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The retailers are always in a dilemma to select the 

number of items in their assortments. The earlier trend 

was to help larger product assortment with an 

assumption that the same would increase the probability 

of the consumers in finding their desired products. The 

larger assortment resulted in higher inventory costs and 

more out of stock products for retailers. However, later 

on studies showed that reducing the number of items in 

assortment did not lead to reduction in sales. 

This paper tries to analyze how the consumer’s 

preference for retailers offering smaller assortment tends 

to increase with the increase in the attractiveness of the 

options in their assortments. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

In the challenging environment of competition and 

growth, retailers are able to meet the demands of 

shoppers by ‘right-sizing’ their stores, refining 

assortment in store, in-stock levels and laying out stores 

for customers convenience. Larger assortment is always 

preferred by the customers as they get more options to 

choose a product that matches with their preferences. 

The need of the customers is fulfilled more effectively 

with larger assortment. 

More product assortment does not necessarily leads to a 

better shopping experience. This statement is explored 

with the help of four questions:  

How do consumers perceive assortment? 
Traditionally assortment is defined as number of stock 

keeping units offered within a single product category. 

According to studies made by different researchers it is 

found that the assortment perceptions were influenced 

by three factors: (1) the number of unique SKUs offered, 

(2) the heuristic of the total space devoted to the 

category, and (3) the availability of a consumer’s 

favorite SKU. 

Retailers and manufacturers need to understand that 

consumer assortment perceptions are not simply a 

function of the number of items offered in the product 

category. A key principle is that consumer perceptions 

of assortment are also a function of the similarity of the 

items in the assortment, the size of the shelf display, and 

the availability of their favorite products. The multi-

dimensional nature of assortment perceptions implies 

that retailers may be able to reduce the number of items 

offered without decreasing consumers’ perceptions of 

assortment. The threshold for reducing SKUs without 

adversely affecting consumer assortment perceptions is 

likely to be dependent on several factors. Key 

implications are: (1) There is an inverse relation 

between the initial size of the assortment and the 

magnitude of SKU reduction on assortment perceptions 

(Van Herpen, Pieters 2002). This means that large SKU 

reductions are more likely to decrease assortment 

perceptions when the initial assortment size is small 

rather than large. (2) There is a link between distribution 

of SKU sales and magnitude of SKU reduction on 

assortment perceptions. If sales are uniformly distributed 

across products in the category a significant reduction in 

SKUs is likely to make the favorite product unavailable 

for a large proportion of customers. However, if the 

majority of sales are driven by a few products (e.g., 80% 

sales are driven by 20% of products), a reduction of low-

selling SKUs will have minimal adverse impact on the 

availability of customer favorites. 

How Should Assortments Be Organized? it has also 

been recognized that the manner in which assortments 

are organized can have a significant impact on how 

consumers process information. The manner in which 

information is presented greatly influences the way 

consumers process information about the brands. In 

particular, consumers tend to be constructive processors 

who adapt their decision-making style to the information 

display format. Thus, if information is organized by 

brand, consumers tend to process by brand. If 

information is organized by attribute, consumers are 

more likely to make comparisons across attributes. The 

nature of the display influences consumer processing. 

Side by- side displays favor brands with a lower price or 

with superior features because the display makes it easy 

to compare the brands. Brands with high prices are 

better served by separate displays that inhibit 

comparison. Another way to organize assortments is by 

brand or by model. For example, a retailer could either 

group all the models of a particular brand together (e.g., 

Sony, Magnavox, etc.) or group all different types of 

models together (e.g., all low-priced models together, 

mid-range models together, and high-end models 

together). When options are organized by model or tier, 

consumers are more likely to select the mid-line and top-

of-the line brands (owing to a tendency to avoid the 

cheapest brand). 

Not only do retailers and manufacturers need to 

determine the size of their assortments; it is also critical 

to evaluate carefully how these assortments are 

organized. Researchers have identified a number of key 
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principles: (1) Side-by-side displays facilitate brand 

comparisons, while separate displays are better for high 

priced brands. (2) Organizing by brand encourages 

consumers to buy by brand, while organizing by model 

stimulates the use of other attributes such as price. (3) 

Evaluations tend to be more positive when brands are in 

worst-to-best order. (4) Organized displays are better for 

large assortments, but for small assortments they make 

the lack of choice more apparent. (5) Asymmetrical 

assortments make it easier for consumers to see the 

variety in an assortment. (6) It is important to align 

assortments with consumers’ internal knowledge 

structures if consumers are familiar with the product 

category. 

