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INTRODUCTION

As the market for consumers' attention “has become 
so competitive that attention can be regarded as a cur-
rency” (Teixeira, 2014, p. 1), evoking consumers' interests 
and curiosity seems more important than ever before. 
Examples demonstrating this importance range from 
messages on smartphones that consumers can either 
consider or swipe away to YouTube commercials, where 
they decide how long they want to watch. From a firm's 
perspective, once the attention has been caught, the pri-
mary goal is to convey the actual advertising message.

Regarding the first step of gaining attention, the 
research results are fairly clear: curiosity-evoking 
stimuli increase attention (e.g., Isikman et al.,  2016; 
Loewenstein,  1994). Regarding the second step of 
conveying the message, consumers in a curious state 
may be more alert and skeptical toward the persua-
sion attempt due to more intense elaboration as a re-
action toward curiosity-triggering stimuli (Marvin & 
Shohamy,  2016; Menon & Soman,  2002). Ultimately, 
any increased skepticism might negatively affect 
a consumer's evaluation of the advertised product 
(Campbell, 1995).
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Research indicates that in general, curiosity leads to more intense processing of an 
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curiosity's skepticism-reducing effect, its downstream consequences, and the 
underlying mechanism of positive affect. We show that this curiosity-stimulating 
way of information disclosure caused the effect instead of the information itself, 
which remained constant. The effects occur for integral curiosity, directed at the 
focal product, and for incidental curiosity, elicited by an unrelated stimulus. These 
results contribute to understanding consumer responses to curiosity-evoking 
advertisements, which are widespread, and provide implications for consumer 
psychologists, practitioners, and policy makers.
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The present research refutes this assumption and 
shows the opposite. We theorize that consumers expe-
rience a state of positive affect after resolving situa-
tionally induced curiosity. This affective state impacts 
subsequent consumer judgments in such a way that they 
become less skeptical and consequently form a more pos-
itive overall evaluation of what is advertised.

The major goal of this research was to determine the 
effect of reduced situational skepticism toward the ad-
vertised object as a consequence of resolving curiosity. 
Situational curiosity can be defined as a state of cogni-
tive deprivation arising from a gap between what one 
knows and what one wants to know (Loewenstein, 1994). 
Associated with this is the desire for the missing in-
formation and, consequently, the resolution of curios-
ity (Berlyne,  1954; Hsee & Ruan,  2016; Litman,  2005). 
Situational skepticism is a conditional tendency toward 
disbelief about advertising claims or arguments (Ford 
et al., 1990; Kirmani & Zhu, 2007).

Our findings show that reduced levels of skepticism 
contribute to a more favorable evaluative response. In 
our studies, we induced curiosity by creating an infor-
mation gap (first step) and, consequently, resolving it 
(second step). Interestingly, even though the consum-
ers ultimately received exactly the same information in 
the second step of this procedure, the fact that it was 
gradually (instead of immediately) revealed made them 
less skeptical. We applied both a curiosity-inducing 
procedure where the information gap concerned the ad-
vertised product as the target object of the evaluation 
(Studies 1 and 3) and a procedure that decoupled the 
curiosity-evoking stimulus from the attitude object by 
using an unrelated word puzzle (Studies 2 and 4). The 
effect occurred for both curiosity-inducing procedures, 
suggesting an underlying process that is not necessar-
ily object specific and may spill over to another object, 
as has been described for affective reactions (Gorn 
et al.,  1993; Schwarz,  1990). In Studies 3 and 4, we 
demonstrated the increase in positive affect as the un-
derlying process.

Prior studies have shown that experiencing and re-
solving curiosity lead to positive affective reactions (e.g., 
Hill et al.,  2016; Ruan et al.,  2018). Our work extends 
these findings and establishes a link to a reduction of 
skepticism in an advertising context. It also highlights 
the universal nature of this effect, occurring not only for 
the object-specific form of integral curiosity but also for 
incidental curiosity elicited by an unrelated incident or 
stimulus. This provides new implications for advertis-
ing design and the placement of ads within other media 
content. Especially for incidental curiosity, its effect 
on subsequent evaluations has only been described for 
curiosity-evoking interruptions of ongoing activities 
(Isikman et al., 2016) or with regard to the consequence of 
general reward-seeking behavior (Wang & Huang, 2018).

