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Marketers frequently implement scarcity messages in promoting their products. Scarcity due to demand and scarcity due to supply have both been found to influence consumers’ product evaluations positively. However, the differential effects of these two types of scarcity messages have been understudied. Study 1 manipulated scarcity appeals type and need for uniqueness orthogonally and examined their effects on purchase intention. Study 2 manipulated scarcity appeals type and tested its effect on perceived uniqueness. Study 3 manipulated scarcity appeals type and tested the moderated mediation model that perceived uniqueness mediated the interactive effects of scarcity type and need for uniqueness on purchase intention. Across three studies, we find that consumers perceive supply-based scarcity products as more unique than demand-based scarcity products. Consequently, in comparison with demand-based scarcity messages, supply-based scarcity messages increase purchase intention for consumers with high need for uniqueness. In contrast, these messages decrease purchase intention for consumers with low need for uniqueness. Our findings contribute to the research on scarcity appeals, uniqueness perception, and need for uniqueness. Our research also suggests that marketers need to implement different types of scarcity appeals to convey uniqueness information and to attract different consumers.
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Introduction

Scarcity promotion, which is defined as a marketing strategy that emphasizes the limited availability (in quantity or time) of a specific product or event (Ku et al., 2012), is ubiquitous in everyday lives. People prefer scarce products over abundant ones, and scarcity preference emerges even as early as 6 years old (John et al., 2018). Marketers often artificially create scarcity of products and services and highlight their limited availability or even out-of-stock status (Cialdini, 2001). A liquor factory may limit the number of cases it produces each year, such that consumers need to wait months to buy one. An online shopping site may display the number of people who have booked a product, revealing that the product is low in stock. Studies have also shown that product scarcity may increase perceived value and purchase intentions for products (Gierl and Huettl, 2010; Jang et al., 2015).

Researchers have proposed that scarcity preference is multiply determined, such as the feelings of distinctiveness and uniqueness that a scarce item provides (Snyder, 1992). In addition, consumers use scarcity as a heuristic cue to infer high product quality and value (Lynn and Bogert, 1996). However, a distinction should be made between two types of product scarcity: demand-based scarcity and supply-based scarcity (Gierl and Huettl, 2010). Although both scarcity types lead to favorable product evaluations, the underlying mechanisms may differ. In addition, the effects of the distinct types of scarcity depend on situational and individual differences (Ku et al., 2012).

While research has revealed a great deal about positive effects of scarcity appeals, recent literature has suggested potential downsides of scarcity appeals (Biraglia et al., 2021). In addition, researchers have argued that scarcity appeals should be tailored to the specific consumer segment where they would be most effective (Ang et al., 2021). Yet relatively little scholarly research has examined the nuances between different types of scarcity appeals and how they influence various consumer segments. From a practical perspective, this topic is of interest to marketers who are contemplating how to segment and target potential consumers with customized scarcity promotions.

In the current research, we propose and provide evidence for when and how supply-based scarcity (vs. demand-based scarcity) leads to stronger purchase intention. Study 1 showed that scarcity due to supply leads to higher purchase intention than scarcity due to demand for people with high need for uniqueness. In contrast, scarcity due to supply leads to lower purchase intention than scarcity due to demand for people with low need for uniqueness. The instances of supply-based scarcity and demand-based scarcity were pretested and matched in scarcity level. Need for uniqueness was manipulated. Study 2 showed that supply-based scarcity leads to higher level of perceived product uniqueness than demand-based scarcity. Study 3 tested a whole moderated mediation model and showed that perceived uniqueness mediates the interactive effects of scarcity type and need for uniqueness on purchase intention. Need for uniqueness was measured as a personality trait.



Theoretical background


Demand-based versus supply-based scarcity

Scarcity refers to a real or perceived lack of certain resources that individuals use to meet their needs and desires (Hamilton et al., 2019). It may take a wide variety of forms, such as scarcity of money, time, food, and products (Cannon et al., 2019; Liang et al., 2021). Research has shown that scarcity attracts individuals’ attentional focus toward a certain resource that is lacking (Mullainathan and Shafir, 2013; de Bruijn and Antonides, 2022). In addition to shifting attentional focus, the experience of lacking sufficient recourses triggers a general sense of scarcity, which regulates people to accommodate the discrepancy between their current and desired states (Cannon et al., 2019).

Marketers may strategically create scarcity by limiting the quantity or the time availability of products (Cialdini, 2001). Such scarcity is often communicated to consumers through scarcity appeals, which entail the communication of the limited availability of advertised promotions (Shi et al., 2020). These strategies are often effective such that product scarcity increases perceived value and desire for the product (Gierl and Huettl, 2010). However, an important distinction should be made between two types of product scarcity: scarcity due to high demand (e.g., “nearly sold out”) and scarcity due to low supply (e.g., “limited editions”). Consumers tend to make different inferences about product scarcity due to excess demand versus restricted supply; consequently, consumers respond differently to demand versus supply scarcity appeal (Roy and Sharma, 2015).

Scarcity due to excessive demand leads consumers to infer that a product is popular because others have already bought the product (Roy and Sharma, 2015). Furthermore, inference about popularity may readily activate the scarcity-is-good heuristic, which can be described as “If everyone is trying it, it must be good” (Worchel et al., 1975). As a result, when product knowledge is limited, consumers adopt products that others acquire and are scarce for that reason. Thus, demand-based scarcity appeals may be used to signal popular consumption, especially for people who seek conformity (Roy and Sharma, 2015). Scarcity due to limited supply implies that the number of potential consumers of the product is restricted from the beginning because marketers control product distribution decisions (Aguirre-Rodriguez, 2013). Consequently, acquiring a scarce product of this type can express uniqueness and signal high social status (Gierl and Huettl, 2010). Thus, supply-based scarcity is especially suitable for luxury goods and may readily serve as status signals (Jang et al., 2015).



