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Abstract

Purpose — Marketers of beauty products capitalize on consumers’ perception of beauty to enact a price
placebo effect through setting high prices to insinuate a superior performing product. Yet, in the context
of growing alternative beauty movements emphasizing inner beauty and self-acceptance, little is known
on how the effect of price on a product’s perceived effectiveness and satisfaction is bounded by different
modes of beauty conceptualization (BC). Hence, this study aims to investigate how distinct perceptions
of beauty impact the effectiveness-based and satisfaction-based price placebo effects in Muslim-
majority markets such as Turkey compared to markets largely driven by Western values such as New
Zealand.

Design/methodology/approach — This research is based on a quasi-experimental factorial design
based on the manipulation of the level of price for a beauty product and the observation of the extent of BC.
The sample included 144 participants from Turkey and 147 participants from New Zealand.

Findings — This research finds that the manipulation of the price (low vs high) equally activates the
effectiveness-centered price placebo effect in both countries. When expectations are taken into account,
the (satisfaction-based) price placebo effect is non-existent in New Zealand, while in Turkey the higher
price leads to an opposite effect: a significant decrease in satisfaction. It is also found that the effect of
price on effectiveness is moderated by BC. In both countries, the price placebo effect is activated only
when consumers narrowly conceptualize beauty, while this effect does not hold for broad
conceptualizers. The effect of BC on the price placebo appears to be stronger in New Zealand in
comparison to Turkey.

Practical implications — Marketing managers’ awareness of different perceptions of beauty and how
these may influence the price placebo effect in different cultures would allow them to decide what strategies
are most appropriate for different groups of customers. For example, by pursuing the movement toward inner
beauty and its broad conceptualization, high-end brands are likely to compromise opportunities to capitalize Journal of Islamic Marketing
on the price placebo effect. On the other hand, this alternative perspective may cultivate profound satisfaction © Emerald Publishing Limited
in the long-term. DOI 10.1108/1MA-06:20190121
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Social implications — The price placebo effect disappears when people conceptualize beauty from a broad
(inner) perspective. This suggests that public policymakers, to counteract the negative effects of misleading
marketing and to create fair exchanges, must promote broad BC in society.

Originality/value — This study contributes to the body of the existing research on price placebo by
offering unique insights into the boundary conditions of the price placebo effect underscored by BC in two
distinct culturalreligious settings. Also, it proposes two different variations of price placebo, namely,
effectiveness-centered vs satisfaction-centered. From a methodological point of view, it is the first project in
the Islamic marketing discipline that applies the Islamic perspective on causality.

Keywords Price, Islamic markets, Cosmetics, Islamic markets, Islamic pharmaceuticals,
Beauty products, Price placebo, Fashion, Causality in Islam

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction

Beauty regimes are ingrained into human nature: their impact was observed from as early as
10,000 BC and continues to hold importance in modern societies (Chaudhri and Jain, 2014;
Havlin and Baez, 2018). Beauty related behavior tends to be ritualistic: some individuals wear
cosmetics on a daily basis. This may be because of perceptions of beauty being associated with
cosmetic usage and without it, beauty seeming unattainable. Such social impressions are
pioneered by beliefs supporting Roman philosopher Plautus’ view that “a woman without paint
is like food without salt” (French, 2004, p. 1). In spite of these views existing in pre-historic
times, these impressions appear to be still relevant in modern society. However, an alternative
view also exists expressed in idioms such as “beauty is only skin deep.” Specifically, holism is a
key dimension for Muslims using cosmetic brands (Aoun and Tournois, 2015).

The global cosmetic industry is growing at an average rate of 6.4% and is predicted to
increase from the current US$460bn to US$675bn by 2020 (Business Wire, 2015). The skin care
industry commands the highest share of the market with a value of US$134bn, while it is
expected to reach US$180.3bn in 2024. Currently, this industry tends to promote a narrow view
of beauty based on physical appearance (Scherker, 2014). People are using cosmetics at an
increasingly younger age, while their expectations of beauty are often shaped by digitally
altered images. Researchers talk about “snapchat dysmorphia,” the younger generation being
susceptible to excessive preoccupation with perceived flaws in appearance (Fried et al, 2020;
Rajanala et al., 2018). Using digitally enhanced images created via “photoshopping” and now
easily accessible selfie-editing technology, the skin care industry capitalizes on such trends. In
some cases, marketing is so drastic that the Advertising Standards Authority in the UK, for
example, ruled that because of some model images being so heavily retouched, the advertising
under focus was deemed misleading (Thompson, 2020). Unrealistic beauty standards
significantly impact the behavior of consumers: women report that they feel dissatisfied with
own physical appearance after watching advertisements (Hargreaves and Tiggemann, 2002;
Owens, 2016; MacCallum and Widdows, 2018).

