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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to extend a 2007 study by investigating which types of
message appeals are more effective in reducing unrealistic optimism (a tendency for people to believe
that they are less prone than are others to encounter negative outcomes) and inducing purchase
intentions of a life-threatening hazard prevention product in collectivist and individualist cultures.
Design/methodology/approach – An experiment was conducted with 133 American,
145 Singaporean, and 200 Thai undergraduates, totaling 478 participants.
Findings – The findings confirm the existence of unrealistic optimism in the marketing setting and
show that first, lower levels of optimism are associated with higher purchase intentions for the product;
second, hazard-related behavior priming advertisement appeals lead to lower purchase intentions than
do advertisements without priming, contradicting some earlier findings; and third, participants from
collectivist cultures (Singaporeans and Thais) show higher purchase intentions than do those from
individualist cultures (Americans) for both the risk-priming and the expert advertisement appeals.
Research limitations/implications – The samples, while well matched, consist of undergraduate
students who are not necessarily representative of the populations as a whole. The samples also come
from only three countries. In addition, the study uses a single message.
Practical implications – The study suggests that: external-control/collectivist cultures may be more
influenced by advertising, regardless of the appeal employed; different types of cultures may require
different amounts of advertising to achieve equal levels of effectiveness; unrealistic optimism needs to be
addressed by marketers of preemptive products; and for products that are health-related and difficult to
evaluate, advertisements using expert appeals may be more effective than those attempting to counter
unrealistic optimism by priming the risk-related behaviors.
Originality/value – The paper has re-affirmed the existence of unrealistic optimism, and that this
phenomenon exists internationally with respect to a high-involvement risk product category. It has
unveiled relationships between optimism and purchase intentions. Finally, the paper has identified
both similarities and differences in terms of the existence of unrealistic optimism and the relative
effectiveness of different message types across cultures.
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Many goods are often marketed on the basis that they will provide consumers with
protection against development of diseases or other negative experiences. For example,
auto insurance is sold to protect against the negative financial consequences associated
with accidents; homeowner’s insurance to protect against financial losses associated
This research receives financial support from National University of Singapore. The authors
thank Tomasz Lenartowicz and Saran Ratanasithi for their assistance in data collection.

with a variety of risks to the home; fire alarms to provide early warnings in the case of
fire; auto safety devices to reduce the likelihood that an accident will occur; water
filtration systems to provide protection against the effects of ingesting impure water;
sun blocks to protect the skin from deleterious effects of exposure to the sun.
For the marketers of preemptive products (i.e. products designed to deter or prevent
undesirable occurrence), a major challenge is to convince consumers that they do, in
fact, face a personal risk that the negative consequence can occur to them. If salience
can be achieved, then the possibility of attending to communications and purchasing
the goods will be enhanced. If, on the other hand, consumers believe that they are not at
risk to the negative event, then the likelihood of purchase is reduced. Marketing
communications can be employed to alter the belief, but it remains a question what
appeals are more or less effective at doing so.
In a study specifically designed to address this important issue in a cross-cultural
context, Pornpitakpan and Green (2007) varied four advertisement appeals (expert,
priming two hazard-related behaviors, priming five hazard-related behaviors, and
control advertisement) on American, Singaporean, and Thai participants using a lotion
to prevent premature facial wrinkles as an experimental product. The results
confirmed the existence of unrealistic optimism in a marketing setting and showed
that lower levels of optimism were associated with higher purchase intentions.
Advertisement appeals that primed hazard-related behavior led to higher purchase
intentions than did advertisements without priming. In addition, Singaporeans showed
higher purchase intentions than did Americans for both the risk priming and the
expert advertisement appeals, and they also showed higher purchase intentions than
did Thais for expert advertisement appeals. Because the product used in that study is
related to a relatively mild risk (premature facial wrinkles), it will be useful for
marketers to extend the study to a more serious risk, which is a quite common situation
in the marketplace.
This study, thus, extends Pornpitakpan and Green’s (2007) research by using a
product for preventing a critical health hazard, namely, heart disease. It investigates
individuals’ tendency to believe that they are less prone to potentially negative
outcomes than are others – to be unrealistically optimistic. The experiment aims to
demonstrate the existence of this phenomenon in a consumer-related context and to
examine the impact of different types of advertising messages in coping with the
phenomenon and in inducing purchase intentions, which is a consumer response of
utmost relevance to marketers. Since marketers are increasingly operating on a global
basis, the study is conducted in three countries – the United States of America (USA),
Singapore, and Thailand – in order to look into the possibility that the phenomenon
will occur to differing degrees across cultures.
These countries were chosen because they were used in Pornpitakpan and Green
(2007). Besides, they vastly differ on economic development and cultural orientations.
Based on Hofstede (1980), Americans are individualist (individualism index ¼ 91)
and low in power distance (power distance index ¼ 40), whereas Singaporeans and
Thais are collectivist (individualism index ¼ 20 for both countries) and high in power
distance (power distance index ¼ 74 and 64, respectively). While Singaporeans and
Thais share the above cultural characteristics, they do differ on the level of economic
development, work ethics, hedonism, and egalitarian commitment. Comparing these
two collectivist cultures with Americans, hence, adds another perspective. In terms of
economic development, Thailand’s estimated per capita real GDP in US$ at 2005 prices
was US$2,917, while Singapore’s was US$30,222, and the USA’s was US$43,408 in 2007

