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Abstract
Food purchase decisions are characterized by habitual purchase behavior and 
low consumer involvement. The main aim of food marketing is to influence food 
consumers, for example, through advertising. In order to illustrate the interaction 
between consumers and marketers, Friestad and Wright (1994) developed the Per-
suasion Knowledge Model. The Persuasion Knowledge Model postulates that con-
sumers’ dealing with persuasion attempts depends on three knowledge factors: 
persuasion, agent, and topic knowledge. In this paper, we apply the Persuasion 
Knowledge Model to food advertising. Based on an online survey with German stu-
dents (n = 420), a structural equation analysis is used to investigate how persuasion 
knowledge determinants influence food consumers’ avoidance of the persuasion 
attempt which is presented as a hypothetical but typical food advertisement. Results 
show that the dependent variable beliefs about consumers’ avoidance of the persua-
sion attempt is negatively influenced by consumers’ beliefs about psychological 
mediators in the advertisement and by consumers’ beliefs about the appropriateness 
and effectiveness of the persuasion tactic. The determinant consumers’ beliefs about 
persuasion coping goals and tactics positively influences consumers’ avoidance of 
the persuasion attempt. From these findings, we derive recommendations for food 
industry advertisers and consumer education.

Keywords  Persuasion knowledge · Structural equation model · Survey · Food 
advertising · Consumer behavior

JEL Classification  L66 · Q18 · D12

 *	 Svenja Mohr 
	 Svenja.Mohr@ernaehrung.uni-giessen.de

1	 Institute of Agribusiness Management and Food Economics, Justus Liebig University Giessen, 
Senckenbergstrasse 3, 35390 Giessen, Germany

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8929-1670
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s43546-021-00108-y&domain=pdf


	 SN Bus Econ (2021) 1:107107  Page 2 of 27

Introduction

Consumers are often not aware of food advertising and food purchase decisions 
are typically habitual. The cognitive effort required to make purchase decisions 
for food is low among consumers and usually a once learned purchase behavior 
persists. This is accompanied by a low tendency to use information and small 
financial risks of a failed food purchase. Decisions at the point of sale are made 
unconsciously and routinely. Therefore, food products are often classified as prod-
ucts of low involvement (Grunert 2006; Neumann 2009). Food marketing aims to 
persuade consumers about food products across all media (Ham et al. 2016). In 
Germany, the food industry is one of the largest advertisers of all industries and 
advertises its products on all available platforms (Gunter 2016). A comparison 
of the advertising expenditures of various food groups in Germany shows that 
the highest spending in 2017 was on sweets (€ 867.8 million), followed by dairy 
products (€ 324.5 million) (Nielsen and Media Impact 2018). Due to the low 
involvement of food consumers in purchase decisions, advertisers try to involve 
consumers in advertising messages through, e.g., emotional elements and to per-
suade them to buy their products (Neumann 2009). Advertisers aim to direct con-
sumer preferences to the advertised product and to strengthen brand trust, in par-
ticular, for products which are bought habitually (Schweiger and Schrattenecker 
2001).

The Persuasion Knowledge Model (PKM) by Friestad and Wright (1994) can 
be used to examine how consumers deal with advertising by illustrating the inter-
action between marketers and consumers during a persuasion episode. The under-
lying assumption of the PKM is that consumers try to maintain control over the 
persuasion attempt such as advertising messages or sales conversations by using 
persuasion, topic, and agent knowledge. According to Friestad and Wright (1994), 
the content and structure of persuasion knowledge are composed of the follow-
ing five determinants: (1) beliefs about psychological mediators, (2) beliefs about 
marketers’ tactics, (3) beliefs about one’s own coping tactics, (4) beliefs about the 
effectiveness and appropriateness of marketers’ tactics, (5) beliefs about market-
ers’ persuasion goals and one’s own coping goals. Friestad and Wright (1994, 
p. 3) indicate that “Consumers’ persuasion coping knowledge enables them to 
recognize, analyze, interpret, evaluate, and remember persuasion attempts […]”. 
Consumers’ topic knowledge is extracted from their product or service experi-
ence. Consumers’ agent knowledge is derived from their expectations regarding 
the marketer’s image, competencies, and company. Thus, on the consumers’ side, 
the PKM can be used to gain detailed insights into consumer coping behavior. On 
the marketers’ side, i.e. the advertisers, the PKM can provide insights on how to 
create and develop persuasion attempts to influence consumers’ attitudes, deci-
sions, and actions. To achieve this, persuasion, topic, and target knowledge are 
necessary (Friestad and Wright 1994; Kirmani and Campbell 2004).

The PKM can be applied to various research contexts (Friestad and Wright 
1994). However, empirical research on persuasion knowledge and its determi-
nants in food settings is rather rare although food purchase decisions differ from 
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others, and advertising is highly important in the food industry. In the literature, 
there are experimental studies on persuasion in food advertising conducted with 
children (e.g., Naderer et al. 2020; Tarabashkina et al. 2016) and college students 
(Ham et al. 2016). Additionally, Eisend (2015) investigates the role of persuasion 
knowledge in third-party perceptions in a food advertising setting. However, in 
PKM studies only one or two factors of the PKM are investigated which indicates 
that the multidimensionality of the PKM and the various persuasion knowledge 
determinants are not sufficiently examined. To the best of our knowledge, there 
are no empirical studies that simultaneously examine multiple determinants of 
persuasion knowledge in a food advertising setting.

In this study, we investigate whether and to what extent the different persuasion 
knowledge determinants influence the beliefs about consumers’ avoidance of a food 
advertising message using an online survey with 420 students. We develop context-
specific measurement scales for every determinant of persuasion knowledge. Due 
to the high advertising expenditures for sweets in Germany and because sweets are 
often bought habitually and impulsively, we develop an online advertisement for 
a fictitious chocolate bar as persuasion attempt. To examine the modeled relation-
ships, we use structural equation modeling since structural equation models allow to 
measure hypothetical constructs, i.e., latent variables that are not directly observable 
like, e.g., attitudes or beliefs towards an advertising message. The aim of our study 
is to gain a deeper understanding of persuasion in food advertising focusing on mul-
tiple determinants of persuasion knowledge simultaneously.

Our results show that the determinants consumers’ beliefs about psychological 
mediators in the advertisement and consumers’ beliefs about the appropriateness of 
the persuasion tactic as well as consumers’ beliefs about the effectiveness of the per-
suasion tactic have the largest and a statistically significant negative influence on the 
avoidance of the persuasion attempt. Beliefs about consumers’ persuasion coping 
goals and tactics positively influence the avoidance of the persuasion attempt. In our 
study, 21.8% of the variance of advertisement avoidance can be explained by the 
factors investigated.

Since Friestad and Wright (1994, p. 25) mentioned that “The questions the PKM 
raises must be addressed by empirical studies using a variety of methods […]”, our 
paper contributes with its empirical analysis to the literature on persuasion research 
by exploring the effects of multiple persuasion knowledge determinants on food 
advertising avoidance. Our research approach shows how the persuasion knowl-
edge determinants can be integrated into one framework and how their relevance for 
consumers’ interaction with food advertising can be investigated. Ham et al. (2015) 
indicate that research on coping behavior with persuasion attempts is relevant for 
companies and consumers as well as for experts, the public, and consumer protec-
tion. In line with this, we conclude that the results of our study are of importance for 
advertisers in the food industry and for consumer education as they provide insights 
into the design of advertising and consumer protection, e.g., with regard to media 
use.