Scarcity type and purchase intention: The moderating role of need for uniqueness

Previous work suggests that whether scarcity has positive effects on purchase intentions depends on consumption contexts and consumer characteristics. An evolutionary approach proposes and provides evidence that romantic desire drives scarcity appeals to be more persuasive and fear makes scarcity appeals less persuasive (Griskevicius et al., 2009). Developmental research found that scarcity preference only appears in an individualist society but not in a collectivist society (Diesendruck et al., 2019). Although these studies did not specify the concrete type of the scarcity, the source of scarcity is the low supply rather than the high demand. In the luxury market, supply-based scarcity (i.e., limited edition) advertising is effective only for socially visible (vs. invisible) luxury products and for consumers in emotional (vs. cognitive) consumption contexts (Tseng et al., 2021). In the food and beverage industry, limited edition packages lead to lower purchase intentions unless people have a high need for uniqueness (Dörnyei and Lunardo, 2021). However, the abovementioned studies did not compare the two types of scarcity.

A comparison of the effects of demand- versus supply-based scarcity demonstrates that consumers’ responses depend on product types, consumption target, and consumer characteristics. Supply scarcity appeals are more effective in creating positive consumer attitudes toward conspicuous products, while demand scarcity appeals are more effective for non-conspicuous products (Gierl and Huettl, 2010). In the online retailing context, when purchasing for oneself, supply-driven scarcity cues outperform popularity cues (which imply high demand) in eliciting purchase intentions; conversely, when purchasing for someone else, popularity cues are more effective (Wu and Lee, 2016). Prevention-focused consumers are more likely to purchase a scarce product due to demand than due to supply, whereas promotion-focused consumers are more likely to purchase a scarce product due to supply than due to demand (Ku et al., 2012). In an online booking context, demand scarcity appeal leads to higher purchase intention than supply scarcity appeal among consumers with a high sense of power; in contrast, such a difference is attenuated among consumers with a low sense of power (Huang et al., 2020). Most relevant to the current research, consumers with low levels of need for uniqueness prefer demand over supply scarcity appeal, whereas consumers with high levels of need for uniqueness prefer supply over demand scarcity appeal (Roy and Sharma, 2015).

Need for uniqueness is defined as the desire to pursue differentiation from others, thereby motivates consumers to prefer products that promote distinctiveness (Snyder, 1992). Limited supply conveys the information that few people can acquire the product, irrespective of the number of consumers who are craving for it. Thus, scarce products due to limited supply can convey one’s distinctiveness, which is especially appealing to consumers’ need for uniqueness (Gierl and Huettl, 2010). As mentioned above, Roy and Sharma (2015) found that need for uniqueness moderates the relative effectiveness of demand versus supply scarcity. Thus, we aim to conceptually replicate the findings of Roy and Sharma (2015). Specifically, we hypothesize that:

Need for uniqueness moderates the effect of such that supply scarcity is more effective than demand scarcity for people with high need for uniqueness whereas demand scarcity is more effective than supply scarcity for people with low need for uniqueness (H1).

We extended the previous research in three ways. First, we matched both the objective and subjective scarcity level between the two types of scarcity appeals. Second, we manipulated need for uniqueness in addition to measuring it as a personality trait. Third, we further examined the mechanism of perceived product uniqueness.



The mediating role of perceived uniqueness

Scarcity preference seems inconsistent with the premise of economic rationality because consumers act on the perception of irrelevant context cues (scarcity) and not of fundamental cues (objective attributes of the product, such as quality; Mittone and Savadori, 2009). In addition, a robust preference for scarce resources can be observed as early as age 5 years old (Ferera et al., 2020). Researchers propose several mechanisms through which scarcity is expected to exert a positive effect on consumers. For instance, commodity theory suggests that people value a commodity more when it is difficult to obtain or is even unavailable (Lynn, 1991). Meanwhile, signaling theory suggests that limited availability can signal high quality (Stock and Balachander, 2005) and/or high status (Gierl and Huettl, 2010) to potential consumers. However, commodity theory and signaling theory may not fully explain scarcity preference because it emerges at an age when individuals are incapable of understanding how market dynamics affect object value (Ferera et al., 2020) and even when scarcity is detached from any status symbol effect (Mittone and Savadori, 2009).

Another account links scarcity preference to self-related motivations, in particular, people’s need for some degree of uniqueness (He et al., 2010). When acquiring a scarce product, consumers perceive themselves as distinct from the mass. However, the uniqueness explanation may apply to supply-based scarcity better than demand-based scarcity (Diesendruck et al., 2019). Demand scarcity occurs when, even though the supply is abundant, the demand is so great that few of the products are left. Thus, demand scarcity implies that the product is highly popular and is less likely to satisfy the need for uniqueness (Roy and Sharma, 2015). In contrast, supply scarcity implies that the number of potential consumers of a product is restricted from the beginning of the market process (Gierl and Huettl, 2010). Thus, possessing such exclusive products can achieve and express uniqueness. Empirical research suggests that scarcity cues lead to higher level of perceived product uniqueness compared to popularity cues (Wu and Lee, 2016). In the previous research, popularity cues implied high demand, though whether the product is scarce was not clearly pointed out. Based on these propositions and findings, we hypothesize that:

People perceive greater uniqueness for supply-based scarcity than for demand-based scarcity (H2).

