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Abstract 

Nowadays, pricing is one of the most challenging tasks for marketers. Despite its importance for both academics 
and practitioners, consumers’ reactions to prices remain not clear, especially with the emergence of new forms of 
prices, among which we can highlight the use of complex prices, which is becoming increasingly popular. 
Complex prices’ perception is highly dependent on the way they are communicated; consequently, complex 
prices communication plays a crucial role in shaping perception. This study is a continuity of previous researches 
that have validated the perceptual effects of complex prices communication. It attempts to show the effects 
complex prices communication has on its perceived fairness. In addition, the effects of the moderating variables; 
Seller Credibility and Responsibility Attribution (i.e., inferred motive) are studied. One hundred thirty-five 
undergraduate students participated in the study. They were randomly assigned to 2 (sequential communication 
of complex price vs non sequential communication of complex price) x2 (credible seller vs less credible seller) 
conditions. Manipulation consisted of presenting a scenario of buying an online air ticket. The results of our 
research highlight that sequential complex price communication has a significant effect on its perceived fairness. 
In particular, the results show that the perceived fairness of price is more negatively affected when the seller 
lacks credibility according to consumers. Also, it has been proved that the delayed communication of some of the 
complex price components could be perceived as a way to get a higher profit, which deepens the negative 
perceived fairness. 
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1. Introduction 

Nowadays, pricing is one of the most challenging tasks for marketers. Despite its importance for both academics 
and practitioners, consumers’ reactions to prices remain not clear, especially with the emergence of new forms of 
prices, among which we can highlight the use of complex prices, which is becoming increasingly popular. 
Actually, it has been noticed that we don’t not only find this form of prices in traditional shops, mail orders or 
Internet, but also in places where it is least expected taking new forms and shapes. For example, we can find it in 
hotels once we want to pay keys supplement, or in stores where we want to buy Christmas tree installation, etc. 
(Bertini & Wathieu, 2004). 

1.1 Complex Prices: Definition 

A complex price could be defined as any price which is composed of, at least, two components. In other words, 
when we have a complex price, the consumer is required to carry on arithmetic operations in order to establish 
the final price. 

Different forms that may be used: 

1) The final price consists of a basic price that should be multiplied by a number of months (Estelami, 1997). 
For instance, the monthly subscription tariff of a telecommunication package consists of the monthly fee 
multiplied by the number of months depending on the contract duration (ranging from 12 to 24 months). 

2) The total price is composed of the main price to which some surcharges may be added (Morwitz et al., 
1998). These surcharges (which are called extra-component) are usually of a less amount when compared to the 
main price. A good example to this form is shipping charges or insurance fees. In the marketing literature, this 
form of price is usually called “partitioned”. 
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3) The promotional price displayed during the sales period indicated without mentioning the final price 
(e.g., % 49.99 reduction or 25% off) (Kim & Kramer 2006). 

The literature addressing this filed is relatively recent and it is mainly concerned with products. Yet, the results of 
the aforementioned studies encouraged sellers to apply this relatively new form of prices in order to attract 
consumers by hiding some of the price components. Actually, the reason behind this employment is related to the 
effectiveness of this form of communication in reducing the perceived sacrifice, and this is for two reasons: (1) 
the consumer tends to use heuristic approach to get the final price or (2) he completely neglects the extra- 
component. However, few prospective studies have warned about the negative effects related to this form of 
communication, since the consumer could feel that he was deceived by the company (Lee & Hann 2002; Romani 
2006, Carlson & Weathers 2008).  

Actually, Complex prices perception is highly dependent on the way they are communicated. Consequently, this 
research aims at studying one component of the complex price communication which is sequentiality (Note 1). 
The study will examine its effect on the perceived price fairness by assuming that the difference between the 
estimated price and the actual one is created by the delayed communication of some of the price components, 
which may negatively affect its fairness since this former is partially determined by the perceived profits of the 
seller. This difference, indeed, may be considered as a technique for obtaining an additional profit (Martin-Ruiz 
& Rondan-Cataluna, 2008). 

This study is a continuity of past research that has validated the perceptual effects of complex prices 
communication. It attempts to show the effects of complex prices communication on its perceived fairness. Also, 
the effect of the moderating variables Seller Credibility and Attribution of Responsibility (i.e., inferred motive) 
are studied. A 2x2 between-subjects design was established in order to test the effect of these variables. In the 
following part, both conceptual and hypothetical frameworks are presented. Then, results and discussion are 
exposed. Finally, we discuss the limitations of this study in addition to some suggestions for future research. 

