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Consumers cope with many threatening consumption situations, including: concerns about receiving poor service, difficult decisions,

and misleading persuasion attempts. Existing evidence suggests that consumers often react to such threats by displaying greater

distrust towards marketers (e.g., Darke & Ritchie, 2007). In contrast, the current research shows threat can have paradoxical effects on

trust. Specifically, consumers with high belief-in-a-just-world coped with consumption stress by increasing their trust in the relevant

marketing agent, relative to those who did not maintain such beliefs. These findings support predictions based on CEST (Epstein &

Pacini, 1999) and control theory (Rothbaum et al., 1982).
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Our findings show that identification is associated with the most favorable consumer outcomes, whereas disidentification is
associated with the least favorable consumer outcomes. Both neutral and ambivalent identification were related to consumer outcomes
in predicted ways—more negative evaluations, perceptions of trust, in-role behaviors, and extra-role behaviors were reported as feelings
of neutrality and ambivalence toward the company increased. Ambivalent identification is more strongly related to disidentification than
identification and negatively related to consumer outcomes, indicating that it has largely negative consequences. Marketers need to ensure,
even with a loyal consumer base that highly identifies with the company, that nothing negative occurs to simultaneously activate feelings
of disidentification. The ambivalent consumer also represents an untapped and accessible market that has the potential to be positively
swayed to more strongly identify with the company. The current research is an important first step towards elucidating the multi-faceted
nature of consumer identification.
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The Defensive Trust Effect: Consumers’ Defensive Use of Belief in a Just World to Cope with
Consumption Threat

Andrew Wilson, St. Mary’s College of California, USA
Peter Darke, Schulich School of Business, York University, Canada

Consumers cope with many stressful situations: poor service, difficult decisions, and misleading persuasion attempts. Existing
evidence suggests that consumers react with distrust towards marketers to avoid being wronged. Campbell and Kirmani (2000) show that
consumers respond to salesperson flattery by attending to potential ulterior motives, and lowering trust when such motives are plausible.
Darke and Ritchie (2007) show that consumers respond to being misled by an advertiser with generalized suspicion towards all advertisers.

This research examines whether some consumers respond in exactly the opposite way—by displaying increased trust. Our research
uses Cognitive Experiential Self Theory (CEST; Epstein & Pacini, 1999) and the notion of secondary control (Rothbaum, Weisz, &
Snyder, 1982) to suggest that some consumers respond to threats by evoking basic beliefs about the world, leading to increased trust of
the marketer, and reassurance of positive outcomes. This coping strategy is herein termed defensive trust coping (DTC).

CEST posits that humans adapt through the development of two systems, termed rational and experiential. These systems serve
multiple goals, including accuracy (maximizing pleasure and minimizing pain) and defense (protecting self-esteem). Individuals hold
basic beliefs about the nature of the world, such as the extent to which the world is meaningful vs. chaotic. We use Lerner’s (1980) Belief
in a Just World (BJW) as a proxy. BJW predicts certain behaviors, especially blaming victims (Rubin & Peplau, 1975). Attributing a
victim’s fate to his or her own failing reduces the perceived threat to BJW holders. Such coping strategies fit with secondary control
(Rothbaum et al., 1982), where individuals adjust their beliefs or perceptions to reduce threat.

Given a choice between differentiable alternatives, threat is greater post-choice. Consumers experience anticipated regret following
choice (Brehm, 1956). Moreover, primary control is reduced post-choice because the control exercised through the act of choosing has
been lost to the past. Thus, we predict that consumers enlist basic beliefs to a greater extent post-choice than pre-choice.

In study 1, 84 undergraduates were randomly assigned to a between-participants design with choice stage as the experimental factor.
Participants imagined themselves interacting with a salesperson while shopping for a digital camera they needed right away. The
salesperson presented two alternatives, and recommended one over the other. Product specifications were provided in a comparison
matrix, based on the local market.
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Marketing agent trust was operationalized by adapting Delgado-Ballester’s (2004) seven-item benevolence scale (Likert-type; 7
point; α=.92). BJW was measured using the seven item personal belief in a just world scale (Dalbert, 1999; also 7-point Likert-type;
α=.84). Pre-choice participants (n=84) responded to the trust scale, and then chose. Post-choice participants (n=86) first chose, and then
responded to the trust scale. Then all participants completed the BJW scale and other items.

A median split was performed on BJW (Md=5.00). A 2 (choice stage: pre vs. post) × 2 (BJW: high vs. low) ANOVA on trust revealed
no main effects (all p’s>.2), but a significant interaction between choice stage and BJW groups (F (1, 80)=4.891, p<.05). A complex
contrast was calculated by assigning weights of zero to both pre-choice conditions, one to the post-choice/high-BJW condition, and
negative one to the post-choice/low-BJW condition (Rosenthal and Rosnow 1984), which was significant (Fψ (1, 80)=5.33, p<.05). This
was interpreted as support for our theorizing that high-BJW consumers respond to post-choice threat by becoming more trusting whereas
low-BJW participants responded in accordance with the more rational view that greater uncertainty should engender greater distrust
(Slovic et al. 1991).

Study 2 considers conditions under which the level of pre-choice threat rivals that of post-choice by making the choice more
conflicted. Consumers experience pre-decisional conflict in the absence of a clear reason to choose one alternative over the other (Shafir,
Simonson, & Tversky, 1993). 195 undergraduates were randomly assigned to a single factor (pre-choice vs. post-choice) between-
participants design. As before, participants imagined an interaction with a salesperson, and responded to the same scales. The product
comparison matrix was changed such that the alternatives were non-differentiable. Both cameras were priced at $275.

A 2 (choice stage: pre-choice) × 2 (BJW: high vs. low) ANOVA of the trust variable revealed a main effect of BJW, F(1, 192)=11.13,
p<.001; supporting our view that consumers would enlist DTC in the pre-choice stage when the choice involved decision conflict.

Study 3 extended the findings in three important ways: 1) tested whether DTC operates by preconscious processing, by including
a manipulation of cognitive load, 2) establish more causal evidence for the role of DTC by manipulating BJW, and 3) investigate whether
an obvious, salient ulterior motive on the part of the salesperson represent a boundary condition for the effect. Load was manipulated by
a procedure based on Campbell and Kirmani (2000). BJW was manipulated by a memory task in which participants were asked to write
a short essay about a time when they received a deserved positive outcome. Ulterior motive was manipulated by varying the
recommendation of the salesperson. She recommended the less (more) expensive alternative in the low (high) ulterior motive condition.

242 undergraduate were assigned to 2 (BJW prime) × 2 (load) × 2 (ulterior motive) between participants design. BJW was also a
measured factor. Some lower order effects were found, all of which were qualified by a marginal 4-way interaction (F (1, 223)=3.373,
p=.068). The analysis was split on the ulterior motive factor, which found no effects in the high ulterior motive conditions (all F’s<1, all
p’s>.2)–evidence for the boundary condition. In the low ulterior motive conditions, the analysis revealed a 3-way interaction between BJW
prime, BJW scores, and load (F (1, 111)=5.883, p<.05). Complex contrast suggests that the BJW-primed, high-BJW-score, high load cell
(M=4.81) differed from all others (M’s range from 3.46 to 4.32; Fψ (1, 111)=12.24, p<.001), suggesting that these three factors combined
to create elevated trust judgments.
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