In contrast, the value of inner beauty, self-acceptance and holism has started to gain
attention in the cosmetics industry (McKelle, 2015). Driven by ethical responsibility and,
perhaps, profit-generation, some marketers are following a new trend. One widely known
campaign was the “dove campaign for real beauty” that challenged the typical thin models and
included real women physiques conveying that everyone is beautiful (Huffington Post, 2014).
The pioneering campaign generated masses of viral attention that it was awarded the “#1 Ad
for the 21st-century by Ad Age (Duan, 2015). Leading this movement, numerous campaigns
followed Dove, including CoverGirl's #GirlsCan, Pantene Philippines” “Labels Against
Women,” Gillete Venus” #UseYourAnd and DoveHair “Love Your Curls” (Duan, 2015). These
campaigns demonstrate the movement away from the mainstream beauty perceptions by



encompassing the appreciation of inner beauty. Moreover, in Muslim societies struggle against
the hegemonic pressure of Western beauty ideals is reflected in a new stream of Islamic brands
such as HijUP that focus on authentic inner feelings (Wilson, 2016).

The dilemma for marketers is whether the holistic approach will be as feasible in the long
run in generating profits as the traditional outer beauty approach. Specifically, high-end
skin care brands employ effective price strategies enacting the price placebo effect (Shiv
et al., 2005; Irmak, Block and Fitzsimons, 2005; Borsook and Becerra, 2005). The effect is
counter-intuitive: perceived product performance depends on a price level (Shiv, Carmon and
Ariely, 2005). Marketers commonly use this strategy setting high prices to insinuate a
superior performing product (Leavitt, 1954). However, no research has so far examined how
differing perceptions of beauty impact the price placebo effect. In other words, the existing
research has not extended to investigate how the impact of price level on a product’s
perceived effectiveness is bounded by different modes of beauty conceptualization (BC).
Moreover, is this moderating effect the same for markets with a Muslim majority vs those
with a Muslim minority? Closing this gap will provide an insight to practitioners on whether
consumers’ beauty perceptions are an important consideration when pricing products and if
so, how consumers are likely to respond to different levels of prices in different contexts.
Therefore, the primary objective of this study is to examine whether the price placebo effect
exists in relation to both product effectiveness and satisfaction, and how such effects are
influenced by individuals’ perception of beauty in different cultural contexts.

2. Theoretical background

2.1 Price placebo

A conventional placebo refers to an inert substance, which is used as a semblance of active
medication, yet has no medicinal properties effecting the condition being treated (Kirsch, 1985;
Solle et al, 2014; Price et al, 2008; Geers et al, 2005). The effect occurs when the patients
experience the benefits of the medication they believe to have been treated with (Shiv ef al, 2005;
Stewart-Williams and Podd, 2004). Two approaches have been recognized in explaining how the
effect occurs: classical conditioning and the expectancy theory (Stewart-Williams and Podd, 2004;
Montgomery, 1997). Classical conditioning is the notion that active medication with known
effects serve as the unconditioned stimuli and the vehicles they are delivered in — methods and
techniques — are the conditioned stimuli (Geers ef al, 2005). Over time, it is believed that
conditioned responses are evoked when the two are paired, creating a placebo effect (Stewart-
Williams and Podd, 2004; Montgomery, 1997; Geers et al, 2005). While the expectancy theory
states that because of pre-conceived expectations — which can be formed through previous
experiences — salient beliefs of a substance can create a placebo effect through anticipation of the
expected outcome (Stewart-Williams, 2004; Geers ef al., 2005). For example, a substance perceived
to be an analgesic may incidentally reduce physical pain (Montgomery and Kirsch, 1996; Vase
et al., 2003) or treat mental disabilities (Kirsch and Sapirstein, 1998).

The placebo literature has also been extended to address marketing activity, in particular
the price-placebo effect. The price placebo effect, comparable to the original placebo effect, is
demonstrated when the price of a substance influences its performance, i.e. the efficacy of
the outcome (Shiv et al., 2005; Irmak et al., 2005; Borsook and Becerra, 2005). The expectancy
theory mentioned above is attributable in this marketing context, where individuals use
price to create expectations before using the product (Shiv ef al, 2005). These expectations
hold considerable weight, which affects the product efficacy and make the outcome
subjective to the individual’s expectations and beliefs of the product. This discovery was
established by Shiv et al. (2005), where the price of an energy drink was used to influence
actual performance — mental acuity in puzzle solving. It was found that the energy drink
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with the discounted price exhibited lower levels of effectiveness. Additionally, when the
price-placebo effect was mentioned, the effect diminished, suggesting the placebo effect is a
subconscious occurrence (Shiv ef al., 2005).

The research to date focused on actual effectiveness, while the existence of the price
placebo effect with regard to perceived effectiveness would still need to be examined. This is
important because for some products, effectiveness is largely based on consumer
perceptions and expectations. This happens because of actual performance being difficult to
assess. For example, in the context of beauty products, the effectiveness of how a skin care
product improves the skin is mostly perceptual.