This paper is structured as follows: The following section explains the PKM in 
general and highlights its complexity and conceptual difficulties. We explain the 
determinants of persuasion knowledge and develop hypotheses. This is followed by 
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the methodology section that includes information on the data collection and partici-
pants, the procedure and survey design, and the measures of our study. After verify-
ing the quality criteria of the analysis and presenting the results in the fourth section, 
recommendations for food advertisers and consumer education are presented in the 
fifth section. The last section contains our conclusion, points to limitations, and pro-
vides a short outlook for future research.

Theoretical background and hypotheses

Friestad and Wright (1994) develop the PKM to explain the marketers’ concep-
tion of and the consumers’ coping with persuasion attempts like, e.g., advertising 
messages or sales conversations. Thus, the PKM is a framework which addresses 
both parties of persuasion interactions (see Fig. 1). Marketers, i.e. agents, create and 
develop persuasion attempts based on the three factors of topic, persuasion, and tar-
get knowledge to affect consumers’ attitudes, decisions, and actions. For consum-
ers, i.e. targets, the PKM provides insights about their coping behavior as they can 
use their topic, persuasion, and agent knowledge to deal with persuasion attempts. 
As Fig. 1 shows, during a persuasion episode the marketers with their persuasion 
attempts and the consumers with their coping behaviors come together (Friestad and 
Wright 1994; Ham et al. 2015; Kirmani and Campbell 2004).

On the occasion of the twentieth anniversary of the PKM, Ham et al. (2015) gen-
erate a review of research articles of the PKM published between 1994 and 2014. 
The review article discusses the methods and measuring instruments of 89 selected 
articles. In addition to the broad application possibilities of the PKM, the review 
article shows that there is no standard instrument for measuring the PKM factors 
and the respective determinants. Instead, researchers develop various measure-
ment scales corresponding to the respective research object. The dominant meth-
ods identified are experiments and surveys. Furthermore, Ham et  al. (2015) show 
that the majority of studies only examine some factors of the PKM or rather a few 

Fig. 1   The Persuasion Knowledge Model according to Friestad and Wright (1994)
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determinants of persuasion knowledge. Thus, the multidimensionality of the PKM 
remains rather unconsidered. In most studies, only one or two factors of the PKM 
are used, predominantly the persuasion knowledge factor, which is measured in 
different ways. However, focusing on persuasion knowledge is in accordance with 
the intention of Friestad and Wright (1994) who state that persuasion knowledge 
is the most important factor for coping with persuasion attempts. In various stud-
ies, differences in the measurement of persuasion knowledge can be observed. For 
example, Boerman et al. (2018) develop a persuasion knowledge scale for sponsored 
content that uses nine multi-item determinants, such as recognition, understanding, 
and appropriateness of sponsored and persuasive content. In contrast, Matthes and 
Naderer (2016) assess the activation of persuasion knowledge as one determinant 
with five indicators in the context of brand-unspecific product placement disclosures 
in music videos. The activation of persuasion knowledge is captured using items that 
measure respondents’ awareness of a purposeful integration of product placements 
into the video. Persuasion knowledge in online behavioral advertising is evaluated 
as one determinant with six indicators that focuses on respondents’ own knowledge 
of persuasive intentions of online advertising and marketers  (Ham 2017). Bearden 
et al. (2001) use a factor analysis to develop a six-item measurement scale for per-
suasion knowledge as a dimension of consumer self-confidence. However, as men-
tioned above, Friestad and Wright (1994) indicate in their initial PKM paper that 
persuasion knowledge is composed of five determinants that lead consumers’ coping 
behavior when dealing with a persuasion attempt.

The aim of our study is to investigate the multidimensionality of persuasion 
knowledge and we therefore simultaneously focus on five determinants. Ham 
et al. (2015) show in their literature review that various determinants of persua-
sion knowledge have been examined but there is no single scale to capture per-
suasion knowledge with all its determinants. In addition, they add that “the multi-
dimensional nature of the model ‘persuasion knowledge’ has meant, largely, that 
researchers must develop their own scales, which fit the particular research con-
text or ‘persuasion episode.’” (Ham et  al. 2015, p. 19). Since there is not one 
scale for every individual determinant, we capture previously unmeasured con-
structs with statement mentioned in the original paper by Friestad and Wright 
(1994). Pretests show that this approach, however, leads to model-theoretical and 
content-related coincidences between Friestad and Wright’s (1994) fifth determi-
nant (beliefs about marketers’ persuasion goals and one’s own coping goals) and 
their second (beliefs about marketers’ tactics) and third (beliefs about one’s own 
coping tactics) determinants. In our study, we refrain from presenting and investi-
gating Friestad and Wright’s (1994) fifth determinant since pretests show that the 
survey is more understandable if we integrate the fifth determinant from Friestad 
and Wright (1994) into the second and third determinant. Therefore, we integrate 
the goals and tactics together in one determinant meaning that the marketers’ 
(consumers’) goals from Friestad and Wright’s (1994) fifth determinant are meas-
ured within our second (third) determinant. Furthermore, we divide Friestad and 
Wright’s (1994) fourth determinant (beliefs about the effectiveness and appropri-
ateness of marketers’ tactics) into two separate determinants (see in the following 
(4) and (5)). The rationale for measuring both factors separately is that, to our 
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knowledge, no scale measures the beliefs about the effectiveness and appropriate-
ness together. Instead, the review article by Ham et al. (2015) shows independent 
scales for measuring appropriateness (see Wei et al. 2008) and effectiveness (see 
Celsi and Gilly 2009), which justifies our approach. To integrate these scales and 
to address the coincidences mentioned above, we decide to slightly modify Fri-
estad and Wright’s (1994) persuasion knowledge determinants, and to investigate 
the following determinants:

(1)	 Consumers’ beliefs about psychological mediators
(2)	 Consumers’ beliefs about marketers’ persuasion goals and tactics
(3)	 Consumers’ beliefs about persuasion coping goals and tactics
(4)	 Consumers’ beliefs about the appropriateness of the marketers’ persuasion tactic
(5)	 Consumers’ beliefs about the effectiveness of the marketers’ persuasion tactic

Friestad and Wright (1994) mention that consumers’ primary goal of coping 
with persuasion attempts is to maintain control over the outcome of a persuasion 
attempt. The authors use the term cope as it “is neutral with respect to the direc-
tion of targets’ responses” (Friestad and Wright 1994, p. 3). Thus, maintaining 
control over a persuasion attempt means that consumers can use their persuasion 
knowledge to avoid (mistrust or disbelief) or to tolerate (trust or belief) persua-
sion attempts. A wide range of studies addresses the question of avoidance and 
shows that persuasion knowledge leads consumers to resist persuasion attempts 
such as advertising messages (e.g., Ahluwalia and Burnkrant 2004; Campbell and 
Kirmani 2000; Forehand and Grier 2003). In addition, the results of the survey 
by Ham et al. (2016) on online behavioral advertising show that consumers’ cop-
ing behavior of advertising avoidance is connected with persuasion knowledge. 
Therefore, consumers do not believe in marketers’ claims (Darke et  al. 2008), 
or motives (Boush et al. 1994; Forehand and Grier 2003) which is described by 
Isaac and Grayson (2017) as consumers’ skepticism. However, a positive han-
dling of persuasion attempts means that persuasion knowledge leads, for exam-
ple, to greater credibility such as trust about persuasion attempts. In line with 
this, Isaac and Grayson (2017) investigate if persuasion knowledge can some-
times lead to positive effects towards a persuasion attempt. Using four studies, 
the authors indicate that accessing persuasion knowledge by consumers can lead 
to greater credibility and that consumers perceive credible advertising tactics as 
beneficial. In their online experiment, Matthes and Naderer (2016) also point out 
that persuasion knowledge does not always lead to a more negative brand attitude.