Message appeals
and unrealistic
optimism
373

APJML
22,3

(Economist Intelligence Unit, 2008). Thus, the sampling frame provided observations
from countries that are both individualist and collectivist, and relatively more and less
economically developed. More information about the three countries can be found in
proprietary online databases, such as Economist Intelligence Unit CountryData and
Euromonitor International’s Global Market Information Database.
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Literature review and hypotheses
The research is based on several sets of literature. This section will first present a
review of the literature pertaining to unrealistic optimism and in the process defines
the construct and the aspects of behavior influenced by unrealistic optimism. It will
then review the culture-related literature and the theories that suggest the manner in
which various types of message appeal would be most effective in different cultures to
overcome the effects of unrealistic optimism.
Unrealistic optimism
Individuals’ self-perceptions are typically self-enhancing, regardless of the reality. This
self-positivity bias has been observed in various contexts, such as perception of self vs
others, personality assessments, illusion of control over chance events, and evaluations
of the future (Taylor and Brown, 1988). For example, it has been found that people
estimate the chance of positive things happening as higher for themselves than for others
(Sanchez-Vallejo et al., 1998; Weinstein, 1980), whereas they estimate the chance of
negative things happening as lower for themselves than for others (Weinstein, 1980) – an
error in judgment referred to as ‘‘unrealistic optimism’’ (Weinstein, 1980) or ‘‘illusory
optimism.’’ Unrealistic optimism was found for seven out of ten negative events, i.e.
developing hypertension, developing cancer, getting a heart attack, developing a
drinking problem, getting divorced, contracting a venereal disease, and being mugged
(Perloff and Fetzer, 1986). Other studies also found that participants exhibited unrealistic
optimism regarding encountering negative events (Otten and Van Der Pligt, 1996;
Weinstein, 1987; Pornpitakpan and Green, 2007; Zakay, 1996). Participants rated both
self’s and a spontaneously chosen (non-intimate) peer’s risk prospects as lower than
those of their average peer in controllable (but not in uncontrollable) future events or
controllable and uncontrollable everyday negative events (Klar et al., 1996). Table I lists
other studies that have found unrealistic optimism for myriad negative events, many of
which have direct or indirect association with the purchase of products or services.
An opposite construct, unrealistic pessimism, has been found to exist but under
more circumscribed conditions than is the case for unrealistic optimism. For instance,
unrealistic pessimism was observed among Polish respondents when the threat was
real, common, and unfamiliar such as the explosion at the atomic power station in
Chernobyl (Dolinski et al., 1987). Unrealistic pessimism was found in rural Malawians
in terms of their personal likelihood of infection to malaria and schistosomiasis
(Morrison et al., 1999).
Unrealistic optimism has been observed in Americans and non-Americans, including
people from Australia (McGregor et al., 1998; Moore and Rosenthal, 1992), Austria
(Asendorpf and Ostendorf, 1998), Belgium (Peeters et al., 1997), Canada (Heine and
Lehman, 1995; Lee et al., 2002), Germany (Asendorpf and Ostendorf, 1998), Great Britain
(Middleton, 1996; Sparks and Shepherd, 1994), Holland (Hoorens, 1995; Hoorens and
Buunk, 1993), Hong Kong (Raghubir and Menon, 1998), Hungary (Ildiko and Zoltan, 1998),
Israel (Klar et al., 1996), Japan (Heine and Lehman, 1995; White, 2006), Korea (Lee et al.,
2002), Morocco (Peeters et al., 1997), Poland (Peeters et al., 1997), Singapore (Pornpitakpan

Event

Study

Being susceptible to health risks

Clarke et al. (2000); Harris and
Middleton (1994); Harrison et al. (1996),
among Arab smokers; Hoorens and
Buunk (1993); Ildiko and Zoltan (1998);
Moore and Rosenthal (1992); Morrison et al.
(1999); Reppucci et al. (1991), among smokers;
Shiloh et al. (1998), among women at average
risk but not those at high risk; Sparks et al.
(1995); Strecher et al. (1995); Weinstein
(1984, 1987)
McGregor et al. (1998)

Heroin users perceiving the risk of
overdose
Having an accident
Being involved in a car accident
while impaired and non-impaired by
alcohol
Encountering an accident while on a
motorcycle
Getting depressed
Perceiving what might happen to
participants upon aging
Repressors assessing themselves as less
likely than an average person to encounter
negative events and rating negative words as
less descriptive of themselves than others
Bungee jumpers perceiving their own risks
of injury as less than the risk to a typical
jumper
Facing hazards from food production and
food consumption
Being hurt in a natural disaster such as
an earthquake when asked three months
after the earthquake, but no unrealistic optimism
when asked immediately after the earthquake
Women judging the risk of being assaulted
Student teachers believing they would face less
difficulty than an average first-year teacher would
Battered women perceiving the personal risk for
returning to the batterers
Experiencing a genetic risk
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Robertson (1977)
Albery and Guppy (1996)
Rutter et al. (1998)
Kuiper et al. (1983)
Miller (1996)
Myers and Brewin (1996)

Middleton (1996)
Sparks and Shepherd (1994)
Burger and Palmer (1992)

Norris et al. (1999)
Weinstein (1988)
Martin et al. (2000)
Welkenhuysen et al. (1996)

and Green, 2007), Spain (Sanchez-Vallejo et al., 1998), Sweden (Svenson, 1981), Taiwan
(White, 2006), Thailand (Pornpitakpan and Green, 2007), Ukraine (Kitchens, 2003), and
United Arab Emirates (Harrison et al., 1996). It has been found not to be limited to any
particular age, sex, education, and occupation (Weinstein, 1987).
Thus, for a wide range of preemptive products and services, people may actually
enhance the self by believing that they are less likely to face a negative event than are
other people and consequently exhibit lower purchase intentions. This proposition was
supported by past findings of a social nature with respect to quitting smoking
(Harrison et al., 1996 among Arab smokers; Perloff and Fetzer, 1986; Reppucci et al.,
1991 among smokers; Strecher et al., 1995 among American smokers; Weinstein, 1987).

Table I.
Samples of studies
finding unrealistic
optimism for negative
events

APJML
22,3

376

In addition, it was shown that estimates of others’ risk depended on estimates of one’s
own risk. This effect was exacerbated the more similar the other person was to self,
such that the more similar the other person to self, the lower his or her estimated risk
(Raghubir and Menon, 1998).
Unrealistic optimism and responsiveness to preemptive products
Plentiful evidence suggests that unrealistic optimism deters people from taking actions
to prevent associated negative events. The literature focuses on preventive measures
like quitting smoking, exercising to protect health, and so forth. Such findings,
however, may be extrapolated to the purchase of preemptive products and services.
Risk perceptions were found to be related to the willingness to participate in health and
safety programs (Cree and Kelloway, 1997). Participants who were high in both
predisposition toward hopefulness and unrealistic optimism showed the smallest
increase in their coronary heart disease prevention knowledge after attending a
coronary heart disease prevention lecture (Davidson and Prkachin, 1997). This
evidence suggests that people’s higher perceived risk of experiencing a negative event
(associated with reduced unrealistic optimism) may motivate them to attend to
preventive information such as that advertised by manufacturers of preemptive
products. This should lead them to have higher intentions to take preventive behaviors
by using the products. Consistent with this idea, it was found that advertisements that
actively sought to counter unrealistic optimism (by priming the hazard-related
behaviors) led to greater purchase intentions than did advertisements that did not
(Pornpitakpan and Green, 2007). Thus, H1 predicts:
H1.

Advertisements that actively seek to counter unrealistic optimism (by
priming the hazard-related behaviors) will lead to greater purchase intentions
than will advertisements that do not counter unrealistic optimism.

In addition, the preceding literature suggests that individuals’ higher perceived risk of
encountering a negative event per se, regardless of the risk estimates made for others,
should be associated with higher responsiveness to preventive information such as
that advertised by manufacturers of preemptive products. In general, people who
assign themselves relatively high risk estimates should be more receptive to marketer’s
information about preemptive products than are those who assign themselves
relatively low risk estimates. In support of this, Pornpitakpan and Green (2007) found
a positive correlation between risk estimates for self and purchase intentions. Hence,
H2 states that:
H2.

There will be a positive correlation between risk estimates for self and the
responsiveness to preemptive product advertisements in terms of purchase
intentions.