We consider two types of perceptual price placebo, namely, effectiveness-centered price
placebo and satisfaction-centered price placebo. Taking the Islamic methodological
perspective to theory building, we argue that the price placebo effect is activated because of
Allah’s (swt) established Sunnah in the human nature, which is reflected in striving toward
a perceptual balance between value gained (i.e. benefit) and value forsaken (i.e. price)
(Kadirov et al.,, 2020). Such expectation of balance is reflected in perceptions of justice in
markets (Kadirov, 2018), price-quality schema (Lichtenstein and Burton, 1989) and signaling
theory. Other things being equal, a higher-priced product is likely to subconsciously lead to
greater perceived effectiveness at a time of evaluation. We expect that high price would lead
to greater expectations, which are subconsciously transformed into effectiveness
perceptions. If we compare expectations to effectiveness, another type of perceptions
emerges: satisfaction. Satisfaction is perceptual too: it is linked to the interaction between
perceived effectiveness and prior expectations. Satisfaction is defined as the difference
between effectiveness and expectations (Fearon and Philip, 2008). This definition is at the
heart of the expectations-disconfirmation paradigm (Zehrer et al., 2011; Suciu et al., 2013).
This study proposes a mechanism for the incidence of satisfaction-centered price placebo. A
low priced product is likely to result in negative disconfirmation (or a neutral state) when
perceived effectiveness is less (or equal to) expectations. For the satisfaction-centered price
placebo effect to be present, the high priced product will most likely result in positive
disconfirmation, where perceived effectiveness exceeds expectancy levels (Santos and
Boote, 2003; Fearon and Philip, 2008). We expect that because the Sunnah of Allah (swt)
concerning perceptual balance operates as a stable human nature, both New Zealand and
Turkey contexts are likely to exhibit the price-placebo effect (Kadirov et al., 2020).

Hila. Consistent with the Sunnah of Allah (swt), effectiveness-centered price placebo is
likely to operate in both socio-cultural settings.

HI1b. Consistent with the Sunnah of Allah (swt), satisfaction-centered price placebo is
likely to operate in both socio-cultural settings.

2.2 Beauty conceptualization

Beauty is a complex concept that is perceived differently in different contexts and
circumstances (Tylka and Iannantuono, 2016). We distinguish two types of BC, namely,
broad and narrow. An individual who broadly conceptualizes beauty recognizes differing
physical appearances as beautiful and draws beauty from both inner and outer
characteristics. The outer characteristics involve physical attractiveness, whereas, inner
characteristics include personal facets such as personality and confidence (Tylka and Wood-
Barcalow, 2015; Tylka and Iannantuono, 2016). When beauty is conceptualized positively
and broadly, it can enrich the personal experience and promote a wise understanding and
acceptance of differing body types (Tylka, 2012; Cook-Cottone, 2015). It can also help



recognize that media-promoted beauty is only one form of physical attractiveness (Tylka
and Wood-Barcalow, 2015a). On the other hand, the narrow conceptualization of beauty
involves a focus on outer beauty and external characteristics only.

Media tends to promote the narrow conceptualization as an “ideal image” (Yan and
Bissell, 2014). Research suggests that people who are susceptible to the narrow
conceptualization are often affected by media images (Tylka and Iannantuono, 2016). Media
communications including advertising exhibiting physically attractive models are more
likely to influence those concerned with outer beauty than broad conceptualizers who are
likely to be less attentive. It is expected that BC will influence the price placebo effect. As
narrow conceptualizers are more likely to perceive relevant products to be more effective
under the high price condition, the effectiveness-centered price placebo is likely to become
activated. However, broad conceptualizers, who would not perceive effectiveness as greatly
as narrow conceptualizers, may experience no placebo effect.

Similarly, in regard to satisfaction-centered price placebo, we expect that the relationship
between price and satisfaction will also be determined by the nature of BC. Narrow
conceptualizers are likely to experience the confirmation of expectations, as their perceived
effectiveness and expectations would more or less match. However, broad conceptualizers
can be expected to be somewhat dissatisfied, as their expectations may significantly exceed
their effectiveness perceptions. This creates an undesirable placebo effect: the low price is
likely to create dissatisfaction (Shiv et al, 2005). This type of price placebo is linked to
dissatisfaction, as an increase in price may lead to a decrease in satisfaction for broad
conceptualizers.

H2a. Consistent with the Sunnah of Allah (swt), BC is likely to impact the incidence of
the effectiveness-centered price placebo (the effect is likely to appear only in the
narrow BC condition).

H2b. Consistent with the Sunnah of Allah (swt), BC is likely to impact the incidence of
the satisfaction-centered price placebo (the effect is likely to appear only in the
narrow BC condition).

3. Method

3.1 Design and participants

The data was collected in New Zealand and Turkey. The quasi-experimental design was
conducted through the survey platform qualtrics. The experimental set-up was a two (price:
high vs low) x two (BC: broad vs narrow) between-subjects design. Only the price condition
was manipulated, while the broad and narrow BC conditions were created by splitting the
sample into two groups from the observed mean. The respondents were randomly assigned
to each condition through a randomization function on qualtrics. Once clicking on the link
provided on either Facebook or Reddit, the respondent was redirected to an information
sheet. After providing consent the respondent would press the next button and continue
with the survey. At the beginning of each condition, a hypothetical scenario was described
showing a high price or a low price. The scenario read:

In this survey you will be presented an image of a consumer who has been using an anti-aging
moisturizer for the past 6 months consistently. The price of this product was $___. Please use this
information to answer the following questions.

