
INTRO
Disadvantaged and low-power consumers 

are often targeted by manipulative marketing 
practices due to their seeming susceptibility to 
these techniques. However, other research 
demonstrates that because of the frequent 
threats that low-power consumers face in the 
marketplace, they should be less susceptible to 
manipulative marketing practices. Our work 
seeks to resolve this paradox and provide a 
parsimonious explanation.

We demonstrate that low-power consumers 
exhibit what we call the trust bias. Building on the 
notion that low-power consumers must depend 
on others for access to resources, we propose 
that low-power (compared to high-power) 
consumers are particularly sensitive to 
trustworthiness cues when making purchasing 
decisions. This sensitivity causes them to be less 
trusting of agents that signal potential 
untrustworthiness, but also more trusting of 
agents that signal trustworthiness.
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LOW-POWER CONSUMERS ARE ESPECIALLY SENSITIVE TO 
TRUST CUES IN THEIR DECISION-MAKING. THIS CAN LEAD 
TO ADVANTAGEOUS OUTCOMES IN SOME CONTEXTS, BUT 

HARMFUL OUTCOMES IN OTHER SITUATIONS.

METHODS
7 total studies (Total N = 2,609)

Design: Power (manipulated or measured) by 2 
(Trust cue: high (or control) vs. low (or control)).

Procedure: Participants (either measured 
power or manipulated power) were presented 
with either a negative or positive trust cue (or 
control in first two studies). Some of these cues 
include information about a company’s or an 
individual’s integrity or benevolence. Participants 
then report their purchase intention with the 
associated product.

RESULTS
For low-power participants: They were more 
sensitive and reliant on trust cues which either 
increased purchase behavior when the trust cue 
was positive or decreased purchase behavior 
when the trust cue was negative. This occurred 
even if objective product information signaled 
the contrary.

For high-power participants: They were not 
reliant on trust cues in their decision making and 
showed no differences across low vs. high trust 
cues on purchase behavior.

DISCUSSION
Low-power and disadvantaged consumers are 
over reliant on trust cues in their decision 
making. This can cause them to be more vigilant 
at protecting themselves against threatening 
trust cues. However, in other contexts, a positive 
trust cue can be used to increase the 
susceptibility of low-power consumers to 
manipulative marketing practices.

The Trust Bias: How Biased 
Attention Can Help and 
Hurt Disadvantaged 
Consumers

Study 1: Low power (but not high power) consumers invest less when a negative trust 
cue was present in a pre-registered and incentive-compatible design.
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Study 3: Low-power (but not high-power) consumers are more trusting of – and 
more likely to purchase from – attractive salespeople (95% CI [-.20, -.01]).
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