Since the literature captures the resistance to a persuasion attempt as the main 
intention, we define the avoidance of the persuasion attempt as the dependent 
variable in our study. This is justified by the fact that consumers do not change 
their behavior or attitudes in favor of the advertised product (Fransen et  al. 
2015). Thus, consumers are likely to withdraw or even turn entirely away from 
the advertiser or brand which can range from a change in purchase behavior to a 
complete avoidance of a product purchase (Campbell and Kirmani 2008). Verlegh 
et al. (2015) mention that the avoidance of a persuasion attempt can be expressed, 
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e.g., by changing the television channel in advertising blocks or by installing an 
advertising blocker for surfing on the internet. In a representative population sur-
vey conducted in Germany in 2018, the company PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) 
finds that 52% of the participants hide online advertising, at least partially, by 
using an advertising blocker (PwC 2019).

In the following, we introduce the determinants of persuasion knowledge 
in more detail and develop hypotheses. To avoid response bias, we do not ask 
respondents about their own expectations on each persuasion knowledge determi-
nant but about their perceptions of consumers’ beliefs about the respective deter-
minant. Thus, we focus on the respondents’ perception of consumers’ beliefs of 
each persuasion knowledge determinant rather than on their own knowledge.

(1)	 Consumers’ beliefs about psychological mediators

The first determinant of persuasion knowledge is consumers’ beliefs about psy-
chological mediators in the advertisement. This factor is perceived as the basis 
of persuasion knowledge and describes a certain perception, namely that psycho-
logical responses such as feelings, wishes, interests, or emotions are transmitted 
in persuasion attempts (Friestad and Wright 1994). Friestad and Wright (1995) 
examine the influence of television advertising on the audience and identify 13 
psychological mediators, such as the arousal of emotions, or the development of 
trust caused by advertising.

For measuring consumers’ beliefs about psychological mediators, we refer to 
the 13 psychological mediators mentioned by Friestad and Wright (1994). The 
later verification of the quality criteria in the results section shows that we retain 
seven of these indicators in our analysis. Thus, aspects, such as feelings, desires, 
interests, and emotions that can be perceived by our persuasion attempt are cap-
tured (see Appendix, Table 3). We assume that a positive evaluation of consum-
ers’ beliefs about psychological mediators in our advertising leads to a lower 
resistance to the advertisement among consumers. Therefore, we expect a nega-
tive effect on the advertisement avoidance. The first hypothesis is:

H1: Consumers’ beliefs about psychological mediators in the advertisement 
negatively influence the avoidance of the persuasion attempt.

As the determinant consumers’ beliefs about psychological mediators is 
described as the basis of persuasion knowledge, we assume that the other four 
determinants of persuasion knowledge are positively affected (Friestad and 
Wright 1994). Therefore, the following hypotheses are:

H1a: Consumers’ beliefs about psychological mediators in the advertisement pos-
itively influence consumers’ beliefs about marketers’ persuasion goals and tactics.

H1b: Consumers’ beliefs about psychological mediators in the advertisement 
positively influence consumers’ beliefs about persuasion coping goals and tactics.

H1c: Consumers’ beliefs about psychological mediators in the advertisement 
positively influence consumers’ beliefs about the appropriateness of the market-
ers’ persuasion tactic.
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H1d: Consumers’ beliefs about psychological mediators in the advertisement 
positively influence consumers’ beliefs about the effectiveness of the marketers’ per-
suasion tactic.

(2)	 Consumers’ beliefs about marketers’ persuasion goals and tactics

The second determinant of persuasion knowledge is consumers’ beliefs about 
marketers’ persuasion goals and tactics that measures consumers’ perception of 
how persuasion tactics can affect them (Friestad and Wright 1994; Ham et al. 2015). 
Persuasion tactics use psychological mediators and can range from attention-getting, 
scare, and curiosity to the enthusiasm of people for the product and can include, 
e.g., holistic message themes and specific messages (Friestad and Wright 1994). 
According to Friestad and Wright (1994, p. 4) “Persuasion tactics are therefore 
perceived as ‘agent action-psychological event’ connections”. Boush et  al. (1994) 
capture the knowledge about persuasion tactics with adolescents in the context of 
television advertising. Several questions are asked about tactics in combination 
with psychological effects of persuasion, such as the use of cartoon characteristics 
or popular music stars in television advertisements. Xie and Johnson (2015) use a 
six-item measurement scale developed by Bearden et al. (2001), which is limited to 
the knowledge about marketers’ persuasion tactics, to determine the role of persua-
sion knowledge in the third-person effect1 (see Davison 1983). Their results show 
that consumers with a high level of persuasion knowledge assume that advertising 
tactics have a stronger effect on others than on themselves. These consumers are 
also convinced that they are more likely to identify inappropriate advertising tactics 
compared to consumers with a lower level of persuasion knowledge (Xie and John-
son 2015). In a study on third-party perceptions, Eisend (2015) uses a determinant 
called “knowledge about persuasion tactics and processes” to measure the entire 
construct of persuasion knowledge.

This short review shows that in some studies the determinant consumers’ beliefs 
about marketers’ persuasion goals and tactics is used to measure the entire con-
struct of persuasion knowledge. Since we aim to capture multiple determinants of 
persuasion knowledge, we refer to the theoretical foundations of advertising effects 
to measure consumers’ knowledge about marketers’ persuasion goals and tactics. 
According to Felser (2015), advertisements present famous people to highlight 
product characteristics. Furthermore, scientific evidence can be used to establish 
the superiority of the advertised product, and images are presented as they are bet-
ter memorized than words. Based on these advertising characteristics, we develop a 
general multi-item scale of marketers’ persuasion goals and tactics to measure the 
second determinant (see Appendix, Table  3). We ask the participants about their 
perceptions of how general advertising goals and tactics of marketers can affect 
consumers. Friestad and Wright (1994) mention that a persuasion tactic is only 
noticed if the perceived characteristic of a persuasion attempt is causally related to 

1  The third-person effect describes that people prefer to believe that the mass media influence others 
more than themselves (Davison 1983).
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a psychological mediator. This is why we include causal connections between the 
tactics and psychological mediators in our measurement scale. To derive the hypoth-
esis, we refer to Eisend (2015, p. 59) who points out that “the more consumers 
believe they know about marketers’ persuasive tactics, the more they believe they 
know how to behave in markets efficiently and how to control negative influences by 
advertising.” In line with this quote, the following hypothesis is:

H2: Consumers’ beliefs about marketers’ persuasion goals and tactics positively 
influence the avoidance of the persuasion attempt.

(3)	 Consumers’ beliefs about persuasion coping goals and tactics

The third determinant of persuasion knowledge is consumers’ beliefs about per-
suasion coping goals and tactics. Consumers’ persuasion coping skills result from 
their own persuasion goals, such as self-control and competency regarding persua-
sion tactics, their coping tactics, and their perceptions of how other consumers can 
cope with persuasion attempts (Friestad and Wright 1994; Ham et al. 2015). The ini-
tiators of the PKM discuss a range of tactical ways on how to cope with persuasion 
attempts, such as ignoring a persuasion attempt or establishing a long-term attitude 
towards the advertiser (Friestad and Wright 1994). Thus, consumers’ persuasion 
coping goals and tactics are related to consumers’ self-confidence in their ability to 
understand and to deal with advertising tactics (Bearden et al. 2001).

