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The effectiveness of random discounts for migrating customers to the 

mobile channel 

 

ABSTRACT 

Omni-channel literature shows that customers’ adoption of the mobile channel results in 

higher purchase frequencies and amounts. Firms can thus benefit from channel migration 

strategies that effectively steer customers to the mobile channel. However, little is known 

about the effectiveness of various channel migration strategies. In line with prior research, we 

identify rewards as the most effective mobile channel migration strategy for Eastern 

customers because they induce less psychological reactance than forced or punishment-based 

strategies. We further extend knowledge by identifying random discounts as the most 

effective reward-based strategy and revealing risk averseness as moderator. Specifically, we 

show that random discounts specifying a minimum value are effective in migrating risk-

seeking and risk-averse customers. These findings contribute to knowledge on channel 

migration, the use of uncertainty in promotions, and psychological reactance. They also 

provide actionable insights for managers by establishing mechanisms to migrate risk-averse 

and risk-seeking customers to the mobile channel.  

 

 

Keywords: Channel migration; Random discounts; Mobile channel; Mobile payment; Risk 
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1. Introduction 

Since Apple launched the first smartphone in 2007 (Shen, 2015), the modern mobile 

phone has become a device not only for calling and texting but for portable entertainment, 

photographing, navigation, mobile internet, and, more recently, mobile payments as well 

(Funk, 2005). As a result, with smartphones ubiquitous in today’s society, many firms are 

attempting to migrate—either entirely or more likely as part of a multi- or omni-channel 

strategy—customers from traditional channels to the mobile channel. Compared with 

traditional channels, the mobile channel is more cost-efficient (Ansari, Mela, & Neslin, 2008) 

and, given its convenience, helps improve customer satisfaction (Nysveen, Pedersen, 

Thorbjørnsen, & Berthon, 2005) and loyalty (Wang, Malthouse, & Krishnamurthi, 2015), 

resulting in higher purchase frequencies (Wang et al., 2015), purchase amounts (Huang, Lu, 

& Ba, 2016), and future spending (Gupta, Su, & Walter, 2004).  

A recent development in mobile channel migration is companies’ attempt to motivate 

customers to use mobile payment platforms (i.e., to pay for goods and services with an 

application on their smartphone). Such mobile payment platforms are owned either by a third 

party (e.g., Apple, Alibaba, WeChat) or by retailers themselves. For example, Target and 

Walmart have recently launched their own payment apps (Kats, 2018a). Indeed, steering 

customers to the mobile payment channel is a worldwide tendency. In China, mobile payment 

reached a total transaction value of 29.6 trillion USD in 2018, after a growth of 66.3% over 

2017 (iResearch, 2018). In addition to China, mobile payments in the United States and 

Europe are poised to take off. In the United States, mobile payment transactions grew 58.4% 

to 78.09 billion USD in 2018 (eMarketer, 2017), with a penetration of 25.3% (Kats, 2018a). 

In Europe, the value of mobile payments is expected to grow to 148 billion USD by 2021 

(eMarketer, 2016), with a growth rate of 21.9% between 2018 and 2026 (NKWood Research, 

2018). Despite these numbers, mobile payments are still far from mass adoption (eMarketer, 
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2016); rather, mobile payment services seem to engender customer resistance, with 55% of 

customers worrying about security and transaction risks when using mobile payments 

(Engagement Bureau, 2019; The Financial Brand, 2018). Other customers believe that mobile 

payments have no obvious advantage over credit card payments in terms of ease of use, speed 

at checkout, and convenience (Statista, 2017). This lack of trust and interest in mobile 

payment services forms a barrier in migrating customers to the mobile channel. Thus, firms 

would benefit from insights into channel migration strategies that effectively steer customers 

to this (payment) channel.  

Current channel migration literature, however, mainly focuses on the antecedents 

(e.g., Ansari et al., 2008) and outcomes (e.g., Ackermann & von Wangenheim, 2014) of 

channel migration, while paying scant attention to the effectiveness of various channel 

migration strategies. A notable exception is Trampe, Konuş, and Verhoef (2014), who find 

that rewarding the use of a new channel by giving customers an absolute discount (e.g., $10 

off) is more effective in motivating them to switch to the new channel than punishing the use 

of old channels or forcing migration by closing down old channels.  

The contribution of this article is threefold. First, we replicate the findings of Trampe 

et al. (2014) by comparing the impact of three channel migration strategies (i.e., forced, 

reward-based, and punishment-based) on customers’ psychological reactance. Previous 

channel migration research has centered on Western customers and on the traditional internet 

channel (Trampe et al., 2014); the current study contributes by showing the extent to which 

the findings generalize to Eastern (Chinese) customers and the mobile payment channel. The 

size of the Chinese market as well as the potential of the mobile channel makes this a non-

trivial addition to existing knowledge (Lu, Yang, Chau, & Cao, 2011).  

Second, we extend current knowledge by examining what particular type of reward-

based strategy is the most effective in migrating customers to the mobile payment channel. 
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Whereas previous research is limited to absolute discounts (Trampe et al., 2014), we evaluate 

absolute, relative, and random discounts and identify random discounts as the most effective 

mobile channel migration strategy for risk-seeking (vs. risk-averse) customers. Such random 

or “roll-the-dice” discounts are reward-based strategies in which customers’ savings depend 

on luck. A procedure, such as a randomization algorithm built into the payment platform’s 

smartphone application, randomly assigns a discount amount to individual customers, making 

the amount uncertain to customers up front. By examining the effectiveness of random 

discounts, this research addresses a recent call to glean insight into customer reactions to 

uncertainty in promotions (Goldsmith & Amir, 2010).  

