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Abstract:

The global concern for fake news, pseudo-science, and conspiracy theories is growing, fueling
research on why individuals are receptive to this kind of information as well as on the factors
that contribute to this phenomenon. Pseudo-profound bullshit, which is randomly generated and
designed to impress without any regard for the truth, has become a relevant field of research in
this regard. However, reviewing relevant literature has opened up a knowledge gap when it
comes to applying pseudo-profound bullshit to different areas, such as the field of business.
This thesis sets out to address this gap, extending existing research by investigating business
oriented pseudo-profound bullshit and its antecedents. Specifically, human factors, in the form
of cognitive abilities and familiarity, as well as task characteristics, measured through fluency
and English proficiency, and their influence on bullshit receptivity are investigated. Whereas
the former has been examined in relation to pseudo-profound bullshit before, the latter presents
a new angle bridging the current field of research with the field of fluency.

Two quantitative studies were performed to examine said relationships. The first study (n =
113), distributed to students via an online survey, showed that individuals are indeed receptive
to pseudo-profound bullshit in a business context, but neither human factors nor task
characteristics have been shown to have a significant impact on said receptivity. The second
study (n = 185), which was conducted through an online data collection service, mostly
confirmed the results but provided partial support for analytic cognitive capabilities having a
negative impact on bullshit profundity ratings, implying that individuals with high analytic
capabilities may be better able to see through bullshit. These findings imply that receptivity to
business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit proves to be a worthy topic for further research in
order to better understand antecedents and factors contributing to the phenomenon.
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1. Introduction

During this era of fake news and conspiracy theories, bullshit is an unavoidable topic. Designed
to impress with no regard whatsoever for the truth (Frankfurt, 2005), it presents a dangerous
tool for people to increase their own fame and stir up conflicts. In particular, uncertain and
scary times like the current Coronavirus pandemic present a breeding ground for conspiracies
and speculations. Anti-vaxxers claim Bill Gates is using the virus to immunize the world
population and people are vandalizing under the belief that 5G in fact causes all symptoms or
that the lock-down is a cover established by the government for rolling out the 5G network (The
Guardian, 2020). Whereas these claims are absolute nonsense for many people, a specific type
of bullshit exists and operates more subtly; pseudo-profound bullshit (Pennycook et al., 2015)
is designed to impress and makes use of seemingly meaningful and true concepts to fool the
bullshitee. Many human factors have been linked to one’s receptivity to pseudo-profound
bullshit (e.g. Pennycook et al., 2015; Pfattheicher & Schindler, 2016) but the factors that
contribute to being receptive to pseudo-profound bullshit in a business context are currently
unknown.

1.1. Background

As a concept, bullshit is highly pervasive in society. According to Google Trends, the topic of
bullshit has retained steady and increasing interest worldwide over the past 15 years (see
Appendix A). The term is commonly found in informal settings, such as in everyday
conversations, as well as in media, with the television program Penn and Teller: Bullshit!
featuring the topic (Wakeham, 2017).

In the academic setting, the interest in bullshit has been fueled by the philosopher Frankfurt.
With his publication On Bullshit, Frankfurt (2005) advanced the conceptualization of bullshit
and clearly differentiated the term from lying. The differences exist in the liar’s or bullshitter’s
intent and attitude towards the truth. Whereas the liar consciously deceives and hides the truth,
the bullshitter does not attempt to deceive but simply does not care about the truth (Frankfurt,
2005).

With this conceptualization of bullshit, it is interesting to examine the interactions between
bullshit and trends in global development. One such example can be seen with the changes in
the global information system. Technology is facilitating easier information access, which at
the same time contributes to a divergence in attitudes between the informed public, consisting
of wealthier and more highly educated individuals who consume news more frequently, and the
mass population (Edelman Trust Barometer, 2020).

From the cognitive perspective, it is also becoming more difficult for individuals to evaluate
information as the truth, bullshit, or lies. Pennycook et al. (2018) found that even a single prior
exposure to a fake news article, which in this case represents a lie, contributes to increased



perceptions of its accuracy. From the perspective of information providers, including
businesses, more is being demanded from them in terms of providing transparency in both
communication and action (Weinswig, 2018). As discussed by Frankfurt (2006), compared to
lying, bullshit can be more dangerous to society due to the lack of concern for the truth.
Therefore, it is of societal interest to better understand interactions between society and bullshit.

Within the concept of bullshit is pseudo-profound bullshit, which describes randomly generated
statements that are formulated to convey deep meaning but actually lack notable substance
(Pennycook et al., 2015). It is characterized by two main factors: 1) construction without regard
or concern for the truth; and 2) a lack of consistent unambiguous meaning, which suggests that
some may still find it meaningful (Pennycook et al., 2016). Therefore, pseudo-profound bullshit
can be perceived as meaningful at times but is always randomly constructed. A distinction that
differentiates pseudo-profound bullshit is the shift in attention from the party creating the
bullshit to the bullshit recipient or “bullshitee” (Pennycook et al., 2015). Therefore, more
attention is placed on the actual impact generated from spreading bullshit.

1.2. Problem Area

From the cognitive perspective, meaning how humans process, store and retrieve information,
Pennycook et al. (2015) were the first to explore receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit. Across
four studies, they found that people have a tendency to find these types of bullshit statements
as profound. Further studies have replicated these findings (Cavojova et al., 2018) and extended
the research to other fields, mostly in the social sciences.

Existing research on pseudo-profound bullshit can be categorized into three main areas. First,
many studies have explored which individual characteristics, such as cognitive ability,
contribute to one’s receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit (Pennycook et al., 2015; Bainbridge
et al., 2019; etc.) Second, the majority of current research has examined how receptivity of
pseudo-profound bullshit correlates with different attitudes such as political beliefs
(Pfattheicher & Schindler, 2016; Nilsson et al., 2019), perceptions of art (Turpin et al., 2019;
Walker et al., 2019), and the tendency to fall for fake news (Pennycook & Rand, 2019). Third,
the receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit has been used to predict individual behavior
(Erlandsson et al., 2018).

However, the cognitive perspective has not yet been brought together with the field of business.
On a broader level, the connection between bullshit and business has been examined with many
recent works that acknowledge the existence of bullshit in business (Spicer, 2018; Beckwith,
2006; etc.). Applicable to the bullshit that occurs in business, Petrocelli (2018) identified two
main factors that enable individuals to bullshit: 1) pressure to provide an opinion and 2)
expectation that their audience will accept or tolerate the communication. Much of the other
existing research focuses on the functional role of bullshit from an organizational studies
perspective, looking inward on communicating bullshit among employees. Bullshit can serve



both a positive function within an organization, such as by helping individuals build an
appealing image and self-confidence, and a negative function by crowding out primary tasks
(Spicer, 2013). Additionally, bullshit has been found to be used by various levels of seniority
within an organization, playing a role in the common managerial practices of commanding and
strategizing (Christensen et al., 2019).

Based on this evaluation of current knowledge bridging bullshit with business, the
understanding of how bullshit used by businesses in external situations, such as towards the
public, affects individual perceptions is underdeveloped. The topic is interesting to explore
further especially in the context of a world with increased information availability and increased
difficulty for individuals to evaluate the truth. Given the focus of pseudo-profound bullshit on
the cognitive perspective of the “bullshitee,” it seems appropriate to bring together the topics
of pseudo-profound bullshit and bullshit used by businesses to address this knowledge gap.

1.3. Purpose of the Study

The main purpose of this study is to understand the relationship between externally
communicated business bullshit and the individual recipients of said bullshit. In particular, it is
important to understand the impact of such language on the thoughts and opinions of the
recipients (e.g. factors that inform decision making). A metric that can be used to assess impact
is bullshit receptivity, which in studies about pseudo-profound bullshit is measured by high
ratings of profundity (Pennycook et al., 2015). In some cases, bullshit receptivity has been a
predictor of certain behaviors (Erlandsson et al., 2018). For that reason, the study will use
pseudo-profound bullshit tailored to the business context in order to assess if individuals are
receptive to believing such communications are profound. This motivates our first research
question:

1) Areindividuals receptive to pseudo-profound bullshit in a business context?

Furthermore, this study will investigate some potential drivers of bullshit receptivity. These
drivers will be separated into two categories: 1) human, hence internal factors and 2) task
characteristics. Human factors describe characteristics that are inherent to an individual and
they will be measured by reflective ability and analytic cognitive ability as well as
characteristics that can be learned and vary depending on an individual’s background and
experiences like familiarity with business articles. Task characteristics are independent of
human predispositions and are related to the task itself and measured here through fluency; the
ease or difficulty of processing information and English proficiency. Therefore, the other
research questions that will be addressed are:

2) To what extent do human factors contribute to the receptivity of pseudo-profound bullshit
in a business context?

3) To what extent do task characteristics contribute to the receptivity of pseudo-profound
bullshit in a business context?



1.4. Intended Knowledge Contribution

Receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit has already been established in various contexts; for
example in relation to political ideology (Erlandsson et al., 2018), willingness to share pseudo-
profound bullshit in Slovakia and Romania (Cavojova et al., 2019) or how it influences the way
art is interpreted (Turpin et al., 2019). A more extensive summary of all studies related to
pseudo-profound bullshit can be found in Appendix B. This study aims to contribute to the
growing academic interest in bullshit by extending the cognitive research on pseudo-profound
bullshit receptivity to the business field, where a knowledge gap currently exists, focusing on
language used by organizations in external communications in the form of earnings reports in
this case. In addition, our study will extend the existing research on pseudo-profound bullshit
to include a measure of the impact of task characteristics, such as how the difficulty of a text
influences perception. Finally, a secondary contribution is to validate previous findings in
pseudo-profound bullshit research by replicating a small portion of previous studies.

Our ambition is also to provide insights to individuals, or the recipients of business
communications. The findings from this study should allow people to better understand his or
her own potential susceptibility to falling victim to bullshit from businesses. While the findings
of this research may have managerial implications, the intention is not to encourage
organizations to take advantage of the public.

By addressing the knowledge gap that exists between cognitive research on the individual and
business oriented bullshit communicated externally by organizations, this thesis aims to bring
more attention to bullshit generated by businesses. While internally oriented studies within an
organization can contribute to organizational performance, focusing on external use of bullshit
enables another stakeholder to derive value - the general population consuming business
bullshit.

1.5. Definitions

Throughout this thesis, several concepts central to this research will repeatedly appear. Since it
may be difficult for the reader to understand the terminology or distinguish between similar
concepts, the definitions of a few key ideas are included in this section for reference.

Berlin numeracy test: an analytic cognitive test measuring the “ability to understand, evaluate,
and use numerical information” (Lindskog et al., 2015)

BSR: bullshit receptivity scale, which refers to the set of pseudo-profound bullshit statements
that researchers use to measure bullshit receptivity in relation to other variables; while the BSR
is sometimes identical across multiple studies, the term may still be used by researchers who
test a scale of unique pseudo-profound bullshit statements

Bullshit: language that is designed to impress, generated without the intent to deceive but also
without concern for the truth (Frankfurt, 2005)



Business context: here, communication by the management of a corporation towards external
stakeholders (e.g. through earnings reports) regarding business-specific content

CRT: cognitive reflection test; a test measuring the extent to which people are able to reflect
and resist intuitive but incorrect answers to math problems (Baron et al., 2015)

Fluency: the subjective experience of ease or difficulty associated with completing a mental
task (Oppenheimer, 2008)

Lying: the act of consciously engaging in deception, hiding the truth and spreading untruths
(Frankfurt, 2005)

Profound/profundity: of deep meaning, of great and broadly inclusive significance
(Pennycook et al., 2015)

Pseudo-profound bullshit: a subtopic within bullshit that focuses on randomly generated
statements that are formulated to convey deep meaning but actually lack notable substance
(Pennycook et al., 2015)

Traditional pseudo-profound bullshit: for the purpose of this thesis, but not a formalized
concept, traditional pseudo-profound bullshit refers to the randomly generated statements tested
by Pennycook et al. (2015) in their first study and then replicated in multiple follow-up studies

1.6. Delimitations

Due to timing and resource constraints, a few delimitations are applicable to this thesis. First,
the thesis is meant to be completed in about four months, making it unreasonable to conduct
extensive experiments or longitudinal studies. Moreover, the Corona crisis prevalent at the time
might impact the general mindset, impacting the willingness to participate in studies as well as
the way surveys are answered. In terms of scope, there are many additional factors that can be
considered when evaluating individual receptivity to statements from a business. One factor
that is not covered throughout this thesis is trust and how the level of trust between an individual
and a certain company could influence an individual’s perceptions. As a result, business
statements presented in the study attempt to be as neutral as possible, avoiding the use of
specific company names and identifying particular industries. Additionally, since the purpose
of the study focuses on how individuals perceive bullshit, less discussion will cover the broad
adjacent topic of business communications. We have narrowed our scope to focus on task
characteristics related to ease of understanding rather than the methods of communication, such
as the channel of communication.

For the purpose of clarity, this study will focus on pseudo-profound bullshit in the business
context. Although related concepts such as lying and fake news have been previously identified,
they are intended only to illustrate the broader field of study. These concepts involve a different
type of motivation (the intent to deceive) than pseudo-profound bullshit (no intent to deceive,
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only lack of care). Although many studies focused more on the intent of the bullshitter, our
focus is on the receiver of bullshit.

1.7. Thesis Outline

This thesis will examine three main research questions across two separate studies, performed
sequentially. First, a review of relevant theory will be presented to inform the generation of
hypotheses to answer the research questions. A description of the overall methodology used
throughout this thesis will follow. The subsequent section presents the results and analysis for
both studies, including an assessment of whether empirical findings support or fail to support
our hypotheses. Finally, the thesis concludes with a general discussion of learnings,
implications, critique of the research, and directions for further exploration.
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2. Theory and Hypothesis Generation

In order to address the research questions formerly presented about whether individuals are
receptive towards pseudo-profound bullshit and to what extent human and task factors
contribute to this receptivity, the following section will present the theoretical framework, build
upon literature on the respective topics and present the generated hypotheses accordingly. First,
it will be discussed whether it can be assumed that people are receptive to business oriented
bullshit before touching upon some human factors and task characteristics that could influence
this phenomenon.

2.1. Pseudo-Profound Bullshit Receptivity

Bullshit can take on many forms and on one end of the spectrum lies pseudo-profound bullshit
which with its vagueness and therefore lack of clear meaning is purely designed to impress
rather than inform (Pennycook et al., 2015). By quoting an actual tweet by Deepak Chopra
(“Attention and intention are the mechanics of manifestation”) that the authors label to be
pseudo-profound bullshit due to its vagueness and presumed intent to impress, they stress the
occurrence of pseudo-profound bullshit in the real world. Pointing out that bullshit is more
pervasive now than ever due to an increased amount of information from both experts and non-
experts, the authors stress the importance to being able to distinguish between profound and
meaningful statements and pseudo-profound bullshit (Pennycook et al., 2015). In most research
on pseudo-profound bullshit, bullshit receptivity has been measured through profundity ratings,
with higher profundity ratings suggesting higher bullshit receptivity.

The fact that individuals have been shown to be receptive to pseudo-profound bullshit is
interesting in itself. There are a few explanations that touch on why people are receptive to this
form of bullshit. According to Pennycook et al. (2015), one main factor that explains people’s
general receptivity towards pseudo-profound bullshit is response bias, which in this case refers
to individuals’ higher inclination to rate something as true or profound. This tendency to accept
something as true or real is referred to as the so-called gullibility factor which was observed
earlier by Forer (1949) during an experiment in which students completed personality tests, but
all received identical results on their assessment. The students still rated these assessments as
accurate, indicating a general gullibility. This phenomenon was later labeled the “Barnum
effect” (Meehl, 1956) and inspired many researchers to investigate the concept further. A study
done by Preece and Baxter (2000) further illustrates the growing concern for gullibility and
highlights the problematic rise of pseudo-scientific beliefs. They concluded that many
secondary school students show a high degree of gullibility, holding superstitious and pseudo-
scientific beliefs. These findings indicate a low degree of skepticism and a general inclination
towards rating content as meaningful even though no proof is available. Additionally, humans
have been observed to be cognitive misers, exercising a basic tendency to limit processing and
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conserve mental computations. While this is often beneficial in benign situations, it can be
dangerous in hostile circumstances (Stanovich, 2018).

