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This research examines the impact of pupil obscuration on consumers’ perceived trust. In two experiments, it is found that people have

higher trust in a person who has no obscuration and this trust decreases as the darkness of the lenses increases. The findings also show

that even indirect eye gazing with clear glasses, typically associated with lower trust, has higher trust as compared with shaded

glasses. The status of the person with the shaded glasses moderates this effect on perceived trust.
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effect between probability format and way of choosing on consumers’ preference judgments, supporting our argument about illusory control 
as the underlying mechanism.

Overall, this research adds to our understanding by revealing the underlying psychological causes of both ambiguity seeking behavior 
and illusory control perception.
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You’re Shady: The Effect of Pupil Obscuration on Consumers’ Perceived Trust
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Research on eye contact has revealed that the most important cue in determining whether one is perceived as lying is a lack of eye 
contact (Sporer and Schwandt 2007). In contrast, direct eye contact results in greater perceived intimacy, attraction and trust (Burgoon et al. 
1985) and greater perceptions of friendliness (Beebe 1974). While an averted eye gaze is believed to be a strong cue of deception, a prolonged 
gaze can be seen as threatening (Bayliss and Tipper 2006). However to date, the literature has focused only on comparisons of direct versus 
indirect eye contact with no consideration of eye contact with one’ s pupil obscured. The goal of the current research is to understand how 
the physical obscuration of a person’s eyes (by wearing shaded or darkened glasses) affects others’ perceptions of that person. In particular, 
we are interested in observing the effects of wearing shaded eyeglasses on other people’s trust judgements of the wearer. Utilizing the theory 
of spontaneous trait transference (Winter and Uleman 1984) wherein people rely on automatically elicited inferences when making social 
judgments to interpret the behaviors of others, we expect that wearing shaded eyeglasses may result in the “shady” trait to transfer to the 
wearer, thereby reducing the previously demonstrated positive effects of direct eye contact. It is hypothesized that even when recipients are 
able to see the pupils of the person wearing shaded eyeglasses, some degree of distrust is expected based on the partial obscuration. We also 
propose that status of the person wearing the glasses moderates this effect. In particular, it is expected that wearing shady glasses does not af-
fect those high in status and instead lower status individuals with shaded glasses are perceived as more distrusted. Two experiments examine 
these hypotheses.

ExPERIMENTS
Study 1 examined the main effect of pupil obscuration on perceived trust. This study was a 2 (participant gender: male vs. female) x 

4(level of shade: clear, low, medium, full) x 2(model gender: male vs. female) plus 1(clear indirect eye gaze) between subjects design (N= 
343). Participants were given a picture of a person with eyeglasses. The lenses of the glasses were tinted with computer software to vary from 
completely clear to fully shaded. Then participants asked to indicate their level of trust towards the target on seven items measuring trust 
that were mixed in with various other traits. The results revealed a main effect of model gender (Mmale=2.99, Mfemale=3.22, F(1,326)=4.066 , 
p=.045) and a main effect of the level of shade (Mclear=3.40, Mlow = 3.11, Mmed= 2.62, Mful=2.61 and Mindirect gaze=3.50, F(4, 326)=15.084, p=.000). 
These results reveal that people have less trust in a person wearing shaded eyeglasses even when there is a direct eye contact and the recipients 
are able to see the pupils of the communicator. The gender of the person wearing the glasses reveals that recipients have less trust in men as 
compared to women. Participants’ gender had no effect. Post-hoc tests of the effects of different degrees of shading revealed that people have 
the highest trust in a person wearing clear eyeglasses and this trust decreases as the darkness of the lenses increases. The findings also show 
that even a picture with an indirect eye gaze with clear glasses had higher trust as compared with shaded glasses.

In experiment 2, we sought to extend the finding of the previous study by examining the status of the model as a potential moderator 
of recipient’s perceived trust. In addition, we examined whether the model gender effect was a result of the attractiveness of the model. A 
2(model gender: male vs. female) x 3(level of shade: low, medium, high) x 2(status: high vs. low) between subjects design (N= 236) was 
conducted. Status was manipulated through a paragraph that accompanied the photo indicating that the person featured in the photo did/did 
not win a prestigious award. 

