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A: Stakeholder engagement 

A.1. In the course of investigating the super-complaint, the CMA invited views from 
stakeholders and the general public. In addition, the CMA proactively 
contacted a wide range of stakeholders across the sector in order to update 
its understanding of the market and to explore the issues identified by Which? 
in the super-complaint.  

A.2. The following stakeholders contributed to the CMA’s investigation. 

Stakeholders 

Retailers 

 Aldi Stores Ltd. 

 Asda Stores Ltd. 

 The Co-operative Group Ltd. 

 Iceland Foods Ltd. 

 John Lewis Partnership 

 J Sainsbury plc. 

 Lidl UK GmbH. 

 Marks and Spencer plc. 

 Musgrave Group plc (Budgens, Centra, SuperValu and other brands). 

 Nisa Retail Ltd. 

 Ocado Group plc. 

 Spar (UK) Ltd (together with wholesalers A. F. Blakemore & Sons Ltd and 
Henderson Wholesale Ltd). 

 Tesco Stores Ltd. 

 Waitrose Ltd. 

 Wm Morrison Supermarkets plc. 
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Trading Standards 

 Chartered Trading Standards Institute (CTSI). 

 National Trading Standards Board (NTSB). 

 Primary Authority Supermarkets Group (PASG). 

 Trading Standards Officers (TSOs). 

 Trading Standards pricing experts, across England, Wales, Scotland and 
Northern Ireland. 

 Trading Standards Scotland (TSScot). 

 Trading Standards Service (TSS) National Fair Trading Expert Panel. 

 Trading Standards Service for Northern Ireland. 

 Individual Trading Standards Primary Authorities 

 Individual TSS: 

— Aberdeen City Council Trading Standards. 

— Birmingham City Council Trading Standards. 

— Bracknell Forest Council Trading Standards. 

— Buckinghamshire and Surrey County Council Trading Standards. 

— Cambridgeshire County Council Trading Standards. 

— Cornwall Council Trading Standards. 

— Devon and Somerset Trading Standards. 

— Flintshire County Council Trading Standards. 

— Hertfordshire County Council Trading Standards. 

— Leicestershire County Council Trading Standards. 

— London Borough of Bexley Trading Standards. 

— Royal Borough of Kingston upon Thames Trading Standards. 

— London Boroughs of Merton and Richmond upon Thames Trading 
Standards. 
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— Manchester City Council Trading Standards. 

— Newcastle City Council Trading Standards. 

— North Yorkshire County Council Trading Standards. 

— Oxfordshire County Council Trading Standards. 

— Shropshire Council Trading Standards. 

— Torfaen County Borough Council Trading Standards. 

— Warwickshire County Council Trading Standards. 

— Westminster City Council Trading Standards. 

— West Yorkshire County Council Trading Standards. 

Trade bodies 

 Advertising Association. 

 British Brands Group (BBG). 

 British Retail Consortium (BRC). 

 Food and Drink Federation (FDF). 

Consumer bodies 

 Citizens Advice (CitA). 

 Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS). 

 Consumer Advice Contact Service (CACS). 

 Consumer Council for Northern Ireland (CCNI). 

 Queensland Consumers Association, Australia. 

 Which? 

Manufacturers 

 H.J. Heinz Foods UK Ltd. 

 Muller UK & Ireland Group LLP. 
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 Premier Foods plc. 

 Unilever UK Ltd. 

Regulators 

 Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) and Committees of Advertising 
Practice (CAP). 

 Groceries Code Adjudicator. 

 National Measurement and Regulation Office (NMRO). 

Government departments 

 Better Regulation Delivery Office (BDRO). 

 Canada Competition Bureau. 

 Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS). 

 Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment, Northern Ireland (DETI). 

Academic bodies 

 Monash University, Australia. 

 University of South, Australia. 

Market researchers 

 BDRC Continental. 

 Kantar Worldpanel. 

 mySupermarket. 

Others 

 Royal National Institute of Blind People.  



http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2008/1277/contents/made
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/284442/oft1008.pdf




http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukdsi/2008/9780110811475/contents




http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2013/3134/contents/made
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/1999/2083/regulation/5/made
https://www.gov.uk/topic/competition/consumer-protection


http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2004/102/contents/made


http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1985/72/contents
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/1986/2049/contents/made
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/1986/2049/contents/made


https://www.gov.uk/government/news/progress-on-clearer-pricing-in-supermarkets


https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/groceries-supply-chain-practices-market-investigation-order
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/groceries-supply-code-of-practice/groceries-supply-code-of-practice
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/pricing-practices-a-guide-for-traders


http://www.tradingstandards.uk/policy/ppgreview.cfm
https://www.gov.uk/cma-cases/supermarkets-retail-food-pricing-and-promotional-practices


http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20140402142426/http:/www.oft.gov.uk/OFTwork/markets-work/advertising-prices/


https://www.cap.org.uk/Advertising-Codes/Non-Broadcast.aspx
https://www.cap.org.uk/Advertising-Codes/Broadcast.aspx




https://www.asa.org.uk/Rulings.aspx
https://www.asa.org.uk/Rulings/Industry-Independent-review-process.aspx


http://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/288624/CMA7_Consumer_Protection_guidance.pdf


https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/263072/13-1191-primary-authority-statutory-guidance.pdf


https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/primary-authority-overview






http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20140402142426/http:/www.oft.gov.uk/OFTwork/markets-work/advertising-prices/
https://www.gov.uk/cma-cases/furniture-and-carpet-businesses-misleading-reference-pricing


—

—

—

—

—



https://www.gov.uk/cma-cases/groceries-market-investigation-cc


file://LVHSFS02.cma.gov.uk/data/OFTData/Markets%20and%20Projects/Goods%20and%20Consumer/Projects/Consumer%20Enforcement/Groceries%20Pricing%20Super-Complaint/4%20Investigation/Background%20&%20General%20Research/UCPD%20-%20R_v_Tesco_Stores_Limited_Sentence_19%2008%20131.doc
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 Torfaen County Borough Council Trading Standards Service’s 
investigation of Tesco Stores Limited38 – in 2014 Torfaen County 
Borough Council Trading Standards Service investigated Tesco after a 
consumer complained that peanuts were incorrectly labelled in store. The 
peanuts were reduced from £1.99 to £1.00. However, the shelf edge label 
incorrectly displayed the pack size as 165g (rather than 150g) and the 
promotional unit price as 60.6p per 100g (rather than 66.7p per 100g). 
Tesco pleaded guilty to five misleading actions under the CPRs for 
providing false information on the shelf edge label and was fined £21,000. 
The sentencing judge noted the seriousness of the fifth offence and 
increased the level of the fine because Tesco should have corrected the 
issue earlier and dealt with it more effectively, having received information 
that a problem was occurring.  

  

 
 
38 Newport Magistrates Court, 22 May 2015. 
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C: Efficiencies and theories of harm 

Introduction 

C.1. This Annex summarises the economic analysis and framework which 
underpins the CMA’s response to Which?’s super-complaint. The Annex 
considers each of the four issues raised by Which? in turn before considering 
the possible cumulative impact. 

Special offers, promotions and price frames 

C.2. Special offers and promotions are marketing activities used in an attempt to 
profitably increase the sales of a product. Examples of promotions include a 
price reduction using a reference price (eg ‘Was £3, Now £2’) and volume 
promotions (eg ‘1 for £2 or 2 for £2.50’ or ‘3 for the price of 2’). 

C.3. Price frames refer to the way in which prices and promotions are actually 
presented to consumers. The use of price frames means that the same offer 
or promotion can be presented to consumers in a variety of different ways. 
For example, the following price frames could all be used to communicate to 
consumers that the same product, which had previously been sold for £2, is 
now on sale for £1.50: 

 ‘£1.50’. 

 ‘Was £2. Now £1.50’. 

 ‘Save 50p. Now £1.50’. 

 ‘Save 25%. Now £1.50’. 

C.4. Different price frames can affect consumer behaviour in different ways 
meaning that consumers may react differently to the same offer depending on 
the price frame being used. This possibility arises because value is an 
abstract concept and so consumers rely on environmental cues to judge and 
to assess the relative value of an offer. Price frames such as those highlighted 
above are examples of one such environmental cue. 

C.5. In its super-complaint Which? has highlighted a number of specific price 
frames and promotions. These are: 

 Reference prices – where a higher ‘reference’ price is compared to the 
sales price. Examples include ‘Was £2. Now £1.50’ and ‘50% off’; 



31 

 Volume offers – where a consumer is offered a discount from the single 
unit price if multiple units are purchased. For example, ‘3 for 2’ or ‘Buy 1 
get 1 half price’; 

 Value and free offers – where it is suggested that a product is a ‘value’ 
product or that some part of the product is provided for free; and 

 Time-limited offers – a promotional offer with an advertised end date. 

C.6. The following sections outline how the use of promotions and price frames 
may affect consumer behaviour. 

Price frames and promotions as an efficient signal of the value of an offer 

C.7. Price frames and promotions may be a particularly simple and efficient means 
of signalling the value of a deal to a consumer. Thus, they may contribute to 
effective price competition. This may be especially true when consumers rely 
on mental shortcuts when making their product choice decisions. In such 
situations consumers can anchor39 on environmental cues, such as the price 
frame, which provide valuable information. 

C.8. For example, suppose that a retailer has successfully negotiated a reduced 
cost price with a manufacturer or that the retailer needs to clear some stock. 
As a result, the retailer may want to run a promotion and reduce its price in an 
attempt to increase sales. The retailer would also like to communicate this 
price reduction to consumers. In this case, a genuine reference price (one 
which reflects a previous selling price and the true value of the product) may 
quickly and efficiently signal the value of the price reduction to consumers. 

C.9. Similarly, suppose that a retailer has negotiated a volume promotion with a 
manufacturer. In this case, a genuine volume promotion (one in which the 
promotion provides a genuine choice between buying a smaller volume at a 
‘normal’ price or a larger volume at a lower, discounted price) may be an 
efficient means for the retailer to increase sales by signalling this lower cost to 
those consumers who might purchase an increased volume of the product. 
Additionally, the volume promotion may allow the retailer to pass on the 
benefits of this volume discount to consumers.  

C.10. The simplicity of the signals which promotions and price frames can provide 
may be particularly valuable when the choice environment is complex. In such 
situations consumers may be more likely to develop and rely on mental 

 
 
39 For a discussion of anchoring see Tversky and Kahneman (1974), ‘Judgement under uncertainty: Heuristics 
and biases’, Science, 185 (4157), pp1124-1131. 
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shortcuts when making product choice decisions. Consequently, a price frame 
or a promotional offer may be a particularly simple means by which the 
existence of a price reduction can be conveyed to consumers. 

C.11. In such situations promotions and price frames are a key feature of effective 
competition and provide pro-competitive benefits to consumers. 

Promotions as a form of price discrimination 

C.12. Price discrimination occurs when the same product is sold at different prices 
to different types or groups of consumers for reasons which are not related to 
costs. When price discrimination occurs price sensitive consumers will be 
charged a lower price for the same product than price insensitive consumers. 

C.13. Price discrimination could occur at a given point in time. For example, a 
volume promotion is a form of price discrimination whereby consumers who 
purchase multiple units of a product are charged a lower price for each unit 
they purchase than those consumers who only buy a single unit of the 
product. 

C.14. Alternatively, price discrimination could occur inter-temporally.40 In this case, 
temporary price discounts (whether a reference price or time limited 
promotion) may be a means by which a retailer can charge low prices to price 
sensitive consumers some of the time, whilst charging higher prices aimed at 
price insensitive consumers the rest of the time (subject to price insensitive 
consumers not stocking up on the product during the price reduction). 

C.15. The consumer welfare implications of such price discrimination are 
ambiguous. On the one hand it may be a means by which a retailer can tailor 
its offer to different groups of consumers in order to exploit market power to 
the detriment of consumers. On the other hand it may allow a retailer to 
profitably provide a product to a group of consumers who would not otherwise 
purchase that product, thus increasing welfare. 

C.16. To understand why, suppose that consumers who are interested in 
purchasing larger volumes of a product are more price sensitive than those 
consumers purchasing smaller volumes of a product41 and compare the likely 
outcomes in this market under the following two scenarios: 

 
 
40 For example see Sobel (1984), ‘The Timing of Sales’, The Review of Economic Studies, Vol. 51, No.3, pp353-
368 and Hendel and Nevo (2013), ‘Intertemporal Price Discrimination in Storable Goods Markets’, American 
Economic Review, Vol. 103, No.7 pp2722-2751 for discussions of how firms may price discriminate 
intertemporally and how a high-low pattern of prices might arise. 
41 This might be because those purchasing larger volumes are larger families with less disposable income and 
who tend to be more price sensitive. 
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(a) Single pricing scenario – where a firm is forced to charge a single unit 
price to all consumers.  

(b) Volume promotion scenario – when a firm can use a volume promotion 
to charge different unit prices to consumers purchasing different volumes.  

C.17. The single unit price charged by the firm when there is no volume promotion 
(scenario (a)) will be between the unit price faced by the consumers who 
purchase a single unit and those who purchase multiple units when the 
volume promotion is available (scenario (b)).42 Thus, the introduction of the 
volume promotion leads to an increase in the price faced by the price 
insensitive consumers (those who purchase just a single unit) but a decrease 
in the prices faced by the price sensitive consumers (those who purchase 
multiple units). Therefore, relative to the single pricing scenario, the 
introduction of the volume promotion results in the following: 

 There is an increase in the consumption of the product by price sensitive 
consumers and a decrease in the consumption of the product by the price 
insensitive consumers. Therefore, the effect on the overall consumption of 
the product depends on the relative size of these two effects.43 

 These changes in consumption also shift consumption from price 
insensitive consumers who value the product highly to price sensitive 
consumers who value the product less. This effect decreases welfare. 

 Consequently, the volume promotion will increase welfare if the increase 
in the overall consumption is sufficiently large to offset the effect of shifting 
consumption towards consumers who value the product less. 

C.18. The above illustration demonstrates that the welfare effects of a volume 
promotion used as a form of price discrimination, and of price discrimination 
more generally, are ambiguous. However, in this case a necessary condition 
for a volume promotion to increase welfare is that output increases relative to 
the single pricing scenario. If this increase in output is sufficiently large (for 
example if new groups of consumers are provided with access to the product) 
then welfare will increase. 

 
 
42 Additionally, since, in this example, the consumers who purchase multiple units are the more price sensitive 
consumers the volume promotion will also provide these consumers with a lower single unit price than those 
consumers who only purchase a single unit. 
43 The economic literature suggests that non-linear prices (of which volume promotions are an example) are 
particularly effective at increasing sales. Consequently, when such prices are used welfare is more likely to 
increase. See for example, Varian (1985), ‘Price Discrimination and Social Welfare’, The American Economic 
Review, Vol 74, No. 4, pp870-975 and McAfee (2008), ‘Price Discrimination’, Issues in Competition Law and 
Policy 465. 
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C.19. A particularly notable example of when such a volume promotion is likely to 
increase welfare is when, absent the promotion, price sensitive consumers do 
not purchase the product and the promotion makes the product sufficiently 
attractive to these consumers that they are brought into the market. In this 
case the volume promotion is a means by which the firm finds it profitable to 
provide the product to a group of consumers who might not otherwise have 
purchased the product. 

C.20. A similar analysis and logic would apply if, for example, higher prices for a 
product interspersed with regular reference price promotions were used to 
price discriminate between price sensitive and price insensitive consumers 
inter-temporally. 

Theories of harm 

C.21. The previous sections have discussed how price frames and promotions can 
lead to pro-competitive effects. However, any efficiency benefits resulting from 
promotions and price frames may be lost if the promotion or the price frame in 
question is misleading, so that consumer decision making is distorted. This 
section summarises the theories of harm associated with the misleading 
and/or confusing use of promotions and price frames. 

C.22. The overarching theory of harm suggested by Which? in the super-complaint 
is that the ways in which supermarkets use price frames is misleading, 
making it harder for consumers to make the best purchasing decision. As a 
result, consumers may suffer ‘financial detriment and wasted time through 
shopping errors, over-buying, buying a product that is not of the value that is 
assumed and emotional detriment through frustration and annoyance’.44  

C.23. The CMA has identified three theories of harm arising from the misleading 
and/or confusing use of promotions and price frames: 

 Inflate consumer willingness to pay for a product by suggesting that a 
promotion is better value than it really is.  

