Understanding Advertisements: How difficult shoitlde?

Although it has been recognised that implicit mgssan magazine advertisements can
be effective, little research has been undertaketih@ impact of different levels of
implicity. This study looks specifically at metaphon advertising and examines the
impact that an implied message has on compreheasidtikeability. The results

indicate that likeability can be high when the &fadje of understanding the
advertisement is moderate but if the advertisensgmérceived to be either too easy or
too hard to understand likeability levels drop,gegfing a quadratic relationship between

these two variables. The implications of theseifigcgre discussed.



Magazine advertisements have become increasinglljditin the way that they
communicate their messages. A study by PhillipsMoQuarrie (2002) who examined
advertising from 1954 to 1999, found that there wasadual reduction in the amount of
explanation provided and an increase in the userbétorical approach such as puns,
metaphors and irony. Such advertisements havereéemed to by some as 'post-
modern' (Procter, Procter and Papasolomou 2005n&uknd Buchanan-Oliver 2004).
The purpose of this paper is to examine this phemam to establish how implicit a
message can be before it has a negative impaetvetslof comprehension and/or

likeability.

Background

One popular way of implying a message instead afiding a clear explanation is by
using metaphors. Indeed, metaphors have beenfiddrdas “an important tool used by
real-life advertisers that warrant specific schiglattention” (Batra 2002, p. 264). They
are classified as one of the more complex typebeatbric because of their level of
deviation from what is expected (McQuarrie and Mi€96). Metaphors work on the
assumption that the reader can identify a simyldré@tween two terms or objects not
normally associated together. Readers therebgfeathe attributes of one term or
object to another. The similarity implied betweka two terms is surprising initially, but
after some consideration is understood. It is deaiification of these attributes, common

to both objects, which enables the consumer tdksitethe advertising message. Such



attributes are referred to as implicatures or griees because they are not directly or

explicitly communicated.

Advertisements containing metaphors demand som@itoggprocessing and elaboration
from the respondents for understanding to takeepl&cott 1994; Phillips 1997). Facing
this challenge can be a pleasurable experiencéhandcreased involvement in the
advertisement leads to it being more memorable. Mefe and Mick (1999) found that
respondents enjoyed solving the puzzles and ttisol@ more positive attitude to the
advertisement with no reduction in the understagadinthe key brand attributes. Such
findings, based mainly on advertising experimefsl support in the real world. Tom
and Eves (1999) looked at performance data frorertidements examined by Gallup
and Robinson and found that those containing rleatiodevices performed better in

terms of recall and persuasion.

The identification of inferences is obviously arpiontant step in understanding the
advertising message and these can be classifieithas strong or weak (Forceville
1996). A strong inference is the most obvious megto be taken from the
advertisement and probably that intended by therider. A weak inference is less
obvious and may have been intended by the adveatigeerhaps has been identified due
to the idiosyncratic interpretation of the consuifihillips 1997). It is also possible for
these weak inferences to be identified by the coreswithout the need for a high level
of involvement, referred to by McQuarrie and Ppgli(2005) as the weak-implicature

formulation. However it is argued that these wead&rences can be very effective for the



advertiser. Indeed it is this opportunity for tlmmsumer to create multiple positive
interpretations that can make such indirect adsiadiso persuasive. A study by
McQuarrie and Phillips (2005) examined the effemtiess of advertisements that utilised
visual metaphors without any verbal explanationhighly implicit. They found that

such advertisements resulted in the creation afgelnumber of weak inferences which
they argue are advantageous to the advertiserrfamder of reasons. Firstly, the
inferences are normally positive due to consunmensireness of the role of advertising.
Secondly, the consumer produces few counterarguneciause of the high number of
inferences that are interpreted. Lastly, this asralgtion of a number of distinct positive
inferences can lead to an overall strong positoraraunication. Other research has also
proposed that the believability of the messageimere@ase due to the consumer
identifying the inferences independently (Phillgpsd McQuarrie 2002) and, as earlier
mentioned, this processing activity can lead tositpye attitude towards the
advertisement (McQuarrie and Mick 1999) which hasrbfound to extend to a positive
brand attitude (MacKenzie and Lutz 1989). With ssmgpositive outcomes, it is perhaps

not surprising that levels of implicity are increws

However the cost of this high level of implicitytise increased risk that the consumer
may not understand the main message or strongmderthat the advertiser is trying to
communicate. An examination of the way comprehenbes been measured in past
studies would suggest that there is a range ofi@pion the importance of
communicating the strong inference. In the Morgaah Reichert (1999) study the level

of comprehension was measured by counting the nuaflpre-selected inferences that



the respondents identified. Weak inferences tha¢ wet predicted were considered
invalid even if they were of a positive nature. Shiould imply that unexpected positive
inferences are not considered to be a favouralitome, an approach which seems
incongruent with general metaphor literature. lajédick and Politi (1989) argue that
different interpretations of the same image cameatdentified as wrong or right because
no one reality exists. In a study by Phillips (2D66mprehension was measured by
asking the respondents whether they found the aggsrent easy or difficult to
understand i.e. their perceived level of compreloendt is perhaps their perception that
is most important when one is examining relatiopshietween comprehension and
likeability, as discussed below. Indeed Phillip897) found that consumers who
identified weak inferences did not perceive therbéaveak but to be the correct
interpretation. However this measure of comprelents not helpful in identifying
whether the main message has been communicatech wiaiy be important to the

advertiser.