In our survey, we measure consumers’ beliefs about persuasion coping goals and 
tactics in terms of consumers’ self-confidence using items from the initial PKM arti-
cle by Friestad and Wright (1994) (see Appendix, Table  3). According to the lit-
erature discussed above, we assume that a positive evaluation of consumers’ beliefs 
about persuasion coping goals and tactics results in advertisement avoidance among 
consumers. Therefore, the third hypothesis is.

H3:Consumers’ beliefs about persuasion coping goals and tactics positively influ-
ence the avoidance of the persuasion attempt.

(4)	 Consumers’ beliefs about the appropriateness of the marketers’ persuasion tactic

The fourth determinant of persuasion knowledge is consumers’ beliefs about 
the appropriateness of the marketers’ persuasion tactic. The appropriateness 
of persuasion tactics is an important subject in advertising research (West et al. 
2019) and according to the PKM theory refers to whether the tactic is morally 
acceptable for consumers. In an experimental study, Wei et  al. (2008) examine 
the perceived appropriateness of covert marketing tactics with undergraduate stu-
dents. Therefore, various college radio shows are produced and the appropriate-
ness of product placements in radio advertising is measured. The authors capture 
the perception of appropriateness based on the perceived fairness and the per-
ceived acceptance of the respective tactic. The appropriateness of a persuasion 
tactic is also examined by Yoo (2009) as the perceived fairness of search engine 
ads using three items on appropriateness, payment, and acceptance which are 
adopted from Campbell’s (1995) study of attention-getting tactics in television 
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advertising. Results show that the perception of an appropriate advertisement in 
the search engine mitigates the negative effect of persuasion knowledge on click-
through rates of keyword advertisements.

In our study, we examine the determinant consumers’ beliefs about the appro-
priateness of the marketers’ persuasion tactic by referring to the measurement 
scale of Wei et  al. (2008). We modify the indicators about appropriateness and 
fairness according to the persuasion tactic used in our study (see Appendix, 
Table 3). In line with related studies (Ham et al. 2015; Wei et al. 2008), we expect 
that if a perceived persuasion tactic seems appropriate among consumers, the 
persuasion attempt is evaluated positively. Consequently, a persuasion tactic that 
is evaluated positively and, therefore, considered as appropriate does not lead to 
advertisement avoidance among consumers. Therefore, hypothesis H4 is:

H4: Consumers’ beliefs about the appropriateness of the marketers’ persuasion 
tactic negatively influence the avoidance of the persuasion attempt.

(5)	 Consumers’ beliefs about the effectiveness of the marketers’ persuasion tactic

The fifth determinant of persuasion knowledge is consumers’ beliefs about 
the effectiveness of the marketers’ persuasion tactics which depends on whether 
advertisers make use of psychological mediators in their persuasion attempts to 
influence purchase decisions (Friestad and Wright 1994). In their review article, 
Ham et al. (2015) point out that perceptions of advertising effectiveness are not 
frequently measured and refer to the study by Celsi and Gilly (2009) to capture 
this determinant.

In line with this recommendation, we refer to the study by Celsi and Gilly 
(2009) to measure the determinant beliefs about the effectiveness of the persua-
sion tactic, and transfer their measurement scale to our online food advertising 
setting (see Appendix, Table 3). Celsi and Gilly (2009) examine how employees 
evaluate the effectiveness of their company’s advertising messages. The authors 
find out that if employees feel that the company’s own advertising messages are 
effective and in line with their expectations, employees feel connected to their 
company and the respective advertising message. The persuasion attempt is there-
fore not avoided but rather tolerated. We follow this line of thought and conclude 
that the belief and perception about effective elements in an advertising tactic 
lead to an easier evaluation of the tactic which does not necessarily imply a rejec-
tion of the persuasion attempt. Beliefs about an effective advertising tactic can, 
therefore, result in a positive evaluation of the persuasion attempt. Therefore, 
hypothesis H5 is:

H5: Consumers’ beliefs about the effectiveness of the marketers’ persuasion 
tactic negatively influence the avoidance of the persuasion attempt.

Since we test our hypotheses with a student-based sample and do not expect 
considerable age variation, we deliberately refrain from formulating a hypothesis 
on the influence of age on our persuasion knowledge determinants. However, a 
substantial body of research on persuasion knowledge focuses on the relation-
ship between persuasion knowledge and age (e.g., Balzás et al. 2017; Boush et al. 
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1994; Waiguny et al. 2014). These scholars find that a better persuasion knowl-
edge exists more likely among older than younger consumers since with growing 
age, consumers have more shopping experiences and more frequent as well as 
important purchase decisions are made. In addition, the ability to draw conclu-
sions from marketers’ characteristics increases since with increasing age, experi-
ences with marketers are perceived more consciously, and persuasion attempts 
are questioned and recognized more frequently (Friestad and Wright 1994). How-
ever, consumers’ knowledge of a persuasion attempt decreases again at a certain 
age (Kirmani and Campbell 2004). Especially elderly people are considered to be 
vulnerable as skills to ensure well-being in persuasive situations diminish and dif-
ficulties arise in maintaining their own interests (Valant 2015).

Methodology

Data collection and participants

To test our hypotheses, we created an online survey with the software LimeSur-
vey. Our survey was conducted in 2018 and 2019 and participants were students 
of the University of Giessen, Germany. The survey link was sent via the IT ser-
vice center to all students of the university which means that in each of the 2 
years approximately 28,000 people received the survey link. In both years, the 
link was online for a total of 20 days. We encouraged participation in the online 
survey by a random draw of ten chocolate bar surprise packages valued at 10 
euros respectively. In 2018, 300 respondents and in 2019, 317 respondents par-
ticipated in our survey. The drop-out rate was 31.93% (n = 197) and thus a total 
of 68.07% (n = 420) of the participants completed our survey. Participants’ age 
ranged from 18 to 57 years and the average age was 24.23 years (sd = 4.74). The 
share of female participants was 77.62% (n = 326). In total, 42.86% (n = 180) of 
the respondents stated that they deal with nutrition issues in their university stud-
ies which indicated that they were studying nutritional science or related studies 
with lectures on nutrition and food.

Procedure and survey design

Before our survey was submitted to the students, we conducted two pre-test rounds. 
In the first pre-test round, we tested all indicators with five external students to 
ensure that all indicators were understandable and unambiguous. In a second pre-
test with five doctoral students, the entire online survey was checked for response 
time and for further linguistic and content improvements. As a result, we rephrased 
some indicators and optimized the advertisement of the chocolate bar. Our survey 
consisted of three stages, which are presented in Fig. 2.

In the beginning, we announced our study as survey about food advertising. We 
presented a short introduction to invite and inform participants about the estimated 
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time required and data protection issues. In addition, we informed respondents that 
there are no right or wrong answers and that all information provided is handled 
confidentially. In the second stage, we aimed to capture the constructs of persua-
sion knowledge by using multi-item scales and presented the advertisement of the 
chocolate bar. First, we asked about the indicators of the second determinant con-
sumers’ beliefs about marketers’ persuasion goals and tactics. Since we asked indi-
cators [GT1] and [GT2] (see Appendix, Table 3) as general perceptions of adver-
tising tactics and thus independently from our advertisement, these two indicators 
which focused on marketers’ persuasion tactics were presented at first. As a second 
part of the determinant, the indicators on marketers’ persuasion goals [GT3] (R) 
and [GT4] were queried at a later step (see Fig. 2). The indicators of the remaining 
determinants were directly related to the food advertisement and therefore presented 
after the illustration of the persuasion attempt. Since the persuasion attempt was 
an important stimulus for our survey and we developed a fictitious advertisement 
of a chocolate bar, we provide a more detailed explanation of its conception in the 
following.

