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Savvy Consumers May Be More
Trusting of Ads Than Marketers Expect

By ZACH SCHONBRUN

The early results from a recent study
that Kent Grayson, a Northwestern
University marketing professor, did
on consumer skepticism left him feeling a
little, well, skeptical.

So he ran the trials a few more times.

Each time, when partici-
ADVERTISING pants were asked what

they thought of modern
advertising techniques, they answered with
words like “credible,” “fair” and “good.”

The study, done by Mr. Grayson and
Mathew Isaac, a professor at Seattle Uni-
versity, and published in April in the Journal
of Consumer Research, surveyed 400 par-
ticipants regarding 20 common tactics used
in television and digital ads. Thirteen of the
tactics elicited favorable responses, which
surprised even marketers.

“Right off the bat, I was wondering, ‘Who
did they talk to?’” said James Shani, founder
and chief executive of Madison & Vine, a dig-
ital studio in Los Angeles.

It is no secret that advertisers have faced
difficulty getting through to savvier audi-
ences that are far less trusting of brands
and institutions than previous generations.
Indeed, that notion formed the basis of what
Mr. Grayson intended to examine when he
began his research last year.

“Our hypothesis was that maybe it’s more
nuanced than that,” Mr. Grayson said. “Peo-
ple have said, ‘I don’t trust advertising.” The
truth is, there is a lot of advertising that they
do trust.”

Certain tactics, such as offering to match
a competitor’s low prices, reporting a high
rating on a site like Amazon or Yelp or men-
tioning a recent ranking by a third-party
source like U.S. News & World Report, re-
ceived the most positive reactions from
participants. Others, like using paid actors
instead of real people, or even hiring celeb-
rity endorsers to express their affinity for
a product, came off as “deceptive” or “ma-

nipulative,” according to those surveyed.

Jake Sorofman, who analyzes market-
ing trends as a vice president and chief of
research for Gartner for Marketers, a re-
search and consulting firm, said brands
should already be recognizing that the “per-
suasion by way of manipulation” approaches
of the past were not going to work on modern
consumers.

“Consumers are certainly becoming more
savvy, more skeptical, more discriminat-
ing,” Mr. Sorofman said. “They expect a lot
more, and that’s putting pressure on mar-
keters to do better.”

Chris Raih’s conclusion is that consumers
are willing to play along, as long as brands
play fairly. Mr. Raih, the founder and presi-
dent of Zambezi, a Los Angeles ad agency,
wrote an essay for AdWeek in January about
combating the “atmosphere of disbelief” that
he felt had pervaded society. He argued that
brands needed to better use their platforms
to bridge gaps, communicate and inspire.

“We do see more nuance than what is re-
ported,” Mr. Raih wrote in an email. “Look,
today’s audience is more sophisticated than
ever before. They know how the machine
works. They know why Facebook ads retar-
get them based on previous searches. They
know why brands buy space on certain pro-
gramming. The mystique is gone.”

Though the study demonstrated that all
approaches are not equally unscrupulous in
the eyes of consumers, some advertisers are
trying to look beyond antiquated tactics for
better ways to engage with people.

“We’re advising our clients on the im-
portance of ‘proving’ over ‘selling’ brand
values,” Adam Tucker, president of Ogilvy
& Mather New York, wrote in an email.
“Across the industry, we’re seeing brands
evolve their marketing communications to
be more engaging, more participatory and,
ultimately, more personalized.”

Mr. Shani said the study reaffirmed his
contention that people were looking foremost
for authenticity from companies. Establish-

ing that takes time; he compared it to putting
money into an individual retirement account,
where the dividends do not pay off for years.

“Authenticity is not a metric,” Mr. Shani
said. “It’s the feeling you always get when
you see a brand.”

The researchers did not distinguish be-
tween age groups. Nor did they break down
the tactics by presentation — print, digital or
television — choosing to keep the formatting
ambiguous.

“There’s a lot of marketers out there that
are trying to trick people,” Mr. Grayson
said. “They’re willing to cheat consumers
on the edges, such as by keeping the price
the same but decreasing the food that’s in
the package by imperceptible amounts. We
do have to go around with a certain amount
of vigilance.”

An important point, Mr. Isaac said, is that
consumer disbelief about certain tactics
can also be fluid. Some approaches deemed
disreputable a few years ago could become
more widely accepted. Product placements
and native advertising — packaged to look
like journalism — are two examples.

“I think the jury’s out,” Mr. Sorofman
said, referring to native ads as manipula-
tive. “But the best practices tend to ensure
there’s transparency. As long as there is
transparency in the intent.”

Asked what he felt about the “atmosphere
of disbelief,” Mr. Shani said he still wanted
to double-check the researchers’ work. “Did
he mean credible or not credible?”” Mr. Shani
joked.

But the researchers hope that advertis-
ers can embrace some bit of good news and
home in on what they have demonstrated
can work.

“I think there’s a lot of bias out there that
marketers already think they’re behind the
8-ball a little bit, where consumers already
think we’re out to get them,” Mr. Isaac said.
“And that may not be the case. They might
actually be starting from a greater position
of strength than they think.”
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