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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Self-effacement and self-enhancement are impression manage-

ment strategies used to present oneself to others (Yik et al. 1998). 
Psychology literature establishes that humans use self-effacement 
and self-enhancement impression management strategies to present 
themselves to others. Self-effacement involves presenting oneself 
with humility by de-emphasizing or diminishing the value of attri-
butes and accomplishments, with the intent to maintain modesty and 
avoid offending others (Xiaohua Chen et al. 2009). On the contrary, 
self-enhancement involves presenting oneself in an overly positive 
manner that others may consider boastful, arrogant, or narcissistic 
(Dufner et al. 2013).

These conflicting impression management strategies, while 
typically explored in the context of interpersonal communications, 
are regularly used in brand marketing communications For instance, 
Swedish brand, Oatly, has established a strong global market pres-
ence using unassuming marketing messages such as, “We are not a 
perfect company, not even close, but our intentions are true.” While 
Starbucks boasts that, “If your coffee isn’t perfect, we’ll make it over. 
If it’s still not perfect, make sure you’re at Starbucks.”

Past research shows people respond more favorably to humble 
compared to more boastful others (Wosinska et al. 1996). For in-
stance, people tend to negatively (positively) evaluate self-enhanc-
ing (self-effacing) individuals (Hoorens 2011), and since consumers 
perceive brands similarly to how they perceive other people (Park, 
Jaworski, and MacInnis 1986), we predict that consumers will feel 
more positively toward brands that use self-effacing rather than self-
enhancing messages.

Hypothesis: Consumers’ brand attitudes will be higher for 
brands that use self-effacing rather than self-
enhancing brand messages.

Persuasion knowledge theory suggests that consumers attempt 
to figure out the motives behind marketers’ attempts to influence con-
sumption choices (Friestad and Wright 1994). Consumers’ persua-
sion knowledge activates when consumers become skeptical of the 
marketer’s intent (Kirmani and Zhu 2007). Skepticism affects trust 
judgements (Otto, Thomas, and Maeir 2018), and trust influences 
consumers’ attitudes (Li and Miniard 2006). In this research, we 
propose that self-effacing (self-enhancing) messages will decrease 
(increase) consumer skepticism, thus increasing (decreasing) brand 
trust, leading to greater (lower) brand attitudes. Formally:

Hypothesis: Skepticism and trust will sequentially mediate 
the relationship between impression manage-
ment approach and brand attitudes.

Hypothesis: Self-effacing (self-enhancing) brand messages 
lead to lower (higher) skepticism.

Hypothesis: Lower (higher) skepticism leads to higher (low-
er) brand trust.

Hypothesis: Higher (lower) brand trust leads to higher (low-
er) brand attitudes.

Finally, we predict efficacy importance as a key moderator in 
the proposed effects of impression management style on brand at-
titudes. Across four studies, including two behavioral studies, we 
evaluate our predicted conceptual model to confirm our hypotheses 
and reveal important theoretical and managerial implications

Study 1: Participants (N = 110) completed a single factor, 
two level (impression management strategy: self-effacing vs. self-
enhancing) between-subjects study with brand attitudes and trust as 
dependent variables. Results revealed that participants in the self-
effacing condition reported greater trust for the brand (Meff = 5.13, 
SD = .92, Menh = 4.43, SD = 1.52; F(1, 109) = 8.61, p = .004), and 
brand attitudes (Meff = 6.52, SD = 3.25, Menh = 5.31, SD = 2.89; F(1, 
109) = 4.25, p = .042). A mediation analysis demonstrated that brand 
trust mediated the effect of impression strategy on brand attitudes (β 
= -1.13, SE = .38, 95% CI = -1.89 to -.40).

Study 2: Participants (N = 153) completed a single factor, 
two level (impression management strategy: self-effacing vs. self-
enhancing) between-subjects study with brand attitudes, skepticism 
and trust as dependent variables. Results replicated those of study 1. 
Further, consistent with our hypothesis, a serial mediation analysis 
revealed that skepticism and brand trust sequentially mediate the ef-
fect of impression strategy on brand attitudes (β = -.27, SE = .09, 
95% CI = -.50 to -.13).

Study 3, Behavioral: Participants (N = 180) completed a single 
factor, two level (impression management strategy: self-effacing vs. 
self-enhancing) between-subjects study with purchase quantity as 
dependent variable. A logistic regression with impression manage-
ment strategy on purchase behavior (coded 0: no purchase and 1: 
purchase) revealed that participants in the self-effacing condition 
were significantly more likely to purchase bars than participants in 
the self-enhancing condition (B = 1.39, Wald(1) = 15.24, p < .001). 
Further results revealed that from those participants who purchased, 
those in the self-effacing condition purchased significantly more bars 
than did those in the self-enhancing condition (Meff = 1.15, SD = .38, 
Menh = 1.03, SD = .16; F(1, 121) = 4.74, p = .031).

Study 4, Behavioral: Participants (N = 212) completed a 2 (im-
pression management strategy: self-effacing vs. self-enhancing) x 2 
(product encounter: control vs. product trial) study with efficacy im-
portance as the main dependent variable. Results from this analysis 
revealed that when efficacy importance is high, participants in the 
self-enhancing (self-effacing) condition are significantly more likely 
to take the advertised (non-advertised) brand (B = 1.33, Wald(1) = 
5.73, p < .001), demonstrating a moderating effect of efficacy im-
portance.

Across these four studies (Appendix A) we find that attitudes 
are more positive for brands using self-effacing as opposed to self-
enhancing communications and this relationship is mediated first by 
skepticism and then by brand trust. Self-effacing (self-enhancing) 
messages lead to lower (higher) skepticism which then leads to in-
creased (decreased) brand trust and ultimately higher (lower) brand 
attitudes. Importantly, we find that self-effacing brand communica-
tions also lead to greater purchase likelihood and among those who 
make a purchase, a greater quantity is purchased when the brand uses 
self-effacing as opposed to self-enhancing brand communications.

While the benefits of using a self-effacing impression man-
agement strategy are clear, our results also indicate a boundary 
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condition. Specifically, when choosing between an advertised and 
unknown brand, people who consider product efficacy to be more 
(less) important are more likely to choose the advertised brand when 
it is associated with self-enhancing (self-effacing) messages. By 
identifying the effect of these communication approaches on con-
sumers’ brand trust, attitudes, choices, and purchases, we provide a 
framework for more effective advertising content that helps brands 
build more desirable consumption journeys, thus cultivating their 
customer asset and share of wallet.
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