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Abstract:

The increased access to information as a result of digitalization has made it easier to
share valuable knowledge. However, simultaneously it has also facilitated the spread
of misleading concepts such as fake news and greenwashing. Due to increased
consumer demand for companies to take action within sustainability, there is no
shortage of words promising such action. Companies may frame themselves as being
sustainable through statements with little concern for the truth. Such communication
can be categorized as pseudo-profound bullshit, which is defined by its vagueness,
hiding the fact that it lacks meaning. This thesis aims to understand further what
contributes to the phenomenon of pseudo-profound bullshit being accepted and going
undetected. Through a quantitative study, the authors investigate how the human and
situational factors, cognitive ability, cynicism, skepticism, and perceived knowledge
influence individuals’ receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit related to sustainability
in business communication. The results showed no significant differences in
receptivity towards pseudo-profound bullshit statements compared to real statements.

However, it was found that cognitive ability and skepticism exhibits a tendency to
affect differences in bullshit receptivity.
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Definitions

Bullshit: something that lacks concern for the truth and aims to deceive and impress
others (Frankfurt, 2005).

Bullshit receptivity: lacking the ability to detect and distinguish bullshit from non-
bullshit, as well as being unable to identify the need for skepticism (Pennycook et al.,
2015).

Cynicism: an enduring disbelief of others that occurs when people are seen as acting
solely based on selfish motives (Anson, Mann and Sherman, 1986).

Greenwashing: making unfounded or exaggerated claims of sustainability or
environmental friendliness in an attempt to gain market share (Dahl, 2010).

Lying: a statement constructed with concern for the truth, made by someone who
believes they know the truth but tells the opposite (Frankfurt, 2005).

Pseudo-profound bullshit: a subcategory of bullshit. Statements constructed to give
the recipient some sense of profundity at the expense of a clear meaning or truth
(Pennycook. et al., 2015).

Profundity: describes deep meaning (Pennycook et al., 2015).

Skepticism: doubting what others are saying or doing but possibly being convinced by
evidence or proof. Cognitive response which varies depending on the context and
content of the communication (Mohr, Eroglu & Ellen, 1998).

Sustainability statements: in the context of business communication, sustainable
statements aim to represent claims made by companies used to describe their
sustainable operations.

The Cognitive Reflection Test (CRT): tests the ability or disposition to reflect on a
question and resist reporting the first response that comes to mind. Used to measure one
type of cognitive ability (Frederick, 2005).



1.  Introduction

During an era of fake news and conspiracy theories, bullshit is an unavoidable and
growing topic that has not yet been extensively discussed. Fifteen years ago, bullshit
was determined to be one of the most salient features of the modern time (Frankfurt,
2005). Nowadays, with increased accessibility to news and information, nothing would
suggest that it has become less salient. In order to stand out in a public landscape filled
with deception and questionable information, companies need to be transparent. The
topic of sustainability is one area where such transparency is particularly important
since the growing concern for climate change among consumers has given rise to the
concept of greenwashing (Dahl, 2010). To meet the demand for sustainable action,
companies may use claims, promises and statements to communicate their green vision.
However, sometimes there is a mismatch between words and actions.

1.1 Background

1.1.1 History of bullshit

Nonsense and bullshit are for some people different words for the same thing. To state
the difference between the two concepts, consider the following sentences created with
impressive buzzwords; a) "Unparalleled transforms meaning beauty hidden abstract."
This first sentence does not make sense; in other words, it is nonsense. In comparison,
see b) "Hidden meaning transforms unparalleled abstract beauty." created with the same
buzzwords but constructed to communicate something which makes it bullshit
(Pennycook et al., 2015). The above example (b) might not be what comes to mind for
most people when discussing bullshit, a more familiar version of bullshit would be an
exaggerated story told over drinks (Pennycook et al., 2015).

According to Frankfurt (2005), bullshit is also “hot air”, which describes the only thing
that comes from the speaker’s mouth, where the words are put together with
indifference towards the truth. Some people might argue that this is equivalent to lying
or bluffing. While lying is based on the intention of concealing the truth, implying that
the truth is of concern, bullshit is created without such a concern. Essentially, the
bullshitter does not care about whether the information conveyed is true or not
(Pennycook & Rand, 2019).

Frankfurt, (2005) was later followed by Pennycook et al. (2015), adding an additional
dimension to the concept of bullshit, called pseudo-profound bullshit. In contrast to
mere bullshit, pseudo-profound bullshit is characterized by its vagueness, which hides
the fact that it lacks meaning. Bullshit is easy to call out, whilst pseudo-profound
bullshit is not as easy to identify.



1.1.2 Fake news

Today's society is overflowing with information due to increased accessibility and
digitalization. In line with the increased use of social media, the sharing of information
and news has escalated, contributing to an unfiltered news landscape. Falsehood is
shared and diffused faster than the truth which has given fake news a head start
(Vosoughi, Roy & Aral, 2018), something that was evident in the Presidential Election
in 2016 when it became a significant subject discussed in the media (Pennycook &
Rand, 2019). In the realm of lying and bullshit, fake news falls under the latter when
following Frankfurt's (2005) definition. The correlation between perceived accuracy of
fake news and receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit was found in a study by
Pennycook and Rand (2019).

1.1.3  Business communication in the industry of consumer goods

Nowadays, consumers consider companies' sustainable work to be increasingly
important. During the year 2019, companies within the sector of consumer goods
experienced a rise from 53% to 61% in consumer interest for environmental issues
(Swedish Trade Federation, 2019). The consumer demand for sustainable goods puts
pressure on industries to adapt to changed expectations. To meet this increased demand,
companies have to communicate their environmental actions, in order to be categorized
as sustainable brands. According to Suchman (1995), only the absence of sustainable
communication and claims, reveals a non-environmental way of operating. This means
that companies may gain trust through phony based claims, as long as they are
impressive and use meaningful concepts, which is in line with the aforementioned
definition of pseudo-profound bullshit (Pennycook et al., 2015).

1.1.4 Greenwashing

Due to the increased need for businesses to frame themselves as sustainable, the concept
of greenwashing has grown in business communication. The term greenwashing
describes unfounded or exaggerated claims regarding sustainability (Dahl, 2010).
Greenwashing is closely related to bullshit in the sense that it does not aim to tell a lie
but rather relies on noble promises that seldom come to fruition. Regarding bullshit in
global climate governance, the detection of it can be seen as a double-edged sword.
When remaining undetected, it hinders the efforts to mitigate climate change and when
it does come to light, it threatens to harm the public trust in political institutions
(Stevenson, 2021).



1.2 Problem area and research gap

As previously mentioned, bullshit is a salient feature of our modern time, together with
a growing interest in sustainability and consumer demand for climate action. In an effort
to satisfy these demands, companies and governments announce declarations, claims or
pledges promising ambitious emissions reduction. Yet, pollution continues to increase,
and the actions do not meet the ambition needed to ensure a stable climate. Words are
rarely supported by sincere ambition and action, resulting in a mismatch between
rhetoric and actions (Stevenson, 2021). The lack of sincerity while trying to
communicate something impressive and profound indicates that such communication
may be pseudo-profound bullshit (Pennycook et al., 2015).

The concept of pseudo-profound bullshit will be put in the context of business
statements made to describe a company's actions within sustainability. The study will
investigate which factors influence individuals' perception, and in particular,
individuals’ receptivity to such sustainability statements. This thesis will attempt to
contribute to the research area of pseudo-profound bullshit by connecting business
statements, sustainability, and several factors affecting bullshit receptivity that have not
been previously investigated. Additionally, the authors aim to demonstrate the
importance of noticing false statements and being critical towards companies'
communication within sustainability.

1.3 Purpose and research questions

The purpose of this study is to investigate which factors influence individuals'
receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit statements regarding sustainability in business
communication. To examine these factors, we firstly aim to establish if individuals are
receptive to pseudo-profound bullshit in the aforementioned context. Therefore, we pose
the following research question:

1) Are individuals receptive to pseudo-profound bullshit regarding sustainability in
business communication?

Two categories of driving characteristics have been selected in an effort to understand
which factors influence individuals' receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit: 1) Human
factors, measured by the level of cynicism and cognitive ability, are inherent traits that
are consistent across contexts. 2) Situational factors, measured by the level of
skepticism and perceived knowledge, vary depending on the context. Thus, we pose the
second research question, which aims to investigate how human and situational factors
influence receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit:



2) To what extent do human and situational factors respectively influence
individuals’ receptivity to bullshit related to sustainability in business
communication?

1.4 Intended knowledge contribution

Previous studies have touched upon pseudo-profound bullshit in the context of public
speaking and politics (Pfattheicher & Schindler, 2016), in organizations (Christensen et
al., 2019), and what characterizes who falls for fake news and pseudo-profound bullshit
(Pennycook. et.al, 2015; De Neys, 2014; Pennycook, Fugelsang and Koehler, 2015).
This study aims to contribute to the knowledge concerning pseudo-profound bullshit by
applying the phenomenon to the context of sustainability in business communication.
Furthermore, the study seeks to expand the previous research on pseudo-profound
bullshit by exploring additional factors influencing receptivity.

1.5 Delimitations

This thesis investigates how cognitive ability, cynicism, skepticism and perceived
knowledge influence an individual's receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit statements.
There are indeed several additional factors that influence individuals’ receptivity to
pseudo-profound bullshit, which this thesis has not investigated. For instance, only
limited information about the industry (i.e., consumer goods) and the context was given
to respondents, but additional information about the companies (company name,
products etc.) was not provided. The authors have chosen to limit the investigation to
the four aforementioned individual factors due to the ambition of drawing conclusions
regarding consumers as a group, independent of previous company specific knowledge
and sentiment. Due to limited resources the online questionnaire was only distributed to
Swedish consumers.



2. Theoretical framework

In order to address the research questions, this section will present the theoretical
framework which is based on previous research and literature on the respective topics.
Generated hypotheses will be presented accordingly and summarized at the end of the
section.

2.1 Pseudo-profound bullshit

Pseudo-profound bullshit lacks clear meaning and is designed to impress rather than to
inform, and to be engaging rather than instructive (Pennycook et al., 2015). The word
pseudo-profound, in a literal sense, means pretending to be deep or meaningful. As
mentioned in the introduction, the sentence b) "Hidden meaning transforms unparalleled
abstract beauty" is an example of bullshit. To clarify the difference between bullshit and
pseudo-profound bullshit, consider the following sentence c) "Attention and intention
are the mechanics of manifestation”. This is a real-world example of pseudo-profound
bullshit published as a tweet by New York Times best-selling author Deepak Chopra,
M.D. This is not a random collection of buzzwords, however its vagueness suggests that
it was constructed to seem profound at the expense of a clear meaning or truth
(Pennycook et al., 2015).

According to Dalton (2016), bullshit, randomly generated by a computer, might be
difficult to value in terms of how profound it seems. Dalton (2016) argues that bullshit,
like beauty, may be in the eye of the beholder and disagrees with the definition by
Pennycook et al. (2015) which states that bullshit "lacks clear meaning from the
perspective of natural science". He argues that people with a higher ability to accept
paradoxes might find as much meaning and profundity in the truth as in randomly
generated bullshit statements (Dalton, 2016). However, Pennycook et al. (2016) stress
that bullshit is defined in terms of how it is produced and not by how it is perceived.
Following the definition offered by Frankfurt (2005) bullshit depends on the intentions,
or lack thereof, by the person communicating the statements, which means that
profound bullshit is still bullshit (Pennycook et al., 2016).

