (Aaker and
Lee 2001; Higgins et al. 1994; Jain, Agrawal, and Maheswaran
2006). Specifically, the affective system may be activated simply
through awareness of an environmental stimulus (Loewenstein
and O'Donoghue 2004; Metcalfe and Mischel 1999). For
example, the death of a major movie star or singer often induces
feelings of sadness and grief, triggering the affective system. Such
situations may evoke sudden attachment-based needs to own
something associated with that individual. The death of Michael
Jackson and Whitney Houston provide recent examples of such a
phenomenon. Many of Jackson's and Houston's older albums
reached the top of the charts again for a brief period following the
singers' deaths.

In this research, we use an environmental stimulus to activate
the affective system (as well as the cognitive system), that of the
product description of the auctioned item. For example, in the
description of an item put up for auction on eBay, we supply an
emotionally charged cue such as “How would you feel if you
were to lose (win) this item?”

In sum, we would expect that when the affective system is
activated, bidders will be susceptible to a stimulus that invokes
fear (concern about losing the item). Thus, they are likely to
place higher bids when asked to imagine how it would feel to
lose the item as opposed to how it would feel to win the item.

The Cognitive System

We expect a different effect to occur among bidders who are
influenced primarily by the cognitive system. Research has found
that the cognitive system accesses perceived risk via calculative
processing of the chances of winning and the expected value from
gaining the auctioned product (Loewenstein et al. 2001; Starmer
2000). The cognitive system is assumed to increase accessibility
of one's overall intentions and goals (Evans 2008), which, in the
context of online auctions, typically involve winning the auction.
Therefore, we propose that cognitive bidders are encouraged
to act toward achieving such accessible objectives. To prime
the cognitive bidder to think about these objectives, one can
incorporate into the product description a statement regarding the
expected outcomes of the auction, such as the possibility of
winning or losing the item.

When the expectancy of winning the item is elevated and the
cognitive system is activated, we expect the bidder to systemat-
ically plan the steps required to achieve his or her goal. The
logical bidding behavior in this case may include placing higher
bids in order to win the item. Novemsky and Kahneman (2005)
posit that in the context of the perceived risk of losing, focusing
on the benefits of possessing the item may increase the perceived
risk of the consequence of losing, as opposed to drawing attention
to other aspects of the transaction. Therefore, counter intuitively,
we expect bidders to experience greater concern about losing the
item and to place higher bids when their focus is product oriented,



2 Fifty three participants volunteered to complete the pre-test (58% female,
Mage=31). We assigned participants randomly to four cells: reliance on the
affective system and winning or losing expectations, reliance on the cognitive
system and adoption of a winning- or a losing expectancy orientation. As
expected, ANOVA analysis revealed a significant main effect for participants'
affective or cognitive bidding strategies (F(1,49)=6.05, pb .01). Thus, the
difference in the reported reliance on the affective over the cognitive system
was positive under the affective condition and negative under the cognitive
condition (M=1.60 vs. M=−1.06, respectively), across winning or losing
expectation conditions. In addition, we found a main effect for participants'
reported winning- over losing-expectancy orientation (F(1,49)=20.21, pb .05).
In this case, the difference in the reported winning over losing expectations was
positive under the winning condition and negative under the losing condition
(M=3.18 vs. M=−1.09, respectively), across affective or cognitive conditions.
3 A pre-test among 87 participants (43% female, Mage=42) revealed that

those who were primed under the affective condition reported on higher scores
in the PANAS scale (M=2.60) than those who were primed under the cognitive
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for example, when thinking about the potential of winning the
product rather than about the possibility of losing.

We anticipate that as in the case of the affective system, the
manner in which outcomes are framed will determine bidding
behavior and perceived risk. However, we anticipate that priming
the cognitive system will result in opposite behaviors compared
with priming the affective system. Thus we expect that when the
cognitive system is primed, the perceived risk of losing the item
will be heightened and consequently bidders will place higher
bids when their expectancy is based on winning rather than losing
the auction. We put forward our expectations within the following
hypotheses:

H1. When the affective (cognitive) system is activated, the
offered1 bid will be higher (lower) when a losing – as opposed
to winning – expectancy orientation is primed.

H2. When the affective (cognitive) system is activated, the
perceived risk of losing the auction will be higher (lower) when a
losing – as opposed to winning – expectancy orientation is primed.

H3. Perceived risk of losing mediates the effect of the affective or
cognitive system and a winning- or losing-expectancy orientation
on the offered bid.

We conducted three experiments to test our hypotheses. The
first study examined the first hypothesis in a field setting,
considering the actual bids. The second study took place in the
lab and further explored the second and third hypotheses using
a moderation-mediation model. Finally, the third study sheds
more light on the underlyingmechanism by investigating the effect
of winning- or losing-outcome expectancies along with different
cognitive-load conditions on perceived risk and the actual bid
placed when the cognitive system is cued.

Study 1: Field Study

The purpose of the field study was to demonstrate the proposed
effects of priming the cognitive or affective system and the
winning or losing orientation in a real-life online auction setting.
Accordingly, we conducted the field study on the online auction
site eBay from March till June of 2010. We ran four different
conditions of actual auctions featuring identical products. In each
auction, we used the product description to activate either the
affective or cognitive system together with either a winning- or
losing-outcome expectation.