 Decrease the perceived benefits of further consumer search, by 
suggesting that a promotion is better value than it really is.  

 Increase the complexity of making comparisons between products which 
increases the costs consumers face when comparing products and 
searching for the best offer.  

 
 
44 Super-complaint, p12. 
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C.24. The first two of these theories of harm may arise when different promotions 
and price frames exploit consumer behavioural biases and in particular the 
heuristics consumers use to make decisions.  

C.25. For example, under the first theory of harm, consumers may anchor on a 
reference price when evaluating the value of a promotion.45 If that reference 
price is misleading, perhaps because it does not reflect a genuine previous 
selling price, then consumer willingness to pay may be artificially increased.46 
This may lead consumers to purchase the product at a higher price than they 
would have done otherwise or to purchase the product when they would not 
have done so at all.  

C.26. The second theory of harm is similar in that consumers may interpret a 
reference price as an indication of the prevailing price for that product 
elsewhere in the market, leading them to overestimate the prices available at 
other retailers and underestimate the value of further search.47 Such effects 
may then soften competition between retailers because consumers are more 
reluctant to shop around and to compare prices across retailers. This may 
then lead consumers to face higher prices than they would otherwise. 

C.27. These first two theories of harm arise because misleading promotions and 
price frames take advantage of the mental shortcuts consumers use when 
making decisions. Consumers may be especially likely to rely on such mental 
shortcuts when the choice environment is complex. Consequently, consumer 
detriment may be more likely to arise in such environments.  

C.28. The third theory of harm relates to the effects that promotions and price 
frames have on the search costs consumers face when shopping and 
comparing products. These costs include the time required to compare and to 
evaluate the relative value of alternative products within a store using the 
information on the products and the shelf edge labels. Promotions and price 
frames may increase the complexity of a consumer’s decision. For example, a 
complex volume promotion increases the amount of information needed and 
the complexity of making a comparison. This may particularly be the case if a 
significant number of price frames are used in combination with each other or 
there is a wide product range to choose from. 

 
 
45 Tversky and Kahneman (1974), ‘Judgement under uncertainty: Heuristics and biases’, Science, 185 (4156) 
pp1124-1131 provide a detailed discussion of anchoring. 
46 See Advertising of Prices (OFT 1291) Annexe C for a more detailed discussion of this theory of harm and its 
application to each of the price frames of relevance to the super-complaint. 
47 See Advertising of Prices (OFT 1291) Annexe C for a more detailed discussion of this theory of harm and its 
application to each of the price frames of relevance to the super-complaint. 
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C.29. Accordingly, complex promotions and price frames may increase the search 
costs consumers face and the time costs involved in making a decision, 
imposing an additional burden on consumers. It may also then soften price 
competition between retailers by reducing the willingness of consumers to 
shop around and to compare prices across retailers.48 As with the second 
theory of harm, this may result in consumers paying higher prices than they 
otherwise would. 

C.30. Additionally, if a large number of promotions and price frames are used 
simultaneously then this may increase the complexity of the consumer’s 
choice decision. If this is the case then consumers may become more reliant 
on environmental cues and mental shortcuts when making their decisions. 
Consequently, when confusing and/or misleading promotions and price 
frames are used in combination then it may be more likely that consumer 
detriment is realised. 

C.31. Each of the specific promotions and price frames cited by Which?, and 
summarised at paragraph C.5, affect consumer behaviour in slightly different 
ways. As a result, each of these price frames may trigger one, or more, of the 
theories of harm outlined in this section. The precise means by which each 
promotion or price frame can affect consumer behaviour is beyond the scope 
of this Annex.49 

Summary of the existing evidence on the effects of promotions and price 
frames 

C.32. Previous empirical and experimental work provides evidence that consumers 
do alter their behaviour in response to promotions and price frames. For 
example, reference prices have been shown to affect consumer perceptions 
of the fair price, the normal price, the lowest available price in the market, the 
potential savings and the value of a product.50 

C.33. Similarly, it has been established that volume promotions can increase sales 
volumes relative to a situation in which such promotions are not used.51 
However, the literature has not explored in detail the factors which drive 

 
 
48 Ellison and Wolitzky (2012), ‘A search cost model of obfuscation’, RAND Journal of Economics, Volume 43, 
Number 3, pp417-441 and Carlin (2009), ‘Strategic price complexity in retail financial markets’, Journal of 
Financial Econometrics, Volume 91, pp278-287 provide discussions of when firms have a unilateral incentive to 
increase search costs in order to soften competition. 
49 OFT (15 October 2009), Advertising of prices, in particular Annexe F provides a more detailed discussion of 
how each of the promotions and price frames cited by Which? may affect consumer behaviour. 
50 See OFT (15 October 2009), Advertising of prices, Annexe F, p16. 
51 For example, see Blattberg and Neslin (1990), Sales Promotion: Concepts, Methods and Strategies, 
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc and Wansink et al. (1998), ‘An Anchoring and Adjustment Model of 
Purchase Quantity Decisions’, Journal of Marketing Research, Vol. 35, No. 1, pp71-81. 

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20140402142426/http:/www.oft.gov.uk/OFTwork/markets-work/advertising-prices/
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20140402142426/http:/www.oft.gov.uk/OFTwork/markets-work/advertising-prices/


37 

consumer responses to volume promotions. For example, the literature has 
not attempted to establish whether this effect is driven by a simple response 
to lower prices when a volume promotion is introduced or whether it is driven 
by an increase in consumer willingness to pay due to anchoring on the higher 
price for a single unit under the volume promotion. 

C.34. The experimental literature also provides evidence that price frames can 
affect consumer behaviour even when the price frame is completely 
uninformative and is misleading.52 Therefore, there is evidence that 
misleading promotions and price frames have the potential to cause 
consumer detriment. 

C.35. However, the existing literature does not provide evidence that any particular 
price frame is likely to have a systematically detrimental effect on consumers. 
Rather, there are some situations when the price frames and promotions will 
provide benefits to consumers and others in which the price frames and 
promotions may be misleading and consumer detriment will arise. 

C.36. Consequently, it is necessary to consider the specific characteristics of an 
individual promotion or price frame in order to assess whether it leads to 
detrimental effects. Previous work (such as the OFT’s Advertising of Prices 
market study, the BIS Pricing Practices Guide and the OFT’s Principles on 
food pricing display and promotional practices, which are detailed at Annex B) 
has developed indicators of the practices that are more likely to comply with 
the relevant legislation. These indicators may be used when considering 
whether a particular promotion or price frame is more or less likely to be 
misleading.  

Summary of the economic analysis of offers, promotions and price frames 

C.37. The above analysis suggests the following: 

 Promotions and price frames can provide significant consumer benefits. In 
particular, promotions and their associated price frames may be a 
particularly efficient way of signalling the value of an offer to consumers. 
They may also allow firms to price discriminate between groups of 
consumers in an efficient and beneficial manner. 

 However, the heuristics which consumers use when making decisions, and 
which allow genuine promotions and price frames to be effective, also 

 
 
52 For example, the behavioural experiment conducted as part of the OFT’s Advertising of Prices market study 
(OFT1291) found that the reference price frame affected participant behaviour even though the reference price 
was meaningless because there was no previous period for the reference price to refer to. See OFT (15 October 
2009), Advertising of prices, Annexe G. 

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20140402142426/http:/www.oft.gov.uk/OFTwork/markets-work/advertising-prices/
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create the potential for misleading promotions and price frames to have 
detrimental effects. 

 As a result, misleading and complex promotions may artificially inflate 
consumer willingness to pay, reduce consumer perceptions of the value of 
further search and increase the search costs faced by consumers, 
consequently softening competition between retailers. These effects may 
then lead to consumers paying higher prices for products than they would 
otherwise and purchasing products they would not otherwise purchase. 

 The existing research provides evidence consumers do alter their 
behaviour in response to promotions and price frames. However, this 
research does not provide evidence that the price frames we have 
considered are systematically detrimental to consumers. 

 Therefore, it is necessary to consider the specific characteristics of each 
promotion and price frame and the context in which it is used to assess 
whether a particular price frame is misleading. To this end previous work 
has developed a number of screens which can be used to assess the 
likelihood that a specific use of a particular promotions or price frame is 
misleading. 

Unit pricing 

C.38. The second issue raised by Which? concerns the limitations of unit pricing 
(the total price for a metric unit of a product, typically a kilogram or litre). 

C.39. Consumers are able to use many different pieces of information, such as the 
price, brand and size of a product, when making product choices. Consumers 
do not necessarily place the same weight on each piece of information. In 
particular, consumers may anchor on certain pieces of information (such as 
price) and they may not fully account for other pieces of information (such as 
size or the unit price). Consumers may be particularly likely to anchor on the 
most prominent pieces of information, for example the information in the 
largest font or in a distinctive colour. Such anchoring may be especially likely 
in more complex environments where consumers face a large amount of 
information or where consumer decision making is driven by habit and less 
attention is paid to every decision. 

C.40. One piece of information which a consumer may consider when making their 
product choice decision is the unit price of the product. Unit pricing 
information may be used by consumers as an indication of both the material 
costs of a product and the perceived quality of the product. Therefore, 
consumers may use unit pricing to: 
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 identify the cheapest product when: 53 

— comparing prices between products when a retailer sells different 
pack sizes from the same brand; and 

— comparing prices between similar products; and 

 evaluate and compare perceived product quality between brands when 
prices are used as a signal of quality. 

C.41. Providing unit pricing can make it easier for consumers to compare products 
of different sizes. That is, instead of a consumer having to mentally calculate 
the unit price of two products, the unit pricing information is easily at hand and 
the consumer can quickly make the comparison. Therefore, the cognitive 
effort required to make price comparisons is lower and consumers can more 
easily rank the products by price. This allows consumers to better identify 
their preferred price/quality (value) combination across products. 

C.42. If unit pricing information is legible and consistent then consumers may be 
more likely to anchor on this information and to incorporate it into their 
decision making. As a result, the provision of legible and consistent unit 
pricing information may reduce the costs consumers face when making 
product choice decisions and the potential for confusion to arise due to a 
misunderstanding of the information provided. Consequently, this may help to 
ensure that consumers do not pay more per unit than they otherwise would 
have done or that they choose the product which best meets their needs. 

Possible limitations of unit pricing 

C.43. There are several arguments which suggest that the impact of unit pricing 
information may be limited or that caution is needed when deciding on the 
appropriate prominence of the information. 

C.44. First, the potential benefits of unit pricing will only be realised if consumers 
use this information and take account of it in their shopping decisions. 
However, consumers can face a vast quantity of information in a retail 
environment and purchasing decisions may often be substantially shaped by 
habits. Therefore, as discussed at paragraph C.39 above, consumers tend to 
anchor on a subset of the available information. As a result, consumers may 

 
 
53 Although it should be noted that the extent to which consumers purchase the most cost effective size may still 
be affected by constraints such as the perishability of the product. 
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not use all of the available information in their decision making, and may not 
take account of unit pricing.54  

C.45. Second, unit pricing is an additional piece of information for consumers to 
incorporate into their decision making process. In general, when consumers 
are provided with additional information, especially if the environment is 
already complex, there is a risk that the consumer is overloaded by 
information. As a result, the additional information, which was intended to 
improve consumer decision making, may actually lead to worse decision 
making and worse outcomes.55 

C.46. Finally, some consumers may not know how to interpret and to apply the 
information. Alternatively, consumers may feel that the time costs and 
cognitive effort required to process the information is too high, especially 
relative to the perceived benefits of using the information. Such factors may 
limit the benefits which could be expected to arise from the provision of unit 
pricing information.56 

Existing evidence on the use and effects of unit evidence 

C.47. There is limited pre-existing evidence on the extent to which UK consumers 
are aware of, use and comprehend unit pricing.  

C.48. A small number of studies have considered the use of unit pricing by UK 
consumers. For example, before the current PMO came into effect, 
McGoldrick and Marks (1985) looked at the self-reported awareness of unit 
pricing at one UK supermarket and found that around half of the consumers 
surveyed were aware of the unit pricing at that supermarket.57 Similarly, 
Mitchell et al. (2003) assessed awareness of unit pricing in the UK through 
reported usage and found that around half of those surveyed reported having 
used unit pricing.58 However, it should be noted that these studies focused on 
self-reported rather than actual usage. 

C.49. There has been some limited research looking at the factors that affect 
consumer awareness and comprehension of unit pricing. For example, using 

 
 
54 This theme was also apparent in the qualitative research conducted by BDRC and detailed in Annex F. 
55 For example, suppose that the size of the unit pricing information was increased in an attempt to make the 
information more prominent and to increase its usage. If the unit pricing information is too large then there may 
be a risk that some consumers confuse the unit price with the actual sales price of the product. As a result, the 
unit pricing information may actually detract from the consumers’ decision making. 
56 Again both points were apparent in the qualitative research conducted by BDRC and detailed in Annex F. 
57 McGoldrick and Marks (1985), ‘Price-Size Relationships and Customer Reactions to a Limited Unit-Pricing 
Programme’, European Journal of Marketing, 19 (1), pp47-64. 
58 Mitchell, Lennard and McGoldrick (2003), ‘Consumer Awareness, Understanding and Usage of Unit Pricing’, 
British Journal of Management, Vol. 14, pp173-187. 
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a field study in the USA, Miyazaki et al. (2000) found evidence that the 
prominence of unit pricing information has a positive effect on the awareness 
and usage of this information.59 

C.50. Similarly, Bogomolova et al. (2015) conducted an experimental shopping 
scenario and used eye tracking technology to measure the level of attention 
paid to unit pricing and to assess the impact on decisions of changes in 
legibility and prominence, focusing on Australian consumers.60 The authors 
found that improvements in legibility and prominence led to consumers 
focusing more on unit prices. In contrast, inconsistency in the placement of 
unit pricing reduced the probability of consumers choosing products with a low 
unit price. 

C.51. Mitchell et al. (2003) attempted to identify potential barriers to the usage of 
unit pricing in the UK using accompanied shopping research and simulated 
tasks.61 They found that, in the absence of the provision of unit pricing, some 
consumers find it difficult to calculate and then compare unit prices. Even 
when unit pricing information is provided, its usage may be constrained by the 
cognitive effort and time costs involved in doing so.  

C.52. Finally, a number of studies have considered the effects of unit pricing on 
consumer behaviour. For example, in a second study, Miyazaki et al. (2000) 
conducted a controlled experiment, across a range of product categories, in 
which the prominence of the unit pricing information was varied.62 In this 
simplified setting they found some evidence that when unit prices were more 
prominent consumers shifted their purchases towards lower unit priced items. 
Bogomolova et al. (2015) also found that improvements in the legibility and 
prominence of unit pricing led to an increase in the selection of products with 
lower unit prices.63 

C.53. A conclusion emerging from these studies is that unit pricing can assist 
consumer decision making when the information is clearly and consistently 

 
 
59 Miyazaki, Sprott and Manning (2000), ‘Unit Prices on Retail Shelf Labels: An Assessment of Information 
Prominence’, Journal of Retailing, 76 (1), pp93-112, used a survey to, among other things, compare the 
awareness of respondents that shopped at two supermarkets where unit pricing was classified as ‘high 
prominence’ at one store and ‘low prominence’ at the other. The differences in prominence between the two 
supermarkets was based on: (i) the placement of the unit price relative to the retail price; (ii) the amount of white 
space around the unit price; (iii) the inclusion of the words ‘unit price’; and (iv) the size of the unit pricing 
information relative to the retail price. 
60 Bogmolova, Oppewal, Cohen and Yao (2015), How the layout of a price label influences unit price visual 
attention and choice during grocery shopping. 
61 Mitchell, Lennard and McGoldrick (2003), ‘Consumer Awareness, Understanding and Usage of Unit Pricing’, 
British Journal of Management, Vol. 14, pp173-187. 
62 Miyazaki, Sprott and Manning (2000), ‘Unit Prices on Retail Shelf Labels: An Assessment of Information 
Prominence’, Journal of Retailing, 76 (1), pp93-112. 
63 See also Russo (1977), ‘The Value of Unit Price Information’, Journal of Marketing Research, 14 (2), pp193-
201 for similar findings. 
 

http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2610063
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2610063
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provided and when it is used by consumers. However, there may be limits to 
the extent to which consumers (especially some groups of consumers) will 
use unit pricing information.  

