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Abstract

With approaches such as CSR, purpose marketing and brand activism, companies are
increasingly trying to present themselves as responsible actors in society. However, some of
the customers do not suspect true sales behind this, but only an attempt at a (so incorrect)
representation or a concealment of the opposite (“washing™). It is therefore important for
companies to find out exactly when this assumption occurs. This is where this article comes in:
It takes up a model developed in a different context — media studies — and discusses for the first
time whether this approach can be transferred to the topic of washing and whether and what
insights can be derived from it for science and practice.
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Introduction: Brand Activism, Customer Knowledge and Washing

Over the past 20 years, companies have increasingly positioned themselves as part of society
and have taken a stance on socially relevant issues: After initial approaches to business ethics,
environmental protection and CSR (Drucker, 1981; Golob et al., 2013), more and more socio-
political topics were addressed, from discussions on the necessity of a "shared value" (Porter &
Kramer, 2006, 2011) to an active commitment to certain values or political attitudes ("Brand
Activism", see, e.g., Sakar & Kotler, 2021; Schmidt et al., 2022; or "Purpose Marketing", see
e.g. Bruce & Jeromin, 2020; Riger et al., 2024; Siems et al., 2025).

With regard to the target groups of these activities, especially customers, it can be stated that
younger people in particular show a great interest in socio-political issues and have a
corresponding expectation of companies (Krishnan et al., 2014; Schmidt et al., 2022). At the
same time, it is critically questioned whether such activities are really undertaken by companies
or only in appearance (“Washing", see e.g. Nielsen, 2023; Vredenburg et al., 2020). In
connection with the large number of corporate activities, new concepts, such as greenwashing
(see, e.g., Whellams & MacDonald, 2018), but also bluewashing (Peleo & Chen, 2019), red
washing (Vanclay & Hanna, 2019), CSR washing (Pope & Weraas, 2016) and rainbow
washing (Lim et al., 2022; Micksch et al., 2024; Wulf et al., 2022) highlight the growing
(scientific) interest in assessing the skepticism towards the authenticity of corporate activities.
Current empirical studies show that in some cases a large number of customers suspect washing
(see, e.g., Dubinsky, 2023; Micksch et al., 2024).

From a practical point of view, the question of when exactly such a suspicion of washing arises
among customers is of particular relevance — since then the according communication measures
no longer have a positive effect, but a negative one.

This is where this article comes in: We present a transfer of a model established in another
context: The Persuasion Knowledge Model (Friestad & Wright, 1994). For this purpose, the
model is briefly presented in its original form before an attempt is made to transfer it to the
topic of washing. The article ends with first conclusions, limitations and a look into the future.

The Persuasion Knowledge Model

The persuasion knowledge model was originally developed by Friestad and Wright (1994) and
is an extension to earlier works on consumer’s skepticism towards persuasion attempts by
marketers referred to as the “schemer schema” by Wright (1986). The model introduces the
concept of persuasion knowledge, which can be described as the developed understanding of
marketers’ persuasion tactics. During a person’s lifetime this persuasion knowledge is
continuously formed (Friestad & Wright, 1994). In contrast to previous works, consumers are
not conceptualized as mere passive individuals, but instead are taking an active role in a
persuasion process (Isaac & Calder, 2025) and represent the main focus of the model (Friestad
& Wright, 1994). Typical persuasion episodes that Friestad and Wright (1994) describe are TV
ads, multimedia ad campaigns or conversations with salespersons. They explain that consumers
use their persuasion knowledge form their own beliefs, interpret marketer’s intentions and
develop responses to persuasion messages.

In the following, we will first outline the terminology of the original persuasion knowledge
model as proposed by Friestad and Wright (1994). As illustrated in Figure 1, the model
comprises two distinct actors: (1) the persuasion agent (i.e., marketer), who initiates the
persuasive episode, and (2) the target (i.e., the consumer), who is the intended recipient of the
persuasion attempt.



As previously mentioned, the model is primarily focusing on the target’s perspective. In this
context, the agent’s persuasion attempt refers to not simply the persuasive message itself, but
to the target’s interpretation of the agent’s efforts to influence their beliefs, attitude or concrete
behavior through the way information is presented. This attempt can consist of multiple
messages communicated across different points in time.