In the original study of pseudo-profound bullshit, Pennycook et al. (2015) supported this
assumption, finding that individuals rate pseudo-profound bullshit as at least somewhat
profound. These findings were then further strengthened by many replications (Pfattheicher &
Schindler, 2016; Bainbridge et al., 2019; Nilsson et al., 2019). Moreover, other studies applied
their findings to different contexts; Cavojova et al. (2019) for example investigated pseudo-
profound bullshit in Slovakia and Romania, confirming the initial findings and further
connecting the concept to a willingness to share on social media. Since the results from the
initial study turned out to be robust across different contexts and replications, the authors of
this thesis propose that an application to a business context would lead to similar results. The
inclinations that Pennycook et al. (2015) list as having an impact on whether or not an individual
perceives pseudo-profound bullshit as profound should influence the judgment of information
in a general way, hence are assumed to not discriminate between being receptive to pseudo-
profound bullshit in different contexts.

H1la: Business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit is perceived as profound as pseudo-profound
bullshit in previous research.

To add validity to the existing theoretical framework on pseudo-profound bullshit, novel
meaningless statements from the original study (Pennycook et al., 2015), which we refer to as
traditional pseudo-profound bullshit throughout the rest of this thesis, will be replicated to
investigate whether the results hold when applied to a different context. As the profundity of
traditional pseudo-profound bullshit has been successfully replicated in various studies, it can
be expected that these statements yield a similar result here.

H1b: Traditional pseudo-profound bullshit is perceived as profound as traditional pseudo-
profound bullshit found in previous research.

In addition to understanding the relationship between our tested metrics and previous research,
it is also relevant to examine the relationship between different statement types within our
study. Pennycook et al. (2015) found a significant positive correlation between their BSR
(Bullshit Receptivity) scale of traditional pseudo-profound bullshit and meaningful
motivational quotations, which was successfully replicated by Walker et al. (2019). Both
Erlandsson et al. (2018) and Nilsson et al. (2019) measured the correlation between pseudo-
profound bullshit and truly profound statements, finding a significant positive correlation as
well. Taking these examples and assuming that real business statements could be a proxy for
truly profound statements, we expect the receptivity to our different statement types to be
positively correlated with each other.

H1c: There is a positive correlation between the profundity ratings of business oriented pseudo-
profound bullshit, real business statements, and traditional pseudo-profound bullshit.
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2.2. Human Factors

Relevant to assessing why individuals rate bullshit as more or less profound are human factors
that relate to how internal predispositions influence people to make certain decisions. Very
prominently investigating this field of research are Tversky and Kahneman (1974) who point
out several biases and heuristics people use unconsciously when making decisions under
uncertainty. Drawing on these cognitive shortcuts can lead to erroneous decisions and
assessments which directly connects to high receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit. The
human factors identified to be significant for this thesis are reflective and analytic cognitive
abilities, whose impact can be assessed through pseudo-profound bullshit sensitivity, as well as
business familiarity.

2.2.1. Pseudo-profound Bullshit Sensitivity

Some individuals are better fitted than others to detect bullshit, which also influences
receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit. This can be measured by bullshit sensitivity, which
Pennycook et al. (2015) point out to be a relevant factor that explains who falls for pseudo-
profound bullshit. Bullshit sensitivity captures an individual’s ability to distinguish between
what is bullshit and what is real. While the previously mentioned responsive bias can be
described as a kind of open-mindedness, Pennycook et al. (2015) stress the importance of
distinguishing between uncritical and reflexive open-mindedness, which could foster high
profundity ratings, and reflective or active open-mindedness, which might lead to the opposite.
Active open-minded thinking involves reflecting on initially intuitive answers (Baron et al.,
2015) and thus might prevent a respondent from rating sentences as profound. On the other
hand, uncritical open-mindedness, or myside bias, describes the tendency to accept a conclusion
that is already strong from the outset. The conclusion from these arguments suggests that people
with strong active open-minded thinking might resist the response bias and uncover the bullshit
in the presented business sentences.

Similar to the two concepts of active open-mindedness and myside bias are the cognitive
processes labeled system 1 and system 2 which Kahneman (2011) extensively described in his
book Thinking, Fast and Slow. System 1 represents intuitive and instinctive operations done
without much effort whereas system 2 involves reflection and effortful, conscious deliberation.
When applied to the evaluation of pseudo-profound bullshit, activation of system 1 operations
would drive high profundity ratings on statements whereas respondents applying system 2
thinking might apply higher reflection and thus be able to see through the bullshit sentences.
However, it has to be pointed out that even though the system 1 and 2 categorization has been
widely accepted for research and practical purposes, extensive critique exists. For example,
Melnikoff and Bargh (2018) claim that no empirical proof exists that test the operation of these
systems and that the dimensions assigned to either system 1 or 2 such as unconscious vs.
conscious or efficient vs. inefficient are neither aligned with each other nor show internal
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consistency. Therefore, even though very popular in research and thus worth mentioning, the
application of system 1 and 2 processes has to be drawn upon with caution.

One method that measures the capability of resisting the intuitive reaction associated with
system 1 processing and reflecting before responding to a situation is the Cognitive Reflection
Test (CRT). The test consists of a number of math problems that are purposefully designed to
evoke a certain intuitive answer and thus measures the extent to which people are able to reflect
and resist that intuition (Baron et al., 2015). Although research suggests potential limitations of
the CRT in the form of a general familiarity with the scale’s questions due to multiple exposure
(Haigh, 2016), a study done by Bialek and Pennycook (2018) concludes that the results remain
robust even after multiple exposures. Reflective capability has been found to enable individuals
to withstand the intuition to reply with a certain answer and thus it can be concluded that high
reflective abilities would guard against accepting bullshit as profound. In a study conducted on
fake news, Pennycook & Rand (2018) established that people that score high on the CRT are
better able to detect real news headlines among fake ones. Specifically in the research on
pseudo-profound bullshit, Pennycook et al. (2015), Walker et al. (2019), and Pennycook &
Rand (2019) tested the same BSR (Bullshit Receptivity) scale of questions and both found that
performance on the CRT was significantly and negatively correlated with scores on the BSR.
Erlandsson et al. (2018) and Nilsson et al., (2019) had similar findings on the relationship
between bullshit receptivity and reflective ability when taking inspiration from the original BSR
to formulate their own set of pseudo-profound bullshit statements to examine alongside CRT
scores. Therefore, it is assumed that similar results should be observed in the present study
where we have also taken inspiration from Pennycook et al.’s BSR scale but slightly modified
to incorporate a business context. Individuals with higher reflective ability, and as a result
perform better on the CRT, should also rate bullshit statements as less profound.

H2a: Individuals with higher reflective ability, compared with those with lower ability, are able
to better distinguish between business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit and real business
statements.

H2b: Individuals with higher reflective ability, compared with those with lower ability, rate
pseudo-profound bullshit statements as less profound.

In addition to the CRT, Pennycook et al. (2015) measured the analytic cognitive capabilities of
respondents through the use of numeracy tests. Numeracy, as the “ability to understand,
evaluate, and use numerical information,” (Lindskog et al., 2015) has been successfully linked
to making good and informed decisions. Although first established in health communication
(Reynaetal., 2009), this link has been transferred to general judgment decision-making as well.
Peters et al. (2006) for example concluded that individuals high in numeracy are less susceptible
to framing effects and in general are more likely to draw on relevant information when making
decisions whereas individuals low in numeracy tend to be distracted by irrelevant information.
Across different studies, Pennycook et al. (2015) measured numeracy through two main
instruments - a three item numeracy test developed by Schwartz et al. (1997) and a nine item
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test inspired by Lipkus et al.’s (2001) eleven item numeracy test. Though both measures of
numeracy were significantly and negatively correlated with bullshit receptivity, the three item
test (Schwartz et al., 1997) did not achieve acceptable reliability. An alternative measure of
numeracy, the four item Berlin numeracy test, has been proven to effectively test risk literacy
by testing cognitive abilities, demonstrating much higher predictive power than both its three
item and eleven item predecessors (Cokely et al., 2012). The Berlin numeracy test has even
been incorporated in pseudo-profound bullshit research, such as by Erlandsson et al. (2018) and
Nilsson et. al (2019) who found that the scale achieved acceptable reliability and was
significantly and negatively correlated with bullshit receptivity. Therefore, we deemed it
appropriate to use the Berlin numeracy test as a measure of analytic abilities to examine
alongside bullshit receptivity. Prior learnings suggest that individuals with higher analytic
cognitive ability, and as a result perform better on the Berlin numeracy test, should also be
better able to distinguish between business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit and rate bullshit
statements as less profound.

H2c: Individuals with higher analytic cognitive ability, compared with those with lower ability,
are able to better distinguish between business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit and real
business statements.

H2d: Individuals with higher analytic cognitive ability, compared with those with lower ability,
rate pseudo-profound bullshit statements as less profound.

2.2.2. Business Familiarity

As business students with access to a network of individuals more likely to have a business
background, it is of interest to investigate whether being familiar with business concepts due to
frequent exposure influences the profundity ratings. Hasher et al. (1977) initially found that
repeatedly exposing individuals to false as well as true statements significantly increased their
validity rating. This phenomenon which is called the illusory truth effect has since been
researched repeatedly and proved robust for variations (Fazio et al., 2015). An example of this
in the realm of pseudo-profound bullshit can be seen in Pennycook & Rand’s (2019) research
about the influence of familiarity on the reception to fake news, identifying who is likely to be
convinced by it and who is able to see through it. Apart from examining the effect of
respondents overclaiming their own knowledge as well as the presence (or lack thereof) of a
source, the authors measured respondents’ familiarity with the new headlines presented.
Familiar headlines were found to be rated as more accurate than unfamiliar headlines indicating
that exposure to the topics increased the perceived profundity.

Whereas it would be ideal to use objective facts to evaluate a given argument or statement,
humans often draw on memories as a mental short-cut during truth evaluations (Begg, Anas
and Farinacci, 1992). As the illusory truth effect depends largely on continuous exposure, one
could argue that certain business knowledge might guard against the effect due to deeper
understanding of the contexts involved. However, Fazio et al. (2015) discovered that knowledge
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does not interfere with the illusory truth effect in that stored knowledge is not drawn upon when
making truth-evaluations based on ease of processing.

Even though the illusory truth effect appears to be stronger when individuals are presented with
the same statement repeatedly, it can still be observed for statements and concepts that seem
vaguely familiar (Begg, Anas and Farinacci, 1992). Therefore, even though a repeated exposure
to the statements investigated is not feasible here, a general vague familiarity with the
buzzwords and concepts mentioned is hypothesised to be sufficient to be able to observe this
effect.

H3: Individuals familiar with business articles, compared with those less familiar, perceive both
business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit and real business statements as more profound.

2.3. Task Characteristics

Apart from investigating how human factors influence bullshit receptivity, where most existing
pseudo-profound bullshit research focuses, it is also interesting to understand the impact of
external factors such as task characteristics. In particular, task characteristics encompass how
sentences are formulated and perceived. Historically, they have been investigated for a long
time in numerous different contexts and variations in the field of decision-making. For example,
Devine & Kozlowski (1995) researched its connection to domain-specific knowledge and
Hackman (1968) its effect on group products. However, in the current theories about pseudo-
profound bullshit, the impact of task characteristics on how the respective bullshit statements
are presented has been underdeveloped.

A highly relevant research area for this thesis revolves around fluency, which represents a task
characteristic since it relates to the readability of specific statements and how easy or difficult
its content is to process. It is here listed as an external instead of an internal factor as it relates
to how the source of statements formulates them in a manner that is either perceived as easy or
difficult to understand rather than the internal processes of the receiver of the bullshit. Fluency
is a highly relevant aspect to how pseudo-profound bullshit is perceived since its vagueness and
intent to impress is accompanied by a rather complicated and pretentious formulation. There is
ample evidence to why people might perceive complex formulations as profound regardless of
the text’s subject matter. A long sentence with a complex structure might appear profound to
the reader because intelligence and large vocabularies are positively correlated (Spearman,
1904). As a result, if the author of a text uses a large vocabulary and is perceived to be
intelligent, the text itself may be perceived as smart as well. Moreover, when individuals are
presented with information that is very difficult to understand, they may struggle to fully
comprehend it and suspect the idea presented in the text is meaningless. As a result, individuals
might experience dissonance, in this case a cognitive conflict, leading them to rate the
underlying information as more profound in an effort to justify the struggle to understand the
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text. This phenomenon is in line with Festinger’s (1957) theory of cognitive dissonance, which
discusses how individuals create strategies to deal with dissonance they experience.

However, numerous studies suggest that the inverse relationship between complexity and
perceived intelligence holds, arguing that the more simple ideas are talked about in a text, the
more persuasive they are. This line of reasoning reflects the stance we take as well. The most
relevant theory for this thesis is the one of processing fluency which describes “the ease or
difficulty with which new, external information can be processed” (Schwarz et al., 2004).
According to Schwartz et al., the variables that can be manipulated in this regard involve the
presentation of information, such as the color or font of text, the environment in which it is
presented as well as how complex or easy the information is written. The positive dimensions
associated with processing fluency include higher judgements of truth (Reber & Schwarz, 1999)
or liking (Reber, Winkielman, & Schwarz, 1998). Highly relevant to the dispute are Whittlesea
and William’s (2001a, 2001b) findings regarding processing discrepancy. According to these
two researchers, the outcomes of fluency are especially strong when this fluency is surprising
and thus discrepant from the individual’s expectations about the presented text. Thus, overly
complicated texts might trigger negative attitudes towards the given text due to the experienced
discrepancy in expectations.

Oppenheimer (2006) found a clear positive correlation throughout his study between fluency
and perceived intelligence of the author which points very clearly towards complexly
formulated statements being rated as less profound and multiple studies since have confirmed
this correlation. For example, Alter & Oppenheimer (2006) discovered that fluently named
stocks tend to perform better than stocks with complicated and difficult to pronounce names.
Moreover, Dragojevic & Giles (2016) concluded that factors impacting a listener’s processing
fluency negatively (e.g. an accent or noise) lead to negative attitudes on the side of the listener.

Oppenheimer (2006) also pointed out several limitations to his findings that could have
impacted the robust results he observed. For example, the population he tested consisted of
well-educated students and the results observed might be different if they would be tested on
the general population or experts in a given field. Similar results to Oppenheimer’s can be
expected to be observed in study 1 due to testing the business statements on students who can
be expected to be well educated and it will be interesting to evaluate whether and how things
change for study 2 which is conducted with a more general population. Since the statements are
specific to the business sector, a difference in judgement might be found between students
studying business related subjects and students of other areas as well as individuals working
within business and those that do not. Even though limitations to Oppenheimer’s theory as well
as opposing literature exists, we formulate the following hypothesis:

H4a: Ease of understanding is positively correlated with profundity ratings.

As measuring ease of understanding in our study relies on subjective ratings provided by the
respondents themselves, English proficiency is drawn upon to verify the results in a more
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objective manner. In line with the reasoning of Schwarz et al. (2004), language has been used
as a task characteristic that was intentionally manipulated in the presentation of information.
For the purpose of our research, this entails conducting the study in English among a varied
sample with different levels of English proficiency. Historically, the majority of prior research
on pseudo-profound bullshit has been either specifically tested among a population whose
native language corresponds to the survey language (Pennycook et al., 2015; Pfattheicher &
Schindler, 2016; Walker et al., 2019) or involves translating the study into the native language
of respondents (Erlandsson et al., 2018; Cavojova et al., 2018; Nilsson et al., 2019). Therefore,
it is interesting to measure the impact of language proficiency in addition to self-reported ease
of understanding. Following the logic of Oppenheimer (2006) presented earlier, English
proficiency should have a similar effect as ease of understanding, suggesting that those with
higher language proficiency rate statements as more profound in comparison with those with
lower language proficiency.