Since our study focused on food advertising, we chose a chocolate bar as it is 
assumed to be a low involvement product that is purchased both habitually and 
impulsively due to the low financial risks and the product’s substitutability. Due to 
these reasons and because of the high advertising expenditures of the sweets indus-
try explained above, we regarded a chocolate bar to be a very suitable product for 
our analysis. Furthermore, we presented the commercial message in our survey as 
an online advertisement since the second highest advertising spending of the food 
industry is on online advertising (Nielsen 2013). Moreover, online advertising is 
an increasingly important advertising medium for advertisers and consumers. In 
recent years, especially target group-specific online advertising is gaining relevance. 
Advertisers use, for example, algorithms and artificial intelligence to transmit per-
sonalized information to consumers and place advertising media in line with their 
current purchase decision phase, their interests, and their preferences. Consumers 
receive personalized recommendations targeted in terms of time and topic that can 
be used for their purchase decisions (Acquisti et al. 2016; Li 2019). In line with this, 
Berkovsky et  al. (2012) mentioned that personalized recommendations combined 
with persuasive contents could change consumer behavior. Kaptein et al. (2012), for 

Fig. 2   Survey structure
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example, investigated how personalized persuasive text messages can change study 
participants’ eating habits to reduce snacking.

In our study, we developed the advertisement of the chocolate bar based on the 
involvement theory in food marketing (Neumann 2009). Neumann (2009) states that 
a food advertisement should have an activating and emotionalizing effect, create a 
positive image, and be linked to a more strongly involving element to draw consum-
ers’ attention to it. To comply with these recommendations, we integrated the two 
aspects care and hedonism into the advertisement of the chocolate bar (see Fig. 3). 
The care aspect intended to evoke care motives such as affection or attachment 
among consumers. The statement “Do something good for […] the cocoa farmers!” 
was supposed to stimulate the care motive. The hedonism aspect intended to address 
consumer motives such as individual enjoyment or self-pampering and was initiated 
by the statements “Do something good for yourself” as well as by the two slogans 
“Chocolate taste” and “Extra high share of nuts” representing self-cherishing and 
individual taste. Pictures of cocoa beans and hazelnuts supported these statements. 
In our study, the more strongly involving element was the Fair-Trade label, which we 
also defined as the persuasion tactic. In a short text (see below), we described that 
the marketer actually aims to increase the sales figures, i.e., the company’s revenue, 
and the marketer’s primary goal is not the support of the cocoa farmers, which one 
would actually expect by using the Fair-Trade label. Since previous studies on adver-
tising and persuasion knowledge used fictitious brands and marketers to avoid influ-
ences of previous associations with products, brands or the perceived corporate rep-
utation (Darke et al. 2008; Held et al. 2017), we adapted this procedure and used a 
fictitious brand called “GOODNUT” without mentioning any marketer (see Fig. 3).

Fig. 3   Fictitious online advertisement of the chocolate bar “GOODNUT”
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After presenting the fictitious advertisement of the chocolate bar, the following 
multi-item scales referred directly to this online advertisement (see Fig. 2). In this 
way, the indicators of the first determinant consumers’ beliefs about psychological 
mediators, the third determinant consumers’ beliefs about persuasion coping goals 
and tactics, as well as the fourth and fifth determinant consumers’ beliefs about the 
appropriateness of the marketers’ persuasion tactic and consumers’ beliefs about 
the effectiveness of the marketers’ persuasion tactic were evaluated directly after 
participants had seen the advertisement. On the last two determinants (appropriate-
ness and effectiveness), we presented the following note on the Fair-Trade label as 
persuasion tactic.

“Tactic: By using the Fair-Trade label on the chocolate bar, the chocolate bar 
marketer intends to increase the sales figures of the product and, therefore, his 
revenue. The primary goal of using the Fair-Trade label is not the support of 
cocoa farmers.”

By presenting the definition, we aimed to ensure an equal perception and interpre-
tation of the persuasion tactic by all participants. This definition was presented shortly 
before the end of our survey (see Fig. 2) to avoid any influence of the persuasion tac-
tic definition on the respondents when answering the other indicators of the persuasion 
knowledge determinants. In the last step, we assessed our dependent variable beliefs 
about consumers’ avoidance of the persuasion attempt. The third stage of our survey 
included questions on participants’ socio-demographics, i.e., questions on gender and 
age as well as a question regarding a nutritional focus of participants’ university studies.

Measures

Our section on the theoretical background of the PKM and the review article by 
Ham et al. (2015) indicate that there is no standard instrument for measuring persua-
sion knowledge. Therefore, scholars usually develop context-specific measurement 
scales or adapt existing scales to their research subject. We adopted this procedure 
and measured the persuasion knowledge determinants through multi-item scales. 
Wherever possible, we adapted measurement scales from previous PKM studies (see 
Appendix, Table 3). Since not all persuasion knowledge determinants were captured 
with multi-item scales in the literature so far, and some of the scales were not suit-
able for our research objective, we developed several multi-item scales on our own 
and modified existing multi-item scales. We used several indicators that represent 
different aspects and allow an evaluation of each persuasion knowledge determinant.

We measured the dependent variable beliefs about consumers’ avoidance of the 
persuasion attempt using a self-developed measurement scale that reflected aspects 
of resistance to a product purchase and negative responses to the advertisement. 
However, only the indicators that were considered as reliable and valid in the later 
verification of the measurement models were maintained for the empirical analysis 
and therefore presented in Table 3 (Appendix) and in the results section. In our sur-
vey, all indicators were translated into German and were measured with a six-point 
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approval scale from “I don’t agree at all (1)” to “I totally agree (6)”. We used an 
approval scale without a center to avoid response tendencies towards the middle. To 
avoid sequence effects, the indicators within the persuasion knowledge determinants 
were displayed randomly in our survey.

To examine the influence of the determinants of persuasion knowledge on the 
avoidance of the persuasion attempt, we used structural equation modeling. Struc-
tural equation modeling enables us to test our hypotheses about the hypothetical 
constructs which we derived in the previous section. Based on metric data, the miss-
ing normal distribution, and the formative measurement models, we used the partial 
least squares (PLS) approach for the parameter estimation of the structural equa-
tion model (Hair et al. 2014). For structural equation modeling, Chin (1998) recom-
mends a sample size at least ten times larger than the number of indicators of the 
most complex formative construct. In line with this recommendation, the criterion 
of minimum sample size of our structural equation model is fulfilled.

Structural equation models consist of measurement models and a structural 
model. Measurement models show relationships between constructs, i.e., between 
the persuasion knowledge determinants and their indicators whereas the structural 
model shows the assumed relationships between the constructs. In measurement 
models, a distinction is made between reflectively and formatively measured mod-
els. A reflectively measured model means that the construct causes the measurement 
of the indicator variables. Thus, covariances between indicators are required. Indica-
tors should be interchangeable and contain a similar topic. Formatively measured 
models are used when indicators cause the measurement of the construct. For the 
indicators, there is no need to contain similar topics and covariances between indica-
tors are not required (Hair et al. 2014; Jarvis et al. 2003).

Results

Quality criteria

As a first step, we verify the quality criteria of the measurement models. Table 1 
shows that the measures indicator reliability, convergent validity, internal consist-
ency (composite reliability), Cronbach’s alpha as well as the discriminant validity 
(see Appendix, Table 4) are satisfied for the reflectively measured construct beliefs 
about consumers’ avoidance of the persuasion attempt. 