The persuasion episode represents the directly observable behavior (message) of the agent,
which is visible for the target. The target’s reaction to this is referred to as persuasion coping
behavior and reflects how the target evaluates and responds to the persuasion attempt. This
coping behavior is not necessarily negative; rather, it encompasses a range of strategic
responses that the target engages in while pursuing their own goals, drawing on various types
of subject knowledge.

Furthermore, both actors in the model have a similarly structured persuasion knowledge. While
formulating a persuasion attempt, agents draw on their (1) topic knowledge, referring to their
understanding of the subject of the persuasion attempt itself (e.g., a service or product); (2)
persuasion knowledge (strategic knowledge about how to persuade); and (3) knowledge
specifically about the target. Correspondingly, the target relies on a very similar set of
knowledge: (1) topic knowledge, (2) persuasion knowledge, and (3) knowledge about the agent
(e.g., an agent’s motives or expertise). Furthermore, Campbell and Kirmani (2000) find that
consumer’s tend to use their persuasion knowledge depending in direct (personal) selling
situations depending on two factors: their cognitive capacity as well as the agent’s accessibility
of persuasion motives. In situations in which the agent’s motives are hidden and the selling
situation is cognitive challenging, customers are less likely to apply persuasion knowledge.
However, if the agent’s motives are accessible, customers are more likely to contest an agents’
honesty.

Traditionally, persuasion research has focused on contexts in which targets are aware of the
persuasion attempt, as the recognition of the persuasive intent is a necessary condition in the
original article proposed by Friestad and Wright (1994). However, Isaac and Calder (2025) are
the first to elaborate on how the PKM is applicable when targets are unaware of the persuasion
attempt by proposing a transfer to content marketing. They argue that even when persuasive
messages are embedded in content in a subtle or hidden way, consumers may still form
responses based on implicit associations or broader beliefs about media practices, without
consciously recognizing the persuasion attempt itself. Additionally, the PKM and its
applications have been criticized for primarily focusing on the target’s persuasion knowledge,
while largely neglecting the situational strategies and persuasion knowledge of the agent (Ham
etal., 2015).

The persuasion knowledge model has been applied to an extensive number of areas in marketing
research to investigate how consumers respond to persuasion attempts by companies or
salespeople (Isaac & Calder, 2025). In a recent literature review, Rahmani (2023) identified
several key areas, including advertising (e.g., Germelmann et al., 2020), pricing (e.g., Das et
al., 2020), CSR (e.g., Hamby et al., 2015), digital marketing (e.g., Chen & Cheng, 2019), and
other related marketing disciplines. More recent studies have extended the persuasion
knowledge model to emerging technologies, such as consumer reactions towards persuasion
attempts by anthropomorphized Al (Usman et al., 2024), voice assistants (Brinson et al., 2024),
or digital celebrities (Hwang & Zhang, 2018).



Across these existing studies various approaches to measuring persuasion knowledge were
employed, reflecting the lack of a standardized approach to capture the core concept (Ham et
al., 2015). A literature review by Ham et al. (2015) reveals that many studies employ a mix of
qualitative and quantitative methods, with experimental designs being the most frequently used
approach. Measures of persuasion knowledge can be categorized into two forms: dispositional
and situational (Ham et al., 2015). Dispositional persuasion knowledge reflects an individual’s
general lifelong understanding of persuasion tactics, as originally suggested by Friestad and
Wright (1994) (Ham et al., 2015). In contrast, situational persuasive knowledge refers to the
very specific activation of persuasion knowledge in a given context. It is conceptualized as a
temporary activated mental state triggered by a particular tactic while activating higher-order
persuasion knowledge (Ham et al., 2015). This type of measurement is regularly used to check
if an intended manipulation in an experimental study design is working as intended by the
researcher (e.g., Cotte et al., 2005; Matthes et al., 2007). In recent years, the measurement of
the construct has become significantly more differentiated, with the development of context-
specific scales. Examples include tailored instruments for sponsored content studies (Boerman
et al., 2018), online advertising studies (Lorenzon & Russell, 2012), and ad skepticism studies
(Obermiller & Spangenberg, 1998).