We extended the previous work (Wu and Lee, 2016) by holding the scarcity level constant such that the observed differences between conditions could only be attributed to scarcity type rather than the extent of scarcity.

Although people have a need to differentiate themselves from others, they also need to maintain a certain level of similarities (He et al., 2010). In addition, some consumers value exclusivity or uniqueness (i.e., snobs), whereas others value conformity (i.e., followers; Amaldoss and Jain, 2005). Consequently, supply scarcity and the proposed higher uniqueness perception may not always increase purchase intention. High uniqueness perception may increase or decrease purchase intention, which depends on consumers’ need for uniqueness (Roy and Sharma, 2015). Thus, we propose the following hypothesis:

The effect of scarcity type on purchase intention will be mediated by perceived uniqueness and then moderated by need for uniqueness (H3).

Specifically, supply-based (vs. demand-based) scarcity messages increase uniqueness perception, while perceived uniqueness increases purchase intention for consumers with high need for uniqueness. However, this uniqueness perception reduces purchase intention for consumers with low need for uniqueness. Prior work provides indirect evidence for our hypothesis. However, no study has tested the whole model directly.



Overview of studies

Three studies tested the hypotheses. We piloted the two types of scarcity appeals to ensure they led to the same level of scarcity perception. Study 1 manipulated the need for uniqueness via a sentence unscrambling task and examined the interactive effects of supply- versus demand-based scarcity messages and need for uniqueness on purchase intention (H1). Study 2 compared the effects of supply- and demand-based scarcity messages on perceived uniqueness (H2). Study 3 examined the effect of scarcity type on purchase intention via perceived uniqueness while using measured need for uniqueness as the moderator of the effect of perceived uniqueness on purchase intention (H3). We used the PROCESS macro for SPSS to allow for mediation testing with bootstrapping; Model 15 is used for moderation and second-stage moderated mediation (Hayes, 2013).




Study 1

Study 1 manipulated scarcity appeals and need for uniqueness orthogonally and tested the moderating role of need for uniqueness in the effect of scarcity type on purchase intention.


Method


Participants and design

A priori power showed that a sample of 128 participants could successfully detect a moderate interaction effect of f = 0.25 (Faul et al., 2007). Out of the 137 participants who were recruited around the university campus, 11 were excluded for failing a manipulation check (see below). A final sample of 126 participants (88 women, aged 18–35 years old) were included. The study used a scarcity type (demand-based vs. supply-based) × need for uniqueness (high vs. control) between-subjects design. In this study, the need for uniqueness was manipulated as a situational factor by a priming task. Then, the participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions.



Procedure and measures

The participants completed a task intended to manipulate the need for uniqueness. Then, they read a scenario describing a scarce product (demand-based vs. supply-based) and answered the manipulation check questions. Next, participants rated their purchase intention. Lastly, participants completed a demographic questionnaire. Across studies, participants’ gender never qualified the effect of scarcity type, and thus are not discussed.


Manipulation of need for uniqueness

A sentence-unscrambling task (Srull and Wyer, 1980) was developed and used to prime a situational need for uniqueness. Each experimental condition had 11 sets of out-of-order phrases. Participants in the high-uniqueness condition were asked to form meaningful sentences about uniqueness in consumption from the scrambled phrases (e.g., “privileged products desirable are to me”). In the control condition, participants formed 11 sentences unrelated to uniqueness (e.g., “dolls her daughter has”). To examine the effectiveness of the priming task, a pilot test (N = 43) was conducted. Participants rated their need for uniqueness via three items on seven-point scales (from 1 = not at all agree to 7 = extremely agree; “I feel like obtaining scarce and special products,” “Elite appeal in products is important to me,” and “Right now, need for uniqueness in consumption is at the top of my mind;” 𝛼 = 0.71; adapted from Lynn and Harris, 1997) after they finished the priming task. Participants in the high-uniqueness condition (M = 15.00, SD = 5.41) reported a greater need for uniqueness than those in the control condition (M = 11.29, SD = 3.98), t(41) = 2.56, p = 0.01, d = 0.78, thus showing that the manipulation was successful.



Piloted scarcity appeals

Scarcity type was manipulated with hypothetical consumption scenarios adapted from Gierl and Huettl (2010). Participants imagined thinking about buying a pair of fancy shoes in a store. Participants further imagined that the store only had one pair of his/her size left (i.e., the shoes were scarce). In the demand-based scarcity condition, participants were told that “because of the popularity of the shoes, they sell very well, and only one pair of this size is available.” In the supply-based scarcity condition, participants were told that “because the shoes are limited edition, only one pair of each size is available.”

Afterward, participants completed a manipulation check for the scarcity type manipulation, indicating “What is the reason for the scarcity of these shoes?” and selected from “excess demand” or “limited supply” (Ku et al., 2012). Any participant who selected the wrong option was excluded from the analysis (N = 11). To test whether the perceived scarcity level was similar across conditions, participants also responded to “How do you rate the scarcity level of these shoes in the current scenario?” on a seven-point scale (1 = very inadequate to 7 = very adequate).