Previous research on bullshit often refers to Frankfurt (2005) which was the first study
made in the field, and Pennycook et al. (2015) as the first research made on pseudo-
profound bullshit. Therefore, it can be argued that the theoretical framework may stem
from a narrow perspective. However, several replications and studies built on this
research have been made, focusing on different contexts and potential reasons behind
the concept (De Neys, 2014; Pennycook, Fugelsang and Koehler, 2015; Pfattheicher,
Schindler, 2016; Petrocelli, 2018).
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2.1.1.  Bullshit receptivity

Being receptive towards pseudo-profound bullshit, and bullshit in general, means
lacking the ability to detect and distinguish bullshit from non-bullshit, as well as being
unable to identify the need for skepticism (Pennycook et al., 2015). Two main factors
describing why some people rate pseudo-profound bullshit as profound, and hence are
receptive to bullshit, are discussed by Pennycook et al. (2015). The first mechanism is
the inability to resist the biological human bias towards believing something said as
true, due to lack of additional processing (Pennycook et al., 2015). Similarly, Stanovich
(2018), argues that humans often limit the processing and critical thinking towards
information and impressions, due to the natural human bias. According to De Neys
(2014) the aforementioned human bias is caused by, and is contingent, on task and
personal characteristics as well as contexts. Additionally, he argues in line with
Pennycook et al. (2015), that the bias can be resisted by additional knowledge and
increased reflective thinking. The effect of the human bias on receptivity has been
supported by several replications (Pfattheicher & Schindler, 2016; Nilsson et al., 2019).

The second mechanism refers to the inability to detect bullshit, which may cause one to
confuse vagueness for profundity (Pennycook et al., 2015). In order to recognize
something as bullshit it is necessary to detect conflict, such as noticing an untrustworthy
source or information that conflicts with common knowledge or specific knowledge of
the recipient (Pennycook et al. 2015). In terms of business communication, additional
knowledge may include information about the company, the intention and source of
publication, which, according to De Neys (2014) may influence the bias towards how
people perceive business communication. A study made by Gligoric and Vilotijevic
(2019) investigated how contextual factors influence individuals’ bullshit receptivity.
Their findings showed that contextual factors such as the name of the author, increases
the perceived legitimacy of the source, and hence the perceived profundity, which in
turn affects the receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit.

Humans have a biological bias towards believing something said as true, however,
situational knowledge can provide additional tools for detecting bullshit. Additionally,
the receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit can either increase or decrease depending on
individual associations with contextual information such as perceiving a source as more
or less legitimate. Therefore, the first and second hypothesis are generated as follows:

H1. There is no significant difference between the receptivity to pseudo-profound
bullshit sustainability statements and real sustainability statements.

H2. Individuals are more receptive to pseudo-profound bullshit sustainability statements
that are stated to originate from an annual report, compared to a general business
context.

11



2.2. Human factors

2.2.1. Cognitive ability

The first mechanism of bullshit receptivity is the inability to resist the biological human
bias towards believing something said as true due to lack of additional processing
(Pennycook et al., 2015). Human beings have a bias towards using intuition in order to
act fast in emergency situations and therefore often deliver a less than optimal response
to questions that require more than intuition (Stanovich, 2018). In order to recognize
something as bullshit the ability to detect conflict is necessary, such as noticing an
untrustworthy source or information that conflicts with common knowledge (Pennycook
et al. 2015). Individual differences in analytic cognitive style have been found to
positively correlate with conflict detection (Pennycook, Fugelsang & Koehler, 2015).
Thus, cognitive ability is an important component of pseudo-profound bullshit
receptivity (Pennycook et al. 2015).

One way to measure cognitive ability is through the Cognitive Reflection Test (CRT)
created by Frederick (2005). The three item CRT consists of questions that are
constructed to elicit an intuitive incorrect response. In order to arrive at the correct
answer, the respondent has to reconsider and discard the common initial response
Frederick (2005). The three item CRT consists of the following questions:

» [f'it takes 5 machines 5 minutes to produce 5 products. How long does it
take for 100 machines to produce 100 products?

= A bat and a ball cost $1.10 in total. The bat costs $1.00 more than the ball.
How much does the ball cost?

» [n 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?

The argument that the questions do in fact trigger an intuitive incorrect response was
supported by analyzing the most common wrong answers when testing the CRT. These
corresponded with the suggested intuitive answers; 100, 10 and 24 (Frederick, 2005). In
the context of bullshit, Pennycook et al. (2015) used the CRT to measure cognitive
ability in relation to receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit. Their findings show that
individuals who are more receptive to bullshit score lower on the CRT, which indicates
that the test can be used to distinguish between individuals who intuitively accept a
bullshit statement, and those who reconsider the profundity of the statement (Pennycook
et al., 2015). Pennycook and Ross (2016) argue that the CRT not only measures
cognitive ability but that it also, to some degree, can indicate a person’s disposition or
propensity to think analytically. Critics of the CRT have argued that the commonly used
CRT questions may be known due to the test's prevalence, and that the answers are not
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fully reliable as a consequence. However, despite a general familiarity with the scale’s
questions, Bialek and Pennycook (2018) concludes that prior experience does not affect
the CRT’s predictive validity.

With the above-mentioned research and theory as a foundation, it is assumed that the
CRT results will provide similar observations in the present study. Therefore, the third
hypothesis is generated as follows:

H3. High cognitive ability is negatively correlated with receptivity to pseudo-profound
bullshit in sustainability statements.

2.2.2.  Cynicism

A factor that has not yet been thoroughly investigated together with bullshit receptivity
is cynicism. Cynicism represents a dark view of the world and specifically the people in
it. A cynic doubts others due to the belief that people act exclusively based on selfish
motives and interests (Anson, Mann, & Sherman, 1986). Cynicism can be described as a
personality trait that is present across contexts and stable over time (Mohr, Eroglu, &
Ellen, 1998). Furthermore, a person’s level of cynicism can influence their level of
skepticism. An individual who is inclined to doubt the motive behind a commercial (i.e.,
a cynic) is also more likely to question the substance of the message (i.e., be skeptical)
than a less cynic individual (Mohr, Eroglu & Ellen, 1998). In the context of bullshit, it
was examined how bullshit is detected in an organization by a skeptical person
compared to someone cynical. It was found that a skeptical person is likely to distrust a
statement but still see value in additional exploration behind the communication. In
comparison, a cynical person would detect bullshit immediately, without feeling the
need for exploring it further (Christensen, Karreman, & Rasche, 2019).

Based on the theory implying that a less cynic individual is less likely to develop
skepticism towards a specific statement and that cynical people are more likely to detect
bullshit immediately, the fourth hypothesis is developed:

H4. High level of cynicism is negatively correlated with receptivity to pseudo-profound
bullshit in sustainability statements.

2.3. Situational factors

2.3.1. Skepticism

While related to cynicism, skepticism differs in the sense that it is a cognitive response
which varies depending on context and content (Mohr, Eroglu & Ellen, 1998). This
definition was also used by Tan (2002) when developing a scale to measure consumer
skepticism towards advertising. The scale contains several assertions which are divided
into four factors; disbelief, mistrust, undesirable and misinform which underlie

13



skepticism (Tan, 2002). Skeptics doubt the actions or words of others but can be
convinced by evidence or proof. By accumulating several experiences with different
sources of communication (e.g., business communication), an overall sentiment is
formed. This sentiment in turn affects skepticism related to a specific experience, for
example, business communication in a certain context (Mohr, Eroglu & Ellen, 1998).
Furthermore, skepticism may also vary depending on the medium in which the
information is conveyed. Individuals who are skeptical towards advertising in general
may exhibit different levels of skepticism towards printed advertising versus radio
advertising (Obermiller & Spangenberg, 1998).

The existence of a positive correlation between lack of skepticism and bullshit
receptivity has been suggested by Pennycook et al. (2015). This proposal is based on the
receptivity to epistemically suspect beliefs, meaning beliefs that contradict common
naturalistic conceptions of the world, which is founded on lack of skepticism. For
example, the belief in angels, and specifically believing that they can move through
walls, conflicts with the common notion that things are unable to pass through solid
objects (Pennycook et al., 2015), hence, the need for skepticism is absent.

Although it is rare to believe in angels moving through walls, the mechanisms behind
the belief are similar to those influencing the receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit.
Being receptive to pseudo-profound bullshit means lacking the ability to detect and
distinguish bullshit from non-bullshit, as well as being unable to identify the need for
skepticism (Pennycook et.al, 2015). The term need for skepticism means that there
exists an external cue that skepticism is required, facilitating the detection of bullshit.
For pseudo-profound bullshit this external cue is removed due to its vagueness
(Pennycook et.al, 2015). However, the definition of skepticism as dependent on context
and content by Mohr, Eroglu and Ellen (1998) implies that skeptics have developed this
cue internally towards certain sources or situations.

In the present context of business communication regarding sustainability, there is a
growing concern among consumers that companies are spreading false and misleading
information for reputational and monetary gain (Goh & Balaji, 2016). Misinformation
may cause extensive distrust regarding all environmental claims, including accurate
ones. The core problem lies with the consumers inability to test the validity of
environmental claims. Unlike most product claims, these cannot be verified by
consumers through observing quality, performance, durability or additional
characteristics (Cohen, 1991). Since skeptics can be convinced by evidence or proof, the
inability to verify sustainability claims may result in increased skepticism in this
specific context.

Based on the above-mentioned theory on skepticism, and put in the context of
sustainable claims, it is expected that individuals’ level of skepticism will affect their
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receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit. Therefore, the fifth hypothesis is developed as
follows:

HS. High level of skepticism is negatively correlated with receptivity to pseudo-
profound bullshit in sustainability statements.

2.3.2. Perceived knowledge

Mohr, Eroglu and Ellen (1998) suggest that perceived knowledge may have an effect on
skepticism. Further they theorize that consumers with lower levels of knowledge are
more likely to be misled by false claims. However, the results of their study did not find
any significant correlation between perceived knowledge and skepticism, instead they
found a significant positive correlation between perceived knowledge and cynicism. As
stated previously in the theoretical framework, an individual’s level of cynicism affects
their level of skepticism (Mohr, Eroglu & Ellen, 1998), which may indicate that
perceived knowledge has an influence on skepticism through its influence on cynicism.
Furthermore, knowledge affects pseudo-profound bullshit receptivity since the detection
of bullshit is based on finding conflict with common knowledge or knowledge that is
specific to the recipient (Pennycook et.al, 2015).

The relevant knowledge to investigate is knowledge regarding the context since it can
trigger the situational factor skepticism. From this, it can be argued that the higher the
level of perceived knowledge within the topic of sustainability, the lower is the
likelihood of being misled by inaccurate statements from companies. Therefore, the
sixth hypothesis is generated as follows:

He. High level of perceived knowledge is negatively correlated with receptivity to
pseudo-profound bullshit in sustainability statements.

2.4. Hypothesis development

Based on the purpose of this thesis; to investigate which factors influence individuals'
receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit statements regarding sustainability in business
communication, and the theoretical framework that has been developed from previous
research, six hypotheses have been developed. H1 and H2 aim to investigate if there is a
difference in the receptivity to real and pseudo-profound bullshit statements, as well as
how the context in which they are presented influence bullshit receptivity. H3 and H4
are related to the human factors described, specifically, how cognitive ability and
cynicism influence bullshit receptivity. HS and H6 are connected to the situational
factors which depend on the context of sustainability statements in business
communication, and specifically how skepticism and perceived knowledge influence
bullshit receptivity.
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Table 1. Hypothesis development

H1

H2

H3

H4

HS

He6

There is no significant difference between the receptivity to pseudo-profound
bullshit sustainability statements and real sustainability statements.

Individuals are more receptive to pseudo-profound bullshit sustainability
statements that are stated to originate from an annual report, compared to a
general business context.

High level of cognitive ability is negatively correlated with receptivity to
pseudo-profound bullshit in sustainability statements.

High level of cynicism is negatively correlated with receptivity to pseudo-
profound bullshit in sustainability statements.