Third, we also identify the communication of a lower limit of the discount amount as a 

way to mitigate the negative effect of random discounts for risk-averse customers. Such 

results provide actionable insights for marketing and channel managers involved with 

(mobile) channel migration. In summary, this research contributes to the literature on channel 

migration, the intentional use of uncertainty in marketing, and psychological reactance, by 

providing insights into how firms can use random discounts to reduce customer reactance to 

channel migration so as to effectively migrate both risk-seeking and risk-averse customers to 

the mobile payment channel.  

The structure of this paper is as follows: we first describe the theoretical background 

and develop the hypotheses. Then, we conduct three experiments that test the formulated 

hypotheses and present the results. Finally, the paper delineates implications for research, 

practitioners involved in channel migration, and society at large and discusses limitations of 

the study that may provide opportunities for further research. 

2. Theoretical background and hypotheses development 

2.1. The mobile channel 
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With the mobile channel, customers use their smartphones or tablets to search, shop, 

and/or pay for products or services (Shankar, Venkatesh, Hofacker, & Naik, 2010). Whereas 

Trampe et al.’s (2014) study centers on migrating customers to the traditional internet 

channel (i.e., on a personal computer), we focus on migrating customers to the mobile 

channel. The different nature of the mobile channel from the traditional internet channel 

makes this study a meaningful extension: compared with the traditional internet channel, the 

disadvantages of the mobile channel include small screens, tiny input mechanisms, and 

varying screen resolutions (Cao, Liu, & Cao, 2018). The mobile channel, however, also has 

unique and attractive characteristics: it is time and location sensitive, ultra-portable, highly 

personal, and wireless (Andrews, Goehring, Hui, Pancras, & Thornswood, 2016; Shankar & 

Balasubramanian, 2009; Shankar et al., 2010). For example, the mobile channel allows 

companies to track and target customers at the right time and the right place (Andrews et al., 

2016), as well as to become visible to (nearby) customers even if not located in prime 

locations (Zhang, Pelechrinis, & Lappas, 2018). Moreover, Wang et al. (2015) argue that 

though the mobile channel’s screen size and functionalities are more limited than those of the 

traditional internet channel, their temporal and spatial flexibility (Kleijnen, De Ruyter, & 

Wetzels, 2007; Okazaki & Mendez, 2013; Scharl, Dickinger, & Murphy, 2005) are sufficient 

to provide convenient access when customers want to achieve specific goals.  

Extant research has mainly portrayed what drives customer adoption of the mobile 

channel and what types of customers are most likely to adopt the mobile channel. Perceived 

ease of use and perceived usefulness both determine customers’ mobile channel adoption 

intentions and usage intensity (Veríssimo, 2016, 2018). Elderly customers are least likely to 

purchase via mobile channels (Wang et al., 2015), whereas customers who live far away from 

a physical store are the most likely to purchase through these channels (Wang & Goldfarb, 

2017). Customers who are socially excluded also spend more time shopping via mobile 
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channels than non-socially excluded customers (Dennis, Alamanos, Papagiannidis, & 

Bourlakis, 2016). Prior research has also focused on the consequences of mobile channel 

introduction and adoption. Introducing a mobile channel increases firm sales (e.g., Bang, Lee, 

Han, Hwang, & Ahn, 2013; Zhang, Pauwels, & Peng, 2019) and firm value (Boyd, Kannan, 

& Slotegraaf, 2019; Cao et al., 2018). Adding a mobile channel slightly cannibalizes sales of 

the traditional internet channel (Huang et al., 2016) but has a synergy effect on the mobile 

website (Xu, Forman, Kim, & Van Ittersum, 2014). From a customer perspective, Nysveen et 

al. (2005) show that the mobile channel improves customers’ brand satisfaction; customers 

experience greater satisfaction using the touch-based mobile channel than using the mouse-

based traditional internet channel, due to an enhanced perception of psychological ownership 

with mobile devices (Brasel & Gips, 2014). Finally, Wang et al. (2015) report that after 

customers adopt the mobile channel, they order more frequently. Especially for low-spending 

customers, both their order rate and order size increase with usage of the mobile channel.  

 Overall, the current literature offers valuable insights in favor of the mobile channel. 

Surprisingly, however, no research has yet examined how to migrate customers to the mobile 

channel. Moreover, current mobile channel literature focuses on mobile apps or mobile 

websites, while paying scant attention to the mobile payment channel. This is striking 

because the mobile payment channel is an important driver of successful mobile commerce 

(Lu et al., 2011). Mobile payment helps facilitate transactions through its ease of use and a 

reduction of customer waiting time and is a key determinant of customers’ mobile lifestyles 

(Gao & Su, 2016; Zhang et al., 2019). As a consequence, the current research focuses on how 

to migrate customers to the mobile payment channel.  

2.2. Psychological and behavioral reactance 

 The theory of psychological reactance explains how individuals respond to attempts 

to control their behavior and threats to their freedom of choice (Brehm & Brehm, 1981). The 
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unpleasant state of arousal felt in response to such limitations imposed on one’s freedom is 

called “psychological reactance” (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993). Psychological reactance creates a 

motivation to restore the threatened freedom by acting opposite to the influence attempt (i.e., 

behavioral reactance; Brehm & Sensenig, 1966). That is, when an individual’s freedom to act 

in a certain way is threatened or restricted, he or she becomes motivated to restore his or her 

sense of autonomy (Clee & Wicklund, 1980; Noble, Haytko, & Phillips, 2009). For example, 

if customers believe that they are free to choose their method of payment, threatening their 

freedom to pay in cash (e.g., by eliminating, limiting, or discouraging this option) would 

create psychological reactance. To reduce this psychological reactance, they might then 

intend to engage or actually engage in the threatened behavior of cash payments (Kivetz, 

2005). Psychological reactance can thus substantially hinder effective channel migration 

when, for example, trying to switch customers from cash to mobile payments. Other effects 

of psychological reactance are negative feelings and emotions (Brehm & Brehm, 1981), 

negative attitudes toward the entity that presents the threat (Dailey, 2004), and customer 

dissatisfaction and disloyalty (Chea & Luo, 2008; Trampe et al., 2014). Thus, any insights 

into how to prevent or reduce psychological reactance in customers are of direct relevance for 

organizations in general and for channel migration in particular.  