H4b: Individuals with higher English proficiency, compared with those with lower English
proficiency, rate all statement types as more profound.

2.4. Summary of Hypotheses

H1la: Business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit is perceived as profound as pseudo-

profound bullshit in previous research.

H1b: Traditional pseudo-profound bullshit is perceived as profound as traditional

pseudo-profound bullshit found in previous research.

Hlc: There is a positive correlation between the profundity ratings of business
oriented pseudo-profound bullshit, real business statements, and traditional pseudo-
profound bullshit.

H2a: Individuals with higher reflective ability, compared with those with lower
ability, are able to better distinguish between business oriented pseudo-profound

bullshit and real business statements.

H2b: Individuals with higher reflective ability, compared with those with lower

ability, rate pseudo-profound bullshit statements as less profound.
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H2c: Individuals with higher analytic cognitive ability, compared with those with

lower ability, are able to better distinguish between business oriented pseudo-profound

bullshit and real business statements.

H2d: Individuals with higher analytic cognitive ability, compared with those with

lower ability, rate pseudo-profound bullshit statements as less profound.

H3: Individuals familiar with business articles, compared with those less familiar,

perceive both business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit and real business statements

as more profound.

H4a: Ease of understanding is positively correlated with profundity ratings.

H4b: Individuals with higher English proficiency, compared with those with lower

English proficiency, rate all statement types as more profound.
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3. Methodology

The following chapter will begin with addressing all steps concerning initial work and the
choice of topic as well as present the scientific approach and the research design. Then, the pre-
tests are touched upon before providing details on the questionnaire development for the first
and second study. This section will conclude with remarks on data quality.

3.1. Initial Work and Choice of Topic

Due to a high interest in psychology and especially judgment and decision-making, the authors
set out to explore potential research areas before coming across Pennycook et al.’s (2015)
research and the numerous extensional studies that followed. Considering the present studies
mostly focus on the cognitive perspective in other fields of study (e.g. Pennycook & Rand,
2019), a potential application to the business context was discussed and narrowed down.

Extensive research in databases and libraries on the origins of bullshit as well as its application
to business in general made the authors more familiar with the concept and supported the
relevance of testing pseudo-profound bullshit in a business setting. Different variables and
focus areas, e.g. whether it is possible to teach someone to detect business bullshit, were
discussed before the authors together with their supervisor decided to narrow the scope down
to examining the receptivity to business bullshit and connect that with prior research on human
and task characteristics in relation to pseudo-profound bullshit receptivity.

Thus, as noted in section 1.4 about intended knowledge contribution, this thesis sets out to
address knowledge gaps between pseudo-profound bullshit and the field of business while also
adding the component of task characteristics. As a secondary contribution, some parts of the
original study done by Pennycook et al. (2015) will also be replicated to increase the validity
of the findings as well as to enable interesting comparisons.

3.2. Scientific Approach

This thesis follows the underlying premise of using research to improve social life and of
specifically business research to “understand why and how things happen” (Ghauri et al., 2020,
p.11). Thus, our findings are intended to create awareness and contribute to how and why people
make specific decisions in a business context as already elaborated on in section 1.2, Purpose
of the Study. Since our research uses existing theory as a starting point, this study follows a
deductive research approach, building on available literature to generate hypotheses set out to
be tested and investigated (Bryman & Bell, 2011). In line with Churchill’s (1995) conclusion
that most research methodologies are chosen based on previous methods applied in a specific
field of research, a quantitative approach is appropriate since all prior conducted studies on
pseudo-profound bullshit used surveys as a means to test their hypotheses and assumptions.

21



Therefore, precedent established a robust way of testing the relationships between different
variables and pseudo-profound bullshit quantitatively that is intended to be followed here. A
similar approach allows for detailed comparisons and thus the ability to highlight differences
and similarities. The prior research conducted on pseudo-profound bullshit also enabled us to
have focused research questions and hypotheses, for which guantitative data collection is a
fitting method to extend the boundaries of existing theory (Edmondson & McManus, 2007).
While a fully qualitative approach to data collection did not seem suitable as the goal of our
research question was not to generate new theory, there were benefits of using a hybrid
approach (Bryman & Bell, 2011) in conducting a qualitative pre-study as will be elaborated on
in section 3.4. An alternative fully qualitative approach could have involved analyzing existing
data and texts (e.g. CEO letters in earnings reports) with regards to how often and which types
of bullshit have been used in line with White and Marsh’s (2006) methods for content analysis.
However, due to ambiguities around what to classify as bullshit or not, it had been deemed not
feasible.

Given the complexity of our subject matter, some qualitative data offers valuable input to
inform the quantitative metrics of our research (Edmondson & McManus, 2007). Therefore, to
answer the main research questions of this thesis, the authors conducted two studies: study 1
consisted of a quantitative study informed by a qualitative pre-study and study 2 was a purely
quantitative study. It was deemed appropriate to conduct a second study in order to verify and
extend the findings of the first one, especially on the metrics that have not been studied in
relation to pseudo-profound bullshit so far. Conducting a second study also enabled the
measurement of results among a larger sample size, which contributes to greater precision in
results. Moreover, the “replication crisis” mentioned by (Camerer et al., 2017), which describes
that many published findings do not hold up when recreated, and a sincere ambition to produce
reliable and valuable results, strengthened that decision.

Both study 1 and study 2 consisted of self-completion questionnaires, meaning a questionnaire
was distributed to respondents who subsequently filled them out by themselves and answered
a pre-specified set of questions (Bryman & Bell, 2011).

3.3.  Research Design

When designing the first study to address the key research questions, it was decided to make it
as similar to the original study on pseudo-profound bullshit (Pennycook et al., 2015) as possible
but still feasible for the thesis scope and timing. The quantitative study took the form of a
questionnaire distributed digitally to the respective target group. Study 1 was conducted entirely
via a web-based survey as the impact of the Coronavirus situation prevented the collection of
data in person. The survey was distributed between March 21st and March 31st, employing a
mix of convenience and snowball sampling (Bryman & Bell, 2011). First, the survey was
distributed to the author’s friends, classmates and former classmates. Moreover, it was posted
in university groups on Facebook (e.g. University of Mannheim) to reach a larger audience.
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Finally, twelve professors who have conducted extensive research on pseudo-profound bullshit
were contacted and asked to distribute the survey among their students with some agreeing to
help distribute the survey. Study 2, consisting of a shorter survey, was distributed using Prolific,
an online data collection service, and fielded on April 18th.

Given financial constraints and a longer estimated duration for questionnaire completion based
on previous similar studies (Erlandsson et al., 2018), accessing a representative sample through
an online survey platform such as Amazon’s Mechanical Turks, Prolific, or Pollfish was
deemed too costly for study 1. Since the first of Pennycook et al.’s (2015) experiments was
conducted among university students and students were easier to access given the authors’
student status, the target group was chosen to be students. While the network of the authors
included mostly Swedish and German students in the greater Stockholm region, efforts were
made to increase the respondent diversity by recruiting students from other universities and
countries. Moreover, this allowed potential comparisons to be made across business knowledge
and English proficiency levels.

Study 2, which further examined interesting findings from study 1 and was intentionally shorter
to address the beforehand mentioned financial constraints, was distributed through the online
survey platform Prolific, to enable a broad distribution and high response quantity. Moreover,
we were able to access a broader range of age, analytic cognitive ability, business familiarity
and expertise, and English proficiency. Notably, nearly three-quarters of available respondents
in Prolific were from the UK or US, which provided the possibility of testing among a larger
native English-speaking group of respondents. A new form of survey distribution had to be
found since respondents from study 1 could not be asked to also participate in study 2, since
some became aware of the purpose of the study which would have impacted the quality
(Soderlund, 2010). Whereas many of the previous studies (Pennycook et al., 2015 and
Pfattheicher & Schindler, 2016) used Amazon’s Mechanical Turks as a means to gather data, it
was decided to use Prolific for this thesis. A primary reason was that Prolific is dedicated to
research purposes and thus informs their subjects about expectations and regulations, entailing
more transparent screening methods and selection opportunities as well as provides fair and
transparent payment (Palan & Schitter, 2018). Additionally, the service had transparent and
competitive pricing, which facilitated its use.

The key dependent variables measured during study 1 and 2 were the profundity and ease of
understanding of each statement presented. The main non-manipulated independent variables
were statement type, including business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit, real business, and
traditional pseudo-profound bullshit statements, reflective ability, analytic cognitive ability,
familiarity of business articles, business education/work experience, and English proficiency.
In the second study, only pseudo-profound bullshit and real business statements were tested
and reflective ability was excluded to limit the questionnaire length. For each questionnaire,
each respondent received all statement types tested and typically an equal number of business
oriented pseudo-profound bullshit and real business statements. In study 1, a total amount of
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125 responses was collected, out of which 113 were completed and passed the attention check
included in the questionnaire. The observed results did indeed change when comparing those
who passed the attention check to the full sample, which motivated excluding the responses
that failed the attention check. The survey completion rate, at 62%, was quite low meaning that
70 people started filling out the survey and then abandoned it prior to finishing. With 31 total
questions in our questionnaire, this is much lower than the benchmark of a 85% completion rate
for 30 question surveys launched through the Survey Monkey platform (2020). However, this
low completion rate was expected due to the length (approximately 15 minutes) of the
questionnaire and the rather demanding nature of the questions themselves (Liu & Wronski,
2018), especially the cognitive task questions.

Study 2 generated 215 responses in total, out of which 30 were excluded for failing the attention
check that was again included in the questionnaire. As one purchases a guaranteed minimum
number of completions through Prolific, considerations about completion rate was not
necessary though estimated duration influenced the suggested amount of reward to offer for
participation.

Table 1

Composition of sample in study 1 (n = 113) and study 2 (n = 185)

Study 1 Sample % Study 2 Sample %
Sex Female 56% Female 48%
Male 42% Male 51%
Other 2% Other 1%
Age 16 - 20 4% 16 -20 21%
21-25 65% 21-25 34%
26 - 30 28% 26 30 17%
31+ 3% 31+ 28%
Country of Sweden 45% UK 28%
residence Germany 32% Poland 22%
Other European countries  12% Portugal 12%
Other non-European 10% Other European countries 27%
countries Other non-European 11%
countries

Note: Study 1 was conducted via convenience sampling (students) and study 2 was conducted using an online

survey service, hence the differences in age distribution and countries of residence.

3.4. Pre-tests

In order to facilitate the collection of high-quality data when conducting study 1 and then also
study 2, different preparatory steps were taken. Due to concerns about the complexity of the
topic when conveyed over a questionnaire and a longer estimated duration for completion,
several versions of the questionnaire were created and tested during a pre-study on 12
individuals. In terms of content, the focus of the pre-study was to explore the respondent
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reaction to both the business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit and real business statements
presented in different lengths and formats. This was decided as it was a unique factor not
previously included in previous studies and it could have influenced ease of understanding.
With the intention of understanding the respondents’ cognitive processing while reading the
statements, a qualitative method was used in this case. Specifically, the think aloud method was
used under the assumption that the verbalized thoughts during the think aloud exercise reflected
at least some of the thoughts of the respondent (Eccles & Arsal, 2017). Each respondent was
asked to speak his or her thoughts out loud while reading and responding to the questionnaire
to gain an understanding on how each perceived the different statements.

Three versions of the questionnaire were used in the pre-study, varying on both statement types.
One presented both types of statements as single-sentence statements, one presented paragraphs
of multiple sentences strung together and the third one included context in connection with
single sentences as well as paragraphs. Examples for the different formats the statements were
presented in can be found in Appendix C. Results from the pre-study revealed that both the
paragraph and context scenarios significantly increased the amount of time needed to answer
each question. Additionally, due to the inherently complex nature of these two scenarios, the
respondents were placed in a visibly uncomfortable position, struggling a lot with processing
the respective statements. Thus, it was decided to use the single-sentence statements for the
main study as adding complexity would place additional risk on the questionnaire completion
rate. Moreover, this was also deemed most appropriate to reduce respondent tiredness
(Soderlund, 2005) as much as possible by keeping the statements short and thus quick to read
through.

Incorporating learnings from the pre-study, a draft of the questionnaire for study 1 including
the business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit, real business, and traditional pseudo-profound
bullshit statements, cognitive reasoning tests (CRT and Berlin numeracy), and demographic
questions was tested on a small number of students. However, this draft turned out to be too
extensive and time consuming to complete and was therefore significantly cut down before
distributed in the scope of the proper study. After developing the questionnaire for study 2 by
cutting down the questions from study 1, this was tested among 20 people before releasing it
for the full response group.

3.5.  Questionnaires

Developing the questionnaires for study 1 and study 2 was done under consideration of all
available options and restrictions as described in the previous sections. It was decided to use a
longer, more extensive questionnaire for study 1 which was subsequently reduced and more
focused in scope during study 2. In the following, the different blocks as well as relevant scales
and measures are elaborated on.
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3.5.1. Study 1

After pre-testing using several iterations, the questionnaire for study 1 was constructed based
on the information collected until that point as well as through careful analysis of the pre-study
findings. The questionnaire was distributed using the survey platform Qualtrics and an
overview of the different blocks can be seen in Table 2.

After deciding to fill out the survey, the respondent landed on a page giving a short introduction
on the researchers, the research area, and an anticipated time for completion. Here, it was
important to not reveal the underlying measurement of bullshit receptivity and instead focus on
understanding how individuals perceive business statements. Moreover, an incentive in the
form of a lottery to win one of two 25 Euro Amazon vouchers was mentioned to encourage
participation (Laguilles, Williams & Saunders, 2011) as well as a second incentive in the form
of 50 cents donated to a Swedish charity per completed survey to increase the probability that
a given respondent completes the survey.

The first main block of the questionnaire focused on the direct application of pseudo-profound
bullshit in a business setting. Respondents were asked to rate six of ten randomized business
statements, of which three were business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit and three were real
business sentences, on profundity and ease of understanding. Before displaying the statements,
a short instruction gave some context to the subsequent statements by stating that it is assumed
that those have been said by a representative of a company, in line with our intention of testing
external business communication. The introduction also asked the respondent not to look up
unknown words to encourage answering based on a first intuition after seeing the statements.
To ensure a common understanding of profundity especially among non-native English
speakers, the definition of profundity was presented each time the respondent was asked to rate
that metric. The business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit business that were formulated
using two online bullshit generators, namely https://www.bullshitgenerator.com/ as well as
https://www.atrixnet.com/bs-generator.ntml. If necessary, the generated concepts were
transformed into syntactically correct sentences from a grammatical perspective, consistent
with the approach used in prior research (Pennycook et al., 2015). The real business statements
came from the most recent quarterly earnings report of five randomly selected companies from
the Dow 30 as the composition of the business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit statements
came very close to this type of not vague forward-looking strategy commentary. A detailed list
of all statements used in the studies as well as their sources can be found in Appendix D. To
measure profundity, we used a five-degree Likert scale that mirrored the same scale employed
in previous research (Pennycook et al., 2015; Pfattheicher & Schindler, 2016; Turpin et al.,
2019) to enable easier comparisons of findings. However, for ease of understanding, which has
not been previously tested, we used a seven-degree Likert scale because research proclaims that
more response options increases the probability to achieve high reliability (Weng, 2004). Due
to the complexity of the statements, a symmetric scale (having a neutral midpoint) was used for
both profundity and ease of understanding to make sure the respondents do not feel forced to
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choose a specific direction (Joshi et al., 2015). Moreover, all five or seven items were labeled
to ensure a high understanding of the options as well as to make it easier for the respondent to
pick the most suitable item (Weng, 2004). To ensure no order effect occurs, the questions in
this block were displayed to the respondents in a random order.

The second block included randomly generated meaningless sentences, or traditional pseudo-
profound bullshit, from Pennycook et al. (2015) in an effort to replicate their findings. Two of
those bullshit statements from the original study were incorporated and also rated on profundity
as well as on ease of understanding on a 5-degree and 7-degree Likert scale, respectively. As
the survey was mentally demanding, it was decided to only use two sentences rather than three,
which would have been in line with the previous block, to reduce the overall questionnaire
length by two questions (one question each for profundity and ease of understanding).

