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Abstract

Our research uniquely shows that scarcity cues, when effectively managed by the service firms, can lead to favorable purchase
decisions. We investigate how service firms that are scarce on time resource (busy) vs. money resource (poor) are perceived
differentially on the two basic dimensions of social perceptions: warmth and competence. Across four studies, we provide
the first empirical evidence that busy service firms are perceived higher on competence and poor service firms are perceived
higher on warmth. We also find that service firms that are both busy and poor have the highest purchase preference compared
to either busy or poor service firms. In addition, purchase preferences are moderated by the consumption contexts (exchange
vs. communal relationship domain). Managerially, our findings that scarcity cues influence purchase preferences can benefit

the design and execution of marketing strategies.

Keywords Consumer psychology - Time versus money - Retailing - Communication

Service firms play a crucial role in the US economy and
account for two-thirds of its GDP (Atlantic, 2018). Extant
research highlights that service firms need resources to con-
ceive and implement strategies that improve efficiency and
effectiveness (e.g., Barney, 1991). In reality, service firms
often experience scarcity of resources. The prevalence of
scarcity of money and time resources is ubiquitous phenom-
ena as evidenced by apps like Opentable and Yelp reviews
by consumers that highlight such scarcity. Similarly, in the
United States, government policies like tax deductions and
other financial incentives are often designed to help firms
that might be scarce on money resources during the events
such as pandemics. Despite the prevalence of the busy firms
(with limited time resource) and poor firms (with limited
money resource), yet, we know little about how consumers
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view such scarcity of resources and the downstream pur-
chase consequences. We investigate how service firms can
effectively manage consumer perceptions of such scarcity
to induce favorable purchase decisions. Specifically, our
research examine how these scarcity cues impact warmth
(i.e., what are their intentions) and competence (i.e., are they
capable) perceptions of these service firms and consequent
purchase decision making.

The present research makes several contributions to
both theory and practice of marketing (Table 1). First, this
research provides initial evidence that money and time
resource scarcity cues have critical consequences for social
perceptions of warmth and competence perceptions respec-
tively. Thus, we identify a novel antecedent, scarcity cues,
that influences consumer perceptions of service firms and
purchase decisions. Second, while past research has high-
lighted that competitive advantage is gained by having abun-
dant resources (Slotegraaf et al., 2003), we show that under
certain conditions, consumers may favorably view scarcity
in resources for service firms. Third, our research shows
that consumers’ purchase preferences are higher when ser-
vice firm has money and time scarcity compared to service
firm that has only money and only time scarcity. Finally,
we identify specific consumption contexts (i.e., exchange
vs. communal) that moderate the relevance of warmth and
competence in purchase decisions. Our findings suggest that


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11747-022-00922-2&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8842-1138

1267

Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science (2023) 51:1266-1283

SWLIY 901A10s Jul

-pre3a1 suorstoap aseyoand ur dousjedwod pue

[JULIEM JO 9OUBAD[AI Y} 9JeIOpolll ([RUNUIUIOd

'SA 93URYOXD ') $1X)U0d uondwnsuod Iy

-adg 'z "eouojedwod pue yywrem jo suondeorad
[BI00S JO JUOPAIAIUL [9AOU B T8 SaNd AJI0TedS *|

SULIY 901AIAS A Jo suondaorad
JuiIem se [[om se 2ouajedwod Furpre3ar syuow
-SSOSSE $AONPUT AJ10TEDS PAJB[I WY AIIAIDS

Ky1o1eds owmy A[uo pue

Kouow ATuo Sey] Jey) Wy 991AISS 0) paredwod

Ky1o1e0s own pue AUoW Sey WL 9IAIS Udym

10yS1y a1e seouargjaxd eseyoind siownsuo))

¢ “A1eanoadsar oousjedwiod pue yjuwrem jo

suondooad [eroos 10y soouanbosuod eonLId
JARY SNO AJI0TEDS 90INOSAI W) PUE KSUOIA ']

SULIY 99TAIIS JOJ S9IINOSAI UT AJIOTBIS MIIA A[q
-BJOAR] ABUI SIOWINSUOD ‘SUONIPUOD UTELIID IdpU[)

owr pue Aouour — s[eo3
1Y) 9AQIYOE 0) 9sN A3} JBY) SIOINOSI [RJUSW
-epuny om] Jo AJI0Ieds 90UdLIAdXa SULIY 991AIIS

(¢ Apm)S) 201n0Sa1 SWny pue Aouowr
10q UO 90J8dS A[JUSIINOUOD 9q UBD ULIY ITAIIS

Ly ay) Jo 9zIs se yons suondaorad oouo)
-odwod pue yurem Ay 1o1paid sond paje[al
-pueIq oy10adg "4 SUOISUSWIp 0M) 953y} Suore
SWIY JNOQE UOTJRULIOJUT $$asse pue JoIdiojur
SIQWNSUOY) *¢ "SIOIABYIQ PUB SUONOWD [BIIUD
-IOIp JO SuLIg) Ul saouanbasuod weansumop
juezodur oaey suorsudwip uondoorad [eroos
9say], 'z ‘W) punore sdnoid [e100s Jo asuas
ew S[enpIAIPUT Yorysm SUO[E SUOISUSWIP [e)
-UdWEpUNJ 0M) 9J€ 90U232dW0d pue YIuLIep |

sjonpoid 2y jo Ayrenb pue anfea paareorad
PaseaIoul Se yons sjuaussasse jonpoid pajefar
doudredwod seonpur AJ101e0S paje[al 1oNpold

doudjedwod pue ‘uoner
-1dse ‘uonique se yons sonsLIsjoeIeyd [e1ded
uewINy UO YSIY I8 JI0MIA0 oym 2[dodd *¢
‘sunty 9[qeredwod Jo ayels oy 03 wy JoS1e)
) Jo aress Juasaxd oy Surredwoos Aq AroIe0S
ons 9AI9SQO USJJO SIOWINSUOY) 7 "90INOSAT
JO [9AQ] Juasald S, WY Ud9M)dq QOUIYIP
B SB Pauyap SI $90IN0SAI S, WLIY UT AJI0IBOS *|
$901A198 SuIp1A01d J0J [BTUISSS QI8 90INOSAI
QuIn pue AQUOIA ‘7 "SoI3)ens juswedwi pue
QATOUOD 0} SIJINOSIT PAJU SULIY IJTAISS T

j0adse diys

-uone[aI Pu. 9JIAIIS A} JO 10D ' s}oadse

0M) UO PISSISSE U)JO T8 SULIY IIAIRS '

"PALIOIUQAUL JO PAIOIS 9 JOUUBD SAJTAIIS ST

yey ‘Kypiqeystrad sajeoridwr jey) seokorduwro

Q0IAIAS PUE JOWNSUOD UIIM)Q UOTIORIAIUT
J0 92139p £q PozZII)ORIRYD QI8 SIOTAISS ']

SJONISU0D
[euo301)I0 2I8 W) pue ASUOIA *¢ "SUOIS
-UQWIp JO IqUINU B UO JAYIO0 OB WOy KTeA
) pue ASUOJA "7 “IOTABYSq JOWNSUOD JO

SOOINOSAI [EJUSWIEPUN] 9J€ SWIT) pue ASUOIA ‘|

6107 ‘TemIessy 29 Suex ‘710C

e 30 UAAIDY ‘Z00T ‘T8 310 9YSLI 00T T8 10
MSL 1£00T T8 32 ApPND 10T T8 19 usyD)

10T ‘uuewya] % JoxIed ‘710 “[e 19

Y :L10T “'T8 10 UOSIQHOISIIY 1661 €10

uew] 610 e 30 uolIwey 010 ‘MenH ¥
[191D) 18961 001g ‘600C 201§ % Iopueyde[eq

P10T T8 19 BUWIRYS ‘T[0T IV % PWIRYS
‘610C “Te 19 uouue) :(L107) Te 19 BZZa[[og

G861 “T8 19 [WeIdZ ‘#861 ¥

-IOUIIM (]00T ‘UBWOS (L661 ‘UESINIAL *120T
uass(iN pue streyoey ‘Juof ap ‘1661 ‘Aoureg

