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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Previous research suggests that consumers react negatively to 

price disparities (Feinberg, Krishna and Zhang 2002), view policies 
that produce them as unfair (Xia, Monroe and Cox 2004) and find the 
prospect of facing them to be threatening to the self (Argo, White and 
Dahl 2006). In response, they are willing to lie about the prices they 
have paid to minimize the ego-threat of having been “taken” (Argo 
et al. 2006; Sengupta, Dahl and Gorn 2002).

Despite finding expected patterns of lying to avoid sharing ego-
threatening information, these studies also report levels of lying in-
tentions suggesting a general reluctance to lie. For example, across 
four studies in Argo et al. (2006), the mean score on the lying index 
exceeded the scale midpoint in only two of 16 experimental condi-
tions. That is, on average, participants reported being unlikely to lie. 
If these participants were being honest about their lying intentions, 
then how else might they respond to requests for information about 
unfavorable social comparisons when the truth is perceived as an 
unattractive option? 

We examine evasion (i.e. ambiguous, vague or avoidant re-
sponding) as an alternative to deception (lies) in the face of potential 
disclosures of ego-threatening consumer information. Evasive self-
presentation has been described as a non-obvious alternative to au-
thentic and deceptive self-presentation (Leary 1995), theorized as a 
probable response to concerns about presenting oneself unfavorably 
in group conversations (Wooten and Reed 2000), and found to be an 
effective response to difficult questions (Rogers and Norton 2011). 
Accordingly, we conduct four studies to: (1) assess evasion as an 
alternative to deception as a means of managing the flow of ego-
threatening information, (2) examine the psychological mechanism 
underlying the use of evasion or deception in such social predica-
ments, and (3) explore factors that differentially affect consumers’ 
intentions to evade versus deceive.

In Study 1, we expose participants to a hypothetical scenario in 
which they learn that they paid more (ego-threatening) or the same 
amount (control) as a friend who purchased an identical product. 
Participants (n=151) were asked to provide open-ended responses 
to the friend’s inquiry about the price paid by the participant. Three 
independent judges coded responses as “truthful,” “deceptive,” or 
“evasive,” where “evasive” means concealing the price paid either 
by not mentioning actual or relative price, or by being vague, equivo-
cal or ambiguous about price. Chi-square and Fisher exact tests types 
revealed evasion as a common alternative to deception among con-
sumers who are reluctant to reveal information about price dispari-
ties (Table 1 Panel A).

Study 2 seeks to replicate the findings of Study 1 using scaled 
intention measures and to explore process evidence by assessing 
embarrassment as a mediator of the effects of ego-threatening so-
cial comparisons on intentions to evade or deceive. Because it is an 
aversive state (Leary 1995; Miller 1992), embarrassment serves an 
important regulatory function that is essential for orderly social in-
teraction and social well-being (Goffman 1967). The fear of embar-
rassment motivates people to keep their behaviors within the limits 
of propriety and to withhold information that threatens their public 
self-images, even when it is not in their best interest to do so (Leary 
and Kowalski 1995). Participants (n = 227) from an online panel 
in the U.S. read one of two scenarios similar to those in Study 1, 

and then reported their intentions to evade or deceive in response to 
the friend’s price inquiry. Participants’ self-reported embarrassment 
when confronted with a price disparity was also measured. Study 2 
replicated the findings of Study 1, demonstrating evasion as an alter-
native to deception using multi-item scales rather than open-ended 
responses (Table 1 Panel B). Embarrassment was revealed to be a 
mediator of the effect for both evasion and deception (Table 1 Panel 
C). In subsequent studies, we examine moderating variables to sup-
port our evasion and deception as distinct behavioral responses.

In Study 3, we examine a condition under which deception (but 
not evasion) intentions are likely to be affected. Goffman (1963) de-
scribes discreditability as the possibility that an undisclosed discrep-
ancy between an individual’s actual and desired social identity may 
be revealed. When an individual engages in deception, they experi-
ence the fear of being caught in a lie (Keltner and Buswell 1996). 
We thus predict that discreditability may cause consumers to avoid 
deception. As evasion does not involve a discreditable assertion, dis-
creditability should not affect evasion intentions. Members of a paid 
research panel (n = 181) participated in a study in which discredit-
ability was manipulated by the presence or absence of a third party 
who knew the truth. Analysis of scaled intention measures yielded a 
significant decrease in deception intentions (but not evasion inten-
tions) given high discreditability (Table 1 Panel D).

Study 4 considers a condition under which evasion (but not de-
ception) intentions are likely to be affected. Student participants (n 
= 146) were assigned to read one of two scenarios in which their in-
teraction partner was either more or less persistent when questioning 
others. Levering findings from research on persistence in criminal in-
terrogations (Buller, Strzyzewski and Comstock 1991; Burgoon et al. 
1994), we predicted evasion (but not deception) to be affected by the 
presence of a persistent inquirer. This study also used credit scores 
rather than price as the ego-threatening consumer information for 
further support of robustness. Analysis confirmed that evasion (but 
not deception) intentions were attenuated when participants faced a 
more (vs. less) persistent interaction partner (Table 1 Panel E).

In conclusion, this research empirically supports evasion as an 
alternative tactic to deception for people motivated to conceal ego-
threatening information. Lying is not the only, or even the preferred, 
method of avoiding the disclosure of inconvenient truths. It is our 
hope that this work will stimulate further inquiries into the evasive 
maneuvers made by people on the everyday battleground of consum-
er self-presentation.
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Table 1

Panel
A Study 1: Count and (percentage) of open-ended responses

 Comparison condition
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B Study 2: Condition means for behavioral intentions
 Comparison condition
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C Study 2: Mediation summary

DV Indirect 95% 
CI 

Path coefficients *
a b a x b c c’

Deception (.24, .52) .69 .53 .37 .68 .32
Evasion (.28, .55) .69 .58 .40 .70 .30

D Study 3: Condition means for behavioral intentions
 Discreditability condition **
 Low High

Deception 3.51a 2.41b

Evasion 3.42a 3.08a

E Study 4: Condition means for behavioral intentions
 Persistence condition **
 Low High

Deception 3.92a 3.62a

Evasion 4.82b 4.24c

* All path coefficients are p < .05 or better
** Alphabetical superscripts summarize within-panel differences in condition means at p < .05 or better.
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