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Abstract 

Consumers often react badly to marketers’ attempts to persuade them, demonstrating 

mostly negative attitudes towards salespeople, advertisements, and brands. Prior work typically 

attributes these reactions to inferences of persuasion motives (variously labelled ulterior motives, 

manipulative intent, and skepticism etc.). However, persuasion motives alone may not fully 

capture the reasons underlying consumers’ negative reactions to persuasion attempts.  

This dissertation explores the possibility that one of the reasons consumers react badly to 

persuasion is because being the target of a persuasion attempt can convey threatening social 

information. Thus, persuasion attempts convey low social worth, or beliefs that the agent has a 

low opinion of the consumer. This work examines this novel explanation and outcome of 

perceived persuasion, suggesting that even innocuous tactics, such as providing a 

recommendation, can lower consumers’ social worth and undermine consumers’ reactions 

towards firms and salespeople.   

Consistent with prior work, this dissertation suggests that perceiving a communication as 

persuasion is likely to activate consumers’ persuasion knowledge. However, this dissertation 

examines a series of nuanced inferences whereby consumers believe that the agent is attempting 

to induce the consumer to do something that serves the agent’s interests over those of the 

consumer, which conveys to consumers that the agent has a low opinion of them.   

This dissertation provides evidence from eight studies to support the hypothesized social 

framework for consumers’ negative reactions to persuasion, and it provides theoretical and 

managerial implications for this new social process. 
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Chapter 1  

Introduction 

 

1.1 Research Introduction 

Consumers are acutely aware that they face marketers’ attempts to persuade them 

on a daily basis. Though common, this perception of being targets of persuasion tactics, 

or perceived persuasion, is nevertheless met with largely negative reactions from 

consumers.  In fact, most of the empirical research on the consequences of persuasion 

knowledge has documented negative consumer reactions to agents’ persuasion attempts 

(Isaac and Grayson 2016), such as negative attitudes towards salespeople (Brown and 

Krishna 2004; Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Decarlo 2005; Main et al. 2007; Puccinelli 

2006; Reinhard et al. 2006), advertisements (Campbell 1995; Campbell and Keller 2003; 

Darke and Ritchie 2007), and brands (Ahluwalia and Burnkrant 2004; Wei et al. 2008).   

Prior work often implicates consumers’ persuasion motives (variously labelled 

ulterior motives, selling motives, manipulative intent, etc.) (Campbell and Kirmani 2000; 

Isaac and Grayson 2016; Kirmani and Zhu 2007) for these negative reactions. Yet it is 

not completely clear why consumers should respond so negatively to such inferences. 

First, consumers know about marketers’ motives to sell before exposure to any attempt to 

convince them to do something, and prior research shows that consumers expect this 

behaviour (Babin et al. 1995; Bhattacharjee and Dana 2017; Boush et al. 1994; 

Thompson 1972); therefore, it seems odd that consumers’ reactions after exposure to a 

tactic would necessarily be so negative when their expectations have been met. Second, 



 

2 

 

though persuasion attempts may increase the salience of marketers’ motives (Campbell 

and Kirmani 2000), it is not completely clear why merely attempting to persuade 

someone should be so bad because consumers don’t need to follow or comply with 

marketers’ recommendations. Finally, the Persuasion Knowledge Model (Friestad and 

Wright 1994), which provides the theoretical basis for most of the empirical work on 

reactions to persuasion, does not offer any specific emphasis on the valence of 

consumers’ reactions to persuasion; rather, it suggests that consumers use their 

persuasion knowledge to form and maintain accurate attitudes and judgments (Friestad 

and Wright 1994). Thus, persuasion motives alone are unlikely to fully capture the 

reasons underlying consumers’ negative reactions to persuasion attempts.  

The current work suggests that persuasion, more specifically, being the target of a 

persuasion attempt, conveys low social worth, a perception that agents have a low 

opinion of the focal consumer.  Consumers draw a series of inferences to reach this 

conclusion, which ultimately affects their reactions towards marketers. Specifically, I 

argue that perceiving a communication as an attempt to persuade activates consumers’ 

beliefs that the agent is attempting to induce the consumer to do something that serves the 

agent’s interests over those of the consumer.  Since this behaviour typically involves 

costs to consumers, they may even perceive the agent to be pursuing interests that 

conflict with consumers’ interests, or even gain at their expense. This violates an 

important norm of interpersonal conduct – individuals are not supposed to try to take 

advantage of others - conveying that the agent has a low opinion of the consumer, 

threatening their social worth.  Thus, I suggest that one of the reasons consumers react so 
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negatively to persuasion is because being the target such attempts conveys threatening 

social information.   

1.2 Contribution 

This dissertation contributes to marketing and consumer behaviour literature in 

several ways. First, this work suggests that perceived persuasion is important, not just 

because consumers wish to cope with persuasion attempts or because it alerts consumers 

to marketers’ persuasion motives, but because being the focus of a persuasion attempt 

conveys threatening information about consumers’ social worth. This thesis therefore 

provides a new social perspective about consumers’ negative reactions to persuasion, 

highlighting the role social information plays in consumers’ reactions to persuasion 

attempts.  

This work contributes to the persuasion knowledge literature by suggesting a 

novel consequence of perceived persuasion - social worth, a consumer outcome and an 

important component of consumers’ well-being. Although the Persuasion Knowledge 

Model (Friestad and Wright 1994) predominately describes a model of consumers’ 

attempts to cope with persuasive communications, this dissertation identifies an 

important, affectively-laden, social consequence of persuasion that is intricately tied to 

consumers’ psychological well-being.  

The social perspective presented in this dissertation provides enhanced predictive 

abilities over other persuasion knowledge frameworks. For instance, by understanding the 

mechanism of social worth, and other spontaneous, affective inferences involved in this 

process, academics and marketers can make more nuanced predictions about when people 

will, and when they will not, react negatively to persuasion.  This dissertation presents a 
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series of novel predictions about when persuasion attempts are likely to be most harmful 

and when they may not. Therefore, this conceptual framework provides a more complete 

understanding of the conditions under which perceived persuasion affects consumers’ 

reactions and the specific reactions likely to be evoked.  

More broadly, this dissertation contributes to an understanding of human 

behaviour that is important in its own right. The consumer reactions I posit and 

demonstrate in this work contributes to a broad understanding of why people think and 

act the way they do. This provides a more complete and nuanced understanding of 

consumer behaviour in interactions with others and the social environment, which has 

value in and of itself. 

Practically, this dissertation also contributes to marketing strategy, and provides 

valuable insights for marketing managers when developing the communications they plan 

to deliver to consumers. Given the ubiquity of persuasion attempts and persuasive content 

in the marketplace, this work alerts marketers to an unintended yet harmful consequence 

of persuasion, allowing them to better incorporate the potential costs of such strategies 

into their decision-making.  It also provides marketers with insight into avoiding or 

mitigating some of the negative responses associated with perceptions of persuasion.  

1.3 Dissertation Structure 

This dissertation proceeds as follows: first, I present an overview of the 

Persuasion Knowledge Model, as well as findings from empirical investigations on the 

consequences of persuasion knowledge. This includes a discussion of the assumptions 

made in prior work as well as evidence in the literature for the mechanisms underlying 

the effects of persuasion knowledge on consumers’ responses. I then present the 
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conceptual foundations for the central thesis of this dissertation: consumers react to the 

social, interpersonal implications of being a target of a persuasion attempt, or perceptions 

of persuasion. Next, I present several hypotheses that summarize the central predictions 

of the conceptual model, and describe several studies that support the theorizing. I 

conclude with a discussion of the results, limitations of this work, and implications and 

directions for future research in the fields of consumer behaviour and marketing. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

2.1 Persuasion Knowledge Model Background 

Persuasion can be defined as an intentional effort to influence another’s mental 

state, their attitudes and beliefs, and behaviour by exposure to a communication (O’Keefe 

2002). Usually, this involves persuaders or “agents” presenting communications to 

“targets” in order to get them to do something, or to change their attitudes about people, 

places, things, or ideas. Persuasion attempts can occur anywhere; however, they are 

typical, even expected, in consumer settings where marketers are the “agents”, consumers 

are the “targets” (Friestad and Wright 1994), and consumers must interpret and respond 

to marketers’ various persuasion attempts or tactics.  

In the consumer behaviour and marketing literature, the Persuasion Knowledge 

Model, or PKM (Friestad and Wright 1994), presents a model of how consumers interpret 

and cope with communications aimed at persuading them (i.e. agents’ persuasion tactics). 

The model suggests that consumers skilfully use their persuasion knowledge with the 

goal of forming valid topic and agent attitudes.  This section provides an overview of the 

PKM, and describes what persuasion knowledge is and how consumers use it to process 

and respond to persuasion attempts. 

First, it is important to understand what persuasion knowledge is. In the consumer 

behaviour and marketing literature, persuasion knowledge refers to consumers’ beliefs 

about agents’ goals and the tactics agents use to try to persuade consumers so that 

consumers can effectively cope with agents’ claims (Friestad and Wright 1994). In order 

to cope effectively, persuasion knowledge is one of three main knowledge structures 
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from which consumers skillfully draw to help them form valid attitudes (Friestad and 

Wright 1994). The knowledge structures, outlined by the PKM, include topic knowledge 

(i.e. knowledge about the product, service, or brand), agent knowledge (i.e. knowledge 

about the persuader, or source of the persuasive message – usually a marketer, 

salesperson, firm representative, or even an advertisement or ad campaign more 

generally), and, of central importance to this dissertation, persuasion knowledge.  The 

PKM outlines persuasion knowledge as a set of beliefs about, 1) the psychological 

mediators that persuaders try to influence in consumers, such as perceptions, associations, 

beliefs, emotions, intentions, attitudes, and judgments, 2) beliefs about marketers’ tactics, 

such as behaviours or messages that appeal to the aforementioned psychological 

mediators, 3) beliefs about the effectiveness and appropriateness of marketers’ tactics, 4) 

beliefs about marketers’ persuasion goals, and 5) beliefs about personal coping tactics 

and goals (Friestad and Wright 1994). The PKM suggests that these beliefs provide a 

basis from which consumers draw information to form valid topic and agent attitudes that 

aid in coping with persuasion attempts. 

Next, it is important to understand what persuasion knowledge allows consumers 

to do. The PKM (Friestad and Wright 1994) suggests that consumers use their persuasion 

knowledge to cope with agents’ actions. Critically, coping with persuasion and resisting 

persuasion are not quite the same thing.  In fact, the authors of the PKM clearly and 

carefully use the word “cope” to describe what targets do in the face of persuasion tactics 

in order to fulfill their primary goals. The word “cope” provides no specific emphasis on 

whether consumers should respond positively or negatively to marketers’ tactics. This is 

an important point to consider when studying the empirical evidence regarding 
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consumers’ reactions towards persuasion attempts. According to the PKM, consumers 

use their persuasion knowledge to form accurate opinions and evaluations, which is their 

primary motivation (Friestad and Wright 1994). The PKM assumes that the beliefs 

consumers hold about marketers’ goals and actions supply consumers with the resources 

they need to form valid attitudes, and allow them to maintain control over the outcome of 

the persuasion episode (Friestad and Wright 1994). Critically, consumers maintain 

control of the persuasion episode by skillfully drawing from their persuasion knowledge, 

forming (or attempting to form) valid attitudes and beliefs, and then acting on these 

attitudes and beliefs rather than simply complying with or resisting the advocacy 

(Kirmani and Campbell 2004; Friestad and Wright 1994). Thus, the PKM assumes that 

consumers’ processing of persuasion knowledge is relatively untainted by “hot” 

processes, such as affective and motivational sources of bias, when it comes to their 

responses towards ads or salespeople. This is important because the empirical literature 

on the consequences of persuasion knowledge, the topic of the next section, mostly 

suggest a different set of findings than the assumptions laid out by the Persuasion 

Knowledge Model (Friestad and Wright 1994).  

In summary, the Persuasion Knowledge Model (Friestad and Wright 1994) 

presents an organized structure of consumers’ beliefs about marketers’ goals and tactics, 

and suggests that consumers should not necessarily favor resistance or compliance with 

any given advocacy - to do so would likely diminish the opportunity to form valid 

attitudes. Despite these assumptions, the empirical literature following the publication of 

the PKM, for the most part, presents a different set of conclusions. 
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2.2 Reactions to Persuasion 

Empirical literature following the publication of the PKM has largely focused on 

consumers’ reactions to persuasion.  In this section, I present an overview of prior 

empirical work on consumers’ reactions and the main findings from this work.  

Importantly, a clear theme of prior work is that consumers overwhelmingly react 

negatively to persuasion attempts.  

Since the publication of the PKM, the empirical research on the consequences of 

persuasion knowledge has shown a variety of reactions on attitudinal, emotional, and 

cognitive indicators.  For instance, consumers’ reactions towards the ad or the 

salesperson include evaluations of appropriateness or fairness (Ahluwalia and Burnkrant 

2004; Campbell 1995; Campbell and Keller 2003; Kirmani and Zhu 2007; Wei et al. 

2008; Shiv et al. 1997), and perceptions of sincerity (Campbell and Kirmani 2000), 

honesty, trustworthiness, and credibility (Brown and Krishna 2004; Darke and Ritchie 

2007; Isaac and Grayson 2016; Kirmani and Zhu 2007; Main et al. 2007). Additionally, 

consumers’ cognitive reactions include perceptions of agents’ selling or profit motives 

(Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Forehand and Grier 2003; Main et al. 2007; Reinhard et al. 

2006), and marketer-related thoughts, such as attributions, beliefs, and counter-arguments 

(Brown and Krishna 2006; Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Darke and Ritchie 2007; 

Decarlo 2005; Edell and Keller 1989; Forehand and Grier 2003; Kirmani and Campbell 

2004; Main et al. 2007; Shiv et al. 1997). 

In their investigations, prior work has used various persuasion tactics to elicit the 

aforementioned reactions.  For instance, prior work exposed consumers to familiar 

persuasion tactics they experience in daily life, such as flattery (Campbell and Kirmani 
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2000; Main et al. 2007), “hard selling techniques”, such as presenting strong arguments 

for a product (DeCarlo 2005), guilt appeals (Coulter and Pinto 1995; Cotte et al. 2005), 

ambiguous claims (Kirmani and Zhu 2007), surcharges (Cheema 2008), attention-getting 

advertising (Campbell 1995), negative framing (Shiv et al. 1997), rhetorical questions 

(Ahluwalia and Burnkrant 2004; Wentzel et al. 2010), ad repetition (Campbell and Keller 

2003), explicit statements of intentions to sell (Reinhard et al. 2006), and public-serving 

initiatives (Forehand and Grier 2003).   

Though the strategic behaviours or tactics consumers encounter in prior empirical 

work often vary, their reactions share a similar pattern - they constitute mostly negative 

reactions (Isaac and Grayson 2016), including negative attitudes towards salespeople 

(Brown and Krishna 2004; Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Decarlo 2005; Main et al. 2007; 

Puccinelli 2006; Reinhard et al. 2006), advertisements (Campbell 1995; Campbell and 

Keller 2003; Darke and Ritchie 2007), and brands (Ahluwalia and Burnkrant 2004; Wei 

et al. 2008). In particular, consumers report agents to be less sincere, honest, and 

trustworthy (Brown and Krishna 2004; Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Decarlo 2005; Isaac 

and Grayson 2016; Main et al. 2007; Puccinelli 2006; Reinhard et al., 2006) and tactics to 

be dishonest and manipulative (Ahluwalia and Burnkrant 2004; Campbell 1995; 

Campbell and Keller 2003; Darke and Ritchie 2007; Wei et al. 2008). 

Before addressing the specific mechanisms prior work has used to explain these 

reactions, I will provide a discussion of the nuanced constructs to which consumers react, 

specifically, persuasion knowledge and perceptions of being a target. 
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2.2.1 Persuasion Knowledge and Perceived Persuasion 

The PKM and prior empirical research on consumers’ reactions to persuasion 

seem to address related although distinct constructs: persuasion knowledge, which refers 

to a broad knowledge or general understanding of the goals and tactics used by 

persuaders, and consumers’ perceptions that a persuader is using a tactic to try to get the 

consumer to act. These constructs seem to get confounded in empirical work, and the 

PKM does little to clarify the distinction. Nevertheless, the distinction is an important one 

to help understand why consumers may react badly to marketers’ persuasion attempts, 

which prior work suggests seems to revolve around consumers’ inferences regarding why 

agents do and say the things they do.  In this section, I address how prior empirical work 

and the PKM has considered these constructs and include a discussion of the Change of 

Meaning Principle (Friestad and Wright 1994) and an attribution of motives implied by 

this principle.  

Prior work often does little to distinguish persuasion knowledge and perceived 

persuasion. To reiterate, perceived persuasion, or inferences of persuasion, revolve 

around beliefs that a persuader is trying to get the consumer to act, rather than a general 

understanding of the motives and tactics of persuasive agents (i.e. persuasion 

knowledge). A possible source of this conflation may be that extant empirical research 

often use well-known tactics to investigate consumers’ reactions, as described in the 

previous section. For instance, flattery is a well-known persuasion technique and a 

commonly used tactic used in prior work to investigate consequences of persuasion 

knowledge (Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Isaac and Grayson; 2016; Main et al. 2007). 

This operationalization means that people’s reactions may be a product of two 
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conceptually related but distinct variables, that is, their general knowledge of the tactic 

and the recognition that this specific tactic is being used on them to get them to act in a 

certain way – usually to get them to buy. In this way, consumers’ inferences of 

persuasion and their knowledge of persuasion may get confounded.  

The issue with confounding these constructs is that it implies that persuasion 

knowledge is necessary to elicit a reaction from consumers. However, consumers can 

infer that someone is attempting to persuade them independent of their beliefs and 

knowledge about tactics. Rather, perceived persuasion, or realizing that one is the target 

of a persuasion attempt can change perceptions of “regular”, non-persuasion 

communications into beliefs about persuasion tactics.  For example, situational cues such 

as being in a store may trigger perceived persuasion perceptions without any known 

tactic present. The PKM addresses this phenomenon as a fundamental principle of 

persuasion knowledge, called the Change of Meaning Principle (Friestad and Wright 

1994). 

2.2.2 A “Change of Meaning” 

The PKM makes little distinction between persuasion knowledge and perceived 

persuasion, except to suggest that consumers infer a motive to persuade when they 

recognize a tactic - a phenomenon the PKM refers to as a “change of meaning” (Friestad 

and Wright 1994). The change of meaning is an important principle in the PKM because 

it provides a foundation for consumers’ persuasion knowledge. The PKM suggests that 

consumers unconsciously assemble and categorize their discrete beliefs about tactics that 

have undergone a “change of meaning” into a collection of beliefs about marketers’ 

persuasion goals, motives, and methods from which they can draw information to help 
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them pursue valid attitudes (Friestad and Wright 1994). A “change of meaning” is said to 

occur when a communication gets imbued with new meaning as an attempt to persuade 

(Friestad and Wright 1994), which can refer to a variety of changes in how consumers 

interpret communications from agents. A clear example would be a change in consumers’ 

perceptions about why they think the agent is saying what they are saying. A series of 

studies by Williams et al., (2004) investigate this point. For instance, the authors 

predicted and found that if respondents perceived persuaders to have a stake in an 

advocated action, they would view the action with suspicion and treat it as a persuasion 

attempt rather than an innocuous encounter. Indeed, Williams et al., (2004) showed that 

associating an innocuous intention request with a self-interested source consistently lead 

to increased perceptions of persuasive intent [which was measured which the following 

items: “the purpose of the question was to change my behaviour” and “it was pretty 

obvious the author was attempting to persuade me”].   

Thus, the “change of meaning principle” of the PKM seems to refer to the 

recognition of an agent’s motivation, specifically, a motive to persuade. Thus, consumers 

imbue agents’ actions new or alternative motives in order to explain the agent’s 

behaviour. This attribution perspective has arguably narrowed the types of reactions 

consumers have towards agents’ tactics, and has informed the mechanisms investigated in 

the persuasion knowledge literature. The next section elaborates on the psychological 

mechanisms that prior research has identified to explain consumers’ negative reactions to 

persuasion attempts from this perspective. 
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2.3 Mechanisms 

Prior work typically attributes consumers’ reactions to persuasion knowledge to 

inferences of persuasion motives (Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Isaac and Grayson 2016; 

Kirmani and Zhu 2007). This broadly refers to three psychological responses, namely 

attributions of ulterior motives (Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Decarlo 2005; Main et al. 

2007), consumer skepticism (Darke and Richie 2007; Kirmani and Zhu 2007; Isaac and 

Grayson 2016), and manipulative intent (Campbell 1995; Kirmani and Zhu 2007). Each 

of these mechanisms fit broadly within a perspective of persuasion knowledge that 

emphasizes inferences about the job that marketers set out to do, which is to try to get 

consumers to buy; so, conceptual overlap of these constructs is not uncommon (Isaac and 

Grayson 2016; Kirmani and Zhu 2007).  

This section begins with a clarification of constructs used in the persuasion 

literature, including inferences persuasion motives and perceived deception. Next, I will 

discuss three psychological mechanisms often highlighted in prior work, and provide 

rationale for how each mechanism amounts to a motive to persuade consumers to buy. 

This section concludes by suggesting that persuasion motives alone are unlikely to fully 

capture the reasons underlying consumers’ negative reactions to persuasion attempts. 

2.3.1 Clarifying Persuasion and Deception 

Colloquially, consumers may equate the constructs of persuasion and deception. 

However, these constructs differ primarily around what is actually being inferred about 

agents’ motives. Persuasion refers to usually innocuous attempts to provide “targets” with 

information or arguments to change their attitudes or convince them to do something 

(OED); in marketing contexts this usually entails a motive from marketers to get 
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consumers to buy or to make a purchase (Friestad and Wright 1994). Alternatively, 

deception or to deceive, refers to intentionally misleading, leading to error, or causing 

someone to believe something that is false (OED); usually this entails marketers 

misrepresenting their motives to consumers.    

Consumers may draw similarities between persuasion knowledge and their 

understanding of deception as they both seem to contend with consumers’ attributions of 

“ulterior motives”. In fact, empirical investigations that attempt to operationalize 

persuasion knowledge rarely draw clear distinctions between deception and attributions 

of “ulterior motives”.  For instance, empirical measures of trait persuasion knowledge 

(Bearden et al. 2001) seem to confound agents’ motives (to get consumers to buy) with 

efforts to deceive. Specifically, items used to measure consumers’ trait persuasion 

knowledge seem to reflect consumers’ abilities to detect that a marketer has a hidden (or 

ulterior) motive to try to deceive them as they work towards a sale, such as “I know when 

an offer is “too good to be true”, “I can tell when an offer has strings attached”, and “I 

can see through sales gimmicks used to get consumers to buy” (Bearden et al. 2001).  

These items imply that consumers’ knowledge of persuasion are inherently connected 

with potentially nefarious intentions around real or imagined efforts to deceive them.   

The associations between efforts to deceive and inferences about agents’ “ulterior” 

motives may explain some empirical findings regarding consumers’ reactions to 

persuasion tactics (Forehand and Grier 2003). For instance, perceived deception 

regarding the firm’s “true” motives to sell, and perhaps more specifically motives to 

make profits, can account for negative firm evaluations such as low trustworthiness 

(Forehand and Grier 2003). Nevertheless, deception is conceptually separate from 
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persuasion.  In empirical literature, deception is described as a way to deliberately lead 

consumers to make inaccurate judgments or to provide outright lies or misrepresentations 

(Darke and Ritchie 2007).  Deceitful, deceptive tactics, largely viewed as inappropriate 

methods to get consumers to make a purchase, are often associated with distrust of the ad 

or the salesperson (Darke and Ritchie 1997). Persuasion, on the other hand, is a mostly 

innocuous, strategic presentation of information so as to influence people’s beliefs, 

attitudes, and behaviour (Friestad and Wright 1994; O’Keefe 2000). It often involves 

providing recommendations, using emotional or logical arguments, or emphasizing 

desirable features of products or services, usually for the purpose of getting consumers to 

buy, not to misinform or deceive them. Unlike deception, persuasion is not inherently 

negative.  

2.3.2 Clarifying Attributions of Ulterior Motives and Deception 

Inferences of motives play a crucial role within an attribution perspective of 

persuasion. Alternative motives, often referred to as “ulterior” motives, come up when 

discussing persuasion attempts. Colloquially, the term “ulterior motives” has a negative 

connotation, and may suggest a more sinister interpretation of consumers’ attributions 

than what they actually are. For instance, the “ulterior motives” label usually implies that 

marketers or salespeople deliberately hide or conceal their true motives from consumers. 

This makes it seem that “ulterior” motives may align with efforts to deceive. Thus, the 

word “ulterior” likely creates some confusion and bias about what is actually being 

inferred by consumers when they consider agents’ efforts to persuade. 

Despite negative connotations, the “ulterior” motives attributed to marketers using 

persuasion tactics are not actually “ulterior”; rather, they are usually innocuous motives 
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to buy or sell. Many motives are associated with marketing campaigns (Friestad and 

Wright 1994); yet, for the most part, they have little to do with deception at all. In fact, in 

personal selling contexts, where efforts to influence attitudes are conventional and 

familiar features, “ulterior motives” generally refer to beliefs that a salesperson is trying 

to get consumers to buy (Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Main et al. 2004). A more 

comprehensive discussion of “ulterior” motives and what they actually seem to refer to 

follows in the next section. 

2.3.3 Suspicion of Ulterior Motives 

One of the common psychological responses used to explain consumers’ negative 

reactions to persuasion attempts is suspicion. Prior work suggests that suspicion can 

erode consumers’ reactions, even among tactics that are presumably positive for 

consumers such as store tidiness (Morales 2005), flattery (Campbell and Kirmani 2000), 

and cost-saving taglines (Laran et al. 2010).  But what are consumers actually suspicious 

about? According to prior literature, consumers’ suspicions in the marketplace have to do 

with their attributions of ulterior motives (Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Decarlo 2005). 

That is, consumers seem to be suspicious of the motives underlying agents’ behaviours or 

why agents say and do certain things which, in personal selling contexts, revolve around 

selling.  