Method

We conducted 97 eBay auctions, each featuring a set of two
different Indian Pennies dated between 1890 and 1907. All of
the pennies were of the same grade (good-4 using a standard
numismatic scale and the judgment of one of the authors who
doubles as a professional numismatist) and were each valued
1 Note that in study 1 involving eBay auctions, the actual bids of which the
highest served as the final price were recorded.
between $1.75 and $2.25 in Coins magazine. Because we had
16 different dates (which we purchased at coin shows), we
divided the coins into eight different potential pairs. Four pairs
included only coins dated in the 1900s (e.g., 1901 and 1904),
and four included only coins dated in the 1800s (e.g., 1891 and
1898). We kept these eight different pairs constant throughout
the experiment and randomized them within each experimental
condition to make sure that for each condition over time, we
offered different items (different pairs of dates) to buyers. We
did so to prevent boredom and to avoid the tendency to fill the
market's needs quickly by constantly offering the same dates
for sale. The product description for each pair of coins included
an introductory sentence that emphasized one of the following:
(a) how the bidder would feel if he or she won or (b) lost the item
(“How would you feel if you were to win (lose) the item?”); or
alternatively, (c) the steps the bidder would have to take to win or
(d) lose the item (“Think of the steps required that you will need
to take to win (lose) the auction.”). Descriptions (a) and (b) were
aimed at priming the affective system of decision processes under
winning- and under losing-expectancy orientations, respectively,
whereas descriptions (c) and (d) were designed to prime the
cognitive system under winning- and under losing-expectancy
orientations, respectively. We pre-tested the perception of these
descriptions2 and the extent to which they primed affect.3 The
remainder of the item description was identical across conditions.
Finally, to eliminate postage and handling as a confounding
influence on the results, the description stated the seller would pay
these costs. All coins were sold by a single seller, who attained a
positive feedback rating on eBay of 100%.4

The research design was a 2×2 factorial in which two inde-
pendent variables were manipulated (i.e., winning- vs. losing-
expectancy orientation and affective vs. cognitive priming
conditions). In total, 47 auctions used an affective condition; in
24 of these auctions, the product description included text that
alluded to the possibility of losing the auction, and in 23 of these
auctions, the product description alluded to the possibility of
winning the auction. We used a cognitive condition in 50
auctions, of which 25 included a product description that alluded
to winning the auction, and 25 included text that alluded to losing
condition (M=2.16, t(85)=3.66, pb .05).
4 According to Brown and Morgan (2008), negative feedback is rare on eBay

and the median seller enjoys 100% positive feedback.
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the auction. Each auction ended in a completed purchase, and the
coins were shipped to the winning bidder upon receipt of
payment to the seller (one of the authors). The dependent measure
was the closing price for each of the auctions. We also collected
information about the number of bids placed in each auction as a
control variable.

Results

Final Price
An ANOVA of the final price as a function of the winning-/

losing-expectancy orientation and affective/cognitive orienta-
tion revealed a significant two-way interaction effect (F(1,94)=
11.25, pb .002). The means and standard deviations of final
price as a function of the cognitive and affective systems and
the orientation of winning or losing expectancies for the auction
are presented in Table 1.

Supportive of H1, under the affective condition, participants
in the loss-expectancy orientation condition placed higher bids
than did participants under the win-expectancy orientation con-
dition (mean final price (M)=$6.31 vs. M=$4.30, t(45) =3.67,
pb .005). Conversely, under the cognitive condition, partici-
pants under the loss-expectancy condition placed directionally
lower bids than did participants under the win-expectancy
orientation condition (M=$3.45 vs.M=$4.29); this difference
was not significant, however (t(45) =1.65, pN .1).

The interactive effect remained significant (F(1,89) =39.96,
pb .001) when we included the number of bids as a control
variable. The latter had a significant main effect on the placed
bid (F(1,89)=29.23, pb .001).

Discussion

The field study findings demonstrate that the framing of
identical items in terms of how one would feel upon winning or
losing the item can affect how bidders on eBay presumably
value the item. Specifically, bidders placed higher (lower) bids
in eBay auctions when asked how they would feel if they lost
(won) the item they bid on. These effects reflect participants'
responses to activation of the affective system coupled with
emphasis on an unfavorable (favorable) auction consequence.
However, activating the cognitive system by asking bidders to
think of the steps necessary to win (lose) the auction did not
have a significant differential effect on the final bid.
Table 1
Means and standard deviations of final bid as a function of the cognitive and
affective system conditions and the winning- or losing-expectancy orientations
(study 1).

Mean price ($)

Cognitive system
Winning orientation 4.29 (2.28)
Losing orientation 3.45 (0.87)

Affective system
Winning orientation 4.30 (1.48)
Losing orientation 6.31 (2.18)
Inclusion of the number of bids as a control variable facilitates
ruling out possible alternative explanations that may explain the
interactive effect of the affective/cognitive system and losing/
winning expectancies on the placed bid. For example, a plausible
alternative explanation for a main effect of winning (vs. losing)
would be that in the winning conditions, the amount of bids was
higher. Prior research demonstrated the number of bids actually
drives up the final bidding price, in which case, the assertion that
the product description explains variance in the final price becomes
questionable. Our findings show that although the number of bids
has a main effect on the placed bid, the interactive effect also
remains significant, lending doubt to this alternative explanation.