Accessibility of information and unrealistic optimism
Accessibility of information depends on the frequency and recency of activation of
information in memory (Higgins, 1989). Ease of information retrieval (i.e. high
accessibility of information) has been found to influence judgments of the probability of
an event occurring – the more easily information came to mind, the higher the estimated
probability of an event was. Termed as the availability bias/heuristic, this phenomenon
has been observed in terms of frequency of classes of words, combinatorial outcomes,
repeated events (Tversky and Kahneman, 1973), and judgments of risk (Stapel et al.,

1994). A negative correlation was found between recall latency for past incidents and the
perceived future probability of similar incidents. In addition, reductions in recall latencies
resulting from mood manipulations were associated with increases in perceived
probability, and vice versa (MacLeod and Campbell, 1992).
With respect to unrealistic optimism, individuals were found to be less optimistic (i.e.
perceiving higher possibility) about recurrences of problems already experienced (thus
more accessible in memory) than about other types of problems that may occur
(Higgins et al., 1997). In Ildiko and Zoltan’s (1998) study, participants were asked to
estimate their vulnerability to six illnesses, one of which had been mentioned by
participants themselves to evoke cognitive salience (hence making the illness highly
accessible). In this case, optimism was low (i.e. the estimated risk of getting the illness
increased). Additionally, participants showed unrealistic optimism about being hurt in a
natural disaster such as an earthquake when asked three months after the earthquake
but exhibited no unrealistic optimism when asked immediately after the earthquake, i.e.
when the earthquake incident was highly accessible (Burger and Palmer, 1992).
Raghubir and Menon (1998) reasoned that because higher-frequency behaviors are
more accessible and easier to recall, the converse seems to suggest that the less
accessible a behavior is, the lower its perceived frequency. Following this deduction
and Tversky and Kahneman’s (1973) theory and findings, they further deduced that if
AIDS-related behaviors were more accessible in memory (easier to recall), people
should realize that the risk of getting AIDS was higher than they might have otherwise
thought it to be. Therefore, the authors hypothesized that higher accessibility of AIDSrelated behaviors in memory should lead people to increase estimates of their own risk
of contracting AIDS. In contrast, people should reduce estimates of their own risk if
they find it difficult to recall AIDS-related behaviors. Although Pornpitakpan and
Green (2007) did not find support for such proposition, based on the above evidence,
H3 in this study predicts the following:
H3.

An individual will estimate the risk of a negative occurrence for self as higher
when causal behaviors are made more accessible in memory by priming such
behaviors.

Cultural differences and unrealistic optimism
Culture is defined as collective programming of the mind (Hofstede, 1980). According to
Hofstede, there are three levels of uniqueness in mental programs. The least unique but
most basic is the universal level of mental programming, which is shared by all or almost
all humankind. This is the biological system of the human body, including a range of
expressive, associative, and aggressive behaviors. The collective level is shared with
some but not with all other people. It is common to people belonging to a certain group
but different among people belonging to other groups. The entire area of subjective
human culture lies under this level. Finally, the individual level of mental programming is
the truly unique part – no two persons are programmed exactly alike. This is the level of
individual personality, which provides for a variety of alternative behaviors within the
same culture. It is difficult, however, to draw sharp dividing lines among the three levels.
Hofstede (1979, 1980, 1982) conducted an ecological factor analysis (i.e. using country
means as opposed to individuals as a unit of analysis) on employees’ cosmologies (ways
of looking at the world) across 40 countries and later across an increased database of 50
countries (Hofstede, 1983). Four cultural dimensions were identified from the database
(Hofstede, 1979, 1980, 1982, 1983; Hofstede and Bond, 1984).
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The first dimension is power distance, defined as ‘‘the extent to which the less
powerful members of institutions and organizations accept that power is distributed
unequally’’ (Hofstede and Bond, 1984, p. 419). The second dimension is uncertainty
avoidance, defined as ‘‘the extent to which people feel threatened by ambiguous
situations, and have created beliefs and institutions that try to avoid these’’ (Hofstede and
Bond, 1984, p. 419). The third dimension is individualism-collectivism. Individualism is ‘‘a
situation in which people are supposed to look after themselves and their immediate
family only’’ whereas collectivism is ‘‘a situation in which people belong to in-groups or
collectivities which are supposed to look after them in exchange for loyalty’’ (Hofstede
and Bond, 1984, p. 419). The fourth dimension is masculinity-femininity. Masculinity is ‘‘a
situation in which the dominant values in society are success, money, and things’’
whereas femininity is ‘‘a situation in which the dominant values in society are caring for
others and the quality of life’’ (Hofstede and Bond, 1984, pp. 419-20). The dimensions of
focus in this study are individualism-collectivism and power distance.
Besides the above definition of individualism-collectivism, there are several additional
characteristics of this construct. According to Hui and Triandis (1986), researchers from
all parts of the world agree to the following characteristics of collectivism:
.

consideration of implications (costs and benefits) of one’s own decisions and/or
actions for other people;

.

sharing of material and nonmaterial resources;

.

susceptibility to social influence;

.

beliefs in the correspondence of one’s own outcomes with the outcomes of others;

.

concern about self-presentation and face saving; and

.

feeling of involvement in and contribution to others’ lives.

Following this, Hui and Triandis proposed the definition of collectivism to include the
subordination of individual goals to the goals of a collective, a sense of harmony,
interdependence, and concern for others. Individualism is defined as the subordination
of the goals of the collectivities to individual goals, a sense of independence and lack of
concern for others. Both factor analysis and discriminant function analysis (Triandis
et al., 1986) suggest that family integrity and interdependence with sociability are
important aspects of collectivism and discriminate across the countries investigated.
The key discriminating factor of individualism is separation from in-groups, with a
lesser emphasis on self-reliance and hedonism.
Collectivist cultures place a higher emphasis on group harmony than on selfenhancement (Markus and Kitayama, 1991). Consequently, compared to individualists,
collectivists may feel less need to enhance their self via self-enhancing biases such as
unrealistic optimism. Consistent with this proposition, Park (1998) found that the more
independent one’s self-construal was, the more unrealistic optimism one tended to show.
Brockner and Chen (1996) found that Chinese with more independent rather than
interdependent self-construal behaved similarly to Americans by engaging in selfenhancement to protect themselves from the threat of negative performance feedback.
Additionally, Heine and Lehman (1995) found that Canadians (individualists) showed
more unrealistic optimism than did Japanese (collectivists). For events that were
threatening to interdependent selves, Japanese were even less unrealistically optimistic.
Lee and Seligman (1997) found that both Caucasian and Chinese Americans were more
optimistic than were mainland Chinese, while Kassinove and Sukhodolsky (1995) found

that American children were more optimistic about their future success in career and
relationship than were Russian children. Based on collectivists’ lower emphasis on selfenhancement and the above empirical evidence, the following hypothesis is proposed:
H4.

Unrealistic optimism will be less pronounced in collectivist cultures
(Singaporean and Thai) than in individualist cultures (American).