The third block aimed to assess analytic cognitive ability, which was measured through two
tests: the CRT and Berlin numeracy test. Previous studies have consistently found a negative
correlation between bullshit receptivity and cognitive ability. Although the fewest number of
questions was preferred to minimize survey length, shorter versions of the numeracy test have
shown to lack acceptable internal reliability (Pennycook et al., 2015) or have low internal
reliability (Nilsson et al., 2019). Therefore, the multiple-choice Berlin numeracy test consisting
of four questions was employed instead (Cokely et al., 2012). The full three question CRT was
retained. At the end of this block, one attention check question was included to make sure the
respondents read the instructions carefully when filling out the questionnaire. As Liu and
Wronski (2018) found, there is not sufficient evidence to suggest that having multiple attention
check questions will better identify negligent respondents versus a single attention check
question. In line with their recommendations, the question was placed after all significant parts
were measured rather than close to the beginning.

The fourth and final block of the survey asked the respondents to fill out demographic
information. Apart from the general demographic questions relating to age, gender and country
of residence; educational background, familiarity with business articles, and English
proficiency level were asked to address some of the hypotheses mentioned earlier.

The last question asked the respondent to choose among three charities (R6da Korset,
Cancerfonden and SOS-barnbyar). Upon completion, the respondents were directed to a
different page to submit their email address to enter the beforehand mentioned lottery
anonymously. This method separated responses from identifying information, thereby reducing
potential harm to the respondents and adhering to research ethics in line with the MRS Code of
Conduct (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The exact layout of the questionnaire for study 1 can be found
in Appendix E.
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Table 2

Questionnaire composition study 1

Block 1 3 business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit Questions 1-12
statements each rated on profundity and ease of
understanding

3 real business statements each rated on profundity
and ease of understanding

Block 2 2 traditional pseudo-profound bullshit statements Questions 13-16
each rated on profundity and ease of understanding

Block 3 Berlin Numeracy test (4 questions), CRT (3 Questions 17-24
Questions) and attention check

Block 4 Demographics (age, gender, country of residence,  Questions 25-30
educational background, familiarity with business
articles and English proficiency)

Final Choice of charity and lottery entry via e-mail Questions 31-32
questions address
3.5.2. Study 2

As previously mentioned, study 2 was developed through taking study 1 and focusing on the
most interesting results that warrant further investigation. The questionnaire was again
developed on Qualtrics but distributed through the online data collection service Prolific. An
overview of the different blocks can be seen in Table 3.

After a short introduction and instructions similar to that of study 1 and communicating an
estimated completion time of 10 minutes, block 1 contained three business oriented pseudo-
profound bullshit and three real business statements taken from study 1. Specifically, the
statements yielding either highest or lowest profundity or ease of understanding have been taken
to increase the probability of observing more distinct results. Those have again been displayed
in a random order. In line with our stated priorities for knowledge contribution, it was decided
to not include the two traditional pseudo-profound bullshit statements in an effort to keep the
questionnaire comparatively short.

The second block included the cognitive part of the questionnaire and it was decided to only
show the Berlin numeracy test with four multiple-choice questions. Based on our first study
and previous research, analytic cognitive ability as measured by the Berlin numeracy test and
reflective ability as measured by the CRT are significantly and positively correlated
(Erlandsson et al., 2018). Due to the desire to make the questionnaire more concise, we
proceeded with only one of these two tests. Moreover, Berlin numeracy was prioritized because

28



it has been less explored in relation to pseudo-profound bullshit in previous research. The
scoring scale, ranging from 0-4, also allowed for more variation than the CRT with scores
ranging from 0-3. This could allow for more nuanced analysis of results in relation to analytic
cognitive ability, such as impact of high, medium, or low analytic cognitive ability. After those
questions, the attention check was included.

In the third block, the respondent was asked to fill out demographic information including, age,
gender, work experience, familiarity with business statements, and English proficiency. Since
the target group in this study was not students, educational background was replaced with field
of work, specified as the field of work in which the respondent has worked longest.

Table 3

Questionnaire composition study 2

Block 1 3 business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit Questions 1-12
statements each rated on profundity and ease of
understanding

3 real business statements each rated on profundity
and ease of understanding

Block 2 Berlin Numeracy test (4 questions) and attention Questions 13-16
check
Block 3 Demographics (age, gender, field of work, Questions 17-21

familiarity with business articles and English
proficiency)

Final Possibility to enter Prolific ID Question 22
questions

3.5.3. Scales and Measures

To measure profundity, we used a five-degree Likert scale that mirrored the same scale
employed in previous research (Pennycook et al., 2015; Pfattheicher & Schindler, 2016; Turpin
et al., 2019) to enable easier comparisons of findings. This scale consisted of 1) not at all
profound, 2) somewhat profound, 3) fairly profound, 4) definitely profound and 5) very
profound. For ease of understanding, which has not been previously tested in relation to pseudo-
profound bullshit, we used a seven-degree Likert scale because research proclaims that more
response options increases the probability to achieve high reliability (Weng, 2004).
Specifically, the scale used here was 1) very easy, 2) fairly easy, 3) moderately easy, 4) neutral,
5) moderately difficult, 6) fairly difficult and 7) very difficult, inspired by the scale used to
measure fluency by Oppenheimer (2006) and Shah and Oppenheimer (2007). Due to the
complexity of the statements, a symmetric scale (having a neutral midpoint) was used for ease
of understanding to make sure the respondents do not feel forced to choose a specific direction
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(Joshi et al., 2015). Moreover, all five or seven items were labeled to ensure a high
understanding of the options as well as to make it easier for the respondent to pick the most
suitable item (Weng, 2004). To measure business familiarity a five-degree Likert scale
consisting of 1) very familiar, 2) somewhat familiar, 3) neither familiar nor unfamiliar, 4)
somewhat unfamiliar and 5) very unfamiliar. The ILR (Interagency Language Roundtable)
scale was drawn upon to measure English Proficiency. This scale consists of 1) elementary
proficiency, 2) limited working proficiency, 3) professional working proficiency, 4) full
professional proficiency and 5) native or bilingual proficiency (International Center for
Language Programs, 2016).

3.6. Data Quality

To ensure the data a study produces is of high quality, reliability and validity concerns have to
be addressed (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Reliability refers to whether a study is able to produce
consistent data, hence if repeated would lead to the same findings, and validity determines
whether what is set out to be measured is in fact measured by the studies conducted (Bryman
& Bell, 2011). Different factors of both concepts are discussed below.

Conducting pre-tests helps to establish whether the questions are understood and interpreted in
the intended way, thus an extensive qualitative pre-study was conducted as well as tests of the
questionnaires with a small group of the relevant sample before sending it out to the full sample.
It has to be mentioned that the relevant studies are relatively long, complex, and demanding
which might have impacted the way respondents answered and thus raises concerns about the
data quality. However, in order to increase internal reliability, scales with a minimum of five
items, when applicable even seven, have been employed and were all labeled clearly to make
sure the respondents understand what is asked of them (Weng, 2004). Further ensuring high
internal reliability, well established multi-item measures as the CRT or the Berlin Numeracy
Test were used (Soderlund, 2005). These measures have been used in research extensively
before and thus are expected to produce consistent results. As a way to increase measurement
validity, the scale to assess profundity was taken from previous studies (e.g. Pennycook et al.,
2015) as it has been proven to capture the concept successfully. In order to measure familiarity
with business statements and English proficiency, self-reported scores were generated. This of
course reduces the reliability of those scores and thus has to be drawn upon with caution.
However, the familiarity with business statements has been compared to whether or not a
respondent studies or works with business which increases the applicability of the scale. We
chose to not solely rely on the latter as some individuals might be familiar with business
statements due to other reasons unrelated to field of studies or work.

As a measure for internal consistency, Cronbach’s alphas were computed for each set of
questions that were analyzed as a scale. The following scale by George & Mallery (2003) was
used to evaluate Cronbach’s alpha outputs: > 0.9 (Excellent), > 0.8 (Good), > 0.7 (Acceptable),
> 0.6 (Questionable), > 0.5(Poor), and < 0.5 (Unacceptable). Since each respondent randomly
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received six out of ten possible business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit and real business
statements in study 1, a mean Cronbach’s alpha of all groupings was computed. Therefore, the
business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit statements showed o = 0.83 for profundity ratings
and a = 0.77 for ease of understanding ratings, which were acceptable. Among real business
statements, the Cronbach’s alpha was not acceptable for profundity ratings and ease of
understanding ratings, so each statement was evaluated individually instead of on the aggregate
level. Traditional pseudo-profound bullshit statements had acceptable reliability for ease of
understanding (o = 0.71) and though it was poor for profundity (a = 0.58), these statements had
previously been tested at acceptable reliability levels in prior studies (Pennycook et al., 2015).
Both the Berlin numeracy test (a.=0.72) and the CRT (a = 0.77) achieved acceptable reliability
in line with multiple previous studies (Erlandsson et al., 2018; Nilsson et al., 2019; Walker et
al., 2019).

During the second study, reliability for the business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit
statements were slightly lower for profundity (o = 0.68) and ease of understanding (o = 0.55).
Although these scores were questionable, we proceeded with this scale as the same questions
demonstrated acceptable reliability in study 1. Again, due to unacceptable reliability as a scale,
we decided to measure real business statements individually. Reliability for Berlin numeracy
(a=0.72) was once again acceptable in the second study.

Whether findings can be expected to be observed in real life, hence whether a study is
representative of the real world is assessed by ecological validity (Schmuckler, 2001).
Addressing this concern, it was made sure that the real business statements were in fact real
world examples taken from financial reports. However, respondents would have come in
contact with said statements in a different context in a real situation, thus impacting the
generalizability of the findings to real world situations. Moreover, due to the composition of
the samples, it has to be noted that neither in study 1 is the sample representative of students in
general, nor is the sample examined in study 2 representable for the general population due to
differences in composition.
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4. Results and Analysis

In this section, we will discuss the results from our data analysis. This will include the summary
of data statistics themselves as well as evaluating the data in relation to our initial hypotheses.
At the end of this section, we will summarize all hypotheses including which ones were
supported or not. In line with other research within the social sciences, results and tables will
be presented in accordance to the American Psychological Association (APA) guidelines,
seventh edition (2019).

4.1. Analytical Tool

After the collection of data was complete for each study, the data was exported from Qualtrics
to Excel and filtered to exclude responses deemed inadequate. This data was then imported to
IBM SPSS Statistics 26 for Windows and Mac to conduct the analysis. P-values (p<0.05) on a
significance level of 5% were used throughout this thesis to evaluate hypotheses.

1) For hypothesis H1a, a one sample t-test was conducted. For H1b, an independent t-test
compared results on the same statements from two different studies: our study and one
previous work of research. For Hlc, correlations between the profundity ratings of all
statement types were calculated.

2) For hypotheses H2a, H2b, H2c, and H2d, independent t-tests were applied to investigate
differences in the groups based on cognitive abilities.

3) For hypothesis H3, an independent t-test compared the mean profundity ratings of the
groups, differentiated by level of familiarity with business articles.

4) For hypothesis H4a, individual correlations of each statement have been investigated and
aggregated when applicable to arrive at a mean correlation between ease of understanding
and profundity ratings. For H4b an independent t-test was used to investigate differences
in the groups based on English proficiency.

In addition to these parametric tests, we also tested the corresponding nonparametric equivalent,
such as the Mann Whitney U test for the independent sample t-test, in case our data did not
follow a specific distribution. For each one of the tests, the results did not significantly differ
between parametric and nonparametric tests. Therefore, we have focused on reporting results
from the parametric tests.
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4.2. Human Factors

4.2.1. Pseudo-Profound Bullshit

This section describes the evaluation of hypotheses Hla-c. As covered by our first research
question, the first component of extending the research on pseudo-profound bullshit to the
business arena involves confirming if people are receptive to business oriented pseudo-
profound bullshit. Aligned with the criteria established by Pennycook et al. (2015), the
benchmark for a statement evoking a feeling of profoundness was a profundity rating of 2,
which is “somewhat profound.” In the first study, a one-sample t-test showed that business
oriented pseudo-profound bullshit statements were perceived as profound as an aggregate scale.
This effect was not solely driven by the change of context to business terminology as all five
real business statements were also perceived as profound (see Table 4 for all tested values for
the one-sample t-test in both study 1 and study 2).

Table 4

Results for comparing profundity ratings of statements with pre-determined test value

Statements n M SD df t p

Study 1  Bullshit profundity 2 113 2.53 0.85 112 6.59 < .001™
Traditional profundity® 113 2.37 1.02 112 3.81 < .001™
Real profundity ¢ 1 66 2.53 1.06 65 4.08 < .001™
Real profundity 2 67 2.42 1.02 66 3.36 001
Real profundity 3 67 252 1.02 66 4.19 < .001"
Real profundity 4 65 2.75 1.23 64 4.96 < .001"
Real profundity 5 75 2.65 0.97 74 5.86 < .001™

Study 2 BS profundity 185 2.75 0.83 184 12.27 < .001™
Real profundity 2 185 2.46 1.00 184 6.36 < .001™
Real profundity 3 185 2.70 1.20 184 7.93 < .001™
Real profundity 4 185 3.02 1.06 184 13.03 < .001™

Note. One-sample t-test applied for comparing mean profundities with pre-determined test value = 2 which was

determined by Pennycook et al. (2015) to be the threshold for a statement being profound, scale used for

profundity ranged from 1 (not at all profound) to 5 (very profound).

2 profundity ratings for business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit statements on the aggregate level

® profundity ratings for statements taken from Pennycook et al. (2015) for replication purposes

¢ profundity ratings for real business statements on the item level
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~p<0.01

During the second study, similar results were found. Using the same benchmark for profundity,
business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit statements were perceived as profound as an
aggregate scale. Again, each of the three real business statements were also perceived as
profound. A detailed table on the means and standard deviations of all individual statements of
both study 1 and study 2 can be found in Table F1 in the Appendix. Additionally, the
distribution of the ratings for both profundity and ease of understanding for all statement types
is also available in Appendix G.

Therefore, Hla — business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit is perceived as profound as
pseudo-profound bullshit in previous research — was supported.

To test the validity of existing theory, traditional pseudo-profound bullshit statements were
directly replicated from previous research during study 1. In a one-sample t-test, these
traditional pseudo-profound bullshit statements were perceived as profound on an aggregate
scale with a mean profundity score that was significantly above 2. Since there were a limited
number of statements presented, we further compared the mean profundity rating of each
traditional pseudo-profound bullshit statement with its corresponding mean profundity rating
from the first study of Pennycook et al. (2015), in which they also tested the statements among
a student population. Though this would be an imperfect comparison, we were curious if results
would be similar on a more granular level.

However, the independent t-test that compared direct statement to statement revealed
significant differences in mean profundity for both statements (see Table 5). For both
statements, the mean profundity in our first study was significantly different than the mean from
Pennycook et al.’s (2015) original study. Although the item level results deviated from the
results in previous research, several differences between the tested populations, could have
contributed to the results. Overall, we deemed that empirical evidence indicating receptivity to
traditional pseudo-profound bullshit on the aggregate level was sufficient. Therefore, these
statements were not tested again in the second study.

Based on these findings, H1b — traditional pseudo-profound bullshit is perceived as profound
as traditional pseudo-profound bullshit found in previous research — was supported only on
the aggregate level.

Table 5

Replication results for two traditional pseudo-profound bullshit statements (n = 113)

Statement Testvalue M SD t (112) p
”We are in the midst of a self-aware blossoming of 2.69 2.14 1.21 -4.82 < .001
being that will align us with the nexus itself” 288 259 1.24 247 015
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”Consciousness is the growth of coherence, and of us.”

Note: One sample t-test comparing observed means to observed means (test values) by Pennycook et al.

(2015).