A possible explanation for the directional but non-significant
effect under the cognitive system may rely on the extent of
cognitive resources available to the bidders. Zeng, Cox, and Dror
(2007) proposed that without agents, the bidders are most likely to
experience cognitive overload problems. This proposition is
supported via a short survey the authors conducted among bidders
in online auctions (n=54), using Amazon Turk, which reported
on significantly lower agreement (compared to mid-scale M=4,
t(53)N2.7, pb .05) with the average of the following two
statements: “Generally, over the course of an auction in which I
have placed a bid”: (a) “I hate to be distracted” (M=3.41), and (b)
“I find it difficult to do other things during the auction” (M=2.81).
It is therefore reasonable to assume actual online auctions require
significant amounts of cognitive load, leaving the bidders with few
resources to activate the cognitive system. As Evans (2008)
proposed, the cognitive system relies on cognitive capacity and can
be disrupted by concurrent working memory load. Overall, high
cognitive load is believed to disrupt more conscious, controlled
processing without disrupting the affective system, which consists
of non-conscious, automatic processing (Gilbert, Pelham, and
Krull 1988). Hence we might expect to find stronger support for
H1 in a situation in which participants are under less intensive
cognitive load. Subsequent lab experiments in this manuscript
address this topic.

The results of footnote 3, which address the average score of
the PANAS scale, provide additional support to the nature of
cognitive and affective processing in online auctions. The low
scores suggest that under the affective priming condition, there
was more of a salient induction of non-systematic processes than a
considerable activation of emotions (such as fear). Thus, priming
bidders to rely on their feelings while bidding may simply shift
their focus from activating controlled and deliberative processing
to activating less planned processing.

Because of the nature of eBay, we were not able to ask winning
bidders about perceived risk, the focus of H2. Asking would have
required a voluntary response to a query after the bidding had
ended, an approachwe have not hadmuch success with in the past.
In addition, the nature of eBay also prevented us from controlling
the cognitive load under which bidders engaged in the auction. The
next studies therefore aim to provide additional evidence about
the process measures underlying the effects in more controlled
settings. The studies are lab experiments that explore themediating
role of the perceived risk of losing in determining the amount of
the bid placed (study 2), as well as the effect of cognitive load on
perceived risk and on the amount bid (study 3).



Table 2
Means and standard deviations of the standardized offered bid and risk
perception as a function of the cognitive and affective system conditions and the
winning- or losing-expectancy orientations (study 2).

Offered bid (NIS) Risk perception

Cognitive system
Winning orientation 1.21 (1.60) 5.90 (2.02)
Losing orientation 0.55 (0.77) 4.71 (2.03)

Affective system
Winning orientation 0.38 (0.67) 4.61 (2.42)
Losing orientation 0.92 (1.01) 5.87 (2.16)
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Study 2: Integrated Lab Experiment

The aim of the second study was to reveal the underlying
mechanism that accounts for the opposite effects on bid amount
that occur when the cognitive versus the affective system is
activated coupled with a winning- versus a losing-expectancy
orientation. We conducted this study in a laboratory setting with
both scenario- and simulation-based questionnaires; hence the
bids placed reflect an intention as opposed to an actual real-world
bidding commitment. Other marketing studies have successfully
used the scenario approach (Dabholkar 1994; Swinyard 1993).
Under this approach, we presented participants with a description
of the online auction, and subsequently asked them to place a bid
on the item offered for sale and then to answer a set of questions.
The simulated online auction has also been successfully used in
published research (Noy, Raban, and Ravid 2006; Rafaeli et al.
2003) and in the marketing context (Kamins et al. 2011). The
online auction simulation in the current study was configured
to operate in an English-auction setting so that the auction
proceeded in ascending form and the bidders' identities were
transparent to other competitors. Participants were asked to
place an intended bid during the simulation, and the process
closed with a set of questions that included a scale measuring
subjects' perceived risk of losing the auction. Appendix A
presents a snapshot of the screen used in the simulated online
auction.

Method

Participants
One hundred and seventy-two participants volunteered to

complete the study (42% female, Mage=39). We assigned
participants randomly to four conditions. Specifically, we
manipulated two between-subject factors, creating a 2 (winning
vs. losing expectancy orientation)×2 (affective vs. cognitive
system) matrix.

Procedure
We introduced participants to the study and told them they

would be participating in an international survey on bidding
behaviors. We also explained the study would present them
with a specific bidding scenario or bidding simulation followed
by a set of questions. Then participants were exposed to a product
offered for sale in an auction. The product's presentation included
a photo and a short description of its characteristics. The product
was an Israeli coin of 500 piasters (100 piasters equal an Israeli
Pound) from the year 1946. A pre-test among 80 participants
indicated the involvement (using Zaichkowsky Personal Involve-
ment Inventory scale) toward this specific coin is relatively high
(M=4.54 vs. mid-scale of 4, t(79)=2.89, pb .05).

As noted, we used four different conditions that we conveyed
through the product descriptions. Thus, along with the product
details, and in line with the procedures used in the eBay study, the
product description included text that instructed the participants
to imagine how they would feel if they won (lost) the item, or to
think of the steps required to win (lose) the item. The previous
manipulations were designed to prime the affective system from a
winning (losing) perspective, whereas the latter were designed to
similarly activate the cognitive system. Participants were then
asked to indicate howmuch they were willing to pay for the item.
After they specified this value, and before they were told if the
amount they were willing to pay would have been enough to win
the item, they were given a list of questions regarding their
concern regarding the risk of not specifying a high enough value,
resulting in a loss of the item. Specifically, they were asked to rate
their concern on a 9-point scale (1 stands for low risk and 9 stands
for high risk). The “offered bid” amount across subjects also
served as a second dependent measure.

Results

We examined the effects of the cognitive and affective
systems, and of the expectancy orientation for winning or
losing, on the dependent measures of the “willingness to pay”
and the perceived risk of losing. The means and standard
deviations of these measures are presented in Table 2.