2.3. Psychological reactance in response to reward-based channel migration strategies  

Trampe et al. (2014) argue that when firms want to migrate customers from traditional 

to new or alternative channels, using rewards (e.g., discounts, gifts) to motivate customers to 

cooperate with the firm’s channel migration strategy should produce less psychological 

reactance than imposing punishments (e.g., higher fees) on customers who do not behave 

according to the company’s channel wishes or who are forced to the new channel by the 

elimination of previously available channels. Although some customers may perceive 

rewards as good as punishment or force as attempts to influence their behavior and limit their 
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freedom of choice, rewards are strongly related to positive affect, whereas punishments and 

force are strategies heavily associated with negative affective responses (Oliver, 1980; 

Trampe et al., 2014). In line with this reasoning, Western customers indeed showed less 

psychological reactance in response to limitations imposed on their freedom of channel 

choice when they were rewarded for migration to the internet channel than when they were 

forced to migrate or were punished for usage of an old channel (Trampe et al., 2014).  

With regard to the Chinese market, Chinese customers tend to be more tolerant than 

Western customers (Chan, Wan, & Sin, 2009; Zhang, Beatty, & Walsh, 2008), and people 

from collectivist cultural backgrounds tend to be less sensitive to threats to their individual 

freedom than people from individualist cultures (Jonas, Graupmann, Kayser, Zanna, Traut-

Mattausch, & Frey, 2009). Thus, limitations imposed on Chinese customers’ freedom of 

choice by channel migration strategies may not induce psychological reactance to the same 

extent as among Western customers. At the same time, however, the Chinese culture has a 

strong tradition of using rewards (i.e., gifts) to create and maintain positive relationships 

(Belk & Coon, 1993; Mauss & Ian, 1954), and as such we still expect the least psychological 

reactance among Chinese customers when reward-based channel migration strategies are 

used. Thus, in line with the findings of Trampe et al. (2014), we propose the following: 

 

H1: Reward-based channel migration strategies induce less psychological reactance than 

punishment-based and forced migration strategies. 

 

2.4. Reactance in response to random versus traditional discounts for risk-seeking and risk-

averse customers 

Though better than punishment and force, customers may still perceive rewards (e.g., 

discounts on certain products but not on others) as intended to control their behavior and/or 
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limit their choice, which gives rise to reactance (Kivetz, 2005). Customers could directly 

restore their threatened freedom by rejecting the reward, but at the cost of forgoing the 

reward. Alternatively, and particularly relevant to the current research, customers may 

reaffirm their threatened freedom if they receive a reward they find attractive. Receiving an 

attractive reward may facilitate an attribution that one is acting in accordance with one’s own 

desires and free will (Kivetz, 2005) and, thus, through a restored sense of autonomy, may 

lead to less psychological reactance than less attractive rewards (Clee & Wicklund, 1980). A 

relevant question then is: what are attractive rewards for customers? We posit that the 

attractiveness of a particular reward depends on customers’ risk averseness.  

Research shows that rewards in the form of traditional price discounts (i.e., an 

absolute amount or percentage of the purchase value) have several negative consequences 

from an organization’s perspective, including reductions in customers’ internal reference 

prices (DelVecchio, Krishnan, & Smith, 2007), perceived brand quality (Dodson, Tybout, & 

Sternthal, 1978; Mela, Gupta, & Lehmann, 1997), and lower repurchase levels (Alavi, 

Bornemann, & Wieseke, 2015). Driven by the question of how to attract customers 

appealingly but without the negative effects of traditional price discounts (Goldsmith & 

Amir, 2010), research has increasingly examined promotions involving uncertainty (Alavi et 

al., 2015; Ailawadi, Gedenk, Karen, Ma, & Neslin, 2014; Laran & Tsiros, 2013). Such 

promotions involve uncertainty in the sense that customers’ savings depend on chance (i.e., 

on the outcome of a gamble) and thus are unknown up front (Alavi et al., 2015). 

Promotions involving uncertainty have been around for a long time (Alavi et al., 

2015; Choi, Stanyer, & Kim, 2010; Goldsmith & Amir, 2010; Laran & Tsiros, 2013). For 

example, retailers often offer customers a free gift with the purchase of a product, but which 

gift customers receive is uncertain (Laran & Tsiros, 2013). Other promotions involving 

uncertainty are sweepstakes, scratch cards, and contests (Choi et al., 2010; Goldsmith & 
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Amir, 2010), but in contrast with free gifts and random discounts, promotions involving 

sweepstakes and contests do (and legally should) not require a purchase for participation. 

The effectiveness of such intentional use of uncertainty in marketing is still under 

debate (Alavi et al., 2015). On the one hand, Alavi et al. (2015) report that price discounts 

involving uncertainty alleviate the negative “reference price effect” and partly mitigate 

customers’ low repurchase rates that are common after traditional price discounts. The 

uncertainty involved with random discounts may also elicit greater arousal and, thus, more 

intense emotions than the certainty associated with traditional discounts, in which the 

discount amount is known (Berns, McClure, & Pagnoni, 2001; Schultz, Dayan, & Montague, 

1997). Indeed, Amir and Ariely (2008) report that some degree of uncertainty enhances 

motivation and task enjoyment. Thus, customers facing random discounts may feel more 

motivated and have a more pleasurable experience than with traditional discounts (Lee & 

Qiu, 2009). Finally, people tend to interpret uncertain outcomes through “rose-colored 

glasses” (Armor & Taylor, 2002; Tversky & Kahneman, 1992)—that is, in an optimistic way 

and ignoring the chance of receiving bad outcomes (Goldsmith & Amir, 2010). This tendency 

likely causes customers faced with random discounts to structurally over-estimate the 

discount they will receive.  

