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We examined the extent to which consumer defensiveness against advertising deception is bounded by deception knowledge, outcome

and optimistic expectancy. In two experiments, we found that that salient deception knowledge makes consumers more skeptical

toward advertisements, but the perceived deceptiveness is contingent upon the expected consequences of being misled.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Advertisers often emphasize positive product attributes and 

promise superior value. When consumers’ experience falls short 
of expectations, the perceived discrepancies are often ascribed to 
advertising deception (Russo et al. 1981). Using the framework of 
the Persuasion Knowledge Model (Friestad and Wright 1994), we 
propose that consumers’ deception knowledge and meta-cognitive 
expectancies influence their attitudes toward ads and brands in two 
ways: while the expected seriousness of the consequences of being 
misled aggravates the negative effect of deception, the optimistic 
tendency to trust the claims attenuates this effect.

Experiment 1
Experiment 1 employed a 2 (deception knowledge: more salient 

vs. less salient, between) x 2 (high- vs. low-stake, between) x 2 
(high- vs. low- deceptiveness ads, within) mixed design. Participants 
(N=133) were asked to carefully evaluate six print advertisements 
(pre-tested) presented on PC screens. For each ad, they were asked 
to identify the brand name first, and then answered attitudinal 
questions on 9-point scales. Deception knowledge salience was 
manipulated by the priming instructions at the beginning of the 
questionnaire. The one-page instructions described the nature of 
deception knowledge, common deceptive tactics, and cues to detect 
advertising deception. Participants in the control condition were not 
primed. The seriousness of expected consequences and deceptiveness 
were manipulated by having the participants view different types of 
print ads. In the high-stake condition (more serious consequences), 
the participants rated six ads: three were high in deceptiveness and 
three were low in deceptiveness (within-group). This was repeated 
in the low-stake condition (less serious consequences). 

Participants in the primed condition (M=5.17) rated the ads as 
more deceptive than those in the unprimed condition (M=4.61), F (1, 
130)=4.23, p=.032. The interaction between manipulated deceptive-
ness and deception knowledge salience was not significant, F (1, 
130)=.38, p=.35. But the deceptiveness had a significant negative 
impact on attitude toward the ads: the attitude (M=3.35) was more 
negative toward high-deceptiveness ads than low- deceptiveness 
ads (M=4.62), F (1, 128)=75.22, p<.001. The interaction between 
deceptiveness and high- vs. low-stake situation was significant: the 
negative attitude (M=2.84) was significantly stronger toward the 
deceptive than non-deceptive ads (M=4.83) in the high-stake condi-
tion, F (1, 130)=38.93, p<.001. In the low-stake condition, however, 
attitude toward deceptive ads (M=4.60) was not significantly dif-
ferent from non-deceptive ads (M=4.64), F (1, 130)=.02, p=.89. 

Experiment 2
The purpose of Experiment 2 (N=176) is to examine the ef-

fect of optimistic expectancy and need for cognition in relation 
to the outcome expectancy of deception. We followed the same 
procedure as that in Experiment 1. In addition, the optimistic ex-
pectancy scale was asked for each advertisement, and participants 
also completed the Need for Cognition (NFC) scale (Cacioppo et 
al. 1984) at the end. Structural equation modeling was used to test 
mediation/moderation effects following the methods suggested by 
Judd et al. (2001). In the best-fit model, the expected seriousness 
of consequences moderated the effect of advertising deceptiveness 

on attitude toward ads. The moderation effects of all other exog-
enous variables were not significant at p <. 05. In comparison, the 
attitude differences toward brands differed significantly across the 
average, the difference of optimistic expectancy in high- and low- 
deceptiveness ads conditions, as well as the individual difference 
in NFC. The proposed moderation effect was found in the attitude 
towards the brands, but not in the attitude toward advertisements. 

The results suggest that optimistic expectancy can function 
as both a moderator and mediator of the attitude difference toward 
brands between high- and low-deceptiveness ads. The advertised 
claims (deceptive or not) may have caused more optimistic ex-
pectancy, which in turn, leads to less negative attitude toward the 
advertised brands. 

Discussion
In two experiments, we demonstrate that consumer deception 

knowledge and expectancies may not only undermine advertising 
effectiveness as widely acknowledged, but also regulate the effect 
of deceptiveness in favor of the advertised brands. The salience of 
deception tactics schema can significantly increase the perceived 
deceptiveness of ads but the salience does not necessarily lead 
to more negative attitude toward the ads. More interestingly, the 
optimistic expectancy can be both a moderator and mediator for 
the negative effect of advertising deception on attitude toward the 
brands. A possible explanation is that the optimistic expectancy 
serves two functions. The mediation effect occurs because expec-
tancy is a significant motivating factor in favor of the brands (but 
not the ads). In comparison, the moderation effect occurs as a result 
of individual difference in the extent to which consumers would 
like to think positively about the brands. Even when the advertised 
claims are perceived more deceptive, those with more optimistic 
expectancy would have less negative attitude toward the brands.
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