1.2 Conceptual Framework and Hypotheses 

1.2.1 Sequential Price Communication and Perceived Fairness 

Complex price sequential communication refers to the delayed presentation of charges associated to the 
product/service price. We assume that the sequential communication of the different components of the complex 
price reduces its perceived fairness and this is for two reasons. Firstly, the progressive communication of the 
information related to the price usually requires a longer and a sustained effort from the consumer especially that 
the incurred cost increases. The sequential communication of charges relatively modifies between the buyer’s 
contributions/retributions ratio, leading to a lower perceived fairness (Huppertz et al., 1978). 

Secondly, the consumer, who wants to be aware of all the elements associated to the transaction, can perceive 
this delayed communication of the shipping charges as a deliberate manipulative intent (Campbell, 1995). Also, 
it can be seen as an asymmetry of information in the seller’s favor .In fact, the consumer may perceive the 
communication of a lower price (due to the non-integration of all its components) as an attempt to attract him in 
order to be stuck in the buying process. As a result, the consumer can accuse the company of deceiving him, and 
this can negatively affect on the company´s image by harming its reputation or by generating a lack of trust ect. 
(Romani, 2006). Accordingly, we propose to test the following hypothesis: 

H1: The sequential communication of a complex price has a negative effect on its perceived fairness. 

1.2.2 Complex Price Communication and Perceived Fairness: The Role of Attribution 

The theory of attribution (Weiner 1985) provides a solid base for understanding the mechanism of thinking of an 
individual encountered in an ambiguous situation. The consumer feels that there is a manipulative intent when he 
perceives an imbalance between the benefits and the costs proposed by the seller (Campbell, 1995). The 
perceived cost of the product plays a major role in judging price fairness (Bearden, Carlson, & Hardesty 2003; 
Thaler 1983) especially when we take into consideration its perceived legitimacy (Hunt, Kernanand Mizerski, 
1983; Weiner 2000; Vaidyanathan & Aggraw, 2003; Bolton, Warlop, & Alba, 2003). When cost is perceived as 
controlled by the seller (e.g., personnel costs), it is likely to be considered less legitimate than other factors 
which are beyond his control (e.g., inflation, energy or logistics costs). This is referred to as the “Inferred 
Motive” by Campbell (Campbell, 1999). Thus, as indicated earlier, when the consumer deals with a sequential 
communication of the various components of a complex price, he can infer the difference as a manipulative 
intent aiming at maximizing profit (Campbell, 1999). Hence, we propose to test the following hypothesis: 

H2: when a complex price is sequentially communicated, the negative effect on the perceived fairness of 
the price will be more important if the Inferred Motive is attributed to the company. 
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1.2.3 The Moderating Effect of Seller Credibility 

Source Credibility has proved that it influences persuasion (Harmon & Coney, 1982; Moore, Hausknecht, & 
Thamodaran, 1988; Sternthal et al., 1978; Wu & Shaffer, 1987) and plays a moderating role in the relation 
between dissatisfaction and attitude change (Aronson, Tuner, & Carlsmith, 1963; Bergin, 1962; Bochner & Insko, 
1966; Goldberg & Hartwick, 1990). Other studies proved that Source Credibility effects on how consumers 
perceive the seller’s signals (Sternthal, Dholakia & Leavitt, 1978; Swartz, 1984). Both the Cognitive Response 
Model (Greenwald, 1968) and the Elaboration Likelihood Model (Petty & Caccioppo, 1981) consider Source 
Credibility as a key-variable in predicting consumers’ responses. Consequently, in our research, we propose to 
examine the effect of the moderating variable Source Credibility on the relation between price communication 
and perceived fairness: 

H3: The sequential communication of a complex price has a lower (higher) effect on perceived price 
fairness when the seller has a higher (lower) credibility 

Figure 1 illustrates our research hypotheses: 

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual model 

 

2. Method 

One hundred twenty-nine undergraduate students (47% male) participated in our study. They were randomly 
assigned to 2 (sequential communication of the complex price vs non sequential communication of the complex 
price) x2 (credible seller vs less credible seller) conditions. Manipulation consisted of presenting a scenario of 
buying an online air ticket. This industry was chosen due to its frequent use of complex prices.  

Manipulated Variables 

The first dimension of the experimental design, which is complex price sequential communication, was created 
for two stimuli for a Paris-Egypt air ticket: the non-sequential communication price was: 300 Euros including 
taxes and charges (stimulus 1), and the sequential communication price was: 235 Euros (stimulus 2). The initial 
price which was found in the internet was 235, and then a 65 Euros were added to the payment at the end of the 
process. Seller Credibility was employed as follows: it was indicated to the participants that according to 
“UFC-Que Choisir” (a well-known and credible consumers association in France) company A is offering the best 
value in the market place. In addition, it has been put in consumers’ forums that company A is offering 
satisfactory services. As for company B, it was indicated that the participants are dealing with a brand new 
company. Plus, no feedback about company B services was provided. 