The results replicate the main effect of shade (p=.049) and model gender (Mmale=3.908, Mfemale=4.259, p=.001) on perceived trust using 
the same items as Study 1. Results also indicate a significant two way interaction of shade and status (F(2.224)=2.43, p=.09) and a significant 
three way interaction of shade, model gender and status (F(2,224)= 4.69, p=.01). It is found that people have the least perceived trust in a 
lower status person who has shaded glasses (M=3.671) in comparison to those with low (M=4.20) or medium (M=4.12) shaded glasses. In 
contrast wearing shaded glasses does not affect perceived trust in a high status person. The results for model attractiveness showed no differ-
ence between the two models (p>.5).
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GENERAL CONCLUSION
This research makes two major contributions to the field. First, in contradiction to results demonstrating that direct eye contact increases 

friendliness (Burgoon, Coker, and Coker 1986), this research found a boundary condition under which eye contact has no positive effect, 
specifically when there is a physical obscuration of the pupil. The second contribution of this research is the extension of the gazing literature 
above and beyond eye gaze or contact to demonstrate the importance of no barrier to one’s pupils. The outcome of this research has direct 
implications for the marketing field, especially in a sales context. Many sales agents wear prescription photochromic glasses that will appear 
shaded depending on the time of day and lighting in the store. The current research suggests that this will lead to lower perceived trust in the 
agent, and perhaps may even influence evaluations of the store.   
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The Effects of Labeling on Prosocial Behavior
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Labeling is a common persuasion tactic that involves suggesting to someone that they possess a specific attribute with the intention 
of influencing their behavior in ways corresponding to that attribute (Reingen & Bearden, 1983). For example, labeling an individual as a 
responsible voter can lead to increased voting behavior (Tybout & Yalch, 1980). In this investigation, we examine the impact of labeling on 
the effectiveness of charity appeals.

Most of the labeling literature in marketing involves positive labels (Moore, Bearden, & Teel, 1985), while few have considered nega-
tive labels, with the exception of Steele (1975) who found that negative (vs. positive) name-calling resulted in increased helping behavior. 
The potential effectiveness of negative labels can be understood in terms of the “shaken self” perspective (Gao, Wheeler, & Shiv, 2008), in 
which negative labels are understood as threatening a strongly held self-view, leading to behavior contrary to the label in attempts to restore 
confidence in this self-view.

The effectiveness of many persuasion techniques is often determined by the activation of an individual’s persuasion knowledge, which 
is much more likely when an individual engages in thorough elaboration on the persuasion attempt (Friestad & Wright, 1994). Positive label-
ing is more effective when elaborative processing of the label is prevented (Cornelissen et al., 2007), while the impact of elaboration level 
on negative labels has not been examined. 

Labeling is not only impacted by elaboration level, but also by content of the appeal, specifically whether it is self-focused (focused on 
the benefits to the self) or other-focused (focused on the benefits to others). This distinction corresponds to perceivers’ underlying altruistic or 
egoistic motivations to engage in prosocial behavior (Wilson, 2000). Engaging in helping behavior for altruistic reasons is perceived as more 
appropriate behavior and serves as a norm to guide behavior in our society (White & Peloza, 2009). 

Therefore, we hypothesized that in low elaboration conditions, those who are negatively labeled and who view the other-benefit appeal 
will have the highest giving intentions. Other-focused behavior is the most generous behavior people can display and is thus the most effec-
tive way in which to restore confidence in a “shaken” self-view. For those who are positively labeled, we did not expect any impact of the 
content of the appeal on giving intentions.

Study one was conducted using a 2 (valence of label: negative vs. positive) X 2 (accuracy motivation: high vs. low) X 2 (type of appeal: 
self vs. other) between-subjects design. First, respondents received the elaboration manipulation, which involved responding to two scenarios 
either with general opinions (low accuracy) or more thorough consideration (high accuracy), a manipulation used effectively by Agrawal & 
Maheswaran (2005). Participants then reported their opinions about different people, after which the computer “evaluated” the responses and 
provided (fictitious) feedback containing the (randomly assigned) “generous” or “not generous” label. This procedure has been shown by 
Strenta and Dejong (1981) to create convincing labels. Participants then viewed the appeal for “Hearing Loss Research” donations featuring 
either self-benefit or other-benefit ad copy. Participants evaluated the advertisement on several dimensions and indicated giving intentions.

A 2 X 2 X 2 ANOVA on label valence, accuracy motivation, and type of appeal revealed a significant three-way interaction (F (1,177) 
= 4.09, p < .05). In the low accuracy conditions, individuals who viewed the other-benefit appeal reported higher giving intentions when 
positively (vs. negatively) labeled (M = 4.71, M = 4.0; p = ns). In the high accuracy condition, individuals who viewed the self-benefit ap-
peal reported higher giving intentions when positively (vs. negatively) labeled (M = 5.17, M = 4.36; p = ns). The results of this study indicate 
that when little elaboration occurred, those who were labeled as “generous” and viewed the other-benefit appeal responded with the highest 
giving intentions. When high elaboration occurred, those who were labeled as “generous” and viewed the self-benefit appeal responded with 
the highest giving intentions. These unexpected findings will be addressed in a future study. 