G861 “Te 19 [WRYIDZ (€661
‘wonsQ 2 100NqodeY (1861 ‘Iurg 2y swooqg
00T ‘YouAkT] 29 uew
-1aqney :91(0g “'[e 12 SUB[[IYAM 100 ‘UBWOS
“$00T ‘YOOH 2 BPeYO ‘S10T “MNYM 2 [[oU
-UOPJBIAL {010T “'[& 3 YOUKT ‘:800T IoNBY 2%
NI G661 “T 19 21909 9[0T [ 12 P[PYYSIOH

doudjedwo)) pue yjurrepy

K)101898 JO s90UaNbasu0d weansumoq

SOOINOSAI SWIN) Pue AJUOW JO AJI0IedS

SULIY 9OTAIQS UT 90INOSI QWIL], PUB ASUOIN

SUWLIY 901AIOS

QJInosal awWl], pue %QEOE

OIeasal SIY L,

sjuown3re/sAemeoye) A9y

Apms

Streans aanjera) |

sarpnys aaneiuasaxdoy | ajqeL

pringer

a's



1268

Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science (2023) 51:1266-1283

managers could incorporate scarcity cues in their marketing
strategy such as highlighting specific consumer reviews to
evoke specific consumer perceptions and impact purchase
decisions.

Theoretical background
Money versus time resource

“Money and time are arguably the two resources that we
humans most frequently make decisions about throughout
our lives” (Macdonnell & White, 2015, p. 551). We focus
this investigation on these two essential resources to con-
sumer behavior — money and time (Lynch et al. 2010).
Money and time are present in consumer’s everyday deci-
sions (Zauberman & Lynch, 2005). People often “want more
money and time, but unfortunately there is rarely an oppor-
tunity to simultaneously gain in both” (Hershfield et al.,
2016, p. 697). In accord, past research has viewed money
and time as orthogonal constructs since the decision making
process regarding time is different from decision making
process regarding money (Leclerc etal., 1995; Liu & Aaker,
2008; Okada & Hoch, 2004; Soman, 2001). People think
about money and time in profoundly different ways (e.g.,
Whillans et al., 2016) such as money is more fungible than
time (Leclerc et al., 1995). Similarly, other factors such as
activated mindsets (Liu & Aaker, 2008), value of resources
(Okada & Hoch, 2004), and mental accounting of resources
(Soman, 2001) also differentiate money and time resource.
The above review suggests that money and time are two
important resources. In this research, we examine the scar-
city of these important resources in the context of service
firms. While past research has examined money and time
as orthogonal, we also consider the possibility that money
resource and time resource can be correlated. In the next
section, we highlight unique features of service firms.

Service firms

It is widely documented that service firms have several dis-
tinct characteristics (e.g., Zeithaml et al., 1985). Services
involve engagement with consumers and feature interper-
sonal behavior. The high degree of interaction between con-
sumer and service employees implicates perishability that is
services cannot be stored or inventoried. For instance, dinner
tables at restaurants that are not used cannot be reclaimed.
The interpersonal interaction “complicates the predictabil-
ity of time required in the service experience and the ser-
vice organization’s ability to match capacity and demand”
(Booms & Bitner, 1981; Bowen & Ford, 2002, p. 455-456).

Service firms are often assessed on two aspects i.e., core
of the service and relationship aspect (Iacobucci & Ostrom,
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1993). The core of a service is “that part of the service we
think of when we name the service” (Iacobucci & Ostrom,
1993, p. 258). For instance, the dinner served at a restaurant
will be evaluated by quality and flavor of the food. In other
words, the core of the service focuses on competence and
efficiency. The relationship aspect of a service “describes the
interpersonal process by which the service is delivered” (Iac-
obucci & Ostrom, 1993, p. 258). For instance, the warmth
and friendliness of a waiter.

The above review suggests that service firms are charac-
terized by unique features. The current research focuses on
scarcity of two fundamental resources that service firms use
to achieve their goals — money and time.

Money and time resources in service firms

Past research highlights that service firms need resources to
conceive and implement strategies that improve efficiency
and effectiveness (e.g., Barney, 1991). This perspective,
grounded in the resource-based view of the firm (Wer-
nerfelt, 1984), emphasizes the possession of resources as
being indispensable for enhancing the value of the service
firm and providing competitive advantage. We examine two
service firm related resources — money and time — that are
essential for providing services (Barney, 1991; Mulligan,
1997; Ryan, 2017; Zeithaml et al., 1985). Money resource
is an essential resource of the service firm that character-
izes the amount of cash that is available to ensure that the
firm is able to provide services. The accounting for money
is a routine activity for businesses such that “businesses
are mandated to keep accounts of monetary expenses” and
“money is treated as a factor of production” (Soman, 2001,
p- 171). Past research highlights that money resource is
important in determining firm’s business performance (de
Jong et al. 2021; Morgan, 2012). In addition, as noted, a
unique aspect of service firms is perishability, or the fact
that services cannot be stored or inventoried. Since ser-
vices involve performances or processes that cannot be
stockpiled, time resource becomes an important feature of
service firms.

In sum, money and time are two important resources for
service firms. While money and time resources are highly
valued, however, service firms often experience scarcity of
resources.

Scarcity of money and time resources

“Money and time are both lamentable constraints in life, as
well as our principal means of attaining and experiencing
what life has to offer” (Macdonnell & White, 2015, p. 551).
“Resource scarcity is an increasingly pressing problem”
(Hosany & Hamilton, 2022; Lee-Yoon et al., 2020, p. 391;
Sarial et al., 2021). Many firms often state that they do not
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have adequate money or time to meet the demands of con-
sumers (BBC, 2021; Knoll, 2020; Ong, 2020).

Scarcity in firm’s resources is defined as the difference
between firm’s present level of resource available and a
higher, more appropriate level of resource (Cannon et al.,
2019). Consumers often observe such scarcity by comparing
the present state of the target firm to the state of compara-
ble firms (Sharma & Alter, 2012; Sharma et al., 2014). In
our context, we define service firms have ‘scarcity in time
resource’ when firms’ level of time resource available is
perceived to be lower compared to other firms. In contrast,
service firms have ‘scarcity in money resource’ when firms’
level of money resource available is perceived to be lower
compared to other firms.

Service firm related scarcity of time resource can be
caused due to time bound surge in demand such as holidays,
seasonality, tourist season, etc. (Kimes & Wirtz, 2002) or
due to limited supply such as operational limitations (Ong,
2020). Similarly, service firm related scarcity of money
resource can be caused due to excess demand such as higher
cost of raw materials (Tappe, 2021) or due to limited supply
such as financial crises induced budgetary cuts (Bicen &
Johnson, 2014).

Service firm related scarcity of time resource can be
caused due to naturally occurring reasons such as limited
reservations due to weekend demand or due to deliberate
reasons such as giving out limited reservations. Similarly,
service firm related scarcity of money resource may also be
triggered due to naturally occurring reasons such as finan-
cial crises induced budgetary cuts and inflation, or due to
deliberate reasons such as services offered at reduced prices
or when prices are not increased in light of increasing cost
of raw materials.

The service firm related scarcity could be highlighted by
consumers such as through word-of-mouth, crowdfunding
appeals (Adams, 2020; Xiang et al., 2019), etc. For instance,
Jessica (a consumer at Punjabi Deli) launched GoFundMe
crowdfunding when Punjabi Deli was impacted by Covid-19
(Eater, 2020). These service firm related scarcity of money
resource could also be pointed out by media reports. For
instance, a media report highlighted how Chinatown busi-
nesses in New York have faced scarcity of money resource
(Stieg, 2020).

Scarcity cues can exist on a continuum from purely time
resource scarcity cues to purely money resource scarcity
cues (Hershfield et al., 2016). In our research, we treat scar-
city cues as showing either time scarcity or money scarcity
or none. As noted, service firm related scarcity of money
resource can be highlighted using cues such as crowdfund-
ing appeals focusing on financial distress and service firm
related scarcity of time resource can be highlighted using
cues such as limited availability as indicated by lack of time
slots. Thus, firms can be scarce on either money or time

resource. However, the firm that is scarce on money resource
may as well be scarce on time resource too. Hence, we also
examine the possibility when both money and time resources
are scarce.