 Conceptually, attributions of salespeople’s ulterior motives and consumers’ 

feelings of suspicion are quite similar. Suspicion is often characterized as a psychological 

mental state individuals enter as they question the motives underlying another’s 

behaviour (Fein 1996; Fein, Hilton, and Miller 1990). That is, consumers feel suspicious 

when they think agents have an ulterior motive. In a consumer context, feelings of 
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suspicion revolve around ideas that salespeople have ulterior motives for their actions, 

and these ulterior motives seem to bear little distinction from perceptions of a motive to 

sell.  For instance, thought protocols used in prior research to collect “suspicious” 

inferences often reveal that consumers’ suspicions consist of inferences that the 

salesperson wants to sell to them. For example, these protocols revealed that consumers 

inferred that “[the salesman] wants money” (DeCarlo 2005), “[the salesclerk wants] to 

make a sale/earn commission” (Campbell and Kirmani 2000), and “[the sales associate] 

was nice because she was working on commission” (Main et al. 2007).  

Consumers’ suspicious inferences are also often a function of agents’ behaviours 

and various cues that trigger consumers to think about why salespeople do what they do. 

According to an attribution perspective, consumers observe agents’ actions and infer 

motives to explain their behaviour (Campbell and Kirmani 2000). Consumers also use 

various cues from the encounter to help them come to conclusions about agents’ motives, 

which in a selling context usually relates to a selling motive.  For instance, cues 

associated with the selling encounter elicit suspicious attributions about selling, such as 

the timing of the delivery of a tactic (Campbell and Kirmani 2000), indications of 

incentives like commission or rewards (Brown and Krishna 2004; Declaro 2005; Laran et 

al. 2010; Morales 2005), or even aspects related to the salesperson themselves, such as 

their appearance and likeability (Reinhard et al. 2006), or their perceived objectivity 

(Williams et al. 2004; Wei et al. 2008; Kirmani and Zhu 2007). Even external cues 

associated with a selling motive can be enough for consumers to think suspiciously. For 

instance, pairing agents’ actions, (i.e. a tactic) with a cue associated with a selling motive 

(ie. profit-motived sponsorship) can change the meaning of that tactic, even when 
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consumers have little or no prior knowledge about the tactic itself, such as asking 

consumers their intention to do something (Williams et al. 2004), store tidiness (Morales 

2005), or product placement (Wei, Fischer, and Main 2008).  

Thus, prior work on suspicion as a consequence of persuasion knowledge reveals 

a close connection between suspicion of ulterior motives and perceived selling motives. 

However, it is still not completely clear why consumers should become suspicious 

because consumers know about agents’ general selling motives before exposure to a 

tactic or a selling encounter (Rule et al. 1985). I will elaborate on this point in a later 

section. The next section focuses on another psychological response used to explain 

consumers’ negative reactions to persuasion – inferences of manipulative intent. 

2.3.4 Inferences of Manipulative Intent 

Another common psychological response used to explain consumers’ negative 

reactions to persuasion attempts are inferences of manipulative intent. This psychological 

response seems to be another way to refer to agents’ motives to sell since they refer to 

agents’ intended behaviour. Prior research suggests that consumers infer that salespeople 

try to get consumers to buy by unfair, inappropriate, or manipulative means (Ahluwalia 

and Burnkrant 2004; Campbell 1995; Campbell and Keller 2003; Darke and Ritchie, 

2007; Wei, Fisher, and Main 2008). However, consumers tend to be aware of these 

motives beforehand (Boush et al. 1994; Rule et al. 1985; Thompson 1972); so it is not 

especially clear why they should feel upset by something they expect to occur. 

The PKM (Friestad and Wright 1994) says little about inferences of manipulative 

intent.  In fact, all that the PKM (Friestad and Wright 1994) says about perceptions of 

manipulativeness, in general, is that people develop contextual beliefs about the 
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appropriateness (ie fairness or manipulativeness) of specific tactics. For example, people 

assess the appropriateness of a tactic within the context of a specific topic or target 

audience (Friestad and Wright 1994), such as ads directed at children, which are largely 

deemed inappropriate by society based on rules by the Canadian Code for Advertising to 

Children (Canada 2016). So, according to the PKM, perceived appropriateness 

evaluations are specific to distinct topics or contexts; they are not generally applied to 

understand agents’ actions or motives more broadly; to do so would undermine 

consumers’ goals to form and maintain valid agent attitudes and would be inconsistent 

with the PKM’s assumptions for accuracy. Thus, inferences of manipulative intent as a 

mechanism for consumers’ reactions to persuasion is not posited by the PKM (Friestad 

and Wright 1994).  

After the PKM (Friestad and Wright 1994) was published, most of the literature 

that focused on manipulative intent as a mechanism of consumers’ reactions to 

persuasion knowledge adopted a definition of manipulative intent utilized by Campbell 

(1995). This definition states that manipulative intent refers to “consumer inferences that 

marketers attempt to persuade using inappropriate, unfair, or manipulative means” 

(Campbell 1995). However, this definition raises a few issues. First, a definition of 

“manipulative intent” should address agents’ intentions or motives given the use of the 

word “intent”; however, the definition provided by Campbell (1995) does not do this. 

Furthermore, rather than describe what “manipulative” means or what makes something 

“manipulative, the word is simply repeated. Given the context, it seems like 

“manipulative” could refer to deception, but this is not quite clear. Thus, this definition is 

somewhat tautological. Finally, the Campbell (1995) definition seems to describe how 
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marketers persuade – that is, they use tactics that are inappropriate or unfair. Thus, a clear 

understanding of the concept of manipulative intent is somewhat difficult to determine.   

Perceptions of inappropriateness and unfairness often accompany 

operationalizations of manipulative intent.  These constructs appear in measures of 

manipulative intent in prior work on consumers’ reactions to persuasion (Ahluwalia and 

Burnkrant 2004; Campbell 1995; Campbell and Keller 2003; Kirmani and Zhu 2007). For 

instance, Campbell (1995) included questionnaire items that assess an ad’s fairness (ex. I 

think that this advertisement is unfair/fair) and acceptability (ex. The way the ad tries to 

persuade people seems acceptable to me; I didn't mind this ad- the advertiser tried to be 

persuasive without being excessively manipulative). Similarly, Campbell and Keller 

(2003) included items measuring appropriateness (ex. I felt the way [BRAND] tried to 

persuade people seemed acceptable) and fairness (e. I felt that this advertising for 

[BRAND] was fair in what was said and shown). Thus, inferences of manipulative intent 

seem to be tied to evaluations of fairness and appropriateness of an ad or tactic.    

Consumers infer manipulative intent based on their perceptions of agents’ 

motives.  Importantly, inferences of motives, especially “ulterior” motives, are commonly 

associated with, if not equated with, inferences of manipulative intent (Kirmani and Zhu 

2007). As discussed in the previous section, “ulterior” motives in personal selling 

contexts more accurately reflect selling motives than other motives agents may have. 

Selling motives are also conceptually connected to manipulative intent because getting 

people to buy is, ultimately, what firms are trying do. This connection is implied in other 

measures of manipulative intent as well as in consumers’ thought protocols of 

manipulative intent. For example, items used to measure manipulative intent in Wei, 
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Fischer, and Main (2008) imply that the firm is trying to promote and sell (ex. it seems 

acceptable to me if the brand had paid to be mentioned; It seems fair to me if the brand 

had paid to be mentioned), and consumers’ thought protocols in Kirmani and Zhu (2007) 

suggest that consumers think firms promote themselves in order to make sales (ex. “I 

don’t believe a study done by the company”; “With which leading brand are they 

comparing?”).  

The attention to the source of the tactic [i.e. the salesperson, message sponsor, or 

firm], their interests, and what they are attempting to do make inferences of manipulative 

intent conceptually associated with motives to sell. However, it is still rather unclear why 

consumers should think known motives to sell to them are inappropriate, unfair, or 

“manipulative” in the first place. I will elaborate on this point in a later section; the next 

section however focuses on another psychological response used to explain consumers’ 

negative reactions to persuasion – skepticism. 

2.3.5 Consumer Skepticism 

Disbelief of marketers’ claims, otherwise known as skepticism, remains a popular 

explanation in prior literature for consumers’ reactions towards persuasion knowledge 

(Isaac and Grayson 2016). Indeed, it is difficult to discuss persuasion knowledge without 

some reference to consumers reporting being skeptical of marketers’ claims (Isaac and 

Grayson 2016) or ads (Obermiller et al. 2005) even though the PKM itself says little 

about skepticism (Friestad and Wright 1994). Nevertheless, prior empirical work largely 

links persuasion knowledge with skepticism, and suggests that skepticism appears to rely 

on consumers’ perceptions that marketers, firms, or salespeople have their own motives 

and goals to achieve, or that they are trying to deceive consumers in some way.  
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Consumer skepticism refers to consumer disbelief in claims made by a marketer 

(Obermiller and Spangenberg 1998; Darke and Ritchie 2007; Isaac and Grayson 2016). 

Prior empirical work often associates persuasion knowledge with skepticism. For 

instance, measurement items assessing persuasion knowledge often reflect consumers’ 

disbelief about marketers’ claims (Bearden et al., 2001); skepticism has been suggested 

as one way that consumers “cope” with persuasion attempts (Obermiller et al. 2005); 

consumers seem automatically skeptical of advertising (Dahlen 2005; Xu and Wyer 

2010); and, a significant amount of persuasion knowledge literature allude to skepticism 

when discussing consumers’ reactions (Isaac and Grayson 2016). Even public surveys 

suggest that consumers tend not to believe ads (Olsenski 2013).  

Though feelings of distrust that consumers often feel towards marketers is not in 

dispute, there are some discrepancies between consumer skepticism and persuasion 

knowledge, as it is discussed in the PKM (Friestad and Wright 1994). Consumer 

skepticism assumes that consumers aim to resist attempts to persuade them; however, the 

PKM says little about skepticism or disbelief.  In fact, the very words “disbelief”, 

“skepticism”, and “mistrust” are not used in the PKM at all; rather, Friestad and Wright 

(1994) use the word “cope” to describe how consumers use their persuasion knowledge 

(Friestad and Wright 1994). Thus, the PKM does not actually take a position on 

consumers’ disbelief or belief in marketers’ claims.  

The official definition of consumer skepticism in prior literature is quite vague 

regarding the substance of consumers’ disbelief, which makes it a construct that often 

gets amalgamated into other psychological responses to persuasion. People can disbelieve 

many things about marketers’ claims, such as the correctness of the information, the 
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underlying motives of the marketer, the value of information to the customer, or the 

appropriateness of the claim (Obermiller and Spangenberg 1998). Because of these 

multiple meanings, skepticism often shares conceptual similarity, and even gets 

consolidated into the operationalization measures of other psychological responses, such 

as suspicion of ulterior motives and manipulative intent.  For instance, skepticism often 

appears operationally as semantic differential items, trust/mistrust or belief/disbelief, in 

conceptual measures of suspicion of agents’ ulterior motives (Campbell and Kirmani 

2000; Isaac and Grayson 2016; Forehand and Grier 2003; Kachersky 2011; Williams et 

al. 2004) and inferences of manipulative intent (Kirmani and Zhu 2007). As previously 

discussed, these constructs share similarities with each other - they all seem to rely on 

consumers’ perceptions that marketers, firms, or salespeople do things that align with 

their own motives and goals to achieve, goals that mostly have to do with selling and may 

conflict with consumers’ goals.   

In some cases, skepticism may get associated with efforts to deceive; however, 

this may not provide a full explanation for consumers’ negative reactions either. Given 

associations between skepticism and distrust, skepticism often gets linked to deceptive 

practices. For instance, some prior research suggests that the effects of consumer 

skepticism seems to rely on consumer beliefs that marketers are not just trying to hide 

their true motives from them but that they are activity trying to deceive them by 

providing false information or downright lies about their motives (Darke and Richie 

1997; Forehand and Grier 2003). Consumers’ reactions from such instances of deception 

are not under contestation. However, most persuasion attempts do not fit within the 

framework of deception, as discussed previously. Most persuasion attempts are 
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innocuously designed to carry out a selling goal, and yet they produce the same negative 

reactions in non-deceptive contexts (Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Main et al. 2007; 

Morales 2005). This will be addressed further in a later section. 

Alternatively, negative stereotypes, like those of “pushy” salespeople (Babin et al. 

1995), may account for consumer skepticism or feelings of distrust in response to 

deceptive persuasion tactics (Darke and Ritchie 1997). However, stereotypes are 

consistent, well-known, and automatic representations in consumers’ minds, which 

means that upon activation of the “salesman” stereotype, consumers should immediately 

become alerted to what salespeople are trying to do, which is to try to sell (Rule et al. 

1985; Thompson 1972). Since consumers are already familiar with stereotypes, it is not 

completely clear why consumers’ reactions should change given their expectations have 

been met.  

Throughout the previous sections, I’ve suggested that there are logical and 

theoretical reasons to believe that inferring persuasion motives (i.e. suspicion of ulterior 

motives, manipulative intent, and skepticism) alone are unlikely to fully capture why 

consumers react so negatively to marketers’ persuasion attempts. The next section 

elaborates on these reasons.  

2.3.6 Are Selling Motives the Full Story? 

Prior work typically attributes consumer reactions to inferences of persuasion 

motives (ie. suspicion of ulterior motives, inferences of manipulative intent, and 

skepticism), which generally amount to selling motives. However, it is not entirely clear 

why this should necessarily inspire negative reactions from consumers.  
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 First, consumers know that marketers try to sell to them before exposure to 

persuasion attempts, and prior research shows that consumers expect this behaviour 

(Babin et al. 1995; Bhattacharjee and Dana 2017; Boush et al. 1994; Thompson 1972). 

The PKM even outlines a few of consumers’ base understandings about marketers and 

their goals: consumers understand that a marketer’s primary goal is to produce a 

persuasion attempt that is effective at affecting their emotions, beliefs, and attitudes about 

products or services, in order to influence buying decisions. It also assumes that 

consumers know that firms may reward salespeople for the successful execution of this 

motivated role (Friestad and Wright 1994). This suggests that consumers understand that 

firms have and work to achieve their own goals. These two assumptions suggest that 

consumers have a basic understanding about marketers’ motives to influence their 

purchase decisions before exposure to any persuasion tactics.  

Furthermore, consumers are keenly aware of salesperson stereotypes and their 

associations with selling (Bhattacharjee and Dana 2017; Rule et al. 1985; Thompson 

1972). These associations begin to take form from a young age (Boush et al. 1994) and 

keenly develop into adulthood (Friestad and Wright 1994). Even the word “salesperson” 

is an obvious clue of their functions. In the general lexicon, salespeople are men and 

women whose jobs involve selling (OED), and they tend to be associated with a 

persuasion schema around selling or getting people to buy things (Rule et al. 1985). 

Consumers often interpret the behaviour of salespeople to align with or make salient a 

selling motive (Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Main et al. 2007). However, it is not 

completely clear why salient motives to sell should be so bad or upsetting to consumers 

as they need not follow or comply with marketers’ recommendations. It is therefore 
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surprising that consumers react so negatively after exposure when their expectations are 

confirmed.   

Second, consumers react in the same way to selling motives that are not concealed 

as to those that are concealed (Ahluwalia and Burnkrant 2004; Campbell and Kirmani 

2000; Main et al. 2007; Reinhard et al. 2006). For example, in Reinhard et al. (2006), 

consumers reacted badly to overt declarations that agents were trying to persuade them to 

buy; there was no intention or attempt to hide their persuasion motives. Critically, 

consumers responded negatively to these explicit motives to persuade, therefore, it is 

unlikely that consumers’ negative reactions to persuasion are necessarily caused by 

hidden persuasion motives. These equivalent reactions mean that it is unlikely that 

deception or perceived fraud fully explains consumers’ negative reactions. 

Additionally, the context in which persuasion attempts take place is highly 

conspicuous in most empirical research. For instance, extant empirical research on 

persuasion knowledge usually investigates their effects and finds negative reactions in 

contexts where selling motives are prominent and well-known, such as in-store settings 

(Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Main, Darke, and Dahl 2007; Reinhard, Messner, and 

Sporer 2006). This suggests that hidden persuasion motives may not fully account for 

consumers’ negative reactions. 

On a related note, consumers may react badly to persuasion attempts because they 

believe agents are trying to deceive, trick, or fool them. Although perceptions of 

deception likely contribute to consumers’ negative reactions, it does not seem to be the 

linchpin to consumers’ negative reactions either.  Deceptive tactics, which may be largely 

viewed as inappropriate methods to achieve compliance among targets, involve 
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deliberately lying or misleading consumers (Darke and Ritchie 2007) and are often 

associated with bad consumer reactions.  For instance, perceived deception regarding a 

firm’s “true” motives to sell, and perhaps more specifically motives to make profits, can 

account for negative firm evaluations among consumers, such as low trustworthiness 

(Forehand and Grier 2003). However, most persuasion attempts do not fit within the 

deception framework as they are typically designed to carry out a selling goal with no 

intentions to mislead consumers. In fact, the tactics commonly used in prior empirical 

studies are quite pleasant, and they appear to be designed to enhance consumers’ 

shopping experiences, such as issuing compliments (Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Main, 

Darke, and Dahl 2007) or efforts to maintain store tidiness (Morales 2005). Nevertheless, 

consumers react with similarly negative responses of lowered trust towards the 

salesperson (Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Main, Darke, and Dahl 2007) and reduced 

intentions to interact with the firm (Morales 2005). This suggests that inferences of 

inappropriate persuasion motives may not fully account for consumers’ negative 

reactions. 

It is also important to note that agents’ selling motives in and of themselves don’t 

cost consumers anything. During a persuasive episode, consumers experience no tangible 

costs or damages. Rather, persuasion attempts mark the beginning of the persuasive 

episode, a point at which nothing has happened yet; the transaction is not complete; no 

materials have been exchanged nor have any resources been committed. The persuasion 

communication has not yet induced consumers to engage in any action or modify any 

beliefs, and no coercion, intimidation, or forced compliance has been implemented. 

Importantly, consumers still maintain and are able to exercise full control over their 
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encounter with the marketer, the persuasion episode, and their final decision to purchase. 

If anything, rather than compensating for any negative position, consumers maintain a 

better position to account for or guard against possibly biased information. So, it is not 

completely clear that agents’ motives to sell should affect consumers so negatively when 

no costs have been incurred and consumers maintain full control of the situation. 

Finally, and most notably, the PKM itself (Friestad and Wright 1994) makes no 

specific claims about the valence of consumers’ reactions. Rather, it emphasizes that 

consumers cope with persuasion in order to form accurate attitudes about agents, 

products, and topics (Friestad and Wright 1994). This is evident in the language the PKM 

uses to describe the function of persuasion knowledge. For instance, the PKM uses words 

and phrases like “refine”, “cope” and “seek out valid attitudes” to describe how 

consumers use persuasion knowledge to form accurate assessments of agents and topics. 

Furthermore, the PKM refrains from using inherently negative words or terminology 

when referencing marketer’s motives. For instance, words like “ulterior motives”, 

“suspicion”, “skepticism” and “manipulation” are largely absent from the PKM.  Rather, 

the PKM describes consumers’ beliefs about persuasion goals in a fashion favoring 

neither a positive nor negative coping response (Friestad and Wright 1994). The negative 

labels often used in empirical work seem to imply a pejorative connotation towards 

marketers’ motives. This misrepresents marketers’ motives as immoral though they more 

accurately reflect motives to sell, which do not require a moral judgment. Furthermore, 

the negative language describing marketers’ motives in prior work does not quite fit with 

the PKM’s assumptions for accuracy. Rather than facilitate valid attitudes that consumers 

refine with additional information, as the PKM prescribed, this language may bias 
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inferences around selling and stymie researchers’ ability to detect nuanced beliefs and a 

range of consumers’ reactions to persuasion, which narrows the PKM framework 

considerably.  

For these reasons, persuasion motives may not fully account for consumers’ 

negative reactions, and there may be more to understanding why consumers react so 

badly to persuasion than simply inferring that agents are trying to get consumers to buy. 

To address this gap, this dissertation presents a novel, additional explanation and a 

distinct reaction consumers have to persuasion attempts. 

2.4 Interpersonal Inferences as a Consequence of Persuasion Attempts 

I argue in this dissertation that persuasion attempts lower consumers’ perceptions 

of social worth, which are part of what drives consumers’ negative reactions. Consumers 

infer and react to more than agents’ selling motives when marketers try to persuade them 

- they react to the interpersonal implications of being the target of a persuasion attempt. 

Specifically, I suggest that persuasion attempts can inadvertently convey threatening 

social information that makes consumers believe agents have low opinions of them.  I 

argue that consumers draw a series of inferences. When consumers label a 

communication as “persuasion”, they interpret the persuasion as an attempt to encourage 

them to engage in a behavior that is primarily designed to further the agent’s interest. 

Critically, this likely conveys to consumers that the agent places their own interests above 

(or even as the expense of) consumers’ interests.  This violates an important norm of 

interpersonal conduct – to not take advantage of others - and conveys that agents have a 

low opinion of the consumer.  In short, I suggest that perceiving a communication as an 
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attempt to persuade likely conveys threatening information about consumers’ social 

worth.  
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Chapter 3 

Conceptual Framework 

In this dissertation, I propose and support a conceptual framework that persuasion 

attempts elicit threatening social inferences. That is, persuasion tactics relay social 

information that conveys to consumers that firms have a low opinion of them, threatening 

their social worth.  

First, I present and define the main dependent measure of the conceptual 

framework, perceptions of social worth. Next, I discuss the important role of social worth 

for individuals’ social and psychological wellbeing, suggesting that not only is it an 

important interpersonal inference to understand consumers’ reactions but also an 

important consequence in its own right. Next, I discuss the impact of interpersonal 

inferences on individuals’ reactions, in particular, feelings of anger, withdrawal, and 

other negative responses common to social cues. Next, I discuss antecedents of social 

worth examined in prior work. For instance, direct interpersonal cues such as rejection, 

exclusion, and unfair treatment have received a great deal of attention in prior empirical 

work. Additionally, indirect cues of social worth have also been investigated to some 

degree, such as organizational procedures and marketing practices. I argue that 

persuasion attempts join these antecedents as conveyors of information about social 

worth. 

3.1 Social Worth: A Perception of One’s Relational Value 

To explain consumers’ negative responses to persuasion attempts, I focus on an 

important interpersonal inference – perceived social worth – a belief about how much one 
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is liked and valued by others. Social worth plays an essential role in individuals’ 

interactions with many social partners, including marketers.   

The main interpersonal inference in this dissertation concerns consumers’ 

perceptions of their social worth, or the extent to which an individual feels liked, valued, 

and positively viewed by others. Conceptually, social worth shares attributes with the 

psychological construct of relational value. By definition, relational value refers to 

individuals’ general beliefs about the extent to which others view them as important, 

desirable partners with whom they enjoy interacting and having a relationship (Leary and 

Baumeister 2000; Leary 2005). This applies to wide range of social roles and partners, 

including friends, colleagues, teammates, business partners, lovers, or customers.  

Individuals primarily gauge their relational value on how others treat them and the extent 

to which others see value in their relationship (Leary and Batts Allen 2011). Individuals’ 

inferences of social worth reflect this broad evaluation by assessing the extent to which 

others seem to like, care for, and value them as a person. 

3.2 Importance of Social Worth for Wellbeing 

Social worth is a fundamental interpersonal inference that plays a critical role in 

psychological and social functioning.  Prior research in the domain of psychology that 

focuses on belongingness and reflected appraisals suggests that augmented perceptions of 

social worth can fulfill important social and psychological needs while lowered 

perceptions of social worth can harm them. This is important because it highlights a 

context for the types of reactions individuals experience and exhibit when they perceive 

threats to their social worth, and it establishes social worth as an important construct in its 

own right.   
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Social worth is a crucial interpersonal inference within humans’ evolutionary 

history. It has had a profound impact on individuals’ ability to adapt and survive (Leary 

et al. 1995; Leary and Baumeister 2000), and it continues to do so to this day. Humans 

evolved and found adaptive success as social creatures. As such, the importance for 

individuals to understand their social environment and be able to gauge the extent to 

which they are liked and valued by others has been, and continues to be, critical for their 

health and wellbeing (Leary 2005). Thus, the extent to which individuals believe others 

like and value them has profound consequences for human longevity and overall 

wellbeing.    

Contemporarily, individuals’ beliefs about others’ views of them influence a 

number of psychological mechanisms important for healthy social functioning. For 

instance, it affects individuals’ self-esteem, emotions, motivations, and attitudes (Smart 

Richman and Leary 2009), which has important implications for individuals’ wellbeing. 

Prior work in psychology, particularly in the belongingness literature, has investigated 

the effects of perceived relational value. It suggests that increasing relational value can 

strengthen individuals’ wellbeing by satisfying social and psychological needs, such as 

enhancing feelings of acceptance and connectedness with others, while lowering 

relational value can harm wellbeing by depriving individuals of these needs (Leary 

2005). For instance, prior work suggests that people experience a range of negative 

psychological consequences as a result of low perceived relational value, such as 

increased anxiety, loneliness, and depression, and low self-esteem (Leary 1990). Thus, 

for the sake of healthy psychological functioning, individuals’ perceptions of others’ 

views of them is critical. 
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Due to gains in psychological and social benefits, and avoidance of social and 

psychological detriments, inferences of relational value and social worth tend to be 

widespread, common responses across situations and personalities. For instance, to 

sustain well-being and avoid psychological harm, people tend to be concerned about what 

others think of them, and they are often sensitive to other peoples’ opinions of them, 

irrespective of the relationship between themselves and the person with whom they 

interact (Leary et al. 1998). According to the belongingness literature, people commonly 

make inferences of relational value in their interactions with friends and strangers alike 

(Leary et al. 1998; Leary 2005). Furthermore, inferences of relational value seem to be 

common responses that affect people equally; for instance, even people who say that they 

are not affected by others’ evaluations, in fact are affected, and seem to be just as 

sensitive to others’ evaluations as anyone (Leary et al. 2003). Thus, inferences of 

relational value, or social worth, do not seem to be restricted to specific personalities or 

settings.   