However, to the best of our knowledge the model has not yet transferred to the context of
washing practices. With this conceptual discussion, we respond to calls for extending the
persuasion knowledge model to emerging domains in marketing research as highlighted, e.g.,
by Ham et al. (2015). In addition, we address the call by Isaac and Calder (2025) to apply the
persuasion knowledge model to purpose-driven or ethics-related marketing narratives. We
believe that this research direction is particularly relevant due to the nature of washing practices
trying to influencing consumer perceptions.

In the following chapter, we offer an initial discussion on how the insights of the original model
by Friestad and Wright (1994) can be applied in the context of washing.

Transfer to a new field: The Washing Knowledge Model

Citizens, consumers, or stakeholders by socialization and education develop media literacy, a
huge part of which is advertising literacy, a substantial part of which again is greenwashing
literacy (Alvarez-Garcia & Sureda-Negre, 2023, pp. 270-271; Eng et al., 2021, pp. 1610-1611)
— or, as we suggest, any kind of washing literacy. We will use the term washing knowledge
interchangeably with washing literacy for the phenomenon that recipients are aware of or in the
course of their upbringing and (media and advertising) socialization develop the knowledge
that companies and organizations will very often — deliberately or unconsciously — present
themselves or their activities, products or services as more environmentally friendly, diversity
friendly, anti-discriminative, etc. as they actually are or appear to be (e.g., Seele & Gatti, 2017).

When Friestad and Wright (1994) presented their Persuasion Knowledge Model (PKM) in
1994, they focused on the recipients’ knowledge of the persuasive behavior of companies and
organizations as it presents itself particularly in (classic) advertising in the shape of prototypical
promotional texts like advertisements or sales representations. The PKM was a “thorough
conceptual model” (Friestad & Wright, 1994, p. 19), or a meta concept (Woelke, 2022, p. 216).
The authors encouraged researchers to address the questions raised by the PKM “by empirical
studies” (Friestad & Wright, 1994, p. 25), and quite a few have done so (Woelke, 2022, p. 218).
What we suggest is that the PKM can be transferred more or less one to one into a WKM — a
Washing Knowledge Model. In a first step, that would simply mean that the term ‘persuasion’
as a more general concept would be replaced with the narrower, more specific form of
(potentially deceptive) persuasion that is ‘washing’ (cf. Figure 1 and 2).
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What seems like a simple, almost banal formal step raises, however, a number of questions and,
more importantly, opens up numerous new perspectives and opportunities

First of all, the legitimization of this operation is underlined by the emergence of the term x-
washing (greenwashing, pinkwashing, rainbowwashing etc., e.g., Polajnar, 2024), which in
itself expresses awareness of the fact that companies try to create the impression of an
environmentally etc. friendly company through communication although this is not (entirely)
the case.

Furthermore, the fact that companies have reacted to greenwashing accusations by so-called
greenhushing (Takur et al., 2023) makes the construct of washing knowledge interesting to
analyze. Greenhushing is “conscious concealment of the eco-practices” usually out of “fear of
accusation of greenwashing”, cf. “hypocrisy avoidance” (Takur et al., 2023, p. 306). This would
constitute a washing coping behavior on the part of the agents, and it would be triggered by the
washing knowledge of the targets.

Yet another angle is the difference between persuasion as a possibly more plain or even fair
attempt of agents to make targets think, feel, or act differently about certain things on the one
side and washing as a potentially more deceitful communication activity on the other hand.

A small qualitative study has suggested that washing knowledge exists in a more differentiated
form (Mucksch et al., 2024) but further and more comprehensive studies are needed in order to
investigate the concept of washing knowledge.

Conclusions, limitations and a look into the future

As shown above, it seems possible to transfer the Persuasion Knowledge Model, which has
been used so far in the context of media, to the topic of Washing ("Washing Knowledge
Model™). This new model can make an important scientific contribution to explaining whether
and when communication by companies is perceived by customers as washing. In current times
of social media and the high relevance of brand activism, it seems more important than ever to
avoid negative and misperceptions among customers — and to understand in detail what effects
occur here and how they can be counteracted if necessary. In practice, this can be used to derive
clues as to how the communication of activities of a company with regard to the environment
and society should take place — or, if necessary, better not or differently.