On the other hand, researchers have also argued that adding uncertainty to marketing 

strategies negatively affects their effectiveness (Kimball, 1993). Skeptics have emphasized 

their association with risk, anxiety, doubt, and insecurity, as well as customers’ dislike of 

these concepts (Buhr & Dugas, 2002; Dhar, Gonzalez-Vallejo, & Soman, 1995; Gneezy, List, 

& Wu, 2006; Goldsmith & Amir, 2010; Gordon, 2003; Kimball, 1993). As such, the use of 

uncertainty may have limited ability to arouse customer interest (Goldsmith & Amir, 2010).  

Bringing these seemingly contradictory research streams together, we expect random 

discounts to be attractive only to risk-seeking customers. By contrast, risk-averse customers 
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will likely prefer reward-based channel migration strategies based on traditional discounts, 

given the up-front certainty that traditional discounts provide. In other words, we posit that 

customers’ level of risk averseness will determine the attractiveness of the different reward-

based strategies, with more attractive rewards inducing less reactance in customers because 

of an increased attribution that they are acting in accordance with their own wishes and free 

will (Kivetz, 2005). Thus, we hypothesize the following: 

 

H2: Customers’ level of risk averseness moderates the attractiveness of reward-based 

channel migration strategies, such that a random discount is more (less) attractive for 

risk-seeking (risk-averse) customers than a traditional discount, inducing less (more) 

behavioral reactance.  

 

2.5. The effectiveness of full- versus reduced-uncertainty random discounts for migrating 

risk-seeking and risk-averse customers 

If random discounts are a less effective channel migration strategy (i.e., inducing 

more behavioral reactance) for risk-averse customers than traditional discounts because of the 

uncertainty involved with random discounts, one way to enhance their attractiveness and 

potentially mitigate their negative effect is to reduce the uncertainty in the magnitude of the 

random discount by communicating a lower (and upper) limit of the discount amount (Dhar, 

González-Vallejo, & Soman, 1999). Moreover, if a random discount is a more effective 

strategy for migrating risk-seeking customers to the mobile channel than a traditional 

discount (i.e., inducing less behavioral reactance), any intentions to reduce the uncertainty in 

the magnitude of the random discount will negatively affect its capacity to migrate risk-

seeking customers to the mobile channel. Therefore, we hypothesize the following: 
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H3: A full-uncertainty random discount induces a higher (lower) likelihood to migrate 

risk-seeking (risk-averse) customers to the mobile payment channel than a reduced-

uncertainty random discount. 

3. Experiment 1: Replication with Eastern customers in the context of the mobile 

channel  

3.1. Method 

3.1.1. Participants and design 

One hundred and two Chinese participants (students [66.7%] and non-students; 31.4% 

male; mean age 25.0 years, SD = 4.15) took part in this study, either for partial course credit 

or for free. The study employed a single factor (channel migration strategy: forced vs. reward 

vs. punishment) between-subjects design.    

3.1.2. Procedure 

We randomly assigned participants to one of three scenarios that asked them to 

imagine that they were using a food delivery app on their smartphone to order food. They had 

used the app before but, until now, had always paid for their food in cash on delivery. In the 

forced migration condition, participants were told that from now on, they could only pay 

using a mobile payment platform on their smartphone. In the reward condition, they were 

given the choice between payment in cash on delivery or payment through the mobile 

platform and were told that if they used the mobile platform, they would get free delivery 

(i.e., a discount of 7 Chinese Yuan [CNY], circa 1.10 USD). In the punishment condition, 

participants were given the same choice but had to pay a higher delivery fee (i.e., 7 CNY 

more) when choosing to pay in cash.  

Participants then completed the Psychological Reactance Scale (Hong & Faedda, 

1996; Trampe et al., 2014) adapted to our payment scenarios. Sample items included “I feel 

that my freedom to choose a channel to pay for my bill is threatened,” “I feel that I am forced 
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to use the mobile payment platform for my payments in the future,” “The payment option 

through the mobile payment platform made me feel annoyed,” and “I feel that the app forces 

me into a specific behavior.” Items ranged from (1) strongly disagree to (7) strongly agree. 

We used the average (α = 0.9) as a measure of psychological reactance to the new payment 

channel. Participants then indicated on a 7-point scale how difficult they found it to imagine 

the described scenario.  

3.2. Results and discussion 

3.2.1. Difficulty to imagine scenario 

Participants did not report any differences in difficulty to imagine the described 

scenarios across conditions (F < 1, NS). Participants’ difficulty to imagine the scenario also 

did not interact with channel migration strategy to affect psychological reactance (F < 1, NS). 

3.2.2. Psychological reactance 

An analysis of variance (ANOVA) on participants’ psychological reactance as a 

function of channel migration strategy showed a significant main effect (F(2, 99) = 15.90, p 

< .0001). In support of H1, additional analyses demonstrated that participants confronted with 

the reward-based strategy showed less psychological reactance (M = 2.23, SD = 0.89) than 

participants in the forced (M = 3.64, SD = 0.96; LSD [least significant difference], p < .0001) 

or punishment-based (M = 2.92, SD = 1.14; LSD, p < .01; see Fig. 1) strategy.   

