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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumer awareness of deception is important in order to effec-

tively cope with marketers’ strategic attempts to unfairly influence 
them.  Yet, in spite of the widespread prevalence of marketplace de-
ception, consumers are typically insensitive to situations where they 
are being manipulated. The current research attempts to answer the 
call for research in best practices for consumer education in detecting 
manipulative intent (Boush, Friestad, & Wright, 2009). Across three 
studies, each featuring a different deception tactic, we show that con-
sumer elaboration of marketer motives enhances inferred manipula-
tive intent (IMI), leading to less favorable product judgments. We 
argue that by elaborating on marketer motives using a specialized 
form of System 2 thinking, consumers will become more sensitive to 
marketplace deception.

IMI is a measure of consumer recognition that an attempt to 
persuade is inappropriate, unfair, or manipulative (Campbell, 1995). 
The assumption here is that the marketer intends to deliberately mis-
lead. Other researchers have conducted studies exploring consumer 
education regarding marketplace deception (Bolton, Bloom, & Co-
hen, 2011; Sagarin, Cialdini, Rice, & Serna, 2002). Unfortunately, 
in operationalizing a tactic, these studies have explicitly identified 
the behavior as unethical.  In contrast, we refrain from telling re-
spondents whether or not the use of a tactic is unethical. In our stud-
ies, respondents are merely educated about the tactic, but not about 
the ethics of its use.  Respondents in the treatment conditions are 
asked to elaborate on the marketer’s motives for using the tactic, 

thus allowing them to draw their own conclusions about marketers’ 
manipulative intent. 

In Study 1, we consider the use of conditional probabilities in 
marketing claims to convey differences (i.e., improvements, reduc-
tions).  Framing a difference in relative (vs. absolute) terms exploits 
consumer innumeracy.  It fails to provide meaningful insight into a 
claim unless baseline information is also presented. However, simply 
being educated on how relative risk frames are calculated may not 
be enough. We posit that it is only when consumers elaborate on 
marketer motives that such framing is inferred to be manipulative.  

Respondents in study 1 (N = 141 undergraduate students) were 
educated and quizzed on how to calculate a relative risk reduction. 
Next they viewed a product claim that featured a relative risk re-
duction.  Prior to seeing the claim, they were randomly assigned to 
one of three conditions in which they were given:  (1) no additional 
information; (2) baseline information used to calculate the rela-
tive reduction that was not included in the product claim; or (3) the 
same information as in (2), as well as additional instruction about 
the tactic.  The latter group also elaborated on marketer motives 
for using the tactic.  All respondents then completed an index sum-
marizing product judgments (α = .87) and an IMI scale (Campbell, 
1995; Cotte, Coulter, & Moore, 2005; α = .89).  As hypothesized, 
IMI increased for those in who received additional instruction and 
elaborated on marketer motives (p < .01). In addition, IMI mediated 
the effect of additional instruction and elaboration on the product 
judgment index, with IMI being negatively related to the index.  An 
alternative hypothesis considering consumer anger toward the tactic 
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Contrast 1:  (background information, additional instruction, and tactic elaboration) vs. (background information but no additional instruction or 
elaboration).  Contrast 2:  (background information but no additional instruction) vs. (Control). 
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Figure 1:  Study Models
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was not supported.  A graphical representation of the model is shown 
in Figure 1 and results are reported in Table 1.

Study 2 considers malevolent distraction, a tactic designed to 
obscure or camouflage important information featured during a com-
mercial.  The technique is especially prevalent in direct-to-consumer 
pharmaceutical advertising where background imagery is typically 
varied at the same time information about the drug’s side effects is 
being presented.  Approximately half the respondents in study 2 were 
informed about this camouflage tactic in pharmaceutical advertising 
and then asked to elaborate on why marketers employ it (treatment).  
The other half of the sample was not given this information (control).  
All participants (N = 123 MTurk workers) were initially shown a 
commercial for a drug intended to lessen the effects of depression.  
Those in the treatment condition were then taught about the tactic, 
shown how it applied in the ad, and asked to elaborate on why it is 
used.  Those in the control condition were not given this information.  
The same measures used earlier were included (IMI, α = .90; index, 

α = .92).  Consistent with the hypotheses, those in the treatment con-
dition inferred greater manipulative intent.  IMI also mediated the 
effect of the tactic manipulation, with higher levels of IMI negatively 
correlated with index scores.  The hypothesized model is shown in 
Figure 1 and results are given in Table 1.