Because collectivists exhibit less unrealistic optimism (i.e. perceive higher risk for self)
than do individualists as predicted in H4, they should be paying greater attention to
information relating to preemptive products and services, such as those advertised by
manufacturers of preemptive products as discussed in the ‘‘Unrealistic optimism and
responsiveness to preemptive products’’ section above. Consequently, H5 states the
following:
H5.

Compared to people from individualist (American) cultures, those from
collectivist (Singaporean and Thai) cultures will be more receptive to
advertisements relating to preemptive products in terms of purchase intentions.

Cultural differences and message effectiveness
To what extent do cultural differences impact the relative effectiveness of message
appeals that are delivered in disparate cultural settings? This question – of the utmost
importance to global marketers – has rarely received attention from marketing
scholars (e.g. Cutler et al., 1997; Pornpitakpan, 2003; Pornpitakpan and Francis, 2001;
Pornpitakpan and Green, 2007; Zhang and Neelankavil, 1997). Yet, when delivering
messages across cultures, this is one of the central questions in communications
development. The present study manipulated the effects of two different message
strategies, authority and priming, and related them to stated purchase intentions as a
measure of effectiveness. Authority-oriented messages employ an authority figure to
deliver the message, while priming-oriented messages provide information about
contributors to some hazards that would lead the receiver to adopt the positions
espoused by the communicator independently. The corresponding hypotheses and
their bases are elaborated below.
In addition to individualism-collectivism, two additional cultural constructs are
relevant to the development of hypotheses concerning culture and message
effectiveness: locus of control and power distance. Locus of control refers to the degree
to which a person relates the occurrence of reinforcements (or lack of them) to his or her
own actions (Ritchie and Phares, 1969). An externally controlled person perceives
reinforcements to be primarily determined by factors beyond his or her control like
chance, fate, or powerful others. In contrast, an internally controlled individual
perceives that the reinforcements obtained are primarily due to his or her own efforts.
The locus of control personality trait seems to tie to the individualism-collectivism
dimension closely. A collective orientation implies a tendency to submit to one’s fate
(Hofstede, 1980; Triandis, 1988) – an external locus of control. On the other hand, an
individualist orientation implies a desire to control one’s fate – an internal locus of
control. As another support of these implications, it was concluded in a literature
review that ‘‘the data strongly support the generalization that Oriental Asians are more
external in their locus of control than are North American Caucasians’’ (Dyal, 1984,
p. 228). More recently, it was found that Chinese participants, who were collectivist,
were more external in their locus of control than were New Zealanders, who were
individualist (Hamid, 1994). These studies indicate that externals are closely related to
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collectivists, and internals are closely related to individualists, while other studies
(McGinnies and Ward, 1974; Ritchie and Phares, 1969; Ryckman et al., 1972) found that
compared to internals, externals tend to be more subject to influence from people in
positions of authority. Thus, it can be concluded that collectivists appear to be more
susceptible to persuasion by experts than are individualists.
Power distance is related to the way inequality in a society is perceived and dealt
with. It regulates the extent to which different members of society command respect
and wield influence. For example, in high power distance cultures, superiors and
subordinates relate on a hierarchical system in work situations. In contrast, in low
power distance societies, superiors and subordinates are relatively equal. High power
distance societies regard that individuals in positions of influence hold the power over
what is right and good (Hofstede, 1991). All of these suggest that individuals in high
power distance cultures tend to rely on the information from those in high authority
positions more than do individuals in low power distance cultures.
The preceding discussion leads to the development of hypotheses related to the
relative effectiveness of message appeals across collectivist and individualist cultures.
The external locus of control of collectivists, coupled with the high power distance found
in the two collectivist societies being studied here, would lead to a prediction that people
in these societies will be more susceptible to authority-related appeals such as an expert
appeal than will those in low power distance, individualist societies. The findings of
Pornpitakpan and Francis (2001), that source expertise has a greater impact on
persuasion in the Thai culture (collectivist) than in the Canadian culture (individualist),
whereas the argument strength has more influence in the Canadian than in the Thai
culture, lend further support for this prediction. Conversely, the high internal control
exhibited by individualists makes them more likely to be receptive to appeals that
provide them with information that they can use to decide for themselves whether they
are at risk and then to take the appropriate actions. H6 and H7 reflect these ideas:
H6.

Individuals from high power distance, collectivist cultures (i.e. Singaporeans
and Thais) will be more receptive to advertisements endorsed by authority
figures than will individuals from low power distance, individualist cultures
(i.e. Americans) in terms of purchase intentions.

H7.

Individuals from low power distance, individualist cultures (Americans) will
show greater responsiveness to advertisements that prime hazard-related
behavior than will individuals from high power distance and/or collectivist
(i.e. Singaporeans and Thais) in terms of purchase intentions.

The following presents the methods and results of an experiment designed to test the
above hypotheses. Developing heart disease was used as a hazard, which was more
serious and life threatening than developing premature facial wrinkles used in
Pornpitakpan and Green’s (2007) study. This risk is relevant to young and old people
alike as even children can suffer from heart disease. Coupled with the fact that young
people nowadays consume fatty and sweet foods on a regular basis while smoking and
doing minimal exercise, they are not immune from this disease at all.
Methods
Research design
The experiment employed a 3 (culture of participants: American, Singaporean, and
Thai)  4 (advertisement appeals: control advertisement; priming two hazard-related

behaviors, hereafter referred to as two-prime; priming five hazard-related behaviors,
hereafter referred to as five-prime; and expert) between-subjects factorial design. To
measure unrealistic optimism, another within-subject factor was included. This
involved four target persons to receive risk estimates of developing heart disease,
namely: self, an individual’s same-sex same-age best friend, an average undergraduate
of the same sex, age, and university as self, and an average person in the country. To
counterbalance the effect of order of target persons, approximately half began with risk
estimates for self and the remainder with risk estimates for an average person in the
country.
Sample
After eliminating unqualified respondents and unusable questionnaires, 478
undergraduates took part in the study: 133 (41 males and 92 females) Americans
recruited from a university in the USA, 145 (37 males and 108 females) Singaporeans
recruited from National University of Singapore, and 200 (64 males and 136 females)
Thais recruited from universities in Thailand. Participants aged between 17 and
27 (M ¼ 20.47, SD ¼ 1.59) and were randomly assigned to each advertisement appeal.
Experimental procedure
Data were gathered in classroom settings in universities in the USA, Singapore, and
Thailand. Allowed to take as much time as needed, participants were asked to view
one of the four advertisements manipulating the independent variable and then answer
the questionnaire, which contained measures of dependent variables, manipulation
checks, potential covariates, and demographics.
Experimental stimuli
The manipulation of the four advertisement appeals was achieved through experimental
stimuli, which were black and white print advertisements of a fictitious brand (Heartflow
Plus) of nutritional supplement to prevent heart disease (see Figure 1 for a sample of the
advertisement). The control advertisement started with ‘‘You can help prevent heart
disease naturally by taking the well-balanced nutritional supplement Heartflow Plus!’’
and then presented product attributes, claims, and picture. The remaining three appeals
contained exactly the same content and layout as the control advertisement, plus
headings to manipulate each appeal. In the five-prime appeal, the heading of the
advertisement asked participants whether each of the five behaviors related to heart
disease listed below the heading applied to them, with a check box behind each behavior
for participants to check yes or no. The two-prime appeal was the same as the five-prime
except the heading prompted only two behaviors instead of five. In the expert appeal, the
priming part in the two-prime and the five-prime appeals was replaced with the name of
a prominent (but fictitious) local chief heart doctor who recommends using Heartflow
Plus daily to prevent heart disease. The advertisements and questionnaires were in
English for American and Singaporean participants and were translated into Thai for
Thai participants through a back translation method.
Measures
The measures follow those used in Pornpitakpan and Green (2007). All the semantic
differential items used in the experiment were seven-point. The purchase intentions
measure asked, ‘‘How likely is it that you will buy Heartflow Plus nutritional
supplement if the price is reasonable?’’ with responses anchored by ‘‘not likely at all’’ vs
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Figure 1.
Sample of the five-prime
appeal advertisement