-- Insert Figure 1 about here --   

 Limitations imposed on customers’ freedom of choice by channel migration strategies 

did not induce psychological reactance to the same extent among Eastern as among Western 

customers, with lower average values reported by Chinese customers in this study than by the 

Western customers reported in Trampe et al. (2014; differences varying from 1.5 to 2.5 points 
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on Hong and Faedda’s [1996] 7-point scale).1 However, in line with H1, the reward-based 

channel migration strategy still induced less psychological reactance than the punishment-

based and forced strategies. Thus, we replicate the findings of Trampe et al. (2014) among 

Chinese customers and extend their findings by examining migration strategies in a different 

context: the mobile payment channel instead of the traditional internet channel using a 

personal computer. In Experiment 2, we continue where previous research has left off by 

assessing which specific reward-based strategy induces the least reactance and therefore is 

the most effective strategy in migrating customers to the mobile payment channel, taking into 

account individual differences in risk averseness among customers. 

4. Experiment 2: Random versus traditional discounts 

Experiment 1 confirms that a reward-based strategy in the form of an absolute 

discount is an effective strategy for channel migration because it induces less psychological 

reactance in customers than punishment-based strategies or strategies relying on force. In 

Experiment 2, we build on this finding by examining which type of discount, traditional or 

random, is the most effective channel migration strategy under various levels of risk 

averseness.  

Given differences in the uncertainty in the discount amount, we expected to find 

differences in reactance to traditional versus random discounts depending on customers’ level 

of risk averseness. Note that we divided traditional discounts into two types: absolute 

discounts, in which the discount is a fixed amount, and relative discounts, in which the 

discount is a percentage of the purchase value. Traditional discounts are widespread and are 

included herein for reasons of comparability with the less common random discount. We do 

 
1 As Experiment 1 does not include data from Western customers, we could not conduct an empirical construct 
equivalence test of psychological reactance across cultures (see Steenkamp & Baumgartner, 1998). However, 
the Psychological Reactance Scale (Hong & Faedda, 1996) that we and Trampe et al. (2014) use is the most 
widely used instrument to measure psychological reactance, has been translated into many different languages, 
and is used in countries around the world, including China (De las Cuevas,	Peñate, Betancort, & de Rivera, 
2015; Steindl,	Jonas, Sittenthaler, Traut-Mattausch, & Greenberg, 2015; Zhang, Jiang, & Huang 2010).  



16 
	

not offer specific hypotheses on these two discount types because research is inconclusive on 

the attractiveness of absolute versus relative discounts for low-priced products (e.g., Chen, 

Monroe, & Lou, 1998; Lehtimäki, Monroe, & Somervuori, 2019; Weathers, Swain, & 

Carlson, 2012). Moreover, we do not expect differences in the perceived uncertainty of the 

discount amount between these traditional discounts. If anything, customers may have lower 

uncertainty about relative than absolute discounts, given that they are relatively easy to 

compare with percentages, which usually comprise regular, fair, or high discounts (Lehtimäki 

et al., 2019).    

4.1. Method 

4.1.1. Participants and design 

One hundred and ten Chinese participants (students [81.8%] and non-students; 50.0% 

male; mean age 24.3 years, SD = 4.30) took part in this study, either for partial course credit 

or for free. The study used a single factor (reward-based channel migration strategy: random 

vs. absolute vs. relative discount) between-subjects design with risk averseness as a 

continuous moderator.  

4.1.2. Procedure 

We randomly assigned participants to one of the three scenarios that asked them to 

imagine shopping for groceries. When arriving at the cash register of the grocery store, they 

imagined seeing an in-store advertisement promoting mobile payment. They had never used 

mobile payment before. Participants in the random discount condition were told that they 

would receive a random discount, meaning that the amount of discount depended on luck, if 

they chose to pay with their mobile phone instead of using their regular payment method (i.e., 

cash, debit, or credit card). Participants in the traditional, absolute discount condition were 

told that they would get 5 CNY (0.79 USD) off their total bill of 50 CNY (7.90 USD) if 
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choosing the mobile payment, whereas participants in the traditional, relative discount 

condition were promised 10% off their total of 50 CNY if choosing the mobile payment.  

Drawing on the psychological reactance measure of Experiment 1, we then measured 

participants’ behavioral reactance by asking for their likelihood not to switch to the mobile 

payment channel: participants indicated on a 7-point scale their likelihood of paying with 

cash, debit, or credit card. They continued by reporting their agreement with two items on a 

scale ranging from totally disagree (1) to totally agree (7): “I would not describe myself as a 

risk-taker” and “I am seldom the first person to try anything new.” We used the average (α = 

0.8) as a measure of risk averseness (Sharma, 2010). As a control question, we asked 

participants about their familiarity with mobile payment platforms on a scale ranging from 

(1) very unfamiliar to (7) very familiar. 

4.2. Results  

4.2.1. Familiarity with mobile payment 

An ANOVA conducted on familiarity with mobile payment platforms as a function of 

reward-based channel migration strategy showed no main effect (F(2, 106) = 1.15, NS), 

suggesting that participants did not differ in familiarity with mobile payment platforms across 

conditions. Participants’ familiarity with mobile payment also did not interact with reward-

based channel migration strategy (F(2, 97) = 2.78, NS) or risk averseness (F < 1, NS) to 

affect behavioral reactance.  