Table 1   Results for reflectively measured models

Construct Indicators Indicator
reliability

Convergent
validity

Composite
reliability

Cronbach’s
alpha

loadings AVE Pc α

(≥ 0.7) (≥ 0.5) (≥ 0.6) (≥ 0.6)

Beliefs about consumers’ avoid-
ance of the persuasion attempt

[AV1] 0.897 0.798 0.888 0.747
[AV2] 0.890
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Table 2   Results for formatively measured models

(R) Reversed answers
*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01

Construct Indicators VIF (< 5) Weights (> 0.1) Loadings
(> 0.5)

(1) Consumers’ beliefs about psycho-
logical mediators

[PM1] (R) 1.178 0.202** 0.489***
[PM2] 1.312 0.193* 0.591***
[PM3] (R) 1.062 0.090 0.246***
[PM4] 1.418 0.350** 0.758***
[PM5] 1.205 0.388*** 0.660***
[PM6] 1.036 0.126* 0.192**
[PM7] 1.378 0.310*** 0.709***

(2) Consumers’ beliefs about market-
ers’ persuasion goals and tactics

[GT1] 1.012 0.117 0.214*
[GT2] 1.026 0.452*** 0.500***
[GT3] (R) 1.013 0.760*** 0.790***
[GT4] 1.033 0.326** 0.456***

(3) Consumers’ beliefs about persua-
sion coping goals and tactics

[CT1] (R) 1.005 0.421*** 0.482***
[CT2] 1.005 0.878*** 0.908***

(4) Consumers’ beliefs about the 
appropriateness of the marketers’ 
persuasion tactic

[AP1] (R) 1.010 0.681*** 0.600***
[AP2] (R) 1.010 0.804*** 0.735***

(5) Consumers’ beliefs about the 
effectiveness of the marketers’ 
persuasion tactic

[EF1] 2.124 0.181 0.748***
[EF2] 2.015 0.390*** 0.803***
[EF3] (R) 1.111 0.525*** 0.627***
[EF4] 1.061 0.364** 0.545***

In Table 2, the quality criteria of formatively measured models are evaluated. The 
variance inflation factor (VIF) of all indicators is less than five indicating that there 
are no critical levels of collinearity. The weights, which reflect the importance of 
the individual indicators for the corresponding construct, are > 0.1 and significant 
except for indicators [PM3] (R), [GT1], and [EF1]. However, all of these indicators 
achieve significant loadings and are therefore kept in the model.

Next, the quality criteria of the structural model are analyzed. The VIF results of 
our structural model are less than five indicating that collinearity is not a problem 
(see Appendix, Table 5). According to Hair et  al. (2014), the coefficient of deter-
mination (R2) value is a measure of the model’s predictive accuracy and represents 
the combined effects of the five (exogenous) constructs on the dependent variable 
beliefs about consumers’ avoidance of the persuasion attempt. Results show that 
in total, 21.8% of the variance in avoidance of the persuasion attempt is explained 
by the assigned constructs. The effect size (f2) reflects the influence of an exoge-
nous construct on the dependent variable and differs in its extent (Hair et al. 2014). 
Threshold values for the f2 of 0.02, 0.15, and 0.35 indicate whether the exogenous 
construct has a weak, moderate, or substantial influence on the dependent vari-
able (Chin 1998). Results in Table 5 (Appendix) show that the effect sizes of the 
exogenous constructs are different. The exogenous determinants consumers’ beliefs 
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about psychological mediators, consumers’ beliefs about the appropriateness of 
the marketers’ persuasion tactic, and consumers’ beliefs about the effectiveness of 
the marketers’ persuasion tactic have at least a weak influence on the beliefs about 
consumers’ avoidance of the persuasion attempt. For the determinants consumers’ 
beliefs about marketers’ persuasion goals and tactics and consumers’ beliefs about 
persuasion coping goals and tactics, the f2- values are below 0.02, which indicates 
that there are no remarkable influences on the beliefs about consumers’ avoidance 
of the persuasion attempt. The Stone-Geissers’ Q2 value, which measures the mod-
el’s predictive relevance, is higher than zero (Q2: 0.154) (Hair et  al. 2014). Thus, 
we conclude that our structural equation model on persuasion knowledge in food 
advertising represents aspects that cause avoidance. Furthermore, the Standardized 
Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) is 0.054 and, therefore, less than 0.08 which 
indicates a good fit of the model according to Henseler et al. (2014). However, we 
have to mention that researchers should be cautious when using model fit indices in 
structural equation modelling with PLS as the criteria are not sufficiently validated 
and established thresholds do not exist which can lead to difficulties in evaluating 
results (Hair et al. 2017; SmartPLS GmbH 2021). For this reason, we refrain from 
interpreting further model fit indices.

Hypotheses testing

The hypotheses testing was carried out by using the software SmartPLS 3 (Ringle 
et  al. 2015). In Fig.  4, we present the results of the structural equation model by 
indicating the path coefficients on the respective arrow.  The height and significance 
of path coefficients are reported as results of hypotheses testing. We present the 
effect sizes of the path coefficients in bold if they are significant and thus support 
our hypotheses. Path coefficients can be interpreted like standard beta coefficients of 
an ordinary least squares regression and show the relationships between the respec-
tive persuasion knowledge determinant and the dependent variable beliefs about 
consumers’ avoidance of the persuasion attempt. In general, the higher a path coef-
ficient of a determinant, the higher the relative influence of this determinant on the 
dependent variable. To evaluate the significance of the path coefficients, we apply 
bootstrapping with 5,000 subsamples (Hair et al. 2014).

The results of hypotheses testing show that hypothesis H1 (− 0.301***) is sup-
ported meaning that in our study the positive evaluation of consumers’ beliefs about 
psychological mediators in the advertisement has a significant negative influence 
on the beliefs about consumers’ avoidance of the persuasion attempt. From this 
result, it can be deduced that a positive evaluation of psychological mediators in the 
chocolate bar advertisement is more likely leading to tolerance of this advertisement 
than on its avoidance. Hypothesis H2 (− 0.066) is not supported due to the nega-
tive sign and the lack of significance of the path coefficient. Thus, in our study the 
determinant consumers’ beliefs about marketers’ persuasion goals and tactics does 
not influence the beliefs about consumers’ avoidance of the persuasion attempt. 
Hypothesis H3 (0.107**) is supported meaning that more pronounced beliefs about 
consumers’ persuasion coping goals and tactics leads to avoidance of the persuasion 
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attempt. Hypothesis H4 (− 0.191***) and hypothesis H5 (− 0.212***) are sup-
ported implying that consumers’ beliefs about the effectiveness of the marketers’ 
persuasion tactic and consumers’ beliefs about the appropriateness of the market-
ers’ persuasion tactic have a significant negative influence on the beliefs about con-
sumers’ avoidance of the persuasion attempt. Thus, participants in our study expect 
that the more effective and appropriate a persuasion tactic is evaluated by consum-
ers, the less likely consumers will avoid it. Consequently, if the persuasion tactic is 
evaluated to be ineffective and inappropriate, the avoidance of the respective per-
suasion attempt will increase. The height of the path coefficients shows that the 
negative effect of evaluating the persuasion tactic effectiveness is greater than the 
negative effect of evaluating the persuasion tactic appropriateness on the avoidance. 
The greatest negative influence on the beliefs about consumers’ avoidance of the 
persuasion attempt is identified for the determinant consumers’ beliefs about psy-
chological mediators. From this, we conclude that participants of our study expect 
the avoidance to be lower when consumers have higher beliefs about psychological 
mediators of the advertisement and when consumers evaluate the advertising tactic 
as appropriate and effective.