The price in the high priced condition used a $400 product, whereas the low priced condition
used a $20 product. These price levels were chosen because skin care products on average
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range from $10-$500 (Lifecellproducts, 2013). Additionally, a consumer was referred to in the
scenario rather than having the respondent identify themselves as the consumer. This was
done because the survey included an objective image used to assess perceived effectiveness.
By having all respondents in both conditions presented with an identical image, it controlled
for any variances in the images. Also this removed any biases or opinions on what the
respondent believed was an appropriate amount for themselves to spend on a skin care
product. As a result, external factors were controlled for and the only difference in both
conditions were the price manipulations. The participants were also told to use the scenario
to answer the additional questions in the survey.

A total of 170 responses were collected in New Zealand. However, after close examination
only 147 of these were assessed to be usable, and thus retained. Responses were removed
because of several reasons: missing a response, not falling within the sampling frame or
invalid response. The sample targeted for this survey was anyone above the age of 16 to
avoid ethical concerns for targeting younger vulnerable audiences (Palmer and Hedberg,
2013). Any data that was collected from participants under the age of 16 were deleted and
not used in the data analysis. The larger age bracket was used, as it allowed greater
reliability and validity of the study and increases generalizability. There was no other
criterion for participation and all demographics were able to participate. This allowed for
better representation of the population. For experimental designs, Lenth (2001) suggests
having a minimum of 23 respondents per condition. As this design considered a two
(price) x two (BC) factorial design, a minimum of approximately 100 participants was
required. However, to ensure optimal reliability when generalizing the findings, it seemed
appropriate to aim for a higher sample size to provide room for error.

An online method of data collection was selected as the internet allowed for greater
distribution of the survey and was also accessible to a wider range of the population.
Likewise, it was more convenient for respondents to access the online survey from any
location rather than physically going to a certain location, thus, was also cost-effective
(Evans and Mathur, 2005). Another strength of online data collection was the speed and ease
of data entry (Evans and Mathur, 2005) (Ilieva et al., 2002). This channel was chosen as New
Zealand statistics show that in 2012, 80% of homes in New Zealand had some form of
connection to the internet (Statistics New Zealand, 2013). Furthermore, statistics indicate
that New Zealanders have demonstrated a 30% increase in mobile internet and smartphone
usage all in one year (Statistics New Zealand, 2013). The survey was also compatible with
mobile devices which would increase convenience and accessibility from any location.
Minimizing the effort required to access the survey was done to encourage participation.
The survey was distributed through Facebook and Reddit. These social platforms are
generally recognized as being appropriate channels for sharing public posts. Facebook was
chosen as 1.9 million New Zealanders use Facebook daily (NZ Herald, 2015) indicating
respondents being highly accessible. Reddit was chosen as it specified pages are created for
survey sharing purposes.

The posts requested participants to refer the survey onto their acquaintances — Facebook
friends were requested to share the link to their own friends — which created a snow-balling
effect. The sample size gradually increased and was completely random. The survey was
not posted on University portals such as Victoria University of Wellington’s Blackboard
portal as this would have skewed the sample toward students. As students are more price-
sensitive than the general population (Litman, 2004), this would have created a bias in the
price-perception aspect of this study, more importantly in the low priced condition. Once the
survey was completed and submitted, the data was easily attainable by the researcher.
Similarly, as a statistical package for the social sciences (SPSS) was used for the data



analysis, data was exported directly from qualtrics into the SPSS software increasing the
efficiency. The anonymity of the survey was another key benefit. As no personal questions
or physical interaction occurred, identifying the respondents was not feasible. This
assurance of anonymity may have encouraged some respondents to participate in the
survey and also provide genuine responses. The same design was applied in Turkey. The
survey was translated into Turkish and then back-translated into English to remove
inadequacies. In total, 144 university students, administrative and academic staff
participated in the study. The participants were approached by trained research associates
and the survey was completed using a face-to-face method. No incentives were offered for
participation.

3.2 Measures

The constructs, namely expectations, perceived effectiveness and BC were operationalized
based on the previous research. Price was the manipulated condition. The scales were
adapted to make them relevant in a skin care context and all consisted of a six-point
scale being either a Likert-scale or a semantic differential scale. The points on each scale
were kept consistent to represent the same degree of agreement/disagreement for each item.
The list of scales is given in Table 1.

The construct expectations was borrowed from Roggeveen et al. (2007). For the purposes
of the current study, the items were adapted to a skin care context. The scale had a
Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.92 (Roggeveen ef al., 2007). For the current study, the items were
measured on a six-point Likert-scale and anchored by “strongly disagree” (1) and “strongly
agree” (6).

The percewed effectiveness construct was based on Voss et al. (2003) who examined
consumer attitudes toward utilitarian and hedonic dimensions. The construct was further
developed and validated by Kleijnen, de Ruyter and Wetzels' (2007) study, where the
functional value of a product was measured. The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.95 or above
confirming high reliability (Saunders et al, 1993). The construct had eight items, however,
for the purpose of this study only seven were adopted. Seven six-point semantic differential
scales were used to measure this construct (Kleijnen et al., 2007).

The BC construct was based the recently developed construct of broad conceptualization
of beauty by Tylka and Iannantuono (2016). They examined the degree to which women
conceptualize beauty through physical characteristics such as body shapes and appearances
as well as inner beauty characteristics such as confidence and self-acceptance. Being a
newly developed scale, the reliability was measured in two different studies. The internal
consistency measured in three different sample groups all demonstrated a Cronbach’s alpha
of 0.85 or higher and the second study obtained a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.88. These scores
represent good internal consistency (Gliem and Gliem, 2003), which is important to identify
in newly developed scales. Although the scale originally contains nine items, some items
were discounted to best suit the study. The items that were used in the current study were as
follows.