4.2.2. Behavioral reactance 

We performed a regression analysis (Process model 1; Hayes, 2018) on behavioral 

reactance, with reward-based channel migration strategy (dummy coded, random discount as 

the reference category), risk averseness, and their interaction as predictors. There was no 

main effect of the reward-based channel migration strategy (Babsolute = 0.14, t < 1, NS; Brelative 

= –0.41, t < 1, NS) but a main effect of risk averseness (B = 0.84, t(109) = 3.10, p < .01). As 
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predicted in H2, we found an interaction between absolute (vs. random) discount and risk 

averseness (B = –1.24, t(109) = –3.41, p < .001) and between relative (vs. random) discount 

and risk averseness (B = –1.67, t(109) = –3.67, p < .001). We estimated regression lines at 

one standard deviation below (labeled risk-seeking customers) and one standard deviation 

above (labeled risk-averse customers) the mean (Hayes, 2018). In line with H2, for risk-

seeking customers, the random discount induced the least behavioral reactance (i.e., the 

lowest likelihood not to switch to the mobile payment channel), significantly lower than with 

an absolute discount (B = 1.38, t(109) = 2.61, p < .05) or a relative discount (B = 1.27, t(109) 

= 2.11, p < .05). The difference between the absolute and relative discount was not 

significant (t < 1). 

Also in line with H2, for risk-averse customers the random discount produced the 

highest reactance (i.e., the highest likelihood not to switch to the mobile payment channel), 

significantly higher than with an absolute discount (B = –1.10, t(109) = –2.00, p < .05) or a 

relative discount (B = –2.08, t(109) = –3.26, p < .01). The difference between the absolute 

and relative discount was marginally significant (B = –0.98, t(109) = –1.72, p = .09; see Fig. 

2). 

-- Insert Figure 2 about here – 

 

4.3. Discussion 

Experiment 2 shows that the type of discount that is the most attractive and thus 

suitable for channel migration heavily depends on customers’ risk averseness. For risk-

seeking customers, a random discount is the most effective channel migration strategy. In 

support of H2, when risk-seeking customers received a random discount, their behavioral 

reactance (i.e., their likelihood not to switch to the mobile payment channel) was 

significantly lower than when they received a traditional discount in terms of a fixed amount 
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(absolute discount) or a known percentage of the purchase value (relative discount). By 

contrast, and further confirming H2, the behavioral reactance of risk-averse customers was 

the highest when they received a random discount. For risk-averse customers, the uncertainty 

involved in receiving a discount that is unknown up front is likely unattractive and thus fails 

to reduce their levels of reactance to the influence attempt. Indeed, risk-averse customers 

could best be encouraged to switch to the mobile payment channel by offering a discount 

expressed in an absolute amount or in a known percentage of the purchase value. Finally, for 

risk-averse customers a relative discount showed a tendency of being more effective than an 

absolute discount, a finding that is in line with previous research arguing that relative 

discounts are easier to judge (and thus are lower in uncertainty) because of their relatively 

good comparability with fair and common discounts in the product category (Lehtimäki et al., 

2019). 

5. Experiment 3: Full- versus reduced-uncertainty random discounts  

Experiment 2 identified random discounts as the most effective channel migration 

strategy for risk-seeking customers. The goal of Experiment 3 was to identify conditions 

under which a random discount would also be an effective strategy to motivate risk-averse 

customers to switch to the mobile payment channel. Thus, in Experiment 3 we examined the 

impact of reducing the uncertainty in the discount amount by including conditions in which 

participants received a minimum or a range of the potential discount up front. 

5.1. Method 

5.1.1. Participants and design 

One hundred and twenty-two Chinese participants (students [49.2%] and non-

students; 40.2% male; mean age 27.7 years, SD = 6.79) took part in the study, either for 

partial course credit or for free. The study used a single factor (random discount strategy: 
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full-uncertainty vs. reduced-uncertainty minimum vs. reduced-uncertainty range) between-

subjects design with risk averseness as a continuous moderator.  

5.1.2. Procedure 

We randomly assigned participants to one of three scenarios that asked them to 

imagine being in a fast-food restaurant for lunch. When standing in line to order food, they 

imagined seeing a flyer about the opportunity to use mobile payment. They also imagined 

that they had never used mobile payment before. In the full-uncertainty condition, we told 

participants that they would get a discount consisting of a random percentage of their total 

bill if they chose to pay through the mobile payment platform instead of using their regular 

payment method (i.e., cash, debit, or credit card). In the reduced-uncertainty minimum 

condition, we told participants that they would get a random discount of at least 5% of their 

total bill. Finally, we promised participants in the reduced-uncertainty range condition a 

random discount between 5–15% of their total bill if paying with their mobile phone.  

Participants then indicated their intention to switch to the mobile payment channel by 

indicating on a 7-point scale both their likelihood to pay with their mobile phone and their 

attitude toward paying with their mobile phone (α = 0.7). We continued by measuring risk 

averseness as in Experiment 2 and asking participants about their experience with mobile 

payment on a scale ranging from (1) never used to (7) many times. 

5.2. Results  

5.2.1. Experience with mobile payment 

An ANOVA conducted on experience with mobile payment as a function of the 

random discount strategy showed no significant main effect, suggesting that participants did 

not differ in their experience with using mobile payment across conditions (F(2, 118) = 0.89, 

NS). Participants’ experience with mobile payment also did not interact with random 
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discount strategy on the intention to switch to the mobile payment channel (F(2, 115) = 2.29, 

NS). 

5.2.2. Intention to switch to mobile payment channel  

We performed a regression analysis (Process model 1; Hayes, 2018) on intention to 

switch to the mobile payment channel, with random discount strategy (dummy coded, full-

uncertainty discount as the reference category), risk averseness, and their interaction as 

predictors. There was no main effect of random discount strategy (Brandommin5% = 0.37, t(120) 

= 1.28, NS; Brandom5-15% = –0.31, t(120) = –1.09, NS) but a main effect of risk averseness (B = 

–0.72, t(120) = –3.90, p < .001), indicating that the more risk averse customers were, the 

lower was their intention to switch to the new channel. Importantly, we also found an 

interaction between reduced-uncertainty minimum (vs. full-uncertainty) discount and risk 

averseness (B = 1.16, t(120) = 3.90, p < .001) and between reduced-uncertainty range (vs. 

full-uncertainty) discount and risk averseness (B = 1.82, t(120) = 6.55, p < .001).  