Offered Bid
As predicted, an ANOVA of the offered bid (i.e., the

standardized amount of the bids given in the simulated auction
and scenario based study) in NIS as a function of winning-/
losing-expectancy orientation and affective/cognitive system
activation revealed a significant two-way interaction effect
(F(1,170)=13.37, pb .0005). Supporting H1, under the affective
condition, participants under the loss-expectancy orientation
condition offered significantly higher bids than did participants
under the win-expectancy orientation condition (mean bid (M)=
.92 NIS vs. M=.38 NIS, t(86)=2.94, pb .01). Conversely, under
the cognitive condition, participants under the loss-expectancy
orientation condition were willing to offer significantly lower
bids than did those under the win-expectancy condition (M=.55
NIS vs. M=1.21 NIS, t(82)=2.41, pb .025).

Perceived Risk of Losing
An ANOVA on the perceived risk of losing the item in the

online auction as a function of the winning-/losing-expectancy
orientation and affective/cognitive orientation also revealed a
significant two-way interaction effect (F(1,170)=13.52, pb .0005).
Supporting H2, under the affective condition, participants under
the losing-expectancy orientation reported significantly higher
perceived risk of losing the item than did those under the
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winning-expectancy orientation (average rating (M) =5.87 vs.
M=4.61, t(84) =2.60, pb .025). In contrast, under the cognitive
condition, participants under the losing-expectancy orienta-
tion reported a significantly lower perceived risk of losing
than did those under the winning-expectancy orientation (M=
4.71 vs. M=5.90; t(82) =2.63, pb .025).
Moderation Mediation Analysis
We examined the moderating role of the dual system

(i.e., priming thinking or feeling) on outcome expectancy
(i.e., expecting to lose or win the auction) in determining the
willingness to pay via the mediating role of risk perceptions.
The hypothesis regarding the mediating role of the perceived
risk of losing was confirmed. Using bootstrapping moderation
mediation tests (Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes 2007) with
5000 replications revealed that perceived risk of losing
significantly mediated the effects of the dual system and
outcome expectancies. When losing expectancy was primed,
the affective system increased risk perceptions and the
willingness to pay; therefore, the indirect effect was positive
(95% CI: .09 to .66). Alternatively, when winning expectancy
was primed, the affective system negatively mediated the
willingness to pay (95% CI: − .73 to − .09).
Discussion

The findings of study 2 demonstrate the moderating effect of
the two-system phenomena in determining the indirect effect of
expected outcome of the auction on the amount participants were
willing to pay for a product via the mediating variable of perceived
risk of losing the item.

For participants in the affective condition, this study replicated
the findings of study 1 (the eBay study). Thus, for these
participants, the amount bid and the perceived risk of losing
were higher under the losing-expectancy orientation condition than
under the winning-expectancy orientation condition. Conversely,
for participants in the cognitive condition, the bid was higher under
the winning-expectancy orientation than under the losing-
expectancy orientation. Thus the lab study showed a significant
effect, whereas the eBay study conducted in the field showed only
a directional trend. Participants in the lab study indeed reported a
greater perceived risk of losing the item when imagining the steps
necessary to win it. In line with the cognitive-load explanation,
participants in the lab setting likely had many more available
resources than did participants in the field setting. As mentioned
earlier, in field settings, many distractions may occur during the
online auction, such as phone calls, people around the bidder, and
emails. These distractions do not exist in lab settings; therefore, in
theory the entire capacity of cognitive resources is fully available
to be attuned to the experiment. We propose that the resources
explanationmay account for the discrepancy between the results of
study 1 (i.e., a directional effect only) and those of study 2
(i.e., a significant effect). Therefore, the final study sheds further
light on cognitive load as an interruptive factor of the underlying
mechanism.
Study 3: The Attenuating Effect of Cognitive Load

The third study examined the effect of winning- or losing-
expectancy orientation as a function of cognitive load on perceived
risk and the actual bid placed when the cognitive system is cued.
Like study 2, this study consists of online questionnaires. However,
the online auction was presented on a screen similar to the eBay
platform, with dynamic features (such as the number of bids, time
left until the end of the auction, and so on) with the intention of
increasing the external validity of the findings regarding behavior
in an online auction.

This study manipulated the degree of cognitive load partici-
pants were subjected to while engaging in the auction. Specifically,
it focused on priming the cognitive system and its available
resources. In the eBay study, we believed the effect of cognitive
load attenuated the effect of the cognitive system. However, the
apparent availability/unavailability of resources did not seem to
affect bidders under the affective system, which is not surprising,
because this system relies on non-conscious and automatic
processes (Evans 2008). We aimed to replicate and extend the
findings of study 1 in a lab setting in which we could control the
cognitive-load conditions. Thus we examined participants under
a high-cognitive-load condition in which they did not have
accessible cognitive resources.

Based on prior research (Lee, Amir, and Ariely 2009;
Lieberman et al. 2002; Siemer and Reisenzein 1998), we expected
participants in the high-load condition, whose cognitive capacities
were constrained by additional tasks, to rely more on their
emotional responses over the course of the auction. Thus, if greater
perceived risk and higher bids are indeed elevated when one
expects to lose when relying on the affective system, participants in
the high-load condition should similarly report enhanced percep-
tions of risk and place higher bids compared to participants in the
low-load condition, essentially acting as if they were affectively
driven bidders.