A pilot test (N = 64) showed that the scenario manipulation worked. No significant difference was observed between the perceived scarcity level reported by the supply-based (M = 1.61, SD = 1.03) and demand-based group (M = 1.52, SD = 0.77), t(62) = 0.39, p = 0.70, d = 0.09. In addition, 94% of participants in the supply-based group selected “limited supply” as the reason for scarcity; 90% of participants in the demand-based group selected “excess demand” as the reason. The results demonstrated that participants determined that the reason for scarcity was consistent with manipulation and perceived that the two scarcity conditions insufficient similarly. Thus, the scenario manipulations had the intended effect.



Purchase intention

Purchase intention was measured by three items on seven-point scales (Dodds et al., 1991; Aggarwal et al., 2011; “the possibility that you will buy these shoes,” “the possibility that you will consider purchasing these shoes” “your willingness to buy these shoes”; 1 = not likely to purchase at all, 7 = very likely to purchase; 𝛼 = 0.91).





Results


Manipulation check of scarcity type

A 2 × 2 analysis of variance (ANOVA) with perceived scarcity as the dependent variable showed that the main effects of scarcity appeal (F(1, 122) = 0.78, p = 0.379, ηp2 = 0.006) and need for uniqueness were not significant (F(1, 122) = 1.23, p = 0.269, ηp2 = 0.01). The interaction between the two factors was also not significant (F(1, 122) = 1.23, p = 0.269, ηp2 = 0.01). The results indicated that scarcity type manipulation did not affect participants’ perception of scarcity, which had a similar level across conditions. Furthermore, the participants in each condition correctly identified the scarcity reason, respectively. Hence, the manipulation of scarcity appeal types was successful.



Hypothesis testing

As predicted, ANOVA analysis (scarcity appeal × need for uniqueness) with purchase intention as the dependent variable indicated that the interaction between the two independent variables was marginally significant (F(1, 122) = 8.32, p = 0.05, ηp2 = 0.064). Meanwhile, the effects of scarcity appeal and need for uniqueness on purchase intention were nonsignificant (ps > 0.05).

Contrast analysis found that participants in the uniqueness condition were more inclined to purchase a product in the supply-based scarcity condition (M = 4.68, SD = 1.26) than in the demand-based scarcity condition (M = 3.97, SD = 1.44; t(60) = −2.06, p = 0.043, d = 0.52). In the control group, the pattern was exactly reversed (Mdemand-based = 4.56, SDdemand-based = 1.12; Msupply-based = 3.86, SDsupply-based = 1.60; t(62) = 2.02, p = 0.048, d = 0.51; see Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1
 The effects of scarcity appeal and need for uniqueness on purchase intention.Error bars represent standard errors. *p < 0.05.





Discussion

The results from Study 1 confirmed the moderating role of need for uniqueness in the effect of the scarcity appeal on purchase intention. When consumers’ need for uniqueness was primed by sentence-unscrambling manipulation (vs. control), their purchase intentions for the supply-based scarcity product were higher than the demand-based scarcity product. These results supported H1.




Study 2

Study 2 examined the effects of supply- versus demand-based scarcity appeal type on perceived uniqueness. This study served as a basis for the proposed mediating role of perceived uniqueness in the effect of scarcity type on purchase intention.


Method


Participants and design

A priori power analyses showed that a sample of 102 participants could detect a moderate effect size of d = 0.50 (Faul et al., 2007). A total of 102 participants (36 women, aged 18–35 years old) were recruited from the university campus. They were assigned randomly to either the supply-based scarcity condition or the demand-based scarcity condition.



Procedure and measures

The participants viewed one of two scenarios describing a scarce product (supply-based vs. demand-based) and completed two items about manipulation check, as in Study 1. Afterward, the participants needed to report their perceived uniqueness in different types of scarcity appeal.


Perceived uniqueness

Perceived uniqueness was measured by a two-item scale adapted from Farwell and Wohlwend-Lloyd (1998) (“I perceived these shoes as highly unique”; “possessing these shoes make me distinct from other people”; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; 𝛼 = 0.75).





Results


Manipulation check of scarcity type

An independent sample t-test showed that participants perceived that the products were inadequate and the scarcity level of two conditions had no significant difference (M supply-based = 1.57, SD supply-based = 0.94; M demand-based = 1.27, SD demand-based = 0.60; t(100) = 1.88, p = 0.064). In addition, all of them selected the correct scarcity reason in line with the manipulation. The above results indicated that the manipulations had the intended effect.



Hypothesis testing

The results of an independent sample t-test on perceived uniqueness scores revealed a significant main effect of scarcity appeal (t(100) = 4.17, p < 0.001, d = 0.83). Specifically, participants perceived greater uniqueness for the supply-based scarce product (M = 5.27, SD = 1.28) than the demand-based scarce product (M = 3.98, SD = 1.81).




Discussion

Study 2 tested the effect of scarcity appeal type on peoples’ perceived uniqueness. Consumers perceived the product as more unique when the scarce product was supposed to be supply based than demand based, thus supporting H2.




Study 3

On the basis of the findings of Studies 1 and 2, Study 3 aimed to test the overall moderated mediation model, which expected that the need for uniqueness would moderate the indirect effect of scarcity type on purchase intention through perceived uniqueness.


