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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Recently, a number of articles suggest that consumer segments

assess blame differently for a product harm crisis. For example,
Laufer & Gillespie (2004) found in two separate experiments that
women blame a company more than men for a product harm crisis
in which it is unclear whether the company, consumers, or situ-
ational factors were responsible for the crisis. Studies in psychol-
ogy also suggest that blame attributions can differ across consumers
in different countries. In a review of studies comparing North
American and East Asian perceivers, researchers concluded that the
sharpest differences in attributions for the cause of an individual’s
behavior lie in the weight accorded to contextual constraints and to
pressures imposed by social groups (Choi, Nisbett & Norenzayan
1999). In a consumer context, Laufer (2002) suggests that based on
these findings, consumers in individualistic societies may be more
likely to attribute product failures to a company whereas consumers
in collectivistic societies may be more likely to consider situational
factors external to the company.

This paper reviews the literature in marketing, gerontology
and psychology to examine whether another segmentation variable,
age, impacts attributions of blame for product harm crises. In the
paper we explore possible differences between older and younger
consumers in the relation to antecedents of attributions, as well as
to the attributional dimensions associated with consumer blame
attributions. Based on our review of the literature, it appears that age
is likely to impact the interpretation of product harm crises in a
variety of ways. The net effect of these influences on blame
attributions to companies is likely to depend on the circumstances
surrounding the judgment context.

Despite widespread perceptions regarding the vulnerability of
elderly consumers to harm, no evidence was found in the literature
to support this. In fact, studies of psychological responses to fear-
based appeals show no differences based on age (Benet, Pitts and
LaTour 1993). Therefore, we cannot assume that older consumers
will generally be more likely to make defensive attributions and
blame a company for a product harm crisis as Laufer & Gillespie
(2004) found for women. However, it is possible that elderly
consumers will make defensive attributions for product harm crises
involving products that focus on the elderly market due to increased
similarity between them and the victims of the crisis.

The role of limitations in the cognitive ability of the elderly in
assessing blame for product harm crises is also likely to be context
dependent. The finding that 80% of older consumers read the
newspaper in the morning (Yoon 1997) suggests that when older
consumers are exposed to information about a product harm crisis,
they will often have the opportunity and cognitive resources to
perform detailed processing of information that does not differ from
younger consumers. However, when they are exposed to a product
harm crisis through other media, or perhaps when they are person-
ally affected by the crisis, older consumers are more likely to rely
on prior schemas (rather than information specific to the current
crisis) when making blame attributions.

Prior beliefs might play a role in differences between older and
younger groups in the assessment of blame in a product harm crisis,
however in the direction of reduced blame to the company. Hart,
Evans, Wissler, Feehan and Saks (1997) found for example that

older consumers have better developed schemas for injury-causing
situations due to their greater life experience. It is possible that this
results in an accumulated understanding of the power of situational
forces, and thus a tendency for older consumers to place less blame
on companies than younger consumers. However, this reliance on
prior knowledge also implies a lack of attention to the specifics of
the immediate situation. As such, older consumers might be less
responsive in unambiguous product harm crises where the evidence
clearly suggests that one of the parties is to blame. Thus, when
available evidence points toward company blame, older consumers
might be less likely to blame the company than younger consumers,
and vice versa when evidence points toward consumer or situ-
ational blame.

Finally, findings from studies examining differences between
younger and older consumers in their perceptions of Weiner’s
attributional dimensions may suggest less blame to the company in
product harm crises in certain situations. Evidence suggests that
older consumers are less impacted by the fundamental attribution
error in certain situations and are also less likely to infer controlla-
bility. Since the dimensions of locus and controllability impact
overall assessments of blame (Weiner,1980; Klein & Dawar, 2004),
elderly consumers might be less likely to exhibit negative conse-
quences associated with blaming the company, such as reduced
purchase intentions and negative word of mouth.

Collectively, existing research comparing attributions and
cognitive abilities between the elderly and younger adults suggests
that studying age differences in blame attributions for product harm
crises is a potentially fruitful domain for future research. Examin-
ing how the net effect of these influences impact differences
between older and younger consumer segments in judgments of
culpability for product harm crises could potentially enrich our
understanding of the impact of aging on attributions and its impli-
cations in the domain of consumer behavior.
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