Relevant to our research, when firms are scarce in money
resource, these firms are seen as being without an economic
agenda, not solely motivated by profit, and lacking greed
(Grégoire et al., 2010). They are also likely to induce sub-
sequent association with other-centeredness and altruistic
motives (Ellen et al., 2006). Thus, scarcity of money is more
aligned with the relationship aspect of a service.

As noted, time resource is essential for firms to provide
comprehensive service to consumers (Zeithaml et al., 1985).
This is because time resource, by its definition, involves per-
formances and activities that the services are comprised of
(Berry, 1980). Thus, time scarcity implies that service firm
providing service to one consumer precludes the service firm
from providing service to another consumer. When service
firms experience time scarcity, it increases delay in provid-
ing service to potential consumers. Hence, when service
firms appear to be scarce on time resource, consumers may
infer that service firms are ‘in demand’ by other consumers.
Hence, scarcity of time is more aligned with the core of a
service that focuses on competence and efficiency.

In sum, service firms often experience scarcity of money
and time resources and scarcity of resources is detrimental
for service firms. We explore the intriguing possibility that
consumer perceptions can be managed to induce have more
favorable perceptions of service firm related scarcity. We
examine how two major firm related scarcities of time and/
or money resources will be perceived and evaluated by the
consumers. In this research, we consider the implications
of service firm related scarcity on two basic dimensions of
social perceptions — warmth and competence — that are used
to assess other people.

Social perceptions: Warmth and competence

A significant body of social psychology research has
found that individuals make sense of social groups around
them along two fundamental dimensions- by assessing
the intention of others, characterized by warmth dimen-
sion, and by assessing the likelihood in carrying out the
intention, characterized by competence dimension (Fiske
et al., 2002, 2007). In particular, the warmth dimension
is used to assess traits like friendliness and trustworthi-
ness. The competence dimension, in contrast, is used to
assess traits like efficiency and skill. These dimensions
guide social perceptions and elicit specific emotions and
differential behaviors towards the target group (Cuddy
et al., 2007). Individuals use these dimensions to assess
themselves, other groups, nations, and social objects (Chen
et al., 2014). Past research in consumer psychology has

@ Springer
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shown that the two dimensions of social perceptions can
also be used to interpret and assess information about firms
(Kervyn et al., 2012; Yang & Aggarwal, 2019). Emerging
research has pointed out that specific brand-related cues
may predict warmth and competence perceptions. Yang and
Aggarwal (2019) showed that small sized companies are
associated with higher warmth inferences, and this associa-
tion has implications for evaluations. Thus, it appears that
specific cues may lead to differential consumer perceptions
and downstream consequences in terms of evaluations and
purchase preferences. Similarly, these findings are compat-
ible with the framework that service firms are evaluated
in terms of two aspects- core and relationship (Iacobocci
& Ostrom, 1996). In other words, the core aspect can be
conceptualized as related to competence and relationship
aspect can be conceptualized as related to warmth. How-
ever, the importance and downstream consequences of
warmth and competence in the context of service firms
have not been systematically investigated.

In sum, warmth and competence are two primary dimen-
sions of social perception. In this research, we examine how
money and time scarcity cues of service firms will affect
warmth and competence perceptions of service firms.

Hypotheses development

Scarcity cues and consumer perceptions of service
firms

Past research has pointed out that busy firms promote
unique norms and behavioral patterns aimed at being
task oriented (Rafaeli & Sutton, 1990; Sutton & Rafaeli,
1988). In a qualitative investigation, Sutton and Rafaeli
(1988) found support for the premise that busy stores are
more focused on task and efficiency and are less friendly.
In their interviews with clerks in busy stores, the clerks
agreed that friendly expressions were not essential and
were less likely to engage in greetings, smiling, thank-
ing, and establishing eye contact with customers since
these expressions were perceived to hamper efficiency.
Further, consumers are also more likely to focus on the
core of the service (i.e., competence related traits) and
less likely to focus on the friendliness cues in the busy
stores (Grandey et al., 2011). When consumers visit such
firms, they are likely to observe the focus on competence
and hence, regard these firms high on competence. Thus,
busy firms are more focused on quality and efficiency as
well as consumers are more perceptive of the competence
dimension of social perception.

In addition, as noted, when service firms appear to be
scarce on time resource, consumers consider these service

@ Springer

firms to be ‘in demand’ by other consumers and scarcity of
time resource is aligned with the core of a service. Hence,
we predict that busy service firms will be considered high
on competence.

There is some evidence that firms that are associated
with social objectives are considered high on warmth per-
ceptions. For instance, past research has suggested that
non-profits, because of their commitment to social objec-
tives, are considered to be warmer than for-profit brands
(Aaker et al., 2010). In an experiment, participants read
a description about a product that was made either by a
non-profit organization (e.g., www.mozilla.org) or for-
profit organization (e.g., www.mozilla.com). Participants
rated non-profit organizations as higher on warmth and
generosity perceptions compared to for-profit organiza-
tions (Aaker et al., 2010, study 1). Another correlational
study found that brands that were subsidized by govern-
ment, for instance USPS, Veterans Hospital, Amtrak, and
Public Transportation, were perceived as having positive
intentions (Kervyn et al., 2012). Similarly, the small size
of the firm is also associated with warmth perceptions
(Yang & Aggarwal, 2019). Thus, past research has shown
that high warmth perceptions are associated with firms
having specific characteristics such as social objectives
(Torelli et al., 2012).

Interestingly, none of the studies have examined
another enduring characteristic often associated with
firms that have social objectives and are smaller in size,
limited money resource. We investigate the possibility
that scarcity of money resource is yet another factor that
may be instrumental in inducing warmth perceptions. As
noted, when firms are scarce in money resource, these
firms are seen as other-centered and more aligned with
the relationship aspect of a service. Thus, we predict that
firms lacking money resource will evoke higher warmth
perceptions.

While we have discussed the consequences of the scarcity
of either money or time resource on warmth and competence
perceptions respectively, it is likely that both money and
time scarcity may occur concurrently in some situations.
Taken together, when scarcity of money cues are accom-
panied by scarcity of time cues, we suggest that money and
time scarcity will have an additive effect such that the firm
will be perceived as higher on both warmth and competence.

H1la Service firm that is scarce on only money resource is
judged as higher on warmth.

H1b Service firm that is scarce on only time resource is
judged as higher on competence.

H1c Service firm that is scarce on money and time resource
is judged as higher on warmth and competence.
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Scarcity cues and purchase decisions

In the service firm context, the goal of the interaction is to
receive service and hence, the interaction is more formal,
work related and economic in nature (Grandey et al. 2005;
Tacobucci & Ostrom, 1993; Parasuraman et al., 1985). Past
research has shown that high levels of task performance and
warmth (or authenticity) leads to higher customer satisfac-
tion (Grandey et al. 2005). In a study using video vignettes
of hotel check-in encounter to manipulate clerk’s task per-
formance (by providing accurate vs. inaccurate information)
and authenticity (by providing genuine vs. fake smiles),
Grandey et al. 2005 (study 1) found that genuine smiles had
an additive impact on customer satisfaction only when tasks
were performed well. We examine the simultaneous impact
of scarcity of money and time resource in service firms.
Based on the above research, we expect that when scarcity
of time cues are accompanied by scarcity of money cues,
such firms will be more preferred in purchase decisions since
warmth perceptions have an additive impact on purchase
decisions.

H2 Service firm that is scarce on money and time resource
has higher purchase preferences compared to service
firm that is scarce on only money, scarce on only time,
or control condition.