Relationship between Comprehension and Likeability

The level of difficulty in understanding the metapls crucial if the advertisement is to
achieve maximum effectiveness. A challenge thpeiseived to be too demanding can
lead to a number of different outcomes (McQuamie Blick 1996). Firstly consumers
may not take up the challenge because they peritatvée difficult and do not have

either the motivation or ability to work out thezale. Alternatively the consumer may



have the motivation to take up the challenge luk the ability to identify any inferences
to transfer from the metaphor to the product oviser In both of these scenarios

comprehension levels will be low.

Perhaps more importantly, there is evidence to esigfat if the advertisement is
understood it is also liked (McQuarrie and Mick 229t would therefore follow that if a
consumer feels that they have not understood aertisiement then levels of likeability
will be low. However the relationship between coal@nsion and likeability may not be
that straightforward. In a study by Phillips (20@0)as found that when an
advertisement is made slightly easier through exbehoring this leads to increased
comprehension and ad liking. However when a cora@gplanation of the
advertisement is provided that level of assistdrasea direct negative effect on ad liking
because the pleasure in solving the puzzle isnessd his would suggest that the
relationship between comprehension and likealgityot of a linear but a quadratic
nature. If such a quadratic relationship exists tas implications for practitioners who
need to balance their requirement for the messabe tinderstood with maintaining an

appropriate level of interest and challenge fordbesumer.

One of the limitations that Phillips (2000) idergd in her study was that the visual
images utilised in her experiment were fairly essynderstand and were comprehended
by the majority of the participants before any stsgice in terms of explanation was
provided. It is therefore perhaps not surprisirgg the inclusion of an explanation had an

adverse effect on the levels of likeability. Pipli(2000) suggested that similar studies



involving more complex visual images would conttdto our understanding of this
relationship. This study heeds this call by exangrthe relationship between perceived
comprehension and likeability across a range dédiht advertisements with different
levels of difficulty. Its purpose is to establislh&ther the relationship between
comprehension and likeability for such advertisetménof a quadratic nature, an area
which has not previously been explored. More spely it is expected that there is a
negative relationship between level of difficultydalikeability overall but when
advertisements are perceived to be easy to unddrskaability levels will drop. The

following hypotheses will therefore be tested:

H1l: There is a quadratic relationship between leveldifeitulty and likeability

Hla: There is generally a negative relationship betweeals of difficulty and

likeability

H1lb: Likeability decreases whadvertisements are perceived to be at the

lowest level of difficulty

Methodology

The advertisements utilised to construct the expenmi were taken from the Radio

Times, a general interest magazine in the UK apeaged approximately six months

before the experiment was performed. This delaytwansure that the brand names



may be familiar but the details of the advertiseta@vould be forgotten by the
participants. It was felt important to use real@tigements as recommended by Thorson
(1990) to increase the external validity of theeegsh and provide authenticity and
applicability to the findings. The chosen advertigats were for a microwave oven, a
beer, a hair cream and an internet provider. Thesducts were chosen to represent
"informational” (Rossiter and Percy 1997) or "think’ (Vaughn 1986) products and
thereby provide some homogeneity in terms of preiogs They are also products

considered of importance to the target audience.

The four full-page colour advertisements were chakee to their use of pictorial
metaphors with a range of verbal anchoring to enthat different levels of
comprehension would be created. The headlindgeihair cream and microwave oven
advertisements explain the visual and comprehensiats were therefore expected to be
high. The beer and the internet headlines desanbegtribute of the product but provide
no explanation of the visual and comprehensionl$ewere therefore expected to be low.

The four advertisements can be seen in AppendikHitie verbal anchoring.

The participant were business under-graduate wityestudents (n = 126) aged between
19 and 22 years old. This size and type of sansplefiected in studies of a similar nature
(e.g. Morgan and Reichert 1999; Phillips 2000). $tuelents were requested to
participate in the study during class time as patheir normal timetable and
consequently participation was 100% with no incentiecessary. Six different classes

were visited in order to obtain the right numbepafticipants, with an average of twenty



students in each class. These classes were chabetave to avoid duplication of
students and to minimise disruption to the teackiigbus. All questionnaires from
overseas students were removed from the analysieesis a body of evidence to
suggest that culture has an impact on the intexpioet of metaphors (Littlemore 2003;
Callow and Schiffman 2003; Scott 1994). This brdugk sample size down to 100

participants.

