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Subjective knowledge refers to perceptions of personal knowledge in a given domain. The present research investigates the effect of

subjective knowledge change on information processing and retrieval strategies; it also seeks to uncover possible moderating and

meditational mechanisms for the hypothesized effects. In a first experiment, we show that consumer self-esteem moderates the

relationship between SK manipulations and different measures of memory for new information. Implications of these results are

discussed and details on our further experiments are provided.
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Extended Abstract
 “Familiar with sustainable developmental issues, are you? But did you actually notice the picture was upside down?” To their 

surprise, most of the readers of this humanitarian ad probably did not. We can indeed wonder what reactions will result from situations 
in which consumers are induced to feel more or less ignorant than initially believed. Will they become more attentive to subsequent 
information or, on the contrary, give up to process any related incoming information? Answers to this question may have important 
implications not only for brand marketers willing to enhance consumer brand knowledge but also for consumers who wish to optimize 
the way they select information from the marketplace. 

Subjective knowledge (SK) is consumers’ degree of confidence in their knowledge, as opposed to objective knowledge (OK) that 
refers to what an individual actually knows in a specific domain (Carlson et al. 2009). Whereas the impact of OK on information search 
(Bettman and Park 1980; Brucks 1985; Radecki and Jaccard 1995; Swasy and Rethans 1986) and processing strategies (Maheswaran, and 
Sternthal 1990; Sujan 1985) has been extensively studied, extant research on the impact of SK remains scarce and leads to inconclusive 
results (Moorman et al. 2004; Park, Gardner, and Thurkal 1988; Park and Lessig 1981; Raju, Lonia, and Mangold 1995; See 2009).

The present research focuses on a potential effect of SK manipulation that has not yet been investigated: the mechanisms through 
which SK manipulations may impact actual memory for information. Are consumers who are given the illusion that they know more 
(less) than they actually do will be able to retain more (v. less) information when exposed to a message?

We assess the extent of SK change as a result of experimental manipulation using two measurements: SK before the manipulation 
and after the manipulation. Extant research has so far typically used self-reported assessments of SK after false feedback on a task, 
showing that participants in high (vs. low) SK conditions indeed provide higher SK scores (Moorman et al. 2004). Such procedures, 
however, do not allow to evaluate the directionality and extent of SK change compared to an initial baseline. This can only be done if 
SK perceptions are assessed both before and after the critical knowledge manipulations. 

We also argue that moderating personality traits as well as mediating variables need to be to be taken into account to explain 
contradictory evidence found in the literature. Building upon the ego protection and self-esteem literatures (Baumeister 1993; Brockner 
and Chen 1996; Rosenberg 1965; Wiener 1973), we propose that a manipulation of SK may have a different impact on information 
processing depending on the initial level of consumer self-esteem. Chronic low self-esteem individuals tend to be doubtful about their 
capacities. Following self-consistency theory, a decrease in their SK may increase the negative perception they have of their capacities 
and discourage them to process any additional information. Opposed to this, positive feedback may increase their confidence in their 
capacity and motivate them to further process domain-related information. On the other hand, high self-esteem individuals are generally 
confident in their capacities. Increasing confidence in their capacity may drive them to become over-confident, rest on their laurel and 
possibly retain less information. However, decreasing their perceptions of knowledge may actually boost their motivation to search for 
additional information. 

We conducted a pilot study to gain initial insights about the feasibility of this research. After reporting their SK on different domains 
including our focal topic (computer knowledge), 34 undergraduate marketing students took part in a moderately difficult quiz about 
computers. Subjective knowledge was manipulated via false feedback on the quiz using two conditions (low vs. high score compared 
to a school average), following which SK was re-assessed. Finally, participants were asked to complete a domain-related information 
processing task. The manipulation of perceived knowledge occurred as predicted, as individuals in the low (vs. high) SK condition 
reported lower levels of perceived domain-related knowledge. However, no main effect of SK manipulation on memory for information 
was found, thus supporting the need to investigate possible moderating variables.

One-hundred and twenty undergraduate students participated in our first experiment, which differed from the pilot in the following 
way. We included a measure of trait self-esteem (Rosenberg 1965) in an unrelated survey and used four memorization measures: recall 
(answer to open ended-questions); recognition (choosing the correct answer in multiple-choice items); discrimination task (ability to 
recognize whether a piece of information was present or not in the message); and the number of items left unanswered. In line with our 
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pilot study, we found no main effect of SK on any of our memory measures. However, the analysis of the interaction between self-esteem 
and SK manipulation revealed insightful results. Converging patterns were found for each of our four measures of memory for low SE 
consumers: an increase (decrease) of SK was associated with higher (lower) scores on recall, recognition, and discrimination tasks and 
with higher number of unanswered items. The opposite pattern of results was found for high SE consumers.

The next steps of this research involve experiments identifying possible extensions of our findings. The first area we investigate 
is the possible mediating effect of state (vs. trait) self-esteem on the relation between subjective knowledge change and information 
processing. A key challenge is to overcome a potential demand effect induced by a repeated explicit measure of self-esteem. To do so, 
a study-in-progress measures self-esteem using the IAT procedure (Greenwald 1995; Greenwald and Farnham 2000) right after the SK 
manipulation. In addition, we measure General Self-Efficacy to test whether other personality traits might moderate the relationship 
between SK change and memory for information. We also test whether our SK manipulation, in addition to memory for information, 
also impacts attitude change and normative quality of decision-making. 

The present research promises important insights for our understanding of the underlying mechanisms of the relationship between 
SK manipulation and information processing strategies. Our research may also have important applied implications as the findings will 
likely prove useful in improving information retention in public policy and health-related communications. 
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When Does National Identity Matter?  
Two Contrasting Symbolic Meaning of Brands in Emerging Countries

Man Ching Kwan, Hong Kong Baptist University, Hong Kong

Extended Abstract
Under increasing globalization, cultural convergence occurs and people are exposed to multiple cultures simultaneously. Living 

in such a multiplex atmosphere, people risk an identity crisis in every aspect of their lives, even during consumption. One of the most 