The moderating role of consumption contexts
and purchase decisions

Social perception is contextually dependent, and the degree
to which individuals utilize and consider warmth and com-
petence perceptions in their social assessments is dynamic
and differs across situations (Abele & Wojciszke, 2007). We
suggest that the distinction highlighted in the social psy-
chology literature between communal and exchange relation-
ship contexts will be useful in determining the relevance of

specific dimensions of social perceptions (Clark & Mills,
1993). The communal relationship contexts are governed
by social considerations and people have a genuine concern
for the other's welfare (Clark & Mills, 1993). In contrast, the
exchange relationship contexts are governed by economic
considerations and involve profit maximization (Clark &
Mills, 1993). In particular, relationships for business pur-
poses are typically characterized as exchange relationships
whereas family and friendship relationships are generally
characterized as communal relationships (Aggarwal, 2004).
In addition, specific relationship contexts lead to differences
in importance and relevance assigned to social perception
dimensions (Abele & Wojciszke, 2007). Relevant to our
research, communal and exchange relationship contexts cor-
respond with warmth and competence perceptions respec-
tively. Specifically, communal relationship contexts lead to
greater relevance of warmth perceptions while assessing the
firm, whereas exchange relationship contexts lead to greater
relevance of competence perceptions while assessing the
firm.

H3a Service firm that is scarce on money resource has
higher purchase preferences in communal relationship
(vs. exchange relationship) context.

H3b Service firm that is scarce on time resource has higher
purchase preferences in exchange relationship (vs. com
munal relationship) context.

Summary of studies

Four studies were conducted to test the proposed hypotheses
(Fig. 1). Studies 1 and 2 examined whether firms that are
scarce on time resource vs. money resource are perceived
differently on their warmth and competence perceptions. In
particular, we assessed whether firms that appear scarce on
time resource are perceived to be more competent, while

Fig.1 Conceptual model
Consumption context
(Exchange vs.
communal)
H3a, H3b

Hla
Poor firm =) | Warmth perceptions —

Hlb

: Purchase

Busy firm =) | Competence perceptions | =—=) T —

Hlc

Warmth and
B ind e ’ Competence perceptions
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firms that appear scarce on money resource are perceived
to be warmer, as detailed in Hla and H1b. Study 3 exam-
ined the combined effect of money and time scarcity cues
on warmth and competence perceptions (Hlc). Study 3
also examined the downstream consequences of scarcity of
money and time among service firms on purchase decisions
as detailed in H2. Study 4 assessed whether the consumption
context moderated the impact of scarcity cues on purchase
preferences (H3a and H3b).

Study 1: Perceptions of hair salons

Study 1 featured hair salons and presented scarcity cues
in terms of money or time and examined the implications
for warmth and competence perceptions. Specifically, we
assessed whether presenting as a poor firm increases warmth
rating compared to the control group and presenting as a
busy firm increases competence ratings compared to the
control group as predicted in Hla and H1b.

Method
Participants

One hundred and eighty nine participants from a large uni-
versity in US (M, =19.66, SD,,. =0.89, 46.6% females)
completed this study for course credit. Participants were
randomly presented with one of the three conditions that
varied on scarcity cues- scarcity of time condition, scarcity
of money condition, or control condition.

Procedure

Participants were asked to imagine that they had decided to
go to a hair salon. They were told that they will be presented
with brief comparative profiles of three randomly selected
hair salons and the next availability for booking service at
these hair salons. Participants were presented with either
busy, poor, or control condition.

The profiles of the hair salons included a short descrip-
tion of the hair salon, company details including net income,
and information about the next availability of the hair salon
(adapted from Yang & Aggarwal, 2019). In the busy condi-
tion, we varied the availability of the focal salon such that
the focal salon was less available compared to the other two
hair salons. Specifically, in the busy condition, the focal
hair salon was next available after one month in compari-
son to the other two hair salons, which were next available
the following day. In the poor condition, we varied the net
income of the focal salon such that the focal salon had a
lower net income compared to the net income of the other
two hair salons. Specifically, in the poor condition, the focal
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hair salon had lower net income (i.e., $4,000) in comparison
to the other two hair salons (e.g., $45,000). In the control
condition, the focal hair salon had similar availability and
had similar net income in comparison to the other two hair
salons.

Participants were then asked to rate the focal salon on two
measures of warmth and competence perceptions. For the
first measure of warmth and competence perceptions, they
rated the salon on three traits to comprise the warmth index
(warm, kind, and understanding («=0.90)) and three traits
to comprise the competence index (competent, effective,
and efficient (a=0.82); adapted from Aaker et al., 2010).
For the second measure of warmth and competence percep-
tions, participants assessed the salon on two items about
intentions of the salon (“has good intentions toward ordinary
people” and "consistently acts with the public’s best interests
in mind” (a¢=0.81) on a seven-point scale (1 =not at all,
7=very much) based on Kervyn et al. (2012). Participants
also evaluated the salon on two items about the ability of the
salon (i.e., “has the ability to implement its intentions” and
“is skilled and effective at achieving its goals” (a¢=0.79) on
a seven-point scale (1 =not at all, 7= very much; Kervyn
etal., 2012).

At the end of the study, participants completed the manip-
ulation checks, where they were asked to rate the extent to
which the focal hair salon appeared scarce on money, assess-
ing the manipulation of the poor condition on a seven-point
scale (1 =not at all, 7=very much). Similarly, participants
were asked to rate the extent to which the focal hair salon
appeared scarce on time, assessing the manipulation of the
busy condition on a seven-point scale (1 =not at all, 7=very
much). Participants also answered the questions on the
believability of the description of the hair salons. Finally,
they completed the demographic information about age and
gender.

Results
Manipulation checks

An independent samples t-test was conducted on the por-
trayal of money resource scarcity. The results confirmed the
efficacy of the manipulation of the poor salon. As expected,
participants in the poor condition thought that the focal
firm was presenting money scarcity compared to busy con-
dition (Mp,,, =4.89, SD=1.70; My,,, =3.16, SD=1.30;
t(128)=6.53, p<0.001). In addition, another independ-
ent samples t-test was conducted on the portrayal of time
resource scarcity, confirming the efficacy of the manipu-
lation of the busy firm. As expected, participants in the
busy condition thought that the focal salon was presenting
time scarcity compared to poor condition (Mg, =5.84,
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SD=1.31; Mp,,,=3.23, SD=1.79; t(128) =9.49, p <0.001).
The independent samples t-test that was conducted on
believability measure showed that participants in two con-
ditions rated the description to be similar on believability
(Mpoor=4.76 SD=1.31; My, =4.91, SD=1.40; t<1).

Warmth and competence perceptions

A one way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted
to determine the impact of scarcity cues on warmth percep-
tions. The results showed that there was a statistically sig-
nificant difference among warmth perceptions for the three
cue conditions (F(2, 187)=4.99, p<0.01). Specifically of
interest, follow up analyses showed that participants rated
poor salon to be higher on warmth ratings compared to the
control condition (Mp,,,=4.96, SD =1.28; Mo =423,
SD=1.28; t(124)=3.14, p <0.01), supporting Hla.

Similar one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine
the impact of scarcity cues on the social perceptions of
competence. The results showed that there was a statisti-
cally significant difference among competence perceptions
for the three cue conditions (F(2, 187)=5.03, p<0.01).
As expected, follow up analyses showed that participants
rated the busy salon to be higher on competence ratings
compared to control condition (Mg, =5.21, SD=1.43;
Mconwor =4-51, SD=1.08; t(122) =2.97, p <0.01), support-
ing H1b (see Fig. 2).

Intentions and ability perceptions

The one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine the
impact of scarcity cues on the intention perceptions. The
results showed that there was a statistically significant dif-
ference among intention ratings for the three scarcity cue
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Fig.2 Warmth and competence perceptions of busy, poor, and con-
trol conditions (Study 1)

conditions (F(2, 187)=8.51, p<0.001). Follow up analyses
showed that, as expected, participants rated the poor salon
to have better intentions compared to the control condi-
tion (Mp,.,=5.11, SD=1.25; Mcoprar =4-23, SD=1.09;
t(124)=4.05, p <0.001).

Similar one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine
the impact of scarcity cues on ability perceptions. The results
showed that there was a statistically significant difference
among ability perceptions for the three scarcity cue conditions
(F(2, 187)=5.79, p<0.01). Specifically of interest, follow up
analyses showed that participants rated the busy salon to have
higher ability compared to the control condition (Mg, =5.37,
SD=1.15; Mo =4-63, SD=1.22; 1(122)=3.40, p <0.001).