According to the PKM theory, the determinant consumers’ beliefs about psycho-
logical mediators forms the basis of the remaining persuasion knowledge determi-
nants. Thus, we test hypotheses H1a- H1d to examine if consumers’ beliefs about 
psychological mediators affect the further determinants of persuasion knowledge. 
Results show that consumers’ beliefs about psychological mediators have the great-
est positive effect on consumers’ beliefs about marketers’ persuasion goals and tac-
tics (H1a: 0.379***) followed by consumers’ beliefs about persuasion coping goals 
and tactics (H1b: 0.349***), and consumers’ beliefs about the effectiveness of the 

Fig. 4   Structural equation model and results of hypotheses testing. Note: *p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; 
***p < 0.01
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marketers’ persuasion tactic (H1d: 0.308***). The hypothesis on consumers’ beliefs 
about the appropriateness of the marketers’ persuasion tactic (H1c: -0.048) is not 
supported because there is no significant and a negative effect. In line with the PKM 
theory, our results indicate that the determinant consumers’ beliefs about psycho-
logical mediators can be used as fundament for persuasion knowledge among food 
consumers.

In our structural equation analysis, the coefficient of determination (R2) shows 
that 21.8% of the variance of the beliefs about consumers’ avoidance of the persua-
sion attempt is explained by the corresponding determinants. We conclude that this 
explanation of variance is plausible since the PKM also includes knowledge factors 
such as agent and topic knowledge whose impacts we do not examine in our anal-
ysis. Factors that could influence persuasion avoidance might include consumers’ 
persuasion experience as well as the already mentioned agent and topic knowledge. 
The theory of consumer behavior also discusses that food consumers have product 
and brand loyalty and a different involvement in purchase decisions (Grunert 2006; 
Neumann 2009). We assume that there might also be an influence of these factors.

Discussion and implications

Implications for food advertisers

The design of food advertising messages is influenced by the habitual purchase 
behavior of food consumers. Using affective elements, advertisers try to increase 
the emotional involvement of consumers and thereby to influence consumers’ pur-
chase behavior in favor of their products (Neumann 2009). Therefore, advertising 
ideas must be both, original and appropriate (West et  al. 2019). Referring to our 
study, it seems to be important to implement advertising tactics that are perceived as 
appropriate and effective. Our results show that the evaluation of the effectiveness 
and appropriateness of the persuasion tactic have a comparatively large impact on 
whether consumers avoid the chocolate bar advertisement or not. However, it should 
be noted that in this study the persuasion tactic is associated with the Fair-Trade 
label which is a quality label for social standards, such as fair working conditions 
and prohibition of child labor and discrimination (TransFair 2021). Since fair trade 
products involve a social judgement by consumers, it is possible that the results of 
this study are not applicable to persuasion tactics without such a label for social 
standards, and therefore transferring the results to food advertising in general is dif-
ficult. For example, Campbell et  al. (2015) show that price increases justified by 
Fair-Trade labels are perceived as fair compared to when price increases are jus-
tified by profit maximization. In our study, the persuasion tactic is described as a 
tactic that primarily aims to increase the marketer’s revenue instead of supporting 
cocoa farmers. However, the participants’ perception of the tactic can also be pre-
dominantly determined by the fairness characteristics of the label rather than the 
marketer’s intention. From the survey, we cannot infer how the participants per-
ceived the described persuasion tactic and the label displayed in the advertisement. 
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Future studies could examine this question, for example, within the framework of an 
experiment.

From this study, it can be concluded that to maximize food advertisers’ revenues, 
persuasion tactics that are perceived as appropriate, fair, and effective by consumers 
should be implemented. Conversely, our results indicate that the use of inappropri-
ate and unfair persuasion tactics can lead to a less favorable perception of products, 
brands, and advertisers by consumers. However, inappropriate persuasion tactics 
can not only be recognized through consumer perceptions but also through third-
party disclosures which can negatively affect a whole branch of industry (Darke 
et  al. 2008; Held et  al. 2017). In addition to persuasion tactics in advertisements, 
Held et al. (2017) also recommend fair and effective persuasion tactics for retail sale 
strategies.

However, it can be questioned to what extent advertisers in Germany even use 
inappropriate advertisement tactics. In Germany, there are legal requirements and 
a voluntary code of conduct for food advertising that prohibit misleading and inad-
missible advertising. The code of conduct for food advertising states that advertis-
ing activities must be recognizable for consumers. In addition, consumers can also 
contact the German Advertising Council if they consider advertising messages to be 
unacceptable (Lebensmittelverband Deutschland e.V. (Food Federation Germany) 
2020).

Furthermore, it is expected that the appropriateness and fairness of advertis-
ing tactics will also gain relevance in personalized advertising messages (Malhei-
ros et al. 2012). Due to digitalization, data on consumers’ purchase behavior, i.e., 
behavior-related information are available and can be used by advertisers to develop 
and send their advertising messages to specific target groups. By using technolo-
gies such as algorithms and artificial intelligence, personalized advertising mes-
sages can be specifically targeted towards consumers in terms of time and topic (Li 
2019). Thus, personalized advertising messages result in a decision support for con-
sumers that is adapted to their personal consumption patterns. Advertisers benefit 
from an increased advertising effect and can reduce scatter losses (Acquisti et  al. 
2016). However, too intense personalization of advertising messages could limit 
the sovereignty of food consumers and have a harassing effect. Concerning this, a 
representative population survey in Germany of the company PwC (2019) deter-
mines that online advertising is perceived as very or rather disturbing by 68% of the 
interviewees.

Another finding of our study is that a positive evaluation of consumers’ beliefs 
about psychological mediators in the advertisement negatively influences adver-
tisement avoidance. Thus, using psychological mediators, such as communicating 
emotions, a feeling of trust or creating a desire in an advertisement can lead to a 
positive coping behavior among consumers that, in the best case, results in a product 
purchase. At this point, however, we must note that in our study the determinant 
consumers’ beliefs about psychological mediators cannot be considered equivalent 
to consumers’ knowledge about psychological mediators. In our study, we capture 
the first determinant as the study participants’ evaluation of consumers’ beliefs 
about psychological mediators used in our chocolate bar advertisement. Thus, we 
do not directly assess consumers’ knowledge about psychological mediators and its 
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influence on advertisement avoidance which could affect consumers’ coping behav-
ior differently.

Implications for consumer education

In addition to recommendations for food advertisers, recommendations for food con-
sumer education can be deduced. The fact that consumers’ beliefs about persuasion 
coping goals and tactics have a significant positive but comparatively small impact 
on the beliefs about consumers’ avoidance of the persuasion attempt leads to the 
question of whether there is an increasing need for consumer education regarding 
coping goals and tactics as well as an information provision on persuasive elements 
in advertising. We assume, if consumers have a higher level of beliefs about possible 
persuasion coping goals and tactics when dealing with advertising, they will be able 
to deal with persuasion attempts consciously and can cope with them more easily. 
For example, as described in our indicators, consumers could be made aware that 
they can use advertisements to form long-term opinions about marketers, products, 
and brands. Moreover, a provision and disclosure of persuasion-related information 
can make consumers more aware of marketers’ persuasion intentions and tactics 
(Campbell et al. 2013). Regarding this, consumers’ dealing with personalized adver-
tising messages should also be considered.