High level of skepticism is negatively correlated with receptivity to pseudo-
profound bullshit in sustainability statements.

High level of perceived knowledge is negatively correlated with receptivity to
pseudo-profound bullshit in sustainability statements.
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3. Methodology
3.1.  Scientific approach

With the aim to investigate which factors influence individuals' receptivity to pseudo-
profound bullshit statements related to sustainability in business communication, this
study follows the quantitative scientific approach described by Bryman and Bell (2015).
The method used in a study is often chosen based on the method used in previous
research in the same field (Churchill, 1999). The majority of the previous studies on
pseudo-profound bullshit use quantitative approaches, which is the reason why the
authors argue that a quantitative approach is the most appropriate. Prior studies on
pseudo-profound bullshit have used surveys as a foundation to test their hypotheses and
assumptions (De Neys, 2014; Pennycook et al., 2015; Pennycook, Fugelsang &
Koehler, 2015; Pfattheicher & Schindler, 2016; Petrocelli, 2018). The survey in this
thesis uses several previously tested scales to measure the variables. Since existing
theory and previous research lay the foundation for this thesis, our study is built as a
deductive research which is based on available literature to generate hypotheses set out
to be tested and investigated (Bryman & Bell, 2015). To analyze the data, an explorative
analysis was made to examine to which extent the independent variables influenced the
dependent variables.

The survey consisted of a self-completion questionnaire, which means that a
questionnaire was distributed to respondents who consequently filled it out
independently by answering a predetermined set of questions (Bryman & Bell, 2015).
An alternative method that could have been applied to this study is a content analysis.
Instead of a self-completion questionnaire, the respondents would have been asked to
verbally describe the content and how they perceived it. However, due to the limited
time frame and social restrictions caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, this method would
have involved difficulties in terms of collecting the appropriate quantity of data.

3.2. Questionnaire design

3.2.1. Questionnaire

The survey was conducted through a self-completed anonymous questionnaire which
was created using the survey-tool Qualtrics. The questionnaire consisted of six question
blocks with four blocks primarily focused on the investigative purpose of this study (see
Figure 1). All questions used Likert scales and were written in Swedish since the
questionnaire targeted Swedish consumers. For the same reason the scales originating
from previous research were translated from English to Swedish. See Appendix B for
the original scales and the full survey. Below, a visualization of the survey flow is
shown.

17



Introduction

/\

Divided into context: Statements
published in Annual Report

Divided into context: No context
provided

—

Block 1: Questions on perception of
randomly presented statements

Block 2: Questions on perceived
knowledge regarding sustainability

Block 3: Questions on cynicism

Block 4: Questions on cognitive

ability (CRT)
If “working”:
Question on J Block 5: Questions on gender, age,
profession L education, work
within CSR

Block 6: Questions on survey
quality, clarity and control questions

Figure 1. Visualization of the Survey flow.

Firstly, the respondents were introduced to the purpose of the questionnaire, estimated

completion time and information regarding anonymity. They were also given

information regarding the donation to the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) for their

participation in the questionnaire. Thereafter information regarding GDPR was
presented, and the respondents were given the option to consent or not consent to

participate in the study. Following this, respondents were randomly divided into two

groups which were shown two different contexts as background for the next question

block.




In the first block, respondents were shown four business statements out of which two
originated from actual companies and two were randomly generated pseudo-profound
bullshit statements. In total, eight statements were used in the survey, and these were
divided into two sets of four. The respondents were randomly presented with a set of
statements which were rated using a 7-point Likert scale consisting of eleven items. In
the second block, the respondents rated their perceived knowledge regarding
sustainability using a 7-point Likert scale consisting of six items with an attention check
added as a seventh item. In the third block, the respondents rated their level of cynicism
on a 7-point Likert scale consisting of six items. In the fourth block the respondents
answered three free text questions measuring cognitive ability. The fifth block gathered
demographic information about the respondents. The sixth and final block collected
information regarding the quality of the questionnaire and included two control
questions to assess the reliability of responses.

3.3. Scales and variables

In the following section the constructed variables and the scales used to measure them
will be presented in the same order as in the survey flow.

3.3.1. Context

To investigate if different contexts influence bullshit receptivity, the independent
variable context was created. As mentioned, the respondents were randomly divided
into two different groups describing different contexts. Group 1 (n = 47) was given the
information that the statements were published in annual reports the previous year.
Group 2 (n = 47), the control group, did not receive any specific information regarding
the context of the communicated statements apart from the general context of business
communication regarding sustainability.

3.3.2. Receptivity

In order to examine receptivity, each respondent was presented with two pseudo-
profound bullshit statements and two real statements, which were rated to measure the
dependent variables bullshit receptivity and real receptivity. Since no existing computer
program for generating random bullshit statements in a sustainability context was
identified, the program used was constructed by the authors (see Appendix B). This
results in limitations concerning the complexity of the program and the diversity in
statements which can be generated.

The variable bullshit receptivity was measured based on the ratings of the pseudo-
profound bullshit statements, which were generated using a program constructed
through the programming language Python. This program was designed to generate a
randomized sentence consisting of either four or six words. The length of either four or

19



six was randomized which simultaneously determined whether the first word of the
sentence would be “For” or “We”. The sentences were constructed using the following
syntax:

1) first word, 2) indefinite article, 3) adjective, 4) noun, or;
1) first word, 2) verb, 3) conjunction, 4), indefinite article, 5) adjective, 6) noun.

The adjectives and nouns used in the program were all related to sustainability and
characterized by positivity. These words were inspired by the real company statements
included in the survey. A total of 20 sentences were generated out of which four were
randomly selected and adjusted to be grammatically correct. The randomly generated
pseudo-profound bullshit statements and the real statements are summarized in Table 2.

Table 2. Summary of statements and their origin

Name Statement Origin n
Bullshit

Bullshit 1 For a greener Sweden Randomly generated 47
Bullshit 2 We work for a sustainable planet Randomly generated 46
Bullshit 3 We fight for a CO2-neutral world Randomly generated 48
Bullshit 4 For a sustainable climate Randomly generated 47
Real

Real 1 Sweden’s greenest brand Coop 46
Real 2 Better for people + our planet IKEA 46
Real 3 We want to set an example within sustainability Systembolaget 48
Real 4 Develop & manufacture on nature’s terms Fjallraven 48

Note: Statements in Swedish

Bullshit 1 = “For ett gronare Sverige”, Bullshit 2 = “Vi jobbar for en hallbar planet”, Bullshit 3 = “Vi
kdmpar for en CO2-neutral varld”, Bullshit 4 = “For ett hallbart klimat”, Real 1 = “Sveriges gronaste
varumarke”, Real 2 = “Bittre for minniskor + var planet”, Real 3 = “Vi vill vara ett foredome inom
hallbarhet”, Real 4 = “Utveckla & tillverka pa naturens villkor”

The variable real receptivity was measured based on the ratings of the real statements,
which were retrieved from actual sustainable companies, featured on the list “Sweden -
Sustainable Brand Index 2021”. The rankings in the list indicate how brands are
perceived by their important stakeholders in terms of sustainability and the chosen
companies were part of the top 25 (Sustainable Brand Index, 2021). The companies
whose statements were presented in the questionnaire were categorized by the authors
as being part of the consumer goods industry and therefore determined to be
comparable. All of the statements used in the survey were either quoted from the
sustainability section of the respective company websites, their annual reports or from
slogans related to sustainability.
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Each statement was followed by eleven assertions, which the respondents were asked to
rate on a 7-point scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The scale was
developed by Tan (2002) to measure consumer skepticism and consists of several
assertions which are divided into four factors; disbelief, mistrust, undesirable and
misinform. Out of these eleven items, three were used to measure the respondents’
receptivity, one was used to measure the statements’ profundity, and seven were used to
measure skepticism. The three assertions used to measure the dependent variable
receptivity had a positive connotation, in contrast to the assertions measuring
skepticism.

3.3.3.  Profundity

The dependent variable profundity was not part of the main study and thus not part of
the hypothesis development. The profundity assertion was integrated to the assertions
investigating receptivity and skepticism. It was included in order to investigate if there
is a difference between receptivity and perceived profundity towards bullshit contrary to
the findings of Pennycook et al. (2015).

3.3.4. Skepticism

The independent variable skepticism was measured in the same question block as
receptivity and profundity. Out of the eleven assertions in this block, seven were used to
measure skepticism. Subsequently, these assertions are also part of the consumer
skepticism scale developed by Tan (2002). The skepticism scale adapted for this study
used assertions from the factors mistrust and misinform. The assertions used negations
and had a negative connotation. The respondents were asked to rate to which extent they
agreed with the assertions on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 7 (strongly agree).

3.3.5. Perceived knowledge

In order to measure the independent variable perceived knowledge, a 7-point scale
developed by Ellen, Eroglu and Webb (1997) was used. This scale was further studied
by Mohr, Eroglu and Ellen (1998). The scale consists of six assertions concerning
perceived knowledge regarding sustainability and recycling (e.g., “I know more about
recycling than the average person”). The respondents were asked to rate to which extent
they agreed with the assertions on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The scale’s Cronbach’s alpha was a = 0.75 (see
Appendix A, Table 1). In the same question block, an attention check question was
incorporated to ensure that the respondents paid attention to the instructions when
answering the questionnaire.
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3.3.6. Cynicism

The scale used to measure the independent variable cynicism was developed by Kanter
and Mirvis (1989) and was used in the previously mentioned study by Mohr, Eroglu and
Ellen (1998). The scale consists of six assertions regarding how the respondent
perceives the world and other people (e.g., “Most people are not really honest by
nature”). The respondents were asked to rate to which extent they agreed with the
assertions on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree). The internal consistency was tested through Cronbach’s alpha, which was a =
0.78 (see Appendix A, Table 1).

3.3.7.  Cognitive Ability

The Cognitive Reflection Test (CRT) developed by Frederick (2005) was used to
measure the independent variable cognitive ability. The CRT used in this survey
consists of a three-item test where the respondents filled in their answers using free text.
The questions are presented in the theoretical framework under cognitive ability (see
section 2.3.3). The internal consistency was tested through Cronbach’s alpha, which
was o = 0.73 for the CRT (see Appendix A, Table 1). Since critics of the CRT have
argued that the commonly used CRT questions may be known due to its attention and
prevalence, the question regarding the price of a bat and a ball was changed and instead
referred to the price of a juice and a straw.

3.4. Insights from preparatory study

A preparatory study was conducted in order to evaluate the survey. Referring to
Connelly (2008), a pre-study is a suitable tool to gain insight of usability and new
perspectives on the experiment design. The preparatory study was conducted between
the 24th and 31st of March 2021. A sample of » = 12 respondents answered the
questionnaire out of which three respondents were asked to think out loud while
answering the questions. Based on suggestions, a question investigating if the
respondent was professionally active within CSR was added. The preparatory study
received comments regarding its length, which was expected. However, in order to
investigate the two human and two situational factors and considering that the assertions
of each section followed a pre-set scale, all sections were deemed necessary.

3.5. Data collection and analysis

3.5.1. Data collection

The questionnaire was distributed between the 24th of March until the 15th of April
2021 and generated a total of n = 94 valid responses. The questionnaire was distributed
through an online link, which was shared through Facebook, Instagram and LinkedIn,
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together providing a convenience sample. The main weakness with a convenience
sample is the inability to generalize the findings, since it is not a representative sample
(Bryman & Bell, 2015). However, the selected procedure was chosen with the ambition
to reach a high response rate in a time efficient way. The different media platforms were
selected due to their audience which aligns with the consumer perspective of this thesis.