Discussion

This study provided support for the differential social per-
ceptions of the busy and poor firms. Busy firms were per-
ceived to be higher on competence perceptions compared
to the baseline, whereas poor firms were perceived to be
higher on warmth perceptions compared to the baseline.
In other words, while presenting scarcity of time resource
enhanced perceptions of the firm’s competence and ability,
firms depicting scarcity of money resource are perceived to
have good intentions and higher warmth perceptions.

Study 2: Perceptions of restaurants

Study 2 further examines the systematic differences in per-
ceptions of the busy and poor firms by featuring another
service firm category, restaurants, thereby enhancing the
generalizability of the findings.

Method
Participants

Two hundred and five participants from mTurk
(Mg =40.30, SD,, = 13.18, 56.1% females) completed this
study for a small monetary compensation. Participants were
randomly presented with one of the three conditions that
varied on scarcity cues- scarcity of time condition, scarcity

of money condition, or control condition.
Procedure

Similar to Study 1, participants were asked to imagine that
they had decided to go to a restaurant. They were told that
they will be presented with brief profiles of three randomly
selected restaurants and the next availability for reserving a
table at these restaurants. Participants were presented with
either busy, poor, or control condition.
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The profiles of the restaurants included a short descrip-
tion of the restaurants, company details including net
income, and information about the next availability of the
restaurant. In the busy condition, we varied the availability
of the focal restaurant such that the focal restaurant was less
available compared to the other two restaurants. Specifically,
in the busy condition, the focal restaurant was next available
after one week, in comparison to the other two restaurants
that were next available the following day. In the poor condi-
tion, we varied the net income of the focal restaurant such
that the restaurant had lower net income compared to the net
income of the other two restaurants. Specifically, in the poor
condition, the focal restaurant had net income of $20,000, in
comparison to the other two restaurants of $45,000. In the
control condition, the focal restaurant had similar availabil-
ity and had similar net income to the other two restaurants.

Similar to Study 1, participants were then asked to rate
the focal restaurant on two measures of warmth and com-
petence perceptions. For the first measure of warmth and
competence perceptions, they rated the restaurant on three
traits to comprise the warmth index (warm, kind, and under-
standing («=0.91)) and three traits to comprise the compe-
tence index (competent, effective, and efficient («=0.93);
Aaker et al., 2010). For the second measure of warmth and
competence perceptions, participants assessed the restaurant
on two items about intentions of the restaurant (i.e., “has
good intentions toward ordinary people” and “consistently
acts with the public’s best interests in mind” (x=0.86)) on
a seven-point scale (1 =not at all, 7=very much) based on
Kervyn et al. (2012). Participants also evaluated the restau-
rant on two items about the ability of the restaurant (i.e.,
“has the ability to implement its intentions” and “is skilled
and effective at achieving its goals” (x=0.93)) on a seven-
point scale (1 =not at all, 7=very much; Kervyn et al.,
2012).

At the end of the study, participants completed the manip-
ulation checks where they were asked to rate the extent to
which the focal restaurant appeared scarce on money, assess-
ing the manipulation of the poor firm on a seven-point scale
(1=not at all, 7=very much). Similarly, participants were
asked to rate the extent to which the focal restaurant appeared
scarce on time, assessing the manipulation of the busy firm
on a seven-point scale (1 =not at all, 7=very much). Par-
ticipants also answered the questions on the believability of
the description of the restaurants. Finally, they completed the
demographic information about age and gender.

Results
Manipulation checks

An independent samples t-test was conducted on the por-
trayal of money resource scarcity, confirming the efficacy
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of the manipulation of poor condition. As expected, par-
ticipants in the poor condition thought that the focal res-
taurant appeared scarce on money compared to the busy
condition (Mp,,,=4.51, SD=1.99; M, =3.01, SD=1.77;
t(135)=4.67, p<0.001). In addition, another independ-
ent samples t-test was conducted on the portrayal of time
resource scarcity, confirming the efficacy of the manipu-
lation of busy condition. As expected, participants in the
busy condition thought that the focal restaurant appeared
scarce on time compared to the poor condition (Mg, =5.17,
SD=1.90; Mp,,,=3.57, SD=1.78; t(135)=5.08, p <0.001).
The independent samples t-test, conducted on believability
measure, showed that participants in two conditions rated
the description to be similar on believability (Mp,,,=5.66,
SD=1.45; Mg, =5.84, SD=1.18; t<1).

Warmth and competence perceptions

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine the impact
of scarcity cues on warmth perceptions. The results showed
that there was a statistically significant difference among
warmth perceptions for the three scarcity cue conditions
(F(2, 202)=3.75, p<0.05). Specifically of interest, follow
up analyses showed that participants rated the poor restau-
rant higher on warmth ratings compared to the control con-
dition (Mp,,,=5.48, SD=0.93; Mgpyos =4-94, SD=1.29;
t(134)=2.73, p<0.01), further supporting Hla.

A similar one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine
the impact of scarcity cues on the perceptions of compe-
tence. The results showed that there was a statistically sig-
nificant difference among competence perceptions for the
three scarcity cue conditions (F(2, 202) =4.00, p < 0.05).
As expected, follow up analyses showed that participants
rated the busy restaurant higher on competence ratings
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Fig.3 Warmth and competence perceptions of busy, poor, and con-
trol conditions (Study 2)
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compared to the control condition (Mg, =5.82, SD=1.04;
Meoniro = 9-30, SD=1.39; t(135)=2.42, p <0.05), further
supporting H1b (see Fig. 3).

Intentions and ability perceptions

The one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine the
impact of scarcity cues on the intention perceptions. The
results showed that there was a statistically significant dif-
ference among intention ratings for the three scarcity cue
conditions (F(2, 202)=4.41, p<0.05). Follow up analyses
showed that as expected participants rated the poor restau-
rant to have better intentions compared to control condi-
tion Mpo,=5.50, SD=1.07; Mgpior =4-90, SD=1.33;
t(134)=2.87, p<0.01).

Similar one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine the
impact of scarcity cues on ability perceptions. The results
showed that there was a statistically significant difference
among ability perceptions for the three scarcity cue condi-
tions (F(2, 202)=3.94, p <0.05). Specifically of interest,
follow up analyses showed that participants rated busy res-
taurant to have higher ability compared to the control con-
dition (Mg, =5.55, SD=1.16; M0 =4.87, SD=1.59;
t(135)=2.80, p<0.01).

Discussion

Consistent with Study 1, we found differential perceptions
of the busy and poor firms. Study 2 also provided a more
rigorous test for our basic premise by reducing the extent
to which the restaurants presented scarcity of time resource
and money resource. In particular, the findings showed that
busy firms engendered high competence perceptions when
the busy firms were next available after one month (Study 1)
or one week (Study 2). In addition, poor firms engendered
high warmth perceptions when the poor firm’s net income
was about one-tenth of the comparison group (Study 1) or
half of the comparison group (Study 2).

Study 3: Scarcity of money and time
and purchase preferences

In Study 3, we build on the findings from Studies 1 and 2
in the following ways. First, we examine a scenario where
service firm experiences both money and time scarcity. We
expect that service firm that is poor as well as busy will
engender high warmth and competence perceptions (Hlc).
Second, we examine the downstream consequences of poor
and busy firms on purchase preferences. We predict that con-
sumers will have higher purchase preference for a firm that
has both money and time scarcity compared to firms that
have only money scarcity or only time scarcity or control

condition (H2). Third, this study examines the underlying
role of warmth and competence perceptions in predicting
purchase preferences. Fourth, for greater ecological validity,
we use (a) behavioral purchase choice as a consequential
dependent variable; (b) representative sample of real con-
sumers; (c) real website-based stimuli; and (d) the context
of real service firms. Fifth, for greater generalization, we
use consumer’s reviews to manipulate scarcity of money
and time.

Method
Participants

A representative sample of New York residents was recruited
for the study by market research agency. Four hundred eight-
een participants completed the study for monetary compen-
sation (ages 18-87; M,,.=42.54, SD,,.=16.78, 52.2%
females; 68% with at least a Bachelor’s degree; 59.6% with
household income below $100 K). Participants were pre-
sented with one of the four conditions that varied on scarcity
cues- scarcity of money as well as time (i.e., poor-busy con-
dition), scarcity of only money (poor condition), scarcity of
only time (busy condition), and control condition.