This paper contributes to the research on curiosity by 
identifying reduced skepticism as a new mediator of the 

positive effect of resolving situational curiosity on the 
evaluation of products presented in advertisements. In 
addition, it attributes the reduction of skepticism to a 
positive affective experience. It also enriches the research 
on consumer skepticism toward persuasion attempts. 
Despite the potentially more thorough processing of 
information as a consequence of curiosity, the induced 
positive affect after its resolution shifts the evaluation to 
a more positive assessment.

TH EORETICA L BACKGROU N D

As mentioned, situational curiosity is typically trig-
gered by an information gap (Loewenstein,  1994) and 
associated with a desire to close it (Hsee & Ruan, 2016). 
It is distinct from chronic curiosity, which represents an 
innate trait (Kashdan & Silvia, 2009). Situational curi-
osity can be related to a focal activity (i.e., processing 
an ad), which is referred to as integral curiosity. It can 
also be evoked by an event unrelated to a focal task, 
such as a ringing phone while reading a message, which 
is termed incidental curiosity (Isikman et al.,  2016). 
Individuals in a state of curiosity strive for its resolution 
(Menon & Soman, 2002; Van Dijk & Zeelenberg, 2007), 
even if they expect the outcome to be negative (Hsee & 
Ruan, 2016).

Importantly, situational curiosity is associated with 
affective reactions. The exploratory process elicited by 
curiosity is intrinsically rewarding and can induce posi-
tive feelings (Litman, 2005; Sun et al., 2015). While expe-
riencing curiosity is affectively more ambiguous, bearing 
the potential to elicit both positive and negative feelings 
(e.g., Berlyne,  1954, 1960; Litman & Jimerson,  2004; 
Loewenstein, 1994), its resolution creates a positive af-
fective reaction (Hill et al., 2016; Lee & Qiu, 2009; Ruan 
et al., 2018). Obtaining the desired information elicits a 
pleasurable feeling, also described as a sense of joyful 
relief, while the state of cognitive deprivation is satisfied 
(Hsee & Ruan,  2020); thereby, the curiosity-satisfying 
information functions as a reward (e.g., Berlyne, 1954; 
Kang et al.,  2009). Taking these considerations to-
gether, creating a situation in which curiosity is induced 
and resolved is likely to result in a net positive affec-
tive reaction, given that no severely negative outcomes 
are expected, such as in an advertising contact (Lee & 
Qiu, 2009).

Affective states typically exert affect-congruent in-
fluences on thinking, memory, and judgments and can 
also influence information processing strategies (e.g., 
Bless & Fiedler,  2006; Forgas,  2002). The reported 
effects range from judgments about other individ-
uals (e.g., Forgas,  1994) to the processing of persua-
sive communication (e.g., Hullett,  2005). Of specific 
interest for our research questions is the finding that 
being in a positive affective state can make people less 
skeptical and decrease their ability to detect deception 
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(Forgas & East, 2008). For example, when people make 
judgments about the veracity of another, negative af-
fect causes a more critical evaluation, while a positive 
mood leads to more benign judgments and reduced 
suspicion (Forgas, 1999, 2002). In the context of adver-
games, positive (vs. negative) affect leads to lower lev-
els of persuasion knowledge under certain conditions 
(van Reijmersdal et al., 2015).

An informational influence is a prominent explana-
tion of these effects, describing a direct influence on 
judgments in an affect-consistent way. Affect-cognition 
theories assume that information associatively linked to 
the current mood state is selectively primed (Bower, 1981; 
Forgas, 1995; Forgas & East, 2008). Similarly, the affect-
as-information model argues that individuals interpret 
their current affective states as information about the 
situation (Schwarz, 1990; Schwarz & Clore, 1983).

Taking these considerations together, we predict that 
inducing and resolving curiosity during an advertis-
ing exposure reduces consumers' skepticism toward an 
advertising message, resulting in improved product at-
titudes and higher purchase intentions. We expect this 
skepticism-reducing effect to be mediated by positive 
affect. We present four studies that examine our predic-
tions. First, we show the skepticism-reducing effect in a 
real-life context using advertisements to induce curiosity 
about a product (Study 1). In Study 2, we demonstrate 
the more general nature of the effect by inducing curi-
osity with missing-letter words unrelated to the target 
product. Study 3 identifies positive affect as the underly-
ing mechanism for the skepticism-reducing effect, while 
eliciting product-related curiosity. Finally, Study 4 rep-
licates the effects using missing-letter words and shows 
serial mediation via affect and skepticism on attitude 
toward the product.