3.5.2. Drop-out analysis

In total, n = 135 respondents participated in the main study. First, the group of people
who had not finished the questionnaire was excluded (n = 18). The majority of these
respondents dropped out after completing approximately 36% of the questionnaire. This
may indicate that the first part with information regarding GDPR and the purpose of the
survey, as well as the many assertions connected to the first statements, was a threshold
for continuing the survey. Due to incorrectly answering the first attention check n =9
responses were excluded and n = 14 responses were excluded due to incorrect responses
to the control questions.

In total, the survey provided n = 94 valid responses. The distribution between genders
was relatively equal with 43.6% female and 56.4% male respondents. The mean age of
the respondents was 28.7 and 67% were in the age range of 18-25 years old. The
majority of the respondents were students (55.3%) and the remaining were employed
(44.7%), out of which eight respondents worked with CSR (8.5%) (see Table 3).

Table 3. Overview of socio-demographic variables

Variable N n % of total sample M
94

Gender

Female 41 43.6

Male 53 56.4

Age (years) 27.9

18-25 63 67

26-35 18 19.1

36-50 4 4.2

50-65 9 9.6

Occupation

Student 52 55.3

Employed 42 44.7

Working with CSR

Yes 8 8.5

No 34 36.2

Note: the alternatives for gender were man, woman,
non-binary, other, prefer not to disclose.
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3.5.3. Data analysis

The collected data was exported from Qualtrics to Excel and filtered to exclude
responses that were incomplete or had inadequate answers to the control questions. The
Excel file was split into two files in order to distinguish the two context groups and
subsequently imported and merged in IBM SPSS Statistics v. 27 which was the
statistical tool used to conduct the analysis. The hypotheses were tested through
conducting a one-sample t-test, independent t-tests, a Pearson’s correlation test and a
linear regression analysis. In case the data did not follow a specific distribution,
nonparametric tests were also conducted.

3.6. Reliability and validity

3.6.1. Reliability

Reliability is defined by the consistency of a measure of a concept, and if repeated
research would result in the same findings (Bryman & Bell, 2015). The internal
reliability should be ensured on multi-item measures in which the respondents’ answers
are summarized to form an overall score. These items must be coherent in order to
ensure internal consistency which is measured by Cronbach's alpha. The measure varies
between 0 (no internal reliability) and 1 (perfect internal reliability). A Cronbach's alpha
of 0.7 has been suggested to be efficient (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Since the randomizer
function in Qualtrics was used, each respondent evaluated four out of eight statements.
Therefore, the alphas for receptivity and skepticism were computed for each statement.
All statements had an o > 0.7, except for one of the real statements, which had an alpha
of 0.69. However, since this thesis mainly focuses on bullshit receptivity it was
considered to be acceptable. Additionally, all Cronbach’s alphas for the used scales
were > 0.7 (see Appendix A, Table 1).

3.6.2. Validity

The validity of a study determines whether the research measures what is set out to be
measured, i.e., its ability to answer the research questions (Bryman & Bell, 2015). To
secure internal validity, the survey used established scales to measure the independent
variables. Further, the external validity of a study defines whether the results can be
generalized beyond the specific context (Bryman & Bell, 2015). The field of this study
is relatively narrow which weakens the generalizability. Nonetheless, the theory behind
the study’s independent variables (i.e., cognitive ability, cynicism, skepticism and
perceived knowledge) has been applied to several contexts, including research on
consumer perception of business communication and advertising (Mohr, Eroglu, &
Ellen, 1998; Bonini, Graffeo, & Polonio, 2015). Therefore, external validity is
strengthened. Furthermore, ecological validity is a measure of how the results predict
behaviors applicable to the real world (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Since half of the
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evaluated statements are real, i.e., originate from actual companies, the results of how
they are perceived are arguably valid in a real-world setting. However, in reality, the
statements are often presented together with additional information, e.g., company name
and context, which likely influences how they are perceived in reality.

3.7. Quality of survey data

At the end of the questionnaire, the respondents were asked to judge the survey based
on its usability and clarity, in order to ensure validity. It was shown that 89% of the
respondents found the questions clearly stated and that 67% found the questions easy to
answer. Additionally, 85% of the respondents did not experience that the questions tried
to influence their answers in a certain direction (for details see Appendix A, Table 6).
The very last question was an open question where the respondents were asked to leave
a comment regarding the survey. This question was answered by 24% of the
respondents with the majority of the comments mentioning that more information about
the companies should be presented in order to judge the statements properly. In order to
ensure that the respondents paid attention to the questions, three questions with
Instructional Manipulation Check functions were added. One attention-check question
was added in the middle of the questionnaire where the respondents were asked to
choose a specific alternative, and two control questions in the end regarding the purpose
of the survey.
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4. Results

In this chapter the results from the data analysis will be presented. First, the analytical
tool will present how the hypotheses were tested, followed by the results of the
conducted tests. Thereafter, the hypotheses will be summarized. Lastly, additional
findings will be presented.

4.1. Analytical tool

The following section presents an overview of how each hypothesis was evaluated.
Descriptive statistics regarding the respondents are presented in the methodology
chapter (see Table 3). Throughout the analysis, p-values on a significance level of 5%
(p<0.05) were used to test the hypotheses.

Hypothesis H1 was evaluated through a one-sample t-test which compared the
mean receptivity with a predetermined test value in order to observe differences in
receptivity to real and pseudo-profound bullshit statements.

Hypothesis H2 was evaluated through an independent t-test in order to observe
differences in receptivity between the group that was shown the statements in a
general business context and the group that was shown the statements in an annual
report context.

Hypotheses H3, H4, HS and H6 were evaluated through independent t-tests in
order to observe differences in receptivity between the groups based on low or
high levels of cognitive ability, cynicism, perceived knowledge and skepticism.
These hypotheses were further evaluated through a Pearson’s correlation test and
a linear regression analysis.

Since the data analysis is based on what can be considered a small sample (n = 94),
nonparametric tests were conducted in addition to the parametric tests in case the data
did not follow a specific distribution. The Mann Whitney U test was used as the
nonparametric equivalent to the independent t-test and generated results that
corresponded with the results from the parametric tests. Since the independent t-tests
make up the main part of the analysis, and generated corresponding results to the Mann
Whitney U test, no additional nonparametric tests were conducted. Therefore, the
following sections present the results from the parametric tests.

4.2. Bullshit receptivity and real receptivity
This section describes the evaluation of hypothesis H1. Firstly, the differences in mean

receptivity for each statement was illustrated through error bars and box plots. When
evaluating every statement separately, the general pattern shows that respondents are
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slightly more receptive to pseudo-profound bullshit statements than real statements.
However, no major differences are observable (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Receptivity for real and bullshit statements

On an aggregate level, investigating if respondents generally had higher receptivity to

pseudo-profound bullshit statements compared to real statements, the difference is

minor (see Figure 3). The difference in mean receptivity for real statements (M = 3.79)
and pseudo-profound bullshit statements (M = 4.10) is minimal (see Appendix A, Table

2). This implies that the statements are rated similarly, with only a slight difference.

Receptivity

3.00

2.00
16667
1.00 o

[ |
Real Bullshit

Figure 3. Aggregated receptivity for real and bullshit statements

To test H1 and examine differences in receptivity towards pseudo-profound bullshit

statements and real statements a one-sample t-test with the test value 4 was conducted.

The test value represents the middle value of the 7-point scale which was used to
measure receptivity. For bullshit statement 2 and real statement 1, a significant
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difference in receptivity compared to the test value was found. Regarding the remaining
statements, no significant difference from the test value was found (see Table 4).

Table 4. One sample t-test comparing receptivity for statements with pre-determined
test value

Receptivity n M SD df t 2
Bullshit 1 46 4.13 0.93 45 0.95 .346
Bullshit 2 46 4.37 1.03 45 2.43 .019%*
Bullshit 3 48 3.84 1.16 47 -0.95 .345
Bullshit 4 47 4.06 0.96 46 0.41 .687
Real 1 46 3.20 1.06 45 -5.08 <.001%**
Real 2 46 3.98 1.08 45 -0.14 .892
Real 3 48 4.23 0.98 47 1.61 114
Real 4 48 3.72 1.19 47 -1.62 11

Note: *p<0.05, **p<0.01
One sample t-test comparing receptivity for statements with pre-determined test value (= 4)

Bullshit 1 = “For a greener Sweden”, Bullshit 2 = “We work for a sustainable planet”, Bullshit 3 = “We
fight for a CO2-neutral world”, Bullshit 4 = “For a sustainable climate”, Real 1 = “Sweden’s greenest
brand”, Real 2 = “Better for people + our planet”, Real 3 = “We want to set an example within
sustainability”, Real 4 = “Develop & manufacture on nature’s terms”

The results from the one sample t-test imply that the pseudo-profound bullshit
statements and real statements are generally rated similarly. To further evaluate HI, a
Pearson’s correlation test was conducted which showed a significant positive
correlation between bullshit receptivity and real receptivity (see Table 9). The results
from the correlation study imply that individuals who have a high receptivity to pseudo-
profound bullshit statements also have a high receptivity to real statements. This further
supports that there is only a slight difference between the receptivity for the two types
of statements as demonstrated in Figure 2, Figure 3 and Table 4.

Therefore, H1 - There is no significant difference between the receptivity to pseudo-
profound bullshit sustainability statements and real sustainability statements - was
partially empirically supported.

4.3. Context

In order to evaluate hypothesis H2 and examine differences in receptivity depending on
the context in which the statements were presented, an independent t-test with context
as the independent variable and receptivity as the dependent variable was conducted. No
significant difference in receptivity between the two groups was found (see Table 5).
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Table 5. The effects of context on receptivity

General Annual report daf t p

Receptivity n M  SD n M  SD

Bullshit 1 24 428 0.89 22 397 096 44 1.23 .265
Bullshit 2 24 450 1.09 22 423 097 44 0.89 376
Bullshit 3 23 4.04 1.02 25 3.65 1.27 46 1.17 .249
Bullshit 4 23 383 1.15 24 428 0.69 45 -1.64 107
Real 1 24 321 1.12 22 320 1.02 44 036 .972
Real 2 24 413 099 22 382 1.17 44 096 341
Real 3 23 428 1.16 25 419 0.8l 46 031 .759
Real 4 23 3.62 129 25 381 1.10 46 -0.55 584

Note: Independent t-test comparing differences in mean receptivity between those who were shown the
statements in a general context and those who were shown the statements in the context of an annual
report.

Bullshit 1 = “For a greener Sweden”, Bullshit 2 = “We work for a sustainable planet”, Bullshit 3 = “We
fight for a CO2-neutral world”, Bullshit 4 = “For a sustainable climate”, Real 1 = “Sweden’s greenest
brand”, Real 2 = “Better for people + our planet”, Real 3 = “We want to set an example within
sustainability”, Real 4 = “Develop & manufacture on nature’s terms”

When observing the differences in mean receptivity between the groups, the receptivity
was generally lower for the group that was shown the statements in an annual report
context which is not in line with our expectations (see also Appendix A, Figure 1).
However, the difference was not significant. Furthermore, in the linear regression
analysis, no significant relationship was found between the context variable and bullshit
receptivity (see Table 11).

Therefore, H2 - Individuals are more receptive to pseudo-profound bullshit
sustainability statements that are stated to originate from an annual report, compared to
a general business context - was not empirically supported.

4.4. Human factors

4.4.1. Cognitive ability

In order to examine differences in receptivity between those with low cognitive ability
and high cognitive ability, respondents were assigned a score ranging from 0-1 which
reflected the percentage of the CRT questions that they answered correctly.
Respondents who scored in the range of 0 to 67%, meaning those with 0 to 2 out of 3
correct answers, were assigned with low cognitive ability (n = 54). Respondents who
scored 100%, meaning 3 out of 3 correct answers, were assigned with high cognitive
ability (n = 40). An independent t-test with cognitive ability as the independent variable
and receptivity as the dependent variable was conducted. For bullshit statement 2 and 3
we found a significant difference in receptivity between those with low cognitive ability
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and those with high cognitive ability. Regarding the remaining statements, no
significant difference in bullshit receptivity was found between the two groups (See
Table 6).

