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This research examines the effect of processing fluency on judgments
of agent competence. In the context of service relationships, four studies
reveal that the experience of processing difficulty, or disfluency,
enhances expectations of agent-exerted effort and competence, which in
turn increase expected service value. When reading information about a
target service, consumers interpret the difficulty of processing
information as a signal of the level of skill required to execute the task,
which highlights the agent's expected utility. The authors explore several
moderators of this positive effect of disfluency, showing that it is
attenuated under conditions that decrease the relevance of consumers’
subjective experiences and it may be reversed on measures of
experienced (vs. expected) service value.
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When Disfluency Signals Competence:
The Effect of Processing Difficulty on
Perceptions of Service Agents

Marketers typically strive to provide consumers with
simple, easy-to-process information about their offerings.
Research in psychology and marketing supports the intu-
ition that information that is easily processed is evaluated
more positively. This stream of work shows that the experi-
ence of subjective ease, such as the perceived ease with
which content can be brought to mind and the ease with
which new information can be processed (i.e., processing
fluency), elicits positive affect and transfers to judgments of
overall liking (for a review, see Winkielman et al. 2003).

Notably, recent research has revealed that the experience
of processing fluency also affects inferences of effort. Peo-
ple misinterpret the difficulty of processing information
about a target behavior as indicative of the amount of effort
and skill actually required to perform the behavior and
therefore become less willing to complete it (Song and
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Schwarz 2008). This finding has potential implications for
marketers and consumers. In many marketing domains,
consumers contract agents to perform specific tasks they are
unable or unwilling to perform themselves. In these con-
texts, do consumers interpret the experience of processing
difficulty (i.e., disfluency) as indicative of greater effort and
competence provided by a target agent? Our research
explores this question, examining whether a moderate level
of disfluency may be desirable when consumers consider
the value of service agents.

Our key proposition is that disfluency can be used to sig-
nal a higher level of competence, which in turn can enhance
consumers’ motivation to hire target agents. The lay belief
underlying consumers’ inferences is that people who per-
form more challenging tasks are expected to be more skilled,
and, consequently, worth more. We test this prediction in a
series of four studies, using different manipulations of pro-
cessing fluency across several service contexts. Taken
together, our findings offer three key contributions. First, we
provide evidence that processing difficulty can affect value
perceptions through attributions of agent competence. Sec-
ond, we examine conditions that moderate the disfluency—
competence link. We show that factors that decrease con-
sumers’ reliance on their subjective experiences, such as the
availability of more diagnostic inputs to judge competence
and consumers’ state of low power, mitigate the positive
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We manipulated processing fluency through background
contrast. In the low-fluency condition, we presented the
information in a light blue font with a white background. In
the high-fluency condition, we presented the information in
black font with a white background. The only difference
between the two conditions was the font color. After read-
ing the information at their own pace, participants reported
their willingness to pay for a one-year subscription of the
service and rated how much value the service would pro-
vide to them (1 = “not much,” and 7 = “a lot”) and how
interested they would be in subscribing to a service such as
Course Advisor. We averaged these two items (0. = .88) to
form a composite score of expected service value. Next,
participants rated how much effort it takes to apply to grad-
uate school (1 =*not much,” and 7 =“a lot”), and how time-
consuming it is to apply for graduate school (1 = “not at all,”
and 7 = “very much”). The average of these two items (0 =
.83) formed a composite score of task effort. We measured
perceived agent competence by asking participants how
much expertise they think Course Advisor coaches offer to
its members (1 = *not much,” and 7 = *a lot™). Participants
then rated how easy-to-read the service description was (1 =
“very difficult,” and 7 = “very easy”) and answered two
true/false questions to test message comprehension, They
also indicated whether they had heard about this service
before (yes/no) and provided demographic information.

Results

The background contrast manipulation did not affect par-
ticipants’ responses to the true/false questions about the target
message (ps > .46). Similarly, the amount of time partici-
pants spent on the page containing the service information
did not differ across the fluency manipulation (Mo, fluency =
36 seconds, Myigh fluency = 34 seconds; p > .58).

Manipulation check. As we expected, participants in the
high-fluency condition rated the service description as sig-
nificantly easier to read (M = 5.06, SD = 1.64) than partici-
pants in the low-fluency condition (M =4.09, SD = 1.81;
F(1,69)=5.63,p < .05).

Expected value. Consistent with H;, the fluency manipu-
lation significantly affected participants’ willingness to pay
and their expected value ratings. Those in the low-fluency
condition reported more willingness to pay for a one-year
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SUbSCFiptioﬂ (MIOW fluency = $l45 .00. SD = l89.551; Mhigh
fluency = $70.42, SD = 54.00; F(1, 69) = 5.15, p < .05) and
perceived significantly greater value in the target service
than those in the high-fluency condition (Mg fyency = 4.90,
SD = ]].9, Mhigh fluency = 3?9. SD=1 .45: F(I 5 69} = 1240,
p<0l).