In this study, we manipulated the cognitive load in two ways:
(a) a general cognitive-load manipulation, which is not related to
the online auction, under which the bidders are engaged in an
unrelated task, such as memorizing a list of words; or (b) a
task-specific cognitive-load manipulation, which is related to the
online auction, such as memorizing the number of bids placed
every 20 s during the auction. We chose to manipulate the
cognitive load in two ways, because the first type of cognitive-
load manipulation, which is in line with how prior research
induces high cognitive load (Drolet, Luce, and Simonson 2009;
Lee, Amir, and Ariely 2009), may not capture the load required
during an online auction. That is, it may completely block the
cognitive capacity of the bidders in too comprehensive a manner;
this manipulationmay not imitate the cognitive constraints during
bidding in a realistic manner. Therefore, we further included a
cognitive-load manipulation that focuses on the activities that
occur during the course of the online auction, which may deprive
the bidders' capacity to fully rely on their cognitive resources.

This study further aimed to examine the association between
outcome expectancy versus a manipulation of regulatory states,
which might be offered as an alternative explanation for our
findings. According to the regulatory-focus stream of research,



5 A pre-test among 47 participants examined the effect of the statement “think
of the auction outcomes” on the extent of reported reliance on the cognitive or
affective system. Specifically, we used the same manipulation-check items as
used in the pilot study. As expected, we found reliance on the cognitive system
to be stronger (M=6.11) than reliance on the affective system (M=4.81,
t(46)=2.59, pb .025).
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consumers are driven by either the prevention orientation or
the promotion orientation (Higgins 1997). According to the
regulatory-focus principles, promotion orientation is both striving
for a gain and avoiding a non-gain, and prevention orientation is
both striving for the avoidance of a loss and achieving a non-loss
(Jain, Agrawal, and Maheswaran 2006; Liberman et al. 1999).
Arguably, framing the outcomes in terms of winning is similar to
the activation of the promotion orientation of striving to “achieve
gains,” under which consumers operate to achieve their hopes
and aspirations. Similarly, framing the outcomes in terms of
losing may be equivalent to inducing a prevention orientation
of striving to “avoid losses,” under which consumers prefer not
to take a risk and therefore maintain the status quo. This study
investigated this possible association.

In this study, as in the previous studies, the winning- and
losing-expectancy orientations were induced within the auction
itself as part of the item description. The target product offered
in the auction in this study was a dual USB port car-charger
adapter. We expected to replicate the proposed effects beyond
the specific product offered for sale in the auction.

Method

Participants
Two hundred and forty-nine participants volunteered to

complete the study (50% female, Mage=35). We assigned
participants randomly to six cells. Specifically, we manipu-
lated two between-subject factors, thus creating a 3 (general
cognitive load vs. task-specific cognitive load vs. no cognitive
load condition)×2 (winning vs. losing expectancy orientation)
matrix. In addition, for all cells, we cued the cognitive system
through the auction text, as described above in previous
studies.

Procedure
We exposed participants to one of three different versions of

instructions. Those under the general cognitive load manipu-
lation were introduced to the study and told that they would be
participating in two unrelated tasks. The first task was described
as a memory task. The second task was described similarly to
the tasks in the prior studies, as being part of an international
survey on bidding behaviors. The general cognitive-load task
involved a memory-load manipulation, as noted (Drolet, Luce,
and Simonson 2009). The load manipulation involved having
participants memorize a list of 20 words to be recalled later
during the study session. They were given 2 min to memorize
the words and were asked to do so during the auction (the second
task). After completing the online auction and its related questions,
participants in the general load condition were asked to recall as
many of the words they could.

Those under the task-specific cognitive-load manipulation
were exposed only to the second task, but we instructed them to
memorize information related to number of bids placed during
the online auction. The task-specific cognitive-load task was
presented within the introduction to the online auction task. We
asked participants in this condition to memorize the number of
bids placed during the auction in each period of 20 s. After
completing the online auction and its related questions, participants
in the specific load condition were asked to report the number of
bids in each session of 20 s. For example, we asked them to
complete the following sentence: “In the first session of 20 s, __
bids were placed.” Finally, we placed no constraints on the
cognitive load of those under the no-load manipulation.

In the specific bidding scenario, we asked all participants
presented with the product to place a bid, and then asked them to
answer a set of questions. The product offered for sale in the
auction was a dual USB port car-charger adapter. Its presentation
included a photo and a short description of its characteristics, as
presented in Appendix A. Along with the product details, the
headline of the product description (in larger font) asked the
participants either to think about what would happen if they
won the item or to think about what would happen if they lost
it. 5 The former question aimed to induce winning expectations
and the latter to induce losing expectations while cuing the
cognitive system. As noted above, in an attempt to represent a
realistic bidding scenario, the online auction screen had dynamic
features.

The price participants were willing to pay and the perceived
risk of losing the auction were measured as in the prior study
and served as dependent measures.

Finally, using a measure proposed by Higgins et al. (1994)
and employed by Sengupta and Zhou (2007) and Steinhart
and Wyer (2009), we asked participants to complete a regulatory
focus scale so we could assess their promotion and prevention
motives. Specifically, we asked participants to rate on a 9-point
scale (1= strongly agree, 9= strongly disagree) the importance of
each of 14 self-descriptive items, equal numbers of which
reflected an emphasis on positive consequences of behavior
(e.g., being smart, making new friends: promotion motives) or
avoidance of negative consequences (e.g., ensuring personal
safety at night, not looking unfashionable: prevention motives).
We averaged responses to each set of items to provide separate
estimates of promotion and prevention motivation.

