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This research explores a blemishing effect, whereby including negative information in a product description can enhance product

evaluations. This effect emerges under low processing conditions and when the negative information follows rather than precedes

positive information. Four experiments demonstrate this effect and explore its mechanism and boundaries.
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From Blemishing to Blossoming: 
The Positive Effect of Negative Information

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Imagine that you are considering a new restaurant and reading 

reviews of it online. Most of the reviews are very good: Great food, 
pleasant music, relaxed atmosphere. Then you come across a review 
that mentions that there is no parking nearby, a piece of information 
that is negative but not quite central to your value proposition for res-
taurants. How does this small dose of negative information influence 
the positive impression you had begun to form of the restaurant? 
Could this weak piece of negative information actually enhance your 
positive reaction?  Intuition and past research generally suggests that 
if weak negative information has any effect at all, it ought to be nega-
tive—that is, it should undermine the favorable impression you had 
begun to form. In contrast to this notion, we propose that weak nega-
tive information can sometimes bolster, or intensify, initial favorable 
impressions arising from positive information.

The rationale for this effect is that when consumers receive neg-
ative information after already receiving positive information, espe-
cially if that negative information is relatively minor and just “blem-
ishes” the product, it ironically highlights or increases the salience 
of the positive information.  This boosts the impact of the positive 
information and fosters more positive evaluations. Of importance, 
though, if true, this effect should only occur when negative informa-
tion follows positive information, and when consumers’ processing 
effort is relatively low as low processing orients consumers toward 
primacy effects and makes them less likely to thoughtfully consider 
the negative implications of subsequent negative information (Krug-
lanski and Webster 1996). We present four experiments investigating 
this blemishing effect.

Experiment 1. This initial experiment sought to test the hypoth-
esis that, under conditions of low processing effort, consumers might 
evaluate a product more favorably when they received a weak nega-
tive piece of information about it following positive information. To 
test this hypothesis, we presented participants with all positive (5 
positive attributes) or both positive and negative (4 positive and 1 
negative attribute) information about a pair of hiking boots under 
high or low processing conditions, and then measured their interest 
in purchasing the boots. To manipulate processing effort we used a 
divided attention task adapted from past research (e.g., Fitzsimons 
and Williams 2000).  Results indicated the predicted interaction, 
such that under low processing conditions, participants were more 
interested in purchasing the boots when they were presented with a 
weak negative attribute compared to when they were presented with 
only positive attributes. Under high effort conditions, this effect was 
reversed.

Experiment 2. This second experiment aimed to replicate the 
effect in a field setting. Students were approached on campus either 
immediately prior to taking an exam (low processing [high distrac-
tion] condition) or while they were simply walking around outside 
(i.e., high processing [low distraction] condition) and were offered a 
chocolate bar. In the positive only condition, the experimenter listed 
three positive attributes. In the positive + weak negative condition, 
the experimenter also briefly mentioned that the chocolate bar was 
a bit broken. We found a significant interaction, such that under low 
processing conditions, participants purchased more chocolate bars 
when a negative attribute was mentioned than when there was only 
positive information. By contrast, under high processing conditions, 
participants purchased more chocolate bars when there was only 
positive information presented.

Experiment 3. This experiment was designed to demonstrate 
the effect measuring individual differences is processing. Partici-
pants first completed a holistic-analytic processing measure (Choi, 
Koo, and Choi 2007) and then read a description of some champagne 
glasses. In the positive only condition just one positive attribute was 
featured. In the positive + weak negative condition the product’s 
description included the same positive attribute along with a minor 
negative—that the glasses did not come in a hard box. After reading 
the description, participants indicated the extent to which they would 
be willing to try the champagne glasses. As predicted, we found an 
interaction on willingness to try. Holistic (low effort) thinkers re-
ported greater willingness to try the product when its description in-
cluded negative information rather than only positive information. In 
contrast, analytic (high effort) thinkers reported more willingness to 
try the product when only positive information was presented.

Experiment 4. Finally, in experiment 4 we tested the role of 
presentation order.  Participants under high or low processing condi-
tions (manipulated using a divided attention task) received a list of 
favorable attributes for a pair of hiking boots along with a picture of 
the boots showing damaged packaging (a slightly blemished box).  
We manipulated whether participants read the positive information 
and then saw the negative picture, or saw the negative picture and 
then read the positive information.  As hypothesized, participants 
under low processing conditions evaluated the boots more favorably 
when they received positive and then minor negative information 
rather than minor negative and then positive information.  Partici-
pants under high processing conditions showed no difference, eval-
uating the boots more moderately regardless of when the negative 
feature was presented. We also found mediation evidence in this ex-
periment— low processing participants saw the positive attributes as 
more positive (and the negative as less negative) when the negative 
information followed rather than preceded the positive information, 
and these perceptions mediated overall product evaluations. In ad-
dition, we ruled out several competing accounts in this study—e.g., 
those based on two-sided message perceptions or perceived source/
information authenticity effects.

Discussion. Overall, we obtained substantial support for the 
blemishing effect. When processing effort is low, providing consum-
ers with positive information followed by a minor piece of negative 
information appears to enhance their overall evaluations of a target 
relative to providing exclusively positive information. This effect 
stems from low-effort processors tendency toward primacy effects, 
which are bolstered or intensified by the later appearance of conflict-
ing information. High-effort processors, by contrast, appear to form 
more modest evaluations when negative information is included, re-
gardless of its timing. Implications for understanding other ironic 
effects in persuasion and choice are discussed.
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