Summary of the economic analysis of unit pricing 

C.54. In summary: 

 if unit pricing is provided in a clear and consistent manner then this 
information may help consumers to identify the best value product which 
fits their needs. As a result, unit pricing information may help consumers to 
pay lower prices than they would otherwise; and 

 the existing evidence suggests that there are a number of factors which 
may limit and constrain the extent to which people use unit price 
information. However, there is also evidence that, when used, unit pricing 
information leads consumers to select products with a lower unit price. 

Pack size changes 

C.55. The third issue raised by Which? is reductions in the size of a product where 
there is no corresponding change in the price, leading to an increase in the 
unit price. This practice is sometimes known as ‘product downsizing’.  

C.56. For any increase in the unit price resulting from a product pack size decrease 
the same increase could have been achieved through an increase in the 
nominal selling price of the product. Therefore, an important consideration is 
whether the effects of a pack size change should be viewed any differently to 
a nominal price increase. 

Theory of harm 

C.57. As discussed at paragraph C.39, when making product choice decisions, 
consumers may anchor on certain product characteristics (such as price) and 
may not fully account for other product characteristics (such as size). As a 
result, consumers may react more quickly to changes in product 
characteristics they anchor on than to changes in other product characteristics 
which receive less attention. Therefore, competition may be softened in 
connection with the product characteristics on which consumers do not focus.  

C.58. If consumers anchor on price information and not on product size, they may 
fail to adjust their purchases following a change in product size that leads to a 
unit price increase in the same way that they would have if a nominal price 
increase had led to the same increase in the unit price. 
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C.59. Hence, consumer detriment may arise, relative to a scenario in which the 
nominal price is changed, because consumers pay a higher price for a 
product without realising they are, or they purchase a product they would not 
otherwise have bought had they realised that the price had increased. 

Mitigating factors 

C.60. There are a number of factors which are likely to make the above theory of 
harm less likely to arise, or which mean that the consumer detriment arising 
from any product downsizing may be reduced. 

C.61. First, in general adjusting the nominal price of a product is a low cost means 
of adjusting a product’s unit price when compared to achieving the same 
change in unit price through a change in the size of the product. Indeed, there 
may be significant costs involved in changing production processes. For 
example, a manufacturer may have to find a new packaging supplier or 
engage in costly reconfigurations of their production techniques. 
Consequently, the costs involved in changing a product’s size will reduce the 
incentives firms have to adjust product pack sizes rather than nominal prices. 
Thus, these costs may act to limit the frequency with which product 
downsizing occurs in practice. 

C.62. Second, any negative effects due to the downsizing of a product may be 
limited if product size is a salient product characteristic such that consumers 
are more likely to notice when the unit price of a product increases as a result 
of a change in product size. This is more likely to be the case – and thus 
product downsizing is less likely to generate consumer detriment – when the 
following occur:  

 Unit pricing is clear, consistent and usable and is used by consumers in 
making purchasing decisions – the unit price can aid consumers in making 
product comparisons and identifying which of two products is cheapest. As 
a result, if consumers use unit pricing information when making decisions 
then they may be more likely to substitute away from a product if a pack 
size change has led to an increase in the unit price of that product, than if 
consumers only used nominal price information.  

 Quantity information is clear, consistent and usable – if consumers have 
access to legible and consistent package quantity information, then 
consumers may be more likely to use that information when making 
product choice decisions. As a result, the provision of this information may 
make it more likely that consumers will substitute away from a product if its 
pack size is adjusted relative to alternative products. 
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C.63. Finally, the change in the size of a product may provide benefits to 
consumers, or be accompanied by the addition of a feature, or a number of 
features, which add value to the consumer. Examples of this could include 
where the size change: 

 is accompanied by the addition of an innovative feature or when the 
downsizing is a necessary part of adding these features. For example, 
when products are sold in easier-to-use packages, such as adding a re-
sealable feature to the new package or moving from a glass to plastic 
containers. Alternatively, a product might become more concentrated and 
the pack size might shrink accordingly but the actual size, in terms of 
usage, of the product has not changed; 

 is made to adapt to the demands of society (for example, if there is an 
increasing proportion of smaller households demanding smaller products 
or if there is a move towards more regular convenience shopping in which 
consumers wish to purchase smaller volumes on a more regular basis); 

 helps to decrease consumption of unhealthy food; or 

 helps to reduce excess packaging and product waste. 

Existing evidence in relation to product downsizing 

C.64. Previous work provides evidence that, in a variety of circumstances, 
consumers do not fully examine the information available to them and that 
consumers do indeed anchor on certain product characteristics which are 
then more salient than others.64  

C.65. Specifically, in relation to product size: 

 Research in the UK, based on a nationally representative sample, 
concluded that the majority of consumers do not use quantity indications 
when buying products. In particular, only 8% of the consumers reported 
using the information on quantity on the packages in deciding whether to 

 
 
64 For a recent discussion of how the salience of different product attributes can affect consumer decision making 
see Bordalo, Gennaioli and Shleifer (2013) ‘Salience and Consumer Choice’, Journal of Political Economy, 
121(5), pp.803-843. Hasting and Shapiro (2013), ‘Fungibility and Consumer Choice: Evidence from Commodity 
Price Shock’, Quarterly Journal of Economics, 128 (4), pp1449-1498 and Thaler (1999), ‘Mental Accounting 
Matters’, Journal of Behavioural Decision Making, 12, pp183-206 provide particular examples of situations in 
which the salience of different product attributes affects consumer decision making. 
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buy the product, even when buying a product for the first time (MORI 
1997).65 

 Lennard et al. (2001) investigated the extent to which consumers use 
quantity indications in the UK.66 This study used accompanied shopping 
interviews, simulated tasks and an in store questionnaire. The results 
suggest that most consumers do not read product size information, are 
often overloaded with product information, are unwilling to make 
comparisons and will use visual impressions of products to estimate the 
actual size of the product. This research suggests that consumers may 
only make limited use of product size in their decision making and that, as 
a result, changes in product sizes may not be noticed by consumers. 

C.66. Furthermore, some studies have found evidence that, in some circumstances, 
consumer demand is less responsive to changes in quantity or product size 
than it is to changes in nominal price. For example: 

 Çakir and Balagtas (2014) compared the effects of product size and 
nominal price changes in the Chicago market for ice cream and found 
evidence that consumers are about four times as sensitive to price as they 
are to package size changes;67 and  

 Gourville and Koehler (2004) found evidence of a greater sensitivity to 
price than product size in breakfast cereals, coffee and a number of ready-
to-eat products.68 

Summary of product downsizing 

C.67. In summary, see the following points: 

 If consumers anchor on characteristics such as price and do not anchor on 
product size information then they may not notice and respond to changes 
in product size in the same way they respond to changes in other product 
characteristics. 

 As a result, consumer detriment may arise because consumers do not 
respond as promptly to a unit price increase arising from a pack size 

 
 
65 MORI (1997), ‘Indications of Quantity on Pre-packaged Food: Drained Net Weight’, Department of Trade and 
Industry. 
66 Lennard, McGoldrick and Betts (2001), ‘Why Consumers Under-Use Food Quantity Indicators’, The 
International Review of Retail Distribution and Consumer Research, 11 (2) pp177-200. 
67 Çakir and Balagtas (2014), ‘Consumer response to Package Downsizing: Evidence from the Chicago Ice 
Cream Market’, Journal of Retailing, 90 (1), pp1-12. 
68 Gourville and Koehler (2004), ‘Downsizing Price Increases: A Greater Sensitivity to Price than Quantity in 
Consumer Markets’, Harvard Business School Research Paper No.04-01. 
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change as they would to a nominal selling price increase. Thus, 
consumers may pay higher prices than if the nominal selling price was 
increased, without realising that this is the case. 

 The available evidence suggests that consumers do indeed anchor on 
certain product characteristics and that consumers may only use product 
size information to a limited extent in their decision making. Further, the 
evidence also suggests that consumers may be less responsive to 
changes in product size than to changes in prices. 

 However, the incentives firms have to adjust pack sizes, rather than prices, 
may be mitigated because the costs of adjusting pack size may be 
significant. For example, this may be because a change in pack size 
requires a change in the production process. Additionally, any negative 
effects of pack size may be partially offset if product size information and 
unit price information increases the likelihood that consumers will 
substitute towards another product following a pack size change. 

 Finally, there may be features associated with changes in the size of a 
product that may provide benefits to consumers. For example, a product 
size change may be a necessary part of introducing a new feature to a 
product, such as resealable packaging which consumers value.  

Price matching 

C.68. The final issue raised by Which? is the use of price matching schemes by 
grocery retailers. 

C.69. A number of retailers, both grocery retailers and more generally, have price 
matching schemes. These schemes are a guarantee by a retailer that it has 
matched or beaten (or will match or beat) the prices offered by another retailer 
(or retailers) on a range of products. 

C.70. In general, price matching schemes may vary along a number of dimensions, 
for example: 

 Price matching versus price beating – under the former a retailer only 
matches the prices offered by another retailer; under the latter the retailer 
promises to undercut the prices offered by their competitor. 

 Ease of redemption – the price matching scheme may be automatic (for 
example, the shelf edge prices are adjusted) or the consumer may face 
some cost (known as ‘hassle’ costs) in activating the price matching 
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scheme (for example, the consumer must provide proof of the lower price 
or remember to redeem a voucher on a subsequent visit).  

 Product coverage – under some schemes only a subset of a retailer’s 
range may be included (for example, a retailer may only match prices on 
its branded products). 

 Competitor coverage – the price matching scheme may match the prices 
of only one competitor or it may match the prices of multiple competitors. 

C.71. These distinctions are important because they have implications for the 
plausibility of the various theories of harm and efficiency arguments. 

Efficiencies 

C.72. A price matching scheme may be an efficient means by which a retailer can 
signal its pricing relative to its competitors. In particular, a price matching 
scheme may allow: 

 a low cost base retailer to signal that they have low prices; or 

 an upmarket retailer to signal that its added service and higher quality 
retail environment does not come at the expense of higher prices on 
equivalent products (that is, the retailer wants to signal that it is a low cost 
base but high quality retailer). 

C.73. Indeed it may be that within a single market different retailers use price 
matching schemes in different ways such that both types of signal are present 
in the same market. 

C.74. Consider the example of a low cost base retailer wishing to signal to 
consumers that it has low pricing when at least some consumers are not 
aware of the actual prices of the products themselves at the retailers. In this 
case, a price matching scheme may be an efficient means to communicate 
that the retailer has prices at least as low as its rivals on the products included 
in the price matching scheme. 

C.75. However, for the price matching to be a credible signal it must not be 
profitable for a high price, high cost base retailer to mimic the signal and to 
also introduce a price matching scheme. In other words, it must be more 
costly for the high price, high cost base retailer to introduce a price matching 
scheme than for the low cost base and low price retailer. This is likely to be 
the case if: 
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 a large number of consumers would activate any price matching scheme 
offered by a high cost base retailer, for example because the price 
matching scheme is automatic or there are a significant number of 
consumers who are informed about prices in the market; and 

 there are large differences in costs between retailers such that the high 
cost retailer would never find it profitable to sell at the same price as the 
low cost retailer. 

When these conditions hold it is likely that the high cost base retailer would 
have to match the low cost base retailer’s price on a significant proportion, if 
not all, its sales. Furthermore, given the difference in costs, this would not be 
profitable for the higher cost base retailer.69   

C.76. When this is the case then it would be expected that: 

 only some retailers in the market adopt the price matching scheme;70 

 only the low cost base retailers adopt these price matching schemes; and  

 there is some price dispersion among retailers, so that the price matching 
scheme is effective at signalling lower prices. 

C.77. Further, the literature has suggested that where price matching schemes are 
being used as a signalling device they may lead to higher levels of 
concentration and lower prices. This is because the price matching scheme 
may help the retailer to attract customers at the expense of higher cost 
retailers. Therefore measures of concentration may not capture the intensity 
of competition. 

C.78. Finally, if the price matching scheme is being used as a credible low cost 
signalling device one would expect there to be little, if any, redemption of the 
price matching scheme. This is because only the lowest cost retailer, who will 
also have the lowest prices, adopts the price matching scheme whilst it is not 
profitable for a higher cost, and higher price, retailer to do so. 

C.79. The basic intuition underpinning the use of a price matching scheme as a 
signalling device by an upmarket retailer is the same as that for a low cost 
retailer as outlined above. One notable additional point is that one might 

 
 
69 For more detailed discussions of price matching schemes and the conditions required for them to act as a 
signalling device see Moorthy and Winter (2006) ‘Price matching guarantees’, The RAND Journal of Economics, 
37 (2), pp.449-465,  and Winter (2008), ‘Price matching and meeting-competition guarantees’, in 2 Issues in 
Competition Law and Policy. 
70 That is, at least some retailers must not have a price matching scheme as if all retailers have a price matching 
scheme then it has no value as a signal. 
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expect a high quality retailer to only apply a price matching scheme to 
branded products. This is because these products are those where the quality 
of the underlying product is directly comparable across retailers. Therefore, 
matching only branded products allows the upmarket retailer to signal that, 
while prices may be higher for better quality (and higher cost) own-branded 
products, prices will be the same for comparable branded products which are 
available at other retailers. 

Theories of harm 

C.80. In the super-complaint Which? specifically asked the CMA to ‘investigate 
whether the price matching practices operated by the supermarkets overall 
benefit consumers, or simply have the effect of reducing shopping around 
based on potentially misleading information.’ 71 Therefore the CMA has first 
assessed the impact price matching schemes may have on consumer search 
and whether this may lead to consumer harm (‘the consumer attraction 
theory’). 

C.81. There are also a number of other theories of harm related to the use of price 
matching schemes and the CMA has focused on the one which is of most 
relevance to this super-complaint,72 namely, ‘the softening of competition 
theory’, which looks at the impact price matching schemes may have on 
retailer incentives. 

The consumer attraction theory of harm 

C.82. When deciding whether to search and to shop around between different 
retailers, consumers compare the perceived benefits of searching (for 
example the possibility of finding lower prices elsewhere) with the perceived 
costs (for example the time involved visiting another retailer). 

C.83. A price matching scheme may affect the perceived benefits to a consumer of 
searching between retailers. This is because the price matching scheme may 
lead consumers to believe that the scheme will ensure that the consumer 
received the best price regardless of where they shop. As a result, consumer 
search may be reduced. 

C.84. However, consumer detriment may arise if this belief is mistaken and 
consumers systematically overestimate the extent to which the price matching 

 
 
71 Super-complaint, p21. 
72 The theories of harm not considered here are the use of price matching schemes to enable tacit collusion and 
as a means of entry foreclosure. For a detailed discussion of these theories of harm see LEAR, commissioned by 
the OFT (2012), Can ‘Fair’ Prices Be Unfair? A Review of Price Relationship Agreements. 

http://www.learlab.com/pdf/oft1438_1347291420.pdf
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scheme ensures that they receive the best price. If this is the case, then 
consumer detriment may arise because consumers may fail to identify and to 
take advantage of lower prices. In addition, the reduction in consumer search 
may also soften competition between retailers leading to higher prices than 
would otherwise be the case. 

C.85. Examples of when consumers may systematically overestimate the benefits of 
a price matching scheme are the following:  

 If consumers have insufficient information about the coverage of the price 
matching scheme (both in terms of the products and retailers included). 
Such an outcome might arise if the terms of the price matching scheme 
are opaquely or misleadingly presented to consumers. 

 If a retailer imposes significant ‘hassle’ costs which create a cost for 
consumers who want to benefit from the price matching scheme, but 
consumers underestimate or fail to anticipate these costs. Such 
unanticipated costs may lead consumers to believe that they are more 
likely to benefit from the price matching scheme than is actually the case. 

Direct softening of competition 

C.86. Price matching can also directly lead to a softening of competition between 
retailers by reducing the incentives retailers have to reduce prices. 