As a final way of understanding pseudo-profound bullshit in a business setting relative to
previous research findings, we measured the correlations between the profundity ratings of
business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit, real business statements, and traditional pseudo-
profound bullshit. In the first study, profundity ratings for all three statement types were
significantly and positively correlated with each other with only a few exceptions involving the
individual real business statements (see Table H1 in the Appendix for full correlations on the
item level). Notably, the mean profundity for business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit was
significantly correlated with each real business statement and the traditional pseudo-profound
bullshit statements mean profundity. This was further supported in the second study where the
profundity ratings of business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit were significantly positively
correlated with the profundity of each real business statement (see Table 11 in the Appendix for
full correlations on the item level).

Thus, H1c — there is a positive correlation between the profundity ratings of business oriented
pseudo-profound bullshit, real business statements, and traditional pseudo-profound bullshit —
was supported.

Supported with empirical evidence from both studies, individuals are receptive to pseudo-
profound bullshit in a business setting and receptivity to all statement types appear to be
positively correlated, in line with previous research conducted outside the field of business. On
an aggregate level, traditional pseudo-profound bullshit is as profound as in previous research,
though evidence does not support this on the individual statement level.

4.2.2. Pseudo-Profound Bullshit Sensitivity

This section describes the evaluation of hypotheses H2a-d. In order to measure pseudo-
profound bullshit sensitivity, we used the mean profundity rating for each real business
statement and subtracted the mean profundity rating for all business oriented pseudo-profound
bullshit statements as an aggregate scale. As a result, we calculated a total of five bullshit
sensitivity scores, one for each real business statement. This calculation type had previously
been used by Erlandsson et al. (2018). In particular, we compared the calculated bullshit
sensitivity between groups that differed on reflective ability and analytic cognitive ability using
independent t-tests.

Reflective Ability

Beginning with reflective ability, in our first study we examined differences between those with
higher reflective ability and those with lower reflective ability, measured by one’s cumulative
score on the CRT. Respondents who scored 3 were designated as having higher reflective ability
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(n = 60) and those who scored 0-2 were designated as having lower reflective ability (n = 53).
In order to evaluate the difference in each group’s ability to distinguish between business
oriented pseudo-profound bullshit and real business sentences, we ran an independent t-test
with reflective ability as the independent variable and bullshit sensitivity score as the dependent
variable. We found that there was no significant difference between the bullshit sensitivity of
the higher reflective ability group and the lower reflective ability group for every one of the
five real business statements (see Table 6).

Table 6

The effects of reflective ability on profundity ratings in study 1

Statements High CRT Low CRT df t p
n M SD n M SD

Bullshit profundity 2 60 248 0.74 53 257 0.96 111 -0.55 .584
Traditional profundity ® 60 231 0.97 53 243 1.06 111 -0.65 518
Real profundity 1 31 252 0.96 35 254 1.15 64 -0.10 919
Real profundity 2 39 231 0.95 28 257 1.10 65 -1.05 299
Real profundity 3 37 249 1.07 30 257 0.97 65 -0.32 752
Real profundity 4 34 259 121 31 294 1.24 63 -1.14 257
Real profundity 5 41  2.63 0.99 34 2.68 0.95 73 -0.19 .852
Bullshit sensitivity 91 31 011 0.92 35 0.07 1.15 64 0.69 496
Bullshit sensitivity 2 39 -0.12 1.07 28 -0.04 1.21 65 -0.30 .766
Bullshit sensitivity 3 37 0.06 0.98 30 -0.05 1.27 65 0.41 .686
Bullshit sensitivity 4 34 015 1.27 31 040 1.05 63 -0.87 .388
Bullshit sensitivity 5 41 0.22 1.01 34 -0.02 0.95 73 1.04 .300

Note: Independent t-test used to compare differences in the mean of those scoring high on the CRT and those
scoring low on the CRT, scale used for profundity ranged from 1 (not at all profound) to 5 (very profound), high

CRT = 3 out of 3 correct, low CRT = 0-2 out of 3 correct.

2 profundity ratings for business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit statements on the aggregate level
b profundity ratings for statements taken from Pennycook et al. (2015) for replication purposes

¢ profundity ratings for real business statements on the item level

d difference between profundity of real business statements and mean profundity of bullshit business statements

Looking only at how the individuals of each group perceived the profundity of business oriented
pseudo-profound statements, again there were no significant differences. However, results
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show that the group with higher reflective ability directionally perceive business oriented
pseudo-profound statements as less profound compared to the group with lower reflective
ability. Though not significant, this finding directionally aligns with our expectations on the
impact of reflective ability on bullshit receptivity.

Therefore, H2a — individuals with higher reflective ability, compared with those with lower
ability, are able to better distinguish between business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit and
real business statements — was not supported.

Additionally, H2b — individuals with higher reflective ability, compared with those with lower
ability, rate pseudo-profound bullshit statements as less profound — was not supported either.

As mentioned in section 3.5.2, in order to make the second study more concise, we prioritized
gathering more data on analytic cognitive ability and did not measure the impact of reflective
ability further.

Analytic Cognitive Ability

Additionally, we examined the impact of analytic cognitive ability during two studies. In a
process similar to the one used for reflective ability, we made comparisons between those with
higher analytic cognitive ability and those with lower analytic cognitive ability, measured by
one’s cumulative score on the Berlin numeracy test. Respondents who scored 3 or 4 were
designated as having higher analytic cognitive ability (n = 61 in study 1, n = 43 in study 2) and
those who scored 0-2 were designated as having lower analytic cognitive ability (n =52 in study
1, n = 142 in study 2). An independent t-test with analytic cognitive ability as the independent
variable and bullshit sensitivity score as the dependent variable was conducted to measure the
ability of each group to distinguish between business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit and
real business sentences.

In the first study, the higher analytic cognitive ability group and the lower analytic cognitive
ability group exhibited no significant difference in bullshit sensitivity for four of the five real
business statements (see Table 7). Only for the fifth real business statement tested, “We intend
to continue to build the most innovative products and solutions to unleash the potential of our
digital world,” was the higher analytic cognitive ability group significantly better at
distinguishing real from bullshit compared to the lower ability group. We proceeded to evaluate
how each group of respondents perceived the profundity of only business oriented pseudo-
profound bullshit sentences. No significant differences were measured between the group with
higher analytic cognitive ability and the group with lower analytic cognitive ability, though
directionally the higher ability group rated these statements as less profound. Although there
was not a significant difference between the groups on bullshit sensitivity, business oriented
pseudo-profound bullshit profundity, and real business statement profundity, these results
suggest that bullshit sensitivity may be driven more by lower profundity ratings on pseudo-
profound bullshit rather than higher profundity ratings on real statements. At the same time,
many respondents tended to score higher on numeracy in the first study (M = 2.56), partly
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attributable to the respondents being highly educated as university level students. Therefore, it
was an interesting dimension to explore further with a more diverse population that could
exhibit a greater spread in numeracy scores.

Table 7

The effects of cognitive analytic ability on profundity ratings in study 1

Statements High Numeracy Low Numeracy df t p
n M SD n M SD

Bullshit profundity 2 61 243 0.82 52 2.64 0.87 111 -1.30 196
Traditional profundity® 61 2.31 0.99 52 243 1.07 111 -0.63 533
Real profundity ¢ 1 34 2.53 1.02 32 2.53 111 64 -0.01 919
Real profundity 2 39 2.28 0.99 28 2.61 1.03 65 -1.30 299
Real profundity 3 38 2.37 1.08 29 2.72 0.92 65 -1.43 752
Real profundity 4 35 2.83 1.25 30 2.67 1.21 63 0.53 257
Real profundity 5 44 2.77 0.96 31 2.48 0.6 73 1.28 .852
Bullshit sensitivity 91~ 34 0.52 1.20 32 -0.02 0.87 64 0.28 .780
Bullshit sensitivity 2 39 -0.05 112 28 -0.13 1.15 65 0.29 776
Bullshit sensitivity 3 38 0.04 1.19 29 -0.03 1.02 65 0.28 .782
Bullshit sensitivity 4 35 0.41 1.15 30 0.11 1.20 63 1.05 .296
Bullshit sensitivity 5 44 0.32 0.91 31 -0.19 1.02 73 2.27 .026*

Note: Independent t-test used to compare differences in the mean of those scoring high in the numeracy test and
those scoring low in the numeracy test: scale used for profundity ranged from 1 (not at all profound) to 5 (very

profound), high numeracy = 3-4 out of 4 correct, low numeracy = 0-2 out of 4 correct

2 profundity ratings for business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit statements on the aggregate level

b profundity ratings for statements taken from Pennycook et al. (2015) for replication purposes

¢ real profundity = profundity ratings for real business statements on the item level

d difference between profundity of real business statements and mean profundity of bullshit business statements

“p<0.05.

The second study achieved a much wider spread of cumulative numeracy scores among
respondents, with a lower mean (M = 1.62) than in the first study (M = 2.56). Along with a large
total number of respondents, this resulted in a much larger lower analytic cognitive ability group
(n =142) while maintaining a sufficiently sized higher analytic cognitive ability group (n = 43).
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In measuring bullshit sensitivity, there was no significant difference between the bullshit
sensitivity scores of the higher cognitive analytic ability group and the lower cognitive analytic
ability group for each of the real business statements (see Table 8). In contrast to the first study,
the higher cognitive analytic ability group rated business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit as
less profound than the lower cognitive analytic ability group to a significant degree.

Table 8

The effects of cognitive analytic ability on profundity ratings in study 2

Statements High Numeracy Low Numeracy t(183) p
M SD M SD

Bullshit profundity @ 2.53 0.98 2.82 0.78 -1.97 .050"
Real profundity © 2 2.40 1.05 2.49 0.98 -0.52 173
Real profundity 3 247 1.26 2.77 1.17 -1.46 .207
Real profundity 4 2.79 1.17 -3.08 1.08 -1.60 184
Bullshit sensitivity ©2  -0.14 0.86 -0.33 0.99 1.16 247
Bullshit sensitivity 3 -0.07 1.34 -0.05 1.21 -0.08 933
Bullshit sensitivity 4 0.26 0.88 0.27 1.16 -0.05 961

Note: High numeracy n = 43, low numeracy n = 142, independent t-test used to compare differences in the mean
of those scoring high in the numeracy test and those scoring low in the numeracy test, scale used for profundity
ranged from 1 (not at all profound) to 5 (very profound), high numeracy = 3-4 out of 4 correct, low numeracy =

0-2 out of 4 correct.

a profundity ratings for business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit statements on the aggregate level

b profundity ratings for real business statements on the item level

¢ difference between profundity of real business statements and mean profundity of bullshit business statements

“p<0.05.

Through these two studies, empirical evidence shows that H2c — individuals with higher
analytic cognitive ability, compared with those with lower ability, are able to better distinguish
between business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit and real business statements — was not
supported.

H2d - individuals with higher analytic cognitive ability, compared with those with lower
ability, rate pseudo-profound bullshit statements as less profound — was partially supported.
There is some empirical evidence that individuals with higher analytic cognitive ability
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perceive pseudo-profound bullshit statements as less profound rather than real statements as
more profound.

4.2.3. Familiarity

We also measured the effect of mere familiarity with business articles and the evaluation of
hypothesis 3 will be discussed in this section. In the first study, respondents who claimed to be
“very familiar” with business articles were assigned to the familiar group (n = 39) and all others
were assigned to the unfamiliar group (n = 80). Through an independent t-test, we measured
differences in receptivity to business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit and real business
sentences. In the first study, the mean profundity of business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit
statements as an aggregate scale was not significantly different between the familiar and
unfamiliar group (see Table 9). The same was true for the profundity of each real business
statement, which was not significantly different between the two groups. Furthermore, due to
the lack of significance on the other statement types, the profundity ratings for traditional
pseudo-profound bullshit as an aggregate scale were also examined, but the ratings did not
significantly differ between the two groups either. Similar to a few of the other factors, there
was an interesting directional finding that the group familiar with business articles tended to
rate all three statement types as less profound. Additionally, since there were many business
students who participated in study 1, the familiarity with business articles was very high overall.
92 of the 113 respondents were either “very familiar” or “somewhat familiar,” which is not
likely to be representative of the general population. These two reasons motivated further
examining this familiarity with business articles in a second study.

In the second study, the degrees of familiarity with business articles ranged more widely. As a
result, during the analysis of this study, respondents who were “very familiar” or “somewhat
familiar” with business articles were assigned to the familiar group (n = 71) and all others to
the unfamiliar group (n = 114). Again, using an independent t-test, we found that there was no
significant difference in the profundity ratings of business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit
statements as an aggregate scale between the familiar and unfamiliar group (see Table 9). For
real business statements, there was no significant difference in profundity ratings between the
familiar and unfamiliar group for two of the statements. However, the familiar group perceived
the third real business statement, “We aim to make productivity as integral to our culture as
innovation and to lead constructive disruption across the value chain,” as significantly more
profound in comparison with the unfamiliar group. Overall in the second study, the familiar
group differed directionally in how they perceived statements versus the first study, rating
pseudo-profound bullshit as less profound and real business statements as more profound in
comparison to the unfamiliar group.
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Table 9

Effect of business articles familiarity on profundity ratings

Familiar Not Familiar df t p
n M SD n M SD
Study 1  Bullshit profundity 2 39 240 084 74 260 08 111 -1.17 .246

Traditional 39 228 116 74 241 095 111 -0.64 523
profundity
Real profundity ¢ 1 24 238 114 42 262 101 64  -0.90 .370
Real profundity 2 19 2.47 1.12 48 240 0.98 65 0.28 .780
Real profundity 3 21 2.71 1.19 46 243 094 65 1.04 .302
Real profundity 4 28 257 126 37 289 120 63  -1.05 .300
Real profundity 5 24 254 098 51 271 097 73 -0.69 496
Study 2 Bullshit profundity 71 274 089 114 276 080 183 -0.15 .884
Real profundity 2 71 237 099 114 253 1.00 183 -1.07 .288
Real profundity 3 71 294 122 114 254 116 183 224 .027*
Real profundity 4 71 315 1.09 114 293 1.04 183 141 161

Note: Independent t-test used to compare differences in the mean of those familiar with business articles and
those that are not familiar with business articles: scale used for profundity ranged from 1 (not at all profound) to

5 (very profound), scale familiarity with business articles ranged from 1 (very familiar) to 5 (very unfamiliar).
Study 1: categorization for analysis here: familiar = very familiar, not familiar = all others

Study 2: categorization for analysis here: familiar = very and somewhat familiar, not familiar = all others

2 profundity ratings for business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit statements on the aggregate level

b profundity ratings for statements taken from Pennycook et al. (2015) for replication purposes

¢ profundity ratings for real business statements on the item level

“p<0.05.

Based on these findings, H3 — individuals familiar with business articles, compared with those
less familiar, perceive both business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit and real business
statements as more profound — was not supported. Our findings suggest that the opposite is
possible with more familiar individuals being less receptive to pseudo-profound bullshit.
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4.3. Task Factors - Fluency

In this section, we evaluate hypotheses H4a-b. We began reviewing the relationship between
the mean profundity and ease of understanding ratings for all tested statements in each of the
following categories: business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit, real business statements, and
traditional pseudo-profound bullshit. Details on the distribution of ease of understanding ratings
for each statement can be found in Appendix G. The correlations between mean profundity and
ease of understanding were not significant for the aggregated scale of business oriented pseudo-
profound bullshit r(111) = -.12, p = .21 and traditional pseudo-profound bullshit r(111) =-.08,
p = .38. As the real business statements were not aggregated as a scale, this same correlation
was not calculated for them.

Next, in order to directly measure the relationship between a statement’s ease of understanding
and the profundity that it invokes, the correlation between the two measures was calculated for
each individual business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit, real business, and traditional
pseudo-profound statement. This revealed differences between statements that could not be
identified in our earlier analysis on the mean ratings within each statement type.

Due to the way in which our scale was constructed, with very easy on the lower end of the scale
and very difficult on the higher end, a negative correlation in this case would indicate that ease
of understanding and profundity ratings are positively correlated. Overall, there was a negative
correlation between understanding and profundity ratings, ranging from -.04 to -.29 (see Table
J1 in the Appendix for full correlations). However, among the statements tested, only statement
5 from the real business statements, “We intend to continue to build the most innovative
products and solutions to unleash the potential of our digital world,” had a significant
correlation r(73) =-.29, p = .011. These results on both the total statement type and individual
statement level can be interpreted as profundity ratings tended to be higher when statements
were easier to understand.