Four control variables were included in the model, namely, involvement, gender, age and
usage. Involvement is included as a control variable in the current study. It was measured
on a six-point Likert-scale with four items measuring participants’ involvement with skin
care products. The items were anchored by “strongly disagree” (1) and “strongly agree” (6).
The scale was adopted from Coulter et al. (2003) who have amalgamated involvement scales
originally created by Zaichkowsky (1994) and Higie and Feick (1989). Again, this scale has
no record of validation. The reliability of the scale met a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.92 and 0.94 in
the two recorded studies (Coulter ef al., 2003; Micu et al., 2009) portraying high reliability.
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Table 1.
Construct
operationalization

Constructs

Items

Scale

Expectations

Perceived
effectiveness

BC

Involvement

[ anticipate that the consumer will be satisfied with
the functionality of the skin care product she has
purchased.

I expect that the consumer will be happy about her
decision to purchase this skin care product.

I believe that the consumer did the right thing by
purchasing this skin care product.

Overall, I expect that she should be satisfied with
this product.

Effectiveness — anchored by “not at all effective” (1)
and “very effective” (6)

Functionality — anchored by “not functional” (1) and
“functional” (6)

Practicality — anchored by “not practical” (1) and
“very practical” (6)

Usefulness — anchored by “not useful” (1) and “very
useful” (6)

Efficiency — anchored by “not efficient” (1) and “very
efficient” (6)

Productivity — anchored by “not productive” (1) and
“very productive” (6)

Good/bad — anchored by “bad” (1) and “good” (6)
Even if a physical feature is not considered attractive
by others or by society, I think that it can be
beautiful.

A woman’s confidence level can change my
perception of her physical beauty.

A woman’s soul or inner spirit can change my
perception of her physical beauty.

1 define a woman’s beauty differently than how it is
portrayed in the media.

A woman’s acceptance of herself can change my
perception of her physical beauty.

Tappreciate a wide range of different looks as
beautiful.

1 think that women of all body sizes can be beautiful.
[...]are interesting to me

[...]are fascinating to me

[...]are important to me

[...]are exciting to me

Roggeveen
et al. (2007)

Voss et al.
(2003)

Tylka and
Tannantuono
(2016)

Zaichkowsky

(1994)

0.920

0.950

0.880

0.94

Only four items were selected as they were the most relevant and directly applicable to a
skin care context. Additionally, to encourage survey completion the survey was kept short
as longer surveys have a higher abandonment rate (Crawford et al.,, 2001). The reverse item
“are boring to me” was adapted to “are interesting to me” to avoid any confusion and to
ensure that all points on every scale measure the same degree of agreement. Moreover,
completing the essential questions, the respondents further stated their involvement with
skincare products, how often they used them, their gender and their age. These measures
served as covariates during the statistical analysis. A manipulation check was also
conducted through the question “do you consider this product to be a high priced anti-aging
moisturizer/low priced anti-aging moisturizer” to ensure respondents perceived their



assigned price as what the research intended. Those who did not perceive the price as the
study intended were disregarded during the data analysis.

4. Results

4.1 Effectiveness-centered price placebo

For the New Zealand sample, we find that the main effect of price level on perceived
effectiveness to be significant [F(1, 137) = 5.96, p < 0.05, h? = 0.04]. The same effect is true
for Turkey as well [F(1, 119) = 4.49, p < 0.05, h? = 0.04]. Hence, Hla is supported: the
effectiveness-centered price placebo effect exists in both New Zealand and Turkey. Also, we
find that the main effect of BC on effectiveness to be significant in both New Zealand [F(1,
137) = 14,61, p < 0.01, h? = 0.10) and Turkey (F(1,119) = 4.99, p < 0.05, h* = 0.04],

We find a significant interaction effect in New Zealand [F(1, 137) = 4.15, p < 0.05, h® =
0.03]. This means that BC moderates the effect of price level on effectiveness. The same
pattern is observed in Turkey as well [F(1, 119) = 2.69, p < 0.10, h* = 0.02]. The nature of
this moderation effect is as follows: the effectiveness-centered price placebo operates only in
the narrow BC condition, while there is no price placebo effect is the broad BC condition
(Figure 1). H2a is supported.

The simple-effect tests confirm this result. In New Zealand, the price placebo effect is
strong in the narrow BC group. The average effectiveness level in the high price condition
(M =468, SE = 0.27) is significantly greater than that in the low price condition (M = 3.74,
SE = 0.19). This difference is significant [F(1, 137) = 8.22, p < 0.01, h? = 0.06]. The similar
effect can be observed in Turkey: low price (M = 3.02, SE = 0.18) vs high price (M = 3.80,
SE = 0.15). This effect is also significant [F(1, 119) = 10.21, p < 0.01, h® = 0.08]. However,
there appears to be no price placebo effect in the broad BC group. In New Zealand, the
average effectiveness level in the low price condition (M = 3.35, SE = 0.21) and the high price
condition (M = 344, SE = 0.15) are not significantly different [[(1, 137) = 0.11, p = 0.74, h% =
0.001]. For the Turkish sample, this pattern is repeated: low price (M = 3.82, SE = 0.24) vs
h%gh price (M = 3.91, SE = 0.23), where the effect is not significant [F(1, 119) = 0.08, p = 0.77,
h*=10.001].

