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Infomercials often succeed because they stimulate a curious nonbelief that operates differently at explicit and implicit levels.

Explicitly, consumers are curious but reject the product claims. Implicitly, they are both curious and accept the claims. Discounting

cues presented before but not after the message counter the implicit effect.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Infomercials exemplify promotional messages wherein extraor-

dinary claims abound. Given their reputation for exaggeration, the 
persuasion knowledge model (Friestad and Wright 1994) would sug-
gest that consumer skepticism would render them ineffective. How-
ever, their continued existence and success indicate that infomercials 
influence many consumers. Explaining the popularity of an industry 
employing claims that are “too good to be true” challenges tradition-
al persuasion models (e.g., Petty and Cacioppo 1981). This research 
presents a novel perspective based on a dual processing framework 
and experimental support for it. 

Conceptual Framework. Infomercial producers employ an in-
tuitive approach to selling that is universally alluring (Donthu and 
Gilliland 1996). They appeal to basic human needs related to con-
sumers’ hopes and desires – an effective way to influence people 
(MacInnis and de Mello 2005). Visually demonstrating the product 
claims (as incredible as some may be) makes infomercials more diffi-
cult to refute than reading information about these claims.  FTC rules 
against deception may actually benefit infomercials, as consumers 
might erroneously assume a de facto approval, following the “if it is 
on TV, it must be true” fallacy that would not extend to print versions. 

We propose that the infomercial paradox (persuasion without 
explicit product claim acceptance), occurs because the claims are 
also not completely rejected. This state of neither belief nor disbe-
lief motivates consumers to satisfy their curiosity by trying the prod-
uct and hoping for performance as claimed. In a consumer research 
classic, Maloney (1962) proposed that the disbelief most people 
experience when encountering exaggerated product claims is often 
overwhelmed by an innate curiosity. When advertising information 
conflicts with extant beliefs, the resulting dissonance must be some-
how appeased, often by yielding to the message and trying out the 
product in an attempt to re-adjust personal brand attitudes (Maloney 
1963). His results suggest that advertising that causes consumers to 
not believe the message claims but arouses their curiosity may be the 
most effective form of new product advertising.

We propose a two-factor model for explaining the persuasive 
effects of infomercial-type messages that is derived from “illusion 
of truth” research that distinguishes between information learning 
(an explicit process) and truth judgments (often an implicit process). 
This research (e.g., Gilbert, Krull, and Malone 1990) demonstrates 
that individuals often accept information as true unless they explic-
itly evaluate it as false. In the case of infomercials, it is possible 
that curiosity about the claims and difficulty in directly refuting them 
because of their convincing visual presentation inhibits the rejection 
process, especially at an implicit level. Consumers’ explicit assess-
ments of the veracity of infomercial claims based on the source may 
be consistent with their desire to portray themselves as not gullible 
and naïve (Chapman and Beltramini 2000). However, research on 
implicit associations often shows an inconsistency between how 
individuals respond explicitly and implicitly (Greenwald, McGhee, 
and Schwartz 1998) and their automatic tendencies to link thoughts 
(even rejected or conflicting beliefs) in memory (Dimofte and Yalch 
2011).

Methods for minimizing the appeal of infomercials are suggest-
ed by findings (e.g., DiFonzo and Bordia 2002) that inducing skepti-
cism in consumers when they view claims made in doubtful com-

munications reduces their effectiveness.  This can be implemented 
by providing consumers with discounting cues about the infomercial 
message that highlight the falsity of the claims made therein. How-
ever, timing of the discounting cues is important. In the context of 
demonstrating a sleeper effect, Pratkanis et al. (1998) reported that 
providing a credibility undermining discounting cue before message 
exposure eliminates the sleeper effect whereas presenting it after the 
message results in one. The before presentation alters how the infor-
mation is processed and stored, whereas the after presentation does 
not. Thus, if consumers are forearmed with easily retrieved explana-
tions for the deceptive visuals, the infomercials should not be per-
suasive. On the other hand, once false beliefs have been learned and 
implicit associations created, they are often difficult to extinguish. 
Information undermining the credibility of the infomercials will not 
be effective when presented after exposure to the infomercial. 

Study 1. To address the curious nonbelief phenomenon, a first 
experiment was run that involved exposing subjects to a video ex-
cerpt from an infomercial for the Ultimate Chopper or the same in-
formation content in a textual presentation format. The infomercial 
was presented alone or preceded / followed by a discounting cue 
(an excerpt from an investigative report highlighting the product’s 
false claims). Explicit measures were collected (brand rating, believ-
ability, curiosity, etc.) after the presentation. Finally, participants 
performed one of two Implicit Association Tests (Greenwald et al. 
1998) looking at novel automatic associations created for the Chop-
per and a competing brand (Henckels). The items used in the IATs 
assessed the relative association between the brands and truthfulness 
attributes (believable/ unbelievable in IAT1) or curiosity attributes 
(boring/interesting in IAT2). 

Results (see Table) showed that presenting the infomercial by 
itself was the most persuasive at both explicit and implicit levels, 
suggesting that the specific format of this marketing communication 
is indeed conducive to attitude change. Interestingly, the same in-
formation presented in a text format was deemed most believable 
but performed the worst in terms of eliciting curiosity and attaining 
persuasion. Exposure to the discounting cues either before or after 
the infomercial was successful in eliciting suspicion and hurt both 
explicit believability and curiosity, but only the pre-exposure cue 
lowered the infomercial’s persuasive impact (in line with Pratkanis et 
al. 1988). Despite the explicit effects of the postexposure discounting 
cue, the infomercial was nevertheless perceived as relatively believ-
able and elicited curiosity at implicit levels. 

Conclusion. In summary, it appears that infomercials are suc-
cessful because they stimulate a curious nonbelief that operates dif-
ferently at the explicit and implicit levels. Explicitly, consumers are 
curious but reject the product claims as unbelievable. However, at an 
implicit level, consumers are both curious and more accepting of the 
product claims (i.e., they now have a stronger implicit association 
between the claims and the advertised brand compared to a nonad-
vertised brand).  The implicit effects are most critical because they 
seem resistant to efforts to undermine the credibility of the infomer-
cial by providing discounting cues.
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Table 1: Means for main dependent variables in Study 1 

Infomercial
Discounting 

Cue + 
Infomercial

Infomercial + 
Discounting 

Cue
Text

Believability 4.45 3.71a 3.59b 4.78a,b

Curiosity 4.48 3.98 4.19 4.32

Attitudes 7.65a,b 5.93a 6.48 5.98b

Implicit 
Curiosity .23a,d .11b,d,e .20c,e -.29a,b,c

Implicit 
Believability .31a,b,c .01a,d,e .16b,d -.19c,e

9-point scale for attitude, 7-point scales for believability and 
curiosity; IAT means are D-measure.  Values with shared 
superscripts are significantly different at p < .05 or lower
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