Method


Participants and design

A priori power showed that a sample of 199 participants could successfully detect a small-to-moderate interaction effect of f = 0.20 (Faul et al., 2007). A total of 200 participants (124 women, 26.5% aged 18–26 years old, 47% aged 27–35 years old, 26.5% aged over 35) were recruited from an online participant pool1 to take part in a single-factor (scarcity appeal: demand-based vs. supply-based) between-subjects experiment. The need for uniqueness was measured as an individual disposition continuous variable.



Procedure and measures

First, participants were informed to indicate their need for uniqueness. Then, they read a scarcity scenario centered on the same product and completed a manipulation check, as in Study 1. Next, the participants rated their perceived uniqueness (as in Study 2) and purchase intention (as in Study 1). Finally, we collected the demographics.


Need for uniqueness

The four items used to measure a participant’s need for uniqueness (“I like unique and scarce products”; “I enjoy products more when only a few people possess them”‘; “I enjoy having things that others do not”; “I often try to avoid products or bands that can be easily duplicated”; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; 𝛼 = 0.77) were adapted from Lynn and Harris (1997).





Results


Manipulation check of scarcity type

As expected, no significant difference was observed in the perceived scarcity between participants in the supply-based and demand-based conditions (Msupply-based = 1.21, SDsupply-based = 0.45; Mdemand-based = 1.13, SDdemand--based = 0.34; t(198) = 1.35, p = 0.18, d = 0.20). Meanwhile, all participants selected the scarcity reason that matched the manipulation scenario.



Moderated mediation analysis

A bootstrap analysis based on 5,000 samples using the PROCESS Model 15 in SPSS (Hayes, 2013) was conducted to examine the moderated mediation effect that was whether need for uniqueness moderated the direct and indirect effects. The scarcity appeal as the independent variable (X), the perceived uniqueness as the mediator (M), purchase intention as the dependent variable (Y), and the need for uniqueness as the moderator (W).

The results showed that scarcity appeal predicted the perceived uniqueness significantly (B = 1.91, SE = 0.18, p < 0.001, 95% CI [1.55, 2.27]). The interaction between perceived uniqueness and need for uniqueness on purchase intention was significant (B = 0.24, SE = 0.05, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.14, 0.33]), while the interaction between scarcity appeal and need for uniqueness on purchase intention was not significant (B = 0.15, SE = 0.17, p = 0.037, 95% CI [−0.18, 0.48]). Thus, the need for uniqueness only moderated the indirect effect of scarcity appeal on purchase intention via perceived uniqueness (B = 0.45, SE = 0.09, 95% CI [0.27, 0.66]).

We used Johnson-Neyman technique (Hayes, 2018) to probe significant conditional indirect effects. We plotted the conditional indirect effect of scarcity appeal on purchase intention via perceived uniqueness (see Figure 2). As shown in Figure 2, significant mediation effects were observed for individuals with values of need for uniqueness were greater than 3.494 (on a 7-point scale), indicating the effect of scarcity appeal on purchase intention via perceived uniqueness was significant and moderated by need for uniqueness.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 The conditional indirect effect of scarcity appeal on purchase intention via perceived uniqueness (moderator: need for uniqueness). The horizontal line denotes an indirect effect of zero; the vertical lines represent the boundary of the region of significance.





Discussion

The results confirmed that the need for uniqueness moderated the effectiveness of different types of scarcity appeals. Supply-based (vs. demand-based) scarcity increased consumers’ perception of uniqueness. Perceived uniqueness increased the purchase intention of consumers with high need for uniqueness. Hence, H3 was supported.




General discussion

Marketers often assume that scarcity appeals in terms of limited quantity positively influence purchase intentions. However, the reason behind the scarcity of the product (i.e., due to excessive demand or to restricted supply) may be as important as the scarcity itself. Existing literature provides limited guidance on using demand versus supply scarcity appeals to target different consumers. In three studies, we demonstrate that consumers perceive scarce products due to supply as more unique than scarce products due to demand. In addition, the uniqueness perception increases or decreases consumers’ purchase intention depending on their need for uniqueness. Specifically, supply-scarce products (vs. demand-scarce products) increase purchase intention for consumers with high need for uniqueness but decreases purchase intention for consumers with low need for uniqueness. The current findings have implications for researchers and practitioners interested in scarcity effects.


Theoretical contributions

The current research offers several theoretical contributions. First, this research contributes to the literature on scarcity by highlighting the distinct impacts of supply scarcity and demand scarcity on purchase intentions. Prior research has examined the effects of product scarcity on consumer preferences (Jang et al., 2015), the origins of scarcity preferences (John et al., 2018), and the negative effects of scarcity promotions (Kristofferson et al., 2017). Researchers also examined the differential effects of limited-time scarcity (LTS) and limited-quantity scarcity (LQS) messages on conspicuous and non-conspicuous products (Jang et al., 2015). Complementing this line of research, our research makes a distinction between different sources of scarcity, namely supply induced and demand induced. This research found that consumers do differentiate between the two types of scarcity, even when the extent of scarcity is actually the same.

Second, the current research contributes to recent findings on limited-edition promotions (Tseng et al., 2021) by suggesting that supply-driven scarcity is not always effective for promoting sales. We identify need for uniqueness as a moderator of the effectiveness of supply- (vs. demand-) driven scarcity on consumers’ purchase intentions and provide process support to the mechanism. Previous works have largely focused on positive outcomes (e.g., desirability) of limited-supply scarcity appeals (e.g., Aguirre-Rodriguez, 2013). Meanwhile, recent research has identified boundary conditions under which consumers react positively to supply scarcity appeals, such as the social visibility of the product (Tseng et al., 2021) or consumers’ sense of power (Huang et al., 2020). In addition, Roy and Sharma (2015) found that consumers high in need for uniqueness trait prefer supply over demand scarcity appeal. The current research replicated the moderating role of need for uniqueness and extended the previous work by ruling out different level of scarcity as an alternative explanation. Moreover, the research suggests that supply scarcity increases purchase intentions when consumers are dispositionally and/or situationally high in need for uniqueness.

