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Direct-to-consumer advertising for products designed to reduce risk relies on consumers’ ability to understand statistical information.

Yet, our results suggest that consumers instead rely on heuristic processing when forming judgments.  Relative (vs. absolute) framing

is preferred, but this effect is obviated in the presence of a prominent brand.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Would you be more persuaded to purchase a medication that 

advertises a 50% reduction in your risk of suffering a side effect or 
one that advertises a reduced risk from 2 (i.e., starting risk) to 1 (i.e., 
modified risk) case per 100,000?  The former represents a conditional 
probability referred to as a relative risk reduction, whereas the latter 
is a natural frequency called an absolute risk reduction.  Both esti-
mates are correct, as the 1 per 100,000 is an absolute difference that 
represents a 50% reduction in risk.  The two presentations differ in 
how they are framed.

Understanding how consumers process risk perceptions matters 
not only from a managerial perspective because it is necessary for 
good decision-making, it also matters because it provides theoretical 
insights that have implications for consumer welfare and public policy 
(Menon, Raghubir, and Agrawal 2008).  Despite how helpful statistical 
information might be, consumers are often unable to discern the mean-
ing of such information.  This is especially problematic when informa-
tion is presented in a way that at best doesn’t tell the whole story and, 
at worst, is deceptive (Boush, Friestad, and Wright 2009).  

Research has shown that a relative frame is more persuasive be-
cause it has a larger magnitude than its corresponding absolute frame 
(Gigerenzer 2002).  It is therefore not surprising that marketers fre-
quently use relative framing in product claims.  Yet, without baseline 
information that allows for its calculation, a relative frame offers lit-
tle diagnostic insight.  Unfortunately, consumers often suspend their 
natural skepticism and do not counter-argue when presented with a 
statistic because of its apparent precision.  Instead, consumers trust 
the presumed authority of the source (Sowey 2003). 

Our research considers the moderating effect of brand promi-
nence on responses to risk reduction framing.  A brand’s prominence 
may be derived from factors such as market share, brand awareness, 
visibility, and share of voice.  Research has shown that consumers 
make numerous inferences based on market prominence (Johar and 
Pham 1999; Kirmani 1990; Kirmani and Wright 1989; Pham and 
Johar 2001).  Prominent brands represent knowledge structures that 
function as judgmental heuristics.  Such structures contain learned 
associations linking the brand to product quality and therefore pro-
vide the basis for a judgment without the need for extensive pro-
cessing of specific attribute information (Maheswaran, Mackie, and 
Chaiken 1992).

Four studies are reported that test eight hypotheses.  Study 1 
finds that consumers prefer options framed in relative (vs. absolute) 
terms.  Study 2 results speak to the heuristic power of brand promi-
nence.  For both actual and generic brands, prominence superseded 
risk framing in that no framing effect was found when the new prod-
uct was associated with a prominent brand.  However, given a non-
prominent brand, consumers used risk framing as a basis for forming 
new product performance expectations and likelihood of recom-
mending.  Also, the direct effect of prominence on judgments was 
mediated by brand trust.  Moreover, after accounting for prominence, 
trust moderated the effect of framing for an actual brand.  Risk fram-
ing had no effect when trust was high.  When trust was low, how-
ever, relative (vs. absolute) framing elicited higher expectations and 
greater likelihood of recommending. 

Hypothesis 1: A product option framing risk reduction in rela-
tive (vs. absolute) terms will be preferred regard-
less of whether baseline information is present-
ed.  

Hypothesis 2: A new product claim framing risk reduction in 
relative (vs. absolute) terms will elicit (a) in-
creased performance expectations, (b) greater 
consumer understanding, and (c) less purchase 
anxiety.

Hypothesis 3: An ordinal interaction is expected such that 
(a) product expectations and (b) recommenda-
tion likelihood will be reduced in response to a 
new product claim by a less prominent brand 
that uses absolute framing compared to a less 
prominent brand using relative framing or a 
more prominent brand that uses either absolute 
or relative framing.  

Hypothesis 4: Brand trust will mediate the direct effect of 
brand prominence on (a) performance expecta-
tions and (b) recommendation likelihood.

Hypothesis 5: A new product claim framed in relative (vs. ab-
solute) terms will elicit greater (a) performance 
expectations and (b) recommendation likelihood 
when brand trust is low.  No such difference is 
expected when brand trust is high.

Hypothesis 6: In contrast to the lack of a risk framing effect on 
new product expectations for a prominent brand 
found in study 2 (see H3a), a risk framing main 
effect is expected such that an absolute (vs. rela-
tive) frame will elicit lower product expectations 
for a prominent brand when numeric informa-
tion is presented graphically.

Hypothesis 7: Given a text only presentation, low numerates’ 
performance expectations will be greater when 
(a) the new product claim is presented in relative 
(vs. absolute) terms, and (b) brand trust is high 
(vs. low).  No such differences are expected for 
high numerates.

Hypothesis 8: Compared to those receiving instruction only 
about how absolute and relative risk reductions 
are calculated, respondents who receive ad-
ditional instruction as to marketers’ intent will 
perceive greater deception following exposure to 
a marketing claim that uses a relative risk reduc-
tion frame.

A boundary condition of presentation vividness was investi-
gated in study 3.  We found that brand prominence was ignored in 
favor of relative (vs. absolute) framing when risk information was 
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presented graphically.  In contrast, study 2 results were replicated 
when the same information was presented textually.  Also explored 
was the individual difference variable of numeracy (Peters et al. 
2006).  Study 3 indicates that respondents – especially low numer-
ates – place greater emphasis on brand prominence than risk framing 
when information is presented textually.  However, given a graphical 
presentation, a brand’s prominence is ignored in favor of how the 
risk reduction is framed.

Our final study explores whether consumers view the use of 
relative framing to be deceptive.  Even though a relative frame with 
no baseline information provides no diagnostic insight, consumers 
may simply expect marketers to present their products in the best 
possible light.  However, the use of relative framing is in fact an 
attempt to mislead because it deliberately omits important informa-
tion that may have otherwise affected the consumer’s decision and is 
therefore deceptive (Boush et al. 2009).  

In order to understand the stimulus, respondents were told they 
must first read a passage that explained how baseline information is 
used to calculate absolute and relative risk reductions.  In the “abso-
lute frame only” condition, respondents were then shown the starting 
and modified risks used to calculate the relative risk reduction in-
cluded in the stimulus.  The same information was given to the “ab-
solute frame plus instruction” condition, but they were also told that 
marketers use relative (vs. absolute) framing because the number ap-
pears larger.  No mention was made as to the ethics of the tactic.  All 
respondents were then presented with a product claim using a relative 
frame with no baseline information.  No differences were found for 
performance expectations (p = .91) or recommendation likelihood (p 
= .18).  However, those receiving additional instruction found the tac-
tic more deceptive than did those who did not (p < .02).

In sum, direct-to-consumer advertising for products designed 
to reduce risk relies on consumers’ ability to understand statistical 
information.  Yet, our results suggest that consumers instead rely on 
heuristics when forming judgments.  If faced with just a risk reduc-
tion ratio in a new product claim, consumers make their assessment 
on the basis of a relative frame, even though it is of little diagnostic 
value.  In contrast, risk framing is ignored altogether when the new 
product is introduced by a prominent brand.  This effect is obviated 
when risk reduction is communicated graphically.  Finally, consum-

ers do not view the use of a relative frame to be misleading even if 
they are aware of how it is calculated.  Its use is viewed as deceptive 
only after they learn marketers’ intent for using the tactic.
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