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No Good Deed Goes Unpunished: 
Citing Sources in Print Advertisement Claims

Catherine Armstrong Soule, University of Oregon, USA
Leslie Koppenhafer, University of Oregon, USA

Discovering how to best protect consumers from deception in the marketplace has steadily increased in importance to business practitio-
ners, government policy, and academics in the consumer behavior field. The Federal Trade Commission current requires advertisers to have 
factual data to justify all claims made in print advertisements (for example, “Brand XYZ is 77% more effective than the leading competitor”), 
but it is not necessary for that information to actually be present in the copy of the ad. However, many media companies, such as Hearst Pub-
lications and Time Inc., now require companies to print this claim citation information in order to assist consumers in making correct judg-
ments about the real meaning of claims. Some companies are also voluntarily including this “fine print” in order to appear more trustworthy 
to consumers. This research investigates whether these well-intentioned actions may in reality be harmful to these forthright companies by 
inadvertently and erroneously increasing consumers’ perceptions of deception.  

Advertisements that make claims without substantiating the source of the information are deceptive, according to many experts on the 
subject (Boush, Friestad, and Wright 2009). This can be viewed as a case of omission, which is the act of failing to include relevant informa-
tion, such as context, sample sizes, and/or where and when the supporting data were collected that a consumer needs in order to correctly 
interpret the claim (Boush et al. 2009) Also, these types of advertising claims often include numerical information presented in a conditional 
probability (such as 77% improvement) that is meaningless without more information and is very difficult for most individuals to interpret 
(Gigerenzor 2002). This research aims to provide direction for the important societal need of teaching consumers to recognize and protect 
against deceptive marketing attempts and make better marketplace decisions. Consumers must learn to protect themselves in both low and 
high financial risk scenarios. While consumers are more involved in high financial risk situations and are more likely to engage in more in 
depth processing by definition (Evans 2003), inexpensive purchases are made much more frequently and therefore in totality also have the 
potential to cause serious harm to consumers in the long run. 

Two issues explored in this research are the effects of advertising skepticism and innumeracy on consumer perceptions of deception. 
Individuals naturally develop skepticism towards marketing attempts throughout their lives which can be seen as a protection mechanism 
against deception (Friedman, 1998; Obermiller and Spangenberg 2005). Knowing that consumers are rightfully skeptical of ad claims, truth-
ful advertisers often seek to provide additional information to overcome the initial distrust (Ford, Smith, and Swasy 1990). Unfortunately, 
skepticism has been shown to decrease trust in advertisements regardless of the content or actual truthfulness (Koslow 2000). Adding to the 
problems arising from skepticism, people’s inability to process numbers in a meaningful way, or statistically illiteracy, can also lead to distrust 
of claims which contain numbers (Sowey 2003). We expect individuals with high advertising skepticism to perceive higher levels of decep-
tion (H1a) and those with low numeracy skills to perceive higher levels of deception (H1b). 

After examining how individual differences influence deception perception, our main interest was to examine how the presence of 
source citations affected perceptions of deception. We expect, contrary to common wisdom and current advertising practice, consumers to 
perceive higher levels of perceived deception when the advertiser provides source citation (H2). 

Data were obtained via a lab experiment from undergraduate university students in exchange for course credit (n=110, 42% female). The 
experiment was a 2 (source citation present/absent) x 2 (financial risk low/high) between subjects design. Participants randomly viewed one 
of two advertisements for headphones, one with a conditional probability claim (“77% improvement in sound quality”) and no source citation 
and the other with the same claim with an asterisk and fine print citing the scientific research to prove the claim. Half the subjects were told 
the headphones cost $34.99 (low financial risk) and the other half were told the cost was $199.99 (high financial risk). The participants evalu-
ated the ad on the dimensions of purchase intent, attitude toward the product and advertisement, claim and source credibility and perceived 
deceptiveness. Participants also completed separate scales for individual difference measures on skepticism, financial risk and innumeracy.

H1a was not supported, since level of skepticism towards advertising was not a significant predictor of perceived deception level 
(Fcha(1,105)=0.186, p=0.770).  Supporting H1b, score on the numeracy scale was a significant predictor of perceived deception level, with 
those answering more questions correctly perceiving less deception (Fcha(1,104)=7.578, p=0.007).  This indicates that an ability to actually 
understand a number used in a claim and how advertisers arrived at that number in the citation increases consumer ability to detect deception.

An ANOVA was used to test H2 and partial support was found. There was no significant main effect for source citation (F(1,108)=0.360, 
p=0.550) or financial risk (F(1,108)=0.139, p=0.710), but the interaction was significant (F (1,106)= 4.019, p=0.048). When the product 
was less expensive, those in the condition with correct source citation perceived higher levels of deception, but when the product was more 
expensive, those in the source citation absent condition correctly perceived more deception. 