Table 6. The effects of cognitive ability on receptivity

Low CRT High CRT df t p

Receptivity n M  SD n M  SD

Bullshit 1 27 411 1.07 19 415 0.70 44 -0.17  .869
Bullshit 2 27 464 1.05 19 398 0.90 44 223 .031%*
Bullshit 3 27 420 0.92 21 338 1.30 46 256  .014*
Bullshit 4 26 424 0.79 21 3.83 1.11 45 151 139
Real 1 27 311 1.08 19 333 1.06 44 -0.69  .492
Real 2 27 384 126 19 418 0.75 43 -1.13 263
Real 3 27 419 0.96 21 429 1.03 46 -0.35  .730
Real 4 27 379 1.13 21 3.63 1.27 46 0.45 .658

Note: *p<0.05
Independent t-test comparing differences in mean receptivity between those with high and low cognitive
ability.

Bullshit 1 = “For a greener Sweden”, Bullshit 2 = “We work for a sustainable planet”, Bullshit 3 = “We
fight for a CO2-neutral world”, Bullshit 4 = “For a sustainable climate”, Real 1 = “Sweden’s greenest
brand”, Real 2 = “Better for people + our planet”, Real 3 = “We want to set an example within
sustainability”, Real 4 = “Develop & manufacture on nature’s terms”

When observing differences in mean receptivity between the two groups they do not
fully align with our expectation that receptivity would be higher for those with low
cognitive ability. However, for the pseudo-profound bullshit statements, three out of
four were rated higher by those with lower cognitive ability and out of these, two results
were significant. The correlation between bullshit receptivity and cognitive ability was
further investigated in a Pearson’s correlation test where a significant negative
correlation was found (see Table 10). Moreover, a linear regression analysis was
conducted to further investigate the explanatory value of the variable cognitive ability in
relation to bullshit receptivity. The analysis showed a significant relationship implying
that increased cognitive ability results in decreased bullshit receptivity (see Table 11).
Based on the combined results from the independent t-test, the Pearson’s correlation test
and the linear regression analysis, H3 has partial empirical support but cannot be
considered fully supported.

Therefore, H3 - High level of cognitive ability is negatively correlated with receptivity
to pseudo-profound bullshit in sustainability statements - was partially empirically
supported.
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4.4.2. Cynicism

In order to examine differences in receptivity between those with low cynicism and high
cynicism, respondents were assigned a score ranging from 1-7 which reflects the mean
of their answers on the 7-point cynicism scale. Respondents with a cynicism score of
3.17 or lower were assigned with low cynicism (n = 47) and those with a score between
3.33 and 6.83 were assigned with high cynicism (n = 47). An independent t-test with
cynicism as the independent variable and receptivity as the dependent variable was
conducted. For bullshit statement 2 we found a significant difference in receptivity
between those with low cynicism and those with high cynicism. However, this
difference is contradictory to our hypothesis since the receptivity is significantly higher
for those with high cynicism as opposed to significantly lower. Regarding the remaining
statements, no significant difference in bullshit receptivity was found between the two
groups (See Table 7).

Table 7. The effects of cynicism on receptivity

Low cynicism High cynicism df t p

Receptivity n M  SD n M  SD

Bullshit 1 23 391 1.02 23 435 0.79 44 -1.62 113
Bullshit 2 23 4.07 0.94 23 4.67 1.05 44 -2.02  .049*
Bullshit 3 24 388 1.33 24 381 0.10 46 0.21  .830
Bullshit 4 23 429 0388 24 383 099 45 1.66  .103
Real 1 23 312 1.18 23 329 095 44 -0.55 585
Real 2 23 409 1.3 23 387 1.04 44 0.68 .500
Real 3 24 429 0.94 24 417 1.04 46 0.44  .665
Real 4 24 381 1.27 24 3.64 1.11 46 0.48 .631

Note: *p<0.05
Independent t-test comparing differences in mean receptivity between those with high and low
cynicism.

Bullshit 1 = “For a greener Sweden”, Bullshit 2 = “We work for a sustainable planet”, Bullshit 3 = “We
fight for a CO2-neutral world”, Bullshit 4 = “For a sustainable climate”, Real 1 = “Sweden’s greenest
brand”, Real 2 = “Better for people + our planet”, Real 3 = “We want to set an example within
sustainability”, Real 4 = “Develop & manufacture on nature’s terms”

When observing differences in mean receptivity between the two groups they do not
fully align with our expectation that receptivity would be higher for those with low
cynicism. This expectation only holds for bullshit statement 3 and 4, with only a slight
difference for bullshit statement 3, and for real statements 2, 3 and 4. The correlation
and relationship between bullshit receptivity and cynicism was further investigated in a
Pearson’s correlation test and a linear regression analysis where no significant results
were found (see Table 10 and 11).

31



Therefore, H4 - High level of cynicism is negatively correlated with receptivity to
pseudo-profound bullshit in sustainability statements - was not empirically supported.

4.5. Situational factors

451. Skepticism

In order to examine differences in receptivity between those with low skepticism and
high skepticism, respondents were assigned a score ranging from 1-7 which reflects the
mean of their answers on the 7-point skepticism scale. Respondents with a skepticism
score of 3.64 or lower were assigned with low skepticism (n = 45) and those with a
score between 3.68 and 5.86 were assigned with high skepticism (n = 49). An
independent t-test with skepticism as the independent variable and receptivity as the
dependent variable was conducted. A significant difference in receptivity between those
with low skepticism and those with high skepticism was found for bullshit statement 4.
A significant difference in receptivity between the groups was also found for real
statement 2, 3 and 4 (see Table 8).

Table 8. The effects of skepticism on receptivity

Low skepticism High skepticism daf t p
Receptivity n M  SD n M  SD
Bullshit 1 22 439 0.96 24 388 0.84 44 1.89  .065
Bullshit 2 22 464 1.15 24 412 0.86 44 1.72 .093
Bullshit 3 23 4.08 1.20 25 3.61 1.09 46 1.43 .160
Bullshit 4 22 435 0.87 25 3.60 0.95 45 4.01 <.001**
Real 1 22 3.19 1.06 24 321 1.09 44 -0.04 972
Real 2 22 445 1.02 24 354 095 44 3.14  .003*
Real 3 23 468 0.78 25 3.81 0.98 46 3.37 .002*
Real 4 23 434 0.87 25 315 1.15 46 4.04 <o001*

Note: *p<0.05, **p<0.01
Independent t-test comparing differences in mean receptivity between those with high and low
skepticism.

Bullshit 1 = “For a greener Sweden”, Bullshit 2 = “We work for a sustainable planet”, Bullshit 3 = “We
fight for a CO2-neutral world”, Bullshit 4 = “For a sustainable climate”, Real 1 = “Sweden’s greenest
brand”, Real 2 = “Better for people + our planet”, Real 3 = “We want to set an example within
sustainability”, Real 4 = “Develop & manufacture on nature’s terms”

When observing differences in mean receptivity between the groups, the mean is
consistently higher for those with low skepticism, except for real statement 1. The
correlation between bullshit receptivity and skepticism was further investigated in a
Pearson’s correlation test where a significant negative correlation was found (see Table
10). Additionally, a linear regression analysis was conducted to investigate the
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explanatory value of the variable skepticism in relation to bullshit receptivity. The
analysis showed a significant result implying that increased skepticism results in
decreased bullshit receptivity (see Table 11). Based on the combined results from the
independent t-test, the correlation test and the linear regression analysis, HS has partial
empirical support but cannot be considered fully supported.

Therefore, HS - High level of skepticism is negatively correlated with receptivity to
pseudo-profound bullshit in sustainability statements - was partially empirically
supported.

45.2. Perceived knowledge

In order to examine differences in receptivity between those with low perceived
knowledge and high perceived knowledge, respondents were assigned a score ranging
from 1-7 which reflects the mean of their answers on the 7-point perceived knowledge
scale. Respondents with a perceived knowledge score of 4.67 or lower were assigned
with low perceived knowledge (n = 44) and respondents with a score between 4.83 and
7 were assigned with high perceived knowledge (n = 50). An independent t-test with
perceived knowledge as the independent variable and receptivity as the dependent
variable was conducted. No significant results were found for any of the statements (see
Table 9).

Table 9. The effects of perceived knowledge on receptivity

Low perc. knowledge High perc. knowledge df t p

Receptivity n M SD n M  SD

Bullshit 1 20 415 0.70 26 412 1.09 44 0.12  .902
Bullshit 2 20 4.07 0.81 26 460 1.14 44 -1.79  .080
Bullshit 3 24 378 1.05 24 390 1.28 46 -0.37 713
Bullshit 4 23 390 0.87 24 421 1.03 45 -1.11 273
Real 1 20 335 0.83 26 3.09 122 43 0.86 .394
Real 2 20 3.78 0.81 26 413 124 44 -1.08 287
Real 3 24 400 1.03 24 446 091 46 -1.64 108
Real 4 24 350 1.18 24 394 117 46 -1.31 197

Note: Independent t-test comparing differences in mean receptivity between those with high and low
perceived knowledge.

Bullshit 1 = “For a greener Sweden”, Bullshit 2 = “We work for a sustainable planet”, Bullshit 3 = “We
fight for a CO2-neutral world”, Bullshit 4 = “For a sustainable climate”, Real 1 = “Sweden’s greenest
brand”, Real 2 = “Better for people + our planet”, Real 3 = “We want to set an example within
sustainability”, Real 4 = “Develop & manufacture on nature’s terms”

When observing differences in mean receptivity between the two groups they do not
align with our expectation that receptivity would be higher for those with low perceived
knowledge. Out of the eight statements, only bullshit statement 1 and real statement 1
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indicate that low perceived knowledge results in higher receptivity. The correlation and
relationship between bullshit receptivity and perceived knowledge was further
investigated in a Pearson’s correlation test and a linear regression analysis where no
significant results were found (see Table 10 and 11).

Therefore, H6 - High level of perceived knowledge is negatively correlated with
receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit in sustainability statements - was not
empirically supported.

4.6. Pearson’s correlation test

In order to strengthen the test results, and to validate the hypothesis evaluation, two
additional tests were conducted. Firstly, a Pearson’s correlation test was conducted in
order to examine correlations between the variables. It was found that bullshit
receptivity has a significant positive correlation with real receptivity. A significant
negative correlation was found between bullshit receptivity and cognitive ability as well
as between bullshit receptivity and skepticism (see Table 10). The dependent variable
bullshit receptivity was found to be significantly negatively correlated with cognitive
ability and skepticism.

Table 10. Pearson’s correlation test

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6
1 Bullshit receptivity * 3.86 096 1
2 Real receptivity ° 4.10 0.86 348** 1
3 Cognitive ability 0.63 0.37 -248* 119 1
4 Cynicism 3.34 1.01 .005 -110  .114 1
5 Skepticism 369 085 -462%* -502** 079  .109 1
6 Perceived knowledge 3.78 0.88 -.184 151 -.004  .065 -111
7 Profundity® 479  0.83 380%*%  439%* - 121  -248*%  -558** 013

#p<0.05, **p<0.01

Level of receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit statements
bLevel of receptivity to real statements
¢ Profundity rating per statement

4.7. Linear regression analysis

A linear regression analysis was conducted to further strengthen the results presented
above (Table 11). Cognitive ability and skepticism were found to significantly
contribute to the regression models for bullshit receptivity and real receptivity. In the
analysis, the significant F-values support the assumption that the variables in the models
reliably predict the dependent variable receptivity, additionally supported by the
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adjusted R%. Moreover, a dummy variable was created to test the explanatory value of

the context variable.

