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Round numbers (i.e., multiples of 5) are used often in communications, rendering them highly fluent.  However, when used to

quantify random events or unfamiliar claims they are distrusted, an effect termed "the illusion of lie."  Product claims made in

infomercials or comparative advertising are distrusted more if employing round numbers.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Round numbers have been defined as multiples of the pow-

ers of the base (e.g., multiples of 10 in the commonly used base 
10 number system, see Dehaene and Mehler 1992) or as numbers 
whose factorial content includes 2, 5, or 10 (Sigurd 1988).  In-
tuitively, most individuals would likely agree that 5, 40, 125, or 
3740 are “rounder” numbers than 6, 41, 128, or 3739.  Individu-
als often employ such numbers “to indicate not only the quantity 
represented by the number itself, but also quantities that could be 
more precisely described by numbers close in value to the reference 
number” (Jansen and Pollmann 2001, p. 190).  Round numbers are 
more common than other numbers in communication contexts, con-
ducive to individuals’ greater liking thereof.  They are often used 
as milestones and granted special meaning even when none is ra-
tionally warranted  (e.g., rational investors prefer round numbers 
for the prices of the stocks they buy–Bradley et al. 2004, Kandel, 
Sarig, and Wohl 2001).  The fondness for round numbers is not 
indiscriminate.  It seems to largely apply to categories that involve 
metrics associated with commonplace categories or phenomena.  
For categories involving unfamiliar natural or random phenomena, 
a paradoxically opposite effect occurs whereby round numbers are 
suspiciously fluent and best avoided.  This comes from the percep-
tion that, in unfamiliar contexts that feature randomness, the oc-
currence of an event that can be precisely quantified via something 
as common as a round number is surprising and considered highly 
unlikely.  Anecdotal evidence includes the scientific expedition to 
measure Mt. Everest that came up with a perfect 29,000 ft. altitude 
but arbitrarily added another 2 feet before making it public because 
it was assumed that the perfectly round measurement would be 
disbelieved.  Research on lottery number picks has found that out 
of the six least commonly played numbers in Canada’s 6/49 Lotto 
game a full half are round numbers (Stern and Cover 1989). 

Round numbers thus are preferred when describing the magni-
tudes of known objects and situations (i.e., the principle of favorite 
quantities –see Jansen and Pollman 2001), but also shunned and dis-
trusted when paired with unfamiliar phenomena and quantities.  In 
the latter instance, we face the unusual case of enhanced levels of 
fluency and familiarity which, instead of increasing liking and creat-
ing approach, raise suspicion and produce avoidance via an illusion 
of lie effect.  

Study 1
In one set of items, 146 participants were asked which one of 

three provided numbers was the correct answer to a series of triv-
ia-type questions.  One of the three options was always a round 
number.  Out of the remaining two non-round numbers, one was 
relatively easier to process due to featuring repeated digits.  Across 
the board, the round number was the most frequently picked if the 
question referred to common decisions or events, but a non-round 
choice prevailed for unfamiliar random situations or natural events.  
The fluent non-round number was always the second most frequent 
choice.  Early in the experimental session, participants were also 
asked to provide a 4-digit number that was personally relevant to 
them.  About 50 minutes and several studies later, they were asked 
to assess the probability that a certain number of Panda bears were 
left in the wild worldwide (on an 8-point likelihood scale anchored at 
extremely unlikely and extremely likely).  This number was extracted 

by the experimental software from the initial 4-digit number ques-
tion and inconspicuously inserted in the Panda bears query.  Out of 
the 4-digit numbers participants provided, 39 were round and 107 
were not.  Data showed that participants thought it less likely for 
the number of Panda bears to be round than non-round.  Since the 
fluency of the self-generated, personally relevant number was uni-
formly high, this reinforces that the processing of round numbers is 
peculiar.  Finally, participants were offered more or less difficult to 
process stimuli as the two possible numeric answers to questions that 
dealt with random events.  In the typical case, despite a larger 16-size 
font used for the round number (vs. 12-point font for non-rounds), 
the non-round number was the preferred choice.  The illusion of lie 
effect emerged even though the round number was undistorted and 
thus more perceptually fluent.  

Study 2
The second study assessed the extent to which the illusion of 

lie emerges and has consequences in terms of consumer willingness 
to believe product claims.  We looked for marketing communica-
tions that are more likely to allow for some doubt, and infomercials 
and competitor-originated brand information (i.e., comparative ad-
vertising) were relevant contexts. Participants looked at a series 
of product claims that had purportedly been made in infomercials, 
half of which had been proven true and half false.  Participants had 
to assess the extent to which the statements were true on 7-point 
likelihood scales.  In the typical case, a statement claimed that a 
particular piece of gym equipment improves body strength in just 
28 or 25 minutes (or that mental exercise bolstered memory perfor-
mance by 60 vs. 63%).  The round-number claim was disbelieved 
significantly more, in particular by those for whom the category 
was less familiar.  When a competitor could have mentioned it in 
an advertisement, the seating capacity of a new aircraft was more 
likely to be 248 rather than 250 passengers.  

Conclusions
The illusion of lie effect refers to the unique information pro-

cessing case wherein the fluency of round numbers produces avoid-
ance if associated with random stimuli or unfamiliar claims.  Mar-
keting communications that employ numerical claims demonstrate 
the effect when consumers are unfamiliar with the product or its 
category.  Two more studies are currently pursued in order to disen-
tangle the processing mechanisms behind the illusion of lie effect.  
The discussion above suggests that either a disfluency explanation or 
a set of naïve theories that individuals hold about when [non]round 
numbers are appropriate may be at work.

REFERENCES
Bradley, Daniel J., John W. Cooney, Bradford D. Jordan, and 

Ajai K. Singh (2004), “Negotiation and the IPO offer price: 
A comparison of integer vs. non-integer IPOs,” Journal of 
Financial and Quantitative Analysis, 39 (3), 517-540.

Dehaene, Stanislas and Jacques Mehler (1992), “Cross-linguistic 
regularities in the frequency of number words,” Cognition, 43 
(1), 1-29.

Jansen, C. J. M., and M. M. W. Pollmann (2001), “On round 
numbers: Pragmatic aspects of numerical expressions,” 
Journal of Quantitative Linguistics, 8 (3), 187-201.



730 / The Illusion of Lie Effect: The Suspicious Fluency of Round Numbers 

Kandel, Shmuel, Oded Sarig, and Avi Wohl (2001), “Do investors 
prefer round stock prices? Evidence from Israeli IPO 
auctions,” Journal of Banking and Finance, 25 (8), 1543-1551.

Sigurd, Bengt (1988), “Round numbers,” Language in Society, 17, 
243-252.

Stern, Hal, and Thomas M. Cover (1989), “Maximum entropy and 
the lottery,” Journal of the American Statistical Association, 
84 (408), 980-985.