Finally, this work provides evidence for the process driving the differential effects of supply versus demand scarcity. Specifically, an important inference that consumers draw from supply- versus demand-based scarcity is the uniqueness of the product, which sequentially increases or decreases purchase intentions depending on consumers’ need for uniqueness. Previous research has shown that supply-driven scarcity messages influence consumer competition (Kristofferson et al., 2017), perceived quality (Gierl and Huettl, 2010), and risk perception (Huang et al., 2020). Another research found that supply-side scarcity appeals lead to higher perceived uniqueness than popularity (i.e., high demand) appeals (Wu and Lee, 2016). Our research further matched scarcity level and showed that scarcity type (supply versus demand) itself is enough to elicit different levels of uniqueness perception, which positively or negatively influence purchase intention. Thus, the current research adds to the scarcity appeal literature by highlighting uniqueness perception as a mechanism that encourage or discourage consumers to purchase supply scarce products.



Practical implications

The current research provides a hint for marketers on how to select the suitable scarcity appeal. Specifically, our findings alert marketers that the effectiveness of different scarcity appeals varies as a function of consumers’ need for uniqueness. The results reveal that a supply-based scarcity appeal is more effective than a demand-based scarcity appeal for consumers with high need for uniqueness, whereas a demand-based scarcity appeal is more effective than a supply-based scarcity appeal for consumers with low need for uniqueness. Therefore, marketers need to segment and target consumers with different levels of need for uniqueness using different types of scarcity appeals. On the one hand, marketers may attempt to capture consumers’ behavior patterns and segment consumers on the basis of the predictors of need for uniqueness. On the other hand, marketers may also activate consumers’ uniqueness desire through situational primes (e.g., advertising slogans). Thus, increased need for uniqueness combined with supply-based scarcity appeals can effectively boost purchase intentions. In contrast, when consumers’ need for uniqueness cannot be identified or primed, a safe strategy is to implement demand-based scarcity appeal.



Limitations and future research

Our research has limitations that may open avenues for future studies. First, to make the situation familiar to most consumers, we used a common product (i.e., shoes). However, the findings may not be generalizable to the wide variety of products and services. In addition, we refrained from designating specific brands for the product. This endeavor had the advantage of avoiding the confounding effects of preexisting brand knowledge and preferences. However, it also deterred us from exploring whether the current findings differed in terms of brand concepts, such as conspicuous versus non-conspicuous products, symbolic versus functional products, and hedonic versus utilitarian products (for a review, see Shi et al., 2020). Research has suggested that limited-quantity (vs. limited-time) scarcity messages affect purchase intentions more for a symbolic brand than for a functional brand (Aggarwal et al., 2011). Furthermore, we used hypothetical scenarios and measured purchase intentions, which are not equitable to actual purchasing in real situations. Future studies are needed to enhance the generalizability of our research.

Second, our work focused on examining the moderating role of need for uniqueness in the effectiveness of supply (vs. demand) scarcity appeals on purchase intentions. Future studies need to explore other potential moderators. For example, the three dimensions of need for uniqueness (i.e., creative choice, unpopular choice, and avoidance of similarity) were found to influence bandwagon and snob luxury consumption differently (Das et al., 2021). Desire for exclusivity, which emphasizes consumers’ desire to express superiority over others via consumption (Kim, 2018), may drive preference for limited-edition status consumption. Clues about other consumers’ behaviors (e.g., demand scarcity) appeal to consumers from a collectivist culture, whereas clues about uniqueness (e.g., supply scarcity) appeal to consumers from an individualist culture (Huang et al., 2020). Hence, these factors are likely to moderate the effects of different scarcity appeals.

Third, our research mainly focuses on perceived product uniqueness as the mechanism underlying the effects of supply (vs. demand) scarcity and need for uniqueness on purchase intentions. Prior work has found that supply scarcity appeal and demand scarcity appeal engender distinct inferences, such as differences in product quality (Gierl and Huettl, 2010) or perceived competitions among consumers (Aggarwal et al., 2011). In addition, consumers might perceive supply scarcity as artificial if they believe that a company deliberately limits the supply (Hamilton et al., 2019). Future research may examine these additional potential mechanisms, which drive the interactive effects of scarcity type and need for uniqueness.

To conclude, the current research showed the distinct impacts of supply scarcity and demand scarcity on purchase intention. The current findings provide theoretical implications on how scarcity shapes consumer responses and practical implications on how to target consumers with different levels of need for uniqueness.




Data availability statement

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be made available by the authors, without undue reservation.



Ethics statement

The studies involving human participants were reviewed and approved by University Committee on Human Research Protection of East China Normal University. The patients/participants provided their written informed consent to participate in this study.



Author contributions

YW, SK, and ML designed the studies and conducted analyses. SK and ML collected data. YW, SK, ML, and LL drafted the original manuscript. All authors edited and approved of the final manuscript.



Funding

This research was financially funded by Shanghai Planning Office of Philosophy and Social Science (grant number: 2020BSH006) and the National Natural Science Foundation of China (grant number: 31600915).



Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



Footnotes

1https://www.wjx.cn/



References

 Aggarwal, P., Jun, S., and Huh, J. (2011). Scarcity messages: a consumer competition perspective. J. Advert. 40, 19–30. doi: 10.2753/JOA0091-3367400302

 Aguirre-Rodriguez, A. (2013). The effect of consumer persuasion knowledge on scarcity appeal persuasiveness. J. Advert. 42, 371–379. doi: 10.1080/00913367.2013.803186

 Amaldoss, W., and Jain, S. (2005). Conspicuous consumption and sophisticated thinking. Manag. Sci. 51, 1449–1466. doi: 10.1287/mnsc.1050.0399

 Ang, D., Gerrath, M. H. E. E., and Liu, Y. (2021). How scarcity and thinking styles boost referral effectiveness. Psychol. Mark. 38, 1928–1941. doi: 10.1002/mar.21557

 Biraglia, A., Usrey, B., and Ulqinaku, A. (2021). The downside of scarcity: scarcity appeals can trigger consumer anger and brand switching intentions. Psychol. Mark. 38, 1314–1322. doi: 10.1002/mar.21489

 Cannon, C., Goldsmith, K., and Roux, C. (2019). A self-regulatory model of resource scarcity. J. Consum. Psychol. 29, 104–127. doi: 10.1002/jcpy.1035

 Cialdini, R. B. (2001). Influence: Science and Practice. Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon.

 Das, M., Habib, M., Saha, V., and Jebarajakirthy, C. (2021). Bandwagon vs snob luxuries: targeting consumers based on uniqueness dominance. J. Retail. Consum. Serv. 61:102582. doi: 10.1016/j.jretconser.2021.102582

 de Bruijn, E. J., and Antonides, G. (2022). Poverty and economic decision making: a review of scarcity theory. Theor. Decis. 92, 5–37. doi: 10.1007/s11238-021-09802-7

 Diesendruck, G., Chiang, W. C., Ferera, M., and Benozio, A. (2019). Cultural differences in the development of a preference for scarce objects. Dev. Psychol. 55, 89–95. doi: 10.1037/dev0000620 

 Dodds, W. B., Monroe, K. B., Grewal, D., Dodds, B., and Monroe, B. (1991). Effect of Price, brand, and store information buyers’ evaluations. J. Mark. Res. 28, 307–319. doi: 10.1177/002224379102800305

 Dörnyei, K. R., and Lunardo, R. (2021). When limited edition packages backfire: the role of emotional value, typicality and need for uniqueness. J. Bus. Res. 137, 233–243. doi: 10.1016/j.jbusres.2021.08.037

 Farwell, L., and Wohlwend-Lloyd, R. (1998). Narcissistic processes: optimistic expectations, favorable self-evaluations, and self-enhancing attributions. J. Pers. 66, 65–83. doi: 10.1111/1467-6494.00003 

 Faul, F., Erdfelder, E., Lang, A. G., and Buchner, A. (2007). G*power 3: a flexible statistical power analysis program for the social, behavioral, and biomedical sciences. Behav. Res. Methods 39, 175–191. doi: 10.3758/BF03193146 

 Ferera, M., Benozio, A., and Diesendruck, G. (2020). The development of a scarcity bias. Child Dev. 91, 1698–1708. doi: 10.1111/cdev.13368 

 Gierl, H., and Huettl, V. (2010). Are scarce products always more attractive? The interaction of different types of scarcity signals with products' suitability for conspicuous consumption. Int. J. Res. Mark. 27, 225–235. doi: 10.1016/j.ijresmar.2010.02.002

 Griskevicius, V., Goldstein, N. J., Mortensen, C. R., Sundie, J. M., Cialdini, R. B., and Kenrick, D. T. (2009). Fear and loving in Las Vegas: evolution, emotion, and persuasion. J. Mark. Res. 46, 384–395. doi: 10.1509/jmkr.46.3.384 

 Hamilton, R., Thompson, D., Bone, S., Chaplin, L. N., Griskevicius, V., Goldsmith, K., et al. (2019). The effects of scarcity on consumer decision journeys. J. Acad. Mark. Sci. 47, 532–550. doi: 10.1007/s11747-018-0604-7

 Hayes, A. F. (2013). Introduction to Mediation, Moderation, and Conditional Process Analysis: A Regression-Based Approach. New York: Guilford Press.

 Hayes, A. F. (2018). Partial, conditional, and moderated mediation: quantification, inference, and interpretation. Commun. Monogr. 85, 4–40. doi: 10.1080/03637751.2017.1352100

 He, L., Cong, F., Liu, Y., and Zhou, X. (2010). The pursuit of optimal distinctiveness and consumer preferences. Scand. J. Psychol. 51, 411–417. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-9450.2009.00802.x 

 Huang, H., Liu, S. Q., Kandampully, J., and Bujisic, M. (2020). Consumer responses to scarcity appeals in online booking. Ann. Tour. Res. 80:102800. doi: 10.1016/j.annals.2019.102800

 Jang, W. E., Ko, Y. J., Morris, J. D., and Chang, Y. (2015). Scarcity message effects on consumption behavior: limited edition product considerations. Psychol. Mark. 32, 989–1001. doi: 10.1002/mar.20836

 John, M., Melis, A. P., Read, D., Rossano, F., and Tomasello, M. (2018). The preference for scarcity: a developmental and comparative perspective. Psychol. Mark. 35, 603–615. doi: 10.1002/mar.21109