Table 11. Linear regression for bullshit receptivity and real receptivity

Variables N Unstandardized t St. Error Adjusted R2 F
B-coefficient

Bullshit receptivity * 94 0.266 6.609**

Real receptivity 94 0.195 1.89 0.103

Cognitive ability 94 -0.575%* -2.74 0.209

Cynicism 94 0.073 0.96 0.077

Skepticism 94 -0.343* -3.26 0.105

Perceived knowledge 94 0.104 1.10 0.094

Dummy Context ¢ 94 0.102 0.67 0.154

Real receptivity 94 0.275 6.891%*

Bullshit receptivity 94 0.202 1.89 0.107

Cognitive ability 94 0.499* 231 0.216

Cynicism 94 -0.083 -1.06 0.078

Skepticism 94 -0.423%* -4.06 0.104

Perceived knowledge 94 0.078 0.82 0.096

Dummy Context ¢ 94 0.028 0.18 0.157

*p<0.05.

**p<0.001

Level of receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit statements
bLevel of receptivity to real statements

¢ Dummy variable (0 = annual report context, 1 = general context)
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4.8. Hypothesis summary
In summary, enough empirical support was not found to fully support the six generated
hypotheses. However, several significant correlations and relationships were found,

resulting in some hypotheses being partially supported.

Table 12. Summary of hypothesis evaluation

There is no significant difference between the receptivity to Partially
H1 pseudo-profound bullshit sustainability statements and real empirically
sustainability statements. supported
Individuals are more receptive to pseudo-profound bullshit Not
H2 sustainability statements that are stated to originate from an annual empirically
report, compared to a general business context. supported
High level of cognitive ability is negatively correlated with Partially
H3 receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit in sustainability statements. empirically
supported
Not

High level of cynicism is negatively correlated with receptivity

H4 to pseudo-profound bullshit in sustainability statements. empirically
supported

High level of skepticism is negatively correlated with Partially

HS5 receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit in sustainability empirically
statements supported
High level of perceived knowledge is negatively correlated Not

H6 with receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit in sustainability empirically
statements. supported

4.9. Additional findings

The variable profundity was not included in the main study and is therefore included in
additional findings. Firstly, a significant positive correlation was found between
profundity and the variables bullshit receptivity and real receptivity (see Table 10). This
indicates that respondents who find statements profound, also are generally receptive to
the statements. However, the cynicism variable was found to be significantly negatively
correlated with profundity but not with receptivity, indicating that highly cynical
respondents rated statements less profound but were not significantly less receptive to
bullshit or real statements. In addition, cognitive ability was significantly negatively
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correlated with bullshit receptivity but not with profundity, indicating that respondents
with high cognitive ability were less receptive to bullshit but not necessarily less likely
to see the statements as profound. These differences in the results for bullshit receptivity
and profundity, indicate possible differences in how profound individuals rate the
statements, and their receptivity to bullshit (when measuring bullshit receptivity the way
it was measured in this study).

Furthermore, to investigate how the real statements were perceived compared to the
bullshit statements, the results from the linear regression were analyzed. Notable results
were found for the relationship between cognitive ability and real receptivity (see Table
11). In line with expected results, increased cognitive ability resulted in significantly
lower receptivity to bullshit statements, whilst the opposite results were found for real
receptivity. Consequently, the regression analysis showed that increased cognitive
ability results in increased receptivity to real statements.
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5. Discussion

The purpose of this study was to investigate which factors influence individuals'
receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit statements regarding sustainability in business
communication. To address the aim of the study, the following research questions were
constructed; 1) Are individuals receptive to pseudo-profound bullshit regarding
sustainability in business communication? 2) To what extent do human and situational
factors respectively influence individuals’ receptivity to bullshit related to sustainability
in business communication?

Out of six hypotheses, three were partially empirically supported. The results indicate
that the receptivity was similar towards pseudo-profound bullshit statements and real
statements, as well as that high levels of cognitive ability and skepticism partially
contribute to decreased receptivity. Considering these results, further research should
investigate if the receptivity towards pseudo-profound bullshit and real statements is as
similar when including additional aspects and contexts. Additional research should be
made to determine if the factors mentioned above influence individuals' receptivity to
bullshit, more than just partially. Moreover, due to the relevance of sustainability as a
topic, the authors suggest that the prevalence of pseudo-profound bullshit regarding
sustainability in business communication, should be further investigated.

5.1. Conclusions and implications

5.1.1. Pseudo-profound bullshit receptivity

Despite the fact that the bullshit statements were constructed to be similar to the real
statements, we expected the respondents to be more receptive to the real statements,
which our study did not find. Instead, the respondents were generally more receptive to
the bullshit statements. This might be a result of the limited additional information
provided and the fact that both types of statements followed a similar structure. It was
decided to limit the provided information regarding statement context and origin in
order to focus the investigation on how receptivity is influenced by the four chosen
human and situational factors.

Compared to previous studies in the field, this study differs in terms of how the
statements were presented. For instance, the study by Pennycook et al. (2015) examines
statements without specifying where they originate from, which focuses the
investigation on the specific bullshit sentence, with no additional external factors
affecting the individual’s evaluation process. In the present study, we introduced the
statements in the context of business communication. The respondents knew that the
statements were claims from companies which may have influenced how they evaluated
each statement. We assume that preconceptions and perceptions about the company and
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the situation play an important role in consumers' receptivity to business
communication. However, the decision to exclude this additional information was made
in an effort to isolate the effects of the human and situational factors that were
investigated. Based on the respondents’ comments that additional information was
desired in order to judge the statements properly, we speculate that knowing that
something is communicated by a company causes the recipient to desire more
background information. However, the difference in receptivity was not significant
between the group that received additional contextual information and the group that
received less contextual information. Therefore, the additional information may have
had a limited effect on receptivity. Naturally, this may have influenced the fact that the
receptivity mean was centered around the middle value of the scale (= 4), which was the
option implying the respondent was “neutral”.

5.1.2. Impacts of human factors

The decision to investigate how cognitive ability affects bullshit receptivity was based
on previous research on pseudo-profound bullshit (Pennycook et al., 2015; Pennycook
& Rand, 2019). These studies found a significant negative correlation between
performance on the CRT and bullshit receptivity. However, our study only found a
significant negative correlation on an aggregate level. Significant differences in
receptivity between those with high cognitive ability and low cognitive ability was
found for some pseudo-profound bullshit statements. Therefore, only directional support
was found which may imply that a study more closely replicating the previous research
could have found significant support. For instance, a seven item CRT as used by
Pennycook et al. (2015), could have been used instead of a three item CRT to achieve a
better measure of low cognitive ability compared to high cognitive ability.

Cynicism was investigated as a factor that may influence bullshit receptivity based on
research by Mohr, Eroglu and Ellen (1998) on the area of skepticism towards
environmental claims. Since cynicism is closely related to skepticism, which is a factor
discussed in relation to pseudo-profound bullshit, we aimed to expand the current
research by also including cynicism as a factor. No significant results were found that
supported the expectation that individuals’ level of cynicism would affect their
receptivity to bullshit. However, since significant results were found for the correlation
between level of skepticism and bullshit receptivity it is possible that significant results
for how cynicism influences bullshit receptivity could be found in a revised study. A
difficulty with accurately measuring individuals’ level of cynicism is the potential
apprehension towards honestly answering the questions since they can be perceived as
quite personal. If a study was conducted with a larger sample size the same obstacle
may still arise, however, it would provide a broader spectrum of different levels of
cynicism which could be used to create a better divide between low and high cynicism.
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5.1.3. Impacts of situational factors

This thesis set out to study pseudo-profound bullshit in sustainability statements, an area
that has previously not been researched. Therefore, the investigation of how situational
factors influence bullshit receptivity was deemed particularly relevant since they vary
depending on context. As with cynicism, research by Mohr, Eroglu and Ellen (1998)
inspired the investigation of skepticism as a factor influencing bullshit receptivity. The
results of our study partially empirically supported that individuals’ level of skepticism
influenced their level of bullshit receptivity. However, when assessing these results, it is
worth noting that the dependent variable bullshit receptivity and the independent
variable skepticism were derived from different sections of the same scale, which may
explain the strong correlation that was found between the two variables. This, together
with the significant negative correlation between the profundity ratings and skepticism,
may indicate that skepticism represents the opposite of being receptive to bullshit and
that lack of skepticism represents bullshit receptivity. In order to more accurately
evaluate the correlation between the two variables, we suggest that further research
investigates skepticism towards green claims in general while using profundity to assess
bullshit receptivity towards specific statements.

Mohr, Eroglu and Ellen (1998) stated perceived knowledge as one of the factors
influencing skepticism. Since skepticism is largely integrated in our study, both as part
of bullshit receptivity and as an independent factor, we decided to include perceived
knowledge as one of the independent variables. The results of our study did not
empirically support that individuals’ level of perceived knowledge influenced their level
of bullshit receptivity. Since the rating of perceived knowledge may be based on the
respondents' self-image, the effect of objective knowledge within sustainability should
be further researched. It is possible that there is a discrepancy between a respondents
perceived knowledge and their objective knowledge and that significant correlations
could be found between the level of objective knowledge and bullshit receptivity.

5.2.  Summary of key findings

The purpose of this study was to investigate which factors influence individuals'
receptivity to pseudo-profound bullshit statements related to sustainability in business
communication. To conclude the results from this study, we will address the findings
using our research questions as a foundation. In our effort to investigate individuals’
receptivity to bullshit and to address the first research question, we found receptivity to
be higher, in general, for the pseudo-profound bullshit statements than for the real
statements. Therefore, the results of our study imply that consumers are receptive to
pseudo-profound bullshit. Our second research question aimed to investigate what
drives this receptivity. Regarding the effect of human factors, we found that cognitive
ability exhibits a tendency to affect differences in bullshit receptivity, while cynicism
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only appears to have a limited effect on differences in bullshit receptivity. For
situational factors, we found that skepticism exhibits a tendency to affect differences in
bullshit receptivity, while perceived knowledge only appears to have a limited effect on
differences in bullshit receptivity. Therefore, our study finds that human and situational
factors have a tendency to affect bullshit receptivity, however, to a limited extent.

5.3. Limitations and suggestions for future research

The data collection was conducted through a survey with a convenience sample of n =
94 respondents which cannot eliminate the risk of bias, nor ensure applicability to
whole populations (Bryman and Bell, 2015). An increased sample size and a sample
more representative of the general population would have made the results more
generalizable. Therefore, this should be considered in future research. However, we
speculate that the sample size in this study was limited due to the length of the survey
since adding the incomplete answers would have contributed to an increased sample
size of 43%. The survey length was discussed before distribution which resulted in the
survey only including a total of four bullshit statements and four real statements. If the
survey would have included a higher number of statements, the results might have
shown greater differences between the statements. Another aspect that might have had
an impact on the results compared to previous studies is the translation of the questions
and scales used to investigate the variables. However, in order to ensure that the scales
were easy to comprehend, translation to Swedish was deemed necessary.

The authors suggest that the research on pseudo-profound bullshit in relation to
sustainability should be expanded. Additional studies regarding pseudo-profound
bullshit in sustainability claims from companies as well as politicians could contribute
to informing the public of its prevalence and how to detect it. This could in turn result in
greater pressure being put on policy makers in the ongoing climate debate. In addition
to the current topic of sustainability, future research should explore new areas where
bullshit may emerge. Considering the increasing technological advancements, one such
area is artificial intelligence. Since bullshit is created without concern for the truth it
implies that consciousness is needed to form such a concern, something that artificial
intelligence is lacking. As such, it is an interesting area to further explore.