Additional evidence of the psychological, social, and personal importance of 

relational value can be found in other psychological literature, in particular, prior work on 

reflected appraisals. Relational value may be interpreted as one type of reflected 

appraisal, so this body of work provides an additional framework to understand 

individuals’ reactions to social cues. Plainly, reflected appraisals refer to individuals’ 

beliefs about how they are viewed by others (Mead 1934; Cooley 1902), and can refer to 

a wide variety of ideas. They may refer to beliefs about broad or specific attributes (for 

example, “my boss thinks I’m competent at my job”) or identities (for example, “my 

family thinks I am a Canucks fan”). Reflected appraisals also have personal 
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consequences that matter to individuals. For instance, a great deal of the reflected 

appraisal literature focuses on the link between reflected appraisals and self-appraisals, 

self-concept, and self-esteem (Shrauger and Schoeneman 1979). As an individual 

perception of how much others value a person and think they are a good relational 

partner, relational value is a distinct reflected appraisal that is closely tied to individuals’ 

self-esteem (Leary 2005; Leary et al. 1995; Leary and Baumeister 2000). Thus reflected 

appraisals play an important role in individuals’ beliefs and evaluations about themselves.  

For years, prior research in psychology has studied the relationship between 

reflected appraisals and self-esteem, a mechanism of psychological well-being. 

Specifically, the Sociometer Model creates a framework for this relationship: It suggests 

that as humans evolved into social beings, they developed a psychological mechanism 

which would monitor the social environment for any indications or cues that they were 

not liked by others, or held in low regard, or low in relational value. Sociometer theory 

(Leary et al. 1995; Leary and Baumeister 2000) suggests that self-esteem acts as this 

mechanism that monitors relational value. It is especially sensitive to perceived changes 

in relational value in order to maintain interpersonal connections with others, avoid social 

exclusion, and fulfill human belongingness needs (Leary et al. 1995; Leary and 

Baumeister 2000; Leary 2005). That is, self-esteem functions as a type of gauge whereby 

low self-esteem informs individuals when their relational value is low while high self-

esteem informs individuals when their relational value is high (Leary et al. 1995; Leary 

2005).  In this way, perceptions of relational value are fundamental for individuals’ 

psychological wellbeing. 
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3.3 Impact of Social Worth on Individuals’ Reactions 

Individuals’ perceptions of others’ good opinions of them have profound effects 

for individuals’ reactions and influences how individuals respond to others. Especially, 

perceptions of low relational value can impact individuals’ reactions in largely negative 

ways. People often react to perceptions of low relational value with anger, dislike, 

withdrawal, and derogation of offenders. Though researchers in the domain of 

psychology have done much work investigating the cognitive, emotional, and social 

effects of social rejection or exclusion, these effects extend to other domains as well, such 

as organizational behaviour and marketing. For instance, people often confront 

disrespectful treatment that elicit similar reactions of anger and withdrawal as employees 

of organizations and as consumers in the marketplace.  

Individuals react to changes in perceived relational value, and reductions in social 

worth, in various ways.  Most prior research investigating reactions to low perceived 

relational value comes from psychological literature on the effects of social exclusion or 

rejection.  Although some of this work has highlighted that rejection can lead to pro-

social responses in efforts to repair social bonds, such as conforming to others’ opinions 

(Williams, Cheung, and Choi 2000) , strengthening group identity (Knowles and Gardner 

2008), or consuming products favored by the group (Mead et al. 2010), the most frequent 

and predominant reactions to low relational value due to social rejection include negative 

emotions such as anger (Leary et al. 2001; Leary et al. 2006; Twenge et al. 2001) and 

hurt feelings (Leary et al. 1998; Leary et al. 2001), negative attitudes, such as dislike and 

disinclination, and anti-social responses such as withdrawal and aggression (Leary et al. 

2006; Smart Richman and Leary 2009).  
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People often get upset and react badly to lowered perceptions of relational value. 

In particular, the most widely recognized response of feeling devalued or disliked (low 

relational value or social worth) is anger (Leary et al. 2006; Miller 2001).  Prior research 

demonstrates that feelings of anger occur after being rejected (Buckley et al. 2004), 

insulted (Bushman et al. 2001; Harmon-Jones and Sigelman 2001), or ostracized 

(Williams et al. 2000).  Furthermore, angry reactions are often viewed as outcomes of 

low relational value, which can lead to undesirable social outcomes for individuals 

(Leary et al. 2006). For instance, anger often causes individuals to withdraw or perform 

anti-social behaviours towards others, undermining their abilities to repair their hurt 

emotions and restore inclusionary status. For example, prior work has shown that 

individuals tend to feel stronger desires to aggress (Twenge et al. 2001), and less empathy 

for others experiencing misfortune (DeWall and Baumeister 2006) when they experience 

anger after rejection.  Also, individuals tend to become less willing to engage in helpful 

actions (Twenge et al. 2007) and choose to avoid or disparage those who have rejected 

them (Maner et al. 2007; Bourgeois and Leary 2001). Therefore, not only do people 

experience negative emotions from lowered perceptions of relational value, they often 

engage in behaviours that preclude them from additional social interactions in the future.   

Negative reactions to perceived reductions of relational value are robust and 

consistent findings, even after seemingly trivial actions. As mentioned previously, people 

react negatively to crucial instances of rejection, ostracism, and criticism. However, 

people react just as negatively in response to trivial cues of rejection or ostracism. For 

instance, Williams et al., (2000) found that individuals experienced feelings of anger, low 

mood, and low self-esteem, and they withdrew early when they were left out of an 
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imaginary cyberball game.  Thus, negative reactions to low relational value are 

consistent; even trivial or remote actions that imply rejection can adversely affect 

responses. 

Rejection and exclusion in social interactions are not the only sources of low 

relational value that subsequently result in negative reactions. Interpersonal interactions 

in various contexts elicit these responses as well. For instance, encounters demonstrating 

interpersonal disrespect can lead to increased anger, withdrawal, and retaliation 

behaviours (Miller 2001). This frequently occurs at individuals’ workplaces; for instance, 

perceived injustices within organizations elicit negative attitudes and antisocial reactions 

among employees. For example, daily experiences of interpersonal injustice, such as 

perceptions that one was treated without dignity and respect, decreased self-esteem and 

increased willingness to engage in workplace deviance (Ferris et al. 2012). Also, unfair 

treatment, in terms of reduced perceptions of politeness, openness, and care or concern, 

resulted in lowered group commitment, group compliance, and engagement in group 

participation behaviours (Tyler, Degoey, and Smith 1996). 

Unfair treatment in consumer settings have negative consequences for consumers’ 

reactions too. For instance, prior research generally finds a positive relationship between 

in-store treatment, customer satisfaction (Brown and Sulzer-Azaroff 1994), and reactions 

towards the firm (Tsai 2001). That is, unpleasant treatment lowers satisfaction and 

attitudes towards the firm, making it less likely that consumers will engage with the firm 

in the future. Furthermore, rude treatment from a firm can lead consumers to switch to 

suboptimal brands (Bechwati and Morrin 2003). This suggests that consumers are willing 
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to withdraw from and punish brands for poor treatment, despite costs to their own 

satisfaction with the product or service.     

To summarize, prior work in psychology, organizational behaviour, and consumer 

behaviour suggests that individuals react negatively to perceptions that they are not 

valued by others or when they believe others have a low opinion of them. Largely and 

consistently, perceptions of low relational value elicit feelings of dislike and withdrawal 

from offenders. Furthermore, actions that elicit perceptions of low relational value or 

social worth seem to range from critical exclusionary actions to trivial slights. The next 

section further addresses the range of sources from with people draw interpersonal 

inferences. 

3.3.1 People Draw Interpersonal Inferences from a Wide Variety of Sources 

People draw interpersonal inferences from a wide variety of direct and indirect 

sources. Inferences of social worth are critically tied to social interactions; in order to 

form perceptions of how one is viewed by others, one must engage with others. However, 

it is quite rare that individuals truly know what others think about them. At best, 

individuals form strong beliefs about what others think of them. In other words, 

individuals must rely on perceptions of others’ views to form interpersonal inferences, 

such as social worth, because others’ actual views are rather difficult to determine 

(Wallace and Tice 2012; Shrauger and Schoeneman 1979), and may even be less 

important for individuals’ reactions.  As such, various sources may convey information 

from which individuals derive perceptions of others’ views, either by direct means of 

interpersonal engagement or by means that are not directly interpersonal, per se.  
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 Direct interpersonal engagement with others can affect interpersonal inferences 

of social worth, or relational value. In encounters where individuals directly interact with 

others, they can skillfully detect verbal and non-verbal cues which they then interpret to 

determine the extent of others’ approval or disapproval, resulting in inferences of social 

worth.  Given the broad benefits of social living, human beings desire to avoid rejection 

from others (Leary and Baumeister 2000) and so they tend to be quite sensitive to both 

verbal and non-verbal cues that indicate others’ disapproval (Leary et al. 1995; Leary 

2005), especially signs of negative feedback, criticism, ignoring, neglect, ostracism, 

bullying, humiliation, and stigmatization (Smart Richman and Leary 2009). These 

examples can range from mild to severe, and are most likely to elicit perceptions of social 

disapproval. However, individuals also frequently interpret non-negative cues as 

indicators that others do not approve of them socially.  For instance, neutral feedback 

regarding the extent to which someone rejects or accepts one’s company is enough to 

lower relational value and self-esteem evaluations (Leary et al. 1998; Leary 2005). Also, 

rather mild, neutral facial expressions or even small smiles, can get interpreted as 

indicators of reduced interpersonal inclination (Söderlund and Rosengren, 2003; Wang et 

al., 2017). This suggests that negative feedback from others, and even neutral 

interactions, can have a negative effect on interpersonal inferences.   

Direct interpersonal exchanges where people are treated unfairly also have 

important effects on inferences of social worth, and overall relational value. Unfair 

treatment often makes people feel like they are not valued and respected by others (Miller 

2001). People experience this regularly in their daily lives. At work, for example, the 

extent to which people are treated with politeness, dignity, and respect by authority 
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figures or third parties in organizations affects fairness perceptions (Bies and Moag 1986; 

Colquitt et al. 2001), which impacts individuals’ perceptions of respect and value (Miller 

2001). For example, being yelled at by one’s boss or taken advantage of by colleagues 

elicit a sense of disrespect and low value. These instances are not restricted to the 

boardroom - interpersonal encounters in everyday life affect fairness perceptions as well. 

Particularly, encounters marked with impoliteness and inconsiderate conduct such as 

disparaging remarks, rudeness, lying, blaming, and indifference can be seen as unfair 

(Mikula et al. 1990; Messick et al. 1985) and denote a sense of disrespect, 

disappointment, and anger (Mikula et al. 1990). Even beliefs that others put their personal 

needs above one’s own, disregarding their needs and feelings, is a very common 

grievance in everyday interpersonal interactions that are linked to perceptions of 

disrespect and injustice (Mikula et al. 1990). Thus, perceptions of unfair treatment are 

common interpersonal occurrences that have implications for perceptions of social worth.   

Not only do people draw interpersonal inferences from direct interactions with 

individuals, they also draw interpersonal inferences from things in the social environment 

that are not directly interpersonal, per se. People can draw interpersonal inferences from 

aspects in the social environments that are tangential to the interpersonal exchange. For 

instance, recent work in consumer behaviour suggests that consumers use products and 

marketing cues to form reflected appraisals. For example, consumers were more likely to 

believe others viewed them in a specific way (i.e. Hockey fan or Kingston resident) when 

they received a product as a gift vs. a prize (Philp et al. 2016). This suggests that gifts can 

convey specific social information independent of the interpersonal dynamic. Similarly, 

other work suggests that consumers are more likely to internalize firm-implied social 
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labels (i.e consumers have sophisticated tastes or they are environmentally-friendly) 

when ads are behaviourally targeted rather than geographically targeted or non-targeted 

(Summers, Smith, and Reczek, 2016). This suggests that advertisements, a type of mass-

communication, can convey social information when consumers feel the message is 

intended for them.  These examples demonstrate that consumers infer others’ beliefs 

about them from cues in their social environmental that do not necessarily depend on 

interpersonal encounters.   

Other elements of the social environment can indirectly convey social information 

and affect individuals’ interpersonal inferences. In particular, regulations and procedures 

that prescribe codes of conduct often inform how people treat one another.  Such 

procedures can elicit beliefs of others’ opinions and evaluations, and can impact affected 

individuals’ emotions and self-evaluations.  For instance, though they are not directly 

interpersonal, per se, codified procedures and processes in various legal, organizational, 

governmental, or business contexts convey social information from which people may 

draw inferences of respect or interpersonal value. For example, in legal settings, people 

who are not allowed to voice their point of view or who are unable to demonstrate control 

in their due process often feel disrespected and belittled (Lind and Tyler 1988; Smart 

Richman and Leary 2009; Thibaut and Walker 1975). In organizational psychology, 

organizations’ procedures can affect perceptions of respect (Colquitt et al. 2001). For 

instance, procedures that conform to individuals’ normative standards of ethics and 

morality are linked to perceptions of fairness and respect (Colquitt et al. 2001; 

Cropanzano et al. 2001; Leventhal 1980); however, violations of these normative 

standards can increase perceived unfairness and elicit negative emotions.  In politics, 
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rules and regulations that undermine individuals’ rights and freedoms are perceived to be 

unfair. For instance, gerrymandering and other voter suppression tactics that 

systematically undermine the democratic process by making it more difficult for specific 

demographics of people to vote are viewed as unfair and can cause people to feel 

frustrated and choose to withdraw (Rush 1994). Finally, business operations and 

procedures can affect individuals’ sense of respect and evaluations of worth (Cropanzano 

et al. 2001). For instance, unfair pricing strategies, or consumers’ perceptions that they 

paid a higher price than others increased unfairness perceptions and inferences of 

disrespect (Ashworth and McShane 2012). Also, consumers often draw inferences of 

respect from customer service experiences. For example, successful recovery practices 

after a service failure lead to an increase in customer satisfaction and repurchase 

intentions due to perceptions of dignified treatment (Liao 2007).   

This collection of examples from various contexts demonstrate that people draw 

interpersonal inferences from directly interpersonal interactions as well as from contexts 

that are not directly interpersonal. As a pervasive and relevant social cue, I suggest that 

persuasion attempts may also convey social information from which consumers draw 

interpersonal inferences, particularly inferences of social worth, which then contribute to 

the negative reactions consumers’ exhibit in response to perceived persuasion. 

3.4 Hypothesis Development  

This dissertation explores a social process to understand consumers’ negative 

reactions to persuasion attempts, suggesting that consumers react badly because they 

draw threatening interpersonal inferences when they feel targeted by a persuasion 

attempt. I posit and test that persuasion attempts lower consumers’ social worth. 



 

45 

 

Consistent with prior work, I accept that perceiving a communication as 

persuasion is likely to activate consumers’ persuasion knowledge.  However, I suggest 

that consumers interpret the persuasion as an attempt to encourage them to engage in a 

behavior that is primarily designed to advance the agent’s interest. This is a critical 

feature of a persuasion attempt. It likely conveys to consumers that the agent places their 

own interests above consumers’ interests. Given that the behavior typically involves a 

consumer outlay (i.e., making a purchase), consumers may even perceive the agent to be 

pursuing their own interest at consumers’ expense. Regardless of whether the agent 

actually benefits, this inference is important because it violates an interpersonal conduct 

norm about not taking advantage of others, which likely conveys that the agent has a low 

opinion of the focal consumer, threatening their social worth. Undermining this social 

inference is part of what drives consumers’ subsequent bad reactions towards the firm, 

including derogating the agent and leaving the transaction. In summary, I suggest that 

one of the reasons consumers can react so negatively to persuasion attempts is because 

they convey threatening social information. 

3.4.1 People Infer Social Worth from Persuasion Attempts: Detailing the Causal Chain 

This work outlines and investigates a social process for consumers’ negative 

responses to persuasion through a series of inferences.  When consumers perceive 

persuasion, I suggest they undergo a social process, whereby they make a series of 

spontaneous inferences that lead them to infer that marketers have a low opinion of them.  

The process begins when consumers perceive an agents’ attempt at persuasion. 

Rather than selling motives per se, the important feature of a persuasion attempt is that it 

communicates agents’ attempts to benefit, or to pursue their own interests. Thus, when 
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consumers identify a tactic as persuasion, it alerts consumers that the persuader is 

pursuing their own interests.  This inference is not atypical in consumer settings, 

according to research on marketplace relationship norms (Grayson 2007; Clark and Mills 

1993) and assumptions of marketing theories regarding self-interested actors and 

opportunistic transactional exchanges (Bagozzi 1974; Eisenhardt, 1989; Rindfleisch et al. 

2010).  In particular, prior research on interpersonal norms and consumer behaviour 

suggests that in business settings, people often attend to a different set of norms to govern 

their interactions with others (Heide and Wathne 2006). For instance, consumers often 

apply self-serving, instrumental, agentic attitudes and norms to marketplace interactions 

(Aggarwal 2004; Clark and Mills 1993; Grayson 2007). These relationship norms focus 

on quid pro quo and the exchange of benefits for prompt, comparable compensation 

between partners rather than providing benefits to others to demonstrate concern for them 

and their needs (Clark and Mills 1993). Thus, for the most part, consumers believe that 

businesses and businesspeople focus on achieving desirable ends for themselves before 

providing for the needs of others. 

Next, a fundamental point about consumers inferring agents’ interests is that they are 

equally likely to infer that agents’ gains come directly from consumers’ actions and that 

typical one-off encounters with sales agents amount to zero-sum. Consumers infer that 

persuaders pursue their own interests which fundamentally conflict and come at the 

expense of consumers’ interests. These inferences of competing interests tend to be 

immediate and difficult to untangle. For instance, Bhattacharjee and Dana (2017) 

demonstrate that consumers immediately assume that firms behave immorally as their 

pursuit for profits depend almost exclusively on getting a higher price from customers, 
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and they readily neglect the fact that firm practices can benefit others too. Furthermore, 

game metaphors are commonly associated with transactional interactions. For instance, 

consumers readily believe that encounters with firms produce a winner and a loser, as one 

side necessarily benefits to a greater extent than the other (Baron et al. 2006; 

Bhattacharjee and Dana 2017; Brenkert 2008; Vohs et al. 2007). Since marketplace 

transactions typically involve consumer outlay that advantage the agent before consumers 

know the full (if any) extent of their own benefits, consumers likely infer that agents 

benefit at the expense of consumers.  

From an interpersonal perspective, engaging in actions for personal benefit at the 

expense of others is not positively viewed as it violates an interpersonal conduct norm – 

individuals should not try to take advantage of others. Logically and empirically, 

advancing personal interests over others’ interests, or trying to take advantage of others, 

is unacceptable and immoral to individuals. It contradicts communal relationship norms 

that are based on caring for others’ needs and responding to their emotions (Grayson 

2007; Clark and Mills 1993), and it violates norms of respectful treatment in everyday 

life (Mikula et al. 1990). In fact, it is one of the most common grievances people 

experience in ordinary life (Mikula et al. 1990). This violation of interpersonal conduct 

triggers consumers’ interpersonal inferences – consumers think that agents’ behaviour 

demonstrates what they think of them. If agents violate this basic norm of social conduct 

by trying to take advantage of consumers, it demonstrates that agents do not care about 

them or think much of them, and lowers consumers’ perceived social worth.  

To summarize, persuasion communications likely lower consumers’ perceived social 

worth because they infer that agents pursue their own interests. Consumers believe this to 
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be to the detriment of their own interests and likely interpret this as a violation of 

interpersonal conduct, undermining perceptions of social worth.  The focal hypotheses 

emphasize this series of inferences. 

3.4.1.1 Is this series of inferences automatic or deliberate?  

Of note, my argument does not require individuals’ interpersonal inferences to be 

explicitly conscious or deliberately considered. The purpose of specifically and carefully 

outlining the steps of the process is to provide a cogent, precise explanation for the series 

of inferences and mechanism that play a role in consumers’ reactions to persuasion 

attempts. The aim is to provide clarity and rationale to test specific moderators; I do not 

mean to imply that consumers necessarily have access to all elements of this process, 

though I believe they have access to some outputs. For instance, individuals can identify 

how they feel, whether they believe others have a low opinion of them or may not be 

especially fond of them (Leary et al. 1998; Leary and Baumeister 2000; Leary 2005). 

They can also infer beliefs about what others are trying to do for their own gain, or 

generate zero-sum inferences (Vohs et al. 2007). It is likely that these inferences occur in 

rapid succession, such that it seems automatic, as individuals often apply heuristic rules 

to their interpersonal interactions and evaluations of persuasion (Chaiken et al. 1989; 

Petty et al. 1997). However, I am hesitant to classify this process as an explicitly 

deliberate or automatic operation, and leave this to future research. 

3.5 Hypotheses for a Social Worth Model of Perceived Persuasion 

This section outlines specific hypotheses of a social worth framework of 

perceived persuasion.  First, I specify the causal chain, outlining mediators and 
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downstream consumer reactions. Next, I specify moderators and how they affect factors 

in the casual chain to validate the conceptual model (See Figure 1). 

3.5.1 Perceived Persuasion Lowers Social Worth Through Advantage-Taking Beliefs 

In this dissertation, I predict that consumers interpret perceived persuasion as a 

cue that marketers are trying pursue the firms’ interests over consumers’ interests, which 

lowers consumers’ social worth. I predict that when consumers perceive persuasion 

(someone is trying to get the consumer to buy), it alerts consumers that the persuader is 

pursuing their own interests. Consumers immediately infer that the persuaders’ interests 

conflict with their own interests and that they are attempting to benefit at their expense. 

Since this violates a fundamental norm of interpersonal conduct, it conveys low social 

worth and subsequently causes consumers to withdraw their desire to do business with 

the firm (i.e. lowers consumers’ attitudes towards the shopping experience, lowers 

consumers’ desires to purchase, and lowers consumers’ attitudes towards the 

salesperson).  The specific hypotheses are as follows: 

Hypothesis 1: Perceived persuasion lowers consumers’ perceived social worth, 

which subsequently lowers consumers’ desire to do business with the firm.  

Hypothesis 2: The effect of perceived persuasion on social worth will be mediated 

by consumers’ beliefs that marketers pursue the firms’ interests over consumers’ 

interests. 

3.5.2 Components of Persuasion Attempts Moderate Consumers’ Inferences 

The current work theorizes that the social implications of perceived persuasion 

depend on several components of persuasion attempts. Three core elements of the PKM 

likely influence the inferences that consumers draw. These core elements are the agent, 



 

50 

 

the receiver, and the message. Each of these elements focus consumers’ attention on 

social aspects of the persuasion episode and should interact with key inferences at various 

stages in the aforementioned social/affective process. The agent factor refers to the 

agent’s interests; the message factor refers to message diagnosticity, or the extent to 

which the message conveys what the agent or firm thinks of the consumer; the receiver 

factor refers to an individual difference regarding consumers’ perceptions of a moral 

violation. Each moderator is discussed in order.  

3.5.3 Agents’ Interests Attenuate Inferences of Low Social Worth 

The agent is the first component of a persuasion attempt that influences the 

specific inferences consumers draw. Specifically, perceptions of the agent’s interests will 

likely interact with the social inferences consumer draw from persuasion attempts.  

Factors related to the persuasion agents’ motives are crucial in prior work on 

persuasion knowledge (Ahluwalia and Burnkrant 2004; Campbell and Kirmani 2000; 

DeCarlo 2005; Forehand and Grier 2003; Isaac and Grayson 2016; Reinhard et al. 2006). 

Given that consumers attribute behaviours to agents’ motives, I predict that the negative 

effect of perceived persuasion on social worth will depend on what consumers perceive 

the persuader’s interests to be. Specifically, if the persuader is seen to benefit from an 

advocated action, I expect consumers to infer that the persuader pursues their interests at 

the consumers’ expense, resulting in lowered perceptions of social worth. However, if the 

persuader is not seen to benefit from an advocated action, the negative effect of perceived 

persuasion on social worth should attenuate. This leads to the following hypothesis: 
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Hypothesis 3: The negative effect of perceived persuasion on social worth will 

attenuate when the perceived advancement of persuaders’ interests is low (vs. 

high). 

3.5.4 Message Diagnosticity Attenuates Inferences of Low Social Worth 

The message is the second component of a persuasion attempt that influences the 

specific inferences consumers draw. Aside from the content of message, which is the 

persuasive component of the message, factors related to the message play a fundamental 

role in transmitting social information, and will therefore interact with consumers’ beliefs 

about what the agent is trying to do. This theorizing is based on prior work on social 

feedback, specifically, reflected appraisals (i.e. individuals’ beliefs about how they are 

viewed by others).  I test this by focusing on diagnosticity, that is, the extent to which the 

persuasion tactic is diagnostic of marketers’ beliefs of the consumer. Diagnosticity is 

theoretically critical to the relationship between social feedback cues and reflected 

appraisals (Wallace and Tice 2012), and it provides a basis for consumers’ conclusions 

about marketers’ beliefs about them.  As one type of reflected appraisal, perceptions of 

social worth should change as a function of the message content and the message 

diagnosticity. Specifically, a reduction in perceived diagnosticity should attenuate the 

negative effect of perceived persuasion on social worth. This leads to the following 

hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 4: The effect of perceived persuasion on social worth will attenuate 

when the persuasion message is less (vs. more) diagnostic of marketers’ views. 
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3.5.5 Receiver Differences Attenuate Inferences of Low Social Worth 

The receiver is the final component of a persuasion attempt that influences the 

inferences consumers draw. Specifically, the current work theorizes that receiver 

differences in how they interpret agents’ attempts to gain, or more specifically their 

attempts to profit, will affect the extent to which they draw socially threatening 

information. Recent work suggests that consumers immediately consider the bad 

outcomes associated with profits and neglect the social benefits (Bhattacharjee et al. 

2017). Despite evidence for spontaneous pessimism regarding firms’ actions, this work 

demonstrates variability in consumers’ beliefs about the acceptability of profits. This 

individual (receiver) difference should moderate whether receivers perceived agents 

pursuing their own interests as a moral violation or not.  Accordingly, if consumers 

believe profit-making is an unacceptable practice for firms, they should be more likely to 

draw threats to their social worth from agents pursing their own interests; however, if 

consumers believe profit-making is an acceptable practice for firms, threats to social 

worth from agents pursuing their own interests should diminish. Thus, the negative effect 

of perceived persuasion on social worth should attenuate.  This leads to the following 

hypothesis:  

Hypothesis 5: The effect of perceived persuasion on social worth will attenuate 

when consumers’ profit-acceptability beliefs are high (vs. low). 
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework 
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Chapter 4 

Empirical Studies 

4.1 Overview of Studies 

Eight studies test various aspects of the framework. The first study tests the basic 

effect - whether perceiving a communication as persuasion is sufficient to convey 

socially threatening information. The next five studies test the mechanism by 

investigating conceptually relevant agent, message, and receiver moderators.  Study Two, 

which is divided into two parts, conceptually replicates the basic effect and extends the 

findings by varying the extent to which the agent benefits from the advocated action – an 

agent factor that should moderate the basic effect. Study Three, also divided into two 

parts, conceptually replicates Study Two and extends the findings by varying the 

diagnosticity of the persuasion communication – a message factor that should moderate 

the effect on social worth.  Study Four aims to isolate social worth as a critical 

component of consumers’ overall reaction to persuasion using a receiver factor as the 

conceptual moderator. The two final studies, Study Five and Six, investigate the 

generalizability of the effect of perceived persuasion on social worth across two distinct 

contexts. 