 Kim, Y. (2018). Power moderates the impact of desire for exclusivity on luxury experiential consumption. Psychol. Mark. 35, 283–293. doi: 10.1002/mar.21086

 Kristofferson, K., McFerran, B., Morales, A. C., and Dahl, D. W. (2017). The dark side of scarcity promotions: how exposure to limited-quantity promotions can induce aggression. J. Consum. Res. 43, ucw056–ucw706. doi: 10.1093/jcr/ucw056

 Ku, H. H., Kuo, C. C., and Kuo, T. W. (2012). The effect of scarcity on the purchase intentions of prevention and promotion motivated consumers. Psychol. Mark. 29, 541–548. doi: 10.1002/mar.20541

 Liang, S., Ye, D., and Liu, Y. (2021). The effect of perceived scarcity: experiencing scarcity increases risk taking. J. Psychol. 155, 59–89. doi: 10.1080/00223980.2020.1822770 

 Lynn, M. (1991). Scarcity effects on value: a quantitative review of the commodity theory literature. Psychol. Mark. 8, 43–57. doi: 10.1002/mar.4220080105

 Lynn, M., and Bogert, P. (1996). The effect of scarcity on anticipated price appreciation. J. Appl. Soc. Psychol. 26, 1978–1984. doi: 10.1111/j.1559-1816.1996.tb01783.x

 Lynn, M., and Harris, J. (1997). The desire for unique consumer products: a new individual differences scale. Psychol. Mark. 14, 601–616. doi: 10.1002/(SICI)1520-6793(199709)14:6<601::AID-MAR5>3.0.CO;2-B

 Mittone, L., and Savadori, L. (2009). The scarcity bias. Appl. Psychol. 58, 453–468. doi: 10.1111/j.1464-0597.2009.00401.x

 Mullainathan, S., and Shafir, E. (2013). Scarcity: Why Having Too Little Means So Much. New York, NY: Times Books.

 Roy, R., and Sharma, P. (2015). Scarcity appeal in advertising: exploring the moderating roles of need for uniqueness and message framing. J. Advert. 44, 349–359. doi: 10.1080/00913367.2015.1018459

 Shi, X., Li, F., and Chumnumpan, P. (2020). The use of product scarcity in marketing. Eur. J. Mark. 54, 380–418. doi: 10.1108/EJM-04-2018-0285

 Snyder, C. R. (1992). Product scarcity by need for uniqueness interaction: a consumer Catch-22 carousel? Basic Appl. Soc. Psychol. 13, 9–24. doi: 10.2307/3172893

 Srull, T. K., and Wyer, R. S. (1980). Category accessibility and social perception: some implications for the study of person memory and interpersonal judgments. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 38, 841–856. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.38.6.841

 Stock, A., and Balachander, S. (2005). The making of a “hot product”: a signaling explanation of marketers' scarcity strategy. Manag. Sci. 51, 1181–1192. doi: 10.1287/mnsc.1050.0381

 Tseng, T. H., Huang, H. H., and Liu, M. T. (2021). Limited-edition advertising does not always work for luxury brands: the influence of consumption contexts. J. Consum. Behav. 20, 1204–1215. doi: 10.1002/cb.1928

 Worchel, S., Lee, J., and Adewole, A. (1975). Effects of supply and demand on ratings of object value. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 32, 906–914. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.32.5.906

 Wu, L., and Lee, C. (2016). Limited edition for me and best seller for you: the impact of scarcity versus popularity cues on self vs. other purchase behavior. J. Retail. 92, 486–499. doi: 10.1016/j.jretai.2016.08.001


OPS/xhtml/Nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Need for uniqueness moderates the effectiveness of different types of scarcity appeals



		Introduction



		Theoretical background



		Demand-based versus supply-based scarcity



		Scarcity type and purchase intention: The moderating role of need for uniqueness



		The mediating role of perceived uniqueness



		Overview of studies









		Study 1



		Method



		Participants and design



		Procedure and measures



		Manipulation of need for uniqueness



		Piloted scarcity appeals



		Purchase intention















		Results



		Manipulation check of scarcity type



		Hypothesis testing









		Discussion









		Study 2



		Method



		Participants and design



		Procedure and measures



		Perceived uniqueness















		Results



		Manipulation check of scarcity type



		Hypothesis testing









		Discussion









		Study 3



		Method



		Participants and design



		Procedure and measures



		Need for uniqueness















		Results



		Manipulation check of scarcity type



		Moderated mediation analysis









		Discussion









		General discussion



		Theoretical contributions



		Practical implications



		Limitations and future research









		Data availability statement



		Ethics statement



		Author contributions



		Funding



		Conflict of interest



		Publisher’s note



		Footnotes



		References



















OPS/images/fpsyg-13-890350-g001.jpg
Purchase Intention

©

Need for Uniqueness

* *
| — |
High Control

®Demand-based

Supply-based





OPS/images/fpsyg-13-890350-g002.jpg
Conditional Indirect Effect

34944

T T T T
200 300 400 500 600 700

Need for Uniqueness

O el
O uLer
Indirect Effect





OPS/images/cover.jpg
’ frontiers | Frontiers in Psychology

Need for uniqueness moderates
the effectiveness of different
types of scarcity appeals









OPS/images/crossmark.jpg
(®) Check for updates






OPS/images/logo.jpg
' frontiers Frontiers in Psychology