How Does Assortment Affect Product Choice? This 

section reviews the consumer behavior and psychology 

to further extend our understanding of how assortment 

affects product choice. Across a wide range of products 

and service, consumers report a desire for large 

assortments. Yet, the consumer decision making 

literature suggests that larger assortments may have 

negative consequences. The increasing the number of 

product alternatives increases the cognitive load, thereby 

increasing consumers’ decision difficulty. A large 

number of product alternatives also lead to consumer 

confusion and lower consumer satisfaction with the 

decision process. Large assortments initially attracts 

consumers to the shelf display, but the decision 

difficulty they encountered on trying to make a choice 

was demotivating, increasing regret and leading 

consumers to walk away without making a purchase. 

Large assortments have several negative effects on 

product choice. (1) Large assortments increase choice 

difficulty, increase negative affect, increase regret, and 

decrease product purchase. (2) These negative 

consequences have been shown to be more likely in 

consumers without well-defined preferences. (3) These 

negative consequences are more likely for non alignable 

than for alignable assortments. Thus, if consumers do 

not have well-defined preferences they are more likely 

to make a purchase from a smaller display offering 

alignable differences between options. If consumers 

possess well-defined product preferences they prefer a 

large assortment, as it increases their ability to find their 

ideal. However, even for these consumers, a large 

assortment of non alignable attributes may increase 

expectations regarding the ideal product to a level that is 

simply unattainable—leading to purchase deferral. 

Assortment size and option attractiveness in 

consumer choice among retailers: An important 

decision that retailers have to make is to decide the 

number of items in their assortments to optimize the 

benefits and costs of the assortment size. We here test 

the effects of option attractiveness on consumer choice 

among assortments. 

TEST: 

To show that smaller assortments are preferred when 

option attractiveness is high than when it is low, we 

considered 70 participants attending a conference for 

their choice of pastries at two different shops. The two 

shops offered pastries of similar quality but varied in the 

size of their assortments. We informed participants that 

one of the shops offered 10 pastries and the other 26. 

We informed 35 participants (set 1) that both the shops 

used higher quality material and had an consumer rating 

of 4 out of 5 (high attractiveness condition).The other 35 

participants (set 2) were informed that both the shops 

used average quality materials and consumer rating of 

their pastries were around 2 out of 5 (low attractiveness 

condition). 

The two set of participants were given envelops each 

containing menu of the two shops and were asked to 

select one of the menus from which he or she would 

choose a pastry. Both the envelops were sealed. The 

names of the shops and number of options available 

were written on the outer side of each menu. The 

participants were asked to select a menu before opening 

the envelope. Once they selected the menu they unsealed 

the envelope and marked their choice on that particular 

menu. 

15% of the set 2 participants selected smaller assortment 

when choosing the shops, with the perception of lower 

attractiveness, as compared to 60% who selected the 

smaller assortment when choosing between the shops 

offering relatively more attractive options. 

Similarly we repeated the tests for products like mineral 

water, jam and toothpaste. The results showed that the 

choice among assortments is a function of attractiveness 

of the brands available in the assortment. 

The results in terms of share of the smaller 

assortment are as below: 

 Products Assortment Attractiveness 

Test 1 Pastries 15 % 

(n=35) 

60 % 

(n=35) 

Test 2 Mineral Water 37 % 

(n=35) 

63 % 

(n=35) 

Test 3 Jam 16 % 

(n=35) 

55 % 

(n=35) 

Test 4 Toothpaste 13 % 

(n=35) 

70 % 

(n=35) 

The results showed that higher percentage of consumers 

selected the stores with smaller assortments when 

presented with higher attractiveness of the options 

available. However, when presented with the low 

attractiveness of the options, higher percentage of 

consumers selected the stores with larger assortments.  
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION: 

Thus, we may conclude that the old belief of having 

larger assortments may not be true and retailers can 

determine the optimal size of their assortments. In light 

of the above, the retailers might be able to benefit in 

terms of their inventory carrying costs by reducing the 

number of items in the assortments provided the brands 

in the assortment offer higher attractiveness to target 

customers. The spared shelf space might be used for the 

high market share items. It will also further depend how 

the assortments are organized. The retailers thus need to 

determine the size of their assortments but also they 

need to evaluate how to organize the assortments. 
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