Procedure

All participants learned that they would be shown the Yelp
webpage. The Yelp webpage was adapted using ChromDev-
Tools that modified the User Interface components of the
website (Mathur et al., 2022). The Cascading Style Sheets
(CSS) styling (i.e., text format (such as text color and font
size) and background images) remained same as the real
Yelp webpage. We only changed the textual content of the
webpage. The Yelp webpage showed search results of “Best
Mexican restaurant near New York.” Top three restaurants in
New York that appeared in the search results were shown to
the participants. Participants saw consumers’ online reviews
for each of the three restaurants.

The consumer’s review for the focal restaurant was modi-
fied based on the condition (i.e., poor condition, busy condi-
tion, poor-busy condition, and control condition), however,
the reviews of the other two restaurants remained the same.
In the poor condition, we varied the review of the focal res-
taurant such that consumer’s review described the restaurant
being on the verge of closing many times over the years and
described restaurant’s food and drinks as being easy on the
wallet. In the busy condition, we varied the review of the
focal restaurant such that consumer’s review described the
restaurant as being very busy with wait time being 1 to 1.5 h
and recommended to book reservation in advance. In the
poor-busy condition, the consumer’s review incorporated the

@ Springer



1276

Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science (2023) 51:1266-1283

review of both poor and busy conditions. In the control condi-
tion, consumer’s review was similar to consumers’ reviews of
the other two restaurants. These four conditions were selected
based on a pretest that ensured that these conditions varied on
scarcity cues manipulation but were similar in believability.

After viewing the reviews of the three restaurants, par-
ticipants were asked to complete a behavioral dependent
measure that involved spending real money. Specifically,
participants were told that all participants would enter a raf-
fle and two of them would be randomly picked to receive
$30 cash voucher. The behavioral dependent measure com-
prised of choosing a restaurant (out of the three restaurants)
where participants wanted to spend their $30 cash voucher.
Participants also indicated their purchase intentions for the
focal restaurant, i.e., the extent to which they would like
to visit the restaurant on a seven-point scale (1 =not at all,
7 =very much).

Similar to the earlier studies, participants were then asked
to rate the focal restaurant on warmth and competence per-
ceptions. Specifically, they rated the focal restaurant on three
traits to comprise the warmth index (warm, kind, and under-
standing («=0.93)) and three traits to comprise the compe-
tence index (competent, effective, and capable (a=0.91);
Aaker et al., 2010). Participants completed the manipulation
checks where they were asked to rate the extent to which the
focal restaurant appeared scarce on money using a seven-
point scale (1 =not at all, 7=very much). Similarly, par-
ticipants were asked to rate the extent to which the focal
restaurant appeared scarce on time using a seven-point scale
(1=not at all, 7=very much). Participants then completed
the demographic information about age, gender, house-
hold income, and education. In the end, participants were
debriefed that the Yelp webpage was modified for academic
research.

Results
Manipulation checks

A one-way ANOVA on money resource scarcity manipu-
lation check revealed significant difference across con-
ditions (F(3, 414)=38.38, p<0.001). As expected, par-
ticipants in the poor condition thought that the focal
restaurant was portraying money scarcity compared to
busy condition (Mp,,, =4.81, SD=1.68; Mg, =2.96,
SD =1.69; t(200)=7.79, p<0.001) and control condition
Mgono1=2-96, SD=1.85; t(207)=7.54, p <0.001). In addi-
tion, participants in the poor-busy condition thought that the
focal restaurant was portraying money scarcity compared to
busy condition (Mpey.pysy =4.86, SD=1.90; t(207)=7.61,
p<0.001) and control condition (t(214)=7.44, p <0.001).
Similarly, the one-way ANOVA on time resource scarcity
manipulation check revealed significant difference across
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conditions (F(3, 414)=48.11, p<0.001). As expected,
participants in the busy condition thought that the focal
restaurant was portraying time scarcity compared to
poor condition (Mg, =5.47, SD=1.64; Mp,,, =3.15,
SD=1.85; t(200) =9.39, p <0.001) and control condition
Mggno1=3-10, SD=1.92; t(201) =9.40, p <0.001). In addi-
tion, participants in the poor-busy condition thought that the
focal restaurant was portraying time scarcity compared to
poor condition (Mpygp sy =4.95, SD=1.71; t(213) =7.41,
p<0.001) and control condition (t(214)=7.48, p<0.001).

Warmth and competence perceptions

A one-way ANOVA on warmth perceptions revealed sig-
nificant difference across conditions (F(3, 414)=20.91,
p<0.001). As expected, in the poor condition, the focal
restaurant was perceived warmer compared to control con-
dition (Mp,,,=5.68, SD=1.23; Mnro =4-47, SD=1.50;
t(207)=6.35, p <0.001). In addition, in the poor-busy condi-
tion, the focal restaurant was perceived warmer compared to
control condition (Mpqqy. sy =5.60, SD=1.29; 1(214) =5.95,
p<0.001).

Similarly, the one-way ANOVA on competence percep-
tions revealed significant difference across conditions (F(3,
414)=15.22, p<0.001). As expected, in the busy condi-
tion, the focal restaurant was perceived more competent
compared to control condition (Mg, =5.53, SD=1.04;
Meonuor =451, SD=1.59; 1(201) =5.36, p <0.001). In addi-
tion, in the poor-busy condition, the focal restaurant was
perceived more competent compared to control condition
(Mpoor-busy =3-61, SD=1.35; t(214) =5.47, p <0.001).

Behavioral dependent measure

A logistic regression on the purchase choice (1 =focal res-
taurant; 0 =other restaurants) revealed significant difference
across conditions (Wald's X2(3, N=418)=19.32, p<0.001).
As expected, in accord with H2, participants in the poor-
busy condition (57.7%) were more likely to choose the focal
restaurant compared to the poor condition (41.3%; Xz( 1,
N=215)=5.66, p<0.05), busy condition (42.9%; Xz(l,
N=209)=4.53, p<0.05), and control condition (27.6%;
x*(1,N=216)=19.14, p<0.001).

Purchase intentions

The one-way ANOVA on the purchase intentions revealed
significant difference across conditions (F(3, 414)=11.32,
p<0.001). As expected, participants in the poor-busy
condition had higher purchase intentions for the focal
restaurant compared to poor condition (Mpyy. sy = 6.03,
SD=1.27; Mp,,,=5.35, SD=1.68; t(213)=3.36, p<0.01),
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busy condition (MBusy= 5.48, SD=1.55; t(207)=2.80,
p <0.01), and control condition (Mo =485, SD=1.47;
t(214)=6.32, p <0.001), supporting H2.

Mediation

To examine the underlying role of warmth and competence
perceptions in predicting purchase decisions, we conducted
a serial mediation analysis with purchase decision as DV. We
employed PROCESS Model 80 (5,000 bootstrap samples;
Hayes, 2018) with scarcity cues (1 =poor-busy condition;
0 =control condition) as the predictor, both warmth and
competence perceptions as the first mediator (in parallel) and
purchase intentions as the second mediator, and purchase
choice as the dependent variable. The index of serial media-
tion was significant for both warmth perceptions (f=0.07,
SE=0.05, 95% Confidence Interval (CI) [0.01, 0.19]) and
competence perceptions (f=0.06, SE=0.04, 95% CI[0.01,
0.16]). These findings indicate that both warmth and compe-
tence perceptions impacted purchase intention and purchase
intention further influenced purchase decision for poor-busy
restaurants (see Fig. 4).

Discussion

Study 3 examined the combined effects of money and time
scarcity cues on warmth and competence perceptions and
purchase choice. We found that service firm that was scarce
on money and time resource had highest purchase preference
compared to service firms that were scarce on only money,
scarce on only time, or control condition. We also found evi-
dence for the process that scarcity of money and time resource
led to higher warmth and competence perceptions that conse-
quently increased purchase preferences. These results high-
lighted that money and time scarcity cues impacted behavioral

purchase choice, suggesting that service firm related scarcity
cues could be used to increase consumer’s purchase prefer-
ences and subsequently lead to greater revenues and profits for
firms. We established the robustness of the findings of earlier
studies by providing convergent evidence for the premise that
busy firms engender competence perceptions and poor firms
evoke greater warmth perceptions.