STU DY 1

Study 1 provides the first correlational evidence for the 
mediating role of reduced skepticism and its effects on 
product attitudes and purchase intentions within a real-
life setting (i.e., a product promotion of a cosmetics 
company).

Methods

We surveyed a single sample group of 283 customers 
(Mage = 50.39, SD = 12.28; 97.9% female) by including an 
invitation to our online survey in the company's email 
newsletter. We applied an established curiosity-inducing 
procedure by first creating an information gap and sub-
sequently resolving it (e.g., Menon & Soman, 2002). In the 
first step, a teaser ad promoted a gift box containing sev-
eral cosmetic products. However, the participants could 
not identify the products exactly because the picture of 

the bottles and jars contained in the box was intention-
ally too small to read the details on the labels. These 
details were revealed in the second step by a follow-up 
ad that specified the exact contents. After exposure to 
the first ad, the participants reported their curiosity by 
their level of agreement with the statement “This adver-
tisement makes me curious” (Hsee & Ruan, 2016; Lee & 
Qiu, 2009; M = 4.62, SD = 1.92). After the second ad pro-
vided the full information, they indicated their attitude 
toward the product (two items, “appealing” and “good”; 
r = 0.53; M = 5.72, SD = 1.21), purchase intention (single 
item; M = 5.05, SD = 1.84), and skepticism (three items, 
“deceptive,” “not truthful,” and “unbelievable,” α = 0.89; 
Kirmani & Zhu,  2007; M = 1.73, SD = 1.14). All scales 
used in this and the subsequent studies were seven-point 
scales, unless otherwise indicated. Further details on all 
study procedures are reported in the Methodological 
Detail Appendix (MDA).

Results

Mediation models (PROCESS, Hayes, 2018; see Figure 1) 
showed that higher curiosity led to lower consumer skep-
ticism (b = −0.16, t = −4.82, p < 0.001), a more positive at-
titude (b = 0.21, t = 6.77, p < 0.001), and a higher purchase 
intention (b = 0.42, t = −8.47, p < 0.001). Moreover, they 
found evidence for the expected indirect effect of cu-
riosity via skepticism on attitude (IE = 0.07, SE = 0.02, 
CI95% = [0.03, 0.11]) and purchase intention (IE = 0.06, 
SE = 0.02, CI95% = [0.02, 0.11]).

Discussion

These results provide preliminary evidence that induc-
ing curiosity reduces consumers' skepticism. Decreased 
skepticism mediates curiosity's positive effect on the de-
pendent variables.

STU DY 2

Study 2 aimed to test the skepticism-reducing effect 
and its downstream consequences by experimentally 
varying the levels of induced curiosity. We used an 

F I G U R E  1   Mediation results of Study 1. Note: PROCESS 
(Model 4), bootstrapping (5,000 samples); coefficients in square 
brackets represent the results on purchase intention.

b = -0.16; p < 0.001

Curiosity
(measured variable) 

Attitude toward the product 
[Purchase intention] 

Skepticism 

b = 0.21; p < 0.001

[b = 0.42; p < 0.001]

b = -0.42; p < 0.001
[b = -0.37; p < 0.001] 
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established curiosity-inducing procedure (i.e., missing-
letter words) that allowed verification of whether the 
effect persists when the elicited curiosity is unrelated to 
the advertised product.

Methods

The study followed a two-cell between-subjects de-
sign (curiosity: low and high). A sample of 230 students 
(Mage = 24.80, SD = 2.45; 61.7% female) acquired in uni-
versity classes and via student social networks were sur-
veyed online and randomly assigned to a condition. We 
again used a stepwise procedure but induced curiosity 
by displaying missing-letter words (Ruan et al.,  2018). 
In the first step of the high-curiosity condition, partici-
pants read, “Which search queries were entered most 
frequently on Google in 2020? Find out now!” followed 
by five incomplete missing-letter words (e.g., “_I S_ _Y 
_ _U_”). In the low-curiosity condition, the words were 
presented in full (e.g., “DISNEY PLUS”). In the second 
step, an ad for a cultured yogurt drink was shown in all 
conditions. In the high-curiosity condition, the solutions 
for the missing-letter words were provided on the same 
survey page. Curiosity was measured after the first step, 
when the search queries were presented (“the words de-
picted made me curious”). Attitude toward the product 
(r = 0.84), purchase intention, and skepticism (α = 0.89) 
were assessed after presenting the ad using the same 
measures as in Study 1.