4.2 Study 1: Testing the Basic Effect 

The objective of Study One was to provide an initial demonstration of the basic 

effect – persuasive communications can lower social worth, leading to negative consumer 

reactions towards the firm, particularly regarding consumers’ desire to do business with 

the firm (H1 and H2). 
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4.2.1 Method 

I planned the sample size based on a “large” (f = .40; d = .80; Cohen 1988) main 

effect. The experiment was design to detect a decrease in consumers’ social worth and 

subsequent reactions towards the firm after presenting a persuasion (vs. neutral) 

communication. Prior work investigating consequences of persuasion attempts, 

specifically sincerity of the salesperson or attitudes towards the salesperson suggests a 

“large” effect size for similar sales communication manipulations (f = .56, DeCarlo 

2005). Since I predict social worth to be a cause of such reactions towards salespeople, I 

predicted similar effect sizes, as a starting point. Power analysis using G*Power 3 (Faul, 

Erdfelder, Lang, and Buchner 2007) indicated a range of 52 participants for 80% power 

to 84 participants for 95% power to detect an effect. Sixty-five students participated in a 

study in exchange for partial course credit. Seven participants failed an attention check; 

however, the results did not significantly change upon their removal so they were 

included in the analysis. 

 Participants read a short scenario about going to a store to buy a TV. They read 

that after looking at a variety of choices, they narrowed their search to two options - a 

nice, fairly standard, reasonably-priced TV and a more expensive TV with lots of great 

features and a very sleek, high-end look. Next, participants were given information about 

an interaction with a salesperson at the store. In the Persuasion condition, participants 

read that the salesperson spent more time talking about the expensive TV, listing its 

features and benefits and recommending it as the TV for them. Conversely, in the Neutral 

condition, participants read that the salesperson spent equal time talking about each TV, 

describing the benefits of both and recommending that they should make up their own 
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mind about which TV they should buy. Next, participants completed a questionnaire with 

all the dependent measures and manipulation checks.  

Dependent Measures. All measurements were based on seven point scales. I 

measured perceived social worth, the main dependent variable, with seven items 

anchored “Strongly Disagree = 1” to “Strongly Agree = 7” (To what extent would you 

say the salesperson in the scenario treated you as though they: Liked you; Thought highly 

of you; Did not think much of you (r); Did not care much about you (r); Valued you as a 

customer; Hold you in low regard (r); Value you as a person; α = .90). To construct this 

measure, I generated conceptually relevant items based on discussions from prior work 

investigating perceptions of relational value (Leary 2005) and perceptions of respect 

(Ashworth and McShane 2012).   

 To assess consumers’ subsequent reactions, I measured three constructs relevant 

to consumers’ responses towards marketers, particularly with regards to their desire to do 

business, such as the store experience (Rate the extent to which your store experience 

was: 1 = Unsatisfying: Satisfying; Unpleasant: Pleasant; Unfavorable: Favorable; Bad: 

Good; α = .96), desire to purchase from the store (To what extent do you: want to 

purchase from the store; desire to shop at the store; feel like buying from this store; To 

what extent would you be likely to buy anything from the store; To what extent would 

you be willing to purchase something from the store; To what extent would you be 

prepared to buy from the store; α = .96), and sincerity of the salesperson (Rate the extent 

to which the salesperson in the scenario was: Genuine; Honest; Sincere; Trustworthy; 

Pushy (r); Manipulative (r); Aggressive (r); α = .90). These three constructs reflect 

commonly measured outcomes in the domain of consumer behavior. I adapted these 
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measures from prior work including Campbell and Kirmani (2000), DeCarlo (2005), 

Main et al. (2007), Williams et al., (2004), and Wei et al. (2008).  

To assess consumers’ advantage-taking beliefs, I measured the extent to which 

consumers believed the firm pursued their own interests over the consumers’ interests 

with five items (To what extent would you say the salesperson’s treatment made you feel 

like the salesperson: was trying to gain at your expense; was trying to influence you to 

achieve their goals; favored their personal interests over yours; cared more about their 

interests and outcomes than yours; cared that you make the right choice for you (r); α = 

.94). To create this measure, I developed several items that specifically relate to the 

construct of interest – perceived advantage-taking. These items were inspired by 

theoretical discussions about perceptions of agents’ benefits (Campbell and Kirmani 

2000; Kirmani 1995) and consumers’ beliefs about agents’ self-serving interests (Darke 

and Chaiken 2005; Vohs et al. 2007).   

Manipulation Checks. Manipulation checks tested the awareness of persuasion in 

two ways. Two items provided a conceptual check of perceived persuasion (To what 

extent would you describe the salesperson’s message as persuasive; To what extent do 

you see the salesperson as trying to persuade you? Not at all = 1, Very much = 7; r = .57). 

Also, two items provided an operational check of awareness of persuasion - whether 

participants were aware that the salesperson made a recommendation to buy the 

expensive TV (The salesperson insisted that you buy an expensive TV; The salesperson 

said the expensive TV was the one for you; Strongly Disagree = 1, Strongly Agree = 7; r 

= .87). 
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4.2.2 Results and Discussion 

Manipulation Checks. An independent sample t-test showed that the 

manipulations were successful. A persuasion communication (compared to a neutral 

communication) increased perceived persuasion (t(63) = -3.43, p = .001, Ms = 5.31 vs. 

4.36) and beliefs that the expensive TV was the recommended offering (t(63) = -9.29, p < 

.001, Ms = 5.80 vs. 2.70).   

Main Analysis.  Independent sample t-tests showed significant results on all 

dependent variables. A persuasion communication (compared to a neutral 

communication) lowered perceived social worth (t(63) = 2.26, p = .03, Ms = 3.16 vs. 

3.73), augmented advantage-taking beliefs (t(63) = -2.11, p = .04, Ms = 5.80 vs. 5.08), 

and lowered all downstream consumer response variables, store experience (t(63) = 2.20, 

p = .03, Ms = 3.01 vs. 3.77), desire to purchase from the store (t(63) = 3.48, p < .001, Ms 

= 3.05 vs. 4.14), and sincerity of the salesperson (t(63) = 3.94, p < .001, Ms = 2.83 vs. 

3.97). 

Mediation.  Simple mediation analysis tested the mediating role of advantage-

taking beliefs from perceived persuasion on social worth. Specifically, I tested whether 

the effect of receiving a persuasion (vs. neutral) communication on perceived social 

worth was mediated by beliefs that the firm was pursuing their interests at consumers’ 

expense. A bootstrap analysis with 10,000 draws (Hayes 2018, model 4) showed that the 

confidence intervals around the indirect path was entirely below zero (CI95% = -.40 to  

-.01), which is consistent with mediation. The direct effect of persuasion on social worth 

was not significant (CI95% = -.27 to .09) indicating indirect-only mediation (Zhao et al. 



 

59 

 

2010). This means that an omitted mediator is unlikely and the framework is supported 

with the mediator included in the model (Zhao et al. 2010).  

Serial mediation analysis tested the sequential role of advantage-taking beliefs 

and social worth on consumers’ responses towards marketers. I tested whether the effect 

of receiving a persuasion (vs. neutral) communication on three different consumer 

reaction variables was influenced by advantage-taking beliefs and social worth, 

consecutively. A bootstrap analysis with 10,000 draws (Hayes 2018, model 6) showed 

that the confidence intervals around the indirect paths were entirely below zero for 

consumers’ desire to purchase (CI95% = -.20 to -.002) and perceived sincerity of the 

salesperson (CI95% = -.17 to -.003), which is consistent with serial mediation. This means 

that each framework is supported with the mediators included in the model in the 

predicted order.  The confidence interval around the indirect path for store experience 

included zero (CI95% = -.22 to .02), which means that at standard probability cutoffs, I 

cannot rule out the possibility that this indirect effect isn’t zero, though each path is 

significant. (See Figure 2). 
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Figure 2:  

Study 1: Serial Mediation Model 

 

 These results provide initial evidence that persuasion communications can lower 

perceived social worth, and that consumers’ beliefs that firms favor their interests over 

consumers’ interests mediates the effect. Further, this series of spontaneous inferences 

can subsequently lower consumers’ reactions towards marketers. This supports the 

position that inferences of social worth play a role in consumers’ negative reactions to 

persuasion. Though this study demonstrates initial support for a social worth framework 

of perceived persuasion, it does not address when feeling targeted by a persuasion 

attempt will lower social worth. Therefore, the next study investigates when inferences of 

low social worth are likely to occur and when they can be mitigated. It tests moderation 

of the first stage of the process with a factor relevant to the agent.  Specifically, Study 

Two examines if inferences of agents’ interests mitigate the negative effect of perceived 

persuasion on social worth. 
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4.3 Study 2a: Customer Study 

Study Two had two broad goals – to conceptually replicate the effect from Study 

One, perceived persuasion lowers social worth, and to demonstrate when this effect will 

attenuate. Specifically, I aimed to replicate the negative effect of persuasion on social 

worth via advantage-taking beliefs using a non-student sample, and to demonstrate that 

the negative effect of persuasion on social worth depends on a factor related to the agent 

that affects the specific inferences consumers draw, particularly, perceptions of an 

agent’s interests.  

Evidence of moderation would build on prior empirical work by demonstrating 

that the proposed series of spontaneous inferences, particularly inferences of social 

worth, are consistent with an attribution perspective of persuasion, and would validate 

social worth as an additional consequence of perceived persuasion that negatively affects 

consumers’ reactions towards marketers. Regarding the specific predictions, the negative 

effect on social worth should be robust if the agent is seen to benefit from the advocated 

action; however, the negative effect should attenuate if agents are not seen to benefit 

from the advocated action. In other words, the existence of an a priori selling motive 

should influence how consumers interpret persuasion attempts and affect the extent to 

which consumers draw inferences about their social worth.  

I manipulated an a priori selling motive in two ways; first, I crossed a 

manipulation of the persuasion communication with a manipulation of the persuader, 

either a salesperson or another customer.  When it comes to firms’ interests, salespeople’s 

motives fundamentally align. Salespeople have crucial and specific roles in the firm. The 

primary job of a salesperson is to sell products and services and to represent the firm in 
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its relationship with customers (Humphreys and Williams 1996). Salespeople are very 

often the face of the firm or company; they are very often the first to interact with 

customers in stores, on the phone, or via online chat. Therefore, salespeople have an a 

priori motive to sell.  Conversely, other social actors in a store environment, such as other 

customers, do not necessarily share the firm’s interests. Customers rarely have any 

motives to sell, nor do they benefit themselves by providing a recommendation to fellow 

shoppers. Thus, recommendations offered by salespeople or customers differ distinctly in 

terms of their a priori motives, which should affect the extent to which consumers draw 

inferences of advantage-taking and social worth.  

Second, I manipulated the nature of the recommendation. That is, in addition to 

the persuasion and neutral conditions from study one, I included a condition where the 

persuader recommended an inexpensive product over an expensive product. This 

provides a comparison condition to determine whether consumers’ perceptions that 

salespeople try to gain excessively from a large perceived outlay causes inferences of low 

social worth or if the mere act of persuasion regardless of consumers’ perceived outlay 

lowers social worth. 

4.3.1 Method 

Based on an observed effect size (partial ƞ2 = .075) from Study One, I planned the 

sample size for Study 2a for a “medium” interaction effect size (f = .284).  Power 

analysis using G*Power 3 indicated a range of 123 participants for 80% power to 195 

participants for 95% power to detect an effect. One hundred sixty-four MTurk 

participants completed a 2(Persuader: Salesperson vs. Customer) x3(Persuasion 

Communication: Neutral, Expensive Recommendation, Inexpensive Recommendation) 
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between-subjects experiment. Six participants failed an attention check; however, the 

results did not significantly change upon their removal so they were included in the 

analysis.  

Similar to Study One, participants read a short scenario about going to a store to 

buy a TV. After reading about two TVs (a nice, standard, reasonably-priced TV, and a 

more expensive TV with lots of great features and a very sleek, high-end look), 

participants read that either a salesperson (Salesperson) or another customer (Customer) 

offered their recommendation to buy one of the TVs, the expensive TV (Expensive 

Recommendation) or the standard TV (Inexpensive Recommendation), or they told them 

to make up their own mind about which TV was best for them (Neutral).  

Measures. The dependent variables were mostly the same as the previously 

mentioned scales from study one, social worth (α = .90); advantage-taking beliefs (α = 

.86), store experience (α = .97), willingness to purchase (α = .95), and sincerity of the 

salesperson (α = .93). As a manipulation check, I used the same operational manipulation 

check for awareness of persuasion from study one (r = .81). 

4.3.2 Results and Discussion 

Manipulation Check. An ANOVA showed that the operational manipulation was 

successful (F(2, 158) = 116.66, p < .001). Specifically, the expensive recommendation 

evoked greater persuasion awareness beliefs than the neutral recommendation (Ms = 5.81 

vs. 2.53, p < .001). The inexpensive recommendation evoked greater persuasion 

awareness beliefs than the neutral recommendation (Ms = 4.97 vs. 2.53, p < .001). The 

expensive recommendation evoked greater persuasion awareness beliefs than the 

inexpensive recommendation (Ms = 5.81 vs. 4.97, p < .001). There was no significant 
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main effect of Persuader (F(1, 158) = 1.19, p = .28). However, there was a significant 

interaction (F(2, 158) = 5.48, p < .01).  Specifically, when the persuader was a customer, 

participants demonstrated gradual, increasing levels of perceived awareness of persuasion 

(Customer: MNeutral = 2.96 < MInexpensive = 4.67 < MExpensive = 5.96). However, when the 

persuader was a salesperson, awareness was more discrete (Salesperson: MNeutral = 2.09 < 

MInexpensive = 5.26 = MExpensive = 5.65). That is, when the salesperson issued the 

communication, there was a significant difference between a neutral and an inexpensive 

recommendation, but no significant difference between the inexpensive and the 

expensive persuasion conditions. The nature of this interaction seems to support the idea 

that participants clearly recognize and are aware of the salesperson’s motives in the 

encounter, the salesperson was trying to persuade them to buy regardless of the cost of 

the product.     

Main Analysis. The results of a two way ANOVA showed main effects of 

Persuasion on both social worth (F(2, 158) = 24.65, p < .001) and advantage-taking 

beliefs (F(2, 158) = 53.89, p < .001). A recommendation for an expensive product 

lowered perceived social worth compared to a recommendation for an inexpensive 

product and neutral recommendation (MExpensive = 4.11 vs. MInexpensive = 4.79 vs. MNeutral = 

5.42), and increased advantage-taking beliefs (MExpensive = 4.93 vs. MInexpensive = 3.59 vs. 

MNeutral = 2.40).  These effects were qualified by a significant Persuader by Persuasion 

Communication interaction on perceived social worth (F(2, 158) = 6.18, p = .003) and 

advantage-taking beliefs (F(2, 158) = 4.19, p = .02).   

Follow-up analysis indicated that the negative effect of persuasion on social worth 

was significant when the persuader’s interests for the advocated action was high 
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(Persuader was a salesperson) (F(2, 158) = 27.16, p < .001); however, the effect 

attenuated when the persuader’s interests were low, specifically when the persuader had 

no motive to sell (Persuader was a customer) (F(2, 158) = 3.48, p = .03).  

An expensive product recommendation lowered social worth compared to an 

inexpensive product recommendation and a neutral recommendation when the persuader 

was a salesperson (MExpensive = 3.74 vs. MInexpensive = 4.62 vs. MNeutral = 5.69), replicating 

the basic effect. Consistent with H3, the effect was significantly weaker when the 

persuader’s interests for the advocated action was low, that is, when the persuader was a 

customer (MExpensive = 4.48 vs. MInexpensive 4.97 vs. MNeutral = 5.15). (See Table 1; Figure 3). 

 

Table 1:  

Effect of Persuasion on Social Worth and Advantage-taking Beliefs in Study 2a 

Persuader Customer Salesperson 

Persuasion  

Communication 

Expensive Inexpensive Neutral Expensive Inexpensive Neutral 

Social Worth 4.48  

(.91)a 

4.97  

(.96)b 

5.15 

(1.02)b* 

3.74  

(.83)a 

4.62  

(1.20)b 

5.69 

(.88)c*** 

Advantage-

taking beliefs 

4.51 

(1.42)a 

3.17  

(1.06)b 

2.58 

(1.15)b*** 

5.35 

(1.05)a 

4.01  

(1.62)b 

2.21 

(1.19)c*** 

Note: Standard deviations in parentheses. Different subscripts show within-row mean differences 

at p < .05*, p < .01**. p < .001***. 
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Figure 3:  

Study 2a: Effect of Persuasion x Persuader on Social Worth 

 

 

The results for advantage-taking beliefs were consistent with the predicted 

pattern. Receiving a recommendation for an expensive product increased advantage-

taking beliefs compared to receiving a neutral recommendation and a recommendation 

for an inexpensive product in both the Customer and Salesperson conditions. Consistent 

with the prediction, this effect was weaker when the persuader did not benefit from the 

advocated action, that is, when the persuader was another customer (F(2, 158) = 16.45, p 

< .001, MExpensive = 4.51 vs. MInexpensive  = 3.17 vs. MNeutral = 2.58) compared to when the 

persuader did benefit from the advocated action, that is, when the persuader was a 

salesperson (F(2, 158) = 38.59, p < .001, MExpensive = 5.35 vs.  MInexpensive 4.01 vs. MNeutral 

= 2.21). (See Table 1; Figure 4). 
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Figure 4:  

Study 2a: Effect of Persuasion x Persuader on Advantage-Taking Beliefs 

 

 

Moderated Mediation. A follow-up analysis suggests that a 2(Persuader: 

Salesperson vs. Customer) x2(Persuasion Communication: Expensive Recommendation 

vs. Inexpensive Recommendation) interaction on social worth and advantage-taking 

beliefs was not significant (p = .31 and p = .99). Therefore, I combined the two 

persuasion communication conditions and conducted mediation analysis.     

Conditional indirect effects were tested by constructing a model in which 

Persuader moderated the effect of Persuasion Communication on social worth through 

advantage-taking beliefs (i.e. first-stage moderated mediation). The confidence intervals 

around the mediated paths were estimated at each level of Persuader (i.e. Customer vs. 

Salesperson) as well as the index of moderated mediation to test the equivalence of the 

mediated pathways.  A bootstrap analysis with 10,000 draws (Hayes 2018, model 7) 

showed that the confidence interval around the mediated pathways for both indirect 

effects, customer (CI95% = -.58 to -.26) and salesperson (CI95% = -.93 to -.45) were 
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completely below zero, suggesting that advantage-taking beliefs mediated the effect of 

persuasion on social worth at both levels. However, the confidence interval surrounding 

the index of moderated mediation was also entirely below zero (CI95% = -.52 to -.06) 

indicating a smaller indirect effect when the persuader was a customer compared to a 

salesperson. The direct effect was not significant (CI95% = -.32 to .11), suggesting 

indirect-only mediation which means that an omitted mediator is unlikely (Zhao et al. 

2010).  

Serial Moderated Mediation.  To determine that persuasion communications 

affect consumers’ reactions towards marketers through advantage-taking beliefs and 

social worth sequentially, I constructed the following model whereby Persuader 

(Customer vs. Salesperson) moderates the effect of Persuasion Communication on social 

worth through advantage-taking beliefs (i.e. first-stage moderated mediation) which 

subsequently influenced consumers’ reactions towards marketers regarding their desire to 

do business with the firm (store experience, willingness to purchase, and sincerity of the 

salesperson). A bootstrap analysis with 10,000 draws (Hayes 2018, model 83) showed 

that the confidence intervals around the indirect paths were entirely below zero for each 

consumer reaction, store experience (Customer CI95% =  -.50 to -.20; Salesperson CI95% = 

-.79 to -.34; Index: -.42 to -.05), willingness to purchase (Customer CI95% = -.47 to -.17; 

Salesperson CI95% = -.74 to -.30; Index: -.40 to -.04), and sincerity of the salesperson 

(Customer CI95% = -.31 to -.09; Salesperson CI95% = -.50 to -.14; Index: -.26 to -.02). The 

indices of moderated mediation were also entirely below zero; this indicates that the 

indirect pathways are significantly different from each other which supports serial 

moderated mediation. (See Figure 5). 
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Figure 5:  

Study 2a: Serial Moderated Mediation Model 

 

Consistent with H3, these results replicate the results found in study one: 

persuasion communications lower social worth through advantage-taking beliefs and 

subsequently lower consumers’ reactions towards marketers. This effect does not appear 

to be restricted to a student sample population (See General Discussion). Also, the results 

support first-stage moderated mediation and demonstrates evidence of the mechanism. 

An agent factor that consumers use to draw inferences changed the magnitude of the 

negative effect of perceived persuasion on social worth.  

Consistent with my predictions, the negative effect on social worth attenuated 

when the persuasion communication was delivered by an agent who was not seen to 

benefit from an advocated action.  In other words, the a priori existence of a selling 

motive affected how consumers interpreted the communication and the extent to which 

they drew inferences about their social worth.  As expected, consumers perceived the 

agent to be pursuing their own interests over and above those of the consumer, and 
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inferred lower social worth when a salesperson recommended the expensive versus 

inexpensive option.  Critically, both recommendations led to greater perceptions of 

taking-advantage and reduced social worth relative to a neutral communication. Thus, 

any attempt to persuade – even one that did not maximize the salesperson’s outcome – 

inspired a negative reaction from consumers.  Interestingly, this effect continued to exist 

even when it was another customer making the recommendation, suggesting the mere act 

of attempting to persuade (even without an obvious a priori motive) may be sufficient for 

consumers to infer the persuader has something to gain.  As noted, this effect was smaller 

when the persuader was a customer than when the persuader was a salesperson.  

Though this study demonstrates evidence of moderation, the Persuader 

manipulation only implies what the agent’s interests may be rather than affect these 

inferences directly. Therefore, I ran another study to replicate the results using a different 

manipulation of agents’ interests, one that more directly suggests that agents have 

something to gain from consumers’ outlay. 

4.4 Study 2b: Commission Study 

Study 2b had two objectives. The first was to conceptually replicate the results of 

study 2a using a different manipulation of agents’ interests, the second was to determine 

consumers’ default inferences when faced with a persuasion attempt. 

In this study, I focused on agents’ incentive structure, which manipulated 

consumers’ beliefs about the extent to which agents were likely to benefit at their 

expense. Prior research has often used information about salespeople’s incentives such as 

commission or rewards to enhance the salience of ulterior motives (DeCarlo 2005; 

DeClaro and Barone 2009). These manipulations rely on information that a desirable 
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outcome awaits the salesperson upon making an (expensive) sale, so consumers perceive 

that agents have a personal interest in a particular outcome.  Furthermore, the agent’s 

gain in this situation comes directly from consumers’ actions. That is, the decision to 

purchase benefits the agent; however, it does not necessarily immediately benefit the 

consumer. Critically, at this point in the persuasion episode, the consumer is blind to the 

actual benefits of the product; however, they are acutely aware of the perceived and 

actual costs of agreeing to purchase the product. Since benefits to agents come directly 

from consumers who at this point, mostly perceive outlay, it’s likely that consumers will 

see the agent’s benefits to come at their expense. Thus, salespeople have a high personal 

interest to benefit (and do so at the expense of the consumer) when they are paid by 

commission; however, their personal interests to benefit at the consumers’ expense are 

lower when they are paid only by salary. A moderation effect on social worth would 

reveal the underlying mechanism and show that perceptions of agents’ interests, 

particularly at the expense of the consumer, play a fundamental role in the series of 

threatening inferences consumers make in response to perceived persuasion.  

To test consumers’ default inferences, this study also included a comparison 

condition (no incentive mentioned) as a baseline for consumers’ social inferences.  The 

objective was to show consumers’ natural reactions to targeted attempts at persuasion 

when they consider interactions with agents in a store. 

4.4.1 Method 

Based on an observed effect size (partial ƞ2 = .073) from Study 2a, I planned the 

sample size for this study for a “medium” interaction effect size (f = .28).  Power analysis 

indicated a range of 127 participants for 80% power to 201 participants for 95% power to 
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detect an effect. To compensate for likely attrition at the end of the school semester, two 

hundred forty-four undergraduate students participated in a 2(Persuasion 

Communication: Neutral vs. Expensive Recommendation) x3(Incentive: Salary vs. 

Commission vs. Baseline) between-subject experiment for partial course credit. Twenty-

eight participants failed an attention check; however, the results did not significantly 

change upon their removal so they were included in the analysis.  

 Participants read the same scenario as study one, however this time, the scenario 

included information about the salesperson’s incentive structure. Participants read that 

salespeople received only a salary (Salary Condition), only commission (Commission 

Condition), or there was no mention of compensation (Baseline Condition). The 

dependent variables were the same as the previous studies: social worth (α = .89); store 

experience (α = .96), desire to purchase (α = .97), sincerity of the salesperson (α = .95), 

advantage-taking beliefs (α = .94), and perceived persuasion (r = .79) as a manipulation 

check. 

4.4.2 Results and Discussion 

Manipulation Check. An ANOVA showed that the perceived persuasion 

manipulation was successful. A persuasion communication for an expensive product 

(compared to a neutral communication) increased perceived persuasion (F(1, 238) = 

128.17, p < .001, Ms = 5.41 vs. 3.65). There was a marginal effect of Incentive on 

perceived persuasion (F(2, 238) = 2.54, p = .08) which suggests that incentive structures 

in and of themselves cue beliefs about persuasion awareness. A post hoc analysis of the 

means suggest that salary (M = 4.32) and commission (M = 4.74) were not significantly 

different from baseline (M = 4.53, ps = .34 and .20, respectively), however, they were 
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significantly different from each other (p = .03). These results suggest that people 

perceived persuasion to a greater extent when salespeople where paid by commission 

than by salary. There was no significant interaction (F(2, 238) = 1.52. p = .22).   