In our study, we also find that a greater evaluation of consumers’ beliefs of 
psychological mediators in food advertising messages leads to greater consum-
ers’ beliefs about marketers’ persuasion goals and tactics (see Fig. 4, H1a) and to 
greater consumers’ beliefs about persuasion coping goals and tactics (see Fig.  4, 
H1b). Thus, we assume that educating consumers about the psychological effects 
caused by advertising can be relevant to their coping behavior. For example, con-
sumers could be made aware that advertising tries to create a special mood among 
them and arouses emotions and trust. A provision of information about marketers’ 
goals and tactics could be useful for consumers as well. Furthermore, in our analy-
sis higher ratings of consumers’ beliefs about psychological mediators in the adver-
tisement lead to a more favorable evaluation of persuasion tactic effectiveness (see 
Fig. 4, H1d). Thus, we expect that consumers’ education about psychological media-
tors may create awareness of persuasion tactics and then lead to a more conscious 
handling of advertisements, at least among some consumers.

Conclusion, limitations, and outlook

Our study presents how persuasion knowledge determinants can be examined in a 
food advertisement setting by using a structural equation modeling approach. Our 
results show that persuasion knowledge determinants influence consumers’ dealing 
with persuasion attempts since four out of five of our main hypotheses are main-
tained. The determinants consumers’ beliefs about psychological mediators, con-
sumers’ beliefs about the appropriateness of the persuasion tactic, and consum-
ers’ beliefs about the effectiveness of the persuasion tactic negatively influence the 
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beliefs about consumers’ avoidance of the persuasion attempt. The determinant 
consumers’ beliefs about persuasion coping goals and tactics positively influences 
beliefs about consumers’ avoidance of the persuasion attempt. We find no signifi-
cant effect for consumers’ beliefs about marketers’ persuasion goals and tactics.

However, since persuasion knowledge correlates with age and education (e.g., 
Boush et al. 1994; Kirmani and Campbell 2004), it should be noted that only stu-
dents participated in our study. With an average age of 24.23 years, our participants 
are comparatively young and well educated. Therefore, the results of our study can-
not be transferred to the entire population in Germany. Furthermore, the descriptive 
statistics on participants’ age show that the median is 23.00 years and 23.71 years for 
the 5% trimmed mean. Using a boxplot, 19 outliers (age ≥ 34 years) are identified. 
Based on the descriptive statistics on age, we test for statistically significant differ-
ences in the mean values between the groups (group 1: age ≥ 34, group 2: age ≤ 33) 
for each indicator using Mann–Whitney U tests. The results show that there are 
no significant differences in mean values for almost all indicators (p > 0.05). The 
only exception is the indicator [GT2] for which a p value of 0.042 is determined. 
Due to the large number of non-significant differences in respondents’ answers 
between the two groups, we conclude that there are no age-related differences in 
this model. Therefore, we decided against recalculating the SEM for different age 
groups. In addition, nearly half of the respondents (42.86%) deal with nutrition top-
ics during their university studies. Thus, we cannot exclude that participants in our 
study are better educated in persuasive food advertising than the average consumer 
which could lead to biased results. An analysis with a larger target group consisting 
not only of students and a larger share of male participants could provide further 
insights for different consumer groups. In addition to the age and education of the 
study participants, a further limitation of our study is that the draw of chocolate bar 
surprise packages mainly motivated students with a preference for chocolate to par-
ticipate. We assume that participants with a self-identified interest in sweets could 
be more involved in the topic than the average student. It is possible that a survey 
with another kind of incentive would lead to different results and attract other stu-
dents to participate.

A further limitation of our study relates to our measurement scales. We dropped 
some indicators because they did not meet the quality criteria of structural equation 
modeling. Thus, some of our measurement scales might not fully capture the respec-
tive determinant. For example, for our third determinant consumers’ beliefs about 
persuasion coping goals and tactics, we removed indicators about understanding 
and dealing with the chocolate bar advertisement due to unsatisfactory quality cri-
teria. The same applied to the second determinant consumers’ beliefs about market-
ers’ persuasion goals and tactics. We removed persuasion tactic indicators about 
words, colors, pictures, and sounds in advertising.

An additional uncontrolled factor is the possibility of a response bias due to 
social desirability. Particularly in surveys on process attributes of food, people tend 
to provide socially desirable answers (Grohs et al. 2009; Piper and Kühl 2020). As 
explained in the second section, to avoid response bias due to social desirability, our 
survey does not directly capture participants’ knowledge of each individual persua-
sion knowledge determinant. Instead, we asked respondents about their expectation 
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of how consumers interact with the advertisement of the chocolate bar. In addition, 
the instructions of the survey informed respondents that there are no right and wrong 
answers and that the information provided is handled confidentially. However, a 
response bias due to social desirability cannot be completely excluded. Future stud-
ies could test for biased responses due to social desirability by implementing the 
control scale SEMAF07. The scale was developed by Grohs et al. (2009) (in Ger-
man) to test for socially desirable response behavior in consumer behavior sur-
veys. Using this scale, the extent of response bias can be determined and, therefore, 
participants with a strong bias can be eliminated for the analysis or the bias effect 
can be weighted (Mummendey and Grau 2014). Moreover, a future analysis could 
directly address participants’ beliefs which could, however, lead to response bias 
among them.

Furthermore, we would like to mention the incomplete representation of the 
PKM in our study. Since our survey participants have no purchase experience with 
the product, the development of persuasion-independent product and agent knowl-
edge is prevented. In our study, agent and topic knowledge would only result from 
the advertisement. Therefore, we deliberately refrain from evaluating the influence 
of agent and topic knowledge on the avoidance of the advertisement. However, to 
examine the impact of agent and topic knowledge on the avoidance of a persuasion 
attempt, a two-stage analysis would be conceivable. Survey participants can, for 
instance, receive information about the fictitious product and the fictitious marketer 
a few days before answering the actual survey. Thus, in the second survey, an adver-
tising-independent product and agent knowledge can be identified and the effects 
on avoidance of advertising attempts can be examined. In addition, a study with a 
real product and marketer could provide further insights. By using existing brands 
and products, the influence of trust aspects and company reputation could also be 
investigated. This is in line with Tutaj and van Reijmersdal (2012) who conclude 
from their experimental study on the effects of online advertising and persuasion 
knowledge on audience reactions that brand awareness and attitude should also be 
examined in further analysis.

Finally, we present a short outlook on the positive handling of persuasion 
attempts. The initiators of the PKM point out that consumers do not always resist 
persuasion attempts since the PKM only suggests that with an increasing persuasion 
knowledge consumers can better control persuasion attempts (Campbell and Kirm-
ani 2008; Friestad and Wright 1994; Ham et al. 2015). For example, Isaac and Gray-
son (2017) state that a strong persuasion knowledge can also lead to greater credibil-
ity and thus to acceptance of persuasion attempts. Consumers consciously perceive 
advertising messages with credible advertising tactics as beneficial. With emerging 
advertising approaches like personalized advertising, it is possible that consum-
ers will even evaluate advertising that is tailored to their own purchase wishes and 
needs as positive or even profitable. Regarding this, a representative survey for Ger-
many conducted by PwC (2019) finds that about one third of the interviewees like 
displayed advertising that corresponds to their own interests. However, Ham (2017) 
examines how consumers cope with online behavioral advertising and shows that 
participants use persuasion knowledge for their coping behavior of avoidance which 
is also shown in existing research on persuasion knowledge and covert marketing 
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strategies (e.g., Boerman et  al. 2018; Campbell et  al. 2013; Wei et  al. 2008; Xie 
et  al. 2015). Lastly, it should be noted that persuasion attempts are not limited to 
advertising in food settings. An implementation of the PKM on a point of sale con-
versation scenario is also possible. However, it should be kept in mind that sales 
situations in which a marketer persuades a consumer are rather rare in food settings. 
Nevertheless, persuasion attempts are possible with promotion and tasting actions of 
food.
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