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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
While the literature on self-construal (independent versus in-

terdependent) has examined such topics as advertisement appeals 
(Aaker 2000) and values (Triandis 1995), no research so far has 
investigated how self-construal influences consumers’ responses to 
persuasion attempts. An independent self-construal is oriented to-
wards the self (Miller 1984). Thus, a consumer with a salient inde-
pendent self-view may evaluate a salesclerk based on his/her prior 
view of salesclerks (e.g., dishonest, a negative stereotype, Babin et 
al. 1995) with less influence of the type of persuasion attempt used. 
An interdependent self-construal is oriented towards social contexts 
(Miller 1984) and is more likely to be influenced by others and situ-
ational information (Iyengar and Lepper 1999), which may make 
the type of persuasion attempt matter when evaluating salesclerks. 
Further, when an interdependent self-construal is activated, people’s 
sense of uniqueness may be threatened, which may make them more 
sensitive to individually focused persuasion (e.g., messages focused 
on distinctiveness) during the interaction with salesclerks.

The following studies examine whether individuals with a dom-
inant interdependent self-construal should have higher perceived 
trustworthiness in a salesclerk and a higher need for uniqueness 
when processing individually focused persuasion attempts than in-
terpersonally focused persuasion attempts. This difference will be at-
tenuated for individuals with a dominant independent self-construal.

sTUdY 1
75 participants from a Chinese university in Beijing were ran-

domly assigned to a 2 (persuasion attempt: individually vs. interper-
sonally focused) × 2 (primed self-construal: independent vs. interde-
pendent) between-subjects design. A pronoun (first-personal singular 
vs. plural) circling task in a paragraph involving a trip to a restaurant 
(Oyserman et al. 2009) primed independent versus interdependent. 
Next, a scenario was used to manipulate the interpersonally vs. indi-
vidually focused persuasion attempt. The dependent variables were 
salesclerk trustworthiness (Main et al. 2007) and need for unique 
choice (Tian et al. 2001). 

Results showed that when participants were primed with an 
interdependent self-construal, individually focused persuasion at-
tempts led to higher trustworthiness (F(1, 71) = 5.21, p < 0.01, Minter-

personally focused  = 4.04, Mindividually focused  = 4.58) and need for unique choice 
(F(1,71) = 3.14, p < 0.1, Minterpersonally focused  = 2.98, Mindividually focused  = 
3.42) than interpersonally focused persuasion attempts. However, 
when participants were primed with an independent self-construal, 
these effects were attenuated. 

sTUdY 2
This was a field study where interdependent self-construal was 

measured (Singelis, 1994).  79 participants were randomly assigned 
to two conditions (persuasion attempt: individually vs. interperson-
ally focused) and received $7 compensation. 

Two new product lines were created solely for the purpose of 
this research so that students would be unfamiliar with the products. 
Participants were instructed to visit a retail store and evaluate the 
new product lines that were on display. A female confederate in her 
mid forties was selected to act as a company representative. She 
was responsible for the administration of the persuasion attempt:  a 

uniqueness focused statement (individually focused) or a connection 
focused statement (interpersonally focused).  

Regression analysis was conducted with persuasion attempts 
(dummy code), level of interdependence (mean-centered score; Ai-
ken and West 1991), and the interaction term included in the model 
as predictors. There was a significant interaction between persuasion 
attempt type and the level of interdependence on trustworthiness (β 
= 0.36, p < 0.05) and need for unique choice (β = 0.31, p < 0.05) 
respectively. Simple slope analysis at one standard deviation above 
the mean of interdependence indicated a significant difference such 
that participants with a high level of interdependence trusted the 
clerk more (β = 0.75, t = 2.58, p < 0.01) and had higher need for 
unique choice (β = 0.63, t = 2.20, p < 0.05) for individually focused 
as compared to interpersonally focused persuasion attempts. Simple 
slope analysis at one standard deviation below the mean of interde-
pendence showed no significant difference. 

sTUdY 3
Study 3 was to test the underlying process for the effect ob-

served in proceeding studies. Briley and Aaker (2006) suggest that 
cognitive load is an alternative way to examine the underlying pro-
cess from cross cultural studies. We propose that under low cognitive 
load, persuasion knowledge mediates the relationship between the 
interaction of persuasion attempts and self-construal on trustworthi-
ness.  

156 participants were randomly assigned to a 2 (persuasion 
attempt: individually vs. interpersonally focused) × 2 (primed self-
construal: independent vs. interdependent) × 2 (cognitive load: high 
vs. low) between-subjects design. First, participants were primed 
with either an independent or interdependent self-construal adapted 
from Mandel (2003). The persuasion attempt manipulation was the 
same as study 1. The manipulation of high (vs. low) cognitive load 
required (vs. did not require) participants to remember eight numbers 
presented in the scenario. 

Results illustrated a significant three-way interaction (F(1,148) 
= 12.8, p < 0.001) that showed self-construal had impacts on process-
ing persuasion attempts under low cognitive load. We bootstrapped 
the indirect effect of the different persuasion attempts and priming 
on trustworthiness (Hayes and Matthes 2009). The 95% CIs demon-
strated that the indirect interaction between persuasion attempt type 
and priming through persuasion knowledge on trustworthiness was 
significantly different from zero under low cognitive load, but was 
not significant under high cognitive load. 

dIsCUssIOn
The present research contributes to the literature from several 

perspectives. First, this research integrates self-construal into the 
Persuasion Knowledge Model (Friestad and Wright 1994). Second, 
we identify a counterintuitive result given current research in the ad-
vertising literature.  Advertising appeals that are compatible with a 
salient independent (versus interdependent) self result in more posi-
tive effects than appeals that are incompatible (e.g., Han and Shavitt 
1994). However, the current study finds that when an interdependent 
self-construal is made salient, individually rather than interpersonal-
ly focused persuasion attempts result in more positive consumer per-
ceptions. That is, an incompatible effect occurs in a retailing context. 
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Third, we contribute to the psychological literature by showing 
that priming participants with an interdependent self-construal can 
threaten their fundamental need for distinctiveness and thus results 
in a higher need for uniqueness. Subsequently, this threat affects peo-
ple’s interactions with others. In a retailing context, consumers may 
be more sensitive to individually focused persuasion attempts (i.e. 
focusing on uniqueness) which may help them rebuild their sense 
of uniqueness. 
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