Main Analysis. The results of a two way ANOVA showed main effects of 

Persuasion Communication on both social worth (F(1, 238) = 74.86, p < .001) and 

advantage-taking beliefs (F(1, 238) = 204.89, p < .001). Receiving an expensive 

recommendation lowered perceived social worth compared to receiving a neutral 

recommendation (Ms = 4.18 vs. 5.21), and increased advantage-taking beliefs (Ms = 4.88 

vs. 2.63).  These effects were qualified by a significant Incentive by Persuasion 

Communication interaction on social worth (F(2, 238) = 5.20, p = .006) and advantage-

taking beliefs (F(2, 238) = 9.59, p < .001).  

Follow-up analysis indicated that an expensive (vs. neutral) recommendation 

lowered social worth when salespeople worked by commission only (F(1, 238) = 31.25, p 

< .001, Ms = 4.04 vs. 5.18), salary only (F(1, 238) = 6.22, p = .01, Ms = 4.67 vs. 5.18) 

and when no incentives were mentioned (baseline) (F(1, 238) = 47.31, p < .001, Ms = 

3.83 vs. 5.26). In support of H3, the negative effect of persuasion on social worth 

significantly attenuated than when salespeople were paid by salary compared to when 

they were paid by commission only (F(1, 238) = 4.79, p = .03).  Also, the negative effect 

of persuasion on social worth significantly attenuated than when salespeople were paid 

by salary compared to when an incentive was not mentioned (F(1, 238) = 9.87, p = .002). 

Thus, salary incentives mitigated the negative effect of perceived persuasion on social 

worth.  
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Interestingly, the negative effect of persuasion on social worth was not 

significantly different when salespeople were paid only by commission compared to 

baseline (F = .93, p = .34). That is, the baseline condition, where no incentive was 

mentioned, mimicked the commission condition. This suggests that in response to 

persuasion attempts, lowered social worth seems to be the default inference consumers 

draw regarding how they think salespeople view them. That is, consumers naturally seem 

to assume the worst about agents’ views of them and interpret attempts to persuade as 

evidence that agents have a low opinion of them. (See Table 2; Figure 6) 

Table 2:  

Effect of Persuasion on Social Worth and Advantage-taking Beliefs in Study 2b 

Incentive Baseline Commission Salary 

Persuasion 

Communication 

Expensive Neutral Expensive Neutral Expensive Neutral 

Social Worth 3.83 

(1.08)a 

5.26 

(.98)b*** 

4.04  

(.90)a 

5.18 

(.89)b*** 

4.67  

(.90)a 

5.18 

(.78)b* 

Advantage-taking 

beliefs 

5.45 

(1.16)a 

2.48 

(1.06)b*** 

5.35 

(1.05)a 

2.90 

(1.33)b*** 

3.84 

(1.42)a 

2.52 

(1.29)b*** 

Note: Standard deviations in parentheses. Different subscripts show within-row mean differences 

at p < .05*, p < .01**. p < .001***. 

Figure 6:  

Study 2b: Effect of Persuasion x Incentive on Social Worth 
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The findings for advantage-taking beliefs follow the predicted pattern. An 

expensive (vs. neutral) recommendation increased advantage-taking beliefs when 

salespeople worked by commission only (F(1, 238) = 81.84, p < .001, Ms = 5.35 vs. 

2.90), salary only (F(1, 238) = 23.85, p < .001, Ms = 3.84 vs. 2.52), and when no 

incentive was mentioned (F(1, 238) = 117.23, p < .001, Ms = 5.45 vs. 2.48). However, 

the effect attenuated when salespeople were paid by salary compared to commission 

(F(1, 238) = 8.67, p = .004) and baseline (F(1, 238) = 18.26, p < .001). Furthermore, the 

negative effect did not significantly differ when salespeople were paid by commission 

compared to baseline (F(1, 238) = 1.82, p = .18). Again, the baseline condition mimicked 

the commission condition. This suggests that beliefs about firms’ pursuit of their interests 

at the expense of consumers’ is a default position in consumers’ minds when it comes to 

their beliefs about salespeople or firms more broadly (See Table 2; Figure 7).  

Figure 7:  

Study 2b: Effect of Persuasion x Incentive on Advantage-Taking Beliefs 
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Moderated Mediation.  To test for moderated mediation, the baseline condition 

was dropped from analysis because it was not theoretically necessary for the test of 

moderated mediation. Furthermore, this condition could be excluded from mediation 

analysis as it did not significantly differ from the commission condition.  Therefore, 

conditional indirect effects were tested by constructing a model in which Incentive 

(Salary vs. Commission) moderated the effect of Persuasion Communication on social 

worth through advantage-taking beliefs (i.e. first-stage moderated mediation). The 

confidence intervals around the mediated paths and the index of moderated mediation 

were estimated.  A bootstrap analysis with 10,000 draws (Hayes 2018, model 7) showed 

that the confidence interval around the mediated pathways for both indirect effects, 

commission (CI95% = -.64 to -.36) and salary (CI95% = -.41 to -.14) were completely 

below zero, suggesting that advantage-taking beliefs mediated the effect of persuasion on 

social worth at both levels. However, the confidence interval surrounding the index of 

moderated mediation was also entirely below zero (CI95% = -.40 to -.07) indicating a 

larger indirect effect for commission than for salary. The direct effect was not significant 

(CI95% = -.16 to .10), suggesting indirect-only mediation which means that an omitted 

mediator is unlikely (Zhao et al. 2010). 

Serial Moderated Mediation.   To demonstrate the extended moderation process, 

that is, persuasion communications affect consumers’ responses towards marketers 

through advantage-taking beliefs and social worth respectively, I constructed a serial 

mediation model whereby Incentive (Salary vs. Commission) moderates the effect of 

Persuasion Communication on social worth through advantage-taking beliefs (i.e. first-

stage moderated mediation) which subsequently influences consumers’ responses 
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towards marketers (store experience, desire to purchase, and sincerity of the salesperson). 

A bootstrap analysis with 10,000 draws (Hayes 2018, model 83) showed that the 

confidence intervals around the indirect paths were entirely below zero for each 

consumer response, store experience (Salary CI95% = -.22 to -.06; Commission CI95% = -

.36 to -.14; Index: -.21 to -.03), desire to purchase (Salary CI95% = -.20 to -.05; 

Commission CI95% = -.34 to -.12; Index: -.19 to -.03), and sincerity of the salesperson 

(Salary CI95% = -.17 to -.04; Commission CI95% = -.27 to -.09; Index: -.16 to -.02).  Since 

the indices of moderated mediation were also entirely below zero, this indicates that the 

indirect pathways are significantly different from each other which supports serial 

moderated mediation. (See Figure 8). 

Figure 8:  

Study 2b: Serial Moderated Mediation 
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The results of this study support the prediction.  Consistent with H3, when the 

persuasion communication was delivered by a salesperson who has a low personal 

interest to benefit at the expense of the consumer (Salary condition), the negative effect 

on social worth attenuated compared to a salesperson with a high personal interest to 

benefit at the expense of the consumer (Commission condition). In conjunction with 

Study 2a, beliefs about agents’ pursuit of the firm’s interests, particularly whether their 

interests came at the expense of the consumer, affected consumers’ interpretation of the 

communication and the extent to which they drew inferences about their social worth.  As 

predicted, consumers reacted to perceived persuasion with perceptions that the 

salesperson sought to pursue the firms’ interests over the consumers’ interests which 

lowered perceptions of social worth. This effect was robust to any attempt to persuade 

from a salesperson, which evoked a negative response from consumers regardless of how 

the salesperson was compensated – either by salary or commission. However, this effect 

was particularly strong when the salesperson received commission, and it attenuated 

when the salesperson received a salary, which supports the moderation hypothesis. These 

results demonstrate that consumers’ beliefs of agents’ interests is an important 

mechanism for negative inferences of social worth in response to perceived persuasion, 

which lead to consumers’ negative reactions towards marketers.  

This study also evinces consumers’ natural assumptions about sales interactions: 

consumers naturally assume the worst and interpret persuasion as evidence that the firm 

looks out for themselves and has a low opinion of consumer “targets”. This study shows 

that there was no significant difference in consumer inferences when the salesperson 

would benefit at the consumers’ expense (Commission condition) and when there was no 
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mention of the salesperson’s incentives (Baseline condition). That is, consumers 

automatically seem to make the same damaging inferences about agents’ interests and 

perceived social worth without any mention of incentives. This result suggests that 

consumers, by default, tend to infer the worst when it comes to their beliefs about firms’ 

opinions of them, and it supports the prediction that perceived persuasion causes 

spontaneous and automatic inferences of low social worth.  

Thus, the aforementioned studies replicated the finding that social worth is an 

important consequence of perceived persuasion due to spontaneous, automatic inferences 

that firms prioritize their interests reflecting their low opinion of consumers. The next 

two studies aim to conceptually replicate Study Two with a distinct moderating factor 

related to the persuader’s message, specifically the personalness or the diagnosticity of 

the message. The logic is based on prior work on reflected appraisals; as a type of 

reflected appraisal, inferences of social worth should be sensitive to cues that convey 

what marketers think of consumers.  Evidence of moderation would experimentally 

demonstrate that reflected appraisals affect consumers’ interpretations of perceived 

persuasion and conceptually replicate the mechanism. 

4.5 Study 3a: Sign Study 

The purpose of study three was to conceptually replicate Study Two and test the 

mechanism of the effect of perceived persuasion on social worth using a different 

theoretical moderator important to inference making – message diagnosticity. Message 

diagnosticity signals the targetedness or personalness of the message, and represents 

another component of a persuasion attempt that should affect the specific inferences 

consumers draw for a different theoretical reason than agents’ motives. Varying the 
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diagnosticity of the persuasive message should affect the extent to which consumers infer 

marketers’ beliefs about the consumer as part of a reflected appraisal process, while 

keeping agents’ motives constant. To test this, I crossed a manipulation of the persuasion 

communication, which relate to the content of the message, with a manipulation of 

message diagnosticity, which relates to the delivery of the message. 

I conducted two versions of this experiment and used different manipulations of 

diagnosticity for purposes of replicability. In study 3a, I manipulated the mode of 

communication, a personal interaction with a salesperson or a communication presented 

on a sign for everyone to see. The interaction with the salesperson is a more diagnostic, 

personal cue for making interpersonal inferences than an anonymous sign, and should 

therefore provide more information about how agents view targets of persuasion 

attempts. Therefore, the negative effect of persuasion should attenuate when the mode of 

communication is a sign compared to a salesperson. 

4.5.1 Method 

Given the change in the proposed moderator, which may result in more subtle 

effects than in Study Two, I planned the sample size for this study for a “medium-small” 

interaction effect size (f = .20).  Power analysis indicated a range of 199 participants for 

80% power to 327 participants for 95% power to detect an effect. Three hundred six 

students participated for partial course credit in a 2(Persuasion Communication: 

Expensive vs. Neutral) x2(Mode of Communication: Salesperson vs. Sign) between-

subjects experiment. Fifty-three participants failed an attention check; however, the 

results did not significantly change upon their removal so they were left in the analysis.   
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Participants read the same short scenario about visiting an electronics store to buy 

a TV from the previous studies. The mode of communication represented either a highly 

or lowly diagnostic factor related to the message: a one-on-one interaction with a 

salesperson represented high diagnosticity (Salesperson) and a large, conspicuous sign 

represented low diagnosticity (Sign). The dependent variables perceived social worth (α 

= .90) and advantage-taking beliefs (α = .93) were measured just as in Study 1. A 

conceptual manipulation check of perceived persuasion was collected as well (r = .34). 

4.5.2 Results and Discussion 

Manipulation Check. An ANOVA showed that the Persuasion manipulation was 

successful. A persuasion communication for an expensive product (compared to a neutral 

communication) increased perceived persuasion (F(1, 302) = 37.15, p < .001, Ms = 5.05 

vs. 4.23). There was no significant main effect of Mode of Communication (F(1, 302) = 

1.23, p = .27). There was a significant interaction (F(1, 302) = 4.75, p = .03). Participants 

perceived persuasion to a greater extent when the source of the message was a 

salesperson (F(1, 302) = 34.47, p < .001, Ms = 4.01 vs. 5.12) than when it was a sign 

(F(1, 302) = 7.61, p < .01, Ms = 4.45 vs. 4.97), as expected. 

Main Analysis. The results of a two way ANOVA showed main effects of 

Persuasion Communication on both social worth (F(1, 302) = 46.48, p < .001) and 

advantage-taking beliefs (F(1, 302) = 285.21, p < .001). Receiving an expensive (vs. 

neutral) recommendation lowered social worth (Ms = 4.19 vs. 4.97), and increased 

advantage-taking beliefs (Ms = 5.33 vs. 3.15).  The main effect on social worth was not 

qualified by a significant interaction (F(1, 302) = 1.28, p = .26); however, the main effect 
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on advantage-taking beliefs was qualified by a significant interaction (F(1, 302) = 8.76, p 

= .003). 

Follow-up analysis showed that the effect on advantage-taking beliefs attenuated 

when the mode of communication was less (vs. more) personal. Specifically, perceived 

persuasion increased advantage-taking beliefs when consumers received an expensive 

(vs. neutral) recommendation from a salesperson (F(1, 302) = 198.19, p < .001, Ms = 

5.24 vs. 2.69), which conceptually replicates the mechanism, and the effect attenuated 

when the expensive (vs. neutral) recommendation came from a sign (F(1, 302) = 96.33, p 

< .001, Ms = 5.41 vs. 3.61). Thus, people’s advantage-taking beliefs attenuated when the 

message was less diagnostic or personal. (See Table 3; Figure 9) 

Table 3:  

Effect of Persuasion on Social Worth and Advantage-taking Beliefs in Study 3a 

Diagnosticity (Study 3a) High: Salesperson Low: Sign 

Persuasion Communication Expensive Neutral Expensive Neutral 

Social Worth 4.35 (1.01)a 5.26 

(1.04)b*** 

4.03 (.95)a 4.68 

(1.02)b*** 

Advantage-taking beliefs 5.24 (1.00)a 2.69 

(1.23)b*** 

5.41 (1.03)a 3.61 

(1.22)b*** 

Note: Standard deviations in parentheses. Different subscripts show within-row mean differences 

at p < .05*, p < .01**. p < .001***. 
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Figure 9:  

Study 3a: Effect of Persuasion x Mode on Advantage-Taking Beliefs 

 

 

Moderated Mediation. A model in which Mode moderated the effect of 

Persuasion Communication on social worth through advantage-taking beliefs (i.e. first-

stage moderated mediation) was constructed to test the conditional indirect effects. The 

confidence intervals around the mediated paths were estimated at each level of Mode (i.e. 

Salesperson vs. Sign) as well as the index of moderated mediation to test the equivalence 

of the mediated pathways.  A bootstrap analysis with 10,000 draws (Hayes 2018, model 

7) showed that the confidence interval around the mediated pathways for both indirect 

effects, salesperson (CI95% = -.65 to -.38) and sign (CI95% = -.48 to -.26) were completely 

below zero, suggesting that advantage-taking beliefs mediated the effect of persuasion on 

social worth at both levels. The confidence interval surrounding the index of moderated 

mediation was also entirely below zero (CI95% = -.26 to -.05) indicating a significantly 

smaller indirect effect when diagnosticity was low (Sign) compared to high 

(Salesperson). The direct effect was not significant (CI95% = -.10 to .18), suggesting 
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indirect-only mediation which means that an omitted mediator is unlikely (Zhao et al. 

2010). (See Figure 10). 

Figure 10:  

Study 3a: First-Stage Moderated Mediation Model 

 

The results of Study 3a, particularly the moderated mediation analysis, support 

H4. The moderated mediation analysis provides evidence of conditional indirect effects. 

When the persuasion (vs. neutral) communication was a non-personal message 

communicated via a sign (low diagnosticity), the negative effect on social worth 

attenuated compared to when the message was a one-on-one interaction with a 

salesperson (high diagnosticity). 

The effects on advantage-taking beliefs, that is, the first stage of the moderation 

process, were notable in this study. Specifically, a persuasion communication (vs. a 

neutral communication) increased consumers’ perceptions that the salesperson was trying 
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to pursue their own interests over consumers’ interests regardless of the mode of the 

message – a sign or a salesperson. That is, perceived persuasion increased consumers’ 

inferences of advantage-taking beliefs when the message was lowly diagnostic or non-

personal (communicated by a sign) and when the message was highly diagnostic 

(communicated personally by a salesperson). However, the effect was significantly lower 

for the lowly diagnostic message than the highly diagnostic message, which supports the 

moderation hypothesis. 

In order to demonstrate the robustness of the framework and demonstrate that the 

effect is not simply an artifact of the diagnosticity manipulation, I decided to replicate the 

study using a different manipulation of message diagnosticity or personalness. 

4.6 Study 3b: Group Study 

To make sure the conclusions for study 3a were not simply based on differences 

between consumer inferences about people (a salesperson) vs. inanimate objects (a sign), 

I ran Study 3b in which I kept the source of the message constant – a salesperson. 

However, I manipulated the context of the encounter, specifically whether the 

communication was delivered by the salesperson in a personal, one-on-one encounter or 

in a non-personal presentation to a large, disparate group of people. The personal, one-

on-one communication should be more diagnostic of interpersonal inferences than a non-

personal communication to a large, disparate group where it would be difficult for an 

individual to conclude what the agent must think of them. So, consumers should be less 

likely to draw inferences that the persuader is trying to gain at their expense when the 

message is less personal.  Therefore, the negative effect of perceived persuasion should 

attenuate when the encounter is non-personal compared to personal. 
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4.6.1 Method 

Power analysis indicated a range of 199 participants for 80% power to 327 

participants for 95% power to detect a comparable interaction effect to Study 3a (f = .20). 

However, given limited resources and sizable attrition at the end of the semester, one 

hundred sixty-six undergraduate students completed a 2(Persuasion Communication: 

Expensive vs. Neutral) x 2(Encounter: Group vs. Personal) between-subjects experiment 

for partial course credit.  Seven participants failed an attention check; however, the 

results did not significantly change upon their removal so they were included in the 

analysis. 

Participants read the same scenario as described in previous experiments. The 

persuasion (vs. neutral) communication manipulations were the same; however, the 

nature of the diagnosticity manipulation was different to ensure that the change in the 

dependent variables were not due to attributions towards inanimate objects. In this study, 

a one-on-one interaction with the salesperson (Personal) represented high diagnosticity 

whereas a non-personal presentation by a salesperson to a large group of customers 

(Group) represented low diagnosticity. This study focused on two main dependent 

variables, social worth (α = .91) and advantage-taking beliefs (α = .94). Manipulation 

checks for perceived persuasion and perceived personalness or directness of the 

encounter were included as well (r = .57 and α = .90, respectively). 

4.6.2 Results and Discussion 

Manipulation Checks.  An ANOVA showed that the manipulations were 

successful. A persuasion communication for an expensive product (compared to a neutral 

communication) increased perceived persuasion (F(1, 162) = 49.05, p < .001, Ms = 5.24 
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vs. 4.03). There was no significant main effect of Encounter (F(1, 162) = 2.68, p = .10). 

However, there was a significant interaction on perceived persuasion (F(1, 162) = 10.36, 

p = .002). This means that participants perceived persuasion more strongly in the 

personal encounter (F(1, 162) = 52.24, Ms = 3.61 vs. 5.38) compared to the group 

encounter (F(1, 162) = 7.16, p < .01; Ms = 4.45 vs. 5.11), which is consistent with the 

diagnosticity theorizing.  

There was also a significant main effect of Encounter on perceived directness of 

the encounter (F(1, 162) = 81.33, p < .001). Participants believed that the 

recommendation was more personal and direct in a one-on-one interaction compared to a 

group presentation (Ms = 4.54 vs. 2.82), as expected.  

Main Analysis. The results of a two way ANOVA showed main effects of 

Persuasion Communication on both social worth (F(1, 162) = 38.03, p < .001 and 

advantage-taking beliefs (F(1, 162) = 205.68, p < .001). Receiving an expensive 

recommendation lowered perceived social worth compared to receiving a neutral 

recommendation (Ms = 3.78 vs. 4.79), and increased advantage-taking beliefs (Ms = 5.66 

vs. 3.21).  The main effect on social worth was qualified by a marginal interaction (F(1, 

162) = 2.81, p = .10), and the main effect on advantage-taking beliefs was qualified by a 

significant interaction (F(1, 162) = 4.54, p = .03). 

Similar to Study 3a, follow-up analysis showed that the effect on advantage-

taking beliefs attenuated when the encounter was less (vs. more) diagnostic of marketers’ 

beliefs. Specifically, consumers’ advantage-taking beliefs about firms’ interests increased 

when consumers received an expensive (vs. neutral) recommendation that was highly 

personal (i.e. a one-on-one encounter with a salesperson) (F(1, 162) = 135.65, p < .001, 
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Ms = 5.47 vs. 2.66), replicating the mechanism. However, the effect attenuated when the 

recommendation was less personal (i.e. a presentation made to a group of customers) 

(F(1, 162) = 74.56, p < .001, Ms = 5.84 vs. 3.76). (See Table 4; Figure 11) 

Table 4:  

Effect of Persuasion on Social Worth and Advantage-taking Beliefs in Study 3b 

Diagnosticity (Study 3b) High: Personal Low: Group 

Persuasion Communication Expensive Neutral Expensive Neutral 

Social Worth 4.01 (1.12)a 5.30 (.75)b*** 3.55 (1.10)a 4.29 (1.21)b** 

Advantage-taking beliefs 5.47 (1.10)a 2.66 

(1.06)b*** 

5.84 (.91)a 3.76 

(1.29)b*** 

Note: Standard deviations in parentheses. Different subscripts show within-row mean differences 

at p < .05*, p < .01**. p < .001***. 

 

Figure 11:  

Study 3b: Effect of Persuasion x Encounter on Advantage-Taking Beliefs 

 

 

Moderated Mediation.  The confidence intervals around the mediated paths were 

estimated at each level of Encounter (i.e. Personal vs. Group) as well as the index of 

moderated mediation to test the equivalence between the mediated pathways.  A 

bootstrap analysis with 10,000 draws (Hayes 2018, model 7) showed that the confidence 

interval around the mediated pathways for both indirect effects, personal (CI95% = -1.12 
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to -.72) and group (CI95% = -.86 to -.52) were completely below zero, suggesting that 

advantage-taking beliefs mediated the effect of persuasion on social worth at both levels. 

However, the confidence interval surrounding the index of moderated mediation was also 

entirely below zero (CI95% = -.46 to -.02) indicating a smaller indirect effect for the group 

condition than the personal condition. (See Figure 9). There was also a significant direct 

effect of persuasion on social worth (CI95% = .11 to .48) which theoretically suggests that 

there may be an additional omitted mediator (Zhao et al. 2010). However, this effect did 

not replicate in any other study so I am skeptical to draw additional conclusions about it. 

(See Figure 12). 

Figure 12:  

Study 3b: First-Stage Moderated Mediation Model 
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The results of Study 3b mostly replicate those of Study 3a, supporting hypothesis 

four.  Consistent with H4, when the persuasion (vs. neutral) communication was a non-

personal encounter with a group, the negative effect on social worth attenuated compared 

to when the message was a one-on-one, personal interaction with a salesperson. As 

predicted, when consumers perceived they were the target of a persuasion attempt, 

consumers inferred that firms pursue their own interests over consumers’ interests which 

lead to lower perceptions of social worth. This series of inferences occurred in both 

highly personal and lowly personal encounters, however the effect attenuated when the 

agent’s message was less diagnostic (presentation to a group).  In other words, consumers 

adjusted their inferences in response to factors that depend on diagnosticity, such that less 

diagnostic features of the message attenuated the negative effect of perceived persuasion 

on advantage-taking beliefs and subsequent perceptions of social worth.  

Similar to the previous studies, the negative effect of perceived persuasion never 

completely disappeared, demonstrating the robustness of the effect.  Although the effect 

attenuated significantly, the negative effect of perceived persuasion notably continued to 

indirectly affect social worth when diagnosticity was low (vs. high) in both studies (3a 

and 3b). The robustness of this result is consistent with consumers’ sensitivity to social 

cues that may reveal others’ opinions of them, and it supports the role of reflected 

appraisals in consumers’ responses to perceived persuasion.  

Thus far, four studies investigated the moderating roles of factors related to the 

agent (2a and 2b) and the message (3a and 3b). These factors test moderation at the first 

stage of the social framework – the relationship between perceived persuasion and the 

mechanism, advantage-taking beliefs. The next study tests moderation at the second stage 
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of the framework, the relationship between advantage-taking beliefs and inferences of 

social worth. Study Four aims to isolate social worth as a fundamental consequence of 

consumers’ reactions to perceived persuasion by investigating the moderating role of a 

factor related to the receiver.  The study logic follows in the next section. 

4.7 Study 4: Profit-Acceptability  

The purpose of Study Four was to isolate inferences of social worth in consumers’ 

reactions to persuasion attempts.  In particular, I aimed to demonstrate social worth as an 

important part of consumers’ reactions independent of consumers’ advantage-taking 

beliefs. To do this, I focused on a receiver factor - an individual difference that 

theoretically affects how people interpret attempts to gain, or more specifically, attempts 

to profit. Recent work suggests that consumers immediately consider the bad outcomes 

associated with profits and neglect the social benefits (Bhattacharjee et al. 2017), which 

suggests that, despite spontaneous pessimism, there is variability in consumers’ beliefs 

about the acceptability of profits.  

