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Self-affirmation leads to higher acceptance of information consumers would otherwise perceive as threatening. However, we

demonstrate that, as expertise increases, self-affirmation leads instead to reactance to the threat. More specifically, self-affirmation for

more expert consumers evaluating products containing warning messages leads to more positive product perceptions, that is, self-

affirmation backfires.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Protecting self-worth and integrity is a central human motiva-

tion (Steele 1988). However, it can lead people to resist threatening 
information which could otherwise improve their decisions (Sherman 
and Cohen 2002). Self-affirmation provides one way to overcome 
this kind of resistance (Steele 1988). As the self-concept is formed 
by multiple selves which get differentially activated at different mo-
ments (Markus and Kunda 1986), affirming one of these selves, for 
example, ‘the benevolent self’, activates evidence of self-worth, so 
the need for self-integrity protection can be relaxed, decreasing resis-
tance to threatening information. 

Although affirmation generally eases the acceptance of threat-
ening information, it can result in higher resistance as well. For ex-
ample, higher resistance is observed when the threat occurs in the 
same domain as the affirmation (Blanton et al. 1997) because affir-
mation highlights a person’s commitment to the issue and the identity 
at stake (Sherman and Cohen 2006). As self-affirmation turns one’s 
attention to the adequacy of the self, strengthening the pursuit of self-
esteem, people feel threatened by criticism in domains in which they 
have staked self-worth, and feel pressure to succeed in that domain 
(Crocker and Park 2004). Therefore, we propose that resistance to 
threat is triggered by affirmation when consumers have expertise in a 
domain, as individuals often take pride in learning while experienc-
ing products, and form internal attributions about personal efficacy 
(Hoch and Deighton 1989). 

Surprisingly the role of expertise on self-affirmation effects has 
been absent from the literature. We start to fill this gap by investigat-
ing this question in the domain of warning labels. Product warning 
labels are used to communicate potential risks of product usage and/
or to persuade individuals to behave in a particular manner (Stew-
art and Martin 1994)w. In this context, one way to accomplish self-
protection is to reassure that products with warning labels in one’s 
domain of expertise are valuable. Hence, self-affirmation for experts 
who are threatened is predicted to lead to more positive product per-
ceptions. 

Further, while high self-esteem individuals respond to threats 
through dominance and competence, low self-esteem people pursue 
self-esteem by seeking acceptance, for example by looking for re-
assurance from others or becoming more interdependent (Crocker 
and Park 2004; Vohs and Heatherton 2001). Evaluating products per 
se cannot address the social needs that low self-esteem individuals 
pursue. Therefore, if self-affirmation triggers the self-esteem sys-
tem, we would expect increases in product perceptions only for high 
self-esteem consumers because boosting these perceptions can help 
ascertain the importance of their competence which was threatened.

We report three studies, all with two conditions: affirmed vs. 
control. In study 1 participants were members of an online panel. 
The study started with the manipulation (Steele and Liu 1983) in 
which participants ranked values then explained either why their first 
ranked value was important to them (affirmed condition) or why their 
fifth ranked value was important to others (control condition). Next, 
participants were presented with a can of an unknown energy drink 
containing a label: “Warning: May cause heart palpitations in caf-
feine sensitive people. Usage: Max 2 cans daily”, and indicated their 
attitudes toward the drink (α = .89) (unfavorable/favorable, negative/
positive, bad/good, nonattractive/attractive). Participants then indi-
cated their expertise (α = .86) on a 7 point scale: “I am knowledge-
able regarding energy drinks” and “I have a lot of experience with 

energy drinks”. Given length constraints, we report only the results 
for those who reported having seen the warning and who were more 
expert (estimated by mixed models using the continuous expertise 
measure). More expert, affirmed participants reported more positive 
(M = 3.98) attitudes than more expert, non-affirmed participants (M 
= 3.03; F(1, 79) = 5.62, p < .05). 

Study 2 was run with students and used a high-involvement 
product category. After the affirmation manipulation, participants 
were presented with information about a 3D TV, including a pic-
ture of 3D glasses with the label: “Warning: Do not view images too 
closely or for a long period of time as it may harm your eyesight”. 
Attitudes toward the product (α = .89) were measured, in addition 
to purchase intentions, and perceptions that the product would sell 
well. Expertise (α = .77) questions followed: “I am knowledgeable 
regarding 3D viewing”, and “Compared to most other people, I have 
a lot of experience with 3D viewing (this includes time spent watch-
ing movies in 3D)”. To measure category effects, participants filled 
out an attractiveness scale (Boyd and Mason 1999) toward 3D TVs 
(α = .88). Compared to control participants, for more expert consum-
ers self-affirmation resulted in marginally more positive product at-
titudes (4.83 vs. 5.43; F(1, 175) = 3.20, p = .08), significantly higher 
perceptions that the product would sell well (4.20 vs. 4.90; F(1, 175) 
= 4.01, p < .05) and greater attractiveness of 3D TVs (3.39 vs. 4.43; 
F(1, 175) = 15.74, p < .001). Although purchase intentions did not 
significantly increase with affirmation (4.07 vs. 4.56; NS), this is un-
derstandable as participants were students. 

In study 3, ran with members of an online panel, in the affirmed 
condition participants were asked to describe two situations in which 
they acted kindly towards someone else. In the control condition 
they listed 10 cities in their state. The remaining part was identi-
cal to study 2, followed by a measure of implicit self-esteem (ISE), 
namely a name letters evaluation task (Koole, Dijksterhuis, and Van 
Knippenberg 2001). The results replicate the previous findings, ex-
cept that purchase intentions also increased from the control to the 
affirmed condition (3.94 vs. 5.00; F(1, 219) = 5.89, p < .05). Further-
more, when considering ISE, these results replicate again but only 
for those high in ISE (except for attitudes, which did not reach sig-
nificance), not for those low in ISE. 

In conclusion, we identify expertise as a significant factor in 
self-affirmation effects. When expertise is high, self-affirmation may 
lead threats to become more (rather than less) aversive, in conse-
quence leading consumers to evaluate a product more (rather than 
less) positively when it contains a warning label. Self-esteem ap-
pears as a moderator: affirmation backfires only for high self-esteem 
experts who perceive a warning label threat.
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