C.87. The intuition is that when a competitor has a price matching scheme, a retailer 
knows that if it cuts its prices its competitor will always match or beat those 
prices. Therefore, the retailer knows that if it cuts its price it will reduce the 
revenue it receives from all its existing customers but, since the competitor 
will also (immediately) reduce its price the retailer is less likely to attract any of 
the competitor’s customers (ie to receive the benefits of the price cut). 
Consequently, the loss in revenue on existing customers is more likely to 
outweigh any additional revenue from new customers and retailers are 
disincentivised from reducing their prices.73 

C.88. As a result, the introduction of a price matching scheme may lead to a 
softening of competition in the market and consumers will end up paying 
higher prices than would otherwise be the case. 

C.89. Further, if there is a softening of competition, then one would expect that the 
price matching scheme will rarely identify price differences and thus 

 
 
73 For a general discussion of the softening of competition theory see LEAR, commissioned by the OFT (2012), 
Can ‘Fair’ Prices Be Unfair? A Review of Price Relationship Agreements.. 

http://www.learlab.com/pdf/oft1438_1347291420.pdf
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redemption rates should be low. This is because under the softening of 
competition theory retailers have no incentive to undercut the retailer(s) 
offering the price matching scheme and therefore the price matching scheme 
is rarely, if ever, activated. 

C.90. The literature on price matching schemes suggests that there are two 
important factors which affect the likelihood that a price matching scheme 
softens competition: 

 Hassle costs – anticipated hassle costs (the costs of benefiting from the 
price matching scheme) encourage consumers to directly purchase from 
the lowest priced competitor rather than to rely on a retailer’s price 
matching scheme. Therefore, hassle costs restore a competitor’s incentive 
to cut prices as it allows them to attract some new customers and can 
prevent a softening of competition.74 

 Switching costs – switching costs (the costs of switching to purchase at 
another retailer)75 deter consumers from directly purchasing from the 
lowest priced competitor and encourage consumers to rely on a retailer’s 
price matching scheme. For example, if a consumer faces switching costs 
that are higher than a price matching scheme’s hassle costs then the 
consumer has an incentive to rely on the price matching scheme. 
Therefore, switching costs reduce the incentives for competitors to reduce 
prices, and lead to a softening of competition, because few consumers will 
switch when a competitor lowers its price.76 

C.91. A retailer’s incentives to cut prices are lower when a larger fraction of the 
market (in terms of the customers of other retailers) is covered by a price 
matching scheme. Therefore, one would expect that the softening of 
competition theory of harm would be more plausible when: 

 the market is concentrated, so that a smaller number of retailers need to 
introduce a price matching scheme before there is a significant effect on 
incentives, and/or 

 
 
74 See Hviid and Shaffer (1999), ‘Hassle Costs: The Achilles’ Heel of Price-Matching Guarantees’, Journal of 
Economics & Management Strategy, 8 (4), pp489-521, and Edlin (1997), ‘Do Guaranteed- Low Price Policies 
Guarantee High Price, and Can Antitrust Rise to the Challenge?’, Harvard Law Review, 111 (2), pp528. 
75 Examples of switching costs might be brand loyalty or the additional time costs involved in travelling to another 
retailer. 
76 See Edlin (1997), ‘Do Guaranteed- Low Price Policies Guarantee High Price, and Can Antitrust Rise to the 
Challenge?’, Harvard Law Review, 111 (2), pp528. 
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 where there is a high rate of adoption of price matching schemes, so that a 
large number of competitors automatically respond to any price cut, 
reducing a retailer’s incentive to cut prices in the first place.  

C.92. However, the literature suggests that these are not necessary conditions and 
that anti-competitive effects can still arise even when the conditions are not 
met. For example, the literature suggests that price matching schemes can 
lead to a softening of competition even when: they apply to advertised prices 
rather than actual selling prices;77 there are cost differences between 
retailers;78 price matching schemes are only adopted by some of the retailers 
in a market;79 and in unconcentrated markets.80 

Price matching as a form of price discrimination 

C.93. When a price matching scheme is not automatic, then the scheme may 
facilitate price discrimination. In particular, where customers have:81 

 differences in hassle costs; 

 differences in search costs (so that some consumers are more informed 
about prices than others); or 

 differences in switching costs 

a retailer may use a price matching scheme to price discriminate and to set 
different prices to consumers with different price sensitivities. 

C.94. In such cases a non-automatic price matching scheme can allow a retailer to 
set a high initial price to price insensitive consumers who may not shop 
around, are unwilling to switch and/or who face high hassle costs such that 
they do not benefit from the price matching scheme. However, the retailer can 
(through the price matching scheme) also lower the effective price charged to 

 
 
77 For example, see Corts (1995), ‘On the robustness of the argument that price-matching is anti-competitive’, 
Economic Letters, 47 (3-4), pp417-421, Kaplan (2000), ‘Effective price-matching: a comment’, International 
Journal of Industrial Organization, 18 (8), pp1291-1294 and Arbatskaya, Hviid and Shaffer (2006), ‘On the use of 
low-price guarantees to discourage price cutting’, International Journal of Industrial Organization, 24 (6), 
pp1139-1156. 
78 See Logan and Lutter (1989), ‘Guaranteed lowest prices: do the facilitate collusion?’ Economic Letters, 31 (2), 
pp89-192, and Moorthy and Winter (2006), ‘Price matching guarantees’, The RAND Journal of Economics, 
37 (2), pp449-465, 
79 See Logan and Lutter (1989), ‘Guaranteed lowest prices: do the facilitate collusion?’ Economic Letters, 31 (2), 
pp189-192, and Hviid and Shaffer (1999) ‘Hassle Costs: The Achilles’ Heel of Price-Matching Guarantees’, 
Journal of Economics & Management Strategy, 8 (4), pp489-521.  
80 See Edlin and Emch (1999), ‘The welfare losses from price-matching policies’, Journal of Industrial Economics, 
47 (2), pp.145-167. 
81 For example, Corts (1997) ‘On the competitive effects of price-matching policies’. International Journal of 
Industrial Organizations, 15 (3), pp283-299. 
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price sensitive consumers who would shop around and who are willing to 
activate the price matching scheme. 

C.95. As was discussed at paragraphs C.15 to C.18 in the context of promotions, 
the welfare effects of such price discrimination are ambiguous. The 
introduction of the price matching scheme may lead to higher prices for some 
consumers and lower prices for others than would otherwise be the case. It 
might also beneficially increase the consumption of price sensitive 
consumers. If this increase in consumption is sufficiently large then the price 
discrimination function of the price matching scheme will increase welfare. 

C.96. Finally, if price discrimination is the motivation behind a price matching 
scheme then one would expect to see that: 

 retailers who adopt the price matching scheme set higher prices relative to 
at least one competitor who is covered by the price matching scheme (ie 
there is price dispersion); and 

 there are non-negligible rates of redemption such that consumers are 
paying different prices at the same retailer (ie price discrimination is 
actually occurring). 

Assessing the effects of price matching schemes  

C.97. A small number of studies have analysed the empirical evidence on the 
effects of price matching schemes.82 These studies do not provide systematic 
evidence as to whether price matching schemes have pro-competitive or anti-
competitive effects. 

C.98. However, the research and the theory discussed at paragraphs C.72-C.96 
does suggest that certain ‘screens’ (market characteristics or outcomes) are 
more or less likely to be associated with each of the theories of harm or 
efficiency rationales for a price matching scheme. In particular all of the 
theories of harm and efficiency arguments rely on the following two factors: 

 Consumer influence – price matching schemes must influence consumer 
price perceptions and search intentions. 

 
 
82 For example, Hess and Gerstner (1991), ‘Price-matching policies: An empirical case.’ Managerial and Decision 
Economics, 12(4), pp305-315, Arbatskaya, Hviid and Shaffer (2006), ‘On the use of low-price guarantees to 
discourage price cutting’. International Journal of Industrial Organization, 24(6), pp1139-1156, and Mañez, J. A., 
(2006), ‘Unbeatable Value Low-Price Guarantee: Collusive Mechanism or Advertising Strategy?’ Journal of 
Economics & Management Strategy, 15(1), pp143-66. 
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 Consumer choice – at least some consumers must be attracted by a 
retailer’s price matching scheme. 

If these factors do not hold then price matching schemes will not have a 
significant effect on consumer behaviour and will therefore have little impact 
on the market. 

C.99. The assessment screens identified by the CMA are outlined in Table C1 
below. These screens have been split into three groupings: 

 Market characteristics, for example, the level of price dispersion may 
determine how likely a particular theory of harm or efficiency is. 

 Scheme characteristics, for example, the level of hassle costs may 
determine how likely a particular theory of harm or efficiency is. 

 Scheme adoption, for example, the type or number of retailers in a market 
that adopt a price matching scheme may determine how likely a particular 
theory of harm or efficiency is. 

The CMA has identified which theory of harm or efficiency is more likely 
based on each of the screens identified. As can be seen in Table C1 some of 
these screens are consistent with more than one theory of harm or efficiency. 
Therefore, it is necessary to look at these screens collectively to identify which 
theory of harm or efficiency is most likely to hold in any given circumstances. 
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Table C1: Price matching screens 

Screen Softening of 
competition 

Consumer 
attraction 

Low cost, low 
price signalling 

Upmarket 
signalling 

Price 
discrimination 

 Market characteristics 

Low price dispersion      
High price dispersion      
High market concentration      
Some consumers have high switching 
costs      

Some consumers have high search 
costs      

 Scheme characteristics 

Some consumers face high hassle 
costs      

Consumers face low hassle costs      
Information on the price matching 
scheme is unclear      

Price matching scheme has low 
coverage across products/rivals      

Price matching scheme only covers 
branded products      

High rate of redemption      
Low rate of redemption      

 Scheme adoption 

High adoption rate across retailers      
Low adoption rate across retailers      
Only high quality retailers adopt the 
price matching scheme      

Only high price retailers adopt the 
price matching scheme      

Only low cost base and low price 
retailers adopt the price matching 
scheme 

     

Source: CMA analysis. 

Summary of the economic analysis on price matching schemes 

C.100. In summary, the above analysis suggests the following: 

 Price matching schemes may be pro-competitive because they can be a 
means by which a retailer can efficiently signal its low prices to consumers. 
In particular, a price scheme may be an efficient signalling device for low 
cost, low price retailers and for high quality, low cost retailers. 

 However, price matching schemes may also lead to consumer detriment 
and consumers may pay higher prices than would otherwise be the case 
for two reasons: 

— First, consumers may overestimate the benefits provided by a price 
matching scheme leading them to hold a mistaken belief that the price 
matching scheme will ensure that they receive the best price when 
this is not the case. As a result, consumers may search less than they 
would otherwise.  
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— Second, a retailer’s price matching scheme may reduce the 
incentives their competitors have to reduce prices because the 
competitors know that any price reduction will be matched by the 
retailer. Therefore, the price matching scheme may soften competition 
between retailers leading to higher prices than would otherwise be the 
case. 

 Price matching schemes may also be used as a form of price 
discrimination, allowing lower prices to be charged to more price sensitive 
consumers. However, the welfare effects of such price discrimination are 
ambiguous and will depend upon the specific circumstances. 

 Finally, the research does not provide evidence that price matching 
schemes are systematically pro-competitive or anti-competitive. However, 
the research does indicate that certain factors (or combinations of factors) 
are more likely to be associated with each theory of harm or efficiency 
rationale. Therefore, these factors can be used as screens to make an 
initial assessment of individual cases. 

The cumulative impact 

C.101. As was noted in the introduction, Which? has raised concerns about each of 
the four issues discussed above both individually and cumulative. The CMA is 
not aware of any studies which have attempted to systematically assess the 
cumulative impact of these practices (or a subset of these practices). 
However, the CMA has used the framework outlined above when assessing 
the economic effects of the cumulative impact of the practices identified by 
Which?.  

C.102. When taken together, if:  

 promotions and price frames are used in a complex and misleading 
manner;  

 unit pricing information is unclear and inconsistent; 

 product downsizing occurs; and  

 price matching schemes are applied and presented in a misleading 
manner.  

then this may significantly increase the complexity of an individual’s shopping 
experience. This may have a detrimental impact upon consumers by reducing 
the desire and ability of consumers to compare prices. For example, by: 



57 

 increasing the complexity of comparing prices across products within a 
store or across retailers or by creating a misleading impression about 
relative prices across retailers. As a result, consumer search may be 
reduced, leading consumers to select products which may not best meet 
their needs and softening competition within the market, leading 
consumers to face higher prices than would otherwise be the case; 

 exploiting the mental shortcuts consumers make in their decision making, 
leading consumers to purchase products at higher prices than would 
otherwise be the case or to select products they would not have done 
otherwise; and 

 in combination, significantly increasing the complexity of the shopping 
environment may make consumers more reliant on the mental shortcuts 
they use when making decisions and on the use of environmental cues. 
This may increase the likelihood that misleading practices take advantage 
of these behaviours leading to consumer detriment.
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D: Promotional data analysis 

Introduction 

D.1. This Annex sets out the CMA’s analysis of data provided by mySupermarket 
on reference price promotions, volume promotions and products that come in 
multiple pack sizes. The aim of the analysis was to test: 

 for reference price promotions (such as ‘was/now’ promotions):  

— whether the previous higher reference price had been charged for at 
least 28 days prior to the promotion commencing, as recommended 
by the BIS Pricing Practices Guide (PPG); and  

— whether the product had been available at the higher reference price 
for at least as long as it was subsequently made available at the lower 
price during the reference price promotion, as recommended by the 
Office of Fair Trading principles on food pricing display and 
promotional practices (the OFT Principles); and 

 for volume promotions (such as multi-buy promotions): whether the per 
item price of the product under the volume promotion is higher than the 
previous selling price for one item; and 

 for products available in multiple pack sizes: whether the unit price for the 
larger pack size of the product is lower than the unit price for smaller pack 
sizes of the product. 

D.2. The CMA has concentrated on analysing these indicators because they were 
the characteristics of the examples provided to the CMA by Which? in the 
super-complaint. The indicators from the PPG and the OFT Principles in 
relation to reference price promotions are also used by retailers to ensure 
their own compliance. 

D.3. However, the CMA is mindful of the limitations of data alone in demonstrating 
whether particular practices are misleading under the law and that it is not 
appropriate solely to use indicators in guidance to establish compliance or 
non-compliance with the CPRs. Rather, any assessment of the compliance by 
traders with the CPRs can only be undertaken with reference to the 
requirements of the legislation, the established precedent and guidance and 
the specific circumstances of any promotion. 
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D.4. This Annex is structured as follows: 

(a) Section 1 describes the data collected by mySupermarket, explains the 
data used by the CMA and explains some of the limitations to the analysis 
the CMA could conduct. 

(b) Section 2 sets out the analysis of reference price promotions. 

(c) Section 3 sets out the analysis of volume promotions. 

(d) Section 4 sets out the analysis of pack sizes. 

Section 1: MySupermarket data provided to the CMA 

D.5. MySupermarket collects pricing and promotions data from the websites of the 
retailers on a daily basis and this data is used by mySupermarket as the basis 
for its price comparison service and in its market research analysis. 
Therefore, mySupermarket’s data relates to the products,83 prices and 
promotions which are available online rather than in store. From 
conversations with retailers, the CMA understands that the prices and 
promotions for individual products which are available online are generally the 
same as those available in stores. However, there are a number of notable 
exceptions which need to be accounted for: 

 Retailers may only make a subset of their products available online and 
the set of products available online may vary over time. For example, if a 
retailer only listed a product online when it was on a promotion then there 
is no pricing information in the data set for the time prior to the promotion 
and the tests outlined above cannot be applied. 

 Retailers may set different prices for the same product at different stores. 
Therefore, the pricing information recorded in the data set may not reflect 
the prices available across all stores. Where multiple prices are available 
for a product at a retailer the lowest price and the associated promotions 
are provided and the existence of multiple prices is indicated in the data 
set. 