Theoretically, consumers who believe that making profits is an unacceptable 

practice for firms should be more likely to draw threatening social inferences from 

agents’ pursing their own interests. However, consumers who believe that making profits 

is an acceptable practice for firms should be less likely to view the implications of agents 

pursuing their own interests as socially threatening, or as violating a norm that 

individuals should not take advantage of others. Therefore, the negative effect of 

perceived persuasion on social worth should attenuate among individuals who believe 

making profits is an acceptable practice for firms. Study Four tested this prediction (H5). 
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4.7.1 Method 

In this study, I changed the proposed moderator to a measured individual 

difference factor. So, to maximize the variability of this individual difference factor 

within each group, I planned the sample size for this study for a “medium-small” effect 

size (f = .20).  Power analysis indicated a range of 200 participants for 80% power to 328 

participants for 95% power to detect an effect. Three hundred eight students participated 

in a single factor between-subjects experiment (Persuasion Communication: Expensive 

vs. Neutral).  Thirty-one participants failed an attention check; however, the results did 

not significantly change upon their removal so they were included in the analysis.   

Participants read the same persuasion (vs. neutral) scenarios as described in 

previous experiments, and they responded to the same dependent variables (i.e. social 

worth (α = .90) and advantage-taking beliefs (α = .95). In addition, I included a nine-item, 

seven point Likert scale designed to measure the extent of individuals’ profit-

acceptability. To my knowledge, there was no previously validated scale to measure this 

individual difference factor; so, I developed several items that specifically related to the 

construct of interest – the extent to which individuals believe that profit-seeking is an 

acceptable thing for firms and salespeople to achieve. These items were inspired by 

theoretical discussions regarding how consumers view profits (Bhattacharjee et al. 2017). 

Items in this scale include: “I am not bothered by salespeople who try to make money 

from me”, “It doesn't matter to me that salespeople try to profit from me”, “I don't take it 

personally when salespeople try to get me to buy things”, “Salespeople who sell to me are 

just doing their job”, “A salesperson doing their job is just a part of doing business”, “I 

am not bothered by companies that try to make money”, “It doesn't matter to me that 
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companies pursue profits”, “I don't take it personally that companies aim to profit”, “A 

salesperson doing their job is not a personal offense against me”)( α =.87). These items 

were averaged and mean-centered to create a continuous profit-acceptability scale. 

Conceptual and operational manipulation checks were included as well (rs = .60 and .91, 

respectively). 

4.7.2 Results and Discussion 

Manipulation Checks.  An ANOVA showed that the conceptual and operational 

manipulations were successful. A persuasion communication for an expensive product 

(compared to a neutral communication) increased perceived persuasion (F(1, 306) = 

141.84, p < .001, Ms = 5.29 vs. 3.61). The operational manipulation check was also 

significant. The persuasion communication for an expensive product (vs. a neutral 

communication) was more likely to evoke beliefs that the expensive TV was the 

recommended offering compared to the neutral communication (F(1, 306) = 740.40, p < 

.001, Ms = 5.74 vs. 1.99).  

Main Analysis. A one-way ANONA revealed main effects of Persuasion on both 

social worth and advantage-taking beliefs (Fs(1, 306) = 147.59 and 491.21, ps < .001 

respectively), replicating the results of the previous studies. A persuasion (vs. neutral) 

communication lowered social worth (Ms = 4.09 vs. 5.37) and increased advantage-

taking beliefs (Ms = 5.25 vs. 2.50). (See Table 5). 
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Table 5:  

Effect of Persuasion on Social Worth and Advantage-taking Beliefs in Study 4 

  

Persuasion Communication Persuasion Neutral 

Social Worth 4.09 (.96)a 5.37 (.88)b 

Advantage-taking beliefs 5.25 (1.01)a 2.50 (1.16)b 

Note: Standard deviations in parentheses. Different subscripts show within-row mean differences 

at p < .001. 

 

To determine the extent to which consumers draw inferences of social worth from 

their advantage-taking beliefs based on individuals differences of profit-acceptability, I 

conducted second-stage moderated mediation analysis. A model (Hayes 2018, model 14) 

in which profit acceptability (mean-centered) moderated the path from advantage-taking 

beliefs to social worth was constructed. A bootstrap analysis with 10,000 draws showed 

that the confidence intervals around the mediated paths for the indirect effects were 

entirely below zero at one SD above (CI95% = -.67 to -.39) and below the mean of Profit 

Acceptability (CI95% = -.85 to -.56), and the index of moderated mediation did not span 

zero (CI95% = .03 to .16). This suggests that the negative effect of social worth was 

present at both levels of profit acceptability, however, the effect was weaker for 

individuals whose profit acceptability was high compared to individuals whose profit 

acceptability was low. In other words, the negative effect attenuated for individuals who 

believe making profits is an acceptable practice for firms and see little moral violation in 

it (See Figure 13).      
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Figure 13:  

Study 4: Second-Stage Moderated Mediation Model 

 

These results support second-stage moderated mediation.  This suggests that 

social worth is a critical element in consumers’ overall reaction to perceived persuasion. 

The negative effect of perceived persuasion on social worth is important independent of 

consumers’ beliefs that the firm is trying to take advantage of them. That is, consumers 

see firms as social entities accountable to a moral standard. For some consumers, profit-

seeking actions violate a standard of morally acceptable, interpersonal conduct. To the 

extent that consumers (ie. receivers of persuasive information) see firms’ profits-making 

activities as morally wrong, they are more likely to infer that the firm has a low opinion 

of them, reducing perceptions of social worth. However, for consumers who believe that 

profit-making is not an immoral action for firms, they are less likely to infer that the firm 

has a low opinion of them, attenuating perceptions of low social worth. 
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4.8 Additional Studies – Tests of Generalizability 

The aforementioned experiments, Studies One to Four, demonstrate a robust 

effect: perceived persuasion lowers perceptions of social worth in interpersonal sales 

interactions. The next two studies address questions regarding the generalizability of this 

effect. I investigate two contexts; first, I test whether the effect generalizes to different 

interpersonal relationships and, second, I determine if the effect is robust with non-

interpersonal modes of communication. 

4.8.1 Study 5: Close Relationship Study 

The objective of Study Five was to test the generalizability of consumers’ 

negative reactions to perceived persuasion. The prior studies suggest that advantage-

taking beliefs play an integral role in lowing consumers’ social worth. Thus, to establish a 

boundary condition, the objective of this study was to test the effect in a context where 

consumers should be less likely to infer that a persuader was trying to take advantage of 

them in the first place.  

I decided to test the effect while varying the relationship consumers have with the 

salesperson in the encounter, either a close prior relationship or no prior relationship. The 

logic is that individuals generally expect that friends and close relationship partners will 

focus on taking care of their needs and wellbeing rather than try to take advantage of 

them for personal gain.  In this sense, they tend to give close relationship partners the 

benefit of the doubt. This study therefore tests if the negative effect of perceived 

persuasion on social worth generalizes to sales encounters with a close relationship 

partner and whether consumers will give the benefit of the doubt to a salesperson with 

whom they have a close relationship. 
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4.8.2 Method 

Power analysis indicated a range of 199 participants for 80% power to 327 

participants for 95% power to detect a comparable interaction effect to Study 3a (f = .20). 

Two hundred thirty-seven participants completed a 2(Persuasion Communication: 

Expensive vs. Neutral) x 2(Relationship: Stranger vs. Friend) between-subjects 

experiment for partial course credit.  Nineteen participants failed an attention check; 

however, the results did not significantly change upon their removal so they were 

included in the analysis. 

Participants read the same scenario as described in the previous experiments 

about an encounter with a salesperson. The only change in the scenario was a few 

sentences describing the relationship between the consumer and the salesperson.  In the 

stranger condition, participants read that the salesperson was someone they had never 

seen before, whereas in the friend condition, participants read that the salesperson was a 

friend they knew very well for many years. Participants responded to the same dependent 

variables (i.e. social worth, α = .87) and advantage-taking beliefs (α = .95) and 

manipulation checks, such as perceived persuasion (r = .73) and relationship closeness (α 

= .98). 

4.8.3 Results 

Manipulation checks. The results of an ANOVA suggest that the manipulations 

were successful. Consumers perceived persuasion to a greater extent when they read a 

persuasion communication compared to a neutral communication (F(1, 233) = 102.06, p 

< .001, Ms = 5.21 vs. 3.59). Also, consumers felt closer to friends than strangers (F(1, 

233) = 460.57, p < .001; MFriend = 5.43, MStranger = 1.57), as expected.  
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Main analysis. To determine if consumers gave friends the benefit of the doubt, I 

ran a two way ANOVA on advantage taking beliefs. There was a significant main effect 

of Relationship, indicating that a sales encounter with a friend (vs. a stranger) decreased 

advantage-taking beliefs (F(1, 233) = 12.37, p < .001; MStranger = 4.07, MFriend = 3.50), as 

expected. Also, consistent with my prior studies, there was a main effect of Persuasion. A 

persuasion (vs. neutral) communication increased advantage-taking beliefs F(1, 233) = 

270.05, p < .001; MNeutral = 2.46, MPersuasion = 5.11). However, these main effects were not 

qualified by a significant interaction (F(1, 233) = .27, p = .60). That is, when presented 

with a persuasion (vs. neutral) communication, consumers were just as likely to think the 

salesperson was trying to take advantage of them regardless of whether the salesperson 

was a friend (Ms = 4.79 vs. 2.21) or a stranger (Ms = 5.44 vs. 2.70).  Thus, when it comes 

to advantage-taking beliefs caused by perceived persuasion, consumers do not seem to 

give friends the benefit of the doubt any more than strangers. (See Table 6). 

Table 6:  

Effect of Persuasion on Social Worth and Advantage-taking Beliefs in Study 5 

Relationship Friend Stranger 

Persuasion Communication Persuasion Neutral Persuasion Neutral 

Social Worth 4.87 (1.11)a 5.75 (.85)b 4.17 (.85)a 5.15 (.83)b 

Advantage-taking beliefs 4.79 (1.31)a 2.21 (1.25)b 5.44 (1.06)a 2.70 (1.35)b 

Note:  Standard deviations in parentheses. Different subscripts show within-row mean differences 

at p < .001. 

 

A two way ANOVA on social worth revealed a similar pattern. There was a main 

effect of Persuasion on Social Worth: A persuasion (vs. neutral) communication lowered 

perceived social worth (F(1, 233) = 60.34, p < .001, MNeutral = 5.45, MPersuasion = 4.52), 

which replicates previous studies. There was also a main effect of Relationship on social 

worth, such that friends (vs. strangers) increased perceived social worth (F(1, 233) = 
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29.58, p < .001, MStranger = 4.66, MFriend = 5.31). However these main effects were not 

qualified by a significant interaction (F(1, 233) = .15, p = .70).  Persuasion (vs. neutral) 

communications did not significantly change perceptions of social worth when they came 

from a friend (Ms = 4.87 vs. 5.75) compared to a stranger (Ms = 4.17 vs. 5.15). (See 

Table 6).  That is, when presented with a persuasion (vs. neutral) communication, 

perceptions of social worth did not significantly differ depending on the relationship with 

the salesperson. This suggests that the negative effect of perceived persuasion on social 

worth generalizes to close relationship partners.  I will provide additional discussion 

about this result in the general discussion section. 

4.8.4 Study 6: Communication Style Study 

The objective of Study Six was to determine if the negative effect of perceived 

persuasion on social worth generalizes to non-interpersonal interactions. Though 

persuasion often occurs interpersonally (interaction between individuals), many forms of 

advertising attempt to engage and persuade consumers using non-interpersonal means, 

including mass communications and, increasingly, targeted online messages. In this 

study, I investigate if the negative effect of perceived persuasion on social worth 

generalizes to these non-interpersonal modes of advertising. 

4.8.5 Method  

Power analysis indicated a range of 244 participants for 80% power to 390 

participants for 95% power to detect a “medium-small” interaction effect size (f = .20) 

comparable to the previous studies. Three hundred sixty-one participants completed a 

2(Persuasion Communication: Persuasion vs. Neutral) x 3(Communication: Store vs. 

Mass Ad vs. Targeted Ad) between-subjects experiment for partial course credit.  



 

100 

 

Twenty-seven participants failed an attention check; however, the results did not 

significantly change upon their removal so they were included in the analysis. 

Participants read a scenario asking them to imagine that they were looking to buy 

a TV. They received either a neutral or persuasive recommendation to buy a TV from one 

of three modes of advertising, an interpersonal interaction with a salesperson in a store 

(Stone), a non-interpersonal print advertisement featured in a magazine (Mass Ad), or a 

non-interpersonal, targeted online commercial (Targeted Ad). This scenario differed 

slightly from the prior studies in this dissertation by describing only one TV (an 

expensive TV) rather than using a comparative strategy (describing both a standard and 

an expensive TV). Participants responded to the same dependent variables as the prior 

studies (i.e. social worth (α = .85) and advantage-taking beliefs (α = .84) and a perceived 

persuasion manipulation check (r = .26). 

4.8.6 Results 

Main Analysis. The results of a two way ANOVA showed main effects of 

Persuasion on both social worth (F(1, 355) = 4.76, p = .03) and advantage-taking beliefs 

(F(1, 355) = 32.18, p < .001), replicating the results of the prior studies. Receiving a 

persuasion (vs. neutral) communication lowered perceived social worth (Ms = 4.10 vs. 

4.38), and increased advantage-taking beliefs (Ms = 5.06 vs. 4.39). The main effects were 

qualified by a significant interaction on social worth (F(2, 355) = 3.29, p = .038) and a 

significant interaction on advantage-taking beliefs (F(2, 355) = 7.50, p = .001). 

Focusing on the effect on social worth, a persuasion (vs. neutral) communication 

lowered social worth when the communication was an interpersonal, personal encounter 

in a store (F(1, 355) = 7.34, p = .007, MNeutral = 4.65; MPersuasion = 4.16), replicating the 
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effect from the prior studies. Similarly, receiving a persuasion (vs. neutral) 

communication lowered social worth (marginally) when the communication was a mass 

advertisement in a magazine (F(1, 355) = 3.24, p = .073) MNeutral = 4.38; MPersuasion = 

4.03). A follow-up two way ANOVA reveals no significant interaction (F(1, 355) = .43, 

p = .51), which suggests that persuasion (vs. neutral) communications lowered social 

worth to the same extent in a mass communication context as in a store context. This 

supports the idea that the negative effects of perceived persuasion apply to interpersonal 

and mass communication contexts (See Table 7; Figure 14). 

Table 7:  

Effect of Persuasion on Social Worth and Advantage-taking Beliefs in Study 6 

Communication 

Style 

Store Mass Communication Targeted 

Persuasion 

Communication 

Persuasion Neutral Persuasion Neutral Persuasion Neutral 

Social Worth 4.16 

(1.00)a 

4.65 

(1.21)b** 

4.03  

(.98)b 

4.36 

(.81)b 

4.26  

(.92)c 

4.12 

(1.01)c 

Advantage-taking 

beliefs 

5.23  

(.99)a 

4.10 

(1.42)b*** 

5.21 

(1.02)a 

4.29 

(1.13)b*** 

4.74  

(1.04)c 

4.71 

(1.08)c 

Perceived 

Persuasion 

5.22  

(.99)a 

4.77 

(1.24)b* 

4.89 

(1.17)b 

4.63 

(1.02)b 

4.92  

(1.14)c 

4.90 

(1.10)c 

Note: Standard deviations in parentheses. Different subscripts show within-row mean differences 

at p < .05*, p < .01**. p < .001***. 
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Figure 14:  

Study 6: Effect of Persuasion x Communication on Social Worth  

 

 

Though there was no significant difference between the store and mass 

communication contexts, the online targeted ad condition provides an interesting 

comparison that elucidates the total interaction. A follow-up 2(Persuasion: Neutral vs. 

Persuasion) x2(Communication: Store vs. Targeted Ad) AVOVA yielded a significant 

interaction on social worth (F(1, 355) = 6.10, p = .01) such that receiving a persuasion 

(vs. neutral) communication lowered social worth in the store condition (F(1, 355) = 

7.34, p = .007, Ms = 4.16 vs. 4.65) but not the targeted, online ad condition F(1, 355) = 

.58, p = .45, Ms = 4.26 vs. 4.12).   

Additional analysis on the perceived persuasion manipulation check suggests that 

these results reflect consumers’ equivalent perceptions of persuasion within this targeted 

context. That is, consumers believed the neutral, targeted ad was attempting to persuade 

just as much as the persuasion, targeted ad (F(1, 354) = 0.008, p = .93, Ms = 4.90 vs. 

4.92). Also, consumers were equally likely to infer advantage-taking beliefs regardless of 
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the neutral or persuasive nature of the targeted, online ad (F(1, 355) = .023, p = .88, Ms = 

4.71 vs. 4.74). This means that targeted online ads are seen as attempting to persuade 

regardless of the actual message content and consumers respond with equivalently 

threatening inferences. (See Table 7).     

An analysis of pairwise comparisons yields an interesting story. Participants in the 

neutral targeted ad condition (M = 4.12) and the persuasion targeted ad condition (M = 

4.26) both reported lower social worth compared to the neutral store condition (M = 4.65, 

t(355) = 2.94, p = .003 and t(355) = 2.20, p = .03). This suggests that targeted ads are not 

necessarily better for consumers’ perceptions of social worth. Also, perceptions of social 

worth were not significantly different in either of the targeted ad conditions (MNeutral = 

4.12, MPersuasion = 4.26) compared to the persuasive store condition (M = 4.16, t(355) = 

.21, p = .83 and t(355) = -.55, p = .59).  To clarity, this result suggests that consumers’ 

perceptions of social worth are no better (statistically) when the message is from an 

online targeted ad than when it is from a salesperson attempting to persuade them in a 

store. Therefore, targeted online messages may not be an especially effective solution if 

improving consumers’ social inferences is the goal for marketers.  
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Chapter 5 

General Discussion  

Consumers appear to react badly to persuasion. They clearly don’t like it when 

they feel someone is trying to persuade them, often leading to derogations of the agent 

and the ad. Friestad and Wright (1994) suggested that individuals may find it off-putting 

to realize that someone is using a persuasion tactic on them; however, the current work 

provides rationale and evidence for when and why this can be true. 

Empirical research in marketing and consumer behaviour suggests that consumers 

maintain negative attitudes towards salespeople, believing that they are insincere and 

untrustworthy (Brown and Krishna 2004; Campbell and Kirmani 2000; DeCarlo 2005; 

Main et al. 2007; Puccinelli 2006; Reinhard et al. 2006), and consumers disparage 

advertising, suggesting that ads are dishonest and manipulative (Ahluwalia and Burnkrant 

2004; Campbell 1995; Campbell and Keller 2003; Darke and Ritchie 2007; Wei et al. 

2008). Prior empirical work on the consequences of persuasion knowledge implicates 

agents’ persuasion motives (which amount to inferences around selling behaviour) to 

explain these reactions, such as attributions of ulterior motives, skepticism, and 

manipulative intent (Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Isaac and Grayson 2016; Kirmani and 

Zhu 2007). However, I argue in this dissertation that there may be more to understanding 

why consumers react badly to persuasion than just as a response to agents’ persuasion 

motives.   

 This dissertation provides evidence that consumers draw important social 

inferences from perceived persuasion that explains consumers’ negative reaction towards 

marketers. Specifically, consumers draw a series of inferences from agents’ attempts to 
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persuade that convey threatening social information about the agent’s view of the target. 

Perceiving a communication as an attempt to persuade activates consumers’ beliefs that 

the agent is attempting to get the consumer to do something that serves the agent’s 

interests over those of the consumer or that outright conflict with the consumer’s 

interests.  The consumer therefore infers that the agent is trying to gain or achieve some 

benefit at their expense. This violates an important norm of interpersonal conduct – that 

individuals should not take advantage of others - and conveys to the consumer that the 

agent does not think much of them and has a low opinion of them. The consumer 

therefore infers low social worth, subsequently leading to negative consumer reactions.  

 In this general discussion, I provide a broad summary of the results and the main 

takeaways of each study, the main contributions of this dissertation for academics and 

managers, and finally a discussion around the generalizability of the social framework, 

study limitations, and directions for future research. 

5.1 Summary of Findings 

In this dissertation, eight studies test various aspects of a social worth framework 

for perceived persuasion. This framework proposes a series of inferences that affect 

consumers’ negative reactions to perceptions that marketers are trying to persuade them. 

It builds on an understanding of consumers’ reactions to persuasion popularized in the 

consumer behavior literature by the Persuasion Knowledge Model (PKM).   

In the first study, I tested and found evidence for the basic effect. Perceived 

persuasion lowered social worth, increased consumers’ beliefs that the firm was trying to 

take advantage of them, and impaired downstream consumer responses towards the firm, 

such as store experience, desire to purchase, and perceived sincerity of the salesperson. I 
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found evidence of simple and serial mediation whereby perceived persuasion lowered 

social worth through advantage-taking beliefs, and subsequently reduced consumers’ 

desire to do business with the firm.   

In Study Two, I conceptually replicated the basic findings - perceived persuasion 

lowered social worth through advantage-taking beliefs – and I tested the mechanism by 

varying consumers’ perceptions of agents’ interests, an important conceptual factor of the 

PKM that relates to the persuasion agent. Specifically, I found that the negative effect on 

social worth replicated when the agent was a salesperson with an a priori motive to sell; 

however, the effect diminished when the agent was another customer with no a priori 

motive to sell. This demonstrates that an a priori selling motive influences how 

consumers interpret persuasion attempts and affects the extent to which consumers draw 

inferences about their social worth. 

For a more precise investigation of the mechanism, I replicated Study 2a using a 

different manipulation of agents’ interests, one that more precisely manipulated 

consumers’ perceptions that about agents’ attempts to gain at their expense. I tested the 

mechanism by varying perceptions of the benefits agents gain from consumers in a sales 

context. Specifically, I found that the negative effect on social worth replicated when the 

salesperson’s interest to gain was high (i.e. they were paid by commission); however, the 

effect attenuated when the salesperson’s interest to gain was low (i.e. they were paid by 

salary). These findings demonstrate that consumers’ perceptions that agents place their 

interests above consumers’ interests (even try to benefit at their expense) drive inferences 

of low social worth.  



 

107 

 

In Study Three, I conceptually replicated study two using a different theoretical 

construct as the moderator, another core element of the PKM and one relevant to 

inference making, message diagnosticity. To test this, I varied the personalness of the 

message in two ways across two studies. In Study 3a, I varied whether the message was 

delivered personally by a salesperson or by an impersonal sign; in Study 3b, I varied 

whether the message was communicated in a one-on-one sales interaction or to a large, 

disparate group. In both studies, the results revealed the same pattern. The negative effect 

of perceived persuasion through advantage-taking beliefs on social worth replicated when 

the marketers’ message was personal; however, the effect attenuated when the message 

was less personal. This demonstrates that message diagnosticity, a factor important for 

facilitating inferences and reflected appraisals, affects the extent to which persuasion 

lowers consumers’ social worth.  

In Study Four, I showed social worth to be a critical element of consumers’ 

reactions to perceived persuasion, independent of advantage-taking beliefs. I focused on 

the second stage of the conceptual framework, specifically, whether inferences of low 

social worth depend on a perceived moral violation. I tested this by measuring an 

individual difference of the receiver, specifically, consumers’ profit acceptability. I found 

that perceived persuasion lowered social worth among consumers who are low in profit-

acceptability; however, the effect attenuated among consumers who are high in profit-

acceptability. This demonstrates that inferences of social worth depend on a perceived 

moral violation.   

In Study Five and Six, I tested the generalizability of the effect by investigating 

the negative effect of perceived persuasion on social worth in different contexts, 
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specifically, among different relationship partners and among different modes of 

advertising. I found that perceived persuasion lowered social worth in both contexts. 

First, regardless of the closeness of the relationship between the salesperson and the 

customer, consumers were no more likely to give the benefit of the doubt to salespeople 

with whom they had a close prior relationship than those with whom they had no prior 

relationship when inferring social inferences from persuasion attempts. Second, the 

negative effect of perceived persuasion on social worth replicated across different modes 

of advertising. Specifically, consumers’ negative inferences of social worth were similar 

in a mass ad context compared to an in-store interpersonal context. This confirms that the 

negative effect of persuasion communications on social worth is robust, occurring not 

just within interactions between individuals. 

5.2 Contributions to Theory 

This dissertation contributes a theory of perceived persuasion to the marketing 

and consumer behavior literature. It builds on the PKM (Friestad and Wright 1994) and 

prior empirical work on the consequences of persuasion knowledge by expanding the 

PKM framework to include a novel proposition that persuasion communications do more 

than signal motives - they provide social feedback. This work contributes to academics’ 

and marketers’ understanding of consumers’ reactions to perceived persuasion and 

presents a novel outcome that is important for consumers’ overall wellbeing and for 

assessing consumers’ desire to do business with the firm. This work also opens a new line 

of research to understand how firm actions affect consumers socially and personally.  

This dissertation offers an additional explanation for consumers’ reactions to 

perceived persuasion. It investigates and supports a social framework for consumers’ 
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negative reactions to persuasion attempts. It demonstrates that perceptions of persuasion 

are important to and for consumers, not just because they wish to cope with persuasion 

attempts or because it alerts consumers to marketers’ underlying motives or persuasion 

motives, but because being the focus of a persuasion attempt conveys threatening 

information about how consumers are viewed and valued by firms.  

This dissertation contributes to the persuasion knowledge literature by suggesting 

a novel consequence of perceived persuasion - social worth, a consumer outcome and an 

important component of consumers’ well-being. Furthermore, the social perspective 

offered in this dissertation provides enhanced predictive abilities over other persuasion 

knowledge frameworks by indicating when and whether consumers will react badly to 

persuasion attempts. For instance, by providing a more fine-grained understanding of the 

inferences involved in reactions to persuasion, and by understanding the mechanism of 

social worth, academics and marketers can make more nuanced predictions about 

consumers’ reactions to persuasion attempts, the types of reactions they are likely to 

have, and when people will, and when they will not, react negatively to marketers’ 

persuasive actions.   

This dissertation also contributes to a broader understanding of how consumers 

interpret the behaviour of firms in the marketplace. The social reactions consumers 

demonstrate towards firms support a broader perspective that people view and treat firms 

as conscious entities with thoughts, intentions, and motives. Indeed, this work fits into a 

perspective of research that implies that interpersonal conduct norms govern marketplace 

relationships and consumer behavior (Fournier 1998; Aggarwal 2004; Kervyn et al. 2012; 

Dunn and Hoegg 2014). This dissertation contributes to this perspective by demonstrating 
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that firms’ persuasion tactics are seen as willful acts that impact interpersonal wellness 

outcomes.   