Results

The manipulation of curiosity worked as intended 
[Mlow = 3.91, SD = 1.55; Mhigh = 5.03, SD = 1.73, F(1, 
228) = 26.76, p < 0.001; η2 = 0.11]. Skepticism was signifi-
cantly lower in the high-curiosity condition compared 
to the low-curiosity condition [Mlow = 4.55, SD = 1.36; 
Mhigh = 4.06, SD = 1.62, F(1, 228) = 6.17, p = 0.01; η2 = 0.03], 
and attitude [Mlow = 3.91, SD = 1.38; Mhigh = 4.36, 
SD = 1.45, F(1, 228) = 5.97, p = 0.02; η2 = 0.03] and purchase 
intention [Mlow = 3.28, SD = 1.83; Mhigh = 3.95, SD = 1.97, 
F(1, 228) = 7.04, p = 0.01; η2 = 0.03] consistently increased. 
Mediation models (see Figure  2) revealed an indirect 
effect of skepticism on attitude (IE = 0.29, SE = 0.12, 

CI95% = [0.06, 0.52]) and purchase intention (IE = 0.32, 
SE = 0.13, CI95% = [0.06, 0.59]).

Discussion

Study 2 demonstrated the effect of reduced skepticism 
after exposure to a curiosity-inducing stimulus, which 
improves attitude and purchase intention toward a sub-
sequently advertised product. The effect holds when the 
curiosity-evoking object is unrelated to the advertised 
object. This suggests that the underlying process is not 
necessarily object specific but can spill over to another 
object. In the MDA, we report a follow-up study that 
replicated these findings while separating the presenta-
tion of the missing-letter solution and the advertisement. 
The aim was to rule out potential confounding effects of 
an attention diversion between the ad and the resolution 
information.

STU DY 3

The goal of Study 3 was to explore the mechanism be-
hind the effect of curiosity on skepticism, expectedly a 
positive affective reaction.

Methods

The study followed a two-cell between-subjects design 
(curiosity: low and high). A sample of 120 respondents 
(Mage = 24.11, SD = 3.12; 50% female), acquired by a con-
sumer access panel provider in Germany, was surveyed 
online and randomly assigned to a condition. To induce 
curiosity in the high-curiosity condition, we applied the 
stepwise information-disclosing procedure using two 
consecutive advertisements (see Study 1). The first adver-
tisement showed a brand logo and pictures of potato chip 
bags. New exotic flavors were advertised but not named. 
Instead, a word puzzle riddle invited participants to 
guess the new flavors (e.g., “_a_ _o” as a hint to the word 
“mango”). To avoid any perceptual differences caused by 
the way of information disclosure, we also used a stepwise 
procedure for the low-curiosity condition; however, the 
flavors were already displayed in the first step (e.g., “chili 
& mango”). In the second advertisement, product details, 
such as ingredients and price, were stated. Importantly, 
the second advertisement was identical in both conditions.

The measure of curiosity was identical to that of Study 
1. Following Ford et al. (1990), we used a more explicit 
measure of consumer skepticism (two items, e.g., “How 
skeptical are you about the truth of this information?”; 
r = 0.74). To measure the consumer's affective state, we 
used a scale that included schematic pictures of five faces 
(i.e., smileys), which varied from very unhappy to very 
happy (Shampanier et al., 2007).