‘‘very likely.’’ This single-item measure is a common purchase intentions measure used
in marketing research.
Unrealistic optimism was assessed by asking participants to estimate the chance
that they and the three target persons, namely: participants’ best friend of the same
sex, same age as them, an average student of the same sex, age, and university as them,
and an average person in the country, would develop heart disease on a scale from
0 percent (no chance at all) to 100 percent (definitely). Following Raghubir and Menon

(1998) and Pornpitakpan and Green (2007), higher risk estimates for the other three
target persons compared to self indicated the existence of unrealistic optimism. These
four items were analyzed individually.
Following Raghubir and Menon (1998) and Pornpitakpan and Green (2007), the
perceived similarity of the target person to self measure asked participants, ‘‘How
similar to you are the following persons?’’ The three persons were the same as those
used in the unrealistic optimism measure, with responses anchored by ‘‘not similar at
all’’ vs ‘‘very similar.’’ These three items were analyzed individually.
To check the perceived expertise of the endorser in the expert appeal, participants
were asked, ‘‘What are your opinions/feelings toward a heart doctor?’’ with responses
anchored by ‘‘not expert at all in heart disease treatment’’ vs ‘‘very expert in heart
disease treatment’’ and ‘‘not knowledgeable at all about heart disease treatment’’ vs
‘‘very knowledgeable about heart disease treatment.’’ These two items were averaged.
The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were 0.84, 0.85, and 0.85 for Americans,
Singaporeans, and Thais, respectively. Potential covariates were also measured, as
shown in the Appendix.
Results
Check of endorser expertise and target persons’ perceived similarity to self
One-way repeated-measure ANOVA revealed that the three target persons were rated
differently in terms of similarity to self [F(2, 944) ¼ 233.764, p < 0.0001]. As expected,
a best friend of the same sex and age as self (M ¼ 4.953, SD ¼ 1.327) was rated as
more similar to self than was an average student of the same sex, age, and university as
self (M ¼ 4.108, SD ¼ 1.250, p < 0.001), who in turn was rated as more similar to self
than was an average person in the country (M ¼ 3.543, SD ¼ 1.207, p < 0.001). Thus,
the manipulation of similarity of target persons was successful. In addition, as desired,
the perceived expertise of the endorser was very high (M ¼ 6.10, SD ¼ 0.84).
Check of potential covariates
Correlation analyses revealed that the potential covariates, namely, perceived
controllability of heart disease, anxiety when hearing or reading about heart disease,
knowing someone who had heart disease, self-history of having heart disease, having
family members who had heart disease, having been diagnosed as having high
cholesterol/high triglycerides/high blood pressure, mood, venturesomeness, locus of
control, biological sex, and body weight to height ratio, had no or very little
relationship with purchase intentions and unrealistic optimism:
.

calculated as the risk estimates for an average person in the country minus the
risk estimates for self; and

.

calculated as the risk estimates for an average student of the same sex, age, and
university as self minus the risk estimates for self.

Therefore, there was no need to use these variables as covariates.
Unrealistic optimism
Table II shows the cell means. To investigate unrealistic optimism across cultures,
two-way ANOVA (culture  target persons, which was a within-subject factor) was
conducted on risk estimates of developing heart disease. The Singaporean two-prime
condition was excluded from this particular analysis because the data were anomalous
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Table II.
Cell means

27.62
21.62
n ¼ 37
2.24
1.71
n ¼ 37

28.11
21.73
n ¼ 38
1.95
1.31
n ¼ 38

22.04
13.01
n ¼ 24
2.68
1.52
n ¼ 25

28
18.33
n ¼ 36
3.72
2.02
n ¼ 36

34.03
23.84
n ¼ 36
3.14
1.52
n ¼ 36

28.86
19.99
n ¼ 36
3.56
1.63
n ¼ 36

29.38
23.03
n ¼ 37
3.78
1.78
n ¼ 37

Note: The first row of the cells refers to the mean, and the second row refers to the standard deviation

Perceptions of 23.53
risk for self
23.34
n ¼ 32
Purchase
2.31
intentions
1.62
n ¼ 32

