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The believability of a product claim depends on the consumer’s ability to generate disabling conditions (i.e., other events that could

block a cause from having its effect) and alternative causes (i.e., other events that could cause the outcome). Framing a product as the

solution to a problem versus as a way to prevent a problem influences a consumer’s ability to generate disabling conditions and

alternative causes. Hence, certain types of arguments are more or less supportive of claims made about products that solve problems

versus prevent problems.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Causal conditional reasoning involves making inferences on

the basis of an “if p then q” statement (i.e., a conditional premise),
where p is the antecedent (i.e., cause) and q is the consequent (i.e.,
effect). In the field of marketing, product claims often take the form
of a conditional premise. The goal of advertisers is to convince
consumers that brands are a “true” cause of beneficial effects. For
instance, Crest toothpaste uses the slogan Crest fights cavities in an
attempt to persuade potential customers that if they use Crest
toothpaste, then they will not develop cavities.

Product claims can be formulated in many different ways.
First, product claims can either focus on the presence (i.e., usage)
or absence (i.e., non-usage) of the brand and the resulting impact on
the effect. Second, ad claims can lead with the cause (e.g., Pantene
Pro-V: For hair so healthy it shines) or the effect (e.g., How do you
spell relief: R-O-L-A-I-D-S). Manipulating these two variables
(usage or non-usage of the brand and presentation order) offers four
possible ways to express a product claim. Examples of product
claims that fit into each of these classifications (see Table).

Prior research investigating a person’s willingness to accept a
causal claim has focused on two types of counterarguments
(Cummins 1995; Cummins et al. 1991; Dieussaert, Schaeken, and
D’Ydewalle 2002): the availability of alternatives causes and the
availability of disabling conditions. An alternative cause is a
possible cause that can generate the effect and a disabling condition
is a situation which prevents the effect from happening despite the
presence of the cause. A person’s ability to think of disabling
conditions can make a claim less believable. For example, knowing
that people with high sugar diets are more likely to have cavities
may decrease a person’s willingness to believe that Crest prevents
cavities. The presence of disabling conditions cast doubt on the
sufficiency of the cause (e.g., using Crest). Second, the person’s
ability to think of alternative causes can make a claim less believ-
able. For example, knowing that good oral hygiene also prevents
cavities may reduce a person’s willingness to believe that Crest
prevents cavities. The presence of alternative causes casts doubt on
the necessity of the cause.

We contend that the persuasiveness of a product claim will
depend on the accessibility and diagnosticity (e.g., Feldman and
Lynch 1988; Wyer and Hartwick 1980) of disabling conditions and
alternative causes. Experiment 1 investigates the diagnosticity of
disabling conditions or alternative causes for assessing the believ-
ability of a conditional premise. We ask participants to read a
conditional premise, to list disabling conditions or alternative
causes, and to make a conditional inference. We show that listing
disabling conditions influences the acceptance of a modus ponens
(MP) and a modus tollens (MT) conditional premise, but not an
affirmation of the consequent (AC) and a denial of the antecedent
(DA) conditional premise. Similarly, we show that listing alterna-
tive causes influences the acceptance of an AC and a DA condi-
tional premise, but not a MP and a MT conditional premise.

Experiment 1 focused on documenting the types of
counterarguments (i.e., reasons) that influence the acceptability of
a conditional premise. In effect, it investigated the diagnosticity of
specific type of counterarguments. Yet, when a person assesses the

validity of an advertising claim, counterarguments are self-gener-
ated. Are there factors that influence the type of counterarguments
that are accessible (Rholes and Pryor 1982; Roese, Sanna, and
Galinsky 2005)? The conditional reasoning literature is silent on
that issue but there is suggestive evidence in the counterfactual
literature that the accessibility of different types of counterarguments
will depend on the framing of the causal claim (Roese, Hur, and
Pennington 1999).

In experiment 2, we investigate the joint influence of the
accessibility and diagnosticity of disabling conditions or alterna-
tive causes on the believability of a causal claim. We show that a
claim framed as achieving a gain is more believable in a MP
argument format (e.g., “If you use a deodorant soap, then you will
remove body odor.”) than a DA argument format (e.g., “If you do
not use a deodorant soap, then you will not remove body odor.”). In
contrast, a claim framed as preventing a loss is more believable in
a DA argument format (e.g., “If you do not use a deodorant soap,
then you will not prevent body odor.”) than a MP argument format
(e.g., “If you use a deodorant soap, then you will prevent body
odor.”).

The results show a complex, but predictable, pattern of accep-
tance of product claims depending on the claim frame and the
argument format. Most importantly, the results show that one
argument format (i.e., MT) is not universally the best argument
type. It is also interesting to note that a number of existing product
claims are being stated in a manner that limits their acceptance.
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