In short, this dissertation contributes to academics’ and marketers’ understanding 

of consumers’ reactions to feeling like the target of a persuasion attempt. This is 

important because consumers’ social inferences to persuasion highlight a novel outcome 

pertinent for consumers’ social and psychological well-being as well as firms’ short and 

long-term relationships with consumers. 

5.3 Generalizing the Social Worth Model of Perceived Persuasion 

5.3.1 Sample 

Lowered consumer perceptions of social worth from perceived persuasion are 

consistent and robust findings in both student populations and the general population.  

The aforementioned experiments using student samples (Queen’s University 

undergraduate business students) and MTurk workers (American respondents) 

demonstrate that perceived persuasion lowers social worth through advantage-taking 

beliefs, and subsequently lowers their desires to do business with the firm.   

The robustness of the effect among student populations is encouraging because 

students, or young adults, effectively reflect a conservative sample to test reactions to 

perceived persuasion. According to the PKM, young adults tend to have less experience 

with marketers and therefore have less established persuasion knowledge than older 

consumers (Kirmani and Campbell 2004) which means that reactions to perceived 

persuasion from less experienced consumers may be more difficult to detect. For 

instance, the PKM (Friestad and Wright 1994) predicts that consumers become more 

skilled in their processing and coping abilities as they gain more exposure and experience 
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with persuasion tactics.  Therefore, older, more experienced consumers from the general 

population may be more likely to experience feelings of lowered social worth as their 

persuasion knowledge tends to be more attuned. Nevertheless, the results of this 

dissertation demonstrates that students, just like the general population, infer social worth 

from perceived persuasion, extending the breath of this phenomenon and confirming that 

the negative effect of persuasion communications on social worth is robust to different 

age groups of consumers. 

5.3.2 Close Partners 

An additional objective of this thesis was to determine under what conditions 

perceived persuasion would lower perceptions of social worth and when it would not. 

Given the often interpersonal nature of persuasion, I predicted that elements of the 

relationship dynamic between the salesperson and the consumer may reveal important 

differences in consumers’ social inferences. Specifically, I predicted that a close 

relationship with a salesperson would mitigate consumers’ negative inferences of social 

worth. The results of Study Five, however, did not support this prediction. Consumers 

were just as likely to infer low social worth when the salesperson was a friend as they 

were a stranger. This is noteworthy because it further demonstrates the robustness of the 

effect – the relationship between the salesperson and the customer does not significantly 

change the social inferences consumers make in response to perceived persuasion. This is 

additionally noteworthy because the general consensus in marketing literature is that 

forming close relationships with customers will lead to positive social outcomes for the 

firm, including customer loyalty, satisfaction, and positive affective responses. These 
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results suggest that close relationships with customers may not achieve the relational 

benefits, or at least grant firms the benefit of the doubt as much as they would hope. 

5.3.3 Other Advertisements 

Another additional objective of this thesis was to determine the breath of firm 

activities that affect consumers’ negative inferences. Specifically, it was important to 

determine if the effect on social worth extended to firm activities beyond interpersonal 

interactions. The results of two studies suggest that inferences of lowered social worth is 

not exclusive to interpersonal interactions with salespeople. I found that consumers’ 

negative inferences attenuated when a persuasive message was presented with a sign 

(Study 3a), suggesting that the use of less personal messages may lessen consumers’ 

negative social inferences, but not remove them completely. Consumers still inferred that 

the firm was trying to take advantage of them resulting in low social worth, though to a 

lesser extent, when the message was communicated via a sign compared to an 

interpersonal interaction with a salesperson. Similarly, consumers’ inferences of social 

worth were not significantly different when the message was presented in a mass 

advertisement compared to an interpersonal interaction in a store (Study 6). This suggests 

that consumers draw social information about how they are viewed by firms from 

advertisements just as they do in their interactions with people.  

These results suggest that various forms of firm communications and advertising 

can have hidden unintended consequences. Consumers may even interpret targeted, 

personalized ads in unintended, negative ways. For instance, my research demonstrates 

that consumers perceived targeted ads to be equally trying to persuade regardless of the 

content of the message (Study 6). That is, when the communication was a personally 
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targeted ad, even neutral communications (which otherwise convey higher social worth) 

led consumers to draw less positive social inferences. Furthermore, targeted ads elicited 

lower social worth compared to neutral interpersonal interactions and equivalently low 

inferences of social worth compared to persuasive interpersonal interactions. This 

suggests that targeted ads are necessarily no better for consumers’ perceived social worth 

than interpersonal interactions with salespeople, and may not be an especially effective 

implementation strategy to improve consumers’ reactions towards firms.  Recent research 

in consumer behaviour supports the notion that consumers may not respond especially 

favorably to personalized ads.  Prior work in this domain has mainly focused on how 

personalized ads may incite consumers’ privacy concerns (Aguirre et al. 2015) and how 

violations of norms regarding information sharing undermines possible benefits of 

personalization, resulting in low ad effectiveness (Kim et al. 2018). In conjunction with 

this work, the results of this dissertation suggests an additional mechanism - lowered 

social worth- for why personalized ads may not be as effective as managers think. 

5.4 Consumers’ Default Social Inferences 

Throughout this dissertation, several studies investigate moderation of process. 

Across these studies, I examined three core factors of the PKM (Friestad and Wright 

1994) that are conceptually relevant to the inferences people draw - factors related to the 

agent, the message, and the receiver. I found that changes to these factors led to 

attenuations of the basic mediated effect – perceived persuasion lowers perceptions of 

social worth through advantage-taking beliefs, demonstrating the underlying mechanism 

of the effect.  
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It is important to mention however that the mediated effect never completely 

extinguished. Individuals still drew social inferences from persuasion communications 

when there was little to no obvious reason to do so. That is, the negative effect on social 

worth still occurred without an a priori motive, without perceptions that the salesperson 

would benefit, or without indications that the persuasion communication was for any 

focal consumer. The belongingness literature helps to elucidate a reason for the resilience 

of this effect. Individuals tend to be highly sensitive to indications that others don’t think 

much of them. Human beings are social creatures that have survived and continue to 

survive based on being a valued membership of a group. According to Sociometer 

Theory (Leary et al. 1995; Leary and Baumeister 2000), individuals must be able to 

detect when they are valued by others and when they are not. Prior research in this 

domain demonstrates that trivial offenses or even neutral feedback can be enough for 

individuals to draw negative interpersonal inferences (Leary et al. 1998; Williams et al. 

2000).  It is plausible that residual perceptions of low social worth reflects this innate 

bias.  

Given the consistency and resilience of consumers’ social reactions, marketers 

likely face an uphill battle when it comes to addressing consumers’ interpretations of 

social information and interpersonal inferences. Inferences of low social worth from 

perceived persuasion seem to occur spontaneously and automatically for consumers. The 

results of Study 2b support this point. Specifically, when consumers believed agents were 

likely to benefit at their expense (i.e. salespeople were paid by commission), consumers 

drew negative inferences from persuasion attempts, replicating the basic, hypothesized 

effect. Interestingly, the effect was statistically equivalent when there was no mention of 
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agents’ incentives, leaving consumers to form their own assumptions. This result means 

that consumers seem to naturally assume the worst of firms – consumers interpret 

attempts at persuasion as evidence that the firm has a low opinion of them, driven by 

damaging beliefs that firms intentionally try to benefit themselves over consumers (or 

even at their expense).  

The conclusion that consumers naturally seem to assume the worst in their 

interactions with firms is not inconsistent with prior psychological research that suggests 

that individuals prejudge outcomes based on others’ intentions, and selfish intentions are 

often seen to lead to harmful outcomes (Fehr and Schmidt 1999; Hertwig, Fischbacher, 

and Bruhin 2013; Bhattacharjee et al. 2017). For instance, people regularly judge others 

based on whether their perceived intentions are negative or positive (Fiske et al. 2007; 

Koch et al. 2016; Malle and Knobe 1997).  There is little reason to think that salespeople 

or marketers, and by extension firms, are exempt from this human practice.  Also, 

individuals’ judgments are often disproportionally sensitive to bad intentions and 

behaviours compared to good intentions and helpful behaviours (Baumeister et al. 2001). 

For example, people tend to punish others for bad intentions regardless of whether the 

actual outcome was bad or harmful (Cushman 2008; Inbar et al. 2012) and unintended 

bad outcomes are often seen to be intentional and deserving of blame despite being 

unintended (Knobe 2003). This heuristic bias may be difficult for firms to overcome in 

various contexts, including consumers’ reactions to persuasion tactics. 
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5.5 Where Do Persuasion Motives Fit Within the Social Worth Framework?  

Notably, this work provides an additional, not an alternative, explanation for 

consumers’ reactions to persuasion attempts. However, I am not opposed to the idea that 

persuasion motives play a role in consumers’ inferences of low social worth. It seems 

reasonably plausible that inferences of manipulative intent or suspicions of ulterior 

motives, or even inferences of deception may lead consumers to believe that agents have 

a low opinion of them. Future research may investigate the specific relationships between 

these inferences and interpersonal responses such as social worth, perceptions of respect, 

and other reflected appraisals.    

Moreover, I believe that a motive to sell is a distinct, mostly innocuous motive 

consumers infer and often anticipate when they interact with firms; however, consumers 

may imbue selling motives with additional information that correspond with prominent 

cultural beliefs. Since people in North American cultures hold strong beliefs about 

competitive interactions in consumer settings, specifically applying “game” metaphors 

and zero-sum heuristics to describe their mindsets, I am not opposed to the idea that 

consumers may view “selling motives”, “ulterior motives”, and “advantage-taking 

beliefs” as closely related constructs that likely get inferred with rapid succession. 

However, I believe there is nuance with each of these constructs. Salespeople rarely 

explicitly tell consumers that their purpose for trying to convince them to buy something 

is because they have a quota to achieve or because their job depends on it. Though this 

motive may not be the motive presented to consumers, it does not mean that it is 

necessarily an “ulterior” motive - a salesperson can have many motives associated with 

helping consumers get what they need while fulfilling the obligations of their job.  



 

117 

 

Nevertheless, due to various reasons, including information asymmetry and others, 

consumers may rapidly infer that a “selling motive” necessarily entails an attempt to take 

advantage to them. Future research may investigate the convergent validity, and the 

possible automaticity, of these constructs in consumer settings.   

5.6 Causes of Perceived Persuasion  

This work provides a theory of social worth from consumers’ inferences of 

persuasion, which is when consumers feel they are the target of a persuasion attempt. 

There may be numerous causes of these feelings; even the PKM implies that anything 

may elicit a “change of meaning”, depending on the age of the target or cultural 

contingencies.  

This work outlines various persuasion tactics used in prior research to investigate 

consumers’ reactions to persuasion knowledge. As discussed in the literature review, 

consumers seem to perceive persuasion when exposed to ads, salespeople, store contexts, 

and various cues that they have learned constitute “tactics” intended to persuade them. 

Consumers also seem to perceive persuasion when they receive messages from self-

interested communicators. Human beings search for and attribute intent in order to 

explain others’ actions, and so consumers learn to detect “selling motives” or “ulterior 

motives” or “manipulative intentions”, which inform their reactions.   

Conceptually, I believe causes of perceived persuasion encompass these elements 

as they have to do with instances of directed influential pressure. This relates to 

aforementioned tactics such that they reflect cues that have been designed to provoke 

some degree of influence towards a specific course of action. Moreover, the designed 
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nature of these cues imply an intended purpose of a conscious agent. Therefore, I believe 

directed influential pressure causes perceived persuasion; this may be operationalized in 

various ways. My work operationalizes perceived persuasion by applying directed 

influential pressure towards a course of action in a sales communication (i.e. “The 

expensive TV is the one for you, and you should buy it”) or not (i.e. “You should make 

the decision that is best for you”). This example is one of likely many possible ways to 

cause perceptions of persuasion. Future research may investigate various alternative 

stimuli, including product placements, consumer reports, or new tactics. 

5.7 Limitations, Directions for Future Research, and Recommendations  

The results of this dissertation provide evidence for various predictions supporting 

a social framework for understanding consumers’ reactions to persuasion. However, there 

are some limitations. This section addresses limitations regarding the nature of the studies 

and the measurement of a few of the constructs. In addition, the following section 

highlights some directions for future research and offers several recommendations for 

managers. 

5.7.1 Scenario Studies 

Empirical testing of the conceptual framework in this dissertation mainly relies on 

the results of eight scenario-based experiments. A benefit of this approach is that I was 

able to test consumers’ reactions to perceived persuasion in a controlled setting. Sales 

interactions are inherently busy environments; a lot is going on in a store that may 

distract participants, expose unintended or unknown moderators, or create statistical noise 

which may make it difficult to detect an effect. I aimed to diminish these issues by using 

short, simple scenarios.  The scenarios depicted situations that are not uncommon to most 
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consumers. For instance, shopping at a department store and interacting with salespeople 

to evaluate products can be a weekly, if not daily, activity. Thus, I expected it would be 

easy and practical for participants to imagine, visualize, and anticipant their thoughts, 

feelings, and actions in such situations, as if they were living it.  

Furthermore, the underlying concern about testing effects using scenarios vs. field 

studies has to do with issues regarding construct validity. Conceptually, the concern is 

that investigating a construct using a hypothetical scenario conceptually changes the 

nature of the construct. I do not believe this is a major concern in my studies. The nature 

and the processing of the persuasion information should be the same regardless of 

whether one is in engaged in an interpersonal interaction or not. The nature of the 

information is essentially the same in a hypothetical scenario as one would experience in 

a store. This is supported by results from two of my studies (Study 3a and Study 6), 

which suggests that inferences of low social worth can occur when reading a sign or 

seeing a “persuasion” communication in a magazine compared to an interpersonal setting. 

Since there is no conceptually meaningful distinction between reading an ad in a scenario 

vs. reading an ad in a magazine or on a sign, I do not believe a threat to construct validity 

is particularly warranted. Also, though I concede that reading or imagining an interaction 

with a salesperson and actually experiencing it in real life reflect different contexts, the 

issue becomes whether the effect on people’s responses would differ in these contexts. 

Given the nature of the construct of social worth, it is likely that consumers’ responses 

would be the same if not stronger in real life, which suggests that a scenario study may 

actually be a conservative test of the effect. Nevertheless, future research would likely 

benefit from a field study within a retail or service settings. 
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5.7.2 Tests of Reliability 

In several studies, the reliability statistics associated with the perceived 

persuasion measure, a conceptual manipulation check, are quite low. This could mean 

that the consistency of this measure is low. In other words, participants may not be 

interpreting each item in a consistent way. In particular the following item of this two-

item measure (To what extent would you describe the salesperson’s message as 

persuasive? Not at all = 1, Very much = 7) may reflect the effectiveness of the persuasion 

attempt rather than whether consumers think the salesperson is attempting to persuade 

(i.e. To what extent do you see the salesperson as trying to persuade you? Not at all = 1, 

Very much = 7). One way to address this issue would be to rework this item to enhance 

consistency or to include additional items aimed to measure consumers’ perceptions of 

persuasion to improve the internal consistency, or the Cronbach’s Alpha of this 

measurement tool. 

5.7.3 Advantage-Taking Beliefs 

Another challenge of construct measurement relates to the construct of advantage-

taking beliefs. This construct includes two separate but entwined inferences. My studies 

suggest that when consumers’ perceive persuasion, they make a series of inferences in 

rapid succession that are conceptually distinct however closely connected.  First, the 

target of the persuasion attempt infers that the persuader is trying to benefit or achieve 

some gain; second, the target infers that the persuaders’ benefit comes at the expense of 

the target. Though these inferences address different thoughts a consumer may have 

during an attempt to persuade them, they are quite difficult to separate in targets’ minds. 

Consumers seem to quickly adopt a competitive, zero-sum mindset with respect to firms’ 
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actions, even persuasion communications.  That is, consumers quickly interpret agents 

and targets in the persuasive episode to a winning or losing position, whereby benefits 

inherently come at the expense of another. Future research may investigate possible 

individual differences that distinguish these inferences, which would likely contribute a 

new theoretical moderator of consumers’ responses. 

Another limitation relates to the results regarding consumers’ advantage-taking 

beliefs in Study 3a and Study 3b. One may interpret the movement of the effects to 

primarily occur in the neutral condition. That is, a neutral communication via a sign 

increased advantage-taking beliefs compared to a neutral communication via a 

salesperson (Study 3a), and a neutral sales pitch to a group of people increased 

advantage-taking beliefs compared to a neutral one-on-one sales pitch (Study 3b), thus 

evincing the interaction effects. However, simply testing interaction effects was not the 

primary theoretical objective of these studies. The theoretical objective of these studies 

was to test the conditional nature of the mechanism by testing the conditional indirect 

effects, which are values of the indirect effect conditioned on values of the moderator 

(Hayes 2019). In other words, I wanted to determine how the indirect effect of persuasion 

through advantage-taking beliefs on social worth would vary depending on the mode of 

the communication (sign vs. salesperson; Study 3a), and on the personalness of the 

message (personal encounter vs. group encounter; Study 3b). The analysis of conditional 

indirect effects (i.e. moderated mediation) supported the predictions.    

5.7.4 Avenues for Future Research and Implications for Marketers 

This dissertation directs several avenues for future research.  Academics 

investigating marketing and consumer behaviour could further investigate consumers’ 
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overly-personalistic inferences – the tendency for people to overestimate the extent to 

which they are targets of others’ attention (Kramer 1994).  Across four studies 

investigating moderation of process, the basic negative effect (perceived persuasion 

lowers social worth through advantage-taking beliefs) attenuated but did not completely 

extinguish. Individuals still drew spontaneous inferences of low social worth though there 

was little reason for them to do so, such as when the persuader was another customer 

(Study 2a) or when the salesperson was paid only by salary (Study 2b). Furthermore, 

spontaneous inferences still occurred though the firm’s communications were not 

personal. This means that although the firm was unlikely to hold any specific beliefs 

about consumers at all, consumers still inferred that they did, causing perceptions of 

social worth to decrease and lower subsequent desires to do business with the firm. 

Future research could further investigate the antecedents, consequences, and moderators 

of overly-personalistic biases in consumer settings, a context notoriously believed to be 

strictly business, not personal. 

Another avenue for additional research could be to investigate when persuasion 

attempts enhance social worth. The studies presented in this thesis demonstrate robust 

findings for persuasion attempts lowering social worth and when this effect attenuates, 

but not when this effect reverses, that is, when persuasion attempts increase perceptions 

of social worth. Finding a reverse effect may be a challenge as the current work suggests 

an automatic bias of consumers; that is, they assume the worst of persuasion agents 

(Study 2b) and fail to give salespeople the benefit of the doubt (Study 5). However, 

positive effects of persuasion knowledge are not impossible. A recent paper in the 

persuasion knowledge domain evinced a positive effect after activating persuasion 
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knowledge (Isaac and Grayson 2016). Using a newly developed manipulation to activate 

persuasion knowledge, Isaac and Grayson (2016) showed that consumers reported 

positive evaluations when asked to consider agents’ reasons for developing and 

implementing a particular tactic and to keep in mind that some agents use tactics to 

communicate true and useful information while others try to mislead consumers. These 

results are promising as it seems to suggest that encouraging consumers not to take the 

tactic personally by considering the agent’s perspective may be an effective way to help 

reduce perceived moral violations (like trying to mislead consumers) and reverse 

negative reactions. This is consistent with the results of Study Four, which demonstrate 

that consumers who don’t see profit-seeking as an immoral behaviour were less likely to 

infer low social worth.  Overall, additional research could investigate perspective-taking 

moderators, specific motive moderators, or other individual differences to achieve a 

positive effect on perceived social worth. For instance, if a persuader has a specific 

motive to include a target into a group, such as trying to convince them to join a club 

where the target will become a valued member of the group, this may increase inferences 

of positive social worth. Future research may investigate this.     

Future research may also focus on implementation strategies to help firms 

mitigate consumers’ negative social reactions to perceived persuasion in order to avoid 

alienating consumers and help them feel valued and respected. Based on the results of my 

work, I believe managers may consider several factors. First, firms should emphasize 

specific consumer benefits or social gains. That is, firms should show consumers 

precisely what they get out of the deal, or highlight the specific benefits that accrue from 

the deal. My studies suggest that consumers assume the worse when it comes to 
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inferences about firms’ interests and ensuing beliefs about consumers, which is consistent 

with zero-sum thinking common to marketplace transactions (Vohs et al. 2007). 

Essentially, consumers have an “if they win, then I lose” mindset, the implications of 

which are demonstrated in this dissertation. Therefore, firms should be very clear about 

what consumers get out of the transaction to try to mitigate this bias.  

Managers may also wish to rethink implementing marketing communication 

strategies that emphasize personalized messages because this strategy may have hidden 

backfire effects. The results of my studies suggest that inferences of low social worth 

tend to occur when persuasion messages are highly personal. My work suggests that these 

inferences will largely occur in interpersonal contexts; however, at least one of my 

studies suggests that this effect generalizes to ads as well. For instance, targeted ads are 

characteristically highly personal as they utilize behavioural or demographic features of 

the target market within the message. For instance, this messaging strategy usually 

involves including personalized features such as names or birthdays with the persuasive 

content. Consumers are quickly beginning to recognize these tactics as obvious attempts 

to persuade them to buy and, as my results suggest, generate negative interpersonal 

inferences and low social worth comparable to communications in interpersonal contexts. 

Therefore, before rushing to personalize, customize, or individualize communications 

with the goal to persuade, marketers and academics should do additional research to 

determine the conditions under which personalized messages harm or help consumers’ 

social worth and other social reactions.  

Firms may also consider becoming more transparent with how they use profits. 

Profits are not inherently bad; in fact, profits incentivize firms to create value for 
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consumers and society and thus can lead to good outcomes: The choices consumers make 

in competitive markets drive firms to supply good, sustainable, innovative products and 

services at prices consumers are willing to pay. Despite this, public perceptions of profits 

are immoral (Bhattacharjee et al. 2017). Since I found that an individual difference, 

specifically consumers’ profit acceptability, moderates perceived moral violations in this 

context, a plausible way to improve inferences of social worth could include firms 

demonstrating more transparency about how they use their profits, including initiatives 

for the public good or reinvestments to create innovative products for consumers. Not 

only may this help to educate consumers about how self-oriented motives contribute to 

the common good, it may also help to sway public opinion about profits in a way that 

dispels perceived moral violations, resulting in mitigated or reversed inferences of low 

social worth. 

Finally, future research should investigate the “pocket” effects of low social 

worth. My studies demonstrate downstream consequences of social worth in terms of 

consumers’ desire to purchase, which suggests that sales could be affected. However, I 

believe managers would be particularly interested to learn how lower inferences of social 

worth affect relevant KPIs, such as customer lifetime value. This would be an interesting 

avenue for research with direct managerial relevance.      

5.7.5 Implications in Alternative Domains 

My findings also have practical implications for industries other than sales, such 

as health care and politics. The following section briefly explores these possibilities. 

  The main premise of this dissertation, that consumers draw threatening 

interpersonal inferences from persuaders’ efforts to convince them to buy, has important 
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implications for other industries that focus on relaying communications, interpersonal or 

otherwise. For instance, the health care industry relies on doctors communicating 

effectively with their patients to inform and persuade them in their medical decisions. If 

patients draw negative interpersonal inferences from doctors’ recommendations merely 

because they perceive it as persuasion, this may not only undermine the interpersonal 

relationship between the patient and the doctor but also hurt patient compliance with the 

advocated treatment.  

Government and politics is another domain that may benefit from an 

understanding of the social effects of perceived persuasion. Persuading constituents for 

their vote is a necessary process for democratic societies, however, based on a 

generalization of this dissertation’s findings, asking for a citizen’s vote may elicit 

negative social inferences that have poor implications for politicians, specifically, and 

political institutions, generally. The results of this dissertation suggest that inferences of 

low social worth can undermine consumers’ desires to do business with the firm.  

Applying these findings to political domains could mean that perceptions of low social 

worth due to perceive persuasion could undermine individuals’ willingness to vote and 

engage in democratic practices, which is unacceptable for functioning democracies and 

citizen welfare.   

Though this dissertation examines perceived persuasion in a personal sales 

context, conclusions about the social effects of perceived persuasion for targets of various 

communications may have important implications within other contexts that rely on 

convincing others to act.  
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, empirical research on the Persuasion Knowledge Model (Friestad 

and Wright 1994) has documented many negative reactions to persuasion attempts (Isaac 

and Grayson 2016), and has implicated persuasion motives relevant to selling, such as 

suspicion of ulterior motives, inferences of manipulative intent, and consumer skepticism 

(Kirmani and Zhu 2007; Isaac and Grayson 2016). This dissertation however suggests 

that there may be more to understanding consumers’ reactions than believing that agents’ 

are trying to sell.  The current work demonstrates that there are threatening interpersonal 

implications of being the target of a persuasion attempt. Consumers view attempts to 

persuade them as violating an important norm of interpersonal conduct – individuals 

should not try to take advantage of others - conveying that firms do not have a high 

opinion of them. 

Across a series of studies, I show that persuasion communications can lower 

social worth. That is, consumers engage in a series of spontaneous inferences that make 

them think that marketers don’t think highly of them.  Eight studies provide experimental 

and statistical evidence for mediation, demonstrates moderation of process in two ways, 

demonstrates social worth to be a uniquely critical consequence of perceived persuasion, 

and generalizes the effect to other contexts. This research provides a novel perspective 

regarding consumers’ negative reactions to persuasion tactics beyond appealing to 

agents’ persuasion motives, which are not entirely clear on why they should necessarily 

inspire such negative reactions.  Finally, this work emphasizes a robust consumer 

perception of low social worth and demonstrates it to be a “default” inference consumers 



 

128 

 

make in response to marketers’ persuasion communications. Furthermore, this work 

emphasizes an unintended consequence of persuasion and how important it is for 

marketers to recognize the social consequences of their persuasion tactics and the effects 

they have on consumers’ responses and wellbeing. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A Study 1 Scenarios 

Neutral. Imagine going to an electronic store to buy a TV. Picture yourself 

walking into the TV section of the store and seeing a variety of choices. After you browse 

for a few minutes, a salesperson comes up to you, says hello, and asks if he can help you. 

You explain that you are looking for a new TV. After looking at a few different options, 

you seem to narrow it down to two choices.  The first is a nice, fairly standard TV that is 

reasonably-priced. The second is a more expensive TV with lots of great features and a 

very sleek, high-end look.  The salesperson seems to spend equal time talking about each 

TV, describing the benefits of both.  He finishes by saying that his recommendation is 

that you make the decision that is best for you.     