The procedure followed was similar to that utilidggdPhillips (1997). Firstly qualitative
data was collected on the four advertisements withad then with verbal anchoring for
a separate investigation. This study concentraigh@® second stage where the complete
advertisements were shown, containing all verleghehts of the advertisements
accompanied by the visual. The participants weea #isked to provide some quantitative
data in terms of their attitude towards the adsertient and their perceived level of
difficulty. The measurement of these two dependantbles was achieved by using the
differential scales utilised previously by McQuarand Mick (1999). Attitude towards
the advertisement was measured by the sum of timeepoint semantic differential
scales, anchored by ‘liked’/'disliked’, ‘pleasantiipleasant’ and ‘enjoyed’/ ‘did not
enjoy’ ( .90) . Difficulty of comprehension was also measuiby the sum of three
five-point semantic differential scales, anchorgddasy to understand’/’difficult to
understand’, 'straightforward’/’confusing’ and ‘tineeaning is certain’/ ‘the meaning is
ambiguous’ ( .79). These results are similar to McQuarrie andkiML999) who found
that the alpha value for Likeability overall at 0.@as higher than for Difficulty at 0.87.

Phillips (2000) who utilised a similar scale in ls¢éndy found an overall alpha of 0.89 for



both variables. All the results were above accdeti#vel as proposed by Nunnally

(1978) and it was therefore deemed possible to aterjhe means for analysis.

Results

The relationship between comprehension and likiyakbias then examined by
undertaking a statistical analysis of the quarntiatiata. These results are provided in
Table 1. As the same sample of respondents wasedtilor all four advertisements it
was necessary to undertake a repeated measure AN@WAe data and this confirms
that there were significant differences in the lefalifficulty and likeability for all four
advertisements. As predicted the perceived levdift€ulty was lower for the oven
advertisement and the hair cream advertisementintémet advert and the beer
advertisement were perceived to be more diffiauliiderstand. The Pearson’s
correlation indicates that there is a strong nggatlationship between difficulty and
likeability, providing support for hypothesis las An advertisement increases in levels

of difficulty, the level of likeability decreaseserall.

Place Table 1 about here




A regression analysis was then undertaken on tfst ilked and perceived easiest
advertisement (hair cream) and the less liked hagérceived most difficult
advertisement (internet) for comparison as theyesgnted both ends of the spectrum.
The results indicate that the level of comprehengio the internet advertisement can
explain 58% of the likeability level in a lineadagonship and increases slightly to 59%
in a quadratic relationship (R2 linear = 0.58, R2d|= 0.59). There is therefore a strong
causal relationship between the two variablesomprehension has a strong influence
over whether a person likes an advertisement orimdthe hair cream advertisement only
21% of likeability levels can be explained by costpnsion in the linear relationship
(R2linear = 0.21) but this rises to 26% when a ga@arelationship is examined (R2
quad = 0.26). This indicates that comprehensioralagnificant impact on likeability
when the advertisement is perceived to be diffianll consequently the difference
between the linear and quadratic relationshipws ldowever, when the advertisement is
perceived to be easy to understand, comprehenamteks influence on likeability,
leading to a more quadratic relationship. The regon analysis for all four
advertisements also reveal that the quadratideelstip provides more explanation of
the relationship between the two variables tharittear (R2 linear = 0.34, R2 quad =
0.35). There is therefore support for Hypothesig Ithat there is a quadratic relationship
between levels of difficulty and likeability butshould be noted that this relationship is
more applicable to advertisements that are easienderstand. These relationships for

the hair cream and internet advertisements are sigoaphically in Figure 1.
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Place Figure 1 about here

This analysis of fit also provides support for Hitpesis 1b. They reveal that if an
advertisement is perceived by consumers to bee@sy to understand likeability levels
drop. This is taking place for both advertisemdnisis stronger for the hair cream
advertisement. This may be because the advertidemasperceived to be easier to
understand than the internet advertisement andftiverthe additional assistance
provided by the headline was not necessary or wecd hese findings support the work
of Phillips (2000) who found that when an easyndearstand advertisement was
provided with verbal assistance that level of aasrse had a direct negative impact on
the level of likeability of the advertisement besawany pleasure in solving the puzzle

was removed.

The graphs reveal two other interesting findingsctwihave not been discussed in the
literature previously. Firstly it can be seen tthegt participants enjoyed solving the puzzle
in the hair cream advertisement if their percepti@s mid-way in terms of difficulty. In
other words the level of likeability is not falling line with levels of comprehension.

