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Awareness that an ad is consumer-created undermines persuasion because it triggers a critical mindset, which questions the ability of

regular consumers to develop effective advertising. This negative effect is reversed when respondents are distracted and when they

perceive the ad creator to be similar to them.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Marketers increasingly are involving consumers to co-create ad-

vertising (Moskowitz 2006), presumably because they expect that con-
sumers who were not involved in the co-creation process would find 
that a message crafted by a fellow consumer resonates with their needs 
and will respond positively to it. While the message content may well 
resonate with consumers, what is so far untested is the influence, if any, 
on message recipients of awareness that a message was created by an-
other consumer. Communicating information about the ad creator to 
enhance ad effectiveness is a potential opportunity that marketers might 
be overlooking. In this research, we examine whether knowledge that 
an ad was created by another consumer affects its persuasiveness. 

A priori, it is unclear if awareness that a consumer is the creator 
of an ad would enhance or undermine ad effectiveness. The literature 
on source effects suggests that to the extent consumers are perceived 
as more trustworthy than professional persuaders, disclosing that a 
target ad is consumer-created should increase message persuasive-
ness (Wilson and Sherrell 1993). In contrast, regular consumers may 
be perceived as lacking the skills and expertise needed to create per-
suasive messages, leading viewers to question the ad’s quality and 
persuasiveness. Consequently, awareness that a consumer created an 
ad could prompt message counter-argumentation and a decrease in 
persuasiveness. Across four studies, we examine which of these ef-
fects – trust and identification with the ad creator versus questioning 
of ad creator expertise – is more likely to emerge. In addition, we 
examine the underlying mechanism and two moderators of the effect: 
cognitive distraction and source identification.

Study 1 establishes the core effect of awareness that an ad was 
created by a consumer. One hundred and twenty-five undergraduate 
students were randomly assigned to a 2 ad creator disclosure (control 
vs. consumer-created) x 2 ad replicates between subjects design. Par-
ticipants watched one of two ads for a target product and evaluated the 
ad and the advertised brand. Before watching the ad, half the partici-
pants were informed that the ad they were about to see was created by 
a consumer. Participants in the control condition were not given any ad 
creator information. Results reveal a negative effect of disclosing that 
the ad was consumer-created: Awareness that the ad was created by 
a consumer lowered ad evaluation (F(1,114)=4.89, p<.05) and brand 
evaluation (F(1,114)=19.27, p<.001), a pattern consistent with height-
ened skepticism as opposed to trust or identification. 

The goal of study 2 was to examine the mechanism by which 
disclosure of the consumer source may lead to negative responses to 
the ad and brand. If this negative effect is the result of an effortful 
judgment correction process prompted by critical thoughts towards 
the ad creator, the effect should be mitigated when consumers’ cogni-
tive resources are constrained (Grant, Malaviya and Sternthal 2004). 
Findings show that when cognitive resources are unconstrained the 
outcomes obtained in study 1 are replicated, but under cognitive 
load, disclosure that a consumer created the ad increased ad evalua-
tion, and mitigated the negative effect on brand evaluation, relative 
to the control condition. These findings support the notion that the 
negative response to the disclosure of consumer as ad creator is an 
effortful process of message correction, which is mitigated or even 
reserved under distracted viewing conditions.

Studies 3 and 4 explore additional conditions that moderate 
the negative effect of ad creator disclosure. Both these studies fo-

cus on perceived similarity between the respondent and ad creator, 
with the expectation that when respondents perceive greater similar-
ity between themselves and the ad creator, they would also perceive 
greater affiliation, leading to lower skepticism and more favorable 
ad and brand evaluations. Study 3 manipulates similarity by includ-
ing a condition where the ad creator was a business-school student. 
Three hundred and sixteen undergraduate students were randomly 
assigned to a 3 ad creator (control, consumer-created, student-creat-
ed) x 2 ad replicate between subjects design. Ad creator information 
was provided in the same manner as in study 1. The results show 
that informing respondents that the ad was created by a consumer 
had no effect on perceived similarity between the ad creator and the 
respondent, and as in previous studies, decreased ad and brand evalu-
ations. In contrast, informing respondents that the ad creator was a 
business-school student, increased perceived similarity, enhancing 
ad (F(2,304)=18.15, p<.0001) and brand evaluation (F(2,304)=6.75, 
p<.001). Analysis of open-ended thoughts suggests that the consum-
er as ad creator makes viewers more critical of the ad and its content 
compared to the student as ad creator.

Study 4 examines the effect of perceived similarity with the ad 
creator via respondents’ self-reported brand loyalty. Our expectation 
was that brand loyal respondents would perceive greater affiliation to 
the creator of the ad, leading to a positive effect of disclosing the con-
sumer source, whereas low loyalty consumers would show a negative 
effect of the consumer source. One hundred and twenty-three partici-
pants were randomly assigned to a 2 ad creator (control vs. consumer) 
by 2 (high vs. low loyalty) between subjects ANOVA. Analysis re-
vealed a significant ad creator by brand loyalty interaction for both 
ad (F(1, 119)=8.74, p<.004) and brand evaluation (F(1, 119)=8.43, 
p<.004). For non-loyal respondents we replicate the negative effect of 
disclosing ad creator information on ad and brand evaluation, while for 
loyal respondents, a positive effect of ad creator disclosure is observed. 

Taken together, our findings challenge the view that consumer-
created ads are processed as word-of-mouth communications from 
a trustworthy source. Our studies show that (1) awareness that an 
ad is consumer-created undermines persuasion by triggering a criti-
cal mindset towards the ad creator because consumers question the 
ability of regular consumers to develop effective advertising; (2) 
the presence of distractions during ad exposure mitigates, and could 
reverse, this negative effect; and (3) making consumers aware that 
the ad creator is a member of the same social community (another 
student) or of the same psychographic community (shared brand loy-
alty) as the message recipient reverses this effect. 
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