During an era of fake news and conspiracy theories, bullshit is unfortunately a
widespread and growing topic, worth discussing further. In order to stand out in a public
landscape filled with deception and questionable information, companies need to be
transparent. Therefore, companies with actual sustainable businesses need to clearly
distinguish their statements from bullshit by matching their words with actions.
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Final words

Considering that bullshit has been deemed to be one of the most salient features of our
time, the prevalence of the concept in business communication is unavoidable.
Therefore, we urge consumers to be aware, since bullshit may be everywhere.
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7. Appendices

7.1. Appendix A

Table 1. Summary of Cronbach’s alpha for the dependent and independent variables

Variable Cronbach’s alpha n M SD Number of items
Receptivity

Bullshit 1* 0.75 46 12.39 2.79 3
Bullshit 2* 0.83 46 13.11 3.09 3
Bullshit 3* 0.81 48 11.52 3.48 3
Bullshit 4* 0.76 47 12.17 2.88 3
Real 1* 0.74 46 9.61 3.19 3
Real 2% 0.79 46 11.93 3.24 3
Real 3* 0.69 48 12.69 3.00 3
Real 4* 0.84 48 11.17 3.56 3
Skepticism

Bullshit 1* 0.74 46 25.48 6.78 7
Bullshit 2* 0.79 46 23.17 7.41 7
Bullshit 3* 0.85 48 27.46 8.80 7
Bullshit 4* 0.86 48 24.81 8.61 7
Real 1* 0.76 46 30.72 7.70 7
Real 2% 0.86 46 24.57 8.09 7
Real 3% 0.86 48 23.33 8.06 7
Real 4% 0.90 48 27.06 9.63 7
Cognitive ability** 0.73 94 1.88 1.13 3
Cynicism* 0.78 94 19.90 6.09 6
Perc. knowledge* 0.75 94 28.71 5.01 6

Note: *7-point Likert scale, **The three questions generated a correct or incorrect answer which were
computed into a score ranging from 0-1 which corresponded with the percent of correct answers the
respondent had given to the questions.
Bullshit 1 = “For a greener Sweden”, Bullshit 2 = “We work for a sustainable planet”, Bullshit 3 = “We
fight for a CO2-neutral world”, Bullshit 4 = “For a sustainable climate”, Real 1 = “Sweden’s greenest
brand”, Real 2 = “Better for people + our planet”, Real 3 = “We want to set an example within

sustainability”, Real 4 = “Develop & manufacture on nature’s terms”
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Table 2. Mean receptivity per statement and context group

Receptivity n M SD
Context: general

Bullshit 1 24 4.28 0.88
Bullshit 2 24 4.50 1.09
Bullshit 3 23 4.04 1.02
Bullshit 4 23 3.82 1.15
Real 1 24 321 1.12
Real 2 24 4.13 0.99
Real 3 23 4.28 1.16
Real 4 23 3.62 1.29

Context: annual report

Bullshit 1 22 3.97 0.96
Bullshit 2 22 4.23 0.96
Bullshit 3 25 3.65 1.27
Bullshit 4 24 4.28 0.68
Real 1 22 3.20 1.02
Real 2 22 3.82 1.17
Real 3 25 4.19 0.81
Real 4 25 3.81 1.10
Aggregate level

Bullshit statements 94 3.79 0.88
Real statements 94 4.10 0.86

Note: Bullshit 1 = “For a greener Sweden”, Bullshit 2 = “We work for a
sustainable planet”, Bullshit 3 = “We fight for a CO2-neutral world”,
Bullshit 4 = “For a sustainable climate”, Real 1 = “Sweden’s greenest brand”,
Real 2 = “Better for people + our planet”, Real 3 = “We want to set an
example within sustainability”, Real 4 = “Develop & manufacture on
nature’s terms”
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Table 3. Independent sample t-test — effects of cognitive ability on receptivity

Low CRT High CRT df t p
Receptivity n M SD n M SD
Context - general
Bullshit 1 13 423 1.02 11 433 0.74 22 -0.28 785
Bullshit 2 13 495 1.00 11 397 0.98 22 241 .025%*
Bullshit 3 13 450 0.79 10 347 1.02 21 2.71 .013*
Bullshit 4 13 436 0,82 10 3.13 1.18 21 2.94 .008*
Real 1 13 3.00 1.19 11 345 1.03 22 -0.99 335
Real 2 13 410 1.15 11 415 0381 22 -0.18  .907
Real 3 13 441 097 10 4.10 1.41 21 0.63 538
Real 4 13 377 122 10 343 141 21 0.61 548
Context — annual report
Bullshit 1 14 4.00 1.14 & 392 058 20 0.19 851
Bullshit 2 14 436 1.04 & 400 0.84 20 0.83 418
Bullshit 3 14 393 0.98 11 330 1.54 23 1.23 229
Bullshit 4 13 413 0.78 11 445 0.54 22 -1.17 254
Real 1 14 321 0.99 8 317 1.14 20 0.10 919
Real 2 14 3.60 1.34 8 420 0.71 20 -1.19 247
Real 3 14 397 0.93 11 445 0.54 23 -1.50 147
Real 4 14 381 1.09 11 382 1.17 23 -0.02 985

Note: *p<0.05

Bullshit 1 = “For a greener Sweden”, Bullshit 2 = “We work for a sustainable planet”, Bullshit 3

“We

fight for a CO2-neutral world”, Bullshit 4 = “For a sustainable climate”, Real 1 = “Sweden’s greenest
brand”, Real 2 = “Better for people + our planet”, Real 3 = “We want to set an example within

sustainability”, Real 4 = “Develop & manufacture on nature’s terms”
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Table 4. Independent sample t-test — effects of cynicism on receptivity

Low cynicism High cynicism daf t p
Receptivity n M  SD n M  SD
Context - general
Bullshit 1 13 423 097 11 433 0.83 22 -0.28 785
Bullshit 2 13 428 1.06 11 476 1.12 22 -1.06 297
Bullshit3 12 406 1.24 11 4.03 0.77 21 0.06 .954
Bullshit 4 12 417 1.06 11 345 1.18 21 1.53 141
Real 1 13 3.05 1.34 11 339 083 22 -0.77 453
Real 2 13 444 097 11 376 0.92 22 1.75  .094
Real 3 12 436 097 11 418 1.39 21 0.06 721
Real 4 12 350 1.37 11 376 1.24 21 -0.47  .643
Context — annual report
Bullshit 1 10  3.50 0.97 12 436 0.80 20 -2.29  .033%*
Bullshit 2 10 3.80 0.71 12 458 1.04 20 -2.03 .056
Bullshit 3 12 3.69 144 13 3.62 1.15 23 0.15  .880
Bullshit 4 11 442 0.67 13 415 0.70 22 096  .347
Real 1 10 320 1.01 12 3.19 1.08 20 0.01  .990
Real 2 10 3.63 1.21 12 397 1.17 20 -0.67 513
Real 3 12 422 0.95 13 415 0.70 23 021  .838
Real 4 12 411 1.14 13 354 1.03 23 132 .200
Note: p<0.05
Bullshit 1 = “For a greener Sweden”, Bullshit 2 = “We work for a sustainable planet”, Bullshit 3 = “We

fight for a CO2-neutral world”, Bullshit 4 = “For a sustainable climate”, Real 1 = “Sweden’s greenest
brand”, Real 2 = “Better for people + our planet”, Real 3 = “We want to set an example within

sustainability”, Real 4 = “Develop & manufacture on nature’s terms”
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Table 5. Independent sample t-test — effects of perceived knowledge on receptivity

Low perc.knowlege High perc.knowledge df t p
Receptivity n M  SD n M SD
Context - general
Bullshit 1 10 430 0.66 14 426 1.05 22 0.10  .920
Bullshit 2 10 4.03 1.00 14 483 0.98 22 -1.86  .075
Bullshit 3 10 450 0.93 13 347 1.10 21 029  .821
Bullshit 4 10 4.10 0.75 13 400 1.21 21 -1.20 242
Real 1 10 340 0.87 14 3.07 1.28 22 0.70  .493
Real 2 10 4.03 1.09 14 420 0.87 22 -0.37 710
Real 3 10 393 1.30 13 454 1.01 21 -1.25 224
Real 4 10 340 146 13 379 1.17 21 -0.72 479
Context — annual report
Bullshit 1 10 4.00 0.73 12 394 1.15 20 0.13 .897
Bullshit 2 10 4.10 0.70 12 433 1.16 20 -0.55  .586
Bullshit 3 14 355 1.19 11 3.78 1.41 23 -0.46  .649
Bullshit 4 14 421 0.60 11 436 0.79 22 -0.56  .584
Real 1 10 330 0.82 12 311 1.19 20 0.42 677
Real 2 10 3.53 0.71 12 4.05 1.44 20 -1.04 309
Real 3 14 405 0.83 11 436 0.79 23 -0.96 334
Real 4 14 357 0098 11 412 1.21 23 -1.25 224

Note: *p<0.05

Bullshit 1 = “For a greener Sweden”, Bullshit 2 = “We work for a sustainable planet”, Bullshit 3 = “We
fight for a CO2-neutral world”, Bullshit 4 = “For a sustainable climate”, Real 1 = “Sweden’s greenest
brand”, Real 2 = “Better for people + our planet”, Real 3 = “We want to set an example within
sustainability”, Real 4 = “Develop & manufacture on nature’s terms”

Models for Linear Regressions of dependent variables

Model 1: Bullshit receptivity = f0 + 1 Real receptivity + 2 Cognitive ability + 33
Cynicism + 4 Skepticism + 35 Perceived knowledge + 36 Context + u;

Model 2: Real receptivity = 30 + (31 Bullshit receptivity + 2 Cognitive ability + 33
Cynicism + 4 Skepticism + 35 Perceived knowledge + 36 Context + u;
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Table 6. Data quality - Judgement of survey

No, No, Doubtful Yes, Yes,
absolutely not not for the for the absolutely
most part most part
Were the questions
formulated clearly? 1.1% 5.3% 4.3% 69.1% 20.2%
Were the questions
easy to answer? 0% 23.4% 9.6% 48.9% 18.1%
Did you feel that the
questions tried to influence  42.6% 42.6% 10.6% 3.2% 1.1%
your answers in any
direction?
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7.2.

Appendix B

Start

Hur uppfattar du uttalanden kring hallbarhet fran foretag & organisationer?

Hej och valkommen att delta i var enkatundersokning, kul att du har hittat hit! Undersokningen ingar i
datainsamlingen for var kandidatuppsats vid Handelshdgskolan i Stockholm, och syftar till att samla in kunskap
om hur temat hallbarhet uppfattas i uttalanden fran foretag och organisationer.

Det tar omkring 15 minuter att genomféra enkaten. Vi ber dig att inte fundera alltfér ldnge pa fragorna, och om
nagon fraga verkar svar alt besvara, forsok anda, for alla svar ar av intresse. Vissa fragor kan paminna om
varandra och finns med av undersdkningstekniska skal, svara darfor pa fragorna utan att titta tillbaka eller minnas
tidigare svar. Alla svar kommer behandlas konfidentiellt.

Genom att genomfora enkéten, hjalper du inte bara oss, utan aven var planet. For varje svar skanker vi 2 Kr till
Virldsnaturfonden (WWF) som jobbar mot en mer valmaende miljo, bade i Sverige och globalt.

Vid fragor om webbenkaten eller studien, tveka inte att kontakta oss via email: 24322@student.hhs.se
Stort tack pa forhand for din medverkan!