Within this analysis, another variable, English proficiency level, appeared to influence the
results. Profundity ratings on business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit correlated negatively
with English proficiency levels r(111) = -.20, p = .037 suggesting that those who were less
proficient in English rated statements as more profound. The correlations were not significant
between real business statements or traditional pseudo-profound bullshit and English
proficiency. Nevertheless, we sought to explore the impact of English proficiency further with
a partial correlation analysis between total mean profundity and total mean ease of
understanding, controlling for English proficiency. When we control for English proficiency,
the relationship between mean profundity and ease of understanding for business oriented
pseudo-profound bullshit statements demonstrate the following partial correlation, r(110) = -
.14, p = .147. This partial correlation analysis was repeated for traditional pseudo-profound
bullshit statements, r(110) =-.08, p = .384. In both cases, the correlation became stronger when
controlling for English proficiency, which supports the inverse relationships between ease of
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understanding and profundity though the relationship was only significant in the context of real
business statements. Since there was some evidence of an impact of fluency on bullshit
receptivity, we tested this factor again in a second study with additional respondents.

In the second study, a similar process for analysis was conducted. First the mean profundity
and ease of understanding ratings were examined on the aggregate level for business oriented
pseudo-profound bullshit statements. The correlation between mean profundity and ease of
understanding was significant and positive for business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit
statements, r(183) = .25, p < .001. However, this is the opposite of what we expected as a
positive correlation in this case means that profundity ratings increased as ease of understanding
decreased.

When examining the correlations on an individual statement level, there was generally a
negative relationship between profundity and ease of understanding (see Table J2 in the
Appendix for full correlations), which was in line with expectations. However, there was only
a significant correlation for statement 3, “We aim to make productivity as integral to our culture
as innovation and to lead constructive disruption across the value chain,” in which the
relationship was positive, r(183) = .20, p = .006. The inverse relationships suggested by
individual statements versus the findings on an aggregate statement level calls into question the
positive correlation noted between profundity and ease of understanding for business oriented
pseudo-profound bullshit statements.

Furthermore, profundity ratings on business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit correlated
negatively with English proficiency levels r(183) = -.26, p < .001 suggesting that those who
were less proficient in English rated statements as more profound. Among real business
statements, profundity ratings for statement 2, “We are also mindful of the changing industry
landscape and believe that evolving our operating model will allow us to benefit from an even
more intense focus on breakthrough science and innovation,” were significantly and negatively
correlated with English proficiency, r(183) =-.24, p = .001. Partial correlations were calculated
for all statements, but the correlations were unchanged.

Based on the data gathered, H4a — ease of understanding is positively correlated with profundity
ratings — was not supported. Across our two studies, the opposite correlation could be found
with statements that are more difficult to understand tending to be perceived as more profound.
However, given the variation in findings, there would need to be further research into this
question.

English Proficiency

To analyze the impact of English proficiency, respondents were divided into two groups based
on stated proficiency levels. Those who had native or bilingual proficiency were part of the
fluent group (n = 27) and all others were in the non-fluent group (n = 86). More than half of the
sample had full professional proficiency, the second highest level of proficiency, and were
excluded from the fluent group in order to have more balanced samples of fluent and non-fluent
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respondents. The trade-off was that the fluent sample size was smaller than ideal. Using an
independent t-test, we measured differences in receptivity to all statement types. However, there
were no significant differences in profundity ratings between the two groups for business
oriented pseudo-profound bullshit statements, each of the real business statements (see Table
10), and traditional pseudo-profound bullshit statements. Since the fluent group was rather
small in this case, we thought it was reasonable to test the influence of English proficiency
again in the second study with a greater proportion of native English speakers.

In the second study, many more respondents claimed to have fluent or bilingual proficiency in
English (n = 52) compared to the non-fluent group (n = 133) though the proportion of native
English speakers was only slightly higher than in the first study, 28% v. 24%. When testing the
difference in profundity ratings between the fluent and non-fluent group, some significant
results appeared. In comparison with the non-fluent respondents, the fluent respondents found
business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit to be significantly less profound on an aggregate
level (see Table 10). There was also a significant difference among the profundity ratings of
real business statement 2, “We are also mindful of the changing industry landscape and believe
that evolving our operating model will allow us to benefit from an even more intense focus on
breakthrough science and innovation,” with the fluent group rating the statement as less
profound in comparison with non-fluent respondents.

Table 10

Effect of English proficiency on profundity ratings

Native Not Native df t p
n M SD n M SD
Study 1  Bullshit profundity ? 27 242 0.88 86 256 0.84 111 -0.77 446

Traditional profundity® 27  2.43 1.01 86 2.35 1.03 111 0.34 135
Real profundity ¢ 1 17 2.18 0.95 49 2.65 1.07 64 -1.62 109
Real profundity 2 16 250 0.97 51 2.39 1.04 65 0.37 714
Real profundity 3 13 2.77 1.09 54 2.46 1.00 65 .97 335
Real profundity 4 17 253 1.18 48 2.83 1.24 63 -0.88 .384
Real profundity 5 18 261 0.98 57 2,67 097 73 -0.21 .833
Study 2 Bullshit profundity 52 237 0.89 133 290 0.76 183 -412 <.001
Real profundity 2 52 198 0.87 133 265 0.98 183 -434 <.001
Real profundity 3 52 2.87 1.21 133 2.63 1.19 183 1.20 .233
Real profundity 4 52 287 1.09 133 3.08 1.05 183 -1.21 227

Note: Independent t-test used to compare differences in the mean of those that are native English speakers and
those that are not: scale used for profundity ranged from 1 (not at all profound) to 5 (very profound), scale

English proficiency ranged from 1 (elementary proficiency) to 5 (native or bilingual proficiency)
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Study 1: categorization for analysis here: native = native or bilingual, not native = all others

Study 2: categorization for analysis here: native = native or bilingual, not native = all others

2 profundity ratings for business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit statements on the aggregate level
b profundity ratings for statements taken from Pennycook et al. (2015) for replication purposes

¢ profundity ratings for real business statements on the item level

Thus, empirical evidence suggests that H4b — individuals with higher English proficiency,
compared with those with lower English proficiency, rate all statement types as more profound
—was not supported. Particularly in the second study, some evidence suggests that the opposite
holds true with individuals with higher English proficiency finding statements to be less

profound than those who with lower English proficiency.

4.4.

Table 11

Hypothesis Summary Results

Summary of results categorized by hypothesis

Hypothesis Factor Results

Hla Bullshit receptivity in a business context Supported

H1b Replication of traditional bullshit receptivity ~ Supported on aggregate level

Hic General profoundness receptivity Supported

H2a Reflective ability and bullshit sensitivity Not supported

H2b Reflective ability and rating bullshit as less Not supported
profound

H2c Analytic cognitive ability and bullshit Not supported
sensitivity

H2d Analytic cognitive ability and rating bullshit ~ Partially supported
as less profound

H3 Familiarity with business concepts Not supported

H4a Fluency Not supported

H4b English proficiency Not supported

4.5. Additional Findings

Apart from the results generated based on beforehand formulated hypotheses, exploratory
analyses were conducted to uncover potential interesting additional findings. After carefully
examining differences in demographics and their impact on profundity ratings as well as
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isolating extreme responses and investigating corresponding results, some significant results
appeared. These primarily concerned cultural differences among respondents from varying
countries and differences in business background, which influenced profundity ratings.

As the majority of respondents for study 1 consisted of Swedish (n = 51) and German (n = 36)
students, it was deemed interesting to investigate potential differences between the two
countries and the results can be seen below in Table 12. Whereas no significant differences
could be found regarding how they rated profundity of real business statements, a difference
with regard to profundity ratings of business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit statements
emerged. This indicated that on average, German students rate business oriented pseudo-
profound bullshit sentences as more profound than Swedish students. This difference could
have been explained by other factors measured during the questionnaire or might actually point
to a phenomenon that has to be further investigated. Comparisons between these two groups on
several tested factors were conducted to explore this further. First, the differences among
cognitive abilities were measured. Though the Swedish students scored marginally higher on
both the CRT and Berlin numeracy tests, that difference was not significant. Second, we
examined familiarity with business articles where Swedish students indicated a higher
familiarity with business concepts than German students to a significant degree. Finally, with
English proficiency, Swedish students on average rated themselves higher on proficiency and
this difference proved to be significant. Based on our hypotheses H3 and H4b, we would expect
Swedish students then to rate mean profundity as higher for business oriented pseudo-profound
bullshit. However, in line with some of our other findings, these hypotheses were not supported
in this case either, which suggests that further research is needed to explain the driver of this
cultural difference.

Table 12

Independent t-tests differences between Swedish and German students

Swedish German t(85) p
M SD M SD
Bullshit profundity 2.37 0.89 2.80 0.74 -2.38 .019"
CRT Scores 2.29 0.81 2.28 0.94 0.09 931
Numeracy Scores 2.65 1.07 242 1.20 0.94 351
English proficiency 4.10 0.64 3.69 0.71 2.77 007"
Business familiarity 1.67 0.93 2.36 0.99 -3.34 .001™

Note: Swedish students (n = 51), German students (n = 36)
2 scale English proficiency from 1 (elementary proficiency) to 5 (native or bilingual proficiency)

® scale business familiarity from 1 (very familiar) to 5 (very unfamiliar)
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“p<0.05. "p<0.01

Since the respondents’ educational background was asked for in study 1, it presented an
opportunity to find out whether individuals with a business background rate statements as more
or less profound than individuals without a business background. Moreover, including the field
of work in study 2 facilitated drawing comparisons between the two studies and populations.
Domain specific knowledge is different from familiarity with business articles as explained
above (Fazio et al., 2015), and therefore present another angle from which bullshit receptivity
can be examined. As shown in Table 13, no significant differences between individuals with a
business background and profundity ratings of any statement type was identified. However,
even though not significant, it was decided to include these findings in this thesis as they present
an interesting twist on examining how specific knowledge affects profundity ratings which is
worth investigating further.

Table 13

Effect of business background on profundity ratings

Business No Business df t p
Background Background
M SD M SD
Study 1 Bullshit profundity 2 2.51 0.86 2.58 0.84 111 -0.42 675
Traditional 2.27 0.98 2.61 1.12 111 -1.58 117
profundity®
Study 2 Bullshit profundity 2.87 0.98 2.73 0.80 183 0.89 373

Note: Study 1 (business background n = 82, no business background n = 31), Study 2 (business background n =

35, no business background n = 150).
2 profundity ratings for business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit statements on the aggregate level

b profundity ratings for statements taken from Pennycook et al. (2015) for replication purposes
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5. Discussion

This thesis sought to understand how the receptivity to externally communicated business
bullshit is impacted by human and task factors. In particular, the main research questions were:
1) Are individuals receptive to pseudo-profound bullshit in a business context? 2) To what
extent do human factors contribute to the receptivity of pseudo-profound bullshit in a business
context? 3) To what extent do task characteristics contribute to the receptivity of pseudo-
profound bullshit in a business context? All three questions were examined in the context of
two independent studies among different populations. In our efforts to close existing knowledge
gaps identified in section 1.4, we confirmed the applicability of pseudo-profound bullshit to the
field of business, identified limitations in predicting bullshit receptivity based on both human
factors and task characteristics, and partially validated findings from previous research.

5.1. General Discussion

5.1.1. Partial Applicability of Pseudo-Profound Bullshit

A small portion of our first study was designed to directly replicate previous research in pseudo-
profound bullshit through including two of the traditional pseudo-profound bullshit statements
to investigate its applicability to a different population. Although the use of convenience
sampling led to a highly educated population in our study, we expected to still observe similar
results because Pennycook et al. (2015) tested among Canadian undergraduate students and
other studies successfully replicated the initial findings to other cultural contexts (e.g. Cavojova
et al., 2019). On a broad level, the results were successfully replicated. The statements reused,
which in our study comprised the traditional bullshit statements, were perceived as profound,
though the exact ratings on each individual statement deviated from prior studies. Moreover,
though these exact statements have not been tested alongside the Berlin numeracy test before,
the same CRT questions were included to provide further replication results. Since Pennycook
et al. (2015) used the correlations between the factors examined as a means to observe results,
correlations were calculated throughout this thesis as well even though independent t-tests were
the primary measure of interest. However, in our study, no significant correlation was found
between the profundity ratings of the traditional pseudo-profound bullshit statements and CRT
scores, r (111) = -.15, p = 0.11, demonstrating some limitations in prior findings.

5.1.2. Impact of Human Factors

Aside from direct replication of statements, several of the human factors tested in both of our
studies aimed to extend existing theory. From that perspective, our research shows some
limitations to the influence of several human factors on pseudo-profound bullshit receptivity in
a business context. While the CRT was found to have a significant negative correlation with
bullshit receptivity in multiple studies (Pennycook et al., 2015; Pennycook and Rand, 2019;
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Walker et al., 2019), this was not the case in our research. There was only directional and not
significant support showing that those with higher reflective ability are less receptive to pseudo-
profound bullshit. Similarly, previous studies also found a significant negative correlation
between Berlin numeracy and bullshit receptivity (Erlandsson et al., 2018; Nilsson et al., 2019).
Although our data supported these findings directionally in the first study, the negative
correlation between numeracy and bullshit profundity was not significant. However, in our
second study, numeracy and bullshit profundity were negatively correlated to a significant
degree (see Table 12 in the Appendix). In our efforts to extend the impact of human
characteristics on pseudo-profound bullshit receptivity and address our second research
question, To what extent do human factors contribute to the receptivity of pseudo-profound
bullshit in a business context?, we found that reflective ability, analytic cognitive ability, and
business familiarity appear to drive only limited differences. Further research on additional
human factors would help clarify if there is a stronger impact or any impact at all from other
human factors.

5.1.3. Impact of Task Characteristics

Additionally, we attempted to extend pseudo-profound bullshit research into task
characteristics, such as the impact of fluency. In both studies, this was primarily measured
through the relationship between profundity and ease of understanding. Although results were
not significant, there was indication of an inverse relationship between the factors in which
higher ease of understanding leads to lower bullshit receptivity on the individual statement
level. Again, this would need to be explored further as this measure of ease of understanding
was self-reported. In extending current theory to include English proficiency, both of our
studies support that better language proficiency drives lower profundity ratings. This
correlation was significant in both studies. Therefore, in addressing our third research question,
To what extent do task characteristics contribute to the receptivity of pseudo-profound bullshit
in a business context?, language proficiency that matches the language of presented bullshit
contributes to bullshit receptivity in a business setting. Again, further research on additional
task characteristics or other ways to implicitly measure ease of understanding could build upon
this identified relationship.

5.2. Implications

The knowledge contribution from this thesis primarily exists in noting some limitations to both
existing research on pseudo-profound bullshit and in extending theory to additional human and
task characteristics. Based on our findings, there are some considerations that can be
recommended for different stakeholder groups.
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Human factors Task characteristics

Cognitive abilities Familiarity Fluency [* English proficiency
| | H4
Reflective | | Analytic H3
H2
Y

Receptivity to pseudo-
profound bullshit in a
Bullshit sensitivity business context

Figure 2. Revised theoretical model

Note: supported hypotheses are presented in green, not supported in red and partially
supported in orange. Partially supported relationships are represented by medium grey
arrows and not supported ones by light grey arrows. Black arrows present theoretical
phenomena not tested via hypotheses.

5.2.1. General Implications

In terms of impact on stakeholder groups, the findings are most relevant for academia as
pseudo-profound bullshit needs to still be better understood in the business setting. There may
be underlying factors that contribute to a different relationship than has been found in previous
research. Therefore, personal characteristics or concrete actions that could guard against falling
prey to pseudo-profound bullshit cannot be identified with certainty.