What is still missing is concrete evidence and practical testing to further substantiate the
transferability. A possible first step would be to conduct interviews with marketing science
experts, as well as experts from related fields such as sociology, media studies, or similar
disciplines. This can be followed by studies of the target group. Qualitative and/or quantitative
approaches seem promising here. Apart from testing the actual transferability of the model,
these approaches the same time provide an indication of its practical (and empirical) usefulness.
If companies recognize and understand what is exactly relevant here, great potential for future
can be assumed here, especially in terms of marketing practice.

References

Alvarez-Garcia, O., & Sureda-Negre, J. (2023). Greenwashing and education: An evidence-
based approach. The Journal of Environmental Education, 54(4), 265-277.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00958964.2023.2238190

Boerman, S. C., van Reijmersdal, E. A., Rozendaal, E., & Dima, A. L. (2018). Development of
the Persuasion Knowledge Scales of Sponsored Content (PKS-SC). International

5



Journal of Advertising, 37(5), 671-697.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02650487.2018.1470485

Brinson, N. H., Holiday, S., & George, J. L. (2024). Response to Advertising Delivered by
Voice Assistants: The Mediating Role of Persuasion Knowledge, Perceived Control,
Social Presence, and Privacy Concerns. Journal of Interactive Advertising, 24(4), 344—
367. https://doi.org/10.1080/15252019.2024.2391381

Bruce, A., & Jeromin, C. (2020). Corporate Purpose — das Erfolgskonzept der Zukunft.
Springer Gabler. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-29803-6

Campbell, M. C., & Kirmani, A. (2000). Consumers’ Use of Persuasion Knowledge: The
Effects of Accessibility and Cognitive Capacity on Perceptions of an Influence Agent.
Journal of Consumer Research, 27(1), 69-83. https://doi.org/10.1086/314309

Chen, Z. F., & Cheng, Y. (2019). Consumer response to fake news about brands on social
media: the effects of self-efficacy, media trust, and persuasion knowledge on brand
trust. Journal of Product & Brand Management, 29(2), 188-198.
https://doi.org/10.1108/JPBM-12-2018-2145

Cotte, J., Coulter, R. A., & Moore, M. (2005). Enhancing or disrupting guilt: the role of ad
credibility and perceived manipulative intent. Journal of Business Research, 58(3),
361-368. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0148-2963(03)00102-4

Das, G., Roy, R., & Naidoo, V. (2020). When do consumers prefer partitioned prices? The role
of mood and pricing tactic persuasion knowledge. Journal of Business Research, 116,
60-67. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2020.05.013

Drucker, P. (1981). What is “Business Ethics”? The Public Interest, 63, 18-36.

Dubinsky, Y. (2023). Nation Branding and Sports Diplomacy in Times of Change. In Y.
Dubinsky (Ed.), Nation Branding and Sports Diplomacy (pp.1-23). Springer
International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-32550-2_1

Eng, N., DiRusso, C., Troy, C. L. C., Freeman, J. R., Liao, M. Q., & Sun, Y. (2021). ‘I had no
idea that greenwashing was even a thing’: identifying the cognitive mechanisms of
exemplars in greenwashing literacy interventions. Environmental Education Research,
27(11), 1599-1617. https://doi.org/10.1080/13504622.2021.1976732

Friestad, M., & Wright, P. (1994). The Persuasion Knowledge Model: How People Cope with
Persuasion  Attempts. Journal of Consumer Research, 21(1), 1-31.
https://doi.org/10.1086/209380

Germelmann, C. C., Herrmann, J.-L., Kacha, M., & Darke, P. R. (2020). Congruence and
Incongruence in Thematic Advertisement—Medium Combinations: Role of Awareness,
Fluency, and Persuasion Knowledge. Journal of Advertising, 49(2), 141-164.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00913367.2020.1745110