28.52
24.03
n ¼ 48
4.41
1.46
n ¼ 49

28.71
19.27
n ¼ 48
3.65
1.75
n ¼ 52

33.58
21.22
n ¼ 48
3.53
1.57
n ¼ 49

30.96
24.21
n ¼ 48
3.98
1.68
n ¼ 50

American
Singaporean
Thai
Control ad 2-prime ad 5-prime ad Expert ad Control ad 2-prime ad 5-prime ad Expert ad Control ad 2-prime ad 5-prime ad Expert ad
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on risk estimates for a best friend and an average undergraduate. The results showed
that the risk perception varied by target persons as the main effect of target persons on
risk estimates of developing heart disease was significant [F(3, 1278) ¼ 90.793,
p < 0.0001]. This effect of target persons on risk estimate depended on culture as the
interaction between target persons and culture was significant [F(6, 1278) ¼ 8.685,
p < 0.0001]. In addition, the main effect of culture was significant [F(2, 426) ¼ 10.983,
p < 0.0001].
As follow-up tests, pairwise comparisons, which yield adequate power, were
conducted within each culture on the risk estimates of developing heart disease for
each target persons. For Americans, the risk estimate for self (M ¼ 25.78, SD ¼ 20.81)
and a best friend (M ¼ 26.24, SD ¼ 19.80) were lower than that for an average
undergraduate (M ¼ 31.25, SD ¼ 17.18, both at p < 0.001), which in turn was lower
than that for an average person in the country (M ¼ 33.54, SD ¼ 17.82, p < 0.01), thus
showing unrealistic optimism – the less similar to self are the target persons, the higher
are risk estimates for them.
For Singaporeans, the risk estimates for self (M ¼ 28.75, SD ¼ 20.38) and a best
friend (M ¼ 27.05, SD ¼ 21.07) were lower than that for an average undergraduate
(M ¼ 31.33, SD ¼ 20.11, p < 0.1 and p < 0.001, respectively), which in turn was lower
than that for an average person in the country (M ¼ 37.13, SD ¼ 18.55, p < 0.001).
This pattern was similar to the American data and showed unrealistic optimism.
For Thais, the risk estimate for self (M ¼ 30.34, SD ¼ 22.27) was lower than that
for a best friend (M ¼ 34.63, SD ¼ 20.75, p < 0.001), which in turn was lower than
that for an average undergraduate (M ¼ 38.33, SD ¼ 20.09, p < 0.001), which in turn
was lower than that for an average person in the country (M ¼ 48.85, SD ¼ 21.42,
p < 0.001).
These results were similar to those in Pornpitakpan and Green (2007) and were in
line with past studies that individuals exhibit unrealistic optimism by estimating the
risk of a negative occurrence as lower for self than for others, and that the more similar
the other person to self, the lower that person’s estimated risk of experiencing a
negative occurrence. This attests to the validity of the measures and methods used in
the present study and establishes that unrealistic optimism operates across cultures in
consumer-related situations.
Among the three samples, Thais showed the clearest unrealistic optimism, followed
by Americans and Singaporeans. One-way ANOVA by culture on the difference
between the risk estimate for an average person in the country and the risk estimate for
self showed a significant main effect of culture [F(2, 426) ¼ 15.058, p < 0.0001]. The
difference between the estimate for an average person and the estimate for self of Thais
(M ¼ 18.51, SD ¼ 24.00) was larger than that of Americans (M ¼ 7.75, SD ¼ 15.08,
p < 0.001) and Singaporeans (M ¼ 8.38, SD ¼ 15.57, p < 0.001), indicating that Thais
showed more unrealistic optimism than did Americans and Singaporeans, and thus
contradicting H4, which states that unrealistic optimism will be less pronounced
in collectivist cultures (i.e. Singaporean and Thai) than in individualist cultures
(i.e. American).
Accessibility and purchase intentions
H1 to H3 concern issues associated with whether individuals’ risk estimates for selfinfluence purchase intentions of preemptive products and whether unrealistic
optimism is affected by the accessibility of personal behaviors that may mitigate one’s
feelings of optimism.
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Two-way ANOVA (culture  advertisement appeal) analyses revealed significant
main effects of culture [F(2, 465) ¼ 38.577, p < 0.0001] and advertisement appeal [F(3,
465) ¼ 3.126, p < 0.05] on purchase intentions without interaction. Americans
(M ¼ 2.26, SD ¼ 1.55) showed lower purchase intentions than did Singaporeans
(M ¼ 3.55, SD ¼ 1.75, p < 0.001), who in turn showed lower purchase intentions than
did Thais (M ¼ 3.89, SD ¼ 1.64, p < 0.1). This finding will be discussed later. The
control advertisement (M ¼ 3.62, SD ¼ 1.88) and the expert appeal (M ¼ 3.63,
SD ¼ 1.75) resulted in higher purchase intentions than did the two-prime (M ¼ 3.09,
SD ¼ 1.76, both at p < 0.05) and the five-prime appeals (M ¼ 3.05, SD ¼ 1.67, both at
p < 0.05), thus contradicting H1, which states that advertisements that actively seek to
counter unrealistic optimism (by priming the hazard-related behaviors) will lead to
greater purchase intentions than messages that do not counter unrealistic optimism.
This result, therefore, contradicted the result of Pornpitakpan and Green (2007), which
found that the control advertisement resulted in lower purchase intentions than did the
five-prime and higher purchase intentions than did the expert appeal.
H2 posits that higher levels of personal risk estimates will be associated with higher
levels of purchase intentions of preemptive products. The correlation between risk
estimates for self and purchase intentions was 0.102 (p < 0.05), thus supporting H2
and in line with the result of Pornpitakpan and Green (2007).
Two-way ANOVA (culture  advertisement appeal) was conducted on the risk
estimate for self. The results showed a significant main effect of culture
[F(2, 456) ¼ 2.432, p < 0.1]. Similar to the result of Pornpitakpan and Green (2007), the
non-significant difference between the control advertisement (low accessibility of
hazard-related behaviors) and the two-prime and the five-prime appeals (high
accessibility) provided no support for H3, which states that an individual will estimate
the risk of a negative occurrence as higher when causal behaviors are made more
accessible in memory by priming such behavior. An examination of Table II,
nevertheless, interestingly uncovered that in all cases, the means of risk estimates
among those exposed to the priming advertisements appeared to be greater than the
means among those exposed to the control advertisements, especially among
Singaporean and Thai samples.
Responsiveness to advertisement appeals
Two-way ANOVA (culture  advertisement appeal) analyses revealed significant main
effects of culture [F(2, 465) ¼ 38.577, p < 0.0001] and advertisement appeal [F(3,
465) ¼ 3.126, p < 0.05] on purchase intentions without interaction. Thais (M ¼ 3.89,
SD ¼ 1.64) showed higher purchase intentions than did Singaporeans (M ¼ 3.55,
SD ¼ 1.75, p < 0.1), who in turn exhibited greater purchase intentions than did
Americans (M ¼ 2.26, SD ¼ 1.546, p < 0.01) thus supporting H5, which states that
compared to Americans, Singaporeans and Thais will be more receptive to preemptive
product advertisements in terms of purchase intentions. This support was stronger
than that in Pornpitakpan and Green (2007).
The above non-significant interaction between culture and advertisement appeal
suggested that the effect of advertisement appeal on purchase intentions did not vary
by culture, and the effect of culture on purchase intentions did not vary by
advertisement appeal. Nevertheless, further analyses of H6 and H7 revealed interesting
results that are worthy of discussion and generate issues for future research.
H6 states that Singaporeans and Thais will be more receptive to advertisements
endorsed by authority figures than will Americans in terms of purchase intentions.