We also used Hayes process (Hayes, 2013) to test the interaction involving the BC
variable measured on a metric scale. In new Zealand, the interaction is found to be
significant [#129) = -2.50, p < 0.01, 95% CI —1.27, -0.15]. The Johnson-Neyman significance
region test showed that price placebo comes into effect when BC > 5.04, which is essentially
the mean value. This finding also supports our decision to split the sample using the mean
value as a threshold. In contrast, for the Turkish sample the Hayes process analysis resulted
in an insignificant effect [#(111) = -1.47, p = 0.14,95% CI-0.95, 0.14].

New Zealand Turkey

4
M Low Price M Low Price
O High Price O High Price
0 0

Narrow BC Broad BC Narrow BC Broad BC

w
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N
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Figure 2.
Satisfaction-centered
price placebo depends
on BC

4.2 Satisfaction-centered price placebo

There appears to be no satisfaction-centered price placebo in New Zealand, as the main
effect of the price level is insignificant [F(1, 137) = 0.18, p = 0.67, h? = 0.001]. In contrast, this
price placebo exists in Turkey [F(1, 119) = 6.09, p < 0.05, h? = 0.05]. Therefore, it can be said
that H1b is partially supported. Moreover, the nature of satisfaction-centered price placebo
appears to be based on negative disconfirmation. In other words, the high price condition is
characterized with a greater level of dissatisfaction.

Confirming H2b, we find a significant interaction effect in both New Zealand [F(1, 137) =
3.24, p < 0.10, h? = 0.02] and Turkey [F(1, 119) = 3.46, p < 0.10, h? = 0.03]. BC does indeed
moderate the effect of price on satisfaction (Figure 2). In New Zealand, high price (vs low
price) tends to lead to greater satisfaction among narrow conceptualizers, while this factor
(high vs low price) tends to aggravate dissatisfaction among broad conceptualizers. In
Turkey, for narrow conceptualizers, dissatisfaction increases in the high price condition,
while satisfaction turns into dissatisfaction for broad conceptualizers.

The simple-effect tests confirm this. For the New Zealand sample, in the narrow BC
group positive disconfirmation is greater for the high price condition ((M = 0.53, SE = 0.28)
compared to the low price condition (M = 0.03, SE = 0.20)). However, this effect did not reach
significance [F(1, 137) = 2.03, p = 0.16, h? = 0.001]. For the broad BC group, negative
disconfirmation is greater for the high price condition [(M = —0.61, SE = 0.16) vs the low
price condition (M = —0.31, SE = 0.22)]. Yet again, the effect did not reach significance [F(1,
137) = 1.20, p = 0.27, h* = 0.001]. For the Turkish sample, the narrow BC group exhibit
negative disconfirmation, which is greater for the high price condition [(M = —0.70, SE =
0.15) vs the low price condition (M = —0.58, SE = 0.18)]. However, the effect did not reach
significance [F(1, 119) = 0.24, p = 0.62, h> = 0.002]. The Broad BC group exhibited the
following effect: positive disconfirmation in the low price condition (M = 0.12, SE = 0.24)
turns into negative disconfirmation in the high price condition (M = —0.77, SE = 0.22). The
effect was significant [F(1, 119) = 7.15, p < 0.01, h? = 0.06].

The analysis based on Hayes process (Hayes, 2013) involving the metric measure of BC
indicated that the interaction is significant [£(129) = —1.79, p < 0.10, 95% CI -1.11, 0.06] in
New Zealand. The Johnson-Neyman method did not reveal any significance transition
points. In Turkey, the analysis shows that the interaction is not significant [#(111) = -1.39,
»=0.17,95% CI-0.94,0.17].

4.3 Cultural differences

We observed that, for narrow conceptualizers, perceived effectiveness is greater in NZ (M =
4.0,SD = 1.14, N = 54) compared to Turkey (M = 342, SD = 1.12, N = 86). This difference is
significant [#(138) = 2.94, p < 0.01]. At the same time, for broad conceptualizers perceived
effectiveness was greater in Turkey (M = 3.97, SD = 1.09) compared to NZ (M = 3.44, SD =
1.25) and this difference was significant [/(124) = 2.33, p < 0.05]. In regard to satisfaction,

New Zealand Turkey

0.6 0.2

0 |
-0.2
M Low Price H Low Price
-0.4
O High Price O High Price
-0.6

-0.8

o o
[SERNIS
Narrow BC :



narrow conceptualizers in New Zealand exhibited greater satisfaction (M = 0.20, SD = 1.01,
N = 54) in comparison to those in Turkey (M = -0.69, SD = 0.98, N = 86) and this difference
was significant [£(138) = 5.21, p < 0.01]. In contrast, broad conceptualizers in New Zealand
expressed greater dissatisfaction (negative disconfirmation) (M = -0.50, SD = 1.30)
compared to those in Turkey (M = —0.36, SD = 1.25). This difference, however, was not
significant [#(124) = 0.58, p = 0.56].