Golob, U., Podnar, K., Elving, W. J., Ellerup Nielsen, A., Thomsen, C., & Schultz, F. (2013).
CSR communication: quo vadis ? Corporate Communications: An International
Journal, 18(2), 176-192. https://doi.org/10.1108/13563281311319472

Ham, C.-D., Nelson, M. R., & Das, S. (2015). How to Measure Persuasion Knowledge.
International Journal of Advertising, 34(1), 17-53.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02650487.2014.994730

Hamby, A., Daniloski, K., & Brinberg, D. (2015). How consumer reviews persuade through
narratives. Journal of Business Research, 68(6), 1242-1250.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2014.11.004

Hwang, K., & Zhang, Q. (2018). Influence of parasocial relationship between digital celebrities
and their followers on followers’ purchase and electronic word-of-mouth intentions, and
persuasion  knowledge. Computers in Human Behavior, 87, 155-173.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2018.05.029



Isaac, M. S., & Calder, B. J. (2025). Thirty years of persuasion knowledge research: From
demonstrating effects to building theory to increasing applicability. Consumer
Psychology Review, 8(1), 3—14. https://doi.org/10.1002/arcp.1107

Krishnan, V., Sullivan, U. Y., Aurand, T. W., & Gordon, G. L. (2014). Socially responsible
brands: An assessment among millennials. Journal of Contemporary Business Issues,
20(1), 56-66.

Lim, H. S., Ciszek, E., & Moon, W.-K. (2022). Perceived organizational authenticity in
LGBTQ communication: the scale development and initial empirical findings. Journal
of Communication Management, 26(2), 187-206. https://doi.org/10.1108/JCOM-02-
2021-0023

Lorenzon, K., & Russell, C. A. (2012). From apathy to ambivalence: How is persuasion
knowledge reflected in consumers’ comments about in-game advertising? Journal of
Marketing Communications, 18(1), 55-67.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13527266.2011.620768

Matthes, J., Schemer, C., & Wirth, W. (2007). More than meets the eye. International Journal
of Advertising, 26(4), 477-503. https://doi.org/10.1080/02650487.2007.11073029

Micksch, J., Nielsen, M., & Siems, F. U. (2024). Perception of rainbow washing — Empirical
results from two European countries on a new marketing challenge. In A. Pastore, J.
Schmitt, J. Jimenez, & K.-P. Wiedmann (Eds.), Proceedings of 23" International
Marketing Trends Conference 2024 Venice.

Nielsen, M. (2023). Fu3ballerisches soziales Engagement oder redwashing? Framing von CSR-
Kommunikation in der Bundesliga. In C. M. Schmidt, S. Heinemann, V. M. Banholzer,
M. Nielsen, & F. U. Siems (Eds.), Europdische Kulturen in der
Wirtschaftskommunikation. Soziale Themen in Unternehmens- und
Wirtschaftskommunikation (Vol. 35, pp. 189-213). Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-40705-6_9

Obermiller, C., & Spangenberg, E. R. (1998). Development of a Scale to Measure Consumer
Skepticism Toward Advertising. Journal of Consumer Psychology, 7(2), 159-186.
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327663jcp0702_03

Peleo, A., & Chen, T. C. (2019). Bluewashing, Green Coffee, and the Sustainable Development
Agenda in Southeast Asia. In R. Holzhacker & D. Agussalim (Eds.), Sustainable
Development Goals in Southeast Asia and ASEAN (pp.351-381). BRILL.
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004391949 017

Polajnar, J. (2024). Greenwashing, Pinkwashing, Whitewashing ... der kritische
Metasprachdiskurs um X-washing. Linguistica, 64(1), 41-77.
https://doi.org/10.4312/linguistica.64.1.41-77

Pope, S., & Weraas, A. (2016). CSR-Washing is Rare: A Conceptual Framework, Literature
Review, and Critique. Journal of Business Ethics, 137(1), 173-193.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-015-2546-z

Porter, M. E., & Kramer, M. R. (2006). Strategy & Society: The Link Between Competitive
Advantage and Corporate Social Responsibility. Harvard Business Review, 84(12), 78—
92.