Having established that individuals are indeed receptive to pseudo-profound bullshit in a
business context, this thesis provides a few warnings to the general public as well. The first of
which is to acknowledge technological ability as online generators were successfully able to
create random statements that were perceived as profound. The second warning is to not be
overconfident in one’s abilities in the face of bullshit as our findings demonstrate that
bullshitters can still succeed against those with relevant background on the topic or high
cognitive ability. With these warnings, we encourage individuals to be more cautious and
reflective when evaluating the arguments, such as those made by the management of a
company. Due to this appeal, this thesis contributes to the increasing awareness of e.g. fake
news and pseudo-science and follows the reasoning of books like “Factfulness” by Hans
Rosling (2019) asking people to resist their intuition when being presented with so-called facts
and not taking statistics at their face value before having considered all angles.

50



In summary, the consumer implication is highly relevant because the receptivity to pseudo-
profound bullshit in business signals the need to suspend cognitive miserliness when facing
external communications from businesses. Consumers’ inability to distinguish between what is
a true statement and pseudo-profound bullshit leaves them susceptible, especially if the
situation is hostile (Stanovich, 2018). While our study does not elaborate on the consequences
of this receptivity, we pose some ways in which this can be further explored in section 5.4.1.

5.2.2. Managerial Implications

Even though traditional managerial implications in the form of concrete recommendations are
hard to be drawn based on the context of this thesis, some implications can still be highlighted.
It has to be noted that the goal of this thesis is not to encourage companies to employ pseudo-
profound bullshit because recipients will be receptive to it. Rather, companies should strive
towards making their external communication transparent and specific in an effort to evoke
trust and loyalty in their stakeholders. Moreover, even though this thesis focused on external
communication, companies should also be aware of the concept of pseudo-profound bullshit
inside their corporations and how it might impact relevant decisions as well as the affected
employees.

5.3. Critique of the Study

Study 1 was conducted through convenience sampling (Bryman and Bell, 2011) which restricts
its applicability to whole populations. For example, as noted previously, the sample had a very
high analytic cognitive ability level and familiarity with business articles. Thus, a more
representative sample of the general population in a specified geography could have increased
the accuracy and generalizability of the results. Additionally, the sample size for this first study
was limited by two main reasons: 1) the relatively long questionnaire length encouraged a low
completion rate of 62%, 2) social distancing encouraged due to the Coronavirus limited in-
person distribution opportunities. To avoid making the questionnaire even longer than it already
was and risk an even lower completion rate, some reductions to the number of questions had to
be made. For example, the number of business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit statements
and real business statements were reduced from five to three each to allow for time to complete
two cognitive tests. Traditional pseudo-profound bullshit statements, which were desired for
replication reasons, were similarly reduced. Thus, having access to a higher sample size willing
to fill out a long questionnaire might improve results.

Through the use of an online survey platform, a higher sample size for study 2 was recruited.
However, due to the additional costs of recruiting a representative sample of the UK, that
sample was not specified to be representative either and thus included many different
respondents. This was nevertheless deemed as a preferred approach as the survey platform
respondents could still provide a more diverse range of respondents, though testing among a
representative UK sample may have positively impacted the data quality. Moreover, most other
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studies either translated the respective traditional bullshit statements (Erlandsson et al., 2018;
Nilsson et al., 2019; Cavojova et al., 2019) or used an English speaking population (e.g.
Pfattheicher and Schindler, 2016). This was neither feasible here for study 1 since the students
in the convenience sample did not speak the same language, nor for study 2 since restriction to
only UK citizens was out of scope. This enabled us on the one hand to analyze differences
between individuals with high English proficiency and those with lower proficiency but on the
other hand also presents a limitation.

Additionally, some limitations regarding methodology can be pointed out. Although close
attention was paid to only distribute the survey to potential respondents that did not know about
the purpose of the study to ensure high quality of the data (S6derlund, 2010), some respondents
might still have gotten an idea about what the survey is testing. Moreover, due to presenting the
statements in a survey instead of in real-life situations, the judgments have to be considered
with caution. Further, potential risks of response bias through the social desirability effect
(Bryman and Bell, 2011), in which respondents may have tried to answer in a way that they
assumed pleases the researcher, cannot be excluded with certainty.

5.4. Directions for Future Research

As mentioned at the beginning of this thesis, bullshit is as pervasive as ever, appearing in a
variety of different contexts. This thesis set out to understand bullshit, in particular pseudo-
profound bullshit in the context of the business field. In addition, the thesis makes efforts to
extend existing pseudo-profound bullshit theory to incorporate the impact of fluency. While
progress has been made in contributing knowledge to these research areas, there are many
additional possibilities to extend learnings. By continuing with studies, multiple stakeholder
groups, including academia, the general population, and business managers can all benefit from
further exploration. Below are a few suggestions that can build on our findings.

5.4.1. Pseudo-profound Bullshit in the Business Context

As this thesis presented the first attempt to bridge the two concepts, there are plenty areas
suitable for further research. First, regarding content itself, this thesis investigated only
communication from companies to external parties in a managerial setting in the form of
financial results or shareholder briefings. Thus, research outside management issues, like in the
finance domain, marketing or operational contexts could add significant value to the topic. One
of the researchers on pseudo-profound bullshit that was contacted in the course of this thesis is
in fact working on a finance bullshit scale, proving that further research into business areas is
of interest.

A second area that could be explored further is the question of “where?,” touching upon
channels of communication such as through news providers, directly from companies, from
social media, etc. It would be interesting to see if the channel of distribution contributes to
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differences in bullshit receptivity as the current study controlled for that factor in the
presentation of statements.

Third, in the context of external communication done by companies, it should be investigated
which characteristics on the side of the company could influence profundity ratings. As noted
in section 1.6 on delimitations, it is also interesting to understand the impact that trust could
have on receptivity. For example, future research could examine how a company’s individual
trustworthiness or the industry in which a company operates influences perceptions of
profundity from external stakeholders.

Fourth, as this thesis focused on external communication due to bullshit being examined less in
that context, further research could examine more closely how pseudo-profound bullshit affects
internal processes. As various researchers such as Spicer (2013) and Christensen et al. (2019)
address bullshit internally in companies already, this proves a further branch.

Finally, it would be interesting to bridge research on pseudo-profound bullshit in business to
practice, specifically understanding the consequences of bullshit receptivity for consumers in
the market. For example, if this receptivity poses a threat to consumers, could the risk be
quantified? Future research could perhaps measure the cost of poor decisions made by
consumers by falling victim to pseudo-profound bullshit they encounter from businesses.

5.4.2. Pseudo-profound Bullshit in General

Though we began the investigation on the relationship between fluency and pseudo-profound
bullshit receptivity, more research is necessary. While there was no significant relationship
established between pseudo-profound bullshit and self-reported ease of understanding, a
subconscious influence may exist due to the relationship between English proficiency and
receptivity. Though English proficiency was also self-reported, it is a more objective way of
measuring how one may understand given material. Therefore, future research could test the
influence of objective factors that could influence understanding, such as length of statements,
average word length, etc. As the results in this thesis did not differ between business statements
and traditional pseudo-profound bullshit statements, this phenomenon is also worth considering
for other disciplines within social sciences.

Second, when narrowing down the exact study design, the authors considered conducting a
longitudinal study focused on whether it is possible to teach individuals to detect bullshit or at
least challenge the information presented to him. As it was not certain yet that business bullshit
is considered to be profound in the first, this approach was discarded. However, now that it is
established that pseudo-profound bullshit in a business context is indeed seen as profound,
bridging pseudo-profound bullshit with learning could present a very interesting topic for future
research.

As pointed out in section 4.5, significant differences between how Swedish and German
students rated pseudo-profound bullshit were discovered. As this thesis did not look into this

53



area further, it could be interesting to evaluate a cultural impact in a separate study. Even though
the concept of pseudo-profound bullshit has been looked at in different contexts (e.g.
Erlandsson et al., 2018 and Cavojova et al., 2019), this was only done to confirm that bullshit
is perceived as pseudo-profound in other cultures. However, potential differences, such as the
impact of national attitudes towards trust on bullshit receptivity, have not been investigated and
present thus an interesting future direction.
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7. Appendix
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ability, age and level of education comelating
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profundity of sbsiract art. Three studies conclude
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ahstract ant incressed the perceived profundity of
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effoct could be observed for both computer-
generated as well as antist-created abstract ant. A
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by pearticipants.

Thres studies found suppont for individuals being
susceptible to endorsing illusory pattems are also
maore receptive to paeudo-profound bullshit.
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perception. Furthermorne, a negative comelstion
between CRT performance and bullshit receptivity
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Agross three studies, suppont for a link betwom
porceived accuracy of fake news and rating bullshit
sentences as profound as well as overclaiming was
found, with all of these factors being negatively
comelated with CRT performance. A common
factor, general lack of skepticism, was found to
sccount for a reasonable amount of variance across
the tasks. Funthermore, a negative relation between
the tendency to think analytically and fake news
susceptibility was found. This link persisted for
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This study investigated the relationship between
bullshit receptivity and pelitical ideology. Bullshit
receplivity was seen to be linked to social
conservatism and in particular to moral intuitions
pertaining to ingroup loyalty, respect for authority,
and purity. It was also associated with centrism or
leftism in the cconomic domain and it was
observed to be highest among voters supporting a
small green party.

Applying findings related to bullshit receptivity to
a different cultural context, the authors concluded
that rating bullshit as profound was associated with
a lower cognitive ability, a stronger belief in the

Religiosity and paranormal belief paranormal, altemative medicine and conspiracies
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Belief in and use of altemative

as well as ontological confusion. Moreover, they
examined willingness to share and discovered that

madicine and conspiracy ideation the more profound a statement was rated, the more

likely it was to be shared. The propensity for
sharing bullshit was found to be predicted by
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Appendix C: Pre-test

In the course of testing different formats for presenting the bullshit and real statements in the
main studies, three different variations were tested on 12 respondents in the form of a thinking
aloud study. All questionnaires had 12 questions that differed in the length and the kind of
information they provided apart from the actual statements itself. Six statements were real ones
taken from earnings reports and the other six were constructed by bullshit generators.

Version 1: Paragraphs (grouped together bullshit statements or paragraphs taken from
respective earnings report)

Example: ”The best businesses in the industry are the ones that dynamically leverage other's
collaborative innovation and harness global relationships to internationalize their services.
That will dramatically grow accurate architectures that enable those organizations to
expedite dynamic action-items in a market leading manner. For others, | recommend
professionally targeting integrated information as a way to synthesize efficient
functionalities within our global operations.”

Version 2: Single statements

Example: “We are committed to our plans to progressively engage timely markets,
continually deploy B2B best practices, and continue to integrate wireless functionalities into
our business operations.”

Version 3: Context for both single statements and paragraphs

Example: In the company’s 2019 annual report, Company Alpha’s CEO states, “Our
speedup results in highly differentiated, sourced, metrics up, down and across the silo.
Disintermediation, impetus and decision-to-execution cycle enforce our core competences;
nevertheless, dedication and correlation credibly transfer our stakeholders. Strategic
staircase requires that we all pull in the same direction.”
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Appendix D: List of statements used in study 1 and 2

Pseudo-profound bullshit #

1.

We still continue to appropriately pursue market-driven communities as a means to
enhance customized e-services for our clients.

We distinctively maintain one-to-one data that enables us to re-intermediate cutting-
edge models in this mature industry.

We aim to leverage existing e-business web services and furthermore revolutionize
wireless architectures beyond current market capabilities.

We are committed to our plans to progressively engage timely markets, continually
deploy B2B best practices, and continue to integrate wireless functionalities into our
business operations.

We project that we can assertively onboard cloud-centric core competencies and
dramatically administrate compelling wins in our mission to orchestrate holistic
synergies within our continuously evolving organization.

& Sources: https://www.bullshitgenerator.com/ and https://www.atrixnet.com/bs-generator.html

Traditional pseudo-profound bullshit?

1.

We still continue to appropriately pursue market-driven communities as a means to
enhance customized e-services for our clients.

We distinctively maintain one-to-one data that enables us to re-intermediate cutting-
edge models in this mature industry.

@ Source: Pennycook et al. (2015)

Real statements

1.

We are innovating across every layer of our differentiated technology stack and
leading in key secular areas that are critical to our customers’ success. ?

We are also mindful of the changing industry landscape and believe that evolving our
operating model will allow us to benefit from an even more intense focus on
breakthrough science and innovation. ®

We aim to make productivity as integral to our culture as innovation and to lead
constructive disruption across the value chain. ¢

We will continue to actively market less strategic assets in an effort to high-grade our
portfolio through value accretive divestments.

We intend to continue to build the most innovative products and solutions to unleash
the potential of our digital world. ©
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& Source: Microsoft earnings report https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/Investor/earnings/FY-2020-Q2/press-

release-webcast

b Source: Merck earnings report https://investors.merck.com/events-and-presentations/default.aspx

¢ Source: Procter and Gamble earnings report https://www.pginvestor.com/

4 Source: Exxon Mobil earnings report https://corporate.exxonmobil.com/Investors/Investor-relations

& Source: Cisco earnings report https://www.cisco.com/c/dam/en_us/about/annual-report/cisco-annual-report-

summary-2019.pdf
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Appendix E: Questionnaire study 1

Note: When answering the survey, 6 out of 10 statements were randomly displayed to the
respondent. The survey shown here includes all 10 statements.

Hello,

We are students at the Stockholm School of Economics conducting research for our master's thesis. Little is
known about how individuals perceive business statements and our thesis seeks to contribute to this field of
study. In this survey, you will be asked to evaluate a number of business statements.

Your participation would help us greatly, and the survey should only take about 15 minutes. It could even be a
fun activity to do while you are social distancing.

For participating in this survey, you have the opportunity to win one of two 25€ Amazon gift cards. In addition,
we will donate 0.50€ to charity for each response we receive. You will be able to enter your email and select a
charity at the end of the survey.

All collected data will be anonymous and used only for the purpose of this thesis. If you have any questions,
please feel free to contact us at 41386@student.hhs.se.

Best Regards, Chris and Eva

Block 1

Assume the following statements are said by a representative of a company. If you encounter any words that you
are unfamiliar with, please do not look up their definitions and try your best to answer the question.

Please carefully read the following statement.

"We still continue to appropriately pursue market-driven communities as a means to enhance customized e-
services for our clients."

1. Please evaluate the statement on how profound you think it is.

Profundity in this case means “of deep meaning; of great and broadly inclusive significance.”

[ [ [ L] L]

Not at all Somewhat Fairly Definitely Very

profound profound profound profound

2. Please evaluate the statement on how easy or difficult you think it is to understand.

[ [] [ [ [ [ [

Very easy Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately  Very difficult
easy easy difficult difficult
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Please carefully read the following statement.

"We are innovating across every layer of our differentiated technology stack and leading in key secular areas that
are critical to our customers’ success."

3. Please evaluate the statement on how profound you think it is.
Profundity in this case means “of deep meaning; of great and broadly inclusive significance.”

[ [ [ [ [

Not at all Somewhat Fairly Definitely Very

profound profound profound profound profound

4. Please evaluate the statement on how easy or difficult you think it is to understand.

L] [ ] [ [] L] L]

Very easy Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately ~ Very difficult
easy easy difficult difficult

Please carefully read the following statement.

“We distinctively maintain one-to-one data that enables us to re-intermediate cutting edge models in this mature
industry.”

5. Please evaluate the statement on how profound you think it is.
Profundity in this case means “of deep meaning; of great and broadly inclusive significance.”

[ [ [ [ [

Not at all Somewhat Fairly Definitely Very

profound profound profound profound profound

6. Please evaluate the statement on how easy or difficult you think it is to understand.

[ [ ] [ [ [ [

Very easy Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately  Very difficult
easy easy difficult difficult

Please carefully read the following statement.

"We aim to leverage existing e-business web services and furthermore revolutionize wireless architectures
beyond current market capabilities."”
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7. Please evaluate the statement on how profound you think it is.

Profundity in this case means “of deep meaning; of great and broadly inclusive significance.”

[ L] ] [ [

Not at all Somewhat Fairly Definitely Very

profound profound profound profound profound

8. Please evaluate the statement on how easy or difficult you think it is to understand.

L] [ ] [ [] L] L]

Very easy Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately  Very difficult
easy easy difficult difficult

Please carefully read the following statement.