One-way ANOVA by culture for the expert appeal showed a significant main effect of
culture on purchase intentions [F(2, 109) ¼ 14.780, p < 0.01]. Singaporeans (M ¼ 3.78,
SD ¼ 1.78) and Thais (M ¼ 3.98, SD ¼ 1.68) showed higher purchase intentions than
did Americans (M ¼ 2.68, SD ¼ 1.52, both at p < 0.01), thus supporting H6. This
support was stronger than that in Pornpitakpan and Green (2007).
Finally, H7 states that Americans will show greater responsiveness to
advertisements that prime hazard-related behavior than will Singaporeans and Thais
in terms of purchase intentions. One-way ANOVA by culture for the two-prime and the
five-prime appeals showed a significant main effect of culture on purchase intentions
[F(2, 245) ¼ 20.675, p < 0.0001]. In contrast with H7, Americans (M ¼ 2.09,
SD ¼ 1.52) showed lower purchase intentions than did Singaporeans (M ¼ 3.35,
SD ¼ 1.58, p < 0.001) and Thais (M ¼ 3.59, SD ¼ 1.66, p < 0.001), in line with the
finding of Pornpitakpan and Green (2007). Table III summarizes the results.
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Discussion
This study has demonstrated several aspects of unrealistic optimism and message
appeals that have implications for both national and international marketers. The
following discussion will first focus on the findings that pertain to unrealistic
optimism, followed by a discussion of the findings that relate to the use of priming as
an appeal that seeks to reduce unrealistic optimism. Finally, it addresses the crossnational implications of the findings concerning different types of message appeals.
Unrealistic optimism
This study has added to the knowledge of unrealistic optimism as a cross-national
phenomenon, both confirming existing relationships and providing new insights and
questions for future research. Unrealistic optimism is found to exist in the three
countries from which the samples are drawn, all of which are substantially different
from one another culturally and/or developmentally. The USA is a highly developed
Hypothesis
H1. Priming appeals > non-priming
appeals

Risk estimate

Purchase intentions
Contradicted across cultures as
(control, expert) > (two-prime,
five-prime)
Supported

H2. Positive correlation between risk
estimates for self and purchase intentions
H3. Risk estimate for self is higher
Not supported in
when risky behaviors are more
any culture
accessible
H4. (S, T) < A in terms of unrealistic
Contradicted because
optimism
T > (A ¼ S)
H5. (S, T) > A in terms of responsiveness
Supported because T > S > A
to the advertisement
Supported because (S ¼ T) > A
H6. (S, T) > A in terms of responsiveness
to the expert appeal
H7. A > (S, T) in terms of responsiveness
A < (S ¼ T), thus contradicted
to the priming appeals
Notes: A ¼ Americans, S ¼ Singaporeans, T ¼ Thais; ‘‘Not supported’’ means no significant
results, whereas ‘‘contradicted’’ means significant results opposite to what hypothesized

Table III.
Summary of results
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nation characterized by an individualist culture. Singapore and Thailand are both
collectivist cultures, but Singapore is considerably more economically developed than
is Thailand, with per capita GDP that approaches that of the USA. Yet, in all of these
diverse nations, the phenomenon of unrealistic optimism is found to exist – people tend
to rate their own chances of experiencing a negative event as being lower than others’
chances. For marketers, these findings suggest that unrealistic optimism will impact
purchase decisions related to products which are intended to preempt the risk of a
negative occurrence. The findings from this study and Pornpitakpan and Green (2007)
have significance beyond just replication of past studies – they have established that
unrealistic optimism exists with both relatively low-intensity risks (premature facial
wrinkles in the latter study) and relatively high-intensity risks (developing heart
disease in this study) that are likely to be present in various kinds of preemptive
consumer products and services. Previous research has been concerned mainly with
unrealistic optimism that is related to catastrophic events, such as contracting AIDS,
having a heart attack, being in an automobile collision, and so on, without any linkage
to the purchase of products designed to preempt or alleviate those undesirable events.
The findings do not support, however, the previously postulated notion that the
level of unrealistic optimism would be higher in individualist cultures than in
collectivist cultures (H4). No differences are found between Singapore and American
samples, and the level of unrealistic optimism is actually found to be higher for the
Thai sample, seemingly contradicting the hypothesized relationship. The contradiction
could possibly be explained by the fact that there is a real difference between Thai
students and an average Thai with respect to the risk, and thus these students actually
show ‘‘realistic optimism’’ rather than unrealistic optimism. Thai university students
tend to come from middle and upper classes, while the large majority of the nation’s
households are poorer and usually do not have access to good medical care.
Consistent with Pornpitakpan and Green (2007), this study also finds that people
who perceive higher risks for themselves are more likely to show intentions to
purchase the preemptive product (H2). The tentative conclusion to be derived from the
discussion – subject to the limitations noted below – is that unrealistic optimism is
indeed a universal phenomenon, and that cultural value (individualist vs collectivist)
does not influence its occurrence.
Effects of priming
It has been suggested that one way to overcome people’s tendency to be unrealistically
optimistic is to directly confront them with the ways in which their behavior could
contribute to experiencing the negative outcome. This study examines this issue from
two perspectives:
(1) Does priming reduce a person’s level of unrealistic optimism?
(2) Does priming have an impact on purchase intentions for products that can
alleviate the stated area of concern?
The findings associated with these questions raise at least as many questions as they
answer, suggesting more areas for future research.
It has been hypothesized that when confronted with behavior that is connected with
the negative occurrence, people would exhibit lower levels of unrealistic optimism than
would those who have not been confronted with such behaviors (H3). Similar to the
result of Pornpitakpan and Green (2007), across all of the three samples, this is not
found to be the case. No significant differences exist between individuals who have and