Persuasion. Imagine going to an electronic store to buy a TV. Picture yourself 

walking into the TV section of the store and seeing a variety of choices. After you browse 

for a few minutes, a salesperson comes up to you, says hello, and asks if he can help you. 

You explain that you are looking for a new TV. After looking at a few different options, 

you seem to narrow it down to two choices.  The first is a nice, fairly standard TV that is 

reasonably-priced. The second is a more expensive TV with lots of great features and a 

very sleek, high-end look. The salesperson seems to spend more time talking about the 

expensive TV, and he goes on talking about how good it is and its various benefits. He 

finishes by saying that it is the TV for you, and his recommendation is that you buy it. 
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Appendix B Study 2a Scenarios  

Neutral, Salesperson. Imagine you are thinking about buying a new TV.  You 

visit a nearby electronics store and go to the TV section.  After looking at the TVs, you 

find that there are two that you are most interested in.  One is a nice, fairly standard TV 

that is reasonably-priced.  The other TV is more expensive, has more features, and is very 

sleek looking. A sales associate comes over and asks if he can help you.  You explain that 

you are interested in these two TVs and ask if he can provide a little more 

information.  The sales associate tells you that both TVs have good pictures, but that the 

more expensive TV has a sharper picture.  The more expensive TV also allows you to 

connect more devices, is more compatible with future technology, and has more Smart 

TV functions. The salesperson does not try to push either option and finishes by saying, 

“Take your time to weigh the pros and cons of each TV.  Only you can make the decision 

about which TV will work best for you.” 

Persuasion- Expensive, Salesperson. Imagine you are thinking about buying a 

new TV.  You visit a nearby electronics store and go to the TV section.  After looking at 

the TVs, you find that there are two that you are most interested in.  One is a nice, fairly 

standard TV that is reasonably-priced.  The other TV is more expensive, has more 

features, and is very sleek looking. A sales associate comes over and asks if he can help 

you.  You explain that you are interested in these two TVs and ask if he can provide a 

little more information.  The sales associate tells you that both TVs have good pictures, 

but that the more expensive TV has a sharper picture.  The more expensive TV also 

allows you to connect more devices, is more compatible with future technology, and has 

more Smart TV functions. The salesperson really pushes you to purchase the more 

expensive option, saying, “Think about how you would feel if you need the extra features 

in the future.  You will regret not having them.  You really should get the more expensive 

TV. 

Persuasion- Inexpensive, Salesperson. Imagine you are thinking about buying a 

new TV.  You visit a nearby electronics store and go to the TV section.  After looking at 

the TVs, you find that there are two that you are most interested in.  One is a nice, fairly 

standard TV that is reasonably-priced.  The other TV is more expensive, has more 

features, and is very sleek looking. A sales associate comes over and asks if he can help 
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you.  You explain that you are interested in these two TVs and ask if he can provide a 

little more information.  The sales associate tells you that both TVs have good pictures, 

but that the more expensive TV has a sharper picture.  The more expensive TV also 

allows you to connect more devices, is more compatible with future technology, and has 

more Smart TV functions.  The salesperson really pushes you to purchase the reasonably-

priced option saying, “Think about how you would feel if you had all those features and 

didn’t use them. You will regret paying for features you don’t use. You really should get 

the reasonably-priced TV. 

Neutral, Customer. Imagine you are thinking about buying a new TV.  You visit a 

nearby electronics store and go to the TV section.  After looking at the TVs, you find that 

there are two that you are most interested in.  One is a nice, fairly standard TV that is 

reasonably-priced.  The other TV is more expensive, has more features, and is very sleek 

looking. A sales associate comes over and asks if he can help you.  You explain that you 

are interested in these two TVs and ask if he can provide a little more information.  The 

sales associate tells you that both TVs have good pictures, but that the more expensive 

TV has a sharper picture.  The more expensive TV also allows you to connect more 

devices, is more compatible with future technology, and has more Smart TV functions. 

Another customer standing nearby speaks to you. The customer does not try to push 

either option and says, “Take your time to weigh the pros and cons of each TV.  Only you 

can make the decision about which TV will work best for you.”  

Persuasion- Expensive, Customer. Imagine you are thinking about buying a new 

TV.  You visit a nearby electronics store and go to the TV section.  After looking at the 

TVs, you find that there are two that you are most interested in.  One is a nice, fairly 

standard TV that is reasonably-priced.  The other TV is more expensive, has more 

features, and is very sleek looking. A sales associate comes over and asks if he can help 

you.  You explain that you are interested in these two TVs and ask if he can provide a 

little more information.  The sales associate tells you that both TVs have good pictures, 

but that the more expensive TV has a sharper picture.  The more expensive TV also 

allows you to connect more devices, is more compatible with future technology, and has 

more Smart TV functions.  Another customer standing nearby speaks to you. The 

customer really pushes you to purchase the more expensive option, saying, “Think about 
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how you would feel if you need the extra features in the future.  You will regret not 

having them.  You really should get the more expensive TV. 

Persuasion- Inexpensive, Customer. Imagine you are thinking about buying a new 

TV.  You visit a nearby electronics store and go to the TV section.  After looking at the 

TVs, you find that there are two that you are most interested in.  One is a nice, fairly 

standard TV that is reasonably-priced.  The other TV is more expensive, has more 

features, and is very sleek looking. A sales associate comes over and asks if he can help 

you.  You explain that you are interested in these two TVs and ask if he can provide a 

little more information.  The sales associate tells you that both TVs have good pictures, 

but that the more expensive TV has a sharper picture.  The more expensive TV also 

allows you to connect more devices, is more compatible with future technology, and has 

more Smart TV functions. Another customer standing nearby speaks to you. The 

customer really pushes you to purchase the reasonably-priced option saying, “Think 

about how you would feel if you had all those features and didn’t use them. You will 

regret paying for features you don’t use. You really should get the reasonably-priced TV. 
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Appendix C Study 2b Scenarios 

Neutral, Baseline. Imagine that you’ve gone to an electronic store to buy a TV. 

Picture yourself walking into the TV section of the store and seeing a variety of choices. 

A sales associate walks up to you, says hello, and asks if there is anything he can help 

you with. You say that you are looking for a TV.  You see several nice TVs of various 

styles and prices. After looking at a few different options, you seem to narrow it down to 

two choices.  The first is a nice, fairly standard TV that is reasonably-priced. The second 

is quite a bit more expensive than the first, primarily because it has more high-tech 

features, and is very sleek-looking.  The salesperson spends most of his time explaining 

the benefits of both TVs. He finishes by saying that he recommends that you make the 

decision about which option is best for you.  

Persuasion- Expensive, Baseline.  Imagine that you’ve gone to an electronic store 

to buy a TV. Picture yourself walking into the TV section of the store and seeing a 

variety of choices. A sales associate walks up to you, says hello, and asks if there is 

anything he can help you with. You say that you are looking for a TV.  You see several 

nice TVs of various styles and prices. After looking at a few different options, you seem 

to narrow it down to two choices.  The first is a nice, fairly standard TV that is 

reasonably-priced. The second is quite a bit more expensive than the first, primarily 

because it has more high-tech features, and is very sleek-looking.  The salesperson 

spends most of his time explaining the benefits of the more expensive TV.  He finishes 

by saying that he highly recommends the expensive TV and that it is the TV for you.   

Neutral, Salary.  Imagine that you’ve gone to an electronic store to buy a TV. 

Picture yourself walking into the TV section of the store and seeing a variety of choices. 

A sales associate who works only on salary and does not receive any commission walks 

up to you, says hello, and asks if there is anything he can help you with. You say that you 

are looking for a TV.  You see several nice TVs of various styles and prices. After 

looking at a few different options, you seem to narrow it down to two choices.  The first 

is a nice, fairly standard TV that is reasonably-priced. The second is quite a bit more 

expensive than the first, primarily because it has more high-tech features, and is very 

sleek-looking.  The salesperson spends most of his time explaining the benefits of both 
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TVs. He finishes by saying that he recommends that you make the decision about which 

option is best for you. 

Persuasion- Expensive, Salary. Imagine that you’ve gone to an electronic store to 

buy a TV. Picture yourself walking into the TV section of the store and seeing a variety 

of choices. A sales associate who works only on salary and does not receive any 

commission walks up to you, says hello, and asks if there is anything he can help you 

with. You say that you are looking for a TV. You see several nice TVs of various styles 

and prices. After looking at a few different options, you seem to narrow it down to two 

choices.  The first is a nice, fairly standard TV that is reasonably-priced. The second is 

quite a bit more expensive than the first, primarily because it has more high-tech features, 

and is very sleek-looking. The salesperson spends most of his time explaining the 

benefits of the more expensive TV.  He finishes by saying that he highly recommends the 

expensive TV and that it is the TV for you. 

Neutral, Commission. Imagine that you’ve gone to an electronic store to buy a 

TV. Picture yourself walking into the TV section of the store and seeing a variety of 

choices. A sales associate who does not receive a salary and works 100% on 

commission walks up to you, says hello, and asks if there is anything he can help you 

with. You say that you are looking for a TV.  You see several nice TVs of various styles 

and prices. After looking at a few different options, you seem to narrow it down to two 

choices.  The first is a nice, fairly standard TV that is reasonably-priced. The second is 

quite a bit more expensive than the first, primarily because it has more high-tech features, 

and is very sleek-looking. The salesperson spends most of his time explaining the 

benefits of both TVs. He finishes by saying that he recommends that you make the 

decision about which option is best for you. 

Persuasion- Expensive, Commission. Imagine that you’ve gone to an electronic 

store to buy a TV. Picture yourself walking into the TV section of the store and seeing a 

variety of choices. A sales associate who does not receive a salary and works 100% on 

commission walks up to you, says hello, and asks if there is anything he can help you 

with. You say that you are looking for a TV. You see several nice TVs of various styles 

and prices. After looking at a few different options, you seem to narrow it down to two 

choices.  The first is a nice, fairly standard TV that is reasonably-priced. The second is 
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quite a bit more expensive than the first, primarily because it has more high-tech features, 

and is very sleek-looking. The salesperson spends most of his time explaining the 

benefits of the more expensive TV.   

He finishes by saying that he highly recommends the expensive TV and that it is the TV 

for you. 
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Appendix D Study 3a Scenarios 

Neutral, Salesperson. Imagine you are thinking about buying a new TV.  You 

visit a nearby electronics store, and you go to the TV section. You see several nice TVs 

of various styles and prices. After looking at a few different options, you narrow it down 

to two choices.  The first is a nice, fairly standard TV that is reasonably-priced. The 

second is a more expensive TV with lots of great features and a very sleek, high-end 

look. As you consider what to do, a sales associate comes up to you, says hello, and asks 

if there is anything he can help you with. You say that you are looking for a TV and you 

ask him for more information.  The salesperson says that the expensive TV is a very nice 

TV and explains some of its high-tech features.  He also explains that the other TV has 

fewer features, but doesn’t cost as much.  The salesperson spends most of his time 

explaining the benefits of both TVs though.  He finishes by saying that he recommends 

that you make the decision about which option is best for you. 

Persuasion- Expensive, Salesperson. Imagine you are thinking about buying a 

new TV. You visit a nearby electronics store, and you go to the TV section. You see 

several nice TVs of various styles and prices. After looking at a few different options, 

you narrow it down to two choices.  The first is a nice, fairly standard TV that is 

reasonably-priced. The second is a more expensive TV with lots of great features and a 

very sleek, high-end look. As you consider what to do, a sales associate comes up to you, 

says hello, and asks if there is anything he can help you with. You say that you are 

looking for a TV and you ask him for more information.   The salesperson says that the 

expensive TV is a very nice TV and explains some of its high-tech features.  He explains 

that while the other TV doesn’t cost as much, it has fewer features.  The salesperson 

spends most of his time explaining the benefits of the more expensive TV though.  He 

finishes by saying that he highly recommends the expensive TV and that it is the TV for 

you. 

Neutral, Sign. Imagine you are thinking about buying a new TV.  You visit a 

nearby electronics store, and you go to the TV section. After looking around for a while, 

you see several nice TVs of various styles and prices.  After looking at a few different 

options, you narrow it down to two choices.  The first is a nice, fairly standard TV that is 

reasonably-priced. The second is a more expensive TV with lots of great features and a 
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very sleek, high-end look. As you consider what to do, you notice a sign posted for 

everyone to see.    The sign indicates that the expensive TV is a very nice TV and 

explains some of its high-tech features.  It also explains that the other TV has fewer 

features, but doesn’t cost as much.  Most of the information on the sign explains the 

benefits of both TVs though.  It finishes by saying that it is recommended that you make 

the decision about which option is best for you. 

Persuasion- Expensive, Sign. Imagine you are thinking about buying a new 

TV.  You visit a nearby electronics store, and you go to the TV section. After looking 

around for a while, you see several nice TVs of various styles and prices.  After looking 

at a few different options, you narrow it down to two choices.  The first is a nice, fairly 

standard TV that is reasonably-priced. The second is a more expensive TV with lots of 

great features and a very sleek, high-end look. As you consider what to do, you notice a 

sign posted for everyone to see.    The sign indicates that the expensive TV is a very nice 

TV and explains some of its high-tech features.  It also explains that while the other TV 

doesn’t cost as much, it has fewer features.  Most of the information on the sign explains 

the benefits of the more expensive TV though.  It finishes by saying that the expensive 

TV is the recommended option, and that it is the TV for you. 
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Appendix E Study 3b Scenarios 

Neutral, Personal. Imagine you are thinking about buying a new TV. Picture 

yourself walking into the TV section of the store and seeing a variety of choices. After 

looking around for a while, you see several nice TVs of various models, styles and prices. 

After looking at a few different options, you seem to narrow it down to two choices.  The 

first is a nice, fairly standard TV that is reasonably-priced. The second is a more 

expensive TV with lots of great features and a very sleek, high-end look. After you 

browse for a few minutes, a sales associate says hello, and asks if he can help you. You 

explain that you are looking for a new TV and that you would like some more 

information. The salesperson seems to spend equal time talking about each TV, 

describing the benefits of both.  He recommends for you to make your own decision 

about which TV will work best for you. 

Neutral, Group. Imagine you are thinking about buying a new TV. Picture 

yourself walking into the TV section of the store and seeing a variety of choices. After 

looking around for a while, you see several nice TVs of various models, styles and prices. 

After looking at a few different options, you seem to narrow it down to two choices. The 

first is a nice, fairly standard TV that is reasonably-priced. The second is a more 

expensive TV with lots of great features and a very sleek, high-end look.     In the middle 

of the store for all to see, you notice a sales associate. He is giving a demonstration of the 

two TVs to a large group of customers. The salesperson speaks out so anyone can hear 

him.  The salesperson seems to spend equal time talking about each TV, describing the 

benefits of both. Without singling anyone out, he recommends to the whole group that 

they make their own decisions about which TV will work best for them.  

Persuasion, Personal. Imagine you are thinking about buying a new TV. Picture 

yourself walking into the TV section of the store and seeing a variety of choices. After 

looking around for a while, you see several nice TVs of various models, styles and prices. 

After looking at a few different options, you seem to narrow it down to two choices.  The 

first is a nice, fairly standard TV that is reasonably-priced. The second is a more 

expensive TV with lots of great features and a very sleek, high-end look.     After you 

browse for a few minutes, a sales associate says hello, and asks if he can help you. You 

explain that you are looking for a new TV and that you would like some more 
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information. The salesperson seems to spend more time talking about the benefits of the 

expensive TV, and he goes on talking about how good and superior it is. He finishes by 

saying that it is the TV for you, and he recommends that you buy it. 

Persuasion, Group. Imagine you are thinking about buying a new TV. Picture 

yourself walking into the TV section of the store and seeing a variety of choices. After 

looking around for a while, you see several nice TVs of various models, styles and prices. 

After looking at a few different options, you seem to narrow it down to two choices.  The 

first is a nice, fairly standard TV that is reasonably-priced. The second is a more 

expensive TV with lots of great features and a very sleek, high-end look. 

In the middle of the store for all to see, you notice a sales associate. He is giving a 

demonstration of the two TVs to a large group of customers. The salesperson speaks out 

so anyone can hear him.  The salesperson seems to spend more time talking about the 

benefits of the expensive TV, and goes on talking about how good and superior it is. 

Without singling anyone out, he recommends to the whole group that they buy the 

expensive TV. 
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Appendix F Study 4 Scenarios 

Neutral. Imagine that you are considering buying a new TV.  Picture yourself 

walking into the TV section of a store, and seeing a variety of choices. After looking 

around for a while, you see several nice TVs of various models, styles and prices. After 

looking at a few different options, you seem to narrow it down to two choices.  The first 

is a nice, fairly standard TV that is reasonably-priced. The second is a more expensive 

TV with lots of great features and a very sleek, high-end look.  After you browse for a 

few minutes, a salesperson comes up to you, says hello, and asks if he can help you. You 

explain that you are looking for a new TV and that you would like some more 

information. The salesperson seems to spend equal time talking about each TV, 

describing the benefits of both.  He recommends for you to make your own decision 

about which TV will work best for you. 

Persuasion. Imagine that you are considering buying a new TV.  Picture yourself 

walking into the TV section of a store, and seeing a variety of choices. After looking 

around for a while, you see several nice TVs of various models, styles and prices. After 

looking at a few different options, you seem to narrow it down to two choices.  The first 

is a nice, fairly standard TV that is reasonably-priced. The second is a more expensive 

TV with lots of great features and a very sleek, high-end look.  After you browse for a 

few minutes, a salesperson comes up to you, says hello, and asks if he can help you. You 

explain that you are looking for a new TV and that you would like some more 

information. The salesperson seems to spend more time talking about the expensive TV, 

and he goes on talking about how good it is and its various benefits. He finishes by 

saying that it is the TV for you, and he recommends that you buy it. 
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Appendix G Study 5 Scenarios  

Neutral, Stranger. Imagine going to an electronic store to buy a TV. Picture 

yourself walking into the TV section of the store and seeing a variety of choices. After 

you browse for a few minutes, a salesperson who you have never seen before comes up to 

you, says hello, and asks if he can help you.  You explain that you are looking for a new 

TV. After looking at a few different options, you seem to narrow it down to two 

choices.  The first is a nice, fairly standard TV that is reasonably-priced. The second is a 

more expensive TV with lots of great features and a very sleek, high-end look. The 

salesperson seems to spend equal time talking about each TV, describing the benefits of 

both.  He finishes by saying that his recommendation is that you make the decision that is 

best for you. 

Neutral, Friend. Imagine going to an electronic store to buy a TV. Picture 

yourself walking into the TV section of the store and seeing a variety of choices. After 

you browse for a few minutes, a salesperson who is also a friend of yours – someone you 

know very well for many years - comes over to you, greets you and asks how he can help 

you.  You explain that you are looking for a new TV. After looking at a few different 

options, you seem to narrow it down to two choices.  The first is a nice, fairly standard 

TV that is reasonably-priced. The second is a more expensive TV with lots of great 

features and a very sleek, high-end look.  Your friend seems to spend equal time talking 

about each TV, describing the benefits of both.  He finishes by saying that his 

recommendation is that you make the decision that is best for you. 

Persuasion, Stranger. Imagine going to an electronic store to buy a TV. Picture 

yourself walking into the TV section of the store and seeing a variety of choices. After 

you browse for a few minutes, a salesperson who you have never seen before comes up to 

you, says hello, and asks if he can help you.  You explain that you are looking for a new 

TV. After looking at a few different options, you seem to narrow it down to two 

choices.  The first is a nice, fairly standard TV that is reasonably-priced. The second is a 

more expensive TV with lots of great features and a very sleek, high-end look. 

 The salesperson seems to spend more time talking about the expensive TV, and he goes 



 

160 

 

on talking about how good it is and its various benefits. He finishes by saying that it is 

the TV for you, and his recommendation is that you buy it.  

Persuasion, Friend. Imagine going to an electronic store to buy a TV. Picture 

yourself walking into the TV section of the store and seeing a variety of choices. After 

you browse for a few minutes, a salesperson who is also a friend of yours – someone you 

know very well for many years - comes over to you, greets you and asks how he can help 

you.  You explain that you are looking for a new TV. After looking at a few different 

options, you seem to narrow it down to two choices.  The first is a nice, fairly standard 

TV that is reasonably-priced. The second is a more expensive TV with lots of great 

features and a very sleek, high-end look.  The salesperson seems to spend more time 

talking about the expensive TV, and he goes on talking about how good it is and its 

various benefits. He finishes by saying that it is the TV for you, and his recommendation 

is that you buy it.  

 

Appendix H Study 6 Scenarios 

Persuasion, Targeted. Imagine you’re thinking about buying a new TV. While 

browsing online, you click through a few websites. As you are searching, an ad for a new 

TV appears on your screen. The ad was targeted specifically for you based on your online 

activity and the previous websites you visited during your search. The ad highlights the 

TV’s great features and modern, sleek, high-end look. The ad says: This TV is the best 

way to watch all your favorite shows! The ad finishes with a final message: This is the 

TV for you, and you really should buy it. 

Neutral, Targeted. Imagine you’re thinking about buying a new TV. While 

browsing online, you click through a few websites. As you are searching, an ad for a new 

TV appears on your screen. The ad was targeted specifically for you based on your online 

activity and the previous websites you visited during your search. The ad highlights the 

TV’s great features and modern, sleek, high-end look. The ad says: This TV is the best 
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way to watch all your favorite shows! The ad finishes with a final message: Only you can 

decide whether the TV is right for you. 

Persuasion, Mass Advertisement. Imagine you’re thinking about buying a new 

TV. While looking through an widely distributed, popular magazine, you see an ad for a 

new TV. The ad highlights the TV’s great features and modern, sleek, high-end look. The 

ad says: This TV is the best way to watch all your favorite shows! The ad finishes with a 

final message: This is the TV for you, and you really should buy it. 

Neutral, Mass Advertisement. Imagine you’re thinking about buying a new TV. 

While looking through a widely distributed, popular magazine, you see an ad for a new 

TV. The ad highlights the TV’s great features and modern, sleek, high-end look. The ad 

says: This TV is the best way to watch all your favorite shows! The ad finishes with a 

final message: Only you can decide whether the TV is right for you. 

Persuasion, Store. Imagine you’re thinking about buying a new TV. While 

browsing at an electronic store, you walk into the TV section and see a variety of choices. 

After browsing for a few minutes, a salesperson comes over to you, greets you and asks 

how he can help you. You explain that you are looking for a new TV. The salesperson 

spends a lot of time talking about a TV with lots of great features and a very sleek, 

modern, high-end look. He says: This TV is the best way to watch all your favorite 

shows! He finishes with a final message: This is the TV for you, and you really should 

buy it. 

Neutral, Store. Imagine you’re thinking about buying a new TV. While browsing 

at an electronic store, you walk into the TV section and see a variety of choices. After 

browsing for a few minutes, a salesperson comes over to you, greets you and asks how he 

can help you. You explain that you are looking for a new TV. The salesperson spends a 

lot of time talking about a TV with lots of great features and a very sleek, modern, high-

end look. He says: This TV is the best way to watch all your favorite shows! He finishes 

with a final message: Only you can decide whether the TV is right for you. 
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Appendix I Demographic Information for Each Study 

 Total Participants % Male Mean age 

Study 1 65 46.2 21 

Study 2a 164 59.8 34 

Study 2b 244 48.1 20 

Study 3a 306 47.1 21 

Study 3b 166 47 21 

Study 4 308 46.4 20 

Study 5 237 48.7 19 

Study 6 361 44.2 19 
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Appendix J: Measures 

Seven point scales (1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree) 

Social Worth: 

To what extent would you say the salesperson in the scenario treated you as though they:  

- Liked you 

- Thought highly of you 

- Did not think much of you (r) 

- Did not care much about you (r) 

- Valued you as a customer 

- Held you in low regard (r) 

- Value you as a person 

Advantage-taking beliefs:  

To what extent would you say the salesperson’s treatment made you feel like the 

salesperson:  

- was trying to gain at your expense 

- was trying to influence you to achieve their goals 

- favored their personal interests over yours 

- cared more about their interests and outcomes than yours 

- cared that you make the right choice for you (r) 

Store Experience: 

Rate the extent to which your store experience was:  

- 1 = Unsatisfying: 7 = Satisfying 

- 1 = Unpleasant: 7 = Pleasant 

- 1 = Unfavorable: 7 = Favorable 

- 1 = Bad: 7 = Good 

Desire to purchase from the store:  

- To what extent do you want to purchase from the store 

- To what extent do you desire to shop at the store 

- To what extent do you feel like buying from this store 

- To what extent would you be likely to buy anything from the store 

- To what extent would you be willing to purchase something from the store 

- To what extent would you be prepared to buy from the store 

Sincerity of the Salesperson:  

Rate the extent to which the salesperson in the scenario was:  

- Genuine 

- Honest 

- Sincere 

- Trustworthy 

- Pushy (r) 

- Manipulative (r) 

- Aggressive (r)  
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Perceived Persuasion: 

Thinking about what the salesperson said about the TV, to what extent would you 

describe the salesperson’s message as persuasive?   

- 1 = Not at all: 7 = Very Much 

Thinking about what the salesperson said about the TV, to what extent do you see the 

salesperson as trying to persuade you? 

- 1 = Not at all: 7 = Very Much 

Manipulation Check: 

Thinking about the salesperson's message about the TV, rate the extent to which you 

agree or disagree with the following statements:  

- The salesperson insisted that you buy an expensive TV 

- The salesperson said the expensive TV was the one for you 

What is your Gender? 

- Male 

- Female 

- Prefer not to disclose 

What is the 4 digit year of your birth? 

Is English your primary language? 

- Yes 

- No 

Profit-acceptability Measure (Study 4 Only): 

- I am not bothered by salespeople who try to make money from me 

- It doesn't matter to me that salespeople try to profit from me 

- I don't take it personally when salespeople try to get me to buy things 

- Salespeople who sell to me are just doing their job 

- A salesperson doing their job is just a part of doing business 

- I am not bothered by companies that try to make money 

- It doesn't matter to me that companies pursue profits 

- I don't take it personally that companies aim to profit 

- A salesperson doing their job is not a personal offense against me 
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Appendix K: Research Ethics Board Approval(s) 
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