Julia Sandblom, BSc student, Handelshdgskolan i Stockholm
Vera Stromback, BSc student, Handelshogskolan i Stockholm

Projekt: Kandidatuppsats i Marknadsforing

Ar och termin: 2021, Varterminen

Studenter ansvariga for studien: Julia Sandblom, BSc student (24468 @student.hhs.se) och Vera Stromback,
BSc student (24322@student.hhs.se)

Handledare och ansvarig utgivare: Patric Andersson, Associate Professor, Department of Marketing and
Strategy

Kontaktuppgifter handledare: Patric. Andersson@hhs.se

Dessa personliga uppgifter kommer behandlas av dig som svarar: Kon, alder, sysselsétining

All information behandlas efter ramverket GDPR. Vanligen las informationen nedan.
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Information regarding GDPR

As an integral part of the educational program at the Stockholm School of Economics, enrolled students complete
an individual thesis. This work is sometimes based upon surveys and interviews connected to the subject.
Participation is naturally entirely voluntary, and this text is intended to provide you with necessary information that
may concern your participation in the study or interview. You can at any time withdraw your consent and your data
will thereafter be permanently erased.

Confidentiality. Anything you say or state in the survey or to the interviewers will be held strictly confidential and
will only be made available to supervisors, tutors and the course management team.

Secured storage of data. All data will be stored and processed safely by the SSE and will be permanently
deleted when the project is completed.

No personal data will be published. The thesis written by the students will not contain any information that may
identify you as a participant to the survey or interview subject.

Your rights under GDPR. You are welcome to visit hitps://www.hhs_se/en/about-us/data-protection/ in order read
more and obtain information on your rights related to personal data.

Q Ja, Jag har tagit del av informationen ovan och samtycker till att delta i denna studie.

O Nej, jag samtycker inte till att delta | denna studie.

Vanligen skriv dina initialer som signatur till fragan om du valde alternativet:

*Jag har tagit del av informationen ovan och samtycker till att delta i denna studie”.

Generell

DA startar vil Du kommer nu att fA se 4 stycken uttalanden frin svenska féretag/organisationer. Dessa
har kommunicerats i syfte att beskriva organisationernas arbete inom hallbarhet.

Vinligen studera féljande uttalanden noga. Du kommer sedan fa frigor om vad du tycker om dem.

Arsredovisning

DA startar vil Du kommer nu att fA se 4 stycken uttalanden frdn svenska féretag/organisationer. Dessa
har kommunicerats via respektive organisations senaste Arsredovisning, i avsnittet om deras
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héllbarhetsarbete.

Vinligen studera féljande uttalanden noga. Du kommer sedan fa fragor om vad du tycker om dem.

Uttalanden 1

"For ett gronare Sverige”
- Uttalande fran foretag/organisation

Baserat p& din uppfattning av uttalandet ovan, vénligen ange i vilken grad du instAmmer
med foljande pastaenden.

Instdmmer Instdmmer Instdmmer Instdmmer
Instdmmer i mycket |ganska iganska Imycket Instammer

intealls litengrad liten grad Neutral hoéggrad hog grad helt
Uttalandet &r
vilseledande o o o O o o O
Uttalandet &r
i 0 W @ © B © o
Uttalandet &r
iy O o} O O O O 0
Uttalandet 4r sant 8] @] O O O O O
Uttalandet gor mig
misstanksam
géllande dess O O O O O O O
sanningshalt
Uttalandet skildrar en
realistisk situationr o o o o o o o
Uttalandet &r int.
insikisfullt o o c O O o o
Uttalandet &r int
e o} o} g B © O o}
Uttalandet &r inte
meningsfullt fér mig O O O O O O O
Uttalandet &r inte latt
e o) o) O O O o} o)
Uttalandet kan int
tolkas m:d ennkslheet O O O O O O O
“"Sveriges gronaste varumaérke"
- Uttalande frén féretag/organisation

Baserat pa din uppfattning av uttalandet ovan, vanligen ange i vilken grad du instammer
med foljande pastaenden.
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Uttalanden 2

"Vi vill vara ett foredome inom héllbarhet"
- Uttalande frén féretag/organisation

Baserat pa din uppfattning av uttalandet ovan, vanligen ange i vilken grad du instAmmer
med féljande pastaenden.
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"Vi kdmpar for en CO2-neutral varld”
- Uttalande fran féretag/organisation

Baserat pa din uppfattning av uttalandet ovan, vénligen ange i vilken grad du instAmmer
med féljande pastaenden.
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missvisande

Uttalandet ar
trovardigt

Uttalandet &r sant

Uttalandet gor mig
misstanksam
géllande dess
sanningshalt
Uttalandet skildrar en
realistisk situation
Uttalandet &r inte
insiktsfullt

Uttalandet &r inte
dvertygande

Uttalandet &r inte
meningsfullt fér mig

Uttalandet &r inte latt
att férsta

Uttalandet kan inte
tolkas med enkelhet
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inte alls
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Ovriga fragor

Nedan foljer ett par pastdenden om ditt intresse for hallbarhet. Vénligen ange i vilken grad
dessa stammer in pé dig.

Stammer Stammer Stammer Stammer
Stammer imycket |ganska Osdker/Vet iganska |imycket Stammer
inte alls liten grad liten grad ej hog grad hog grad helt

E: § B 8 O Ol B

miljdvénliga
Jag vet mer om

&tervinning 4n den 0) 0] o) e) [®) [®) o)

genomsnittliga
personen

Jag vet hur jag ska
valja produkter och

férpackningar for att

minska méngden avfall O O o o O O O
som ej ar

Atervinningsbart

Jag forstar

miljérelaterade texter

och symboler som o o o o o o O
finns p4 produkter

Jag vet hur jag ska

sortera mina

&tervinningsbara o o o o o o o
produkter

Jag ar kunnig nér det

kommer till O O O O O O O

klimatfrAgor

Det &r viktigt att du &r

uppmérksam pa

frigorna. Vnligen vilj @) O @] @) O O O
alternativet "Stammer

inte alls"

Féljande frga kan upplevas avvika fran forskningsomradet och uppfattas som kénslig, men
den ger vérdefull och férklarande data fér var uppsats. Darfér uppskattar vi om du svarar s&

arligt som mdjligt.

Vi paminner om att ingen insamlad data kan hérledas till dig, datan hanteras konfidentiellt
och kommer inte att sparas.

Ménniskan har levt tillsammans i &rhundraden. Hur ser du p& dina medménniskor?

Vanligen ange i vilken grad du instdmmer med dessa pastaenden.
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Vanligen ange i vilken grad du instammer med dessa pastdenden.

Instdmmer  Instdmmer Instdmmer  Instdmmer
Instdmmer i mycket iganska  Osdker/Vet iganska imycket  Instdmmer

inte alls liten grad liten grad ej hég grad hég grad helt
De flesta skulle beratta en 16gn
om de kan tjana pa det O O O o O O O
Manniskor latsas bry sig mer om
varandra &n de faktiskt gér O O O O O O
Det &r patetiskt att se osjalviska
maénniskor i dagens samhalle O O O (@) O (@) O
eftersom de blir utnyttjade
De flesta agerar endast i sitt
eget intresse O O O O O O O
De flesta tycker egentligen inte
om att stricka ut en hand fér att O O O O O O O
hjélpa andra
De flesta ar inte arliga av 0) 0) ®) 0) [e) e) 'e)

naturen

Nedan foljer tre kortare frAgor som kan upplevas avvika fran forskningsomradet men som

ger vérdefull data till v&r undersékning. VAnligen svara s& gott du kan.

Om det tar 5 maskiner, 5 minuter att tiliverka 5 produkter. Hur lang tid tar det for 100 maskiner att

tillverka 100 produkter?

minuter
En juice och ett sugror kostar tillsammans $1.10. Juicen kostar $1.00 mer dn sugréret. Hur mycket

kostar sugréret?

| en sjo, finns ett falt med nackrosor. Varje dag férdubblas faltets storlek. Om det tar 48 dygn for féltet att
tacka hela sjon, hur lang tid skulle det ta for sjon att bli tackt till hlften?

dygn

Om du kénde igen ett/flera av uttalandena i bérjan pa understkningen, vénligen ange vilket/vilka
féretag du férknippar det med.

Nu &r det inte mycket kvar. Nedan féljer ett par demografiska fragor.

Vanligen ange ditt kon.
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O Kvinna
O Man

O Icke-binsr
O Annat

Q Vill ej ange

Vanligen ange ditt fodelsear.

Vilken ar din huvudsakliga sysselséttning?

QO studerar
QO Arbetar
O Tiénstledig
O Arbetslos
QO Pensionér
QO Annat

Arbetar du med CSR eller hallbarhetsfragor?

Q ua
O Nej

Avslutningsvis ber vi dig att besvara féljande fragor om undersdkningen och enkétens
utformning.

Nej, absolut  Nej, i stort
inte sett inte Osdker/Vet e] Ja, i stort sett  Ja, absolut

ipme § &, © 0 0

Vi
b:v f:;irg??ma latta att O O O O O

Kénde du att frAgorna

forsokte paverka dina @] O (@] O O
svar i nAgon riktning?

Undersdker den har

enkiten uppfattningar

kring uttalanden O O O O O
géllande hillbarhet?

Undersdker den har

enkiten uppfattningar O (@) O (@] (@)

kring traningsvanor?
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Vénligen fyll i om du har n&gra évriga kommentarer géllande understkningen och enkétens
utformning.

Powered by Qualtrics
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The Cognitive Reflection Test (CRT)

(1) A bat and a ball cost $1.10 in total. The bat costs $1.00 more than the ball.
How much does the ball cost? _____ cents

(2) Ifit takes 5 machines 5 minutes to make 5 widgets, how long would it take
100 machines to make 100 widgets? minutes

(3) In alake, 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

Perceived Knowledge

I know that I buy products and packages that are environmentally
safe.

I know more about recycling than the average person.

I know how to select products and packages that reduce the amount
of waste ending up in landfills.

I understand the environmental phrases and symbols on product
packages.

I am confident that I know how to sort my recyclables properly.

[ am very knowledgeable about environmental issues.

Cynicism Scale

Most people will tell a lie if they can gain by it.

People pretend to care more about one another than they really do.

It’s pathetic to see an unselfish person in today’s world because so
many people take advantage of him or her.

Most people are just out for themselves.

Most people inwardly dislike putting themselves out to help other
people.

Most people are not really honest by nature.

64



Disbelief

This advertising claim is true (reverse scored)

| am sceptical about the truth of this advertising claim

This advertising claim is believable (reverse scored)
Mistrust

This advertising claim is deceptive

This advertising claim is misleading

This advertising claim is not convincing

This is not an intelligent advertising claim

This advertising claim is not meaningful to me

This advertising claim does not portray a realistic situation
Undesirable

This advertisement appears dull

This advertisement appears unprofessional

This advertisement is uninteresting

This advertisement is not sophisticated

This advertisement is not worth remembering
Misinform

Advertisers often exaggerate the claims made about their

products

This advertisement is not informative

Advertising does not tell much useful information about

products

Advertisements tell only the good things about products

This advertisement cannot be easily understood

This advertisement cannot be easily interpreted

The arguments in this advertisement are not coherent

import random

forstaord = ['For', 'vi'l
rakneord = ['en', 'ett']

adjektiv = ['gronare’', 'battre', 'hdllbar', 'ljusare', 'klimatpositiv', 'C02-neutral']
substantiv = ['vdrld', 'planet', 'samhille', 'tillvaro', 'framtid', 'miljé', 'klimat', 'Sverige']
verb = ['jobbar', 'verkar', 'finns', ‘'stravar', 'kampar']

konjunktion = ['for']
rom random import randint
slumpa = random.randint(e, 1)
if férstaord(slumpal] == 'For':
print(férstaord[slumpal, random.choice(rdkneord), random.choice(adjektiv), random.choice(substantiv))
1if forstaord[slumpal == 'Vi':

print(forstaord[slumpal, random.choice(verb), random.choice(konjunktion), random.choice(rakneord), random.choice(adjektiv), random.choice(substantiv))
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