5. Discussion and implications

5.1 Discussion of the results

This research shows that effectiveness-centered price placebo is moderated by the nature of
BC. In both New Zealand and Turkey, the price placebo effect holds only when the consumer
is a narrow conceptualizer of beauty, while this effect does not operate among broad
conceptualizers. In regard to the satisfaction-centered price placebo, in New Zealand narrow
beauty conceptualizers exhibit positive disconfirmation (excitement), while broad beauty
conceptualizers experience negative disconfirmation (dissatisfaction). In Turkey, high price
tends to lead to negative disconfirmation for both groups. Regarding cultural differences, in the
narrow BC group New Zealanders reported greater effectiveness and satisfaction compared to
Turkish women. In contrast, in the broad BC group, it is Turkish women who perceived greater
effectiveness. These results indicate the culturally universal impact of narrow beauty
standards promoted by mainstream media: narrow images tend to cloud consumers’ rational
thinking and make them increasingly susceptible to the biased evaluation of product
performance reflected in the price placebo effect. Those women who see beauty as a broad
concept (i.e. beyond the outer look) tend to be immune to such bias. Perhaps, consumers need to
exercise a greater level of reflexive consumption (Kadirov et al, 2016).

The price placebo theory predicts that individuals use price to infer the effectiveness of a
product. From the Islamic methodological perspective, we note that this can be seen as the
Sunnah of Allah in action (Kadirov et al, 2020): the psychological mechanism driving the
placebo effect credits creative intelligence ingrained in the human brain. If the person has
prominent beliefs about how a product will function, the actual performance perception
adapts to coincide with such beliefs. As price is used as an indicator for consumers to infer
the product’s performance, it creates an opportunity for marketers to benefit from.
Capitalizing on this psychological behavior, marketers can set high prices to activate the
price placebo effect. However, actual performance is not the only effectiveness measure that
requires recognition. For some product categories, effectiveness is perceived, while such
perceptions become an important cue of product performance. For example, beauty products
are assessed via perceptual evaluation (i.e. after using anti-aging products, the skin is
perceived to feel softer and the appearance of wrinkles has reduced). This type of product
evaluation requires perceptual measures rather than methodical measures. The current
study elaborates on this and examines the influence of price on perceptions of effectiveness.

The contribution of this research is that it shows consistent price placebo effects across
cultures. This study also focuses on how different ways of conceptualizing beauty affects
price-placebo dynamics. Psychologically, the consumer may place more importance on
either outer beauty (i.e. narrowly conceptualized beauty) or inner beauty (ie. broadly
conceptualized beauty). When importance is placed on outer beauty, consumers are more
influenced by media images, particularly when the images exaggerate physical beauty. On
the other hand, those who place importance on inner beauty have a higher likelihood of not
being affected by such media communications. Although traditional media consistently
adopts an outer beauty approach, recent times have seen a shift in this ideology and a
movement toward inner beauty is largely gaining attention. The movement echoes Islamic
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values in a sense that marketers should not excessively manipulate consumers’ irrational
drives (Kadirov, 2014; Wilson, 2016).

The perceptions of outer beauty significantly contribute to personal physical and mental
states (Szabo, 2015). Literature concerning body disorders have highlighted the importance
of broadly conceptualizing beauty, as it is a major facet in creating a positive body image
(Bailey et al., 2015; Tylka and Iannantuono, 2016; Tylka, 2012; Tylka and Wood-Barcalow,
2015). Psychologically, the impact of a negative perception of the body and distortion of the
ideal beauty image can develop into disorders and body image disturbances (Tylka and
Tannantuono, 2016; Szabo, 2015) causing individuals to be dissatisfied with their own beauty
(Tylka and Iannantuono, 2016; Szabo, 2015). Research has established that not only do such
beauty perceptions influence self-esteem but also the self-concept (Szabo, 2015). Studies
demonstrate that people who are judged based on outer beauty while being physically
attractive are assumed to have more socially desirable characteristics (Dion et al., 1972).
Similarly, these people are assumed to be more successful, have happier lives and command
greater intelligence (Dion ef al., 1972; Kanazawa, 2011).

The same study is extended to include the effect of different cultural perspectives. As a
result of globalization, brands continue to penetrate most international markets. Consequently,
the marketers of these brands must be aware of cultural values to successfully market to
international customers. As beauty is interpreted differently across the world, marketers must
ensure that they are aware of which markets will respond favorably to the adoption of an inner
beauty approach. For example, studies have established that Asian, colored women and white
women respond differently to mainstream beauty standards (Evans and McConnell, 2003). The
results of this research partially support these findings, as the differences between New
Zealand and Turkey are found to be marginal.

5.2 Implications

This study provides valuable insights for both practitioners and academics by focusing on
how BC moderates the effect of price on perceived effectiveness/satisfaction. The previous
research did not explore the different variations of price placebo such as effectiveness-
centered and satisfaction-centered perceptions. Personal BC is investigated, however, only to
some extent within the domain of body image and appreciation research. This study extends
these concepts into the Islamic marketing domain. Moreover, providing theoretical
contribution, this study is valuable, particularly, to marketers in the beauty industry, as it
offers some insights regarding the psychological behavior of the target market. If marketers
were aware of different perceptions of beauty and how these influence the price placebo
effect, it would allow them to decide what strategies are most appropriate for different
groups of customers in different cultural settings. For example, by pursuing the movement
toward outer beauty, high-end brands could be compromising opportunities to capitalize on
the price placebo effect. To make relevant decisions, marketers will need to know if their
products are still being perceived as effective in the functionality and also if consumers are
satisfied with changes.