F I G U R E  2   Mediation results of Study 2. Note: PROCESS 
(Model 4), bootstrapping (5000 samples); coefficients in square 
brackets represent the results on purchase intention.

b = -0.49; p = 0.01

Curiosity
(0 = low; 1 = high) 

Attitude toward the product 
[Purchase intention] 

Skepticism 

b = 0.17; p = 0.25

[b = 0.34; p = 0.12]

b = -0.58; p < 0.001
[b = -0.66; p < 0.001] 
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Results

Situational curiosity was higher in the high-curiosity con-
dition [Mlow = 3.85, SD = 1.77; Mhigh = 4.62, SD = 2.04, F(1, 
118) = 4.82, p = 0.03; η2 = 0.04]. A one-way ANOVA showed 
that the affective state was significantly more positive 
in the high-curiosity condition compared to the low-
curiosity condition [Mlow = 3.07, SD = 0.90; Mhigh = 3.42, 
SD = 0.85, F(1, 118) = 4.80, p = 0.03; η2 = 0.04]. Moreover, 
curiosity significantly reduced skepticism [Mlow = 4.20, 
SD = 1.58; Mhigh = 3.49, SD = 1.56, F(1, 118) = 6.11, p = 0.02; 
η2 = 0.05]. A mediation model (see Figure  3) found evi-
dence for the indirect effect of positive affect on skepti-
cism (IE = −0.21, SE = 0.11, CI95% = [−0.43, −0.02]).

Discussion

By showing that increased positive affect elicited by cu-
riosity leads to a reduction of consumers' skepticism, 
Study 3 provides process evidence.

STU DY 4

The major goals of Study 4 were to replicate the effects 
using the curiosity-inducing procedure unrelated to the 
advertised product (see Study 2) and examine the full 
process of effects. Moreover, instead of measuring cu-
riosity at the moment it was experienced, we measured 
it retrospectively after the dependent variables to avoid 
any artificial highlighting effect (Wang & Huang, 2018).

Methods

A sample of 160 consumers (Mage = 38.65, SD = 13.14; 49.4% 
female) acquired via Prolific were randomly assigned to 
one of two conditions of a two-cell between-subjects de-
sign (curiosity: low and high). In the high-curiosity con-
dition, participants saw five incomplete missing-letter 
words (most googled terms), for which they received the 
completed version after a 15-second delay. In the low-
curiosity condition, they saw the completed versions at 
the beginning. On the next page, in both conditions, an 
identical ad for a healthy frozen pizza was presented. 
Next, we assessed attitude toward the product (“likable” 

and “good”; r = 0.82), purchase intention (see Studies 1 
and 2), and skepticism (see Studies 1 and 2; α = 0.84). To 
assess positive affect, we asked respondents to rate how 
happy and how good they felt at the moment and whether 
they were having a good time (Ruan et al., 2018; Schwarz 
& Clore, 1983; α = 0.93). To check the curiosity manipu-
lation, the next page again depicted the most googled 
terms used to induce curiosity, either in their missing-
letter format (high-curiosity) or in the completed format 
(low-curiosity). We asked respondents how curious they 
were when seeing the words at the beginning of the sur-
vey using the measure identical to Study 2.

Results

As expected, situational curiosity was higher in the high-
curiosity condition [Mlow = 3.61, SD = 1.90; Mhigh = 5.37, 
SD = 1.49, F(1, 158) = 42.71, p < 0.001; η2 = 0.21]. One-way 
ANOVAs revealed a significantly higher positive af-
fect [Mlow = 4.99, SD = 1.17; Mhigh = 5.38, SD = 1.13, F(1, 
158) = 4.63, p = 0.03; η2 = 0.03] and attitude toward the 
product [Mlow = 4.56, SD = 1.55; Mhigh = 5.19, SD = 1.49, 
F(1, 158) = 6.84, p = 0.01; η2 = 0.04] in the high-curiosity 
condition, but significantly lower skepticism [Mlow = 2.66, 
SD = 1.16; Mhigh = 2.23, SD = 1.18, F(1, 158) = 5.36, p = 0.02; 
η2 = 0.03]. The results for purchase intention were direc-
tional but did not differ significantly between the condi-
tions [Mlow = 3.27, SD = 2.06; Mhigh = 3.75, SD = 2.07, F(1, 
158) = 2.24, p = 0.14; η2 = 0.01]. This may be because the 
test product was a healthy version of frozen pizza, which, 
as a niche product, the majority of people seemed not to 
be convinced of buying.