“We will continue to actively market less strategic assets in an effort to high-grade our portfolio through value
accretive divestments.”

9. Please evaluate the statement on how profound you think it is.
Profundity in this case means “of deep meaning; of great and broadly inclusive significance.”

[ [ [ [ [

Not at all Somewhat Fairly Definitely Very

profound profound profound profound profound

10. Please evaluate the statement on how easy or difficult you think it is to understand.

[ ] [ [ [ [ [

Very easy Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately  Very difficult
easy easy difficult difficult

"We intend to continue to build the most innovative products and solutions to unleash the potential of our digital
world."

11. Please evaluate the statement on how profound you think it is.
Profundity in this case means “of deep meaning; of great and broadly inclusive significance.”

[ [ [ [ [

Not at all Somewhat Fairly Definitely Very

profound profound profound profound profound
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12. Please evaluate the statement on how easy or difficult you think it is to understand.

[ [ ] [ [ [ [

Very easy Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately  Very difficult
easy easy difficult difficult

Please carefully read the following statement.

"We are committed to our plans to progressively engage timely markets, continually deploy B2B best practices,
and continue to integrate wireless functionalities into our business operations.”

13. Please evaluate the statement on how profound you think it is.
Profundity in this case means “of deep meaning; of great and broadly inclusive significance.”

[ L] ] [ [

Not at all Somewhat Fairly Definitely Very

profound profound profound profound profound

14. Please evaluate the statement on how easy or difficult you think it is to understand.

[ ] ] [ [ [ [

Very easy Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately  Very difficult
easy easy difficult difficult

Please carefully read the following statement.

"We are also mindful of the changing industry landscape and believe that evolving our operating model will
allow us to benefit from an even more intense focus on breakthrough science and innovation."

15. Please evaluate the statement on how profound you think it is.
Profundity in this case means “of deep meaning; of great and broadly inclusive significance.”

L] L] L] [ [

Not at all Somewhat Fairly Definitely Very

profound profound profound profound profound

16. Please evaluate the statement on how easy or difficult you think it is to understand.

[ [ ] [ [ [ [

Very easy Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately ~ Very difficult
easy easy difficult difficult
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“We project that we can assertively onboard cloud-centric core competencies and dramatically administrate
compelling wins in our mission to orchestrate holistic synergies within our continuously evolving organization.”

17. Please evaluate the statement on how profound you think it is.
Profundity in this case means “of deep meaning; of great and broadly inclusive significance.”

[ L] ] [ [

Not at all Somewhat Fairly Definitely Very

profound profound profound profound profound

18. Please evaluate the statement on how easy or difficult you think it is to understand.

[ [ ] [ [ [ [

Very easy Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately ~ Very difficult
easy easy difficult difficult

Please carefully read the following statement.

"We aim to make productivity as integral to our culture as innovation and to lead constructive disruption across
the value chain.”

19. Please evaluate the statement on how profound you think it is.
Profundity in this case means “of deep meaning; of great and broadly inclusive significance.”

[ [ [ [ [

Not at all Somewhat Fairly Definitely Very

profound profound profound profound profound

20. Please evaluate the statement on how easy or difficult you think it is to understand.

[ ] [ [ [ [ [

Very easy Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately  Very difficult
easy easy difficult difficult

Block 2:

In this next section, you will be presented several statements taken from relevant websites, not from a
representative of a company.
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Please carefully read the following statement.

“We are in the midst of a self-aware blossoming of being that will align us with the nexus itself.”

21. Please evaluate the statement on how profound you think it is.
Profundity in this case means “of deep meaning; of great and broadly inclusive significance.”

[ L] ] [ [

Not at all Somewhat Fairly Definitely Very

profound profound profound profound profound

22. Please evaluate the statement on how easy or difficult you think it is to understand.

[ ] [ [ [ [ [

Very easy Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately  Very difficult
easy easy difficult difficult

"Consciousness is the growth of coherence, and of us."

23. Please evaluate the statement on how profound you think it is.
Profundity in this case means “of deep meaning; of great and broadly inclusive significance.”

[ L] ] [ [

Not at all Somewhat Fairly Definitely Very

profound profound profound profound profound

24. Please evaluate the statement on how easy or difficult you think it is to understand.

[ ] [ [ [ [ [

Very easy Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately ~ Very difficult
easy easy difficult difficult

Block 3

In this next section you will be presented with a few reasoning questions, please select the single best answer to
the question.
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If you believe the correct answer is not provided, please feel free to fill in a response.

25. Imagine we are throwing a five-sided die 50 times. On average, out of these 50 throws how many times
would this five-sided die show an odd number (1, 3 or 5)?

5 out of 50 throws
25 out of 50 throws
30 out of 50 throws

None of the above:

26. Out of 1,000 people in a small town 500 are members of a choir. Out of these 500 members in the choir 100
are men. Out of the 500 inhabitants that are not in the choir 300 are men. What is the probability that a randomly
drawn man is a member of the choir? Please indicate the probability in percent.

10%
25%
40%

None of the above:

27. Imagine we are throwing a loaded die (6 sides). The probability that the die shows a 6 is twice as high as the
probability of each of the other numbers. On average, out of these 70 throws, about how many times would the
die show the number 6?

20 out of 70 throws
23 out of 70 throws
35 out of 70 throws

None of the above:
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28. In a forest 20% of mushrooms are red, 50% brown and 30% white. A red mushroom is poisonous with a
probability of 20%. A mushroom that is not red is poisonous with a probability of 5%. What is the probability
that a poisonous mushroom in the forest is red?

4%
20%
50%

None of the above:

Thank you for your participation so far! The following will be the last section of our survey.

In this section you will be presented with a few open-ended reasoning questions. Please state your answer in the
space provided.

29. A bat and a ball cost $1.10 in total. The bat costs a dollar more than the ball. How much does the ball cost?

Cents:

30. If it takes 5 machines 5 minutes to make 5 widgets, how long would it take 100 machines to make 100
widgets?

Minutes:

31. In a lake, there is a patch of lily pads. Every day, the patch doubles in size. If it takes 48 days for the patch to
cover the entire lake, how long would it take for the patch to cover half of the lake?

Days:

32. During the first part of this survey, which of the following was not measured?

Profundity

Ease of Understanding

Persuasiveness

Block 4

Finally, we would like to know more about your personal background.
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33. What gender do you identify as?

Female

Male

Other

34. What is your age?

35. What is your current country of residence?

36. Which of the following best describes your educational background?

Art

Business

Education

Engineering

Law

Medicine

Natural Sciences (biology, chemistry, etc.)

Social Sciences (psychology, sociology, etc.)

Other (please specify):
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37. Please rate your level of familiarity with business articles (such as news articles and financial reports) and
terminology.

Very familiar

Somewhat familiar

Neither familiar nor unfamiliar
Somewhat unfamiliar

Very unfamiliar

38. Which of the following best describes your level of English language proficiency?
Elementary proficiency
Limited working proficiency
Professional working proficiency
Full professional proficiency

Native or bilingual proficiency

39. To which of the following charities would you like us to make a donation on your behalf?

Roda Korset (Red Cross)

Cancerfonden (Swedish Cancer Society)

SOS Barnbyar (SOS Children's Villages)

Note: This questionnaire was cut down for study 2 as elaborated on in section 3.5.2.
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Appendix F: Profundity ratings in study 1 and 2 on the item level

Table F1

Means and Standard Deviation of all statements in study 1 and study 2

Statements

Study 1

M

SD

Bullshit?

We still continue to appropriately pursue market-driven
communities as a means to enhance customized e-services for our
clients.

We distinctively maintain one-to-one data that enables us to re-
intermediate cutting-edge models in this mature industry.

We aim to leverage existing e-business web services and
furthermore revolutionize wireless architectures beyond current
market capabilities.

We are committed to our plans to progressively engage timely
markets, continually deploy B2B best practices, and continue to
integrate wireless functionalities into our business operations.

We project that we can assertively onboard cloud-centric core
competencies and dramatically administrate compelling wins in our
mission to orchestrate holistic synergies within our continuously
evolving organization.

Real®

We are innovating across every layer of our differentiated
technology stack and leading in key secular areas that are critical to

our customers’ success.

We are also mindful of the changing industry landscape and
believe that evolving our operating model will allow us to benefit
from an even more intense focus on breakthrough science and
innovation.

We aim to make productivity as integral to our culture as
innovation and to lead constructive disruption across the value chain.

We will continue to actively market less strategic assets in an effort
to high-grade our portfolio through value accretive divestments.

We intend to continue to build the most innovative products and
solutions to unleash the potential of our digital world.

Traditional ¢

78

71

75

67

65

66

67

67

2.38

2.45

2.87

2.72

2.29

2.53

2.42

2.52

2.75

2.65

0.96

1.05

1.08

1.01

1.18

1.06

1.02

1.02

1.23

0.97

185 2.71

185 2.75

185 2.79

185 2.46

185 2.70

185 3.02

1.04

1.05

1.12

1.00

1.20

1.06



We are in the midst of a self-aware blossoming of being that will 113 214 121 - - -

align us with the nexus itself.

Consciousness is the growth of coherence, and of us. 113 259 124 - ) )

Note: n varies for study 1 as every survey in study 1 (n = 113) randomly displayed six out of ten total statements,
as not every statement was tested in study 2 (n = 185), some fields are blank

a2 Bullshit = randomly generated statements
® Real = statements taken from real earnings reports

¢ Traditional = statements taken from Pennycook et al. (2015) for replication purposes
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Appendix G: Profundity and ease of understanding distributions for study
1land?2

Figure G1
Profundity Rating Distribution for Business Oriented Pseudo-Profound Bullshit Statements
Study 1
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Figure G2
Ease of Understanding Rating Distribution for Business Oriented Pseudo-Profound Bullshit
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Figure G3
Profundity Rating Distribution for Real Business Statements Study 1
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Figure G5
Profundity Rating Distribution for Traditional Pseudo-Profound Statements Study 1
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Study 1
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Figure G7
Profundity Rating Distribution for Business Oriented Pseudo-Profound Bullshit Statements
Study 2
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Figure G8
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Figure G9

Profundity Rating Distribution for Real Business Statements Study 2
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Ease of Understanding Rating Distribution for Real Business Statements Study 2
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Appendix H: Relevant correlations study 1
Table H1

Correlation between real statements’ and other statement’s profundity in study 1

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 Bullshit profundity 2 -
2 Real 1 profundity ® 42" -
3 Real 2 profundity 30" .18 -
4 Real 3 profundity 31" A4 .30 -
5 Real 4 profundity 41" .29 .07 .60™ -
6 Real 5 profundity A4™ 45" 39" A45™ 45" -
7 Traditional profundity ¢ 39" 19 317 12 .18 .18 -

Note: Due to low Cronbach’s alphas of real statements, correlations are investigated on the item instead of the

aggregate level.

a profundity ratings for business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit statements on the aggregate level

b profundity ratings for real business statements on the item level

¢ profundity ratings for statements taken from Pennycook et al. (2015) for replication purposes

“p<0.05. "p<0.01.
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Table H2

Correlations study 1

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
1 Bullshit profundity -
2 Bullshit ease of understanding -12 -
3 Traditional profundity 397 -.06 -

4 Traditional ease of understanding  -.07 50™  -.08 -

5 Numeracy -.05 A7 -.13 .08 -

6 CRT -.08 .09 -.15 -.14 437 -

7 Business education? -.04 12 -15 24" .02 15 -

8 Business familiarity® .09 -.06 207 -24™ -03 -.04 -627 -

9 English proficiency © -20"  -.08 .01 -.08 -.00 18 .02 -09 -

Note: Control statements’ correlations are exempted for clarity reasons, but relevant results are instead presented

in a separate correlation table in Appendix X.

81 = business education, 0 = no business education

®Jow values = high familiarity, high values = unfamiliar

¢ low values = low English proficiency, high values = high English proficiency

*p<0.05. "p<0.01.
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Appendix I: Relevant correlations study 2

Table 11

Correlation between real statements’ and pseudo-profound bullshit’s profundity in study 2

1 2 3 4
1 Bullshit profundity 2 -
2 Real 2 profundity ® 46™ -
3 Real 3 profundity 307 14 -
4 Real 4 profundity .34™ 217 .33 -

Note: Due to low Cronbach’s alphas of real statements, correlations are investigated on the item instead of the

aggregate level.

a profundity ratings for business oriented pseudo-profound bullshit statements on the aggregate level
b profundity ratings for real business statements on the item level

“p<0.05. "p<0.01.

Table 12

Correlations study 2

1 2 5 6 7 8
1 Bullshit profundity -
2 Bullshit ease of understanding 25" -
5 Numeracy -.20™ -.07 -
6 Business field of work? .07 -.01 -11 -
7 Business familiarity® -.10 .02 14 -.38™ -
8 English proficiency® -.26™ -11 .06 13 -.15" -

21 = business field of work, 0 = no business field of work
®Jow values = high familiarity, high values = unfamiliar
¢ low values = low English proficiency, high values = high English proficiency

“p<0.05. "p<0.01.
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Appendix J: Correlations individual statements on fluency

Table J1

Correlation between ease of understanding and profundity for study 1(n = 113) on item level

Statements r df p-value
Bullshit?
We still continue to appropriately pursue market-driven communities as a means to -04 69 73
enhance customized e-services for our clients.
We distinctively maintain one-to-one data that enables us to re-intermediate cutting-edge -07 62 56
models in this mature industry.
We aim to leverage existing e-business web services and furthermore revolutionize -17 73 16
wireless architectures beyond current market capabilities.
; ; ; ; -.07 65 .56
We are committed to our plans to progressively engage timely markets, continually deploy
B2B best practices, and continue to integrate wireless functionalities into our business
operations.
We project that we can assertively onboard cloud-centric core competencies and -23 63 07
dramatically administrate compelling wins in our mission to orchestrate holistic synergies
within our continuously evolving organization.
Real
We are innovating across every layer of our differentiated technology stack and leading in -15 64 24
key secular areas that are critical to our customers’ success.
We are also mindful of the changing industry landscape and believe that evolving our -2 65 11
operating model will allow us to benefit from an even more intense focus on breakthrough
science and innovation.
We aim to make productivity as integral to our culture as innovation and to lead -13 65 29
constructive disruption across the value chain.
We will continue to actively market less strategic assets in an effort to high-grade our -2 63 11
portfolio through value accretive divestments.
We intend to continue to build the most innovative products and solutions to unleash the -.29 3 01
potential of our digital world.
Traditional ¢
We are in the midst of a self-aware blossoming of being that will align us with the nexus ~05 111 57
itself.
-14 111 A5

Consciousness is the growth of coherence, and of us.

Note: reported correlation is between the profundity rating and ease of understanding of each individual

statement
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2 randomly generated statements

b statements taken from real earnings reports

¢ statements taken from Pennycook et al. (2015) for replication purposes
*p<0.05. "p<0.01

Table J2

Correlation between ease of understanding and profundity for study 2 (n = 185) on item level

Statements r df  p-value
Bullshit?
We aim to leverage existing e-business web services and -02 183 18

furthermore revolutionize wireless architectures beyond current
market capabilities.

We are committed to our plans to progressively engage timely -04 183 61
markets, continually deploy B2B best practices, and continue to
integrate wireless functionalities into our business operations.

We project that we can assertively onboard cloud-centric core -03 183 65
competencies and dramatically administrate compelling wins in our
mission to orchestrate holistic synergies within our continuously
evolving organization.

Real®

We are also mindful of the changing industry landscape and believe -14 183 07
that evolving our operating model will allow us to benefit from an
even more intense focus on breakthrough science and innovation.

We aim to make productivity as integral to our culture as 20 183 007
innovation and to lead constructive disruption across the value chain.

We will continue to actively market less strategic assets in an effort .00 183 97
to high-grade our portfolio through value accretive divestments.

Note: reported correlation is between the profundity rating and ease of understanding of each individual

statement

2 randomly generated statements

b statements taken from real earnings reports

“p<0.05. ™p<0.01
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