 The data set only records certain factual information about a promotion 
(for example the start and end date, the price and any promotional 
wording, such as ‘2 for £5’) which is available online. However, finer 
details of a promotion and the way in which it is presented to consumers 

 
 
83 In this Annex a product is equivalent to a stock keeping unit (SKU). Each SKU is a uniquely identifiable product 
supplied by a retailer. For example, different sizes of an otherwise identical product will be listed as separate 
SKUs. 
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in store or the volume of sales are not included in the data set. Therefore, 
it is not possible to use this data to make an accurate assessment of 
whether an individual promotion, or set of promotions, is compliant with 
the relevant legislation. 

D.6. The CMA requested data from mySupermarket on all of the reference price 
promotions, volume promotions and products that come in multiple pack sizes 
available on 7 November 2014 at each of Aldi, Asda, Morrisons, Ocado, 
Sainsbury’s, Tesco and Waitrose. The fact that pricing data was more readily 
available for five retailers in particular should not be taken to support any 
conclusion that these five retailers are more or less compliant with the CPRs 
than any other retailer, or that the CMA’s recommendations are limited in 
scope to these retailers in particular. 

D.7. In certain tables the CMA has anonymised the retailers’ names so it is not 
possible to identify them in relation to the data provided by mySupermarket. 
The CMA has done this because the analysis of this data is only intended to 
provide a snapshot of the pricing practices of the specified retailers on 7 
November 2014. Given the limited nature of this data, the CMA would not 
consider it appropriate to specify the parties to whom the information relates 
which risks creating an inaccurate implication that any particular retailer is not 
complying with the legislation. 

D.8. The CMA requested data for 7 November 2014 because concentrating on a 
single day provided a significant sample of products and promotions whilst 
ensuring that the analysis was feasible within the strict 90 day statutory time 
limit for responding to the super-complaint. Additionally, the CMA considered 
that 7 November 2014 was unlikely to be disproportionately affected by 
seasonal promotions. 

D.9. The CMA did not analyse the data provided for Aldi and Morrisons. For Aldi, 
this is because Aldi do not sell their products online and mySupermarket 
collects Aldi’s pricing data less frequently (twice a week) than it does for other 
retailers. Therefore, the CMA considered that Aldi’s data was not of sufficient 
granularity and necessarily reflective of the full range of Aldi’s in store prices 
and promotions to permit the required analysis. Morrisons only began to retail 
online in early 2014. The CMA’s initial analysis of the data suggested that 
Morrisons lists a much smaller set of its overall product range online at any 
one time and that the set of products which is listed online changes regularly. 
Consequently, the CMA considered that Morrisons’ data was not sufficiently 
detailed to permit the analysis required or sufficiently representative of the 
prices and promotions for Morrisons’ products in store. 
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D.10. Furthermore, the fact that retailers may set different prices for the same 
product at different stores creates a particular challenge for alcoholic 
products. A major reason for this is that the Alcohol etc. (Scotland) Act 2010 
prohibits the use of volume promotions on alcohol in Scotland. As a result, it is 
difficult to construct a clean history of pricing and promotions for these 
products and these products have not been included in the CMA’s analysis of 
reference price or volume promotions.84 

D.11. Table D1 summarises the number of reference price promotions, volume 
promotions and products with different pack sizes for each of the retailers in 
the CMA’s final sample. 

Table D1: Number of products analysed 

Retailer 

Products 
stocked on 

7 November 
2014 

Products 
involved in a 

reference price 
promotion* 

% of all 
products 

Products 
involved in 

a volume 
promotion* 

% of all 
products 

SKUs with a 
smaller pack 

size of the 
same product 

% of all 
SKUs 

Asda 32,620 2,618 8% 5,978 18% 2,281 7% 
Ocado 31,818 2,676 8% 4,116 13% 1,923 6% 
Sainsbury's 26,909 2,297 9% 4,372 16% 2,106 8% 
Tesco 41,239 3,486 8% 6,963 17% 3,208 8% 
Waitrose 20,078 1,657 8% 3,076 15% 1,192 6% 

Source: CMA analysis of data supplied by mySupermarket. 
*Excluding alcoholic promotions. 
Notes: 
1. Here a product refers to a single SKU. 
2. The percentages reported in this table refer to the percentage of all products stocked by the retailer on 7 November 2014. 
3. One would expect that the fraction of expenditure accounted for by products involved in reference price promotions and 
volume promotions on 7 November 2014 would be higher than the percentage of all products stocked by each retailer. 
 
D.12. Having used 7 November 2014 to identify an initial sample of reference price 

promotions, volume promotions and products available in multiple pack sizes, 
the CMA asked mySupermarket to provide data on the pricing and promotions 
for those products.  

D.13. For the products involved in a reference price or a volume promotion on 
7 November 2014, mySupermarket provided data on the prices and 
promotions relating to those products both before and after the reference 
price or volume promotion of 7 November 2014. Specifically, mySupermarket 
provided the CMA with information about the prices and promotions for each 
product for two ‘Periods’ prior to the promotion occurring on 7 November 2014 
and for one ‘Period’ after the promotion. 

D.14. A ‘Period’ was defined as a sequence of time during which the price of the 
product or the price frame applied to a product did not change. If a product 
was priced at ‘Was £2, Now £1.50’ on one day and simply ‘£1.50’ the next day 
then these would be recorded as separate ‘Periods’. Similarly if a product was 

 
 
84 These products are those in mySupermarket’s Adult Drinks & Mixers product category. 
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priced at ‘£3’ one day and ‘£3 for one or two for £5’ the next, then these would 
be recorded as separate ‘Periods’. 

D.15. A product was recorded as being out of stock if it was not recorded in the 
mySupermarket data for 3 or more days. In these cases, the start and end 
date of the out of stock period were provided. A 3 day time limit for an out of 
stock period is necessary because there are a variety of reasons why a 
product might be temporarily absent from the mySupermarket data, whilst still 
being listed online by the retailer. For example, the retailer’s website might be 
down for maintenance when mySupermarket attempts to collect the 
information from the retailer’s website. Where the product was not recorded in 
the mySupermarket data for less than 3 days, this was considered to be a 
continuation of the previous pricing and promotion of the product and was not 
recorded as an out of stock event. 

D.16. In addition to the factors summarised at paragraph D.5, there are a number of 
features of the data set which limit the analysis of reference price and volume 
promotions which is feasible. 

D.17. First, on occasions retailers upload prices and promotions in stages over a 
short period of time (eg a day) or a promotion may take some time to be 
applied to all of a retailer’s branches. For example, a retailer might originally 
price a product at £11 and decide to reduce the price to £9 and to introduce a 
reference price promotion of ‘Was £11, Now £9’. In practice this change will 
be made in stages so that one day the price is £11, the next day it is £9 
without any reference price frame being added and it is only the next day that 
the reference price frame of ‘Was £11, Now £9’ will be added. Alternatively, a 
promotion may be extended but the promotional frame may not be presented 
for a short period. For example, the ‘Was £11, Now £9’ promotion may be 
extended but the product will simply be priced at £9 without any promotional 
frame for a day or two before the ‘Was £11, Now £9’ promotion returns. 

D.18. The frequency with which mySupermarket collects information from a 
retailer’s website means that each of these prices and promotions are 
recorded as distinct events in the data. Therefore, in the first example above, 
three distinct pricing and promotion periods would be recorded in the data: 
one in which the price is £11, one in which the price is £9, with no promotion 
and one in which the price is £9 with the ‘Was £11, Now £9’ promotional 
frame. This feature of the data means that there are a number of short periods 
(eg 2 days or less) in the data provided to the CMA. The ways in which the 
CMA has accounted for these short periods in each aspect of the analysis are 
discussed in more details below.  



63 

D.19. Second, the pricing and promotions associated with many products change 
on a regular basis. For example, a product may be involved in a volume 
promotion and then no promotion and then a reference price promotion all 
within a relatively short period of time. However, the CMA has only been able 
to analyse a limited pricing and promotion history for each product (two 
‘Periods’ before and one ‘Period’ after the promotion arising on 7 November 
2014). Again, the implications of the limited time span of the data which is 
available to the CMA for each aspect of the analysis are discussed in more 
detail below. 

D.20. For products which were available in multiple pack sizes mySupermarket 
provided data on the pricing and promotions which applied to those products 
on 7 November 2014. Because there was no time series dimension to this 
data, the issues described at paragraphs D.18-D.19 above did not apply to 
this aspect of the CMA’s analysis. 

Section 2: Reference price analysis 

D.21. In analysing the sample of reference price promotions provided by 
mySupermarket the CMA has assessed whether the previous higher 
reference price was charged for at least 28 days prior to the commencement 
of the promotion (‘the 28 day indicator’), and whether the product had been 
available at the previous, higher reference price for at least as long as it was 
subsequently available at the lower price during the reference price promotion 
(‘the 1:1 ratio’). 

D.22. Throughout its analysis the CMA incorporated a margin of error and allowed 
for 3 days leeway from both the ‘28 day indicator’ and the ‘1:1 ratio’. In part 
this is to reflect the issue discussed above regarding how the data is 
collected, and it is also to focus on material departures from the ‘1:1 ratio’.  

D.23. In its initial analysis the CMA has begun by assessing whether each reference 
price promotion satisfies the ‘1:1 ratio’. This is consistent with the approach 
taken in the OFT Principles which state that ‘where this ‘1:1 ratio’ is not 
exceeded, the OFT is unlikely to be concerned with the length of time which 
the higher price was initially charged’. The CMA has then used the ’28 day 
indicator’ when further analysing those reference price promotions which did 
not satisfy the ‘1:1 ratio’.  
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D.24. In analysing the data the CMA has been able to identify cases in which the 
data provides evidence that a reference price promotion: 

 satisfies the ‘1:1 ratio’. In other words the previous higher reference price 
had been charged for at least as long as the subsequent lower price was 
available during the reference price promotion; or 

 does not satisfy the ‘1:1 ratio’. In other words where the previous higher 
reference price had not been charged for at least as long as the 
subsequent lower price was available during the reference price 
promotion. This could be the case because either: 

— the product was available at the lower promotional price for longer 
than it had been available at the higher price prior to the promotion 
and the data does not suggest that the higher price may have been 
charged for longer than is recorded in the data;85 or  

— for at least 14 days immediately prior to the promotion, the product 
was sold at a price other than the reference price used during the 
reference price promotion. In these cases it could be argued that 
another price (not the reference price) was established prior to the 
reference price promotion.86 

D.25. As discussed at paragraphs D.16-D.19, several features of the data set have 
limited the extent to which the CMA has been able to analyse the 
characteristics of some reference price promotions. For example, consider a 
product with the following pricing history with the final ‘Half Price’ promotion 
occurring on 7 November 2014: 

(a) ‘Buy 1 for £10 or 2 for £15’ for 7 days. 

(b) ‘£10’ for 7 days. 

(c) ‘Buy 1 for £10 or 2 for £15’ for 7 days. 

(d) ‘£10’ for 7 days. 

 
 
85 The higher reference price may have been charged for longer than is recorded in the data if this higher price is 
the first price recorded in the data. In such cases, further data could plausibly establish that the product was price 
established for longer than is recorded in the data set. However, when this is not the case the data does not 
suggest that the higher reference price was charged for longer than is recorded in the data. 
86 For example paragraph 1.2.1 of the PPG states that ‘if you have offered the product at a lower price for any 
significant period in the interval (lower, that is, than the price at which you now intend to sell it), this should be 
stated. What might constitute a significant period of time will depend on all the circumstances, but a single period 
not exceeding a week in a six month interval, or two or three periods of a weekend each in a six month interval, 
would be unlikely to be significant.’ 
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(e) ‘Half Price, Now £5’ for 21 days. 

D.26. In this case, a single unit of the product has been priced at £10 for 28 days. 
However, the data set analysed by the CMA would only provide the following 
information: 

(a) ‘Buy 1 for £10 or 2 for £15’ for 7 days. 

(b) ‘£10’ for 7 days. 

(c) ‘Half Price, Now £5’ for 21 days. 

D.27. Therefore, the data set would only record the product as being priced at £10 
for 14 days. Consequently, a simple analysis of the ‘Half Price’ promotion 
would suggest that the ‘1:1 ratio’ and ‘28 day indicator’ were not satisfied but 
this is not necessarily the case. 

D.28. The CMA has also been able to identify cases where the available data would 
lead to a conclusion that the reference price promotion: 

(a) does not satisfy the ‘1:1 ratio’ but further information may show that this is 
an incorrect conclusion to draw because: 

(i) there is evidence that the higher reference price may have been 
charged for longer than is recorded in the data set (ie the first price 
recorded in the data is the higher reference price used during the 
reference price promotion). In these cases, additional data could 
plausibly reveal that the product met the ‘1:1 ratio’; or 

(ii) the product is out of stock immediately prior to the reference price 
promotion for longer than the subsequent promotion. In such cases it 
is plausible that the higher reference price could have been charged 
in store for long enough to satisfy the ‘1:1 ratio’; or 

(b) satisfies the ‘1:1 ratio’ but further information may show that this is an 
incorrect conclusion to draw because: 

(i) the product was out of stock for 2 weeks or more prior to the 
promotion. In such cases, the data does not provide clarity over the 
product’s price immediately prior to the promotion and it is possible 
that another price may have been charged in store prior to the 
reference price promotion; or 

(ii) the data set contains information on the pricing of the product for less 
than 4 days following the reference price promotion. In these cases 
the data does not provide sufficient clarity that the reference price 
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promotion has ended. For example, such cases may reflect a 
temporary out of stock period before the promotion continues once 
the product is back in stock. Alternatively, these could reflect the short 
periods of time which can occur when a promotion is renewed but the 
promotional frame is not applied for a short time. In these cases, it 
could be that the reference price promotion continued for longer than 
is recorded in the data so that additional data would suggest that the 
‘1:1 ratio’ was not satisfied. 

In these cases, the CMA was not able to clearly assess whether the ‘1:1 ratio’ 
was satisfied. Further data is required in order to fully assess the 
characteristics of these reference price promotions. 

D.29. Additionally, in a number of cases the characteristics of the data mean that it 
has not been possible for the CMA to analyse the reference price promotions. 
This was the case where: 

(a) the data set did not include any information on the prices charged prior to 
the reference price promotion because: 

(i) the product was not listed online prior to the reference price 
promotion so that any previous prices were only available in store; 

(ii) the data records a series of price reductions which are a deepening of 
a promotion. For example, if the promotion occurring on 7 November 
was ‘Half price, was £4.99’ and the two previous prices for the product 
had been ‘Save 20%, was £4.99’, which becomes ‘Save 1/3, was 
£4.99’; or 

(iii) immediately prior to the reference price promotion there is a short 
period (less than 4 days) which interrupts an otherwise continuous 
promotion. For example, such short intervening periods may arise 
when a promotion is renewed but for a short time the promotional 
frame is not applied to the product; or 

(b) The data set only provides limited information (4 days or less) on the 
pricing of the product prior to the reference price promotion. 

D.30. The CMA’s initial analysis is summarised in Table D2. 
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Table D2: Characteristics of reference price offers analysed by the CMA (% of all reference 
price promotions available at each retailer on 7 November 2014) 

 % 

Retailer Satisfies the 
‘1:1 ratio’ 

Does not satisfy 
the ‘1:1 ratio’ 

Further data 
required 

Not 
analysed 

A 70 5 16 9 
B 81 1 18 0 
C 34 21 13 32 
D 90 4 5 1 
E 91 1 6 2 

Source: CMA analysis of data supplied by mySupermarket. 

D.31. Where the data did provide a clear indication of whether the ‘1:1 ratio’ had 
been satisfied, there was generally a low incidence with which reference price 
promotions in the sample did not satisfy the ‘1:1 ratio’. However, there was 
one retailer for which this proportion was much larger. For this retailer 21% of 
the reference price promotions in the sample did not satisfy the ‘1:1 ratio’. 
This equated to 37% of the reference price promotions where the CMA could 
clearly analyse whether the reference price promotion satisfied the ‘1:1 ratio’. 
For the other four retailers 5% or less of the reference price promotions in the 
sample did not satisfy the ‘1:1 ratio’. For each of these retailers this equated 
to 6% or less of the reference price promotions where the CMA could clearly 
analyse whether the reference price promotion satisfied the ‘1:1 ratio’. Overall, 
across the five retailers 8% of the reference price promotions we analysed did 
not satisfy the ‘1:1 ratio’. This represents 0.5% of the products available at the 
retailers analysed. 