3. Results  

3.1 Manipulation Checks 

Responses were obtained through five-point Likert scale. We selected SPSS to test the proposed hypotheses. The 
measurement scales can be considered as valid. The three items of the perceived prices fairness (Campbell, 2007) 
have a satisfactory Cronbach Alpha (0.857). On the one hand, the scale of Seller Credibility has three items and 
its quality is more than acceptable (alpha 0.89). On the other hand, the Inferred Motive has two items and its 
quality can be considered as fairly satisfactory (0.73). Both variables employed in the experiment correspond to 
differences in perception. In particular, as indicated by Boulding & Kirmani (1993) and Campbell (1999), the 
manipulation of Seller Credibility is highly effective (-0.58 against 0.54, t = 7.83 significant at p <. 000). 

3.2 The Effect of Complex Price Sequential Communication on Its Perceived Fairness (Principal Effect) 

The results indicate that the sequential communication of complex price significantly influences its perceived 
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fairness. Indeed, the t test value was -6.80 (p <000) (Table 1). On one hand, the results show that the perceived 
fairness of the complex price was significantly low when the price was communicated sequentially (taxes added 
at the end of the payment process). On the other hand, when the total price was communicated directly the 
perceived fairness marked a higher rate (Table 2). Thus, H1 is validated by our results.  

Indeed, the gap between the first displayed price and the final one disturbs the equilibrium between seller and 
buyer ratios (i.e., ratio = retributions/contributions). This confirms the results found by Campbell (1999) and 
Romani (2006) regarding the effect the seller manipulative intent has on the price perception. 

 

Table 1. Independent samples test 

 

Levene’s Test for 
Equality of Variances 

t-test for Equality of Means 

F Significance T 
Degrees of 
freedom 

Significance 
(2-tailed) 

Mean 
Difference 

Std. Error 
Difference 

95% Confidence Interval 
of the Difference 

Lower Upper 

Equal 
variances 
assumed 

1.413 0.237 
-6.80 127 0.000 -1.03156 0.15154 -1.3314 -0.7316

Equal 
variances not 
assumed 

-6.86 126.661 0.000 -1.03156 0.15022 -1.3288 -0.7342

 

Table 2. Group statistics 

Price communication groups N Mean Standard deviation Standard error mean 

Sequential 68 -0.4877 0.9215 0.1117 
Non sequential 61 0.5437 0.7840 0.1003 

 

3.3 The Moderating Effect of the Inferred Motive 

The t test (t = -7.79, p <000) showed that the effect of the sequential communication of complex price is higher 
when there is a negative Inferred Motive towards the company. (-1.05 against 0.22) (Tables 3 and 4). Thus, H2 is 
validated.  

This result confirms the findings of Campbell (1999) on the effect of Inferred Motive on price perceived fairness. 
In other words, if the consumer feels that the seller is trying to get more profit through a sequential 
communication of some of the price components (Inferred Motive), its fairness will be highly negatively affected. 
This result supports the findings of Martin-Ruiz & Rondan-Cataluna (2008) which confirm that the seller profits 
determine price (un) fairness significantly. 

 

Table 3. Independent sample tests 

 

Levene’s Test for 
Equality of Variances 

t-test for Equality of Means 

F Significance T 
Degrees of 
freedom 

Significance
(2-tailed) 

Mean 
Difference

Std. Error 
Difference 

95% Confidence Interval of 
the Difference 

Lower Upper 

Equal variances 
assumed 

1.549 0.218 
-7.791 66 0.000 -1.27513 0.16366 -1.6019 -0.9483 

Equal variances 
not assumed 

-8.058 65.841 0.000 -1.27513 0.15824 -1.5911 -0.9591 
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Table 4. Group statistics 

Inferred motive* N Mean Standard deviation Standard error mean 
Yes  38** -0.4877 0.9215 0.1117 
No 30** 0.5437 0.7840 0.1003 

Note. *Inferred motive, originally interval variable, was median-splitted and transformed into a dummy variable. Two sub-groups were 
created: a group which perceived an inferred motive within the sequential communication of the complex price and a group which didn’t 
perceive any inferred motive. **Only respondents within the sequential communication situation were asked about their perception of an 
inferred motive (68 respondants). 

 

3.4 The Moderating Effect of Seller Credibility 

ANOVA indicates that the perceived fairness among the experimental groups is different (F=55.3; p<.000) (Table 
5). The Dunnet’s C indicates that the group which has the least Seller Credibility is significantly different than 
group which enjoys higher credibility when it comes to the sequential communication of complex price (Tables 6 
and 7). As a result, Seller Credibility significantly moderates the effect of the sequential communication of 
complex price on its perceived fairness. Consequently, H3 is confirmed by these results.  