Results

We examined the effects of the cognitive-load conditions
and the expectations of winning and losing on three dependent
variables: offered bid, perceived risk of losing, and regulatory
focus orientation. The means and standard deviations of these
measures are presented in Table 3.

Offered Bid
An ANOVA on the offered bids as a function of winning-/

losing-expectancy orientation and cognitive-load condition re-
vealed a significant two-way interaction effect (F(2,243)=4.20,



Table 3
Means and standard deviations of the offered bid, risk perception, and
regulatory focus as a function of the winning- or losing-expectancy orientations
and the cognitive-load conditions (study 3).

Offered bid ($) Risk perception Promotion
focus

Prevention
focus

No cognitive load
Winning orientation 107.91(93.01) 2.49 (1.91) 4.04 (1.31) 4.08 (1.58)
Losing orientation 70.80 (51) 1.78 (1.29) 3.88 (1.66) 4.32 (1.87)

General high cognitive load
Winning orientation 66.61 (52.53) 1.80 (1.25) 3.90 (1.50) 4.12 (1.81)
Losing orientation 99.62 (87.18) 2.37 (1.34) 4.11 (1.57) 4.35 (1.80)

Specific high cognitive load
Winning orientation 99.74 (108.9) 2.41 (2.05) 3.46 (1.85) 3.45 (2.16)
Losing orientation 98.1 (86.64) 2.08 (1.72) 4.44 (1.39) 4.27 (1.42)
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pb .05). Under the general high-cognitive-load condition, partic-
ipants under the loss-expectancy orientation condition offered
higher bids than did participants under the win-expectancy
orientation condition (average final price (M) =$96.69 vs.
M=$66.61). We found this difference to be significant
(t(105) =2.193, pb .05), which is in line with the predictions
related to relying on the affective system rather than the
cognitive system. Conversely, under the no-cognitive-load
condition, participants under the loss-expectancy orientation
condition offered significantly lower bids than did those
under the win-expectancy orientation condition (M=$70.80 vs.
M=$107.95; t(83)=2.24, pb .05); this result is in accordance with
H1. Finally, under the task-specific cognitive-load manipulation,
we found the difference between the amount of bid offered in the
loss-expectancy orientation condition and the win-expectancy
orientation condition (average final price (M) =$98.10 vs.
M=$99.74) was not significant (t(55)b1). Thus the task-specific
cognitive-load manipulation attenuated the effect of the cognitive
system but did not reverse it as the general cognitive-load
manipulation did.

The interactive effect remained significant when we included
the bidder's age as a controlled variable or the bidder's gender or
socio-economic status. Specifically, none of the controlled
variables (F(1,243)=1.75, pN .1, F(1,243) b1, pN .1, F(1,243)b1,
pN .1, respectively) had a significant main effect on the bid
amount.

Perceived Risk of Losing
An ANOVA on the perceived risk of losing the item in the

online auction as a function of the winning-/losing-expectancy
orientation and cognitive load condition also revealed a
significant two-way interaction effect (F(2,241)=3.46, pb .05).
Under the general high-cognitive-load condition, participants
primed for a losing-expectancy orientation reported significantly
higher loss aversion compared with participants primed for a
winning-expectancy orientation (average rating (M)=2.37 vs.
M=1.80, t(105)=2.26, pb .05). That is, the general cognitive-load
manipulation reversed not only the effect of the cognitive system
on the amount of bid placed for the product, but also the effect
of the cognitive system on the perceived risk of losing the item.
On the other hand, under the no-cognitive-load condition,
participants primed for a losing-expectancy orientation reported
a lower perceived risk of losing than did participants primed for a
winning-expectancy orientation (M=1.78 vs. M=2.49; t(83)=
1.99, p=.05), an effect statistically consistent with that predicted
in H2. Finally, under the task-specific cognitive-load manip-
ulation, we did not find the difference in the reported perceived
risk between the loss-expectancy orientation condition and the
win-expectancy orientation condition (M=2.41 vs. M=2.08)
to be significant (t(55)b1). Thus, as in the bid analysis, the
task-specific cognitive-load manipulation attenuated the effect
of the cognitive system, as we assumed happened in the eBay
study.

Mediation Analysis
Mediation analyses, using bootstrapping mediation tests

(Preacher and Hayes 2004; Shrout and Bolger 2002) with 5000
replications confirmed our hypothesis that degree of perceived
risk of losing mediated the effects of winning orientation and
cognitive-load conditions on the amount of offered bid. We
found perceived risk significantly mediated the interactive
effect on the placed bid (95% CI: 1.19 to 24.38).

Regulatory Focus
An ANOVA on the promotion-motivation average (α=.86)

and on the prevention-motivation average (α=.92), as a function
of winning-/losing-expectancy orientation and cognitive-load
conditions, revealed no significant main or interactive effects (see
last two columns of Table 3). This finding rules out regulatory
focus as an alternative explanation for our findings and lends
further support to the conclusion that the perceived outcome of
the auction seems to be more closely linked to bidding behavior.
We further included the relative measure of promotion–
prevention orientation as a possible control variable in the
model. This within-measure of regulatory orientation did not
have a main effect on the bid amount (F(1,223)b1, pN .1),
whereas the interactive effect between cognitive-load condi-
tions and outcome-expectancy conditions remained significant
(F(2,223) =3.02, pb .05).