The mediation results are illustrated in Figure 4. We 
found evidence for the effect of curiosity on attitude via 
skepticism (IE = 0.30, SE = 0.15, CI95% = [0.0303, 0.6038]). 
Moreover, positive affect mediates curiosity's effect 
on skepticism (IE = −0.08, SE = 0.05, CI95% = [−0.2035, 
−0.0012]). A serial mediation model indicates an accu-
mulated (“total”) indirect effect of (IE = 0.38, SE = 0.15, 
CI95% = [0.1020, 0.6845]) with a serial mediation path via 
affect and skepticism on attitude (IE = 0.05, SE = 0.04, 
CI95% = [0.0010, 0.1347]). It must be noted that the serial 
mediation with the reversed order of mediators was also 
significant, albeit with a smaller coefficient (IE = 0.02, 
SE = 0.02, CI95% = [0.0001, 0.0667]).

Discussion

Study 4 further indicates that creating and resolving cu-
riosity produces an overall positive affective experience, 
decreases skepticism and improves consumer attitudes 
toward the product. A limitation is that we cannot rule 
out the reverse order of the mediators statistically, given 
the applied methodology and the serial mediation re-
sults. However, prior research and theoretical reasoning 

F I G U R E  3   Mediation results of Study 3. Note: PROCESS 
(Model 4), bootstrapping (5000 samples).

b = 0.35; p = 0.03

Curiosity
(0 = low; 1 = high) Skepticism 

Positive affect 

b = -0.50; p = 0.07

b = -0.59; p < 0.001
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provide strong support for the proposed order. Studies 
in which affect was experimentally manipulated found 
the proposed change in skepticism as a consequence 
(e.g., Forgas, 2019; Forgas & East, 2008). In addition, it 
is backed by our theoretical reasoning that an immedi-
ate affective reaction toward an advertisement is likely to 
prevail skepticism as a more cognitive response.

GEN ERA L DISCUSSION

We identified an additional mediating path that explains 
the positive effects of creating and resolving situational 
curiosity on the evaluation of an advertised object. Our 
findings indicate a reduction in skepticism driven by 
a positive affective reaction. They refute the assump-
tion that curiosity makes consumers more skeptical, 
be it due to the more intense elaboration (e.g., Kupor & 
Tormala, 2015; Menon & Soman, 2002) or the attention-
grabbing nature of curiosity-inducing advertising 
(Campbell, 1995).

To highlight our contribution, we discuss our findings 
with regard to the process of experiencing and resolving 
curiosity in light of prior research. While curious about 
an advertised product or brand (i.e., unresolved integral 
curiosity), the consumers' affective experience is likely 
to be a mix of positive and negative feelings. Whether 
a positive or negative valence prevails depends on a va-
riety of factors, such as the expectation about the out-
come (Hill et al., 2016; Lee & Qiu, 2009), the anticipated 
time until resolution (Noordewier & Van Dijk, 2017), or 
the duration of the overall exposure (Elsen et al., 2016). 
However, when curiosity is resolved, a pleasurable and 
rewarding experience results for the recipients (Jepma 
et al., 2012; Ruan et al., 2018), and the mere disclosure of 
the missing information—independent of its valence—is 
affectively positive (Hsee & Ruan,  2020). Our results 
contribute to a better understanding of this experience. 
In all of our studies, information to resolve curiosity 

was provided before the individuals formed their evalu-
ations. Due to the resolution, our respondents reported 
an increase in happiness and “feeling good.” We as-
sume that this affective experience selectively primes the 
positive aspects of the product, causing a less skeptical 
judgment and a more positive evaluation. This reason-
ing is consistent with previous results for interpersonal 
judgments (Forgas, 1999, 2002; Forgas & East, 2008). We 
have no indication of a reduction in processing intensity, 
which has also been reported in the literature as a re-
sult of positive affect (e.g., Bless et al.,  1990; Worth & 
Mackie, 1987). Such a reduction is likely to be inhibited 
as it runs counter to the cognitive exploration tendency 
induced by curiosity.

In addition, with regard to integral curiosity, our find-
ings extend those of Ruan et al.  (2018), who described 
a hedonic experience. We specify the positive feelings 
more concretely and demonstrate how they influence 
evaluative processes that involve cognitive processing, 
such as consumer skepticism. Our results indicate that 
only the positive endpoint (i.e., the resolution) of a series 
of affective states with potentially mixed values deter-
mines the value of the affective spillover. Future research 
could track the affective experience during the entire 
process of creating and resolving curiosity, for example, 
by using software that analyzes facial expressions. This 
would allow a researcher to disentangle the effects of 
experiencing curiosity in comparison to those of resolv-
ing curiosity on skepticism in more detail. In addition, 
such process tracing methods would be able to rule out 
reverse causality between positive affect and skepticism 
empirically, which is a limitation of the present research.