Our findings regarding skepticism and innumeracy are encouraging for consumers. Because high skepticism did not increase perceived 
deception, there is less reason to be concerned that marketplace deception teaching interventions are detrimental. Also, numeracy findings 
indicate that teaching consumers probability and other basic math skills could be extremely helpful in increasing accuracy in detecting decep-
tion. Perhaps more importantly, knowing that differences exist in interpretation of source citation depending on the financial risk involved 
with the advertised product has serious implications for researchers and practitioners. Requiring source citation for all products, while well-
intentioned, may actually be detrimental to honest marketers.    
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Green Consumption and Materialism among Young Consumers 
Liyanage Perera, Melbourne University, Australia

Jill Klein, Melbourne University, Australia

Green consumption refers to environmentally conscious consumption (Autioet al. 2009 ; Gilget al. 2005 ; Stern 2000) and has recently 
gained significant scholarly attention due to environmental issues such as climate change. Some of these studies are concerned with the 
relationship between materialism and green consumption and provide mixed findings. Materialism – the excessive regard for worldly posses-
sions, and the accumulation of possessions to gain happiness (Belk 1984 ; Belk 2001 ; Kasseret al. 2004 ; Richins 2004 ; Richins & Dawson 
1992) -  is thought to be  negatively associated with green consumption (Kilbourne & Pickett 2008). Some argue that green consumers hold 
postmaterialistic values (Inglehart 1995) which relate to simplistic life styles (Richins & Dawson 1992). There is, however, no consistent 
findings on the relationship between materialism or postmaterialism and green consumption (i.e.,Dietzet al. 1998 ; Dunlap & York 2008).  

SELF ExPRESSION AND MATERIALISM
A close scrutiny of studies on materialism shows that consumers express a ‘sense of self’ through consumer materials (Ahuvia 2005 ; 

Belk 1988 ; Dolfsma 2004 ; Giddens 1991 ; Kleineet al. 1995 ; McCracken 1986 ; Oyserman 2009). More recent studies also relate green 
consumption to the formation and expression of consumer identities (Connolly & Prothero 2008 ; Horton 2003 ; Soron 2010). Andreou (2010) 
theoretically argues that materialism is not antithetical to green consumption as happiness from materialistic consumption relies on an emo-
tional, not material level. Furthermore, green consumption conveys a ‘costly signal’ and therefore there is a strong association between high 
social status and green consumption (Griskeviciuset al. 2010).

Building on the above research, we argue materialism may not be negatively related to green consumption.  Green consumers expect 
and enjoy emotional benefits such as self expression and social interaction through their consumption (i.e.,Bourdieu & Nice 1984 ; Holt 1995 
; McCracken 1986), regardless of whether they are materialists or postmaterialists (Douglas & Isherwood 1996). Thus, the purpose of this 
scholarship is to explore the emotional benefits or symbolic reproductions of green consumption. 

  Young consumers have often been criticized for their materialistic consumption (Miles 2000 ; O’Shaughnessy & O’Shaughnessy 2007). 
Criticisms of young consumers’ understanding of the environmental impacts of their consumption (Autio & Heinonen 2004), or the extent to 
which they actually engage in green consumption (Hume 2009) coexist in the literature with characterizations of young consumers as socially, 
culturally and environmentally conscious consumers (Sheahan 2009 ; Sullivan & Heitmeyer 2008). These contradictory findings suggest the 
need for further study of young consumers’ green consumption. To this end, we investigate: What does it mean to a young consumer to be a 
green consumer? And, how does he/she engage in green consumption practices?

METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATION AND ANALYSIS
Twenty photo-elicited, semi-structured interviews ranging from 1.5-3 hours were conducted with young consumers (aged between 19-

25 years) in a large Australian city. Purposive and snowball sampling techniques were used to ensure respondent diversity and gain access to 
‘information rich’ cases of youth engaged in environmental groups, activism and consumption practices (Patton 2002). The interviews were 
audio recorded and transcripts were made. Line-by-line analysis was completed after the first 12 interviews to refine the interview protocol 
for subsequent cases. After analyzing all the interviews thematic categories (Strauss & Corbin 1990) were derived and tested with respondents 
in member check interviews. 

FINDINGS: THE MEANING OF GREEN CONSUMPTION 
Green consumption among young consumers is constructed as having an awareness of each stage of production and consumption cycles, 

and concern about environmental problems such as climate change. Drastically withdrawing from environmentally destructive consumption 
through adoption of a green lifestyle is considered important. Respondents described green consumption as a conscience-driven consumption 
practice, which predominantly moves them away from making ‘new’ mass-market commodity purchases and towards alternative consump-
tion practices. In unavoidable purchase occasions, they use mobile phone applications to access information about environmentally unfriend-
ly production and consumption practices. Green consumption with a positive appeal (i.e., a means of fun, happiness, social networking and 
adventure) instead of a negative appeal (i.e., restricted or controlled consumption) is preferred. 

1  Connection to Nature 
Our informants frequently engage in activities related to the natural environment both individually and collectively (i.e., bushwalking, 

camping). They enjoy the connectedness with the natural environment and strive to participate in sustainable practices that maintain ecologi-