Task effort and agent competence inferences. As we
expected, lowering processing fluency influenced partici-
pants” perceptions of how much effort is involved in apply-
ing to graduate school and how much expertise Course Advi-
sor coaches provide to students. Those in the low-fluency
condition indicated that applying to graduate school takes a
greater amount of effort (Mjoy, fiuency = 6.6, SD = .43; My,
fluency = 9-90, SD = 1.03; F(1, 69) = 12.11, p < 01) and
expected the coaches to provide more expertise than those
in the high-fluency condition (M fluency = 3.0, SD = 1.00;
Mhigh fluency = 414, SD = 1.27; F(1, 69) = 10.1, p < .01). We
conducted a sequential mediation analysis to examine
whether effort and competence inferences were the mediat-
ing link between disfluency and expected value. Regression
coefficients appear in Figure 1. In support of H;, the boot-
strap test (Preacher and Hayes 2008) revealed that the indi-
rect effect of disfluency on expected value through the two
mediators in sequence was significant (.17, 95% confidence
interval [CI] = .03 to .38). Perceived effort partially medi-
ated the effect of disfluency on perceived competence,
which then mediated the effect of perceived effort on
expected service value,

Discussion

Overall, Study 1 results suggest that lowering processing
fluency can increase consumers' valuations of a target serv-
ice by enhancing perceptions of task effort and agent com-
petence. The context of this study is a professional service
relevant for a specific but infrequent consumer need (i.e.,
applying to graduate school). In a follow-up study. we
tested whether the disfluency—competence link is signifi-
cant in a service domain that consumers more commonly

!One participant indicated willingness to pay higher than three standard
deviations above the mean. Excluding this observation from the sample
does not change the results, and the effect of processing fluency remains
significant (p < .05).

Figure 1
INDIRECT EFFECTS OF DISFLUENCY ON EXPECTED VALUE (STUDY 1)
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encounter following the initial disfluent versus fluent infor-
mation, Figure 2 presents the means across conditions.
Consistent with Hs, a 2 x 2 repeated measures ANOVA
on ratings of service value indicated only a fluency by con-
sumption stage interaction (F(1,42) =7.07, p < .05). When
presented with the initial disfluent (vs. fluent) service
description, participants reported a greater decrease in their
value perceptions after the service experience. Experienced
service value was lower than expected in the disfluent con-
di[ion (Mcxpected = 4.90, SD = 1.25; Mexpcrienccd = 4“!7, SD =
1.55; F(1, 18) =5.41, p < .05), whereas it remained constant
in the fluent condition (Mexpecied =4.10, SD = 1.03; Myperi.
enced=4.27,8D = 1.12; F(1,24) = 96, p > 33).

Figure 2
PERCEIVED SERVICE VALUE AS A FUNCTION OF
CONSUMPTION STAGE AND PROCESSING FLUENCY (STUDY 4)
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Similarly, a 2 x 2 repeated measures ANOVA on compe-
tence ratings showed a main effect of consumption stage,
indicating that, overall, expected competence ratings were
higher than experienced competence ratings (Mecpecied =
5.50, 8D = 1.15; Megperienced = 3-14, SD = 1.27; F(1,42) =
7.43,p < 01). More important, as we predicted, there was a
significant fluency by consumption stage interaction (F(1,
42) =6.89, p < .05). In the disfluent condition, participants
reported that the instructor’s competence was lower than they
had expected (Mexpected = 5.95, SD = 91 Meyperionced = 325,
SD=1.39; F(1, 18)=9.25, p < .01), whereas it matched their
expectations in the fluent condition (Mgypecteq = 3.05, SD =
1.18; Mxperienced =904, SD = 1.19; F(1, 24) = 01, p > 92).

Between-subjects analyses. A limitation of the within-
subject analysis is that asking participants to report their
expectations explicitly during the research session may
increase their desire to appear consistent, contributing to a
consistency bias. Therefore, we also compared ratings of
expected and experienced value between-subjects, examin-
ing differences between those who reported their expecta-
tions before watching the video with those who reported
value and competence perceptions only after watching the
video (without explicitly reporting expectations during the
experiment). Figure 2 displays means across conditions.

A 2 (fluency: high vs. low) x 2 (consumption stage: before
vs. after) ANOVA on ratings of service value revealed only
a significant fluency by consumption stage interaction (F(1,
81)=10.37, p < .01). Consistent with H,, before watching
the video, participants perceived greater value when pre-
sented with the disfluent versus fluent service description
(Migy fiyency = 490, SD =1.25; Myigh fiuency = 4.10, SD =
1.03; F(1,42)=5.35, p < .05). In contrast, after watching
the video, the pattern reversed, as Hs predicted. Those ini-
tially presented with the disfluent description reported sig-
nificantly lower perceived value than those presented with
the fluent service description (Myoy fluency = 3.77, SD = 1.33;
Mhigh fluency = 466, SD=1.1 8'. F([ 3 39] = 5.02,p < .05)<

We recorded whether participants actually watched the
video in its entirety or stopped it before the three-minute
mark, We submitted a binary measure of video watching
time (ended earlier/did not end earlier) to a logistic regres-
sion with processing fluency (high vs. low), a dummy
variable reflecting measurement of expectations (ratings
given before and after the video vs. ratings given only after
video), and the two-way interaction as predictors. There was
a significant fluency by expectation measures interaction
(Wald statistic (1) =4.18, p < .05). When participants did
not disclose expectations before watching the video. those
exposed to the disfluent information were significantly more
likely to end the video earlier than those exposed to the flu-
ent information (Mjoy, fluency = 40.9% vs. My;g, fluency =
5.3%; Wald statistic (1) =5.12, p < .05). However, reporting
expectations before the video attenuated this effect, possi-
bly due to a desire for consistency (Myqy, figency = 13.8%,
Muigh fluency = 20.0%; Wald statistic (1) = .13, p >.72). No
other effects were significant (ps > .11).

Finally, we ran a 2 (fluency: high vs. low) x 2 (consump-
tion stage: before vs. after) ANOVA on instructor compe-
tence ratings. As expected, we found only a significant flu-
ency X consumption interaction effect (F(1,81)=9.89,p <
01). In support of our previous findings, before watching the
video, participants given the disfluent service information
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