Discussion

The results of study 3 provide additional support for the
findings reported in the eBay study, and they highlight the
differential effects of winning- and losing-expectancy orientation
as a function of the extent of available cognitive resources among
participants relying on the cognitive system. That is, when
participants had available cognitive resources (no cognitive load),
the offered bids were higher among participants who expected to
win the auction than among those who expected to lose it.
However, when participants were subjected to a specific high-
cognitive load, these effects were attenuated. Finally, when
participants were exposed to a general cognitive-load manipulation
that blocked the cognitive capacity in a comprehensive manner,
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these effects were even reversed, allowing the affective system to
exert its influence. Furthermore, this study ruled out a possible
alternative explanation for the effect. One might argue that when
they expect to lose an item, bidders are driven by a prevention
motivation, whereas when they expect to win an item, bidders are
more promotion oriented. However, we found neither promotion
nor preventionmotivations to be a function of outcome-expectancy
type.

General Discussion

The present research examines the mediating effect perceived
risk has on final price in online auctions in which consumers are
primed to rely either on their cognitive or their affective systems.
Results demonstrate that the cognitive and affective systems have
differential effects on consumers' perceptions of the risk of losing
and therefore on the price they are willing to pay for a given
product. When the affective system was activated, consumers
generally paid higher prices when primed to focus on a possible
loss rather than a possible win. On the other hand, when the
cognitive system was made more accessible, consumers paid
higher prices when they focused on the possibility of winning
rather than losing. We found the effect of the cognitive system
required available cognitive resources; on reflection, this observa-
tion is not really surprising. Thus, in cases in which we reduced the
extent of available resources (such as in the field study or in study
3), the effect was attenuated or even reversed. This research
provides additional support to the notion that reliance on the
affective system rather than the cognitive system generates
different perceptions of a given situation and ultimately leads
to contradictory behavior.

Whereas prior research considered the contradicting behav-
ior in terms of preference and choices (Wang 2006), or in terms
of the process of reasoning (Lee, Amir, and Ariely 2009), in
this research, the behavior was related to the amount bid for a
product. In particular, study 1 demonstrated the contradictory
effects of the affective versus the cognitive system in a field
setting. In that study, each system was primed via the product
description in a real eBay auction, and we observed significant
differences in the actual bids. From a theoretical perspective,
these findings highlight, in a field environment, that manipu-
lation of perceived risk can have profound effects on an
individual's bidding behavior. The finding of only directional
support for results under the cognitive system in a field
environment in relation to the affective system may be due to
the relative ease in which affect can be generated through the
use of a product description (e.g., how would the bidder feel if
he or she won/lost the auction) as opposed to getting the bidder
in a dynamic real-world auction environment to cognitively
process the required steps to be taken in order to win or lose the
item. As consumers are cognitive misers, expecting consumers
to cognitively process in a dynamic and ever-changing auction
environment is “asking a lot” (Matilla 2003). This finding led
us to explore in more depth the impact of cognitive load on
the underlying processes, finding that when participants were
exposed to a general cognitive-load manipulation, which
blocked the cognitive capacity in a comprehensive manner,
consumers acted as if they were under the influence of an
affective system. Moreover, when we used a task-specific
cognitive-load manipulation, the effects between expectations
of losing and winning were attenuated.

Finally, only under the no-load cognitive condition did bidders
place higher bids, and perceived risk appeared greater when
respondents expected to win rather than lose the item. These
findings suggest that the marketer must have a strong notion
regarding the cognitive load the consumer is under, to better
predict whether the emphasis of winning or losing will lead to
higher prices.

The interactive effect of the two-system model and outcome
expectancies on placed bid took place both in the case of
relatively cheap products (studies 1 and 2) and a more expensive
one (study 3). One can argue that bidders cared less for the
products in the first two studies, and this possibility should be
considered as a possible limitation of this research. However, in
the field study, the bidders were likely to be coin collectors;
therefore, we expected their interest in the product category to be
relatively high, especially if they needed the coins they were
bidding on to “fill a hole” in their collections. In the second study,
we chose a local coin attached to a symbolic meaning. Thus,
although the bidders in this study were more likely not to be coin
collectors, the specific type of coin may have attenuated its low
involvement nature.

A possible alternative explanation may account for the
degree of effort exerted in the auction as a function of winning
or losing expectancy. For example, thinking about what would
happen after they won reduced final prices, presumably through
a reduction in bidding effort: imagining she has won makes a
bidder “rest on her laurels,” whereas imagining she hasn't won
yet makes her work harder to win. However, this explanation
does not account for the opposite pattern of results under the
cognitive or the affective system. In future research, collecting
additional effort measures, such as time spent in the auction,
to shed more light on this direction of research would be of
interest.

In future research, an examination of the effect of expected
outcomes on different types of products – emotion-oriented
products (such as a wedding ring) and cognition-oriented
products (such as a science book) – would also be interesting.
It is reasonable to assume that the type of product may
differentially prime the influence of cognition and/or affect in
the two-system model, and possibly make observing effects in
the field easier. For example, we might expect a wedding ring to
prime the affective system, so bidders will place higher bids
when they are reminded about the possibility of losing the ring
than when they consider the outcome of winning it. On the other
hand, a science book will trigger the deliberative system, so
bidders will place higher bids in cases in which they expect to
win the book rather than lose it. Future research should also
consider consumers' price sensitivity as being influenced by
the affective or cognitive systems and by winning- or losing-
expectancy orientation.