As predicted in H3, additional analyses indicated that for risk-seeking customers (one 

SD below the mean), the full-uncertainty discount produced the highest intention to switch to 

the mobile payment channel, significantly higher than with a reduced-uncertainty range 

discount (B = –2.13, t(120) = –5.37, p < .001). The difference between the full-uncertainty 

discount and reduced-uncertainty minimum discount was marginally significant (B = –0.79, 

t(120) = –1.88, p = 0.06), while the difference between the reduced-uncertainty minimum and 

reduced-uncertainty range discount was significant (B = –1.35, t(120) = –3.08, p < .01). Also 

in line with H3, for risk-averse customers (one SD above the mean) the full-uncertainty 

discount produced the lowest intention to switch to the mobile payment channel, significantly 

lower than with a reduced-uncertainty minimum discount (B = 1.54, t(120) = 3.70, p < .001) 

or a reduced-uncertainty range discount (B = 1.52, t(120) = 3.80, p < .001). The difference 
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between the reduced-uncertainty minimum and reduced-uncertainty range discount was not 

significant (t < 1, NS; see Fig. 3).  

-- Insert Figure 3 about here -- 

 

5.3. Discussion 

Experiment 3 showed that random discount strategies to stimulate channel migration 

are not solely effective for risk-seeking customers. Indeed, we identified conditions under 

which random discounts are also effective strategies to motivate risk-averse customers to 

switch to the mobile payment channel.  

 In support of H3, for risk-seeking customers, a random discount strategy without any 

information limiting its uncertainty proved most effective, thus confirming the importance of 

uncertainty in the effectiveness of random discounts for risk-seeking customers. By contrast, 

for risk-averse customers the full-uncertainty random discount proved least effective. 

Importantly, and also in support of H3, minimizing the uncertainty related to the random 

discount by providing a minimum or range of the discount amount made the strategy 

significantly more effective for risk-averse customers. Note that providing a range rather than 

a minimum discount did not affect the random discount’s effectiveness for risk-averse 

customers, suggesting that it is the reduced uncertainty in the discounts’ lower boundary that 

is important to risk-averse customers. The results of this experiment further show that when 

for practical reasons firms must choose one random discount strategy for both risk-seeking 

and risk-averse customers, reduced-uncertainty minimum random discounts are an effective 

strategy for both customer types.  

6. General discussion 

6.1. Implications for research 

As part of a multi- or omni-channel strategy, firms may substantially benefit from 
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channel migration strategies that effectively steer customers to the mobile channel (e.g., 

Huang et al., 2016; Kim et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2015). However, little is known about the 

effectiveness of various channel migration strategies. This research examines migration to the 

relatively new mobile payment channel, which is an important driver for successful mobile 

commerce (Lu et al., 2011). First, this research shows that the impact of three different 

channel migration strategies (i.e., forced, reward-based, and punishment-based) on 

psychological reactance can be generalized from Western customers and the traditional 

internet channel to Eastern customers and the mobile channel. The extension from the 

traditional internet to the mobile channel is meaningful, as previous research (e.g., De Haan, 

Kannan, Verhoef, & Wiesel, 2018) shows that customers behave differently in the two 

channels. As such, strategies that have been effective in the traditional internet context may 

not necessarily work in the mobile context. The extension from Western to Eastern customers 

is also meaningful, as the literature portrays Eastern customers differently than Western 

customers on dimensions relevant to the current research (e.g., more tolerant, less 

complaining, higher in risk averseness, and a fear of losing face associated with price 

discounts; Oly Ndubisi & Moi, 2005; Zhang, van Doorn, & Leeflang, 2014). Indeed, we find 

that Eastern customers’ psychological reactance to channel migration differs in magnitude 

from that of Western customers, but what may be considered the most effective channel 

migration strategy is the same in both cultures.  

Second, we further extend current knowledge by showing, across several different 

purchase scenarios and for different levels of risk averseness, which particular reward-based 

strategy is the most effective in migrating customers to the mobile payment channel. Whereas 

previous research is limited to absolute discounts (Trampe et al., 2014), we examine absolute, 

relative, and random discounts and identify random discounts as the most effective in 

migrating risk-seeking customers to the mobile payment channel.  



24 
	

Third, we show that random discounts, which are largely unknown to customers up 

front but guarantee a minimal percentage of discount, constitute an effective strategy to 

migrate both risk-seeking and risk-averse customers to the mobile payment channel. Finally, 

in addition to identifying which reward-based strategy is the most effective for mobile 

channel migration, we provide insight into psychological reactance. Thus, the study extends 

consumer behavior literature on psychological reactance (e.g., Clee & Wicklund, 1980; 

Fitzsimons, 2000; Fitzsimons & Lehmann, 2004) and, more specifically, contributes to the 

understanding of psychological reactance in response to uncertainty and promotions (Kivetz, 

2005). 

6.2. Implications for Practice 

This research bridges the gap between theory and practice by providing actionable 

insights for managers involved with mobile channel migration. When aiming to migrate 

customers to the mobile payment channel, managers should recognize that the effectiveness 

of various (reward-based) channel migration strategies depends on customers’ level of risk 

averseness. Importantly, and directly relevant for practice, we identify random discounts that 

guarantee a lower limit (e.g., minimum 5% of the purchase value) as effective mobile channel 

migration strategies for customers in general (i.e., for both risk-seeking and risk-averse 

customers).  