D.32. There are a number of circumstances in which the data might suggest that a 
reference price promotion did not satisfy the ‘1:1 ratio’. Therefore, the CMA 
has analysed these reference price promotions in more detail to understand 
the relative frequency of these circumstances. The CMA identified the 
following circumstances in which the data suggested that a reference price 
promotion did not satisfy the ‘1:1 ratio’: 

(a) Neither the ‘28 day indicator’ nor the ‘1:1 ratio’ are satisfied – the 
previous, higher reference price was not charged for 28 days prior to the 
commencement of the promotion and the subsequent, lower price was 
available for longer during the promotion than the previous higher 
reference price. 

(b) The ‘28 day indicator’ is satisfied but the ‘1:1 ratio’ is not – the 
previous higher reference price was charged for 28 days prior to the 
commencement of the promotion but the subsequent, lower price was 
available for longer during the promotion than the previous, higher 
reference price. 
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(c) The price frame was added at least 2 weeks after the higher price 
was last used – the reference price frame was added to the product 2 or 
more weeks after the product’s price had been reduced. For example, the 
product was priced at £11 before the price was cut to £9 with no price 
frame being applied and then 2 or more weeks later a ‘Was £11, Now £9’ 
price frame was added. 

(d) A previous promotion had a larger discount – immediately prior to the 
reference price promotion that existed on 7 November 2014 the retailer 
had used another reference price promotion. Both reference price 
promotions used the same reference price but the promotion occurring 
before 7 November provided a larger discount from that reference price. 
For example, on the 7 November 2014 a product was involved in a ‘1/3 
off, Now £6’ promotion but immediately prior to this the product was 
involved in a ‘Half price, Now £4.50’ promotion. 

(e) A higher reference price could have been used – prior to the reference 
price promotion the product had a higher price than the actual reference 
price used the promotion. For example, a higher price of £5 was charged 
prior to the promotion but then the promotional frame applied was ‘Was 
£4, Now £3’. In these cases, the data suggests that the retailer could have 
referenced a higher price than it actually did. 

D.33. Table D3 summarises the results of this analysis. 

Table D3: Circumstances in which reference price promotions did not meet the 1:1 ratio (as a 
percentage of all reference price offers available on 7 November 2014) 

% 

Retailer 
Neither ‘28 day 

indicator’ nor ‘1:1 
ratio’ are satisfied 

The ‘28 day 
indicator’ is met but 
the ‘1:1 ratio’ is not 

Price frame 
added at least 
2 weeks later 

Previous 
promotion with a 

larger discount 

A higher reference 
price could have 

been used 
Other 

A 2.5 0.8 0.1 0.4 0.9 0 
B 0.1 0.6 0.0 0 0.4 0.2 
C 0.0 12.4 6.7 0 0.7 0.7 
D 1.3 0.7 0.0 0 2.0 0.1 
E 0.2 0.2 0.0 0 0.2 0.1 

Source: CMA analysis of data supplied by mySupermarket. 

D.34. From Table D3 it can be seen that instances of neither the ‘28 day indicator’ 
or the ‘1:1 ratio’ being satisfied occurred in only a minority of the promotions 
analysed by the CMA (at most 2.5% of reference price promotions and less 
than 1% of reference price promotions at three retailers). Furthermore, for one 
retailer 2% of the reference price promotions in the sample could have 
referenced a higher price than that which was actually used. This accounted 
for half of the occasions in which the data suggested that the ‘1:1 ratio’ was 
not satisfied for this retailer (4% of reference price promotions did not satisfy 
the ‘1:1 ratio’ for this retailer). 
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D.35. However, at one retailer in a significant number of cases the ‘28 day indicator’ 
was shown to be met but the ‘1:1 ratio’ was shown to not be met. At this 
retailer this was the case for 12.4% of the reference price promotions in the 
sample. This equates to 22.6% of the reference price promotions where the 
CMA could identify whether the ‘1:1 ratio’ was satisfied at this retailer. 

D.36. Further, when a promotion ran for longer than the period for which the higher 
reference price had been charged (ie the ‘1:1 ratio’ was not satisfied), this 
difference was often significant. For the retailer concerned, the length of the 
promotion exceeded the length of time for which the higher price was charged 
by an average of 37 days87 and the largest difference was 73 days. This is in 
contrast to the average length of a reference price promotion in the sample of 
31 days (50 days for the retailer concerned).  

D.37. Second, the data suggests that, at the same retailer, a number of reference 
price promotions had the promotional price frame added 2 or more weeks 
after the price had been lowered. For example, the product was priced at £11, 
then reduced to £9 with no promotional frame before a ‘Was £11, Now £9’ 
promotional frame was added 2 or more weeks later. On average at this 
retailer the product was available at the lower price for 19 days before the 
reference price frame was added. 

D.38. Third, the data suggests that a different retailer runs successive promotions, 
using the same reference price and where the second promotion provides a 
lower discount from the reference price. For example, a product will be 
involved in a ‘Half price. Now £4.50’ promotion’ followed by a ‘1/3 off. Now £6’ 
promotion. For this retailer, the average length of the promotion providing the 
larger discount was 24 days. 

D.39. Table D2 also shows the percentage of reference price promotions where the 
limitations of the data set mean that further data is required to ascertain 
whether the reference price promotion satisfies the ‘1:1 ratio’ (ranging from 
6% to 18% at each retailer). These reference price promotions can be split 
into two types, those which the data suggests: 

(a) did not satisfy the ‘1:1 ratio’, but additional data would show that this was 
an incorrect conclusion because: 

(i) the higher reference price was still being charged at the start of the 
period for which the CMA has information. Therefore, further 

 
 
87 The average across all retailers was 30 days. 
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information is required to ascertain whether the higher reference price 
had been charged for longer than is recorded in the data; or 

(ii) the product was not listed online immediately prior to the reference 
price promotion for a sufficient length of time, such that the higher 
reference price may have been charged in store for long enough to 
satisfy the ‘1:1 ratio’; or 

(b) did satisfy the ‘1:1 ratio’, but additional data may show that this was an 
incorrect conclusion to draw because: 

(i) The data set contains information on the product’s pricing for less 
than 4 days immediately following the reference price promotion. In 
these cases the data does not provide sufficient clarity that the 
reference price promotion has actually ended and further data would 
show that the promotion had continued for longer than is actually 
recorded in the data. 

Table D4: The reasons why further data may be required (as a percentage of reference price 
promotions at each retailer) 

% 

Retailer 
Further 

data 
required 

Data suggests that the promotion did 
not satisfy the ‘1:1 ratio’ but the: 

Data suggests that the promotion did satisfy 
the ‘1:1 ratio’ but the: 

‘1:1 ratio’ could be 
satisfied if earlier 

data available 

higher price 
may be charged 

in store 

promotion could 
continue if further 

data were available 

product was out of stock 
immediately prior to the 
promotion for at least 2 

weeks 

A 15.9 8.6 0.0 7.3 0.1 
B 17.6 5.6 0.0 12.0 0.1 
C 13.5 12.0 0.1 1.4 0.0 
D 5.5 5.0 0.0 0.5 0.0 
E 6.4 2.0 0.0 4.2 0.1 

Source: CMA analysis of data supplied by mySupermarket. 

D.40. From Table D4 it can be seen that at each retailer between 2% and 12% of 
the reference price promotions did not satisfy the ‘1:1 ratio’, but additional 
data may show that the higher reference price was charged for longer than is 
shown in the CMA’s data. In these cases additional data may show that the 
‘1:1 ratio’ was met. Then, at each retailer between 0.5% and 12% of the 
reference price promotions satisfied the ‘1:1 ratio’ but additional data may 
show that the promotion continued. Therefore, additional data may show that 
the ‘1:1 ratio’ was not met in these cases. 

D.41. When combined with the reference price promotions the CMA could not 
analyse this amounts to between 6% and 45% of reference price promotions 
at each retailer. Since it is not clear whether these reference price promotions 
satisfy the ‘1:1 ratio’, the CMA will continue to analyse the data and will seek 
to establish whether there are any further issues or practices which merit 



71 

further investigation. The CMA has also accounted for the limitations in the 
analysis the CMA has been able to undertake in drawing its conclusions and 
in its recommendations. 

D.42. Finally, the CMA’s review of the evidence provided by retailers has highlighted 
that retailers take different views about whether a volume promotion can 
contribute towards the ‘28 day indicator’ or the ‘1:1 ratio’. This is also apparent 
in the data provided by mySupermarket. Table D5 shows that there is 
considerable variation in the use of volume promotions prior to a reference 
price promotion. One retailer did not use volume promotions at all in the 
period prior to the reference price promotion. In contrast one retailer used a 
volume promotion in the period before a reference price promotion in 16% of 
cases. 

Table D5: Percentage of reference price promotions where the higher reference price was 
charged during a volume promotion 

% 

Retailer 

Percentage 
of reference 

price 
promotions*  

A 6 
B 9 
C 14 
D 16 
E 0 

Source: CMA analysis of data supplied by mySupermarket 
*As a percentage of all reference price promotions available at that retailer. 

 
Summary of reference price analysis 

D.43. In summary, the data provided by mySupermarket suggests that in general, 
there is a low incidence of reference price promotions which are shown to not 
satisfy the OFT’s recommended ‘1:1 ratio’. Across the five retailers 8% of the 
reference price promotions we analysed did not satisfy the ‘1:1 ratio’. This 
represents 0.5% of the products available at the retailers analysed.  Of this 
8%, more than half was accounted for by just one retailer. 

D.44. However, the data suggests that there a number of particular practices which 
may merit further analysis. Those practices are as follows: 

(a) Reference promotions where the PPG’s ‘28 day indicator’ is met but the 
OFT’s ‘1:1 ratio’ is not. In these cases the reference price promotion 
outlasted the period for which the higher reference price was charged. In 
many cases the reference price promotion lasted for significantly longer 
than the period for which the higher reference price was available. 
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(b) A reference price frame is added after the lower price had already been 
charged for at least 2 weeks. 

(c) The use of consecutive reference price promotions which use the same 
reference price but the first promotion provides a larger discount from that 
reference price than the second promotion. 

Section 3: Volume promotions analysis 

D.45. In analysing the sample of volume promotions provided by mySupermarket 
the CMA has assessed the frequency with which the price per item under the 
volume promotion was the same or higher than the previous selling price for 
one item.88 

D.46. When analysing the sample of volume promotions the CMA has identified 
cases in which: 

(a) the volume promotion occurring on 7 November 2014 followed another 
volume promotion. For example, a ‘3 for 2’ promotion was followed by a ‘5 
for £3’ promotion. In these cases a retailer has changed the pricing 
structure within a volume promotion, rather than moving from a single 
selling price to a volume promotion; 

(b) the price per item under the volume promotion provided a clear discount 
relative to the previous selling price for one item. For example, a product 
was priced at ‘£1.50’ before moving to a ‘1 for £1.50 or 2 for £2’ 
promotion. In this example, the volume promotion allows consumers to 
purchase two units of the product at £1 per unit. This is a clear discount 
on the previous selling price for one unit of £1.50; 

(c) the price for one item under the volume promotion was higher than the 
previous selling price for one item because: 

(i) the product was not involved in another promotion prior to the volume 
promotion and the single item price under the volume promotion was 
the same or higher than the previous selling price. For example, the 
product was priced at ‘£1’ prior to the volume promotion and ‘1 for 
£1.50, 2 for £2’ during the volume promotion; or 

(ii) the product was involved in a reference price promotion immediately 
prior to the volume promotion and the price per item under the volume 

 
 
88 As the previous selling price the CMA has taken the last price charged by the retailer for 2 or more consecutive 
weeks. This is consistent with the CMA’s approach when analysing reference price promotions. 
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promotion was the same or higher than the reference price used in 
the reference price promotion. For example, the product was involved 
in a reference price promotion of ‘Was £2, Now £1’ prior to a volume 
promotion of ‘1 for £2.50 or 2 for £4’; and 

(d) it is not clear whether the price per item under the volume promotion was 
higher or lower than the previous selling price for the product. This is 
because immediately prior to the volume promotion the product was 
involved in a reference price promotion. Additionally, the price per item 
under the volume promotion was higher than the price under the 
reference price promotion but lower than the reference price. For 
example, the product was involved in a reference price promotion of ‘Was 
£2.75, Now £1.50’ prior to a volume promotion of ‘1 for £2.50 or 2 for £4’. 

D.47. Additionally, in a number of cases the CMA was not able to clearly establish 
what the previous selling price for one item had been. Therefore, it was not 
possible to assess whether the price per item under the volume promotion 
was the same or higher than the previous price for one item. This was the 
case when: 

(a) a product was only listed during the volume promotion period and the data 
records that the product was not stocked online by the retailer prior to the 
volume promotion. Therefore, there is no pricing information in the data 
with which to compare the volume promotion and additional data, such as 
information on in store pricing, would be needed to allow a comparison; 

(b) a product was out of stock for two or more weeks prior to the volume 
promotion. In these cases, the data does not provide clarity over the 
product’s price immediately prior to the promotion; 

(c) immediately prior to the volume promotion there is a short period which 
interrupts an otherwise continuous promotion. For example, such short 
intervening periods may arise when a promotion is renewed but for a 
short time (eg a day) the promotional frame is not applied to the product. 
In these cases the data set does not provide information on the previous 
selling price; or 

(d) the data does not record a single selling price which was available for at 
least 2 weeks prior to the volume promotion. In this case it is not clear 
what the most appropriate ‘previous selling price’ is with which to make a 
comparison. 

D.48. Table D6 summarises the results of the CMA’s analysis on the sample of 
volume promotions. 
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Table D6: Summary of the characteristics of volume promotions as a percentage of all volume 
promotions available on 7 November 2014 

%  

  Price per item under the volume promotion:  

Retailer 
Change in the 
structure of a 

volume promotion 

not higher than 
the previous 
selling price  

higher than 
previous 

selling price 

between the higher reference and 
the lower selling price in a previous 

reference price promotion 

Not 
analysed 

A 9.1 33.4 0.4 5.9 51.3 
B 25.5 48.9 0.5 10.7 14.4 
C 10.0 17.0 5.3 4.5 63.1 
D 11.0 35.8 0.2 12.1 41.0 
E 28.0 38.9 1.2 6.5 25.2 

Source: CMA analysis of data supplied by mySupermarket. 

D.49. Limitations in the available data meant that the CMA could not compare the 
price per item under the volume promotion to a previous price for one item in 
between 14% and 63% of volume promotions for each retailer. In 81% of the 
cases where the volume promotion could not be analysed this was because 
there was a short intervening period which interrupted an otherwise 
continuous volume promotion. 

D.50. Where the CMA was able to analyse the volume promotions, for four of the 
five retailers less than 1.2% of the volume promotions in the sample had a 
higher price per item under the volume promotion than the previous selling 
price. For these retailers this equated to less than 2% of the volume 
promotions the CMA was able to analyse. For the final retailer the figure was 
somewhat higher at 5.3% of the volume promotions in the sample (16% of the 
volume promotions the CMA was able to analyse at this retailer). Overall 
across the five retailers 3% of the volume promotions we analysed had a 
higher price per item under the volume promotion than the previous selling 
price. This represents 0.3% of the products available at the retailers analysed. 

D.51. However, the features of the data have limited the extent to which the CMA 
has been able to analyse the characteristics of the volume promotions in the 
sample. Therefore, the CMA will continue to analyse the data and will seek to 
establish whether there are any issues or practices which merit further 
investigation. 

Section 4: Different pack size analysis 

D.52. As set out at paragraph D.20, the CMA also obtained pricing and promotion 
information on all of the products available in multiple sizes at each of Asda, 
Ocado, Sainsbury’s, Tesco and Waitrose for 7 November 2014. This was 
used to examine the extent to which the unit price of larger pack sizes was 
higher than that for smaller pack sizes of the same product. 
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D.53. For each product stocked by the retailer, mySupermarket identified whether 
multiple sizes of that product were available at that retailer. In other words 
mySupermarket identified whether there were multiple SKUs which were 
identical except for their size.89 Table D7 below summarises the data provided 
to the CMA. This table shows, for each retailer, the number of SKUs90 where 
there was at least one other SKU which was a smaller pack size of the same 
product and occasions where an SKU had more than one smaller pack size. 