Study 4: Moderating role of consumption
context

In Study 4, we examine the interactive effect of scarcity cues
and consumption context on purchase preferences. We predict
that a firm appearing scarce on time will be evaluated more
favorably when there is an exchange relationship (vs. commu-
nal relationship) context. In addition, a firm depicting scarcity
of money resource will be evaluated more favorably in a com-
munal relationship (vs. exchange relationship) context.

Method
Participants

One hundred and forty-one participants from a large univer-
sity in the US (M, =20.60, SD,,.=1.34, 47.5% females)
completed this study for course credit. The study was a 2
(scarcity cues: busy vs. poor) X 2 (consumption context:
exchange relationship vs. communal relationship) between-
subjects design.

Procedure

Participants were told to imagine that they were either meet-
ing a business associate or a friend for a meal. Past research
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has pointed out that the relationship with “people who inter-
act for business purposes” highlights exchange relationships,
whereas “friendships” are generally characterized as com-
munal relationships (Aggarwal, 2004, p. 88). Participants
were asked to decide on a restaurant and reserve a table
at the restaurant. Similar to Study 2, they were told that
they will be presented with brief profiles of three randomly
selected restaurants and the next availability for booking a
reservation at these restaurants. Participants were presented
with either a busy or poor firm condition. In the busy condi-
tion, we varied the availability of the focal restaurant such
that the focal restaurant was less available compared to the
other two restaurants. Specifically, in the busy condition, the
focal restaurant was next available after one month, in com-
parison to the other two restaurants that were next available
the following day. In the poor condition, we varied the net
income of the focal restaurant such that the focal restaurant
had a lower net income compared to the net income of the
other two restaurants. Specifically, in the poor condition, the
focal restaurant had net income of $5,000, in comparison to
the other two restaurants’ net income of $50,000.

After viewing the profiles of the restaurants, participants
were asked to rate the extent to which they were willing to
go to the focal restaurant on a seven-point scale (1 =not at
all willing to go, 7=willing to go). Similar to earlier stud-
ies, participants were also asked to rate the focal restaurant
on three traits to comprise the warmth index (warm, kind,
and understanding (x=0.87)) and three traits to comprise
the competence index (competent, effective, and efficient
(x=0.85); Aaker et al., 2010). At the end of the study, par-
ticipants completed the manipulation checks, where they
were asked to rate the extent to which the focal restaurant
appeared scarce on money, assessing the manipulation of
the poor condition. Similarly, participants were asked to rate
the extent to which the focal restaurant appeared scarce on
time, assessing the manipulation of the busy condition. Par-
ticipants also answered the questions on the believability of
the description of the restaurants. Finally, they completed
the demographic information about age and gender.

Results
Manipulation checks

A 2 (busy vs. poor firm) X 2 (exchange vs. communal rela-
tionship) between-subjects ANOVA conducted on the por-
trayal of money resource scarcity confirmed the efficacy of
the manipulation of the poor condition. As expected, par-
ticipants in the poor condition thought that the focal res-
taurant was presenting money scarcity compared to busy
condition (Mp,,, =4.30, SD=1.55; M, =2.94, SD=1.55;
F(1, 137)=26.80, p<0.001, np2:0.16). Similarly, the 2 X
2 between-subjects ANOVA conducted on the portrayal of
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time resource scarcity confirmed the efficacy of the busy
firm manipulation. As expected, participants in the busy
condition thought that the focal restaurant was portraying
time scarcity compared to poor condition (Mg, =4.94,
SD=1.56; Mp,,,=3.36, SD=1.57; F(1, 137)=35.74,
p<0.001, np2 =0.21). No other effects were significant. Sim-
ilar 2 X 2 ANOVA conducted on believability measure was
not significant (all Fs < 1) indicating that participants in the
four conditions rated the description similar on believability.

Purchase intentions

The 2 X 2 ANOVA on the purchase intentions index revealed
a significant two-way interaction between scarcity cues and
consumption context (F(1, 137)=9.99, p <0.01, np2 =0.07).
Follow-up analyses revealed that there was higher pur-
chase intention for the poor firm in communal relation-
ship context, compared to exchange relationship context
Mcommunat =5-30, SD=1.67; Mg, cpange =4.50, SD=1.00;
F(1, 137)=5.23, p<0.05, np2 =0.04), supporting H3a. In
contrast, that there was a higher purchase intention for the
busy firm in exchange relationship context, compared to
communal relationship context (Mg, hpge =35.37, SD=1.55;
Mcommunal =4.62, SD=1.54; F(1, 137)=4.76, p <0.05,
np2 =0.03), supporting H3b. (see Fig. 5).

Mediation

To examine the underlying relative role of warmth and
competence perceptions in predicting purchase intentions
and to assess whether mediation paths were moderated for
exchange and communal relationship contexts, we conducted
a moderated mediation analysis. We employed PROCESS
Model 14 (5,000 bootstrap samples; Hayes, 2018) with
scarcity cues as the predictor, competence and warmth

OExchange relationship @ Communal relationship
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Fig.5 Purchase preferences as a function of scarcity cues and con-
sumption contexts (Study 4)
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perceptions as the mediator, consumption contexts as the
moderator, and purchase intentions as the dependent vari-
able. The index of moderated mediation was significant for
both warmth perceptions (f = -0.56, SE=0.24, 95% CI
[- 1.09, -0.15]) and competence perceptions (f = -0.24,
SE=0.14,95% CI [-0.55, -0.01]; see Fig. 6).

Discussion

In Study 4, we examined the effects of scarcity cues and
consumption contexts on purchase preferences. We found
that busy firms had higher purchase intentions in exchange
relationship contexts, whereas poor firms had higher pur-
chase intentions in communal relationship contexts. We
also found evidence for the process that busy firms led to
higher competence ratings that consequently increased pur-
chase preferences under exchange relationship consumption
contexts. In contrast, poor firms led to higher warmth rat-
ings that consequently increased purchase preferences under
communal relationship consumption contexts.

General discussion

Managing scarcity is central to service firms. This research
examined how service firms that are scarce on money and/
or time resource are perceived and how scarcity of resources
impacts purchase decisions. Across different operationali-
zations of time and money scarcity, service firm contexts
(real and hypothetical), and managerially relevant dependent
measures (behavioral purchase choices and purchase inten-
tions) using variety of samples including representative sam-
ple of consumers, online panel participants, and students,

we document that busy service firm is perceived to be high
on competence and poor firm is perceived to be high on
warmth. Service firm that is poor as well as busy is consid-
ered high on both warmth and competence and consequently
has the highest purchase preference compared to either poor
firm or busy firm.

Theoretical contributions

Scarcity of resources is ubiquitous and effectively manag-
ing scarcity is central to enhancing the performance of the
service firm. may present challenge to the service firms. In
this research, we highlight that under certain conditions,
consumers may favorably view such scarcity of resources
for service firms. We provide the first empirical evidence
that busy service firms are perceived high on competence
whereas poor service firms are perceived high on warmth.
Thus, our work makes several important contributions and
helps to better understand the impact of firm-level scarcity
of money and time resource in consumer decision making.

This research extends our understanding of stereotypi-
cal judgments in marketing contexts based on Stereotype
Content Model (SCM) framework (Fiske et al., 2002). The
SCM theoretical framework has been adapted to brand con-
text by emphasizing that perceived intentions and ability
are important aspects in understanding brand perceptions
(Kervyn et al., 2012). Past research has primarily focused on
the downstream consequences of warmth and competence
perceptions (Chen et al., 2014). In this research, we demon-
strate that scarcity of money and time resource may act as
an important antecedent that engenders differential service
firm perceptions and consequently impacts consumers’ pur-
chase decisions. Hence, we contribute to the service firm

Fig.6 Mediation analysis of the
interactive impact of scarcity
cues and consumption context on
purchase preferences (Study 4)
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literature by proposing the antecedent that is not envisioned
in the past literature.

