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We investigate consequences of disclosure of digital-enhancement of thin-idealized images in advertisements on consumer behavior.

The first two studies show that consumers have more favorable product and self-evaluations after exposure to disclosed retouched (vs.

un-retouched) ads .We explore the mediating roles of ad-honesty and attainability. Study 3 examines boundary conditions.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
A common advertising tactic is to digitally manipulate models’ 

images to enhance their looks. Research has found that exposure to 
media images depicting the thin-ideal body affects one’s self-concept 
and product evaluations. However, despite their impact on advertis-
ing effectiveness, (Hafner and Trampe 2009) there is limited research 
that considers that the thin ideal is not only heightened through us-
ing slender models but also through their digital manipulation (Hi-
tchon and Reaves 1999). Research on eating disorders suggests that 
mass media should be required to inform consumers of these com-
puter-modified images, though without examining the consequences 
(Thompson and Heinberg 1999). 

The present research looks at the exposure to digitally manipu-
lated thin-idealized body images on consumers’ product and self-
evaluations. It also highlights the effects of disclosing such manipu-
lation. We investigate the effects of such disclosure in terms of one-
sided versus two-sided advertisements (ads featuring only positive 
appeals versus those with both positive and negative content, Etgar 
and Goodwin 1982). We posit that a disclosed retouched ad would be 
perceived as less honest than a disclosed un-retouched ad indicating 
that consumers perceive it as two-sided. This leads to higher prefer-
ence for disclosed retouched ads and more favorable brand evalua-
tions. 

We also explore social comparison theory in explaining the ads’ 
effects on consumers’ self-evaluation. When individuals are exposed 
to comparison targets, they selectively compare themselves to these 
targets and evaluate their own performance where (dis)similarity 
generates (contrast) assimilation effects (Mussweiler 2003). More-
over, comparison targets affect people only when they are perceived 
as more inspirational and their achievement is attainable (Lockwood 
and Kunda 1997). Thus, we predict that when exposed to retouched 
advertisements depicting thin-attractive models, consumers will ex-
perience a contrast in their self-evaluation. However, this dissimilar-
ity will dissipate once they are told that this advertisement has been 
digitally enhanced, thus leading them to experience assimilative self-
evaluation and that perceived attainability of the model’s attractive-
ness mediates this effect.

STudy 1
Study 1 investigates whether when consumers are informed of 

digital manipulation, their brand evaluations for an imagined per-
fume brand, Espoire, will be higher after exposure to a retouched 
(vs. un-retouched) ad and whether this effect is mediated by percep-
tions of ad honesty. A 2 (Ad: (Un)retouched) x 2 (Disclosure: (No)
Disclosure) between-subjects design was applied to a sample of 143 
females.

Results revealed a significant two-way interaction on attitude 
towards the ad (Aad) F (1, 138) = 5.946, p < .01), where consum-
ers evaluate the retouched ad (MNo Disclosure = 3.700, MDisclosure = 5.649) 
more favorably than the un-retouched ad (MNo Disclosure  = 2.686, MDis-

closure = 3.129) whether they were told that the ad has (has not) been 
digitally-enhanced or not. Results also show a significant two-way 
interaction on brand evaluations (F (1, 139) = 4.118, p < .05) where 
participants evaluated the brand in the retouched ad more favorably 
(M = 5.108) than in the un-retouched ad (M = 3.724) when told the 

ad has (has not) been digitally enhanced. However, when no such 
disclosure was provided, consumers’ brand evaluations did not dif-
fer. Planned contrasts revealed that, within the retouched ad, par-
ticipants like the retouched ad and brand more when told the ad has 
been digitally-enhanced versus when no such disclosure is provided.

Following Zhao, Lynch, and Chen (2010) a mediated-moder-
ation was performed. The analysis revealed that ad honesty signifi-
cantly mediates the effect of ad × disclosure on Aad, brand evalu-
ations, and purchase intentions, such that participants perceive the 
disclosed retouched ad as less honest (two-sided) and therefore pre-
fer it, evaluate the brand better, and have higher purchase intentions 
than for the one-sided advertisements.

STudy 2
Study 2, using the same brand as in Study 1, explores the mod-

erating effect of disclosure of thin-idealized body images on females’ 
self-evaluation as a form of social comparison. We also examine the 
mediating effects of perceived attainability of the ad × disclosure 
interaction on self-evaluation. 

Concerning product evaluations and ad honesty as a media-
tor, the results replicate Study 1. We also found a significant ad × 
disclosure interaction effect on participants’ self-evaluation (F (1, 
172) = 6.731, p < .01). Participants had higher self-evaluation when 
exposed to a disclosed retouched ad (M  = 5.142) than a disclosed 
un-retouched ad (M = 4.407) or an undisclosed retouched ad (M = 
4.365). When no disclosure was provided, participants’ self-evalua-
tion was not significantly different when exposed to a retouched or 
un-retouched ad. 

Perceived attainability mediates the effect of image × disclo-
sure interaction on self-evaluation such that participants who were 
exposed to the retouched ad and were told that it was retouched 
perceived that the model’s looks are more attainable than all others 
thereby increasing their self-evaluations. However, attainability is 
not a significant mediator for the ad × disclosure interaction on Aad, 
brand evaluations, and purchase intentions.

STudy 3
In Study 3 we aim to investigate a boundary condition for the ef-

fects found in study 2. We employed a 2 (Disclosure: No(Disclosure) 
x 2 (Product: Problem-solving vs. beauty-enhancing) between-sub-
jects design using only the retouched ad. Problem solving is a product 
that fixes a beauty problem (body lotion) whereas beauty-enhancing 
products do not necessarily hide a beauty problem (perfume).

Results reveal a significant two-way interaction (p < .05) such 
that participants have a higher ad and brand preference and higher 
purchase intentions for body lotion than for perfume when it is dis-
closed that the ad has been retouched. However when no such dis-
closure is provided, their preferences are not significantly different 
across the two types of product ads.

dISCuSSIOn
This research suggests that disclosure of digital-enhancement 

generates higher brand evaluations. Two studies show that consum-
ers prefer retouched ads especially when told these ads have been 
digitally enhanced. Contrary to prior research, we demonstrate that 
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even though consumers judge the digitally enhanced advertisement 
to be less honest, they evaluate brands more favorably and are more 
willing to buy them when displayed in retouched ads. Analysis also 
revealed that consumers’ perceived attainability explains the effect 
of disclosed enhancement on self-evaluation. Research, managerial 
and public policy implications which incorporate not only the more 
conventionally perceived, negative effects, but also the more coun-
terintuitive, positive effects of retouching may be drawn for these 
findings.
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