Table D7: Summary statistics for different pack size analysis 

Retailer Number 
of SKUs 

Number 
unused 

Number 
analysed 

Number of SKUs analysed with… 

1 smaller 2 smaller 3 smaller 4+ smaller 

Asda 2,281 2 2,279 1,883 331 53 12 
Ocado 1,923 2 1,921 1,604 273 36 8 
Sainsbury's 2,106 9 2,097 1,753 283 50 11 
Tesco 3,208 6 3,202 2,556 503 107 36 
Waitrose 1,192 0 1,192 1,005 164 19 4 

Source: CMA analysis of data supplied by mySupermarket. 
Notes: 
1. The figures in this table relate to individual SKUs rather than individual product lines. For example, suppose that a single 
product comes in pack sizes of 2 units, 4 units, 9 units and 16 units (ie four different SKUs). 
2. This product would have three SKUs listed in the data: the 16 unit pack (which has three smaller SKUs), the 9 unit pack 
(which has two smaller SKUs) and the 4 unit pack (which has one smaller SKU). 

D.54. As this table shows, the majority of SKUs had only one other SKU which was 
a smaller size (82% of all the SKUs analysed) and most of the rest only had 
two smaller SKUs. A small number of SKUs (19 in total) were excluded from 
the analysis because the pricing and promotional data provided by 
mySupermarket for those SKUs was inconsistent.91 

D.55. First, the CMA analysed the frequency with which a smaller sized SKU (the 
smaller pack size) had a lower per unit price than a larger SKU (the larger 
pack size).92 The CMA also identified the frequency with which the unit price 
difference was greater than 10 percent as an indicator of whether the unit 
price differences were significant. Table D8 summarises the results of this 
analysis. 

 
 
89 MySupermarket are able to match products based upon a large number of criteria, such as brand, product size 
etc. This technology is used by mySupermarket for its price comparison website and in its other commercial 
operations. 
90 Here the term SKU is used rather than product in order to avoid confusion between individual SKUs and 
collections of SKUs which may make up different sizes of the same product. 
91 For example, the promotional description might say ‘Was £2.50, Now £2’ but all of the prices were recorded as 
£2.50. 
92 In this initial analysis the CMA has analysed the prices which applied after any promotional offers (eg a volume 
promotion) had been applied). 



76 

Table D8: Percentage of SKUs with at least one smaller sized SKU which is cheaper 

% 

Retailer 

Percentage (of SKUs with 
multiple sizes) with at least one 
smaller pack which is cheaper 

Any lower 
price 

Price lower by 
10% or more 

A 18 12 
B 16 12 
C 17 12 
D 16 11 
E 21 16 

Source: CMA analysis of data supplied by mySupermarket. 

D.56. As can be seen in Table D8 a significant proportion of the larger SKUs had at 
least one smaller SKU which had a lower per unit price. For each of the 
retailers the proportion of larger SKUs where at least one smaller SKU had a 
lower per unit price was between 16% and 21%. In addition, the difference 
between the unit prices for the smaller and larger SKUs was often significant. 
For four of the retailers the proportion of the larger SKUs whose unit price was 
at least 10% larger than the unit price the smaller SKUs was between 11% 
and 12% and for the other this proportion was nearly 16%. 

D.57. The CMA then considered the extent to which the lower price on the smaller 
pack size was due to a promotion that only applied to the smaller pack. This 
analysis is shown in Table D9.  

Table D9: Frequency with which a smaller SKU has a lower unit price due to a promotion 

% 

 

SKUs with at least one smaller 
SKU which is cheaper 

Due to a promotion on the 
smaller pack only 

Not due to a promotion only 
on the smaller pack size 

Any lower 
price 

Price lower by 
10% or more 

Any lower 
price 

Price lower by 
10% or more 

Any lower 
price 

Price lower by 
10% or more 

A 18 12 12 9 7 3 
B 16 12 12 9 4 2 
C 17 12 7 6 10 6 
D 16 11 13 10 3 2 
E 21 16 15 12 6 3 

Source: CMA analysis of data supplied by mySupermarket. 
Note: The percentages in this table may not equate due to rounding errors. 

D.58. This shows that for four of the five retailers, in the majority of instances where 
the unit price is lower for a smaller sized SKU this is due to a promotion which 
only applies to the smaller sized SKU. However, for one retailer the majority of 
instances where the unit price is lower for a smaller pack size were not due to 
a promotion of the smaller pack size, and in over half of these cases the price 
difference was greater than 10%. 

D.59. In summary, the CMA’s analysis suggests that it is not uncommon for smaller 
packs sizes of a product to have a lower unit price than a larger pack size of 
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the same product. In some cases, this arises because a promotion is applied 
only to the smaller pack size. However, in a significant number of cases this 
arises because there is no promotion on either the larger or smaller pack size 
or a promotion is applied to both pack sizes. 
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E: CMA analysis of the consumer survey 

Introduction 

E.1. The CMA commissioned a number of questions in a consumer Omnibus 
survey to help understand the role of price matching schemes in grocery 
shopping. In particular, the objectives of these questions were to provide an 
understanding of: 

 consumer awareness of price matching schemes and their rules; 

 the role price matching schemes play in consumer choice of store; and 

 the impact price matching schemes have on perceptions of relative 
pricing. 

E.2. The consumer survey was carried out by TNS, a major market research 
company, as part of its face to face Omnibus survey. This survey is based on 
a large representative sample of adults aged 18 and above. A sample of 
1,625 principal shoppers93 was obtained from across Great Britain and 
Northern Ireland when the survey was in field between 22 and 25 May 2015. 
To avoid inaccurate recall, respondents who have not visited94 one of the 
main supermarket chains within the last week were screened out at the start 
of the survey. As a result, the sample size was reduced to 1,493. 

Methodology 

E.3. The analysis set out below is that of the CMA based on the data provided to it 
by TNS and not the analysis of TNS. Therefore the results presented below 
may differ from data tabulations provided to the CMA by TNS and published 
at Annex G. 

E.4. Where the results are presented for questions asked only of subsets of 
respondents or comparisons are made between sub-groups, we present 
results which are based on sufficient responses for us to draw robust 
conclusions: as a guide, generally speaking this is where there are at least 
100 respondents in the unweighted base (for a subset or for each sub-group). 

 
 
93 ‘Principal shopper’ is the individual within a household who does at least a half of shopping for that household. 
94 The survey covered bricks-and-mortar stores only. Internet only supermarkets such as Ocado were not 
covered by the consumer survey. 
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E.5. For differences between sub-groups, we comment on results which are 
statistically significant at the 95% confidence level. 

E.6. Finally, as the analysis and results in relation to the section on price matching 
schemes rely on perceptions, understanding and recall in relation to a 
respondent’s planned shop supermarket, those respondents who could not 
remember the identity of their planned shop supermarket are excluded. 

Grocery shopping 

E.7. Although the objectives of the Omnibus survey were related to price matching 
schemes the nature and design of the survey meant that the results are also 
informative in relation to grocery shopping in general and the key points are 
outlined below. 

E.8. Consumers appear to be visiting supermarkets frequently and also use a 
range of supermarkets. For example, more than half of the respondents (54%) 
had visited more than one supermarket in the last 7 days. Around one in ten 
of respondents had been to four major supermarkets or more in the last week 
with this rising to just over a quarter of respondents who have been to three or 
more supermarkets in the last 7 days. 

Figure E1: Number of major supermarkets visited in the last 7 days   

Source: CMA’s analysis of TNS dataset. 
Notes: 
1. Question 1A: ‘Which, if any, of these shops have you personally visited and bought something from in the last 7 days?’ 
2. Base: All principal shoppers. 
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E.9. There are several different types of supermarket. One categorisation is to split 
supermarkets into the ‘Big Four’, ‘Discounters’ and ‘Others’.95 The survey 
shows that many consumers are visiting more than one of these types of 
supermarket. Figure E2 shows, based on the type of supermarket a 
respondent visited for their last shop in the last 7 days, the percentage of 
those respondents who had visited more than one of that type of supermarket 
and also visited an alternative type of supermarket in the last 7 days. It can be 
seen that a third of respondents whose last shop was at a Big Four 
supermarket had been to at least two ‘Big Four’ supermarkets in the last 7 
days. Further, just less than two in ten whose last shop was at a ‘Big Four’ 
supermarket had also shopped at a ‘Discounter’ supermarket in the last 7 
days and roughly three in ten went to an ‘Other’ supermarket in the last 7 
days. 

Figure E2: Types of shop visited in the last 7 days  

Source: CMA’s analysis of TNS dataset. 
Notes: 
1. Question 1A: ‘Which, if any, of these shops have you personally visited and bought something from in the last 7 days?’ 
2. Base: All who have visited a supermarket in the last 7 days (n=1,493). 

E.10. Figure E3 looks at the purpose of the respondents’ last shop by supermarket. 
As can be seen, just over one in ten respondents last shop had been an 

 
 
95 Where the ‘Big Four’ supermarkets are defined as Asda, Morrisons, Sainsbury’s and Tesco, the ‘Discounter’ 
supermarkets are defined as Aldi and Lidl and ‘other’ supermarkets are defined as Booths, Budgens, Centra, The 
Co-operative, Dunnes, Iceland, Mace, Marks & Spencer, Spar, SuperValu and Waitrose. 
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‘impulse’ shop, nearly a half had been a planned shop but only for a few items 
and two in five had been a planned shop for more than a few items. Further, 
as can be seen from Figure E3 these results are consistent across 
supermarkets except for The Co-operative where respondents’ last shop was 
significantly less likely to have been a planned shop for more than a few 
items. 

Figure E3: Type of most recent shopping trip 

 
Source: CMA’s analysis of TNS dataset. 
Notes: 
1. Question 3: ‘Just thinking about the last time, when you visited [last supermarket visited] what type of shopping trip was that? 
2. Base: All who had visited a supermarket in the last 7 days. 
3. Supermarkets are only reported separately when at least 100 respondents last shop was at that supermarket. Therefore 
other includes those whose last shop was at Booths, Budgens, Centra, Iceland, Lidl, Marks & Spencer, Spar and Waitrose. 
Note that no respondents had last visited Dunnes, Mace or SuperValu. 

Price matching schemes 

E.11. This section covers the results of the Omnibus survey in relation to price 
matching schemes. In particular, it presents results in relation to: 

 consumer awareness of price matching schemes and their rules; 

 the role price matching schemes play in consumer choice of store; and 

 the impact price matching schemes have on perceptions of relative 
pricing. 
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Awareness 

Consumer awareness of the presence of a price matching scheme 

E.12. The CMA wanted to understand the extent to which consumers were aware of 
whether their planned shop supermarket had a price matching scheme or 
not.96 Figure E4 shows self-reported consumer awareness of price matching 
schemes. 

E.13. This shows that self-reported awareness is relatively high with a majority 
correctly able to identify that the last supermarket they visited for a planned 
shop for more than a few items (planned shop) has a price matching scheme 
when it does (60%) or does not have a price matching scheme when it does 
not (54%).97 However, a significant proportion of respondents did not know 
whether it did or not (31% of respondents whose planned shop supermarket 
had a price matching scheme and 38% for those whose planned shop 
supermarket did not). Additionally, some respondents (9%) believed that the 
supermarket had a price matching scheme when it does not or thought that it 
did not have one when it did (9%).98 

E.14. Further, as can be seen in Table E1, those whose planned shop was at Asda 
were significantly less likely to have correctly identify that Asda has a price 
matching scheme when compared to Morrisons, Sainsbury’s and Tesco. This 
could be due to nature of Asda’s price promise where a consumer needs to 
use the information on their till receipt to generate the results of the price 
matching scheme whereas, for example, at Tesco and Sainsbury’s results are 
provided at the till. 

 
 
96 To do this question 13 of the survey asked: ‘Do you know if [planned shop supermarket] have a price matching 
scheme whereby they promise to match the prices offered by other retailers for a range of products?’ 
97 The major supermarkets with price matching schemes in the UK are Asda, Morrison, Sainsbury’s, Tesco and 
Waitrose. 
98 This could be due to possible confusion between everyday low prices type marketing and price matching 
schemes. 
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Figure E4: Self-reported awareness of price matching schemes  

Source: CMA’s analysis of TNS dataset. 
Notes: 
1. Question 13: ‘Do you know if [planned shop supermarket] have a price matching scheme whereby they promise to match the 
prices offered by other retailers for a range of products?’ 
2. Base: All who had visited a supermarket in the last 7 days excluding those whose planned shop supermarket was listed as 
‘Don’t know’ (n=1,431). 
 
Table E1: Self-reported awareness of price matching schemes by supermarket 

 % 

 Asda Morrisons Sainsbury's Tesco Total 

Correct 48 67 67 65 46 
Incorrect 16 6 7 5 21 
Don't know whether 
it does or not 37 27 26 30 33 

Unweighted base 
(number) 272 158 222 372 1,431 

Source: CMA’s analysis of TNS dataset. 
Notes: 
1. Question 13: ‘Do you know if [planned shop supermarket] have a price matching scheme whereby they promise to match the 
prices offered by other retailers for a range of products?’ 
2. Base: All who had visited a supermarket in the last 7 days excluding those whose planned shop supermarket was listed as 
‘Don’t know’. 
3. The results for Waitrose have not been reported individually due to an insufficient sample size. 

Consumer awareness of how price matching schemes work 
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understood how that price matching scheme worked.99 Figure E5 shows the 
self-reported understanding of those who correctly believed their planned 
shop supermarket had a price matching scheme. In particular, it can be seen 
that: 

 25% of respondents who knew their planned shop supermarket had a 
price matching scheme reported that they had ‘no idea how’ the price 
matching scheme worked; and 

 40% of respondents reported only having ‘a rough idea of how it worked’. 

E.16. Therefore the responses to this question indicate that a significant portion of 
consumers who know that a supermarket has a price matching scheme do not 
have a good idea of how that price matching scheme works. 

E.17. Across price matching supermarkets it can be seen that those who shopped 
at Asda were significantly more likely to have no idea how the price matching 
scheme when compared to Sainsbury’s and Tesco (Table E2).100 Again this 
could be due to nature of Asda’s price promise in comparison to those of 
Sainsbury’s and Tesco. 

Figure E5: Self-reported understanding of price matching schemes  

Source: CMA’s analysis of TNS dataset. 
Notes: 
1. Question 14: ‘Do you know how that price matching scheme works?’ 
2. Base: All who knew if their supermarket had a price matching scheme excluding those whose planned shop supermarket 
does not have a price matching scheme. 

 
 
99 To do this question 14 of the survey asked: ‘Do you know how that price matching scheme works?’ 
100 Note that Waitrose has been excluded from this analysis due to an insufficient sample size. 
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Table E2: Self-reported understanding of price matching schemes by supermarket 

     % 

 Asda Morrisons Sainsbury's Tesco Total 

I have a good understanding of how it works 29 43 38 35 36 
I have a rough idea of how it works 32 32 43 44 40 
I have no idea how it works 39 25 19 20 25 
Unweighted base (number) 127 107 151 243 640 

Source: CMA’s analysis of TNS dataset. 
Notes: 
1. Question 14: ‘Do you know how that price matching scheme works?’ 
2. Base: All who knew if their supermarket had a price matching scheme excluding those whose planned shop supermarket 
does not have a price matching scheme. 
3. The results for Waitrose have not been reported individually due to an insufficient sample size. 

Information on price matching results 

E.18. The CMA wanted to understand the extent to which consumers who correctly 
believed their planned shop supermarket had a price matching scheme 
received information about the results of the price matching scheme (that is, 
whether their shop was cheaper or more expensive than at a different 
supermarket).101 Figure E6 sets out, for those respondents who correctly 
believed that their supermarket had a price matching scheme, whether those 
respondents believed they received such information or not. 

E.19. Of the respondents who correctly believed that their supermarket had a price 
matching scheme most recalled receiving some information on whether their 
shop was cheaper or more expensive than at an alternative supermarket 
(71%), while only 10% of respondents did not know if they received any 
information. 