This finding gives credence to the suggestion pleaiple do enjoy a puzzle that requires
some consideration to solve (McQuarrie and Mick@98econdly the graphs indicate
that comprehension and likeability can take diffém@utes at the other end of the
spectrum as well. The participants who found tteesadvertisement difficult to

understand i.e. the hair cream advertisement, lstibag dislike for the advertisement.
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The reason for this can only be speculated afpibiist but it may be possible that a level

of frustration or annoyance at not being able teesthe puzzle is evident.

Discussion
The results from this experiment provide some &mste in understanding the
relationship between comprehension and likealwdlitgt reveal that it may be more
complicated than initially thought. If an advertisent is perceived to be difficult then
comprehension levels explain a large proportiolikehbility. Those people who feel that
they have understood the advertisement but foudltkitenging generally like the
experience and the advertisement. However therasstebe some kind of threshold at
either end of the spectrum. People who find theeethement very easy or very hard to
decipher do not like the advertisement. In bottheke situations the person has not
experienced the feeling of achieving something west worth achieving. It is therefore
very important for the advertising practitionerget the balance right for the target
audience in question. In order to do that it isamt@nt to consider the type of person who
is being communicated with in two ways. Firstlywhimtelligent are they and therefore
how capable are they in deciphering the messagash8ky, how likely is it that this
person will put the effort in to work out what theessage is e.g. what level of motivation
would they have to concentrate on the challenge®ifipact of ability and motivation is
an important element of the Elaboration Likelihddddel proposed by Petty and
Cacioppo (1980). This was tested by Mackenzie qmdry) (1992) who found that
increases in motivation led to increases in cogmigirocessing. Although metaphors

have been identified as providing this motivatibis positive outcome is only possible if
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the level of challenge they provide is at the righel. This is the first piece of research
to identify that if the challenge is too hard oo ®asy, the result in terms of the likeability
of the advertisement is the same. Precise tagyetitherefore necessary in order to
design an advertisement which may only be of isteicea small select group of people
but these people will be reached successfully. udgeof metaphors in a campaign
adopting a more scatter gun approach will be |&sstese. Such precise targeting can
obviously be assisted by appropriate pre-testinp@icampaign utilising accurate

measures of comprehension and likeability.

Limitations
A limitation of this study is that comparisons &eing made across a number of different
advertisements. This has its advantages in tihaisitbeen possible to identify a common
pattern across the advertisements and therebyaasire generalisable finding.
However it is important to acknowledge that thee@her variables such as the visual
elements used in the advertisements and the differeduct categories which may have
an impact on levels of likeability independent ohprehension. Inconsistent levels of
familiarity in terms of brand names may also havéndluence. Nonetheless, the
commonality of results across the four advertiseémprovides some reassurance that the

impact of other variables is minimal.

It should also be noted that the experiment udligee use of students. This is common
practice and is evident in many of the main studitsd here (i.e. Phillips 2000;

McQuarrie and Phillips 2005; McQuarrie and Mick 299Reassuringly, the wide range
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of perceived comprehension and likeability levelgirfd in this study for all four
advertisements across the student sample wouldestigdack of homogeneity. However
it is possible that students may take more pleasuaad be more proficient at doing
puzzles than other sectors of the population. Ayshy Jacoby and Hoyer (1989) found
that comprehension levels for advertising genera#tye higher for people who had

participated in higher education.

Conclusion

The results of this study demonstrate the challéhgeadvertisers face when using
metaphors in advertising in terms of choosing thktdevel of implicity. Although
likeability is generally negatively related to peireed comprehension this is a quadratic
relationship. If the advertisement is seen to loesi@sy or too hard to understand then the
advertisement is not liked. Implications for adisng managers are that caution needs to
be taken to ensure that an advertisement presaoigable but interesting challenge to
the majority of their consumers. This can only beiaved by knowing their target
audience well in terms of their product, advergisamd cultural knowledge, all sources of
information that are utilised when interpreting aggtors (Phillips, 1997). This

knowledge would have an impact of their abilityutwderstand the message and their

motivation to face the challenge.
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Table 1

Likeability and Difficulty results for each advertisement

Advertisement | Difficulty | Likeability | Pearson’s
Mean Mean correlation
Internet 3.40 2.82 -.762*
Beer 2.82 3.13 -.570*
Oven 2.60 3.31 -.586*
Hair cream 2.40 3.39 -.462*
F Value 12.87* 3.79*

Note: * = p less than .01
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Figure 1
Linear and quadratic relationship between difficulty and likeability for two
advertisements
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APPENDIX 1

TERRIBLY ENGLISH

(1)
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Beer Advertisement

Hair Cream Advertisement
Internet Advertisement
Microwave Advertisement
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