In addition, our research benefits practice by providing guidelines on how to prevent 

psychological reactance. Prior research shows that psychological reactance leads to negative 

attitudes as well as negative or avoidance behavior toward the entity that threatens the 

individual’s freedom (Dailey, 2004). Indeed, reactance leads to customer dissatisfaction 

(Fitzsimons, 2000) and possibly to disloyalty and adverse customer engagement in, for 

example, social media (Trampe et al., 2014; Van Doorn et al., 2010). Thus, negative effects 

of psychological reactance induced by channel migration strategies may not be limited to the 
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channel migration initiative but may more broadly affect customers’ attitudes and behaviors 

toward the organization. As a result, strategies to reduce the occurrence of psychological 

reactance, such as those identified herein, not only are relevant to ensure effective channel 

migration but also have ramifications for the overall success of the organization. 

6.3. Implications for Society 

Chinese customers make up a considerable part of the (potential) mobile market. In 

2018, 525.1 million Chinese customers (approximately 45%) used the mobile payment 

channel; thus, more than half the population has yet to be migrated (Kats, 2018b; Lu et al., 

2011). In the United States and Europe, the penetration rate of mobile payment is even lower, 

with figures expected to reach 30% in the United States and 20% in Germany by 2021 

(eMarketer, 2017). Psychological reactance, which likely arises from attempts to migrate 

these customers to the mobile channel, may cause strong negative feelings and emotions, 

such as hostility, aggression, and anger (Brehm & Brehm, 1981; Reinders, Dabholkar, & 

Frambach, 2008; Steindl et al., 2015), and negative cognitions (Quick & Stephenson, 2007). 

In turn, these negative feelings and cognitions may lead to a host of related negative 

outcomes that have an impact on society (Rosenberg & Siegel, 2018). Examples are myopic 

thinking (Rosenberg & Siegel, 2018), risky decision making (e.g., Bauman & DeSteno, 

2012), and an increased willingness to punish the wrongdoer (e.g., Ask & Pina, 2011). As 

such, the guidelines identified in this research to prevent or reduce psychological reactance 

benefit customer well-being as well as society at large. 

6.4. Limitations and future research directions 

The study has several limitations, some of which might provide promising extensions 

to the current work. First, this research is based on Chinese customers. With the popularity of 

mobile payment platforms on the rise in Western societies and one of China’s largest mobile 

payment platforms Alipay attempting to move into foreign markets (Cheung, 2017), further 
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research might examine whether the findings generalize to Western customers. Our 

preliminary results suggest that they do. An exact replication of Experiment 2 with 160 

American consumers (53.1% male; mean age 38.7 years, SD = 12.39; participation for 

monetary payment on Amazon Mechanical Turk), rendered findings in line with those 

reported in Experiment 2. A regression analysis (Process model 1; Hayes, 2018) on 

behavioral reactance, with reward-based channel migration strategy (dummy coded, random 

discount as the reference category), risk averseness, and their interaction as predictors, 

indicated that for risk-seeking customers, the random discount induced the least behavioral 

reactance (lowest likelihood not to switch to the mobile payment channel), lower (M = 2.90) 

than a relative discount (M = 4.33; B = 1.43, t(159) = 2.48, p < .05) or an absolute discount 

(M = 3.39; B = 0.50, t(159) = 0.97, NS). Also in line with Experiment 2, for risk-averse 

customers the random discount produced the highest reactance, higher (M = 4.71) than an 

absolute (M = 3.62; B = –1.09, t(159) = –2.19, p < .05) or relative (M = 3.49; B = –1.22, 

t(159) = –2.28, p < .05) discount. We consider this a promising finding that future research 

might further explore. 

Second, although the samples used in this research consist of both students and non-

students, the majority of the participants reported being in their 20s or 30s. While this 

relatively young sample may largely overlap with the target group of mobile payment (Wang 

et al., 2015), future research might examine whether similar effects arise with older customer 

samples. The preliminary results reported here suggest that the findings will indeed hold for 

older age groups as well.   

Third, this research is based on migration of customers to the mobile payment 

channel. Given the importance of mobile payment for successful mobile commerce (Lu et al., 

2011), customer migration to this channel is currently one of the most relevant tendencies in 

channel migration. Although we expect the findings to generalize, further research should 
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examine whether the findings hold for migration to the mobile channel in general and to 

channels other than the mobile (payment) channel.  

Fourth, research might also assess the effectiveness of the three random discounts 

identified in this research for promotion goals in contexts other than channel migration. For 

example, determining the effectiveness of random discounts in stimulating new product trial 

by risk-averse customers or their impact on attitudinal versus behavioral loyalty would be 

worthwhile.  

Fifth, as the attractiveness of options may vary depending on whether they are 

evaluated separately or together (Hsee & Leclerc, 1998), further research might examine the 

effectiveness of random versus traditional discounts in a within-subject rather than a 

between-subjects design. For instance, by giving customers a choice between an absolute, 

relative or random discount. Relatedly, customers’ preferences for reward types may change 

in a longitudinal setting. For example, the game-like elements that random discounts add to 

reward-based channel migration strategies may positively influence customers’ interest and 

motivation (Goldsmith & Amir, 2010). Future research could examine the role of this form of 

gamification in the effectiveness of random discounts, both during the first experience and in 

the long run.  

Sixth, additional research could examine moderators that might further qualify the 

effects. For example, consumers’ skepticism toward companies’ use of randomization 

algorithms in particular could exert an influence on the attractiveness and, thus, effectiveness 

of the different channel migration strategies.  
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Fig. 1. Psychological reactance as a function of channel migration strategy. 
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Fig. 2. Behavioral reactance: the likelihood of not switching to the mobile payment 

channel as a function of reward-based channel migration strategy and customers’ risk 

averseness. 
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Fig. 3. Channel migration strategy effectiveness: intention to switch to the mobile 

payment channel as a function of random discount strategy and customers’ risk 

averseness. 
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