have not received the priming advertisement in terms of their levels of unrealistic
optimism. The directionality of the findings, though, is in the hypothesized direction,
which may suggest the necessity for further research on this issue.
The impact of priming on purchase intentions is significant but contradictory to the
hypothesized directions that individuals exposed to priming would exhibit higher
purchase intentions for the preemptive product than would those exposed to other
appeals (H1). For the lotion to reduce the likelihood of premature wrinkles used in
Pornpitakpan and Green (2007), this is the case: all national samples exhibit higher
purchase intentions among those that have been primed. The findings consociated
with the heart disease prevention pills used in this study, however, are contradictory to
the hypothesis: across all national samples, people exposed to the control and the
expert advertisements indicate higher levels of purchase intentions than do those
exposed to the priming advertisements.
Such seeming contradiction related to priming could possibly be explained in
two ways. First, heart disease is generally a degenerative disease and may be of low
concern to young adults. Conversely, premature wrinkles and looks-related concerns in
general may be more important to this group. This finding highlights the need for
marketers who employ a priming appeal to ensure that their product is related to a
risk with which consumers can directly identify. The relevance of the product to the
audience must be either obvious or clearly demonstrated for priming messages to have
impact. Second, because the product used in this study is more difficult to evaluate and
more crucial to health than is the one used in Pornpitakpan and Green (2007), people
resort more to the experts’ endorsement. This suggests that for products that are
health-related and difficult to evaluate, advertisements using expert appeals may be
more effective than advertisements attempting to counter unrealistic optimism by
priming the risk-related behaviors.
Message appeals across cultures
This study has also contributed to the understanding of the impact of different
message appeals across cultures. The underlying bases for the hypotheses come from
theories and findings associated with differences between cultures in collectivism,
locus of control, and power distance. Based on the results in this study, which provide a
clearer support/contrast than those in Pornpitakpan and Green (2007), overall, the
respondents from the collectivist countries are more affected by advertising than are
respondents from the individualist country – the collectivists indicate higher levels of
purchase intentions than do the individualists across appeals. This is true for heart
disease pills in this study, for which Thais indicate higher purchase intentions than do
Singaporeans, who, in turn, report higher purchase intentions than do Americans. It is
also true, to a more limited extent, for the wrinkle prevention lotion in Pornpitakpan
and Green (2007) in that Singaporeans report higher intentions to purchase than do
Americans, with Thais in the middle position but not significantly different from either
other nation. These findings largely serve to confirm H5, which states that compared
to people from individualist cultures, those from collectivist cultures will be more
receptive to advertisements relating to preemptive products in terms of their intentions
to purchase the products.
The findings of this study are also stronger than are those of Pornpitakpan and
Green (2007) in confirming H6, which states that collectivists are more influenced by
an expert appeal than are individualists. The heart-disease pills results in this study
show that Thais and Singaporeans are the same and both are significantly higher in
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purchase intentions than are Americans. For the wrinkle lotion in Pornpitakpan and
Green (2007), Singaporeans indicate higher purchase intentions than do Americans
whereas Thais are similar to Americans.
The findings with regard to the effectiveness of priming appeals, however, run
contrary to the hypothesized direction (H7), which predicts that individualists would
show a greater tendency to be influenced by priming appeals than would collectivists.
The findings of this study and Pornpitakpan and Green (2007) indicate, though, that
the collectivists actually report higher levels of purchase intentions than do the
individualists for both products. For the heart disease pills in this study, Singaporeans
and Thais are similar, and both show significantly higher purchase intentions than do
Americans. For the wrinkle lotion in Pornpitakpan and Green (2007), Singaporeans
exhibit higher intentions than do Americans, while Thais are in the middle position,
closer to Singaporeans than Americans (but without statistical significance).
Taken together, these findings suggest the possibility that collectivists are, across
appeals, more influenced by advertising than are individualists. A firm statement of such
a conclusion would require additional research, however. In the case reported here, the
results could be specific to the countries under investigation. The USA, in particular, may
be characterized by relatively low levels of advertising effectiveness due to the relentless
bombardment of advertising to which consumers are subjected, leading to reduced levels
of impact of any given message and/or a cynicism among consumers toward advertising.
For example, the total media spending of the three countries in 2007 was US$186,996.2
million for the USA, S$2,012.6 million for Singapore, and THB102,360.1 million for
Thailand (Euromonitor International, 2008), which corresponds to per capita media
spending of approximately US$621.04 for the USA, US$329.49 for Singapore, and
US$46.14 for Thailand (using the population figures from Economist Intelligence Unit
2008 and exchange rates of S$1 ¼ US$0.736702 and THB1 ¼ US$0.029976 from http://
x-rates.com/calculator.html on July 3, 2008). Both this study and Pornpitakpan and
Green (2007) have served to raise the issue, which can be the subject of future research.
Limitations of the study
The implications of the findings presented above must be considered in the light of the
study’s limitations. First, the sample is a convenience sample and thus subject to
the relevant caveats. Second, the sample is drawn from a particular segment of the
population – undergraduate students. While this sampling frame provides the study
with the sample comparability that is so critical to cross-national research, it limits the
generalizability of the findings. Lastly, this study uses a single message about a heartdisease prevention nutritional supplement, giving rise to the possibility of anomalous
messages. Sufficient replications are therefore needed to confirm the results with more
confidence.
Conclusions
This study has provided strong evidence of the existence of unrealistic optimism
across cultures and product categories. It has raised into question the idea that the
extent to which unrealistic optimism is manifested is culturally dependent, at least
with respect to the individualism/collectivism cultural dimension. The study has
also made some potential contributions to the understanding of cross-national
receptiveness to advertising messages and the appeals used to convey these messages.
The collectivists in this study are more persuaded by an authority appeal than are the
individualists. They are also, however, more persuaded by priming, contrary to the

hypothesis. These findings suggest a need for further research into the effectiveness of
different types of appeals across cultures. Finally, the findings that contradict those of
Pornpitakpan and Green (2007) suggest that for difficult to evaluate and/or healthrelated products, an expert appeal is more effective in inducing purchase intentions
than is an advertisement that primes the hazard-related behavior with a view to reduce
unrealistic optimism.
Many of the foregoing conclusions point to the need for further research to address
and clarify the issues that have been studied. The extent to which unrealistic optimism
occurs in collectivist and individualist cultures needs clarification: Is there in fact no
difference between the two groups as suggested by the findings presented here, or
could it have been due to some of the limitations noted above? Are there cultural
differences in the extent to which different cultures respond to different appeals, or are
differences due largely to the intervening variable associated with the degree to which
different groups are exposed to advertising messages?
Unrealistic optimism has been confirmed to be a cross-national phenomenon in a
marketing context. As such, it potentially interferes with consumers’ perceptions with
respect to the need to purchase preemptive products that will help to counter the effects
of a wide range of negative events. The present study has examined and provided
insights related to the existence of unrealistic optimism, as well as ways in which it
might be countered, in a cross-cultural context.
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Appendix. Measures of potential covariates
(1) Mood (‘‘How do you feel now?’’ with responses anchored by ‘‘not happy at all/very
happy,’’ ‘‘not cheerful at all/very cheerful,’’ and ‘‘not hopeful at all/very hopeful.’’
Cronbach’s alpha ¼ 0.90 for Americans, 0.88 for Singaporeans, and 0.84 for Thais. Items
were taken from Howard et al. (1995).)
(2) Perceived controllability of heart disease (‘‘In your view, how much control do you have
over developing heart disease before the age of 50?’’ with responses anchored by ‘‘not
under my control at all/completely under my control.’’)
(3) Anxiety when hearing or reading about heart disease (‘‘When you hear or read about heart
disease, how do you feel?’’ with responses anchored by ‘‘very relaxed/very tense,’’ ‘‘very
calm/very anxious,’’ and ‘‘very confident/very nervous.’’ Cronbach’s alpha ¼ 0.94 for
Americans, 0.91 for Singaporeans, and 0.81 for Thais.)
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(4) Knowing someone who had heart disease (‘‘Do you know anyone that has/had heart
disease?’’ with responses anchored by ‘‘Yes/No.’’)
(5) Self-history of having heart disease (‘‘Have you ever had heart disease?’’ with responses
anchored by ‘‘Yes/No.’’)
(6) Having family members who had heart disease (‘‘Have your family members ever had
heart disease?’’ with responses anchored by ‘‘Yes/No.’’)
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(7) Having been diagnosed as having high cholesterol, high triglycerides, or high blood
pressure (Have you been diagnosed as having high cholesterol, high triglycerides, or
high blood pressure? with responses anchored by ‘‘Yes/No.’’)
(8) Venturesomeness (four items taken from Bruning et al. (1985); item 3 in the original scale
was excluded from forming the average to improve the reliability; Cronbach’s
alpha ¼ 0.74 for Americans, 0.74 for Singaporeans, and 0.61 for Thais.)
(9) Locus of control (three items taken from Rotter (1966); Cronbach’s alpha ¼ 0.60 for
Americans, 0.66 for Singaporeans, and 0.57 for Thais.)
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