Porter, M. E., & Kramer, M. R. (2011). Creating Shared Value: How to reinvent capitalism —
and unleash a wave of innovation and growth, (January - February), 1-17.

Rahmani, V. (2023). Persuasion knowledge framework: Toward a comprehensive model of
consumers’  persuasion  knowledge. @ AMS  Review,  13(1-2), 12-33.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13162-023-00254-6

Riger, T., Lehmann, T., & Siems, F. U. (2024). The Customer’s Perception of Purpose
Marketing: Results of an Empirical Study of a Company-Supported Campaign for the
Covid-19 Vaccination in Germany. Transfer: Zeitschrift Fir Kommunikation &
Markenmanagement, 70(1), 32—-36.

7



Sakar, C., & Kaotler, P. (2021). Brand Activism: From Purpose to Action. Idea Bite Press.

Schmidt, H. J., Ind, N., Guzman, F., & Kennedy, E. (2022). Sociopolitical activist brands.
Journal of Product & Brand Management, 31(2), 40-55.
https://doi.org/10.1108/JPBM-03-2020-2805

Seele, P.,, & Gatti, L. (2017). Greenwashing Revisited: In Search of a Typology and
Accusation-Based Definition Incorporating Legitimacy Strategies. Business Strategy
and the Environment, 26(2), 239-252. https://doi.org/10.1002/bse.1912

Siems, F. U., Riiger, T., Schmidt, H. J., Buhl, A., & Brendel, A. B. (2025). Purpose Marketing
and Brand Activism: The Need for Contextual Strategies. In A. Pastore, J. Schmitt, J.
Jimenez, & K.-P. Wiedmann (Eds.), Proceedings of 24" International Marketing
Trends Conference 2025 Venice. https://archives.marketing-trends-
congress.com/2025/pages/PDF/093.pdf

Takur, A., Singla, K [Kavita], & Singla, K [Kamini]. (2023). Talking the Walk:
Conceptualizing Antecedents and Consequences of Greenhushing. In S. K. Sharma, P.
Goyal, & U. Chanda (Eds.), Handbook of Evidence Based Management Practices in
Business (1% ed., pp. 305-314). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003415725-36

Usman, U., Kim, T., Garvey, A., & Duhachek, A. (2024). The Persuasive Power of Al
Ingratiation: A Persuasion Knowledge Theory Perspective. Journal of the Association
for Consumer Research, 9(3), 319-331. https://doi.org/10.1086/730280

Vanclay, F., & Hanna, P. (2019). Conceptualizing Company Response to Community Protest:
Principles to Achieve a Social License to Operate. Land, 8(6), 101.
https://doi.org/10.3390/1and8060101

Vredenburg, J., Kapitan, S., Spry, A., & Kemper, J. A. (2020). Brands Taking a Stand:
Authentic Brand Activism or Woke Washing? Journal of Public Policy & Marketing,
39(4), 444-460. https://doi.org/10.1177/0743915620947359

Whellams, M., & MacDonald, C. (2018). Greenwashing. In R. W. Kolb (Ed.), SAGE Brief
Guide to Marketing Ethics (pp. 1677-1679). SAGE Publications, Inc.

Woelke, J. (2022). Ich weil3, sie bekommt Geld daftr! Aber ich hab Guido Maria doch so gern!
The Persuasion Knowledge Model von Friestad und Wright. In T. G. Meitz, N. S.
Borchers, & B. Naderer (Eds.), Schliisselwerke der Werbeforschung (pp. 211-223).
Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-36508-0 19

Wright, P. (1986). Schemer Schema: Consumers’ Intuitive Theories about Marketers’ Influence
Tactics. Advances in Consumer Research, 13, 1-3.

Wulf, T., Naderer, B., Olbermann, Z., & Hohner, J. (2022). Finding gold at the end of the
rainbowflag? Claim vagueness and presence of emotional imagery as factors to perceive
rainbowwashing. International Journal of Advertising, 41(8), 1433-1453.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02650487.2022.2053393



Appendix
Figure 1

The Original Persuasion Knowledge Model
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Figure 2

Adapted Washing Knowledge Model
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