As Bolton et al. (2003) said Seller Credibility could trigger inferences of costs (instead of profits) within 
consumers. Also, results show that when a credible seller communicates the complex price sequentially, 
perceived fairness is lower than the control situation (i.e., non sequential communication and credible seller), and 
even lower than the less credible seller (i.e., non sequential communication and less credible seller). This 
suggests that Seller Credibility doesn’t balance completely the negative effect of sequential communication on 
perceived fairness. 

 

Table 5. ANOVA 

 Sum of squares Degrees of freedom Mean Square F Significance 

Between groups 
Within groups 
Total 

73.006 
54.994 
128.000 

3 
125 
128 

24.335 
0.440 

55.313 0.000 

 

Table 6. Descriptives: dependant variable: perceived price fairness 

 N Mean Standard 
deviation 

Standard error 95% confidence interval for mean Minimum Maximum 
Lower bound Upper bound 

Credible 
sequential 

36 0.2220 0.4890 0.8151 0.0565 0.3875 -0.5172 1.2462 
 

Credible non 
sequential 

31 0.6053 0.7695 0.1382 0.3230 0.8876 -0.8205 1.8529 

Less credible 
sequential 

32 -1.2864 0.5672 0.1002 -1.4909 -1.0818 -2.1161 -0.7445 

Less credible non 
sequential 

30 0.4801 0.8068 0.1473 0.1788 0.7814 -1.4272 1.8529 

Total 129 0.0000 1.0000 0.0880 -0.1742 0.1742 -2.1161 1.8529 

 

Table 7. Multiple comparisons: dependant variable: perceived price fairness (Dunnett’s C) 

Price presentation (I) Price presentation (J) Mean difference (I-J) 
Credible and sequential Credible non sequential -0.3832681* 
 Less credible sequential 1.5084826* 
 Less credible non sequential -0.2580503* 
Credible non sequential Credible sequential 0.3832681* 
 Less credible sequential 1.8917507* 
 Less credible non sequential 0.1252178* 
Less credible sequential Credible sequential  -1.5084826* 
 Credible non sequential -1.8917507* 
 Less credible non sequential -1.7665329* 
Less credible non sequential Credible sequential  0.2580503* 
 Credible non sequential -0.1252178* 
 Less credible sequential 1.7665329* 

Note. *The mean difference is significant at 0.05 level. 
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4. Discussion 

The sequential communication of a complex price refers to the delayed communication of some of its. The 
consumer who aspires to know all the elements associated with the transaction may perceive that as a deliberate 
manipulative intent to deceive him (Campbell, 1995).The results of the present research highlight the existence 
of such an effect. In particular, it has been proved that the perceived fairness of price is more negatively affected 
when the seller lacks credibility according to consumers. In addition, it has been proved that Credible Seller 
should not "count" entirely on the “benefit of doubt” (Campbell, 1999) given by the consumer and should not 
take the risk of communicating a complex price in a misleading and manipulative manner. 

Indeed, it has been shown that when the consumer conceives the delayed communication of some of the complex 
price components as a way to get a higher profit, the perceived fairness will be highly negatively affected. It 
would be significantly regarded if future researches would examine the effect of interaction between the Seller 
Credibility and the Inferred Motive in complex price communication in more in-depth.  

Also, it would be useful to test the effect of the moderating variables which are related to individuals, such as 
skepticism toward marketing practices. In the literature, Skepticism is defined as a stable personal trait that 
characterizes people who have a spontaneous tendency to doubt the veracity of the various forms of marketing 
communication (Obermiller & Spangenberg, 1998; Schindler et al., 2005). It could address marketers’ 
motivations, advertising arguments, and actions related to Public Relations. One can assume that skeptical 
consumers, when compared to others, perceive greater unfairness. Thus, skepticism could play a moderating role 
by intensifying the negative relationship between complex price communication and its perceived fairness. 

Besides, the present research considered only students’ perceptions. This segment of consumers may be more 
sensitive to price than other segments, which could accentuate negative perception of fairness. Unfortunately, 
this experiment design limits the external validity of the results. It would be interesting that future research 
examine perception of complex prices within different segments, such as managers or seniors.  

Finally, it should be highlighted that only one form of complex price communication has been investigated in 
this research (i.e., sequential communication). Therefore, future studies might approach other forms and examine 
their effects on price perceived fairness, for instance, addressing the number of price components or the visual 
salience of some components compared to others.  
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