Interestingly, the described effect also occurs in the 
case of incidental curiosity, which is directed toward 
an unrelated stimulus (e.g., a riddle or, in an advertis-
ing context, the media environment). This is intriguing 
from a theoretical perspective because integral curiosity 
has been found to negatively affect a positively evaluated 
focal situation (Isikman et al., 2016). These researchers 

F I G U R E  4   Mediation results of Study 4. Note: PROCESS macro (1Model 4, 2Model 6), bootstrapping (5000 samples).

A: Mediation of skepticism on attitude1 B: Mediation of positive affect on skepticism1

C: Serial mediation of affect and skepticism on attitude2

Curiosity
(0 = low; 1 = high) 

Attitude toward 
the product 

Positive affect Skepticism 

b = -0.19; 
p = 0.02 

b = -0.65; 
p < 0.001

b = 0.25; p = 0.22

Curiosity
(0 = low; 1 = high) Skepticism 

Positive affect b = 0.39;
p = 0.03  

b = -0.19; 
p = 0.02 

b = -0.35; p = 0.06Curiosity
(0 = low; 1 = high) 

Attitude toward 
the product 

Skepticism b = -0.69; 
p < 0.001  

b = 0.33; p = 0.11

b = 0.39;  
p = 0.03 

b = -0.35; p = 0.06 

b = -0.43;  
p = 0.02
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argued that the effect was due to a diversion of attention 
away from the positively experienced situation. However, 
whereas we describe sequential processes that follow one 
another, Isikman et al.  (2016) focused on situations in 
which the curiosity-evoking event and the focal expe-
rience take place simultaneously, involving some form 
of interruption or cognitive conflict. Consequently, the 
timing of creating and resolving curiosity and the em-
beddedness of this mental process between or within 
other processes seemed to play a crucial role, which is 
worth investigating in future research.

Our findings also address a gap in the extant liter-
ature by documenting the object-independent positive 
effect of resolved incidental curiosity. This object-
independence is consistent with general reward-
seeking behavior induced by unresolved curiosity 
(Wang & Huang, 2018; Wiggin et al., 2019) and in line 
with the literature on affect-as-information inferences 
(e.g., Goldberg & Gorn,  1987; Pham,  1998). Our re-
sults of reduced skepticism also enrich research that 
considers activating stimuli or processes that reduce 
consumers' resistance to persuasion. Among them are 
narrative transportation (Escalas,  2007) and humor 
(Strick et al., 2012). In addition, our findings could shed 
light on the processes that explain the consequences 
of the timing of brand disclosure in advertising (e.g., 
Edell & Anderson,  1990; Fazio et al.,  1992; Williams 
et al., 2022). When the brand is first unknown and re-
vealed at a late (in comparison to an early) point, what 
has, for example, been associated with increased sales 
(Stewart & Koslow, 1989), curiosity, and its resolution 
might play a role.

Furthermore, we can link our findings to the litera-
ture on incongruity resolution (Noseworthy et al., 2014). 
Following Mandler's  (1982) theorizing, it assumes an 
affectively positive response when people can resolve 
incongruity. However, the cognitive effort put into res-
olution seems to play a role. An unanswered question 
that should be addressed by future research is the role 
of effort in the curiosity resolution process. In our stud-
ies, curiosity was resolved after some time. However, the 
participants may or may not have put some effort into 
the resolution, which we did not measure.

For practitioners, our findings provide implications 
for advertising design and media planning. A proce-
dure of revealing information gradually can be imple-
mented in a variety of contexts, be it online advertising 
with teaser ads inviting individuals to discover more, or 
print ads with a QR code that can be scanned. Moreover, 
media planners can position an ad within more or less 
curiosity-evoking media content. Finally, our findings 
provide implications far beyond an advertising context. 
They may be relevant for political science, showing a way 
to mitigate skepticism between opposing parties, or for 
the processing of “fake news,” which is often presented 
in a curiosity-evoking way.
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