E.20. Further, when looking across the price matching supermarkets,102 see Table 
E6, it can be seen that:103 

 those who shopped at Asda were significantly more likely to respond 
‘don’t know’ when compared to those who shopped at Morrisons, 
Sainsbury’s and Tesco; and 

 
 
101 Two questions were necessary for this due to the different ways in which supermarkets provide this 
information. For example, Tesco and Sainsbury’s provide information via a voucher provided at the till, while 
shoppers at Asda have to input information from their receipt into a website to find out their results. To allow us to 
account for both methods question 15 of the survey asked: ‘Thinking still about the last time you did your planned 
shop at [planned shop supermarket], did the supermarket give you information, eg a voucher or till receipt, which 
told you whether your shopping basket/trolley was cheaper or more expensive than at a different supermarket?’ 
While question 16 asked: ‘And were you told where to find out this information?’ 
102 Note that Waitrose has been excluded from this analysis due to an insufficient sample size. 
103 To check whether the length of recall time (and therefore memory) has any impact on the results of these 
questions responses were analysed both for all respondents who answered the questions irrespective of when 
their last planned shop for more than few items occurred and for those whose last planned shop was within the 
last 7 days. This analysis did not indicate that there were any differences between the results. Therefore the 
results presented at Figure E6 are based on all planned shops irrespective of when they occurred. 
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 those who shopped at Asda were significantly more likely to respond ‘no’ 
when compared to those who shopped at Sainsbury’s and Tesco. 

Figure E6: Price matching information by supermarket  

Source: CMA’s analysis of TNS dataset. 
Notes: 
1. Question 15: ‘Thinking still about the last time you did your planned shop at [planned shop supermarket], did the 
supermarket give you information, eg a voucher or till receipt, which told you whether your shopping basket/trolley was cheaper 
or more expensive than at a different supermarket?’ 
2. Question 16: ‘And were you told where to find out this information?’ 
3. Base: All who knew if their supermarket had a price matching scheme excluding those whose planned shop supermarket 
does not have a price matching scheme. 
4. The results for Waitrose have not been reported individually due to an insufficient sample size. 

Awareness of price matching results 

E.21. The CMA wanted to understand the extent to which consumers were 
conscious of receiving a message from the price matching scheme that their 
shopping had been cheaper than it would have been at another supermarket 
(or supermarkets). To help gauge the strength of customers’ perceptions we 
asked if respondents could recall whether shopping was more or less than £1 
cheaper/more expensive.104 

 
 
104 To do this question 17 of the survey asked: ‘And do you remember whether your shopping was cheaper or 
more expensive in comparison?’ 
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E.22. Figure E7 sets out respondents’ recall105 in particular, it can be seen that a 
just over a half (57%) thought they were told their shopping was cheaper. In 
addition, it can be seen that:106 

 about a quarter of respondents (24%) cannot remember whether their 
shop was more expensive or cheaper; 

 15% believe that their shopping was cheaper or more expensive but 
cannot remember by how much; and 

 the remaining 61% of respondents believed they could remember by 
roughly how much their shop was more expensive or cheaper. 

E.23. However, it is important to note these results should be treated with caution 
as this result is only for the segment of respondents who remembered 
receiving this information. For example, respondents may be basing their 
response to this question on their perceptions of the relative pricing across 
price matching supermarkets (see below), rather than the actual information 
provided. Alternatively, respondents may want to sound knowledgeable such 
that the results for ‘don’t know’ may be understated. 

 
 
105 There were no significant differences across supermarkets therefore these results are not presented here. 
106 As with questions 15 and 16 responses were analysed both for all respondents who answered the question 
irrespective of when their last planned shop for more than few items occurred and for those whose last planned 
shop was within the last 7 days. This analysis did not indicate that there were any differences between the results 
although, due to the sample sizes significance testing is not possible for all results. Therefore the results 
presented at Figure E7 below are based on all planned shops irrespective of when they occurred. 



88 

Figure E7: Recall of price matching results  

 
Source: CMA’s analysis of TNS dataset. 
Notes: 
1. Question 17: ‘And do you remember whether your shopping was cheaper or more expensive in comparison?’ 
2. Base: All who were given or told where to get a price matching receipt excluding those whose planned shop supermarket 
does not have a price matching scheme (n=456). 

Role in choice 

E.24. The CMA wanted to understand what factors are important in a consumer’s 
choice of planned shop supermarket and, in particular, the importance of price 
matching schemes in consumer choice. To do this the survey included two 
questions, one to elicit the factors identified by shoppers when unprompted107 
and one which asked about the importance of a number of key factors.108 

 
 
107 To do this question 9 of the survey asked: ‘Still thinking about the last time you did a planned shop for more 
than a few items, was there anything in particular that prompted you to visit [planned shop supermarket] on that 
occasion?’ 
108 To do this question 10 of the survey asked: ‘Thinking still about the last time you did a planned shop for more 
than a few items, how important would you say each of the following were in your choice of shopping at [planned 
shop supermarket] rather than another supermarket that you could have used?’ Respondents were asked to rank 
the importance of ten factors in their choice of planned shop supermarket on a five point scale which ranged from 
‘very important’ to ‘not at all important’. 
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The importance of price matching schemes 

E.25. Price matching schemes were very rarely (only 2% of respondents) 
mentioned unprompted as a determining factor in choice of supermarket, 
which was about as often as the ability to purchase ‘cigarettes/lottery’ (1%) 
and that ‘others wouldn’t stock what I wanted’ (2%). Further, those whose 
planned shop was at a price matching supermarket were no more likely to 
mention price matching schemes than those whose planned shop was at a 
non-price matching supermarket. The factors mentioned by respondents are 
discussed in more detail below (see paragraphs E.28 to E.30). 

E.26. Even when prompted, see Figure E8, price matching schemes are only seen 
as ‘very important’ by a minority of respondents, with only 17% stating that it 
was an important factor. About the same proportion as said that being able to 
‘buy petrol’ (15%) and that ‘other stores don’t stock what I wanted to buy’ 
(14%) were very important. However, those whose planned shop was at a 
price matching supermarket were more likely to cite price matching schemes 
as ‘very important’ (20% for price matching supermarkets compared to 8% for 
non-price matching supermarkets). Finally the presence of a price matching 
scheme was cited as ‘not at all important’ by 18% of respondents, which was 
the same proportion as for ease of parking (18%).  

E.27. Therefore, overall, price matching schemes do not appear to be an important 
factor in a consumer’s choice of supermarket.109 

 
 
109 Note that while there were significant differences in response to question 9 and question 10, dependent on 
whether the respondents planned shop supermarket had a price matching scheme or not, these differences are 
unlikely to be driven by the presence of a price matching scheme. Instead these differences are likely to be due 
to the fact that supermarkets with price matching schemes are larger chain supermarkets. For example, in 
response to both question 9 and question 10 respondents whose planned shop supermarket had a price 
matching scheme were more likely to cite loyalty cards. This is likely to be driven by the fact that larger chain 
supermarkets who have price matching schemes are more likely to have loyalty cards than those supermarkets 
who do not employ price matching schemes. Therefore these results are not discussed. 
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Figure E8: Prompted importance of price matching schemes   

 
Source: CMA’s analysis of TNS dataset. 
Notes: 
1. Question 10: ‘Thinking still about the last time you did a planned shop for more than a few items, how important would you 
say each of the following were in your choice of shopping at [planned shop supermarket] rather than another supermarket that 
you could have used?’ 
2. Base: All who had visited a supermarket in the last 7 days excluding those whose planned shop supermarket was listed as 
’Don’t know’. 
3. Figure only includes results for ‘they have a price matching scheme’. 

Factors in consumer choice 

E.28. Figure E9 sets out the unprompted factors respondents cited as determining 
choice of planned shop supermarket. As can be seen: 

 the factors cited most as the determining factors in consumers’ choice of 
planned shop supermarket were convenience (44%), perceived 
cheapness (25%) and habit (23%); and 

 special offers were cited as a determining factor in consumer choice of 
planned shop supermarket by 7% of respondents which was about as 
much as loyalty cards (7%) and petrol (6%), but less than having a ‘better 
range of products’ (13%) and ease of parking (10%). 
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Figure E9: Unprompted importance  

 
Source: CMA’s analysis of TNS dataset. 
Notes: 
1. Question 9: ‘Still thinking about the last time you did a planned shop for more than a few items, was there anything in 
particular that prompted you to visit [planned shop supermarket] on that occasion?’ 
2. Base: All who had visited a supermarket in the last 7 days excluding those whose planned shop supermarket was listed as 
’Don’t know’ (n=1,431). 

E.29. Similarly, Figure E10 sets out the importance, when prompted, of various 
factors in a consumer’s choice of planned shop supermarket. As can be seen: 

 when looking at the ‘very important’ responses: 

— the factors cited most as being ‘very important’ were convenience 
(56%), having ‘a good range of products’ (47%) and ease of parking 
(40%); and 

— special offers were cited as ‘very important’ by 27% of respondents 
which was about as often as being a nice environment to shop in 
(29%) and loyalty cards (22%), but less than perceived cheapness 
(33%); and 

 when looking at the ‘not at all important’ responses: 

— The factors cited most as being ‘not at all important’ were ability to 
purchase petrol (43%) and availability of loyalty cards (27%); and 

— special offers were cited as ‘not at all important’ by 6% of respondents 
which was less than that ‘other stores don’t stock what I wanted to 
buy’ (12%) and about as often as being a nice environment to shop in 
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(5%), convenience (3%), perceived cheapness (5%) and having a 
good range (2%). 

Figure E10: Prompted importance 

 
Source: CMA’s analysis of TNS dataset. 
Notes: 
1. Question 9: ‘Thinking still about the last time you did a planned shop for more than a few items, how important would you say 
each of the following were in your choice of shopping at [planned shop supermarket] rather than another supermarket that you 
could have used?’ 
2. Base: All who had visited a supermarket in the last 7 days excluding those whose planned shop supermarket was listed as 
’Don’t know’ (n=1,431). 

E.30. Therefore the responses, both unprompted and prompted, indicate that a 
consumer’s choice of supermarket is more likely to be determined by whether 
the supermarket is conveniently located. Further, it is notable that while ability 
to purchase petrol and availability of loyalty cards were important enough to 
be cited unprompted by some people, they are more likely than other factors 
to play no role in choice of supermarket for others. 

Price matching and consideration of alternatives 

E.31. The CMA wanted to understand whether consumers who, when prompted, 
cited price matching schemes as important, were less likely to consider 
alternatives supermarkets for their planned shop.110 Figure E11 sets out the 
percentage of respondents who considered alternatives based on the relative 

 
 
110 To do this question 7 of the survey asked: ‘When you last did a planned shop for more than a few items, did 
you consider going to any other shop on that occasion or not?’ 
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importance of price matching schemes. As can be seen the relative 
importance of a price matching scheme was not associated with significant 
differences in whether people considered alternative supermarkets. 

Figure E11: Consideration of alternatives by reported importance of price matching schemes   

Source: CMA’s analysis of TNS dataset. 
Notes: 
1. Question 7: ‘When you last did a planned shop for more than a few items, did you consider going to any other shop on that 
occasion or not?’ 
2. Base: All who had visited a supermarket in the last 7 days excluding those whose planned shop supermarket was listed as 
’Don’t know’ (n=1,431). 

Price matching schemes and perceptions of relative prices 

E.32. The CMA wanted to understand consumers’ beliefs about relative pricing 
between their planned shop supermarket and the five price matching 
supermarkets111 and, in particular, the basis for these beliefs.112 To assess 
this respondents were assigned a ‘price matching comparator’ from Asda, 
Morrisons, Sainsbury’s, Tesco or Waitrose, which was, where possible, either: 

 
 
111 To do this question 11 of the survey asked: ‘Thinking about the basket or trolley of shopping you bought at 
[planned shop supermarket], do you think it would have been cheaper or more expensive if you had gone to 
[price matching comparator]?’ 
112 To do this question 12 of the survey asked: ‘What makes you think the price would have been cheaper/more 
expensive/about the same at [planned shop supermarket]?’ 
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 a price matching supermarket they had considered as an alternative to 
their last planned shop supermarket;113 or 

 a price matching supermarket that they had visited in the last 7 days.114 

If they had not considered or visited any other price matching supermarket 
then one of the price matching supermarkets was assigned at random.115 

E.33. In doing this the CMA found that overall many respondents (44%) outlined 
that they believed that their shop would have been more expensive at a 
comparator price matching supermarket, see Figure E12. Further, those 
whose planned shop was at a price matching supermarket were less likely 
(38% vs 60%) to say it ‘probably would have been more expensive’ and more 
likely (25% vs 11%) to say it was ‘probably about the same’.116 

 
 
113 This was based on Question 8: ‘Which of these shops, if any, did you consider when you did a planned shop 
for more than a few items?’ 
114 This was based on Question 1A: ‘Which, if any, of these shops have you personally visited and bought 
something from in the [last 7 days]?’ 
115 Overall this led to 764 respondents whose comparator supermarket was ‘non-random’ as it was based on an 
alternative supermarket they had considered or a supermarket that they had visited in the last 7 days and 729 
respondents whose comparator supermarket was ‘random’ as it was randomly assigned by the interviewer. 
116 When the results for question 11 were analysed based on which supermarket the respondent used for their 
last planned shop for more than a few items it was found that: (i) those whose planned shop was at Asda (54%), 
when compared to those whose planned shop was at Morrisons (38%), Sainsbury’s (25%) or Tesco (37%), were 
significantly more likely to think that their shop ‘probably would have been more expensive’ at the comparator 
price matching supermarket; and (ii) those whose planned shop was at Aldi (79%), when compared to those 
whose planned shop was at any of the Big Four supermarkets, were significantly more likely to think that their 
shop ‘probably would have been more expensive’ at the comparator price matching supermarket. Note that the 
results for Waitrose were excluded from this analysis due to an insufficient sample size. 
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Figure E12: Relative pricing perceptions 

  
Source: CMA’s analysis of TNS dataset. 
Notes: 
Question 11: ‘Thinking about the basket or trolley of shopping you bought at [planned shop supermarket], do you think it would 
have been cheaper or more expensive if you had gone to [price matching comparator]?’ 
Base: All who had visited a supermarket in the last 7 days excluding those whose planned shop supermarket was listed as 
’Don’t know’. 

E.34. These results are consistent with a price matching scheme influencing 
consumer perceptions of relative prices. However, these results are also 
consistent with other possible explanations. For example, roughly half of 
respondents were matched to a comparator supermarket that they had 
considered or visited in the last 7 days.  

E.35. Figure E13 sets out the unprompted reasons given by respondents for their 
perceptions regarding relative prices between supermarkets. Figure E13 
presents the results for all respondents and the results separately based on 
whether the respondent had considered or visited the comparator 
supermarket in the last 7 days.  

E.36. Respondents rarely, unprompted, cited price matching schemes (6%) or a 
belief that supermarkets tend to charge the same prices (7%) as the basis of 
their perceptions. As would be expected a respondent was significantly more 
likely to cite a price matching scheme if their planned shop was at a price 
matching supermarket. In addition, those who believed that their shop would 
have been ‘about the same’ at the comparator supermarket were more likely 
to cite price matching schemes than those who believed that their shop would 
have been ‘cheaper’ or ‘more expensive’. 
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E.37. Finally, there is no significant difference in the extent to which price matching 
schemes were cited based on whether the respondent had considered or 
visited the comparator supermarket in the last 7 days. This is surprising as 
one might expect that those who had considered or visited the comparator 
supermarket in the last 7 days would be more aware of that supermarket’s 
price matching scheme. Consequently, one might expect this increased 
awareness to feed into the respondents perceptions regarding relative prices 
such that price matching schemes would be cited more often by those who 
had considered or visited the comparator supermarket in the last 7 days. 

Figure E13: Basis for relative pricing perceptions 

 
Source: CMA’s analysis of TNS dataset. 
Notes: 
1. Question 12: ‘What makes you think the price would have been cheaper/more expensive/about the same at [planned shop 
supermarket]?’ 
2. Base: All who had visited a supermarket in the last 7 days excluding those whose planned shop supermarket was listed as 
’Don’t know’ and those who responded ‘don’t know/can’t remember’ to question 11. 
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