In Study 3, the tactic of omission neglect was considered.  Spe-
cifically, a marketer’s failure to provide affirmative disclosure con-
sistent with the “clear and conspicuous” (CCS) standard required 
by the FTC was the context used in the study.  All participants (N 
= 102 MTurk workers) received information about the CCS re-
quirement, shown examples and quizzed about what they learned.  
Those assigned to the treatment condition then received additional 
information about the necessity of disclosure statements in order for 
consumers to make an informed decision.  They were also asked to 
elaborate on why marketers often fail to include adequate disclo-
sures.  Those in the control condition where told that the CCS also 
applies to other types of media and were asked to elaborate on why 

Table 1:  Summary of Results by Study
Study Effect Type Model Path β 95% CI

1

Direct Eff Contrast 1 → IMI .43** .17, .67
Contrast 2 → IMI -.12 -.43, .23
Contrast 1 → Anger .16 -.15, .47
Contrast 2 → Anger -.09 -.44, .42
IMI → Index -.49*** -.65, -.32
IMI → Anger -.03 -.16, .10

Mediated Direct Eff Contrast 1 → Index .07 -.11, .25
Contrast 2 → Index .05 -.16, .27

Covariance IMI ↔ Anger 1.14*** .85, 1.50
Mediating Eff Contrast 1 → IMI→ Index -.21** -.36, -.08

Contrast 2 → IMI → Index .06 -.11, .23
Contrast 1 → IMI→ Anger .00 -.07, .01
Contrast 2 → IMI → Anger .00 -.04, .05

2

Direct Eff Elaboration (Elab) Manipulation → IMI .59* .18, 1.06
Elab Manipulation → Risky Side Effects .03 -.41, .46
IMI → Index -.30** -.40, -.14
IMI → Risky Side Effects -.44*** -.58, -.28

Mediated Direct Eff Elab Manipulation → Index -.37 -.74, .01
Covariance IMI ↔ Risky Side Effects .43** .18, .68
Mediating Eff Elab Manipulation → IMI→ Index -.18* -.39, -.04

Elab Manipulation → Risky Side Effects → Index -.01 -.20, .17

3

Direct Eff Additional Instruction (Instr) Manip → IMI -.44 -.99, .06
Disclosure Adequacy (Adeq) Manip → IMI .31 -.21, .83
Interaction → IMI 1.00* .13, 1.80
Language Contrast → IMI -.04 -.51, .43
IMI → Index -.52*** -.70, -.35
Additional Instr Manip → Index .22 -.19, .55
Disclosure Adeq Manip → Index .29 -.15, .69
Interaction → Index -.57 -1.20, .15
Language Contrast → Index .41* .03, .70

Covariances Additional Instr Manip ↔ Disclosure Adeq Manip -.01 -.05, .04
Additional Instr Manip ↔ Interaction .12*** .09, .15
Disclosure Adequacy Manip ↔ Interaction .11*** .08, .15
Language Contrast ↔ Additional Instr Manip -.04 -.08, .01
Language Contrast ↔ Disclosure Adeq Manip .00 -.05, .04
Language Contrast ↔ Interaction -.02 -.06, .02

Mediating Eff Interaction → IMI → Index -.52* -1.05, -.11
Notes:  Hypothesized effects in bold.  IMI = inferred manipulative intent; * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
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research on the topic is valuable.  This factor was crossed with the 
adequacy of disclosure in a stimulus ad (adequate vs. inadequate).  
The results provided evidence of moderated mediation such that 
those in the treatment condition and who saw an inadequate disclo-
sure had higher IMI and this was negatively related to the product 
judgment index.  As before, the model is presented in Figure 1 and 
results are reported in Table 1.

In sum, we find that simply educating consumers about decep-
tive tactics may not be enough to elicit IMI, a necessary precursor to 
self-protection actions. Elaborating on marketer motives for using a 
given tactic is required for consumers to discern manipulative intent.  
It is unlikely that a consumer will engage System 2 every time they 
consider a marketing claim.  However, thinking about the marketer’s 
motives is is particularly important in those situations where con-
sumer risk is highest.  In such cases, engaging System 2 thinking is 
likely to be well worth the effort.
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