The present research contributes to the scarcity litera-
ture. Extant research has shown that product related scarcity
induces competence related assessments such as increased
perceived value and quality of the products (Brock, 1968;
Gierl & Huettl, 2010; Inman et al., 1997; Parker & Lehmann,
2011). It is important to note that this stream of work is
about consumers' response to scarcity of goods and not about
scarcity of input resources to produce the goods. In contrast,
the present research examines consumers' response to scar-
city of input resources (e.g., time and money) to provide or
produce a service. Diverging from product related scarcity
research that views scarcity as monolithic, we identify dif-
ferent types of scarcities at firm level. While product related
scarcity only evokes assessments regarding the efficiency
and capability of the products, we show that service firm
related scarcity also induces assessments regarding warmth
perceptions of the firms. We show that consumers engage in
distinct decision making processes while evaluating money
and time resource scarcity. The interpersonal aspect, that is
unique to service firms (versus product), makes it possible to
assess the intentions of the firm. In particular, while scarcity
of time is more aligned with the competence dimension of
social perceptions, scarcity of money is more aligned with
the warmth dimension of social perceptions. We also find
that specific consumption contexts moderate the relevance of
warmth and competence perceptions in purchase decisions.

Past research has highlighted that consumers view scar-
city favorably and buy products when they are perceived
as scarce (Ang et al., 2021; Chen et al., 2020; John et al.,
2018). We document that in the service firm context, “scarce
is good” heuristic is most applicable when service firms
experience both scarcity of money resource as well as time
resource since firms that are both poor and busy have greater
purchase preference compared to firms that are only poor or
only busy.

Atindividual level, Bellezza et al. (2017) have indirectly
examined time scarcity and have primarily focused on work-
ing hard (i.e., work for long hours). Their key finding is
that people who overwork are high on human capital char-
acteristics such as ambition, aspiration, and competence.
This finding differs from our research in terms of context
(individuals vs. service firms), conceptualization of depend-
ent variable (human capital characteristics vs. competence),
and time scarcity operationalization (working long hours vs.
lack of time resources).

Managerial implications
The findings of this research can inform service firms about

the implications of specific firm-level scarcity. While most
firms would avoid firm-level scarcity altogether, the current

@ Springer

findings suggest that under certain conditions, service firms
should embrace resource scarcity and rely on firm-level
scarcity cues to cultivate warmth and competence percep-
tions and enhance purchase preferences. Since warmth and
competence perceptions have differential consequences on
consumers’ evaluations, we highlight below different ways
in which firms can employ scarcity cues to evoke warmth
versus competence perceptions.

Word of mouth, such as online reviews, plays a critical
role in influencing consumer’s purchase behavior (Betten-
court, 2019). Firms are considering online reviews as essen-
tial part of the marketing mix planning and are employing
them strategically to influence purchase choices (Dellarocas,
2006; Mayzlin, 2006). A key implication of this research
is that firms may be able to use reviews highlighting firm-
level scarcity to evoke warmth and competence (Study 3).
For example, consumer reviews that highlight firm-level
scarcity could be enlisted at the top of their websites and
marked as the “top reviews” so that these reviews are read
by the consumers first. Similarly, the association of busy and
poor service firms with competence and warmth perceptions
respectively can be seen in the marketplace. For instance,
while pointing out his perceptions about the local restaurants
facing scarcity of money resource, Dr. Anthony Fauci high-
lights, “I feel badly about restaurants losing business, and I
feel it's almost a neighborly obligation to keep neighborhood
restaurants afloat. Even though I can cook at home, several
nights a week I go out for takeout purely to support those
places” (Stieg, 2020).

In addition, our findings suggest that scarcity cues of
money and time resources can also create strategic advan-
tage by comparing the focal service firm with potential
competitors that are non-busy or financially rich using com-
parative advertising. For example, Amazon Explore offers
virtual experiences livestreamed to consumers but their fea-
tured experiences category is so busy that they are often
“all booked up.” So, Amazon advertisement can suggest that
their virtual experience is more in demand. In contrast, the
competing program, YouTube travelogues that are typically
a vicarious experience, is easily available.

Past research has pointed out that store related cues
have implications for consumers’ attitudes and behaviors
(Kamran-Disfani et al., 2017). A service firm may use
physical evidence that signals scarcity of money or time.
For instance, a doctor’s office that often has a long wait
time can inform people about the estimated delay via text
message indicating that the doctor is sought after by the
patients. Similarly, night clubs that often have long lines
outside can inform the potential visitors the need to arrive
early or make reservations. Such signaling of being time
scarce may enhance competence perceptions. Similarly,
scarcity of money can be highlighted at the point of pur-
chase such as at store window. For instance, Army & Navy
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Bags retail store has put the New York times article titled:
“What Happened When Henry Yao Almost Went Bust”
(Knoll, 2020) on its store window, thus highlighting money
scarcity that is likely to evoke warmth perceptions.

As noted, money and time scarcity may provide certain
advantages by signaling warmth and competence respec-
tively, however, to achieve optimal return on investment,
service firms should also strive to excel in both warmth and
competence. For example, a busy restaurant can increase
warmth by providing customers, who are waiting to be
seated, with a free drink or a free appetizer. Thus, this
research provides insights from a consumer perspective on
resource scarcity and its implications for marketing strategy
for service firms.

Future directions

Some issues emerge from the present research that need
further investigation. In our research, we have focused on
scarcity cues that clearly highlight either money or time
scarcity. However, service firms related scarcity cues could
also highlight scarcity of both money and time resources
such as limited space or service staff. Further research could
examine the impact of these scarcity cues that do not clearly
highlight either money or time scarcity and are ambiguous
in nature.

Second, in our research, we examine social perceptions of
warmth and competence in the United States which is an inde-
pendent culture. It is likely that downstream consequences
may systematically differ for warmth and competence percep-
tions in a different culture (Mantrala et al., 2012).

While our studies have examined warmth and competence
orthogonally, in a competitive marketplace, a minimum
level of competence is required to survive. Since consum-
ers believe that competence is necessary for a firm’s survival
and profitability in the marketplace, they may expect that all
service firms to possess at least moderate levels of compe-
tence (Yang & Aggarwal, 2019). Future research can explore
whether the perceptions of low competence could have nega-
tive spillover effects on warmth perceptions.

The focus of this study is on examining how service
firm related scarcity cues impact consumer perceptions and
purchase decisions. Future research may address whether
the antecedents of scarcity cues, such as whether scarcity
cues are naturally occurring or deliberate on the part of the
service provider, may have differential impact on purchase
decisions.

Our research is focused on service sector, specifically the
retailing industry. It will be productive to examine warmth
and competence perceptions in other marketing contexts such
as salesforce management, couponing, and online contexts
(Mantrala et al., 2010). Interestingly, fashion and motion
pictures industries, while not part of the service sector, have

distinct market dynamics that are relevant to our research
(Mantrala et al., 2005). For example, in the fashion industry,
resource rich firms like Louis Vuitton have a clear competi-
tive advantage, however, applying warmth and competence
framework may provide insights on how poor firms can also
gain competitive advantage (Mantrala & Rao, 2001).

Our findings related to warmth are uniquely relevant
to service firms due to their interpersonal nature. While
consumers may interact with non-service firms, but such
interactions are thought to be primarily along competence
dimension. While research in marketing has also addressed
consumer relationships with brands, such relationships are
often static one-sided consumer interaction with brand’s
product, whereas consumer relationship with service firms
are more interpersonal and reciprocal. For instance, consum-
er’s relationship with law firm is often more interactive and
mutual that can considerably impact the evaluation of legal
service. Future research can examine how consumer-brand
relationship differs from consumer-service firm relationship.

In sum, our findings suggest that scarcity, while often
viewed as a challenge in general, and specifically during
economic or socially disruptive periods, could be a signal-
ing cue for warmth and competence and if managed effec-
tively, could provide a major competitive advantage. Service
firms can be strategic and creative in how they rely on their
resource scarcity to communicate warmth and competence.
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