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Extant research suggests that consumers respond to threat with distrust towards marketers. In a process we term defensive trust

coping, consumers use their belief in a just world as a resource to cope with decision-generated threats, leading to buffered or even

enhanced trust judgments of marketers under threat.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The Defensive Trust Effect: Consumers’ Defensive Use of 

Beliefs in a Just World to Cope with Decision-Generated Threat
Consumers cope with many threats in the course of buying, 

consuming, and interacting with marketers. Previous research has 
examined how consumers cope with the threat of negative emotions 
(Yi and Baumgartner 2004), potentially misleading persuasion at-
tempts (Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Darke and Ritchie 2007), and 
difficult decisions (Luce 2005; Luce, Payne, and Bettman 1999). 
Decision-making is inherently threatening to consumers; both in 
terms of their goal to make accurate decisions (Luce, Bettman, and 
Payne 1997), and also their goals of maintaining self-esteem and 
self-presenting as competent deciders (Janis and Mann 1977; Luce 
2005). This research introduces a previously unexamined coping 
strategy consumers engage–termed defensive trust coping–in which 
consumers fall back on positive world beliefs to re-construe the 
situation as one in which they can and should trust marketing agents.

Drawing on just world theory (Hafer and Begue 2005; Lerner 
1980), positive illusions research (Taylor and Brown 1988, 1994) 
and cognitive experiential self theory (CEST; Epstein and Pacini 
1999), we develop theory that specifies psychological mechanism 
and situational moderators. Just world theory specifies that indi-
viduals are motivated to perceive the world as a place where they 
get what they deserve (Lerner 1980; Lerner and Simmons 1966). 
This belief is more strongly held by some individuals than oth-
ers (Rubin and Peplau 1975). BJW functions as a healthy coping 
mechanism that helps individuals adapt to their own potential 
misfortunes (i.e. I am a good person, I deserve good outcomes, so 
I will get good outcomes; Furnham 2003; Hafer and Begue 2005). 
Our research views BJW as a type of positive illusion (Taylor and 
Brown 1988, 1994), which operates through consumers’ trust judg-
ments of marketing agents. Past research suggests that consumers 
typically respond negatively to threat by becoming less trusting of 
marketers (Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Darke and Ritchie 2007) 
(Slovic, Flynn, and Layman 1991). In contrast, our model predicts 
that high-BJW consumers respond to decision-generated threats by 
falling back on their BJW as a coping resource, leading to buffer-
ing–or even positive–effects on trust judgments. The result of four 
experiments support our conception and predictions. 

Exp 1 used choice as a manipulation of threat, with post-choice 
serving as the high threat condition. Pre (post) choice participants 
responded to an adapted seven-point trust scale (Delgado-Ballester 
2004) before (after) choosing between the two cameras. BJW was 
measured as a continuous variable using seven items from an estab-
lished scale (Dalbert 1999). Participants imagined an interaction with 
a retail salesperson culminating in the salesperson recommending 
one digital camera over another. Moderated multiple regression 
analysis (Aiken and West 1996) revealed a significant choice-stage 
x BJW interaction (β .259, t=2.422, p<.05), such that high-BJW 
participants (+1 SD) trusted the salesperson more [Predicted Value 
(PV)=4.46] than low-BJW (-1SD; PV=3.58), but only in the post-
choice stage, when decision-generated threat was high. A media-
tion test (Baron and Kenny 1986), using coded thought listings of 
valanced thoughts as a mediator, supported the assumption that 
defensive trust coping operates through a relatively pre-conscious 
process, in that it did not require cognitive elaboration.

Exp 2 examined conditions wherein consumers experience 
threat both pre- and post-choice. Consumers experience conflict in 
the pre-decision phase when choice alternative are not differentiable, 
because they cannot find a reason on which to base their choice 
(Shafir et al. 1993). A non-differentiable choice set was inserted 
into the scenario described for Exp 1. Under this form of decision 
conflict, high-BJW consumers again trusted a retail salesperson more 
(PV=5.01) than low-BJW (PV=3.73; β=.429, t=4.428, p<.001), 
across both decision phases.

Exp 3 further extended the findings in three important ways: 
1) an experimental priming manipulation of BJW provided causal 
evidence for the effects, 2) a cognitive load manipulation provided 
further evidence that defensive trust coping operates through a 
pre-conscious process, and 3) a manipulation of ulterior motive 
established a boundary condition of the effects, such that they were 
extinguished under ulterior motive.

Exp 4 provided clearer evidence of the defensive nature of the 
effect by manipulating the level of decision-generated orthogonally 
along two dimensions, material consequence and psycho-social 
threat. Material consequence threat was manipulated by instructions 
to half the participants that a draw would award some participants the 
actual digital camera chosen. Psycho-social threat was manipulated 
by assigning half the participants to role of buyer (high-threat), and 
the other half to observer (low-threat). Exp 4’s protocol differed from 
the earlier studies in that participants shopped for a digital camera 
on an actual electronic retailer website. The salesperson interaction 
occurred through an instant messaging (IM) software protocol that 
ensured a plausible, but controlled, salesperson interaction. The 
main result was a marginal BJW x consequence x role interaction 
(β=.113, t=1.904, p=.058), such that high-BJW participants in the 
buyer role/real consequence condition trusted more (PV=5.13) than 
all other conditions (PV’s from 4.46 to 4.60). 

This research makes a number of contributions to our un-
derstanding of the ways in which consumers cope with decision 
threat. For instance, whereas extant research on consumer coping 
has focused on conscious coping strategies (Duhachek 2005; Duh-
achek and Iacobucci 2005; Duhachek and Oakley 2007), we extend 
this pursuit by examining a new coping strategy that focuses on a 
just world belief, which seems to defend consumers against threat 
without the need for conscious awareness. Moreover, in contrast to 
extant research (Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Darke and Ritchie 
2007; Slovic et al. 1991) which shows threat generally has nega-
tive effects on trust, we identify conditions under which threat can 
actually lead to positive effects on consumer trust of marketers. 
Although this pattern is somewhat counterintuitive, it is nonetheless 
predicted by the proposed model of defensive consumer coping.
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