The most prominent managerial implication gained from this research is that marketers
might find it viable to continue using traditional media communications with a view of
promoting narrow BC to maximize the placebo effect of price. Particularly, for luxury beauty
brands that differentiate themselves based on price inferences, the price placebo theory
would be a key theory underpinning business objectives and strategies. As the high priced
product creates a placebo effect when beauty is conceptualized narrowly, marketers would
find it advantageous to continue to focus on media idealizing outer beauty and set high
prices to stimulate the perceptions of greater effectiveness and satisfaction. However, there



appears to be a boundary condition: broad BC is a societal counter-force that neutralizes the
placebo effect. This counter-force is evident in both Western and Muslim communities.

Another valuable insight gained was that the effect of the (high vs low) price diminishes
when expectations are taken into account. The hypotheses concerning the satisfaction-
centered placebo effect proposed in this study were not supported. These results provide
beneficial insights after the examination of the interaction effects. In New Zealand,
satisfaction turns into dissatisfaction as one moves from narrow BC to broad BC. In Turkey,
only the high priced option follows this path, while the low priced option underlies a shift
from dissatisfaction to satisfaction as one moves from narrow BC to broad BC. This
demonstrates that in general high price creates higher expectations in both countries, while
the low price might create negligible expectations only in Turkey. Therefore, marketers
must manage the risk of high expectations when setting prices high.

Overall, it is inevitable that some societies will fundamentally reconsider the ethical
underpinnings of conventional media use caused by the portrayal of Western beauty ideals and
standards. However, taken at face value, these findings suggest that society’s response to such
media approaches is counter-reactive. This raises the issue for marketers of whether
profitability or ethical responsibility should be prioritized when conducting business. This
poses an interesting issue as Dove Beauty, the original initiator of the inner beauty movement
has a brand value of US$4,104m. However, despite this impressive brand value, the brand is
the lowest in value among other Unilever subsidiaries. This can be interpreted in two ways; the
first interpretation supports the findings of this study where companies focusing on the inner
beauty approach may gain less profit as the perceived effectiveness is not greatly observed,
which can result in dissatisfaction. On the other hand, the impressive net value may suggest
that this inner beauty approach is feasible for well-established companies where other factors
such as reputation or person-brand associations may mitigate the consequences observed in
this study. This point, however, would require further research.

5.3 Limitations and divections for future research

When considering the findings, an important limitation to consider is that the respondents
partaking in this experiment were responding based off a hypothetical scenario. The
respondents did not physically use the products nor did the hypothetical scenario include
the evaluation of the product effect on the self. This limitation is important to consider
because it could affect the satisfaction derived from the product. Some consumers may still
be satisfied with a product despite it not being effective. This is because other factors can
contribute to product satisfaction — such as the symbolic reasons associated with the
product or the experiential values gained. To include other factors of satisfaction, an
improvement to this study could measure customer satisfaction independently rather than
using the equation (satisfaction = effectiveness — expectations).

Another limitation was that respondents were required to have a Facebook account in
order to access the survey in New Zealand. It can be argued that it is not a representative
sample of the population — which affects the generalizability of the research as the internet
population does not accurately reflect the general population (llieva et al, 2002). For
example, some older generations may be technological novices and may choose to disengage
with online activities they are unfamiliar with. Alternatively, they may be willing to
participate, however, the survey may not be user-friendly (Ilieva et al., 2002). This limitation
further skewed the internet population toward individuals who felt comfortable using
technology — proposing an inaccurate representation of the population (Evans and Mathur,
2005). Such trends can be different in different countries, which can complicate the situation
even further. However, the justification of continuing to use this channel was on the premise
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that a snowballing effect occurs. Snowballing would occur as respondents refer the survey
onwards through additional media such as e-mail or even having friends or family access
the survey from their Facebook account.

As mentioned in the implications, one route for future research could investigate the impact
of brand equity on the feasibility of adopting the inner beauty movement. This would be
beneficial as the existing literature indicates that brand equity can provide value to consumers
through brand associations (Aaker, 1992). Aaker further suggests that brand associations result
in positive attitudes and feelings toward the brand which can create brand loyalty. If consumers
are loyal to a brand, it would be interesting to investigate whether the loyalty will create an
insulation effect during rebranding and if these consumers will accept the repositioning
strategies and continue to stand by the brand. Furthermore, the literature shows that consumers
demonstrate higher levels of brand loyalty as a result of strategic causerelated marketing
(supporting social causes i.e. inner beauty and self-body appreciation) so long that the company
had a long term commitment to the campaign and it was related to low-involvement products
(Van den Brink et al,, 2006). As the beauty industry involves high-involvement products, this
literature suggests that, perhaps, the long term approach of the inner beauty movement is not
ideal in generating brand equity. This aspect needs to be researched further.
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