An exploration of whether consumers become less price-
sensitive under affective/losing-expectancy or cognitive/winning‐
expectancy conditions and are therefore willing to place higher



58 Y. Steinhart et al. / Journal of Interactive Marketing 27 (2013) 47–61
bids would be worthwhile. This direction of research might also
shed light on the association between perceived risk and price
sensitivity. An additional route for future research may compare
the process and outcome effects to the cognitive and affective
systems. Specifically, outcome-oriented thinking (Escalas and
Luce 2004; Pham and Taylor 1999), which focuses on the desired
outcomes, may be in line with the cognitive system, whereas
process-oriented thinking (Escalas and Luce 2004; Pham and
Taylor 1999) may match the cognitive style of the affective
system. By priming bidders to concentrate on the conse-
quences of the online auctions along with the expectations of
winning or losing, in terms of the perception of risk and the
amount bid, we may get similar results as when priming the
cognitive system. Alternatively, by priming bidders to pay
attention to the process of the auction itself, we may elicit
similar perceptions of risk and bids as when priming the affective
system. Additionally, examining our findings in conjunction with
prospect theory would be interesting in future research (Kahneman
and Tversky 1979). One could do so by further addressing the
“endowment effect” in the context of online auctions (Heyman,
Orhun, and Ariely 2004) as a function of the two-system model
and outcome expectancies.

The current research focuses on the perceived risk of losing
as a possible underlying mechanism that drives the bidding
behavior under the cognitive and affective systems. Each
system may trigger additional intriguing processes. The
cognitive system, for example, may introduce processes such
as strategies, reference states, and motivations, whereas the
affective system may introduce processes such as competi-
tiveness, loss aversion, loss of control, and/or more general
negativity biases. Future research could take these processes
into account, along with their interplay with the perceived risk
of losing.

In general, from a practical perspective, this research offers
buyers, sellers and market makers such as eBay simple and
effective tools for activating the perceived risk aversion effect
among consumers in the context of online auctions. From the
selling perspective it shows that inserting a simple note within
the product description, emphasizing a deliberative or affective
perspective regarding the possible outcomes of winning or
losing the product, can have a rather complex influence on the
consumers' decision processes and bidding behavior. This effect
should be further explored in additional shopping platforms, such
as in advertising campaigns, product packaging, dating sites,
employment sites, group buying sites or even in the stock market
where actual wins and losses are involved. For example,
Group-on's focus on the amount saved rather than spent; could
be followed up with the positioning that “you only spend when
you win,” in order to increase the relative importance of winning
for each person (for the typically standard products that the site
sells), therefore achieving the critical mass for the sale to occur.
Essentially, our findings and these examples show that the
perceived risk effect may potentially be controlled by the seller
rather than the consumer. This may enhance the efficacy of
marketing campaigns, for example, in the context of introducing
new products. Thus, if within the new product description, the
marketer could choose to induce among consumers the belief that
they are winners and ahead of the curve if they buy the item
(consider Apple's new iPad II as an example), then a deliberative
approachmay result in the ability to sell at relatively higher prices
as shown in study 3.

For the products we examined in our first two studies
(i.e., collectors' items), inducing an affective mindset combined
with highlighting the perceived risk of losing the item may lead to
favorable results for the seller, because under such conditions,
biddingmay result in a frenzy as the item in the condition presented
may be perceived, particularly from an affect perspective, as a
one-of-a-kind offer. Likewise, from the bidder's perspective,
such a combination of affective processing and the aura of a
potential loss may be a harbinger of the likelihood of significant
sniping behavior toward the end of the auction, which for some
individuals would signal the need to raise their reserve bids
before the last-minute action begins. Indeed, sniping has been
characterized as an emotional strategy because researchers have
observed that those who engage in multiple bids at the auction's
ending, suggestive of a willingness to abandon their internal
reserve (please see exhibit 1 of Heyman, Orhun, and Ariely
2004). Hence, making the bidder aware of the consequences of
owning or not owning a product from a cognitive or affective
perspective, if done correctly, could ultimately speed up the
diffusion process and the rate of adoption, as well as increase the
price that is achieved.

The results of our findings aside from suggesting how to use
cues to sell a particular lot offered for sale have broader
implications. They imply that market makers (e.g., eBay,
Christie's, Sotheby's) who make their money on a commission
basis as a function of the number of items sold, should consider
the match between the product they typically sell and the
appropriate auction venue, since the venue may differentially
trigger cognitive versus emotional bidding which impacts the
relative importance of risk perceptions regarding the potential
of losing or winning the auction. For example, live auctions by
their very nature involve intensive social interaction with other
bidders and provide a generally socially directed environment
which has the potential to lead to emotional bidding where the
goal to vanquish another is more likely to go hand in hand with
the focus of not losing the item. As our research has shown,
products which are one-of-a-kind (e.g., antiques, artwork,
bric-a-brac, custom jewelry) may be best suited to such a live
selling context since the potential of losing such an item may
loom large especially if it is unlikely to come up for auction
again (i.e., Sotheby's and Christie's are famous for selling
the works of unique paintings from well known artists).
Alternatively, identical products which come up for sale often
(e.g., CD's of popular singers, electronic hardware), may be
better suited for sale online in a more socially restricted
emotional context, where winning is the focus. In this regard,
eBay who recently changed its slogan from “Shop Victoriously”
to “Come to Think of it… eBay,” would be better served by
positioning itself with the former slogan, since the bulk of their
items sold are not unique. Hence a match between venue and
product could better serve market makers in two ways by first
leading to a greater percentage of sales and secondly, to achieve
higher prices.



Study 3: Product description

Study 2: Online auction screenshot

Think what would happen if you win this auction
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