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This research explores the interactive effect of communication source and consumer knowledge on interpretations of literally

meaningless product information in an advertisement. When the source is a professional magazine, adding literally meaningless

information into an ad increases product evaluations because consumers interpret the information to be informative and favorable.

When the source is a popular magazine, however, adding literally meaningless information into the ad will decrease product

evaluation because consumers may attribute their inability to comprehend the information to the advertiser’s intentions to be

persuasive. Moreover, these effects are more evident when consumers perceive themselves to be knowledgeable about the type of

product being advertised.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Literally meaningless product attributes, such as “Yucca

schidigera extract” in cleansing gel, are objectively uninformative
and, therefore, should have no impact on product evaluations. In
fact, however, consumers often assume that such attribute descrip-
tions are both informative and relevant to the product being de-
scribed (Carpenter, Glazer, and Nakamoto 1994). The present
research examined the effects of these descriptions and their contin-
gency on both (a) the source of the ad containing the descriptions
and (b) consumers’ knowledge about the type of product being
advertised.

Print advertisements are often conveyed in magazines that
target different readerships. For example, You is a popular maga-
zine that aims to provide information about shopping, food and
traveling that is of use to general readers. However, Beauty Expert
is a professional magazine whose mission is to provide medical
consultation to beauty specialist and beauty saloons. Consumers
will hold a different normative expectation for the product informa-
tion that is communicated by each source. Because You targets
consumers at large, it is expected to communicate information that
can be easily understood by ordinary consumers. Because maga-
zines such as Beauty Experts target specialists, however, consum-
ers may expect them to convey more complex product information
that experts will find valuable.

When consumers read an ad from a professional magazine that
contains literally meaningless information, they may perceive it as
confirming their normative expectation that the magazine conveys
complex and detailed product information. They may therefore
attribute their inability to comprehend it to their lack of knowledge
about the product category and may infer that it actually provides
valuable and positive information about the product. If they en-
counter the same ad in a popular magazine, however, they may
perceive the meaningless information as deviant from the norm.
Then, they may attribute their inability to comprehend the informa-
tion to the advertiser’s intentions to be persuasive. As a result, they
may discredit the information and evaluate the product negatively.

These differences, however, may only occur among consum-
ers with relatively high knowledge about the product category, who
can judge whether the meaningless information conforms to the
norm or deviates from it. Unknowledgeable consumers may at-
tribute their failure to understand the objectively meaningless
information to their lack of familiarity with the type of product
being advertised and may assume that it is meaningful regardless of
the source. To this extent, this information may have a generally
positive influence on their judgments. Furthermore, these consum-
ers may also use the source as a heuristic. That is, they may evaluate
the product more favorably when it is advertised in a professional
magazine than when it is advertised in a popular magazine, and this
may be true regardless of whether the ad contains literally meaning-
less information or not. To formalize these predictions:

H1a: When an ad is contained in a professional magazine,
consumers will interpret literally meaningless informa-
tion in the ad to be meaningful and will evaluate the
product more favorably than they would if the ad did not
contain this information.

H1b: When an ad is contained in a popular magazine, con-
sumers will interpret literally meaningless information
in the ad to be meaningless and will evaluate the product
less favorably than they would if the information were
not contained in the ad.

H2: These effects will be more evident when consumers are
knowledgeable about the type of product being adver-
tised than when they are not.

Two experiments evaluated these hypotheses. First, a pretest
was conducted to select product categories about which partici-
pants had different amounts of knowledge. Males reported higher
knowledge about beer, drank beer more often, and knew more real
brands of beer than females did. Correspondingly, females reported
having greater knowledge about cleansing gel, used cleansing gel
more frequently and knew more real brands than males did. By
using these categories in the main experiments and pooling over
genders, the effects of participants’ knowledge were determined
independently of the type of product being judged.

Experiment 1 verified the assumption that consumers hold
different normative expectations for the messages communicated
by different sources. We assumed that both knowledgeable and
unknowledgeable consumers would expect a popular magazine to
convey information that general consumers will understand, but
would expect a professional magazine to communicate complex
product information that only experts might appreciate. This was
the case. Participants generally thought that the ad with meaning-
less information fit the professional magazine better whereas the ad
without meaningless information fit the popular magazine better. In
addition, knowledgeable participants interpreted the meaningless
information to be meaningful when the ad was taken from a
professional magazine, but as meaningless when the ad was taken
from a popular magazine. In contrast, unknowledgeable consumers
interpreted meaningless information similarly regardless of the
source of communication.

Experiment 2 determined the effects of these factors on prod-
uct evaluations. Our hypotheses were again confirmed. When a
product ad was ostensibly advertised in a professional magazine,
adding literally meaningless information into the ad increased
participants’ evaluation of the product. In this case, consumers
apparently interpreted the information as meaningful and favor-
able. When the ad was ostensibly conveyed in a popular magazine,
however, adding literally meaningless information decreased con-
sumers’ evaluation of the product because consumers discredited
both the meaningless information and the meaningful information.
Moreover, these effects only occurred when participants had rela-
tively high knowledge about the product category under consider-
ation. Unknowledgeable consumers, however, generally liked prod-
ucts better when they were advertised in a professional magazine
than when they were advertised in a popular one, regardless of the
type of information conveyed.

In the first two experiments, the difference in consumers’
objective knowledge about the product category and their subjec-
tive knowledge about it were confounded. Experiment 3 avoided
this confound by manipulating consumers’ perceptions of their
knowledge about the product category experimentally, indepen-
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dently of their actual knowledge. The effects of subjective knowl-
edge on reactions to meaningless information, and its contingency
on the source of the ad, paralleled those observed in Experiment 2,
indicating that subjective knowledge and not actual knowledge was
responsible for these effects.
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